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    Book 5 – Storm Cloud 
 
    

  

 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Project: Heatshield was supposed to signal humanity’s salvation. Instead it accelerated its destruction. A top secret government initiative combined with a global attempt at combating climate change has brought about the potential end of civilization. Nanotechnology satellites within Earth’s atmosphere have gone haywire, generating a network of electromagnetic strikes in the form of atmospheric lightning. Electric strikes that brought down thousands of aircraft and have crippled the global supply chain and power infrastructure. America, as well as the rest of the world, has been plunged into darkness and must try and pick up the pieces. 
 
    Desperate to get her back to her family, Joel has been escorting fourteen-year-old Helen throughout the southern United States, crossing Oklahoma and into Kansas, confronting the worst civilization has to offer along the way. After rescuing her from a group of violent survivalists in the Oklahoma wilderness, they are being pursued by one of the survivors, a man with hate in his heart and rage in his blood.  
 
    Chicago, seen by most as ground zero for the disaster, a community of like minded individuals established the Stronghold, a compound of apartment buildings inhabited by those working together to survive the apocalypse. But the government sees them as a threat, launching a brutal assault on the compound and leaving Shawna, Tristan, and Selanda scavenging for their very existence. 
 
    Out west, Laura and Jack, battling to escape Seattle and get to Wyoming have run across Myles, a violent and insane park ranger who has forced them into captivity, desperate for some company and driven insane by the deaths of his family. How will these groups come together in the face of certain doom, and how are they all connected? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Technologies had become the pride of Kansas City, Missouri, growing from almost nothing to one of the largest employers in the region and a boon for the local economy. Edmond Gossett, the face of the franchise, appeared on television shows regularly, touting the benefits of staying local, talking about how easy it would have been to relocate to Texas, Virginia, California, or any number of other, fancier locations outside of Midwest America. But he declared Kansas City was his home, he was a Midwesterner at heart, and as long as he ran the company, its largest headquarters would remain in Kansas City. 
 
    Edmond did not regret that decision now. 
 
    By all accounts, the United States, and likely the entire world, was embroiled in a global disaster the likes of which the planet had never seen. Even as Gossett stood on the roof of one of his buildings, he could see the pale blue and white latticework of lightning sketched across the atmosphere, a strange electrical connective tissue rippling through the thousands of nanotechnology satellites put in orbit by Project: Heatshield. 
 
    Project: Heatshield. 
 
    Gossett crossed his arms over his broad chest. The name was a sour taste in his mouth. He’d been the leading bidder for the project, and his factories had in fact produced the lion’s share of the satellites that now circled the Earth, small enough to be almost invisible, but designed so that within a set proximity to each other, they reflected a percentage of the sun’s rays, effectively cooling the planet. It had been a revolutionary step forward, though the idea of mankind somehow controlling Mother Nature had certainly been fraught with opposition, both from the population, and from the politicians. 
 
    If nothing else, Gossett knew how to navigate both. He’d stood at the elbow of Drydan Willoughby, the Secretary of Defense, and helped him communicate the project, helped him sell the importance, greasing the way toward United Nations approval and international agreements to put the network in place. 
 
    None of it would have happened without his help and without his company. Willoughby had realized that, he knew, and that had been why he’d agreed to help. 
 
    The sky above pulsed with a sudden vibrant light, the network of lightning brightening, a jolting web of fresh strikes leaving faint after images against the gray clouds. 
 
    In retrospect, the project had been a mistake. Gossett had no trouble admitting that. 
 
    What the global population didn’t realize was that Gossett and Willoughby had connections. For nearly two decades they’d been working together behind the scenes, helping to orchestrate and deploy a global spy satellite network for the American intelligence agencies. So, when Eagle Atmospheric won the bid, it only made sense for Willoughby to reach out to Gossett and ask how they could leverage that to their mutual advantage. 
 
    A few zeroes were added to the contract and, unknown to everyone, within the nanotechnology satellite network was a well-concealed camera array. A camera array that Willoughby’s top intelligence operatives had unfettered access to. Gossett had essentially given American intelligence agencies an “eye in the sky” to look at almost any location on the globe without the delay of orbital satellites navigating into position and without detection from the nations on the ground. 
 
    It had been a landmark event from both a technical and an espionage perspective, and so far, had been kept completely under the radar, even from American officials and inspectors. But there had been another secret, a secret even more sinister than the spy satellites embedded within the global climate control network. Each nanotech satellite had an almost-microscopic discharge emitter, a way to bleed off excess electricity to maintain orbital velocity and prevent interference with global communications satellites. 
 
    However, there was a back door that allowed an enterprising intelligence operative to pool the bled-off electricity into a focused electromagnetic pulse. An invisible weapon that could send localized bullets of technology-destroying energy to almost any location on the planet. It had been an unforeseen side effect of the emitters, but one that Willoughby had let slip to Gossett during one of their late-night poker games. 
 
    So, when Selanda Lopez and Atlas Orbital Technologies decided to one-up Gossett, sprinting to beat him to the finish line, he’d asked Willoughby to do something about it. At first, Willoughby had fought him. He’d been obstinate about the request—the sheer gall of Gossett asking him to use a device designed to maintain national security so he could have a commercial advantage against a competitor? Ridiculous. 
 
    But he’d done it. Gossett had threatened to go public with the emitter side effect, and with the global espionage as well, and Willoughby had backed off, agreeing to that one small favor. 
 
    It didn’t seem so small now. 
 
    Lightning streaked across the horizon, a strobing mesh of twisting electricity above the Eagle Atmospheric campus, the Kansas City evening cast in a pale light, the city covered by a strange white hue. Gossett looked up into the darkened clouds, trying to picture the vast network of nanotechnology satellites in orbit. Within the ornate cross pattern of lightning above, he could see scattered pinpricks of brighter, more focused light, a concentration of nanotechnology: the collected energy of the discharge emitters. 
 
    Suddenly a section of the sky lit up with a roiling, twisting ball of electricity, a focused sphere of concentrated light, and Gossett put his hand above his eyes to shield them. It was as if a hole was ripped in the sky, exposing the heart of the sun behind it. As Gossett watched, the whirling ball snapped apart, a lance of lightning spearing the night, slamming down into the ground somewhere in the distance. The low hiss and crack of raw electricity was audible even from where Gossett stood. 
 
    His eyes remained wide as he watched, the lightning fading as quickly as it had struck, leaving behind an afterimage against the evening sky. 
 
    “Not good,” Gossett said in a low voice. “Not good at all.” 
 
    It had been over three weeks since the disaster, and in those three weeks the constant sheet of striking lightning had remained atmospheric, riding the waves of the nanotech satellites, following the horizon, but not coming earthward. 
 
    In that singular moment, everything changed, and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was a sign of things to come. If the lightning that traveled the sky suddenly started falling to Earth, the entire landscape of their daily lives could be even further altered. 
 
    Gossett stood on the roof of the main administrative office of Eagle Atmospheric, looking out over the broad expanse of the Kansas City campus. There were four buildings in total, an entire wing devoted to research and development, and yet another large building for manufacturing. There was even a demonstration launch pad behind the main structure, a wide expanse of concrete with the mocked-up pad and scaffolding set up for research, design, and experimentation purposes. They’d never launched actual orbital satellites from that location and never would, but it was good to have a scale representation of the launch pads for the local teams to use for design purposes. 
 
    The parking lot stretched out wide from the collection of buildings set into a cloverleaf sort of shape, and several cars were slotted between painted lines. Most of the staff of Eagle Atmospheric had been sent home shortly after Atlas-One crashed into the city of Chicago, but Gossett had kept some staff on site, and once things started getting out of hand, he’d pulled others in. 
 
    Only the ones he trusted implicitly. 
 
    Eagle Atmospheric headquarters had been designed with resilience in mind. Three different power sources, an array of redundant generators, and several trailers of spare fuel to keep things operational in the event of an extended outage. There were three separate cafeterias, food pantries, and a self-sustained water and sewage plant. 
 
    That had been an attractive proposition to much of the staff and had provided encouragement for many of them to return to work. Gossett had gathered his security folks first, setting up a command structure and hierarchy, setting up a perimeter and guard patrols. They’d started rationing food and power, designing meal plans and calculating how long they could stretch out their water and fuel supplies. 
 
    It had lasted less than two weeks. 
 
    Reserve water tanks had run dry and at least seventy percent of the food stores had been stolen by enterprising employees who thought their invitation back to work was an open ticket to help themselves. One of the generators had malfunctioned and ejected its entire fuel tank onto the parking lot, which had started a fire that consumed an additional trailer and had threatened to creep into the main campus itself if not for the quick-thinking facilities personnel who managed to fight it down before it spread too far. 
 
    That had all happened within the first two weeks and now, a bit over three weeks into the post-Atlas-One world, it felt as though Eagle Atmospheric was slowly falling apart. Many of the employees had left; the only ones who remained were the steadfast. In a way, that was good, because the small cadre of remaining employees was fiercely loyal and trustworthy. But in a way it was bad, as he was down to a very small group of trusted advisors and security personnel, and not too far away was a city of the hungry and the desperate, unruly mobs of people who would have been only too happy to kill to get what he had. 
 
    Approaching the metal ladder leading from the roof, he stopped for a moment, looking out past the campus toward the Kansas City skyline in the distance. Unlike many of the major cities in America, Kansas City had somehow escaped the barrage of crashing aircraft and remained more or less intact, though the devastation that had crippled the power grid had impacted the city. Although little damage had been done to the city itself, the military and National Guard had immediately descended, closing off the borders and setting up checkpoints to leave and enter the city, as they had with other major cities. 
 
    The goal had been to establish routine, to set the tone, and to keep a consistent message throughout the United States. After all, Kansas City was relatively a stone’s throw from Chicago and Indianapolis, two major cities that had been devastated by the disaster and were currently in the throes of violent civil unrest. 
 
    It had achieved the opposite result. The citizens of Kansas City had resented the military’s presence immediately. They’d pushed back, they’d resisted, and some of the protests had gotten violent. Food and supplies had been cut off as a result of the disaster and looting had begun within a week of the military presence, which had only increased local law enforcement’s desire to maintain order. 
 
    Gossett looked at the city he loved and could see the silhouettes of the buildings bracketed in the orange hue of burning fires, punctuated by the occasional flash of light from an explosion or gunfire. There wasn’t full-blown civil war as had broken out in Indianapolis and threatened to explode in Chicago, but tempers were hot, and even on the outskirts of the main city, he could almost taste the tension. America was a nation built on freedom, and he believed that American citizens would come together in the face of a disaster. But when the government obstructed that coming together and in fact threatened freedoms held even deeper, the population typically did not respond well. 
 
    Kansas City was a powder keg and Gossett suspected it was only a matter of time before it achieved detonation. 
 
    The metal ladder leading down from the roof was surrounded by circular metallic railings and he slipped through them, descending rung by rung as he headed towards the pavement below. 
 
    # 
 
    Down on the pavement outside the Eagle Atmospheric compound, Brian Genner stood and watched the same skyline Gossett had been looking at from the roof. He was a short, squat man with broad shoulders and thick arms, currently clad in a dark blue uniform. A black tactical vest was strapped over his chest with the word SECURITY stenciled on it in stark, white letters. 
 
    The uniform he wore was standard issue for Deadbolt, Incorporated, which was a national third-party protection agency offering local franchises across the United States. Brian had been the local site director of the Kansas City operations, and, in fact, their exclusive contract with Eagle Atmospheric had made their franchise one of the most lucrative in the nation. Brian had gotten quite a bit of credit for that nationally, though nobody higher up the food chain really knew how he’d arranged those contracts with Gossett and with Eagle itself. 
 
    Gossett was an important man in Kansas City, an important man with some important needs, and he’d been the guy in charge of making sure those needs were met. Most of those needs were conventional. Escort services to various local events, guards for public speaking, boots on the ground security for around the Eagle facility. Some of his needs, however, were a bit more esoteric, and required a little more secrecy and finesse. 
 
    Brian had made sure those needs were taken care of as well, no questions asked. 
 
    As a result, not only had the local Deadbolt franchise become one of the most profitable, but Brian himself had earned quite a nice little nest egg as an added bonus. All under the table and paid in cash. Not even his wife or kids had known about the secret bank account he kept tightly under wraps. 
 
    He looked out toward the shadowed Kansas City skyline and couldn’t help but wonder what good that secret bank account was doing him now, and what good it might do in the future. In the days immediately following the airplane disasters, the stock markets had tanked, New York’s main financial district had gone up in flames and businesses all across the world had waved the white flag, forgoing normal daily operations for the sake of safety, security, and basic human needs. The latest video game, movie, or streaming service seemed wholly unimportant, especially considering most of those devices couldn’t be played at that point anyway. 
 
    There were more important things now. To Gossett’s credit, he’d adapted, especially when it came to his people. Eagle Atmospheric was a large complex with a small residential wing used for international employees, interns, and employees who were having a difficult time finding housing. The residential wing was filled with families now, each small apartment inhabited by the wives, husbands, and children of those employees who had elected to stick around, who hadn’t cut and run at a moment’s notice. Gossett demanded fierce loyalty from his employees, and those who were loyal were rewarded in kind. 
 
    Technically, Brian wasn’t an employee, but his loyalty and service over the years had earned his wife and son a place in the residential wing, as long as he continued to act in Eagle’s best interests. He’d agreed, and was now Gossett’s right-hand man, the leader of his local security outfit and coordinator of a lot of the facilities work that they were desperate to keep operational. 
 
    He heard the soft metal clunk of boots on the ladder and he turned to see Gossett descending from the roof where he’d gone a short time before. 
 
    Brian walked to the base of the building as Gossett stepped from the ladder. 
 
    “Evening, Mr. Gossett,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “Brian,” Gossett replied, looking past him and toward the buildings in the distance. “Did you see that lightning earlier?” he asked. 
 
    Brian nodded. 
 
    “Looked like it shot down right into the heart of the city,” he said. “Definitely hit the ground somewhere in there.” 
 
    “You ever see that before?” Gossett asked. “Since the disaster, I mean. I’ve seen plenty of atmospheric lightning, but nothing coming down to the ground.” 
 
    “First time I’ve seen it,” Brian acknowledged. 
 
    “We need to get Gopal and Jasmine on this. They’re the two top engineers we’ve got left. I know they’re not weather experts, but maybe they’ve got some ideas.” 
 
    “Will do, sir,” Brian replied. 
 
    “Any word from Willoughby yet?” Gossett asked. “We’ve been calling Washington on long-range radio for days.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. 
 
    “Nothing yet. We’ll keep trying.” 
 
    “See that you do.” 
 
    Brian walked off across the pavement, heading toward the residential area where, no doubt, Gopal Agarwal and Jasmine Trevor were trying to relax. 
 
    There was no such thing as a nine-to-five job these days, though, and everyone here was always on duty. Himself included. 
 
    Food was already starting to run scarce. Reserve water tanks were running dry. The few dozen people remaining on campus were getting decidedly uncomfortable with how things were going. After Brian got the engineers on the job, he’d have to see about setting up a search party to go into the city. It would be dangerous, no doubt about that, but it was also necessary. 
 
    Drawing in a deep, unsteady breath, Gossett turned and walked back toward the entrance of the main building, his mind a constant storm of thoughts and worries. 
 
    
 
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Southeast Kansas 
 
      
 
    Joel pulled his hand across his forehead, the back of his fist coming away slick with glistening sweat. Squinting up into the sky above, he struggled to see a hint of the sun shining through the clouds. It didn’t appear to be a very warm day, but over the past few hours, he’d grown increasingly hot and tired, and a churning pain in his shoulder and chest had sharpened to a jagged, twisting agony. 
 
    Riding on horseback, he and Helen had made their way from the forest clearing where they’d narrowly escaped with their lives almost two days ago. From the cliffside, they’d looked down into the valley and seen the wreckage of a small town below, buildings flattened by the broad stomach of a crashing airliner, its broken tail section lifted like a misshapen statue, reaching up beyond the low, surrounding trees. Since witnessing the destruction, they’d continued onward, navigating the narrow mountain trail towards the bottom, stopping to rest as needed, with Joel’s energy seeming to flag. 
 
    “Maybe you wouldn’t be so tired and out of breath if you didn’t smoke those cigarettes,” Helen offered helpfully, and Joel shot her an annoyed glower. 
 
    “I’m not out of breath,” he replied. “Just hot and tired, that’s all.” He shifted on the back of his horse, adjusting his shoulder a bit and grimacing as he did so. Joel and Helen had been on the run for a week now, leaving the ravaged town of South Brisbane, Louisiana, flattened by a hurricane and threatened by the same disaster that had leveled places like New Orleans, Seattle, and Chicago.  
 
    Helen’s father had been swept underwater by the hurricane, and Joel had barely managed to rescue her in time and had since taken her under his wing, albeit reluctantly. She’d revealed to him that her mother was alive and living in Seattle, though she had family in Wyoming. Joel’s grandfather had belonged to a national survivalist group that was also based in Wyoming, so they’d borrowed a pair of horses and had begun their northward trek through Oklahoma and into Kansas. 
 
    Their exit from Oklahoma had not been a smooth one. They’d stumbled upon an old mining town inhabited by a group of angry people who had established a community, determined to survive no matter who got in their way. After attempting to kill Joel and kidnap Helen, they’d learned the hard way that Joel was a survivor himself and that he was willing to do anything to protect the girl. 
 
    With an arrow in his chest, he’d returned to the town and taken out several of the inhabitants, rescuing Helen in the process, who then removed the arrow from his chest and helped sew his wounds. She’d kept him alive, as much as he might hate to admit it. 
 
    But their time in the mining town ended as violently as it began when other residents from the town returned, weapons in hand, demanding to know what had happened to their friends. A gunfight followed, and Joel and Helen had once again narrowly escaped certain death, leaving behind an angry Albanian named Ali with hate in his eyes and a military background to boot. 
 
    Since then they’d been on the move again, stopping every so often to make sure they weren’t being pursued, listening for the soft whine of an engine or any other indication of followers. 
 
    They exited the mountain trail onto the grass and in the distance, through the tight clutch of nearby trees, they could just make out the vague outline of the town they’d seen from the cliffside earlier. It was barely a town, with most of the main street devastated by the crashed airplane. Houses were smashed, businesses destroyed, the local church a ruined wreckage of its previous small-town elegance. 
 
    Helen looked in the direction of the town, her face pale and eyes wide, clearly uncomfortable with the thought of venturing too close to what was very likely a mass grave. Joel could feel a low swirl of fog crawling through his brain, a sense of pressure pushing against the inside of his skull and as the horses trotted softly along the grass, he felt as though a part of him was floating up and out of his own mind. 
 
    His stomach clenched like a fist and he swayed gently while on top of the horse, tightening his grip on the reins, trying to stay stabilized, but he knew even before the last surge of unconsciousness that it was too little, too late. The world smeared into a finger-paint rainbow of colors and he pitched backwards, welcoming the darkness that consumed him. 
 
    # 
 
    “Joel!” Helen shouted, grabbing his shoulder and shaking it vigorously. “Joel, wake up!” Helen looked left and right as she crouched next to the fallen form of the older man, who lay slumped on his side on the grass next to his brown horse. The mangy stray dog, who had taken to following them since they’d found him in the forest clearing, hovered nearby, sniffing at Joel’s neck and pressing its warm nose into his flesh, the collar he still wore jingling softly. 
 
    Joel’s eyes fluttered slightly as Helen jostled him, moving him more aggressively until he finally jerked awake. 
 
    “The hell are you doing?” he asked in a gruff voice, leaning up on his elbow, trying to steady himself with the palm of his other hand. “Trying to sleep.” 
 
    “You’re not trying to sleep,” Helen spat back. “You passed out. On the back of your stupid horse!” 
 
    Joel twisted around, trying to get his bearings while blinking rapidly to clear the fog from his eyes. 
 
    “What?” he asked groggily. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    There was a soft rustling in the trees and Helen looked up from where she crouched, her knees pressed into the grass near where Joel had fallen. A few figures emerged, three men and one woman, all of them holding rifles in front of them, glaring at them with suspicion etched across their tired, worn faces. 
 
    The man in the center was tall and lean, a thick, tangled mass of curly hair sprouting from his round scalp. 
 
    “You’re not welcome here,” he said in a firm, loud voice. “This is private property!” 
 
    “My friend needs help!” Helen shouted back, lifting a hand. “He’s not doing well!” 
 
    “I’m doing fine,” Joel said, levering himself to an awkward half-crouching posture. 
 
    “Neither you nor your friend are welcome here,” the man said again, in no uncertain terms. 
 
    “Do you have any medicine?” Helen asked, desperation lingering at the edge of her voice. 
 
    The man with the curly hair adjusted the rifle so it was elevated and aimed at the two of them, held in a practiced two-hand grip. 
 
    “Private property,” he reiterated. “You are not welcome here.” 
 
    Joel held a hand up, looking at Helen as he clawed his way to his feet. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. 
 
    “You’re sweating like a pig,” Helen said. “Does your shoulder hurt?” 
 
    Joel shook his head but wouldn’t look her in the eyes, and she could tell he wasn’t telling the whole truth. 
 
    “He needs antibiotics!” Helen shouted. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed back at him. 
 
    “I won’t say it again,” the man with the curly hair warned, taking a step forward, his rifle raised. The other three stepped up alongside him, some of them adjusting their weapons in their hands as well. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Joel said, grabbing the reins of his horse again, a brown stallion he’d affectionately nicknamed Dirtbag. Swinging his leg up and around, he clambered clumsily back onto it, adjusting his backpack, a rifle still slung over his shoulder. 
 
    Helen touched a hand to her own brown and white mare, who she’d named Maggie, her eyes narrowing at the four people who had emerged from the trees on the outskirts of the small, ruined town. She could see hints of some sort of concrete barricade crossing the only road running through the small town. Other figures milled around near the barricade and Helen finally realized she just wasn’t going to get through to these people. 
 
    They’d experienced tragedy. Their entire town had been more or less wiped off the map in a single afternoon, and she knew what that sort of devastating loss was like. She’d seen it firsthand, and she’d seen how certain people reacted to it firsthand as well. 
 
    She could still see the dead, open eyes of the police officer she’d shot to save Joel’s life- his pudgy face and double chin, the hat resting crooked along the crown of his head and the wet ground beneath. She could still smell the gun smoke, the feeling of wet mud, and that soft rain pattering down along her face. 
 
    One man. In a four-week period of time millions of lives had been lost and he was just one man, but it was something that still clung to her. 
 
    Grabbing the reins of Maggie, she swung herself back up onto the horse as well, still glaring back at the four people with rifles who stood between her and the town beyond. She felt a tightness in her chest, a deep and burning anger, but at the same time, she didn’t think she blamed them for how they were reacting. Judging by all the whack jobs she’d already met along the way, she couldn’t help but think that maybe she’d have done the same thing. 
 
    Adjusting herself on the horse, she yanked the reins and guided the mare east, in the opposite direction of the town, and Joel followed along behind her, the dog running full tilt bringing up the rear. 
 
    # 
 
    It was a few hours later when Helen and Joel stumbled upon the barn. In rural Kansas there was a whole lot of nothing east of the ruined town and they spent several moments on horseback simply watching the trees amble past, grasslands and empty land stretching out for miles. Neither of them knew whether or not the scattered skeletons of buildings were once part of the old town, or if they were someplace separate, but the dilapidated barn emerged along the left side of the now-dirt road. At one point, Helen figured it must have been a huge, proud barn, red and bright, the central place of business for the owner of the property. 
 
    Whenever that was, it was decades ago. The building was mostly intact, its walls and roof still attached, but it leaned heavily to the right, the wood weak and discolored, several chunks of missing structure revealing light from beyond. An old wooden fence ran out from the barn, several rungs of the fencing rotted away and separated from the posts, also leaning. There were no visible animals, just acres of untamed, unmown grass, an equally beaten-down farmhouse a short distance away, the white clapboard siding brown with age, windows broken, and a tree collapsed into the roof, caving the center of the house in upon itself. The entire farm looked as though it was from a place that time forgot, long grass, moss, and twisting vines crawling up the sides of the worn wood and cracked siding, a former residence that had been long since abandoned before the most recent disaster forced others from their homes. 
 
    It was uncomfortably quiet as they approached, the horses’ hooves thumping softly against the dirt path. The dull granite-colored clouds stretched out eternally in all directions, occasionally punctuated by the subdermal throb of atmospheric lightning. 
 
    Joel was slumping over slightly on his horse, his fingers tightly clenched around the reins, as if releasing them would send him toppling from the beast’s back and into the long grass at their feet. Helen jerked the reins and moved Maggie left, crossing between two broken sections of wooden fence into the long, grassy pasture and toward the broken-down barn which loomed high above them in spite of its diagonal tilt. The barn doors had long since peeled away from their hinges; one of them lay opened and slanted and the other one had fallen off completely, resting in the grass, almost completely hidden from view by decades of overgrowth. Easing Maggie around one door and through the opening in the barn, they were soon beneath the looming, arched roof of the structure, a traditionally constructed building with rafters, wooden planks, and several different stables within. Hay littered the floor and the stables and dirty, dried remains of the grassy substance were all over the inside of the barn, including a few loft sections which were in a state of partial collapse. 
 
    Pulling gently on Maggie’s reins, she slowed the animal, then swung her leg from its back, lowering herself down to the coated wooden floor, dismounting like an experienced rider who’d done it for years, not weeks. 
 
    Joel eased himself down from Dirtbag, though almost losing his balance, and Helen had to rush toward him, wedging herself under one arm in a desperate attempt to keep him relatively stable as he used the horse to help himself balance. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “Tired.” 
 
    “Stop feeding me that crap,” Helen said. She placed her hand on his forehead and shook her head. “You’re burning up. Take off your backpack.” She worked with various straps and slipped his backpack and rifle from his shoulder, setting them down on the hay-covered floor. She stepped back toward him and reached for the buttons on his shirt. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” he protested, lifting a hand. 
 
    “I need to look at your shoulder,” she said. 
 
    “I can take my own shirt off, thanks,” he said and started working the buttons, pulling each one apart in succession until he could slip the flannel shirt from his shoulders and drop it onto the floor. He hooked his fingers in the bottom of his T-shirt and lifted it up and over his head, wincing visibly as he moved his shoulder to draw the cloth up. 
 
    “Joel!” Helen said, her voice urgent. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Watch your mouth, young lady,” he said, with a humorous hint to his voice, but she was already pushing his shirt up and looking at his wound. 
 
    Joel had been shot in the chest with an arrow, then left for dead in the woods. He’d managed to snap the arrow off somewhat close to its entry wound and had gritted his teeth, going back to the village to save Helen. 
 
    After the battle, Helen had helped him remove the arrow from his chest, treat the wound and bandage it up, and she’d done the best she could with what she had handy, but there had been no hospital, no urgent care, no nurses, just the emergency medical kits in their Bug Out Bags and her ability to choke down vomit as she went to work. 
 
    The old mining village had some antibiotics in their medical stores, and she’d given them to Joel, but whatever she’d given, it hadn’t been enough, and now he was paying the price. The stitches still held his skin, but the bandages were stuck and puckered to discolored flesh, a mix of blood and thick, clear liquid congealing at the wound. Pink and red skin radiated out from the thick wound, and the flesh was almost hot to touch as she peeled away the yellowed gauze. 
 
    “This is infected,” she said. “I’m not surprised you passed out. Your fever is probably out of control.” 
 
    “I can tough it out,” Joel said, his voice almost slurring. “I can fight it.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Helen argued. “You need medical attention.” 
 
    Joel eased himself over to a particularly large pile of old, dead grass and settled himself down, bending his knees and resting his back against the wall, his eyes easing closed. 
 
    “And where do you think we’re going to find medical attention?” he asked, his voice strained. “Airplane city?” 
 
    “Don’t call it that,” Helen said softly. “People are dead over there.” 
 
    “People are dead everywhere.” He leaned back slightly, resting his head on the wall. “Need food more than anything. We got any?” 
 
    Helen unzipped the two Bug Out Bags and began rifling through them, carefully pulling out several of the items as she worked her way through. Slowly, she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said softly. “We ate all those protein bars on the way through Oklahoma. We took off so quick from the mining town we didn’t stop to pack anything.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Some survivalists we are,” he said. “My grandfather would be rolling over in his grave.” 
 
    “Did your grandfather have crazy Albanians riding ATVs coming after him?” 
 
    “My grandmother was Polish, does that count?” 
 
    “You’re not funny, Joel. This is serious.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied, starting to sit up. “I’m the one with rotting flesh, right?” 
 
    Helen lowered her head. She felt a tight pinch in her eyes, but she closed them tighter, refusing to cry in front of him. 
 
    “They must have some medicine in the town,” she said. “We just have to get it.” 
 
    Joel leaned back again, closing his eyes again. Helen turned and looked out through the broken gaps in the wooden wall, seeing narrow rays of light shining through. It was still daylight. Too early to think about sneaking into town, but not too early to go out and see what she could find for food. Joel snored softly from where he lay, stirring gently. 
 
    She touched his forehead again, drawing her fingers back from the scalding flesh. Joel didn’t stir a second time. 
 
    Standing up again, she made her way to the AR-31 bolt-action rifle which lay on the ground, the trusty weapon she’d carried with her for a while. Next to it was a magazine-fed Remington, the rifle they’d stolen from one of the men who had tied Joel to a tree a few days ago. She hesitated for a moment, but elected to take the AR-31, then fumbled through the bags to remove some ammunition. 
 
    Hunting first. Meds second, once night fell. Sounded like a plan. 
 
    “Stay here, boy,” she said, nodding to the dog, who tilted his head and looked at her curiously. She walked past him, then exited the barn and looked at the row of thick trees north of the farm. Slinging the rifle over one slender shoulder, she strode forward, walking through the grass and toward the trees, wondering just what she might find for dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Southeast Kansas 
 
      
 
    The air smelled different in ways that Helen could not quite explain, the thick scent of impending thunderstorms, a sense of ozone and heaviness that she hadn’t felt thus far in the month since it all began. It could simply be the coming of an actual thunderstorm, and although she hadn’t seen one in her travels, she suspected they would still happen. Lord knew they’d been rained on plenty of times since they’d left South Brisbane. 
 
    Her mind wandered a bit. The rain held some deeper, more disturbing significance for her. She’d always loved the rain, even as a little girl, begging to jump in puddles, dancing in her sparse front yard with the heavy slap of summertime precipitation pelting her from the heavens. The smell, the feel, the sense of the world coming clean, it had all created a feeling of satisfaction to her throughout her younger years. 
 
    Then the hurricane had come. The road had been washed out, the tree had fallen, and her father had been swept into the raging current, all while a torrent of rain pounded them from the clouds. 
 
    Then there’d been the Oklahoma trails winding through the forest and the ambush, Joel getting shot in the chest with an arrow, her killing a man with her rifle before finally getting kidnapped and dragged away to forced imprisonment in the mining village. That had also happened during a particularly heavy rainstorm. 
 
    She had no use for rain now. She saw it only as an obstacle and a reminder of bad tidings, no sense of the world being cleaned or the soothing wash of summer. 
 
    It would take a lot more than a heavy rain to clean the world now. She doubted the world would ever be clean again. Next to her, in the long grass, the dog snuffed at the ground, plodding along and running its black nose in the dirt. Its tail darted back and forth, and it was making a straight line towards the trees, obviously catching something’s scent. 
 
    “Easy, boy,” Helen coaxed, but the dog paid little attention, rooting around at the edge of the trees where the grass met the larger trunks and shoots of tall weeds. Helen made her way toward some of the weeds, shouldering the strap of the AR-31 and slipping a book from her pocket. Before she’d left, she’d gone through the Bug Out Bags and retrieved the small paperback book that she remembered seeing inside, the one that identified many edible wild herbs and plants. 
 
    “Dumb dog, I thought I’d told you to stay in the barn.” 
 
    The dog cocked its head, looking at her, as if daring her to do something about his disobedience. Helen laughed softly and shook her head. 
 
    Lowering herself to the edge of the woods, she spotted some color among the green and brown, slowly creeping forward until she could see the blueberry bushes running along the border of the forest. Smiling, she lowered the satchel from her other shoulder and removed one of the bags that was inside, slowly filling it up with the hard, round berries. They weren’t all ripe—some still blushed with a red shine—but she plucked them one after another, collecting them in the bag until it could barely close. Setting it back in the satchel, she tucked it into one corner and removed another bag, checking some of the other plants that grew in the fresh dirt by the trees. 
 
    It didn’t take long before she found a growth of leaves among the grass, larger and a richer green than some of the surrounding foliage, and she flipped through some of the pages in her book until she identified it as basil. Pulling it from the dirt, she flattened it slightly and slipped that into the bag as well. For nearly two hours, under the dimming sky as the sun made its way farther behind the westward mountains she moved along the grass and trees, eventually withdrawing a flashlight and using that to continue her foraging. 
 
    Helen had almost plucked up a very appealing bushel of colorful leaves until she identified them as caladium. Better known as angel wings or elephant ear, the reddish leaves looked as though they might provide some flavor, but in fact were a topical irritant, and if she and Joel had eaten it, it just might have caused enough tongue swelling to block their air passages. 
 
    There were plenty of mushrooms within the clearing, but she passed most of them by, not wanting to take a chance, even though in at least two cases she thought she identified them as safe, thanks to the book. 
 
    The satchel nearly full, she slung it back over her shoulder and let the AR-31 slip down her arm until she held it in her other hand. The sun had set, and the sky was darkening, but full night hadn’t yet fallen, and if she wanted something more substantial than berries and herbs, she had to venture into the trees with the rifle and find it. Subconsciously she knew she was purposefully delaying it. Certainly, she and Joel had spent hours hunting during their trek north, but it had always been a team effort. This was the first time she was truly venturing out on her own. If Joel had been more conscious and aware, she knew he would have never let her do it. She wasn’t ready, and the world was too dangerous for her to venture out on her own. 
 
    But the fever had fully taken him, and he was lying unconscious in the abandoned barn, barely aware of his surroundings. She’d hoped to possibly find some sort of healing herbs or roots on her hunting trip, something that would ease his pain, but hadn’t had any luck with that. The least she could do was try and bring back some food. 
 
    She stopped by the tree line, listening. It occurred to her that the mangy stray dog that had been following her around was no longer in the clearing. He’d been sniffing at the ground when she’d first arrived and that was some time ago, but he had wandered off somewhere and was nowhere to be seen. Helen wasn’t sure how she felt about that. 
 
    When they’d first run across the mutt, he’d been eating the corpses of his former owners, his muzzle stained red with drying blood and at first, she’d been appalled and disgusted by the creature. But as it tagged along after them on their way out of the clearing and toward the town, she’d slowly grown a bit more attached, intrigued by the way it managed to follow them, even though they were on horseback and moving quickly in some cases. 
 
    Now, she couldn’t help but be a little worried about the poor pooch. There was no telling what sorts of wild animals were in the trees and if he’d gone in search of something, he could have run across any manner of nastiness deep in the Kansas forest. 
 
    As she thought that, she stepped between two trunks, her AR-31 bolt action clutched tightly in both hands, carefully navigating the fringes of the forest. Trees rustled ahead of her, a sudden jerking sound and she took a nervous step back, lifting the rifle in anticipation. The sound was several yards off and she backpedaled, unsure of what might come bursting free. A shrill, warbling whine echoed from the thicket of young oaks, a frightened and pained yelp, and her heart stopped for a moment. It was the sound of a dog. 
 
    She opened her mouth to call to him and realized that they didn’t even have a name for the stupid mutt yet, so her lips simply hung dumbly open. Grass shifted and a gray blur plunged from the trees, bolting out at a swift canter and she recognized the running creature as the dog. 
 
    But what was it running from? 
 
    She held her position, the stock of the rifle pressed tight to her shoulder, her left hand cradling the foregrip, the barrel steady, desperately reciting every instruction that Joel had given her over the past month. She racked the bolt and loaded a round in the chamber, keeping the weapon still and directed at the point in the trees where the dog had run from. 
 
    More grass moved, more rustling traveled over the forest floor, and she saw the faint hint of quiet movement beyond the narrow trunk of a young birch tree. The shape clarified as it stepped free and she could see it for what it was. Not much larger than the dog itself, the creature was matted tan and gray, looking even more disheveled than the stray, its long snout angled down, ears perked as it slunk between the trees. 
 
    It was a coyote. A full-grown adult, but still not very large. Its narrow legs plodded as it moved over an outgrown root, dark eyes glaring in the direction that the dog had run. Helen wasn’t sure what to do. Were coyotes even edible? Meat was meat, and she figured as long as it was cooked properly, they were likely edible, and beggars couldn’t be choosers. 
 
    As she watched, the animal turned and looked behind itself, then barked a light, strange-sounding bark. A second coyote emerged from the trees, a similar size as the first, both of them heading toward the edge of the woods where the stray dog had run. She adjusted the aim of her barrel and once again recited the instructions in her head. It would be a difficult shot, but neither of them had seen her, which automatically gave her the advantage. 
 
    Letting the barrel drift slowly to the right, she tracked the movements of the first coyote and held her breath, waiting for the creature to halt its forward progress. She aimed for where she thought the lungs might be, though she really had no idea what a coyote’s anatomy was. 
 
    Moving her finger from the trigger guard to the trigger, she held the barrel, counted her heartbeats, then pulled the trigger once, the rifle kicking with an ear-shattering crack, then yanked the bolt, ejecting the shell, and loaded a follow-up bullet from the magazine feed in the rifle. Swiveling swiftly to the left she tracked the sudden, darting movements of the second coyote and fired again, another hard, loud kick, the muzzle flash brightening the entire section of the woods where she was standing. 
 
    Even as the roar of the single-shot bolt action floated beyond the trees and to the sky, the second coyote yipped quickly and slumped to the ground, dead, next to the first. Two shots, two dead coyotes. 
 
    Helen felt simultaneously sick and victorious and stood there, shaking slightly, looking at the corpses of the two dead scavengers which looked a little too much like a household dog for her comfort. 
 
    But there was meat on those bones and that was what really mattered. To her right, leaves rustled again, and she jerked back the bolt, stepping left and turning right, drawing aim on whatever other forest animal was coming at her. 
 
    The stray dog stood in the grass, its head canted, looking at her with its dark eyes, one ear up and the half-chewed one slightly curled. Helen let out the deep breath she’d been holding, lowered the rifle and dropped to a crouch, then held out her hand. 
 
    “Good boy,” she said quietly, and the dog walked toward her, its tail wagging. She rubbed its head and looked over to where the two coyotes lay, trying to judge how heavy they were and whether or not she could even get them back to the barn. 
 
    # 
 
    It turned out the animals were a lot lighter than Helen thought they would be. She’d grabbed one leg in each hand and had dragged them along the grass behind her, taking it slow but steady, and had returned to the barn in about forty-five minutes, the eager dog tagging along behind her. Her shoulders were slumped as she moved forward, each arm hanging low, fingers curled around one leg of each coyote, a trail of flattened grass winding behind her from the edge of the trees. 
 
    Every once in a while, the dog would inch close to one of the coyote corpses, sniffing eagerly at it, and Helen would have to turn and bark back at it, telling it to leave it alone. To the stray’s credit, it would flatten its ears morosely and back away, lowering its head in shame for a few moments, only to slowly work its way closer all over again as they crossed through the meadows leading from the trees to the abandoned farm they had taken up shop in. 
 
    Once again Helen felt lingering ozone in the air, a dull, thick sensation, like they were still on the fringes of a hellacious summer thunderstorm. The barn loomed up before her, tilted to the left, its formerly red siding faded and beat down with age and weather, and dull gray clouds extended above and beyond it, a bright, subdermal network of lightning veins just under the surface. As she watched, there was a strange focal point of light somewhere above, a swirling brilliance somewhat muted by the clouds, and suddenly a blinding spear of pale blue rocketed from above, jagged and slicing, a thick bolt of lightning shooting from sky to ground. 
 
    She halted and took a nervous step back, and although the lightning was a far distance away, the brightness and aggressiveness of the sudden strike caught her off guard. 
 
    Behind her, the dog whined softly as the slashing afterimage of the bolt faded gently from view, returning the sky to its previous shade. 
 
    “I know, boy,” Helen whispered, feeling a sudden urge to get under cover as soon as she possibly could. Ignoring the ache in her shoulders, she picked up her pace and charged forward through the grass, dragging the coyotes behind her, the stray dog running on ahead toward the barn, no longer quite as interested in the dead animals she was dragging. 
 
    A few moments later she reached the open barn door and made her way inside, flopping the coyotes down in a bed of dead grass, slowly rotating her aching shoulders as she walked to where Joel still lay. For a brief, heart-stopping moment she worried that he might have died while she was gone. He was resting back, his head lolling disturbingly to one side, but as she got closer, she could see the steady rise and fall of his shoulders. His flesh glistened in the low light and she touched his forehead, almost immediately pulling her fingers away from the hot and wet flesh. 
 
    Immediately moving to the bags on the floor, she set down her satchel and rifle and started digging through the supplies until she found one of the few remaining water bottles. There were only three in the bag, and all three were only partially full. They had filtration straws in the event of an emergency, but she wasn’t sure where the nearest water source even was. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered, jostling his shoulder, and his eyes eased open as he turned to look her in the eyes. “Drink this.” She offered him one of the water bottles, which was about a quarter full, and his fingers grasped it. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said immediately. “Just tired and hungry.” 
 
    “Have you ever eaten coyote?” 
 
    He scrunched up his nose slightly, shaking his head. 
 
    “Well, we’re both getting an introduction to it tonight.” 
 
    “You killed it?” he asked, starting to sit up, looking over toward the hay where the two creatures laid. “You shouldn’t have gone out…without me. Too dangerous.” 
 
    “Joel, you’re in no shape to go anywhere. I handled myself fine.” She hoped the stark fear she’d had surrounded by trees, coyotes lurching into the clearing ahead of her didn’t show on her face. 
 
    “Two coyotes?” he asked, looking at her as he made his way to his feet, moving gingerly, but at least moving. 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a skilled hunter.” 
 
    Striding forward, he made his way to the bed of hay where the corpses were, shooing away the dog, who was lurking nearby, sniffing at the bodies. 
 
    “Not very big,” he said. “May not be a lot of meat on those bones.” 
 
    “Well, golly gee, Joel,” Helen replied sarcastically, “you’re welcome. Honestly, it was no trouble at all.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass,” he replied. “Coyotes can carry rabies. You shouldn’t be mixing it up with them. One of them could have bitten you, and there’s no rabies vaccine in this world anymore.” 
 
    “I swear to God, Joel,” Helen said, all hint of sarcasm gone from her voice, “you are the most ungrateful person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    He ignored that and bent low over the dead animals, removing the knife from his boot sheath and poking around at the animal’s dirty hide and matted fur. 
 
    “More meat than I thought,” he said, somewhat approvingly. “And all of this dead grass and hay will help us start a fire nicely.” He stood and stretched slightly, though Helen could tell he was in pain and still feverish. “You did good, kid,” he said in a soft voice, not looking back at her. “Now help me skin and gut these things. Let’s find out just how much meat they actually have.” 
 
    Helen nodded and considered for a moment asking Joel what he thought about the lightning strike she’d seen a few moments before. But she thought better of it, figuring it was more important to focus on dinner now. The lightning conversation could wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The basement of the Stronghold 
 
    South Chicago, Illinois 
 
      
 
    It was hot, dark, and miserable, and there were times when Tristan had been just about ready to give up. He’d lost all track of time, they all had, but had continued the rotation of digging through the pile of rubble that had collapsed to block their exit from the storage basement underneath the Stronghold, the apartment complex that had been their refuge for the better part of the past month. 
 
    Sitting in a quiet corner of the storage basement, Tristan adjusted the strap around his head, the battery-powered headlamp casting a pale, off-white glow on the opened book on his lap. His muscles were in agony, a bone-deep soreness twisting his back and shoulders, the slick wetness of fresh sweat coating his flesh. 
 
    For more hours than he could count, he, Shawna, and Selanda had taken turns digging through the rubble of the corridor staircase leading to the surface. The collapsing building had been a blessing and a curse. 
 
    For three weeks, he and Shawna had worked together, recruiting neighbors, establishing routine, and creating a small, tight-knit community in the blocks around the Stronghold, a group of ordinary citizens who had come together to build up the once-poor and ramshackle apartments. They’d set up a hydroponic garden and fire pit in the back courtyard, orchestrated well-structured security details, gathered a small arsenal of weapons and ammunition, and collected all supplies in a central place where they could be given out and shared among the community. 
 
    In retrospect, Tristan found it almost unbelievable that it had worked so well. Two months ago, the people who lived in that part of South Chicago would have stalked past each other, heads down, not meeting each other’s eyes, just wanting to live in peace. 
 
    With the crash of Atlas-One and the disasters that followed, individuals who would have preferred to not even acknowledge each other’s existence had started working together. Building fences to keep the courtyard isolated from the crime-ridden neighborhoods beyond. Armed sentries around the clock, patrolling the grounds and keeping their eyes out for would-be intruders. Food prep, rudimentary medical care, and they had even started putting together hunting and fishing parties which would see the more skilled in the group crossing Lake Michigan and heading into the national forest on the opposite side in hopes of finding animals or fish along the way to be used for meals. 
 
    It had been the hardest four weeks of Tristan’s life, which was really saying something, considering he served in the United States Marine Corps and had been homeless for the past ten years. But all of the hard work had been worth it. Not only had they survived, they’d helped dozens of others to survive and as he held the Bible in his hands, slowly reading the passages, he felt like he had truly been doing God’s work. Doing God’s work was important to him, perhaps the most important part of his life. Even while homeless he had roamed the city streets, Bible in hand, spreading the word to anyone who would listen. 
 
    He’d volunteered at food banks, he’d sat by the death beds of countless men at the local veterans hospital, and he’d helped organize several support groups, all in the interest of spreading the word and helping others see what he clearly saw. 
 
    God was good. God was love. 
 
    His fingers traced the text in the book on his lap and he thought of those words, desperate to grab on to them and hold them tight, to believe in them fully and completely. After the events of the past month it had been especially challenging for him to see His goodness and love. So many people had lost something and so many people were still suffering. How was it possible to hold on to the belief in a benevolent God when humanity was struggling to grasp the smallest sliver of survival? 
 
    Simple. It was faith. Faith in something more than what he could see around him, the faith in a higher power that would welcome those lost and those suffering and offer them a place where they could rest eternally, finally at peace, although the world was still burning. 
 
    He had hoped the Stronghold would help provide that sort of faith and belief to a neighborhood and a city so clearly struggling. They had appeared to be on the way. 
 
    Then the military showed up. For reasons still unknown to him, an armed platoon-sized group of soldiers had stormed the Stronghold, firing first and asking questions later. They’d had armored vehicles, rocket launchers, and automatic weapons, and the residents of the Stronghold, desperate to hold their ground, had fired back. 
 
    The conflict didn’t last long. The Stronghold was barraged with rockets, grenades, and bullets, and the brick structure, nearly a century old, broke apart and collapsed, burying most of the residents within. 
 
    Shawna, Tristan, and Selanda had narrowly escaped, making their way to the stairwell down to the storage basement where they’d taken shelter as the building fell down above them. 
 
    There they had remained, slowly clawing at the rubble. Working in rotations, two on, one off, moving rocks bit by bit. The storage basement had a small supply of canned foods and the reserve water tank had been tapped for their drinking water, but supplies of both were running frighteningly low. They’d made progress, there was no question about that, but none of them really knew how much farther there was to go. Stairs stretched up toward the surface, and rocks were still wedged tight about three quarters of the way up, and for all they knew there was another thirty feet of rubble beyond. 
 
    During his breaks, Tristan either slept or silently read passages from the Bible, finding respite and hope in both, though as each countless hour passed and each nondescript day came and went, that hope was growing dim and dark, getting harder and harder to see. 
 
    “Are you still with us, Tristan?” Shawna asked, taking a few long steps towards him, wiping dirt-colored sweat from her brow. 
 
    “Always with you,” Tristan replied, his voice weak and throat sore. The air was feeling a bit thin these days and they were all battling a sense of minor light-headedness, a sensation that Tristan feared would only get worse. Shawna was a young woman, at least twenty years younger than he was, and would have likely died in the city if he hadn’t taken shelter in the police precinct and found her stranded and alone in one of the holding cells. 
 
    Turned out she was only guilty by association and had been held for her own safety after testifying against her longtime boyfriend for his role in a robbery that had ended in murder. He hadn’t known that at the time and he’d saved her anyway, a fact that was not lost on her. She’d been beyond appreciative ever since and had taken a leadership role in the assembling of the Stronghold, repeatedly impressing Tristan with her gift of command. 
 
    Slender, with her long, dark hair done up in a hastily tied ponytail, her normally pale flesh was caked in browns and blacks, a permanent layer of dirt and debris from her hard work digging. Concerned for Tristan’s well-being, she’d taken his shift three times since they’d begun their rotations, a fact that he’d battled aggressively against, but a battle that he had lost in the end. He wasn’t an old man, somewhere between fifty and sixty—he’d lost count some time ago—but his time on the streets and lack of nutrition had taken its toll on his physical strength. 
 
    “That book give you any brainstorms on digging through tons of rock?” she asked, nodding toward the Bible. 
 
    Tristan smiled back at her. 
 
    “All about the faith, my girl. I have it.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Shawna replied and walked past him. On one of the shelves in the storage basement they’d taken siphoned water from the reserve tank and had filled various cups and bottles that had been downstairs, setting up a row of drinking water. Each time the rotation was done, the person would take three sips of water, then set the container down. The reserve water tank still seemed to have some inside of it, but without power to continue pumping it from the city water supply, they all knew it wouldn’t last forever and had rationed themselves right from the start. 
 
    Several canned soups and vegetables had been in the basement as well and after fumbling with a knife the first few times, they’d gotten much better at cutting those cans open. Rationing had been put in place for the food as well, but even with the rations, supplies of both were nearly exhausted and they all couldn’t help but feel a little bit desperate. 
 
    Selanda walked over next, running her dirt-covered fingers through her long, dark hair, pushing the sweat-soaked strands away from her eyes. 
 
    “Water break?” she asked. Shawna nodded. Selanda made her way past her, picking up a second bottle from the shelf and taking her allocated three swallows, gasping quietly after the third. She was wearing a tank top and worn blue jeans, and Tristan could see the rigid definition of her arms as she lifted the bottles to her lips. 
 
    Selanda had been the CEO of Atlas Orbital Technology up until their prototype spacecraft Atlas-One plowed into the Chicago skyline, which had taken thousands of lives and likely would have effectively torpedoed the company if the rest of the world hadn’t begun its rapid collapse at the same time. 
 
    Sheltered in the Atlas regional headquarters in Chicago, she’d survived off of cafeteria food and water for a few weeks before venturing out to look for help. The moment she’d set foot outside, she’d been surrounded by soldiers and was forced to escape, finding refuge in the Stronghold. She secretly suspected that it was her fault that the military had launched its attack and although she tried not to show it, the hungry wolf of guilt was slowly eating her from the inside out. At least two dozen people had likely died in the attack on the Stronghold, and she took the blame for every single one of them, whether or not Shawna and Tristan told her it had nothing to do with her. 
 
    “My turn then?” Tristan asked, easing himself to a standing position, laying the Bible on a shelf to his right. 
 
    “Probably should take a turn,” Shawna replied, nodding. “My arms are about dead.” 
 
    There was a small scritching sound on the concrete floor and Tristan shone his headlamp in the direction of the noise. A dark shape skittered across the floor, moving from underneath one of the shelves before disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    “Rats,” Shawna muttered. “Gross.” 
 
    “Rats have meat,” Tristan reminded her. “We down here much longer, lady, we might be glad to have their company.” 
 
    Selanda put a hand to her stomach and twisted her nose, looking as though she might vomit just thinking about it. 
 
    “We’re going to have to shorten our shifts,” Shawna said as Tristan walked by. “As much as I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “You can feel it, can’t you?” Shawna replied. “The air? It’s getting thinner. It’ll take much less time for us to get winded and it’ll be harder to recover. We need to be careful.” 
 
    Tristan nodded, once again a dark shadow starting to work its way over the bright flower of hope he tried to keep alive inside of him. 
 
    “The rocks are moving a little easier now,” Selanda said. “I think that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope the military isn’t still lurking around up there when we make our way out,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “They gotta have written us off by now,” Tristan said. “I mean, they can’t really think we’re still kickin’, right?” He made his way up the flight of stairs to where the rocks were piled up, then clutched one of them and pulled it free, letting it tumble down the stairs behind him. Almost immediately a few more rocks shifted slightly, several pebbles broke away along with some dirt, and scattered across the stairs behind him. Selanda had been right. Things were a bit looser now. He agreed that was a good sign, and continued moving along, pulling the rocks apart. 
 
    # 
 
    There was a quiet hiss of static, then an audible voice in the darkness of the basement. Tristan’s eyes sprang open as he moved to his feet, turning to make his way toward the radio on the shelf near him. At around the same time every night, the radio squelched to life, a voice joining them in the dark, providing news and updates for the rest of America. 
 
    Tristan had spent his allocated time digging the rocks free and then it was Selanda’s turn to take back over and he’d just closed his eyes, forgetting exactly what time it was. Thankfully, Shawna had remembered to turn the radio on and when the voice crackled to life, it snapped Tristan out of his half-slumber. 
 
    “You’re listening to the Stone Sword,” the voice said, static filled but still audible. “America’s Survivalist Network. If you can hear us, congratulations, you’re one of the lucky ones still alive. The numbers are smaller and smaller every day, no thanks to our auspicious United States government, who seems to find it necessary to incite violence at every turn.” 
 
    Selanda took a break from moving the rocks and stepped down the stairway, joining Shawna and Tristan as they stood by the radio to listen. 
 
    “News from the front: the Battle of Redmond has reached a fever pitch. Members of the Seattle resistance have joined the insurgents within the Redmond city limits and are pushing back on the military encroachment there, and after three solid weeks of fighting, from what we hear, the National Guard is regrouping outside of the city limits and considering writing off the Pacific Northwest.” 
 
    All three of them looked at each other, shaking their heads. 
 
    “Boots on the ground in Chicago are telling us the violent attack south of the city has leveled a chunk of a city block, leaving as many as thirty dead and sixty-three wounded. Our attempts to reach people within city limits have been unsuccessful so far, but if you are in Chicago or from Chicago, know that we are thinking of you and are in solidarity with you. There is a place with Stone Sword for each and every one of you.” 
 
    “Do you think?” Tristan asked. “That we might—?” 
 
    “What do you know about this place, anyway?” Shawna asked. “This Stone Sword place?” 
 
    “Not much,” Tristan replied, “though I heard a few of the vets who passed through the support group talk about them before. They were pretty big in the veterans community, from what I know. Lots of those guys feared the worst about the future of America and were lookin’ for like-minded individuals.” 
 
    “All reports indicate that the government has all but abandoned Indianapolis. After an especially violent first few days attempting to institute martial law, all military forces have withdrawn, and rumors persist that they are traveling to Chicago and Kansas City to reinforce existing groups there, which continue to draw thin due to attrition. All reports indicate that attempts to coordinate relief efforts through the services of FEMA and the Red Cross have been all but abandoned, with much of the government resources being funneled into battling back the military resistance efforts. The morons in Washington don’t seem to understand that the population at large will respond far better to relief than violence.” 
 
    “It never fails,” Tristan said, shaking his head. “When given the choice between offering an olive branch or a big stick, governments of the world always seem to fall back on the stick. Seems like we never learn.” 
 
    Selanda broke away from the trio and made her way back to the stairs, even though the voice was still speaking through the static of the old radio. 
 
    “The Stone Sword is here to help. We are a beacon of truth in the deep darkness of government lies and deception. We have eyes and ears everywhere, and the sins of the father will no longer be hidden from his sons.” 
 
    The voice finally faded back into the surrounding static and Shawna stepped forward, twisting the dial and once again powering down the old device, silencing the basement at least until the same time tomorrow. 
 
    Would it be tomorrow? Tristan thought the show came on at around the same time each day, but maybe it was only six hours apart. He couldn’t remember. The notion of time was a slippery, ink-black thing these days, sliding through his fingers, ephemeral and formless. 
 
    He stood there staring at the radio, its thick, round speakers, its array of switches and dials, the narrow frequency meter. Did kids these days even know what a radio was? Tristan still remembered sitting in his grandfather’s apartment, listening to the baseball game on his old radio, usually tuned to the Cubs, his grandfather rocking gently in his easy chair, eyes half closed, the barest hint of a smile on his weathered face. 
 
    Tristan was glad he hadn’t lived to see what the world had become since that day. He was glad he hadn’t lived to see his only grandson homeless, for that matter. He still remembered the pride emblazoned on the old man’s face when he heard that Tristan was heading off to the Marine Corps. He’d been so proud of him. 
 
    Tristan tried to remember another time when someone else was even half as proud of him as his grandfather had been that day. He couldn’t think of one. His grandfather had died while he was stationed in the Middle East, and when he returned, all of a sudden, he’d had no family to think of and few friends. The pills had become his friends. 
 
    Slowly, eventually, he’d found comfort in the Bible and he’d rediscovered a long-lost love of religion, but it had been too late, and the pills had their claws into him, hard and deep. Somehow, he’d been able to look through the fog of his wreckage of a life and had seen the goodness beyond. Saw his time on the streets as an opportunity to help others, all the while battling to ignore his own demons. Always looking outward so he didn’t have to look within. 
 
    It had come crashing to a halt his first week at the Stronghold and he’d come desperately close to death, but Shawna had somehow seen him through. 
 
    But he still craved the pills. Craved them something fierce, just something to help dull the pain, to create the fog through which his bad memories were somewhat less clear and less agonizing. A curtain to block out the worst of what he’d seen and done. But there was no more of that. 
 
    Even if he had lost his battle against addiction and wanted the pills again, he couldn’t find them now. He was sure whatever stockpile of oxy any local pharmacies or hospitals had had been ransacked within the first forty-eight hours, and anything that hadn’t been stolen had likely been requisitioned by the military. There would be no more pills, not for him, and the best thing he could do was to find a way to live without them, no matter how painful it might be. 
 
    The good book was his only friend now, and that would be good enough. 
 
    “Shawna!” a voice cried from the stairway, high and almost frantic, a voice sharpened with the edge of excitement. 
 
    “Selanda?” Shawna asked, turning in that direction. “What is it?” 
 
    “Come here!” Selanda said. “Reach your hand up here.” 
 
    Tristan followed Shawna, trying to get an angle to see past her, even though the light in the basement was dim, his headlamp barely illuminating his immediate surroundings. He followed Shawna to the bottom of the stairs and then went up after her, where she ducked her head and made her way to where Selanda was crouched by the barrier of rocks and stone. 
 
    “Right here,” Selanda said, gesturing toward a space in the rocks, darker than the rest. “Put your hand here.” 
 
    Shawna did as Selanda asked, resting her palm near the space that the older woman indicated. Her other hand went to her mouth and she gasped quietly. 
 
    “What is it?” Tristan asked, taking the first step. “What do you see?” 
 
    “It’s not what we see,” Selanda replied. “It’s what we feel. Air! There’s air coming through this crack.” 
 
    “Air?” 
 
    Shawna nodded, a grin visible on her face in the pale light. 
 
    “Air, Tristan. Chicago air. I think we’re almost to the surface.” 
 
    # 
 
    Somehow all three of them had squeezed up into the stairwell, digging at the rocks, dirt, and rubble, most of it moving even more freely now than it had before. Within an hour they’d separated enough to create a small gap in the piles of rock, pushing the debris away to open a fissure of sorts from the basement out to the surface above. Delicious cool air cut down through the collected remains of the building, broken chunks of brick and scattered mortar now visible and identifiable. They stopped to gather their breath, looking at the open section of crumbled rock, each one of them exchanging a glance with the other. Shawna and Selanda seemed to agree on something, though neither of them spoke, then Shawna turned to Tristan. 
 
    “I hate to ask you to do this,” she said softly, “but you’re by far the skinniest of all of us. Do you think you can…fit through?” 
 
    Tristan looked, judging the distance with his eyes. 
 
    “We want to make sure the coast is clear before going topside,” Shawna continued. “I mean, we can’t hear anything immediately above us, so I’m guessing it’s a safe bet, but getting eyes on the streets would be even better, don’t you think?” 
 
    Tristan seemed to consider it for a moment. 
 
    “Give me just a second,” he said, and turned, making his way back down the stairs to the concrete floor of the basement. He walked quickly to the shelves and swept his Bible from one of them, sliding it into his jacket pocket and returning to the stairs, ducking low to make his way back up. 
 
    “Just needed my book,” he said quietly, his hand in his pocket, fingers touching the puckered crevice in the book’s leather cover where a knife had been rammed in the early days of the disaster. Even if he hadn’t put all of his belief in the book in his pocket, the fact that it had saved his life from an almost certain knife wound would have further convinced him of the higher power that guided his actions. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Tristan looked at the crack in the debris, reaching out and touching the rocks to see if they would give way. He leaned forward and listened, seeing if he could hear the low rumble of diesel engines or the shouted commands of military officers, none of which were immediately audible from where he was crouched. Using both hands he measured the gap, then tucked his head, dropping low and moving forward, keeping his arms angled above him, his hands pushing through the broken pieces of the Stronghold. Debris moved with little effort, his shoulders squeezing through the narrow gap, and he closed his eyes, feeling the chilled breeze from Lake Michigan sweeping over his sweat-slicked face, almost as refreshing as a cool shower on a hot summer day. 
 
    Worming his way up and through a gap in a pile of rocks, he found himself topside, then rolled awkwardly over a few jagged edges, landing in a clumsy kneeling posture on stone-covered ground. 
 
    The building that had been over them previously was reduced to an open-air rock pile, walls barely intact, the skeletal remains reaching up into the sky, metal rebar visible through the broken, ragged edges of brick and stone. The staircase that continued up to the top floors was splintered off about twelve feet up, the railing warped and bent, stairs knocked off and thrown to the winds. All of the floors above them had been shattered, collapsing out and in, creating a cascading pile of broken brickwork, splintered wood and a wide spray of mortar dust, plaster, and snapped metal. 
 
    The destruction was almost breathtaking. He stood slowly, breathing low and even, trying to steady his hammering heart. His eyes roamed the wreckage, taking it in, trying to identify what had once been the Stronghold, a sanctuary for almost a hundred people, a refuge from a violent and uncertain world outside. 
 
    There was no more refuge. Not here, at least. While the walls were partially intact, there were no upper floors, no roof, and no sign of the third floor at all. Looking around him, the fact that they had survived at all seemed an indescribable miracle. 
 
    Stepping forward slightly, he moved around the pile of rock and drew in a sharp, pained breath, the cold air stinging his lungs. 
 
    A single arm was extended from underneath a pile of broken bricks, fingers curled as if trying to grasp the stars above. Dried blood coated the lower half of the arm and the shirt was torn and dirt covered. Blessedly, whatever remained of the rest of the victim was covered by debris. Tristan wasn’t sure he even wanted to know who that person once was. More likely than not, it was someone he had known. Someone he had eaten meals with. 
 
    Someone he had prayed with. 
 
    They were in a better place now. He whispered a silent prayer, his eyes closed, fingers touching the Bible in his pocket. Opening his eyes after a moment, he looked around the streets and found them surprisingly quiet. The same abandoned cars that had been there before were there now, and even in the darkness, he could see the shuffling forms of a few people milling around, rooting through trash cans, searching the ground for any nuggets of food or supplies. A city full of homeless and aimless, everyone taking whatever they could find, clinging on to that last scant edge of existence. 
 
    “Tristan?” a voice called out and he gasped, whirling around. His heart pounded until he realized that the voice was coming from the hole he’d just used to exit the basement. It was Shawna. 
 
    “Are you up there? Is the coast clear?” 
 
    “Coast is clear,” he replied, stepping back around the broken rock and coming over to the gap in the bricks, lowering to a crouch so he could help them dig the hole larger so she and Selanda could get free. “Soldiers are long gone,” he reported. “Some other folks walking around out here, but no threats.” 
 
    Working together, the three of them continued to peel back the rocks, separating chunks of broken building, and finally made the gap large enough for both Shawna and Selanda to fit through. Tristan noticed that Shawna held a pistol in her hand, her finger resting on the trigger guard, just in case. 
 
    They emerged and moved quietly around the perimeter of what used to be the main building of the Stronghold, taking each step with care, looking in each and every corner. After almost an hour, Shawna finally seemed to relax somewhat, sliding her pistol into her belt, her shoulders sagging with an exhalation of breath Tristan didn’t even realize she was holding. 
 
    “Looks clear,” she confirmed, then looked at Tristan. “Thank you,” she said earnestly, putting her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “For what?” he asked. 
 
    “Coming out here first,” she replied. “That was a risk. A big one.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Y’all would have done the same,” he said, turning around to survey the area. “Don’t look too deep into the rubble,” he warned, gesturing toward where he’d been a few moments before. “There’s some stuff you’re not gonna want to see.” 
 
    Shawna nodded somberly. 
 
    At the sound of his voice, a few people walking along the sidewalk several feet away turned and looked in their direction. Shawna moved her hand to her waist, closer to her weapon, though the people looking at them moved in the other direction, not wanting any of what the three of them were selling. 
 
    “So, what now?” Selanda asked. “I mean, now that we’re out. Where do we go? We can’t just wander the streets. Who knows how often the military patrols?” 
 
    “First thing we need to do,” Shawna replied, “is go back down in the basement and put a few bags together. We don’t have much left down there, but there are some items. Whatever we think we might need, we take. A weapon for each of us, whatever food and water is left. Just pack up the bags as full as we can.” 
 
    “But where do we go?” Selanda echoed. 
 
    “Community center,” Tristan replied. 
 
    “Community center?” Shawna asked. “Which one?” 
 
    “Little ways northwest of here,” Tristan replied. “It’s where we had our veterans meetings. It’s where I met Eric and the others.” 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “There’s a roof and walls. Some cots there. They’d sometimes let the vets spend the night if they were having a rough time of it. Plus, that’s where I heard about Stone Sword. I think they’ve got some pamphlets and stuff there.” 
 
    “So, you’re serious about that?” Shawna asked. “About trying to go to Wyoming?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I am or not,” Tristan replied. “But I’m starting to run out of other ideas.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Well, that’s a first step anyway. We go back down to the basement and load up the bags, then next stop, the community center.” 
 
    All three nodded in agreement and walked toward the gap in the debris, preparing to venture back into the basement. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ranger’s Cabin 
 
    Somewhere in Southern Montana 
 
      
 
    It had only been a few days but already life with Myles Hickman had been pummeled into some sort of painful routine. The pain had been especially acute for Jack, and Laura could tell it was taking its toll. 
 
    Working for the Aurora Institute in Seattle, Laura Park had a firsthand look at the horrors of the Atlas-One incident, and her involvement in Project: Heatshield had fostered in her a strange sense of responsibility for what had come after. Looking out over Seattle, she’d witnessed a passenger plane plunging into the city, consuming downtown in a roiling, scalding ball of hungry flame, killing countless people in the plane and on the ground. 
 
    It was a sight that remained with her a month later, haunting her waking moments and invading her dreams. The plane crash was but one of many events that had happened on the streets of Seattle that had left a permanent scar on her psyche.  
 
    There had also been the government kill team—a squad of soldiers who had gathered two dozen Aurora employees together in search of Laura. She’d managed to slip away, but twenty of her coworkers and friends had been massacred on the sidewalk, a brutal act of thoughtless violence that told her early that times had changed. Changed beyond the capacity to return. 
 
    Searching for supplies, she’d been cornered by another group of soldiers, and she would have been captured or killed then as well if not for Jack, one of the younger men in the squad who had dared question their orders and had stood against his own squad mates, risking his own life to save hers. 
 
    Since then they’d been moving east, her heading for Wyoming, him heading for Nebraska, both of them in search of their families. Her sister lived in central Wyoming and had history with a local survivalist group there. 
 
    Their trip had not been easy. From the war-torn streets of Redmond, Washington to the rural mountains of Montana where they now found themselves captives of a park ranger barely holding on to a narrow thread of sanity. 
 
    Laura would have argued the thread snapped long ago. Not that he didn’t have reasons to lose his grip on sanity. Myles was a married man with two young children, and they’d been scheduled to take a family trip. He’d missed his plane and been bumped to a later flight. Then the lightning came, and thousands of flights plunged to the earth all at once, including the plane carrying his family. 
 
    He’d survived while his whole family had died, his life of solitude a result of twenty minutes, and his mind had simply…broken. 
 
    Now, she and Jack were paying the price. For the first day she’d shared a bedroom with Jack, both of them cuffed and secured, bolted down with a length of chain. Since then, however, the ranger had gotten more paranoid and the two had been separated, her staying in the room, Jack moved to another, with Myles sleeping on the couch in the living room, his rifle resting on the floor next to him. 
 
    Laura sat on the bed, looking across the small room at Bruiser, her German Shepard, curled up inside a kennel, blessedly asleep. Her knees were tucked to her chest, her arms wrapped around them, the world around her filled with a deep and thorough silence. It was night outside—at least she thought it was, the hours bleeding together as she was secured inside the cabin. 
 
    Myles had taken to inviting Jack out on hunting trips with him, the two men wandering the woods, looking for wild game. They’d had moderate luck so far, bringing back a deer, a rabbit, and two groundhogs, but were holding out hope for something bigger, something that might last them longer than a couple of days.  
 
    On the plus side, Myles had stopped chaining her to the bed, allowing her free rein of the bedroom, the bucket inside in the event that she had to relieve herself. She was responsible for cleaning up after herself, but at least she had her privacy, and at least the chains weren’t endlessly pulling on her arms and shoulders. She’d gotten off a heck of a lot better than Jack. 
 
    When they’d first been captured, Jack had made a point of poking and prodding the park ranger, asking about his family, prying into his past, trying to psychoanalyze the man in the hope of figuring out how to talk themselves into freedom. 
 
    It had the opposite effect. Jack had been beaten, kicked hard in the chest and a framed photo shattered over his face, which had opened up several cuts in his cheeks and chin. Myles had used him as a punching bag, and Laura could tell it was having an impact. Jack was quiet and sullen, following Myles along like a lost dog, diligently following his direction, obeying his requests, and going out of his way to be as helpful as possible. 
 
    Laura couldn’t blame him, really. Things hadn’t looked good a month ago, and they looked even worse now as they made their way across Western America. In the back of her mind, Laura had romanticized the long trip, imagining walking along the rocky ridges of the mountains, looking down upon the natural world, seeing wildlife coexisting with humanity in a way that hadn’t happened in centuries. 
 
    For a brief moment she thought it might be nice. The wilderness lover in her had been looking forward to it. Instead, it had been a tense voyage fraught with danger at every turn, death seemingly lurking around every dark corner, a cloud of impending doom hanging low over their heads. 
 
    Then there was Myles. The chains. The locked doors. Suddenly it felt like any sliver of hope they might have once had was lost. 
 
    Outside her room, somewhere in the ranger’s cabin, a door slammed, and she could hear the low murmur of voices. The two men had returned from their hunt and it was just about time to see what they’d be eating for the next day or two. 
 
    There was a low clack of her door unlocking and the knob twisted slowly, starting to ease open, the low flicker of candlelight from the larger room beyond silhouetting Myles in the opened doorframe. 
 
    “Come on out, Laura,” he said, his voice steady. “I’ve got a job for you.” 
 
    # 
 
    Jack’s head was down over the sink and a bucket of water rested on the counter next to it. Without electricity to power the well, there was no running water, but they were making trips to a nearby stream regularly, filling buckets and bringing them inside so they could wash their dishes and their clothes, and do their best to wash up, often using bunched-up towels and cold water. 
 
    Stacks of plates and silverware were in the sink and Jack poured the bucket of water over them, using an old towel to rub the water against the metal. An open fire was crackling out in the front yard and they’d used the bucket to heat the water, hoping that boiling water would work to sterilize their instruments to avoid the transmission of bacteria. 
 
    Laura looked out the window toward the fire, glowing orange flames standing out against the flat indigo of approaching night. At the edge of the fire she could see the shadowy form of the wild hog, a decent-sized beast that Jack and Myles had managed to track and kill, then drag back to the cabin. It had taken both of them over an hour to make their way back, dragging the large creature on the grass behind them, but it would be worth it in the long run for the fresh pork that they’d be eating for the next few days. 
 
    Laura had helped with preparations, working with Myles to dress the animal and cut away some of its large flank, then cooking it thoroughly to ensure any trace of bacteria was gone. They’d eaten some of it that night, but very small portions, already working under tight rationing to ensure that whatever food they did come across they could make last as long as possible. 
 
    Although they’d eaten and, compared to previous days, eaten well, her stomach still gurgled with hunger, her guts feeling as though they were being squeezed in a tight fist, wrung out like a wet washcloth. Myles walked outside, slamming the door behind him and she could see him through the window, bending low over the remains of the pig. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” she asked, glancing at Jack. 
 
    She still remembered when they’d first met a month ago, how young he looked, fresh out of basic training and thrown right into the worst experience imaginable. The fresh-faced recruit had been dropped into the middle of Seattle and directed to maintain order in a city engulfed in flames and consumed by an angry citizenry. 
 
    Unlike so many of his fellow soldiers, though, he’d taken a stand against firing upon civilians, and he’d stepped in between his own teammates and her. If she’d been asked how old he was at the time, she would have said sixteen. 
 
    To all appearances, he had aged fifteen years in a period of four weeks. His eyes were sunken, dark circles emerging in the formerly smooth skin underneath. His left cheek and jawline still bore ragged scabs from the picture being broken on his face and Laura knew that they would leave scars that he’d live with for the rest of his life. In a more civilized world, the cuts would have been treated and bandaged and would have healed without issue, but Myles had made no effort to do so, and the best Jack could do was wipe away the blood until it had eventually clotted. 
 
    Jack didn’t lift his head, he just continued working on the dishes in the sink. 
 
    “Fine,” he replied softly. “Myles was happy about the pig. I was the first one to spot it.” 
 
    His voice sounded far away, as if he were just going through the motions of speaking, unaware of what his words really meant. 
 
    “Good,” Laura replied. She stood on the balls of her feet and looked out the window to make sure Myles was still outside. He was. “How has he been? Any sign that he might let us go?” 
 
    Jack chuckled dryly, a sound without humor. Even worse, a sound without any emotion at all, just a reflexive noise. 
 
    “Why would he let us go?” he asked. 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. Because he’s human? He actually has a sense of right and wrong buried in there somewhere?” 
 
    “He has a sense of right and wrong,” Jack replied, sounding almost offended at the accusation. “He’s been treating us well—lately. Better, anyway.” 
 
    “Jack,” she said, reaching a finger up to touch one of the barely healed cuts on his face. He jerked away, drawing in a breath, the silverware in his hands clattering to the plates in the sink. “Sorry,” she said, pulling her hand back. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “It’s fine.” He picked up the silverware again and continued working on it with the towel. “He cares for us,” Jack said. “He wants us to do well. To be well. He only gets mad when we resist.” 
 
    “Don’t you realize how that sounds?” Laura asked, looking at him. 
 
    Jack kept his head down, rubbing the towel nonstop over the silverware. A dry towel was draped over the goose-neck faucet at the kitchen sink and he eyed it nervously. 
 
    “Jack, look, whether you help me or not, I’m getting out of here. Bruiser and I can’t live in here forever. Myles is psychotic and—” 
 
    There was a noise at the door and Laura bit off the words in mid-sentence, clamping her lips closed. The front door eased open and Myles stepped in, eying her curiously. 
 
    “Laura,” he said. “Were you and Jack having a little disagreement?” 
 
    “No,” Laura replied, shaking her head. “We’re fine.” 
 
    Myles stood, still glowering at her, his tall form and broad shoulders filling out the flannel shirt to near bursting. His fingers closed, then opened, moving in a strange rhythm as he looked at her and Jack. 
 
    “Jack,” Myles said, not taking his eyes from Laura. “Put the dishes away and empty Laura’s bucket, would you? You remember where. The pit that you dug out back. The one downstream from the creek.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jack said in a quiet voice. He took the dry towel and went to work on the dishes, then carried them towards a cabinet. There was the soft clatter of him putting them away and Myles stepped closer to Laura. 
 
    “You are…unhappy here,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “We’re captives,” she replied. “Why would I be happy?” 
 
    “Two meals a day. A roof over your head. Shelter from the storm and from the National Guard. I’d think you’d be more forgiving.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” she said. Behind her, Jack moved from the cabinet and toward her bedroom. She turned toward him. “I can empty my own buck—” 
 
    Icy, hard fingers dug into her arm and she whirled back around to face Myles, who had stepped even closer, his hand closing around her forearm. 
 
    “Let him do what I asked him to do,” he hissed. 
 
    “Fine,” she replied, flexing her arm slightly. He squeezed harder. 
 
    “Just because you can take care of yourself doesn’t mean you have to,” he said. “Jack seems plenty content with this new arrangement.” 
 
    “Arrangement?” Laura asked. “This isn’t an arrangement, it’s a kidnapping.” 
 
    His fingers squeezed harder and she clenched her teeth together to keep from shouting in pain. 
 
    “This could go many different ways,” he said. “I’m alone up here. No friends, no family. Would you blame a man for wanting some companionship?” 
 
    Laura chewed, biting back the harsh words she wanted to say. 
 
    “No,” she finally replied. “No, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” he said. “Keep that in mind, would you? That’s all this is. Companionship. Community. Working together for the betterment of everyone.” 
 
    Laura nodded and his stony grip relaxed slightly, relieving the pressure on her muscles and skin. Heat radiated from where he’d been squeezing, and she flexed her fingers. Jack exited her room, the bucket in hand, then passed by them toward the door. A few moments later, he was gone. 
 
    “Now, you should be happy,” Myles said, his mouth narrowing into a grin. “We found dinner for the next couple of days. Good food, too.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Just be thankful. If things ever get too desperate, it’s good to know we have something to fall back on if necessary.” 
 
    Laura rubbed absently at her arm. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Myles looked past her and toward the door to her room. 
 
    “Dog meat isn’t the best, but it’ll do in a pinch,” he said. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and for a brief, agonizing moment, almost blurted out the first words to come to her mind. But she held back, knowing that if she said what she was thinking, she’d be lucky to survive the night. Or even worse, he would bring the chains out again. 
 
    Myles returned his eyes to hers, his smile wider. 
 
    “I thought you’d see things my way,” he finally said. “Now, keep on cleaning up, would you? It’s almost bedtime.” 
 
    He pushed past her and walked across the open living area of the cabin which used to serve as some sort of ranger station. There was a large wooden desk on one side of the open room with a series of filing cabinets against the wall to the left of it. He slid out an office chair and lowered himself into it, starting to open one of the drawers. 
 
    He glared up at her. 
 
    “Come on, now,” he said, jerking his head toward the sink. “Get to work.” 
 
    Laura drew in a breath, nodded, and moved back to the sink. 
 
    # 
 
    Laura felt as though she might simply collapse. It wasn’t just that she had worked hard. In all honesty, the time spent cleaning the cabin was mostly busy work and not all that taxing. But mentally and emotionally she was near exhaustion. The overwhelming sense of foreboding living in the same cabin with Myles was taking its toll, and while Jack had allowed himself to succumb to some twisted variation of Stockholm Syndrome, she was doing her best to fight those urges, and the fight was wearing her out. 
 
    More than once she’d considered abandoning the fight, simply giving in and agreeing to do what Myles wanted her to do without resistance and without argument. 
 
    But she couldn’t. She just wasn’t wired that way. Sometimes she wished she was; life would be a whole lot easier that way. Easing the door closed behind her, she looked to her left as Bruiser sat up in his kennel, tilting his head and whining softly. He’d been given a tiny morsel of cooked pork at dinner, but she fished into her pocket and removed another, larger chunk of cooked pig and crouched low, feeding it through the narrow metal bars of the crate. The dog lurched its head forward and closed its teeth gingerly around the meat, withdrawing it from his owner’s fingers with appreciation, chewing aggressively. 
 
    “Good boy,” she whispered, feeling a sudden tug of emotion as she looked into the dog’s baleful dark eyes. Bruiser had always been an outside dog, going on walks and runs with her, hiking with her on weekends, enjoying the fresh air and wilderness. As hard as the past few days had been on her, they had been almost crippling for him, all cooped up in the tiny crate, barely able to sit upright, getting scant morsels of leftovers each day. 
 
    She let out a morose sigh as she stood and walked to the bed, easing herself onto it. Bending at the waist, she untied her shoes and set them by the bed post, then removed her sweatshirt, sitting there in a T-shirt and jeans, just looking at the empty wall ahead of her. There was only one cot in the room now, the other had been moved to a second room where Jack was being kept, which gave her a little more space, but also made the room feel even emptier. 
 
    Her entire existence felt as though it had been whittled down to these four walls. Although Myles had taken to asking Jack for help with hunting, her access to the outside had been relegated to emptying her waste bucket in the privy pit, walking the dog, and hanging her dirty laundry, all while under the close supervision of Myles. There was no sense of freedom, no feeling of individuality, just her tiny little room and the careful watch of the park ranger. 
 
    Though she still felt strong, still felt as though she was resisting as much as she could, deep down she knew the constant monitoring and captivity was eroding her sense of mental wellbeing. She wondered just how long it would be until she had given up on escape, until she was lost within herself like Jack appeared to be. 
 
    Placing her palms on the bed, she leaned back, swinging her legs up and rested her head on her pillow. 
 
    She moved slightly. Her pillow wasn’t the most comfortable, but tonight it felt especially lumpy, a hard protrusion digging into the back of her neck as she tried to get comfortable. She put her hands over her head and fluffed the pillow, then rested back again, but again felt the press of something hard beneath. 
 
    “What the hell?” she asked, rolling up on her left elbow and lifting the pillow. 
 
    There were two butter knives on the mattress, covered by the pillow, laying there gleaming up at her. She narrowed her eyes, looking at them, wondering for a moment if Myles was playing some sort of strange psychological game. 
 
    No, she didn’t think so. 
 
    Then who— 
 
    The answer came to her. Jack had been drying the dishes, and Myles had instructed him to empty her bucket. He would have had the opportunity to leave these here. But why? Slowly, she slipped the knives from the mattress and pulled up the edge of the mattress itself, then slid the two utensils underneath, hiding them even better than Jack had. 
 
    Rolling back over, she rested her head on the pillow and allowed herself a slight smile. Perhaps, just perhaps, Jack wasn’t quite as lost within himself as he seemed. She wasn’t sure what to do with the knives, but they’d definitely been left there for a reason. Tomorrow, at the first opportunity she got, she’d ask him what that reason was. 
 
    For the moment, though, she closed her eyes and silently begged for the release of sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Outside “Airplane City” 
 
    Somewhere in Southeastern Kansas 
 
      
 
    Helen jerked awake, gasping in a lungful of air, her shoulders tense, arms pushing herself into an upward seated posture. She’d told herself she was going to try and stay awake to watch over Joel to make sure he didn’t go further south in the middle of the night. 
 
    She’d made it ninety minutes before falling asleep. Somewhere in the darkness, she heard a rasping wheeze, the sound of someone struggling to breathe. Scrambling to her feet, she felt around on the floor until her fingers closed around the narrow metal cylinder of her flashlight, and she lifted it, thumbing it on as she stood. 
 
    The beam of light cut through the darkness, surrounding Joel’s huddled form in a pale circle. He was lying on his side, legs curled up in a pseudo fetal position. Like she had been, he rested on a bed of dead hay, using the soft material as a makeshift mattress, and the dog was next to him, nose nuzzling his unkempt hair. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked, taking a cautious step forward, lowering herself down as she approached, getting to his level so she could reach out and touch his forehead. His breathing was ragged and, combined with the dog’s sniffing, sounded far worse than it really was. 
 
    Touching his sweat-slicked forehead, Helen grimaced. He was still hot, even hotter than before, and in the pale glow of the flashlight, she could see that he was trembling slightly, huddled up in the hay. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked again, and he moved slightly, starting to roll over, but not making it very far, his eyelids fluttering. She walked to the nearest bag and pried it open, reaching inside for one of the blankets they had carried with them on the thousand-mile trek from Louisiana to Kansas. She carried it over to where Joel lay and put it over his shoulders, tucking it around him on both sides, his shivering only increasing as she tried to keep him warm. She could feel him shaking violently underneath the blanket and the more tightly she tried to tuck him in, the harder he seemed to thrash. 
 
    Finally, she pulled the blanket off again, folding it and setting it on the floor next to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. She shook her head. 
 
    “Joel,” she said quietly, “I need to get you some medicine or something. You’re going to die otherwise.” 
 
    “Fine,” he mumbled. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re not fine,” she replied harshly. “I need to go find you some medicine. I’m going to head into town.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the night,” Joel protested, his voice weak. 
 
    “All the better to sneak around,” Helen replied. She stood and moved to one of the Bug Out Bags, gripping the flashlight in her teeth and going through the supplies collected within. She took a few moments to sort them out, moving some batteries into the bag along with room for the flashlight, one of the headlamps that could strap around her head, as well as another satchel and a knife. She pulled the SIG Sauer pistol from the bag and slipped it into her belt, then made sure a few spare magazines were in the second bag as well. 
 
    Throwing it over her shoulders she then scooped up the AR-31 bolt-action, leaving the Remington rifle close to where Joel was, just in case. Using the sling on the AR-31, she pinned the rifle between the backpack and her back and then strapped the headlamp around her thick hair, fastening it behind her head. Its pale glow shone down on Joel’s clammy skin and though he’d put up some minor protest, he was now lying on the floor, mostly unmoving. 
 
    Helen flicked off the light, took one last look around the dimly lit barn, then turned left and exited, making her way over the pasture and in the direction of the town they’d seen from the ledge a few days before. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen could see from several yards away that there were still two guards on the dirt access road leading to the small town beyond the trees that they’d seen from the ridgeline a few days ago. What had Joel called it? Airplane City? 
 
    A crude and crass description, considering the town had apparently been leveled by a plane crash. The huge passenger plane had slammed down into the main street downtown area, crushing buildings, shearing off the church’s steeple and spreading wreckage in a wide berth around the blackened earth. 
 
    She still wasn’t sure why the sentries were at the road, though, or why they seemed so hesitant to let anyone in. Was it a fear of outsiders, or some kind of twisted reverence for the dead? 
 
    She wasn’t sure, but she made her way forward, walking in a low crouch, the long grass reaching up to her thighs as she moved forward. Even with the constant cascade of atmospheric lightning above, the night was dark and she hoped if the sentries weren’t looking for her, they wouldn’t see her. The only reason she’d seen their silhouettes was because she’d focused her attention there and waited for her night vision to sharpen. At that distance and without looking straight at her, she thought she could move relatively safely as long as she stayed quiet. 
 
    A few moments later she had reached the tree line and ventured inside, snaking between two thick oaks, exhaling slightly as the woods gathered around her, masking her even further from any prying eyes. 
 
    Making her way silently through the trees, she came up by the border between the woods and the road, and from where she crouched, she could see someone approaching the two sentries from inside the town. Whoever the woman was, she  carried a flashlight, the backsplash of light showing her young features. Helen couldn’t tell exactly how old she was—she was a bad judge of age, but could see a thick tangle of dark hair pulled back behind her head. She wore black pants and what appeared to be a nurse’s scrub top, colored pale green, brightening and fading as she strode forward with the light in hand. 
 
    Remaining where she was, she saw the sentries turn as she approached, both of them shining their flashlights at her, and she had to withdraw behind a tree to make sure she wasn’t caught by the edge of a beam. 
 
    “Any more excitement tonight?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Besides those two coming down from the trail on horseback?” one of the sentries replied. “Quiet night besides that.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear about that,” the woman said. “Horseback?” 
 
    “Yeah. Like two regular cowboys, only one was a young girl.” 
 
    “Father and daughter?” the woman asked, a hint of concern in her voice. 
 
    Helen could faintly make out the motion of one of the sentries shrugging. 
 
    “Beats me, though they didn’t look much alike, if you get my meaning. She was Asian. Korean, maybe? Chinese?” 
 
    “And him?” 
 
    “He was a white boy, straight up.” 
 
    “Did you interview them at least? I thought we had that policy that we at least asked a few questions—you know, see if they can help us?” 
 
    The sentry sucked air through his teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, you folks on the council may have okayed that, but we get our orders from the chief, and he was pretty clear on that. No outsiders. This is sacred ground in here.” 
 
    “It’s a tragedy, what happened,” the woman said, “but I would hesitate using the word sacred.” 
 
    “Ma’am, with all due respect,” the sentry replied, “half the entire town was attending services when that plane came down. Most of the other half was at the green for a concert. Within the span of ten minutes, most of this town was wiped off the map. Y’all have to forgive us if we want to be respectful to those we lost. Burials are taking an awful long time, and until we’ve paid our final respects, you’ll have to excuse us for not wanting outsiders waltzing around.” 
 
    “Even if those outsiders could help us? Speaking on behalf of the other nurses, we could use all the help we can get. Hell, nobody will even let us inside the plane yet.” 
 
    “That plane is off limits,” the sentry said. “Absolutely off limits, by order of the chief of police.” He pronounced the word PO-lice. “Why would you all want to go in there anyway?” 
 
    “There could be supplies in there,” the woman replied. “Food and water for the passengers. Every airplane has an emergency medical kit and we’re running low on pain killers already. Hell, we operate in the Middle Ages like we are now for long enough and people are going to start coming down with salmonella or, heaven forbid, cholera, and then we’ll all be wishing we’d gotten those medical supplies.” 
 
    The two sentries glanced at each other, but the one who had done all the talking just looked back at her again and shrugged, a move that had become his default expression. 
 
    “Sorry. Ain’t nothing I can do. I’m just following the chief’s orders, all right?” 
 
    “I guess I’ll take this up with the chief, then,” the woman replied, her voice thin. She turned away from the sentries and Helen saw her face, indeed young like she thought, maybe late twenties, early thirties, with a smooth complexion and her hair drawn away from her slender face. Her eyes were narrowed, glinting in the reflection of the flashlight, and her mouth was pulled into a straight line. She walked with a severe, determined stride and Helen watched her go before pulling back, breaking away, and moving farther along the tree line, heading into the town. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen had seen the small town from the ridge of the approaching mountains and her breath had been taken away by the devastation, but as startling as it was from a thousand feet up, it was ten times worse up close and personal. As she ventured close to where the trees met the town, she found herself crossing into the backyards of small homes running along Main Street. Although the main wreckage of the plane was still a short distance away, the roofs of these houses were charred and blackened, scattered debris laying in the grass. 
 
    As she crept free of the trees, keeping her head low and moving diagonally through a backyard, she noticed a metal swing set twisted and broken, a massive chunk of pale-colored wreckage plowed into the center of it. Chains were snapped and the metal frame of the set was bent as if a giant crushed it in a single fist, then left the remains lying in the yard. 
 
    Walking along behind the crushed playground, she angled left and cut through the narrow gap between two houses. She could still smell spent fuel and fire, the acrid stink of gas-sparked flames still lingering in the air. A piece of jagged white metal jutted from the roof of the house to her right, its shingles broken and scattered along the grass, a brick chimney collapsed into the backyard. 
 
    Nobody moved as she made her way within the small neighborhood. No candles flickered in the windows, no figures moved about the properties. It was still and silent. A ghost town, at least that far from where the plane had come down. 
 
    For a few moments she continued moving west, taking mental note of the buildings, and then as she made her way around a gradual curve in the road, she could see the sheared-off steeple of the church that she remembered seeing from the mountain earlier. The burning smell was even stronger now, and she could hear murmured voices of people speaking in urgent, hushed tones. Flattening against an old yellow clapboard house, she pressed her backpack against the hard wood, moving to her right, toward the front corner of the house.  
 
    Her fingers tightened around the handle of the AR-31 as she held it by her left hip, inching step by step until she came around the corner. 
 
    Her brain struggled to rationalize the shape she saw on the lawn, a dark, angled mass of metal shaped like an L, with frayed and broken edges of metal along the rear and underneath. A cushioned armrest was bent awkwardly to the right, the metal buckled and the cushion burst open, with a scattering of pale stuffing pushing through the dark vinyl covering. 
 
    It was a seat. An airplane seat. 
 
    But it wasn’t just a seat. She could see another shadow slung into the seat, a dark and organic mass, twisted into a strange, broken shape, withered away by almost a month’s worth of decay and degradation. She could see stretched and mottled skin peeling back from exposed bone, what was left of its mouth open in a silent, eternal scream. There were no eyeballs, just dark, bloodied sockets, and whatever there had been for hair had been either burned off or eaten away over time. There was no way to tell age or gender, much of the passenger ruined by the crash, then further abused by a month in the elements, a narrow and broken remnant of what used to be human. 
 
    Helen gasped and stepped back, pressing her free hand over her mouth as she threw herself back around the house. Her stomach lurched, feeling as though it was twisting over in her abdomen and she wheeled left, then vomited the small amount of cooked coyote she’d eaten a few hours ago. Her stomach heaving, she tried to control her gag reflex, desperate to remain as quiet as possible as she fell to her knees in the grass, her eyes stinging with tears. 
 
    The smell, the corpse, the aftertaste of cooked dog, it was all too much and for a long moment she stayed there on all fours, kneeling in the grass, her eyes pressed closed as she thought about what she wanted to do next. 
 
    She’d seen more than one dead body since the disaster had all begun—hell she’d caused a few of them herself—but the blank staring eyes, the blackened lips, and rotting flesh…it had been too much. 
 
    She knew there would be more. 
 
    Hearing the nurse talk about the emergency medical kits on the plane, she thought that might be a good place to start. But if there was a dead body a few hundred yards away, there were certainly plenty more in the plane itself, and she wasn’t sure she had the nerve for that. 
 
    In the darkness provided by her closed eyes she remembered Joel, lying in a fetal position in the hay, soaked with sweat and rambling almost incoherently. The reddened, puckered flesh where his stitches were, the vacant look in his own eyes. 
 
    He was going to die unless, by some miracle, she found a way to save him. 
 
    Helen lifted her head, opening her eyes slightly. She could still hear low voices, but they were no longer murmuring, they were full-blown conversing, getting louder and closer, and it occurred to her that a group of people were approaching. 
 
    Had they heard her? 
 
    “I told you, it came from over here,” a voice said. Low and insistent, a male growl. 
 
    She scrambled to her feet, shifting left and moving toward the backyard of the house. 
 
    “Something was eating something,” the voice said again, “or throwing it up, I can’t tell which.” 
 
    Helen glanced over her shoulder as she moved, frantic that maybe she’d left a pile of vomit within view, but she knew there was nothing she could do about that; all she could do was get out of the way. Shadows drifted over the ground as the group made its way closer and she propelled herself into the backyard, curling around the rear corner of the house, ducking and surging forward. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” someone else said, a higher-pitched voice. “Are you sure you heard it?” 
 
    “I heard it,” the other voice insisted. “I know I did!” 
 
    She heard them moving around. 
 
    “Aw, man!” another voice echoed. “What did I step in?” 
 
    “Gross,” a third voice said. “What is that, animal crap?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I just know it’s disgusting.” 
 
    The voices grew fainter and fainter as she ran forward, crossing from one backyard to another, seeing the broken steeple of the church rising above the roofs of the houses, reaching like a severed finger pointing toward the heavens, jagged bones broken off at the knuckle. 
 
    She moved quietly through the shadows of the church, inching closer to the battered structure, seeing debris was scattered throughout the grass and embedded within the building itself. The shorn-off steeple had been ripped free and dropped in the side yard, and she ducked low, using it for shelter as a group of figures passed by not ten feet away. 
 
    “How many graves are we up to?” a voice asked. 
 
    “We’ve buried sixty already,” another voice replied. “Still so many left to go.” 
 
    “How many still inside the plane?” 
 
    “At least thirty. There’s still a body strapped to a chair in the Dresdons’ yard. How did we miss that one?” 
 
    “You can only spend so long burying bodies,” another voice chimed in. “The ministers have been spending all their time consecrating the different burial sites.” 
 
    “The town green held forty,” the first voice replied. “But now we’ve moved on to the elementary school.” 
 
    “I still say it would have been easier to just build a big crematorium,” another voice uttered. 
 
    “That’s not what they would have wanted.” 
 
    “Nobody is getting what they want. Not anymore.” 
 
    “It’s not for us to judge what is right or wrong for the dead!” 
 
    “They don’t have to live in this world anymore,” a female voice retorted. “We’re running out of real estate. We’re running out of strong young people who can dig graves. Old man Mitchell threw his back out this morning and his brother is already complaining of chest pains!” 
 
    “Enough!” a louder, more authoritative voice barked, the echo of her command overpowering the other voices. “We still don’t know what’s happened here or what it means. We have no idea how long this will last or what we’re going to do when we really start running out of food and water.” 
 
    The rest of the voices died away, and Helen peeked her head up, looking at the woman speaking. She stood tall and lean, her hands crossed over her chest. She wore a Kansas Jayhawks sweatshirt and black track pants, and the entire group seemed to immediately defer to her command. 
 
    “But what we do know,” she continued, “and what we can do is to respect the last wishes of these people. We have no idea what the passengers of the planes would have wanted, but we damn well do know what our own constituents would have wanted, and we are going to respect their wishes, no matter how many sore backs and broken shovels it means. Do you understand me?” 
 
    There was quiet mumbling in the group around the woman and even from her vantage point, Helen could see her stiffen slightly. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” she asked again. 
 
    Nods went around the group along with quiet affirmative statements, and she finally nodded in response. 
 
    “Then go back to your homes. Get some rest. We start again at daybreak. Parker and Beckett, you two are on guard duty. Stay alert.” 
 
    Helen shrank back down as foot falls moved along past her, the gathered group returning to their homes, more soft murmuring following the direction of the marching silhouettes. Shuffling to the right, she moved behind a nearby house, then passed over the backyard to the next house, which was little more than a flattened pile of broken and burned rubble. She could see the husk of the smashed plane beyond it, its dirty, off-white fuselage bulging out over the remains of the smashed structure, a row of small windows, most of them blown out and shattered by the impact and ensuing fire. 
 
    Circling around the smashed house, she came up toward the plane itself and glanced around the crushed pile of wood and broken shingles, looking along the length of the crashed plane toward where the two guards remained posted. They were lingering by the snapped tail section, which extended high into the air, a piece broken off one of the tails and lying on the ground next to the remains of the aircraft. 
 
    Looking at the plane again, she could see more wreckage and debris spread across the dirt road and the gaping maw of one of the emergency doors glowering out at her from the side of the dented and mangled metal. 
 
    For the moment, the coast was clear. She also knew from listening to the previous conversation that there were still bodies on the plane, corpses likely strapped in seats and strewn about the cabin, corpses that had been exposed to the elements for nearly a month, rotted and decayed. 
 
    She hesitated, thinking about what she wanted to do. What she could do. Did she have the stomach for that? 
 
    There really was only one way to find out. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Airplane City” 
 
    Somewhere in Southeastern Kansas 
 
      
 
    Lowering her head, Helen stepped up onto the metal landing of the airplane, slipping into the emergency door that, by that point, was little more than a narrow gap in buckled and twisted metal. Turning sideways, she inched into the plane, keeping her eyes closed for fear of seeing something that would necessitate a swift exit. 
 
    The smell was instant and aggressive, a brutal and thick odor of decomposition that seemed to worm into her nostrils and dig deep into her guts, twisting them around in a nauseating contortion. Helen clamped her lips shut and stayed firmly in place, knees bent, drawing in deep, steady breaths through her mouth, trying to shift air intake. 
 
    The air inside of the plane felt like the dull heat of a southern summer storm, and even though she prevented herself from breathing through her nose, she could almost taste the foul, acrid stench of the rotting bodies inside. It was no wonder the townsfolk had sectioned off the wreckage and steered clear. To them, the remains of the plane was a haunted place, swarming with angry and violent spirits, their hollowed-out vessels caught in the eternal screams of the dying. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how much time had passed as she crouched there, letting her body get acclimated to the interior atmosphere, the air and the smell settling down around her and slowly shifting to a new normal that she could adjust to. 
 
    Taking another deep breath, she put a hand on a seat next to her and eased herself to a standing posture, shifting the backpack on her back and holding her rifle in her left hand. The inside of the plane was dark, a sort of black haze filtering over everything. She’d never flown in her life, so being inside an airplane was a new experience for her as it was. Standing at an angle, she looked down the body of what was left of the main passenger cabin and could see that it had been broken apart and separated about three quarters of the way down. There was a ragged opening on the other side, and she could see some vague shadows of the sentries wandering around, shadows created by moonlight outside. 
 
    The plane’s wreckage drifted up at a slight upward angle, its nose resting on the remains of a crushed building and she could see the narrow aisle cutting up the length of the cabin, separating two rows of seats. 
 
    In the dim light, Helen couldn’t really make anything out, but she could tell by the strange shapes of the seats that it wasn’t just seats she was looking at, but that there were likely bodies within those seats as well. Part of the way down the length of the cabin a large section of the fuselage had been ripped open and several seats were missing in that small section, but beyond that, most seemed to be intact. Stepping forward, she turned and looked up the aisle toward the cockpit, figuring that if there was an emergency medical kit in here like that woman said there might be, it would probably be up near the pilots. 
 
    As she stepped forward, her foot bumped on something and her stomach lurched as she started to stumble forward, barely catching herself on an armrest. When she grabbed the armrest, her hand bumped something else which moved, and she felt a rigid, lumpy object tumble onto her arm and rest there. It felt like a hunk of raw steak or chicken and her stomach lurched again as she drew her hand back swiftly, regaining her balance and stepping over whatever was on the floor in front of her. 
 
    There was no telling what other obstacles might be in the plane, and she knew what she had to do, though she didn’t want to do it. Slowly, her right hand came up to the headlamp.  
 
    “I don’t want to see this,” she whispered to herself, her fingers touching the smooth, curved edge of the circular light. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she flipped the switch. 
 
    Reluctantly, she pried her eyes open, looking out into the cabin as the pale wash of her headlight illuminated the darkened area around her. She gasped and took an unsteady step backwards. For several moments, she’d worked to get herself prepared for the potential scene that would be ahead of her, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t be truly prepared. 
 
    Not every seat was occupied, but most of them were, the bodies strapped in, belts slack over the drawn in and scrawny corpses that had marched through steady decay over the past month. Most heads had thick tufts of sprouting hair from mottled, discolored flesh, looking like sprouts of crab grass from dirty ground. 
 
    Several bodies were actually in the aisle, slumping or thrown from their seats, many of them twisted and broken, limbs splayed at awkward angles, dead eyes staring blankly. 
 
    Helen turned away, her stomach churning and for a moment, she thought that she might actually vomit again. Breathing steadily, she let her shoulders move with the intake of breath, and after a few exchanges, inhales and exhales, her nerves settled, and her stomach eased its unstable lurching. 
 
    Turning, she continued forward again, stepping over a pair of narrow legs nearly swimming in dark khaki slacks, and her eyes drifted to the rest of the body. It was a woman, or had been in life, a broad-shouldered power-suit top baggy and sagging over what remained of the body beneath. Long hair extended from the peeling flesh of her scalp, splayed out on the floor like a fan around her head. A pair of glasses had miraculously stayed intact on her face, Helen’s lamp reflecting off them in twin gleams of light, blessedly obscuring the woman’s ruined face. 
 
    Carefully she made her way up the slight angle of the cabin, stepping over more bodies, forcing herself not to look left or right for fear of seeing the horror of the corpses’ faces as they were strapped into their seats, knowing they were going down, seeing the reaper’s scythe swinging toward them, fully aware of their horrific impending demise. Several oxygen masks had spilled down from their compartments, though few had been put on, most of them dangling limply like old, unused yo-yos. 
 
    Helen kept her eyes forward, moving along the aisle and stepping over and around the sprawled bodies until she reached the point where the passenger cabin met the cockpit. The door between the two chambers was still closed firmly, though the metal around it was bent and buckled. A tiny corridor separated the two areas, leading to another exit door where the passengers would have entered the plane from the airport and along that corridor was a small counter and a series of cabinets, and Helen made her way there, lowering to a crouch to start opening drawers and cabinets. 
 
    Fishing through the shelving, she found a sealed metal box with a Red Cross symbol and some stenciled letters that read Emergency Medical Kit. Smiling, she removed the kit and let her backpack slip from her shoulders so she could slide the kit into the backpack and store it. 
 
    Her eyes caught a few other items in the shelves, and she withdrew some of those as well, sliding them free from the cabinets and placing them in her backpack, arranging the items carefully to make sure there was room for everything. 
 
    “Well, what have we here?” 
 
    The voice was quiet, but Helen bolted upright, feet shuffling as she moved backwards until her rear end thumped against the wall behind her, leaving her backpack and rifle on the floor. Her mouth opened wide and she bit off the scream she almost uttered, her wide eyes immediately moving to the aisle, her hand navigating to where her SIG Sauer backup weapon was stashed. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” the woman said, and Helen could now see the person who spoke was a woman, and she held up her hands, showing her palms. “Don’t be afraid!” 
 
    Helen already had her pistol slipped from her belt and clutched in two hands, and though she didn’t raise the weapon, she remained standing there, the barrel of the pistol pointing at the floor. In the backwash of the headlamp she could see the woman standing before her and she found that she recognized her. 
 
    It was the same woman who had been talking to the sentries at the border of the town several moments ago. The calm woman who had tried to talk sense into the frenzied guards. 
 
    She’d been a nurse, hadn’t she? 
 
    “I don’t want to shoot,” Helen hissed. “But I will.” 
 
    “I’m not here to hurt you,” the woman said, then glanced over her shoulder. “The sentries have moved on, back to the border for a few moments. I saw your light reflecting in the windows and came to check to see what was happening.” 
 
    “I need this stuff,” Helen said. “Just let me take it. I’ll go.” 
 
    “Is someone hurt?” the woman asked. “I’ve been trying to get in here for weeks, but up until now, they’ve been guarding it very closely. Haven’t let anyone inside. They consider it sacred ground, like an ancient burial site or something.” 
 
    “I heard,” Helen replied. “I don’t care about that. I just need to help Joel.” 
 
    The woman still had her hands up in a calming gesture. 
 
    “Who’s Joel?” she asked. “A brother? A friend?” 
 
    Helen lifted the pistol, pointing it at her while she grabbed her backpack and slung it over her narrow shoulder, then picked up the rifle. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Just let me go.” 
 
    “I’m a nurse,” the woman said. “Maybe we can…help each other?” 
 
    Helen stepped forward, her arm extended, and the woman moved backwards, hands still lifted. 
 
    “I don’t need your help,” Helen replied. Her eyes drifted over the woman’s shoulder, looking towards the torn-open hole in the end of the passenger cabin where she must have entered. 
 
    “I saw what you grabbed,” she said. “You took the emergency medical kit. Like I said, I’m a nurse. I can help.” 
 
    Helen held her gaze, her arm not moving at all, the SIG still leveled and held firm. 
 
    “Why would you help me?” she asked. “Not many people have helped us since— since all of this happened. Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “We can help each other,” the woman clarified. 
 
    “How can I help you?” Helen asked dubiously. 
 
    Once again, the woman glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t belong here,” she said. “My husband’s family lives here. We were just starting divorce proceedings when this all happened, and of course, because of my background, they’ve been making sure I stay put. They won’t let me leave, even though my parents live out of town.” 
 
    “So, you’re a prisoner here?” Helen asked, once again, a questioning tone in her voice. 
 
    “Prisoner is sort of extreme,” the woman replied, “but yes, I don’t have a way out. Not really. If you help me get out of town, maybe I can help your friend?” 
 
    “I’m a fourteen-year-old kid,” Helen replied. “What makes you think I can help you?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes drifted to the weapons Helen held in her hands, first the SIG, then down at the AR-31, then met her eyes again. 
 
    “You look like you can take care of yourself.” 
 
    Helen remained there for a moment, her pistol drifting down slowly until it finally rested by her hip, the woman looking up at her from the gentle slope downward. 
 
    “Where is your friend?” 
 
    “Abandoned barn about two miles outside of town,” Helen replied. “Looks like it’s been empty for years.” 
 
    “The old Latkins place,” the woman answered, nodding. “I know where it is. What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    Helen shifted uncomfortably, still not feeling entirely trusting of the woman she’d known for less than five minutes. Nearly every person she and Joel had run into over the past month had either tried to kill them themselves or had been connected to a group who tried to do it, and she couldn’t find a reason why this woman would be any different. Sure, she seemed nice enough, but appearances could be deceiving. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Another voice barked, that one loud and sharp and male, coming from the direction that the woman had entered from. She turned and Helen peered around her shoulder. Two men filled the opening in the bottom of the plane, her headlamp casting a pale, faint glow on their shadowed forms. Each of them held hunting rifles and they were looking up, straight in their direction. 
 
    “Exactly what the hell are you doing in here?” 
 
    # 
 
    The woman held up a hand to Helen as she turned around, making sure to keep herself between the young girl and the two men who had just appeared. 
 
    “Barney? Preckard? It’s me, Wanda!” 
 
    “Wanda?” a voice echoed up from below. “We told you not to come in here! Who’s there with ya?” 
 
    Helen shifted in the aisle, still looking around Wanda’s right shoulder, down toward the men. 
 
    “Nobody important,” Wanda replied. “Just a little kid.” 
 
    “A little kid?” the second man asked. Helen could see him adjusting the grip on his rifle. “Where there are kids, there are parents. Bring her on down here.” 
 
    Wanda looked back at Helen, who shook her head nervously. 
 
    “Preckard, come on,” Wanda said, looking back at them. “You know me. Let me just take her back to the house, talk to her a little.” 
 
    “Wanda, don’t make this harder than it has to be,” Barney said, and his rifle came up slightly. “We got strict rules about comin’ in here.” 
 
    “I know, Barney, I’ve heard them all.” 
 
    “Then get your skinny ass down here with that kid so we can figure out just what’s going on.” 
 
    Helen didn’t like the tone and direction of the conversation. She moved slightly to the right, trying to get a better angle on the two men so she could see exactly what they were doing. Both of them stepped forward, lifting their rifles, stocks easing toward their shoulders. 
 
    They weren’t backing down. Wanda took a step forward holding her hands up, and the one named Barney turned slightly, his rifle in a firing position. 
 
    “Don’t—” the woman started. 
 
    Helen didn’t let her finish. Bolting to the right, swinging out from behind Wanda, Helen’s SIG was up, her finger moving from the trigger guard to the trigger. 
 
    “Hey!” Barney shouted, shifting his weight and moving his rifle in Helen’s direction. He wasn’t fast enough. She fired twice, the pistol’s blast deafening inside the tight confines of the wrecked airplane. The muzzle flash brightened the inside like a flare and Barney scrambled backwards as a pair of sparks danced from the interior of the plane’s cabin a foot or so away from him. The second man ducked down instinctively, and Helen moved her aim, firing three more shots, two ricochets blasting into the metal floor before the third shot punched hard into the man’s lower leg, kicking it out from under him and sending him sprawling forward, his rifle flying from open hands. 
 
    “Exit! Move!” Helen shouted, shouldering Wanda in the back and pushing her forward toward the door where Helen had entered, which was about halfway down the length of the cabin. Wanda took off in a sprint, ducking and charging forward, legs pumping as Barney tried to adjust his aim and fire again. He succeeded, his rifle kicking and barking, a soft whine signaling the round’s passage between the two females, a metal-on-metal bang echoing from behind Helen as she moved behind the older woman. 
 
    Helen fired again, two more cracks of the pistol, and Barney drew his rifle close, wheeling away to avoid being struck. Running at top speed, Helen’s foot caught on something on the floor and she went forward, barely holding on to her two weapons as she sprawled toward the aisle floor. 
 
    Instead of hard gridwork metal she landed on something soft, the beam of her headlamp illuminating the rotting, vacant-eyed face of one of the crash victims. Its lipless mouth was pried open, yellowed teeth revealed, skin gaunt and pulling away from underlying muscle and bone. She started to scream and was vaguely aware of Barney adjusting his aim again, moving left, the barrel turning toward her. 
 
    Hands grabbed at her, tugging her left arm and yanking her upward as Barney fired. The bullet missed her by two feet, but it plowed into one of the bodies on the floor, spitting up dark gore under the thumping impact of the round. Wanda had her by the arm and was half pulling, half pushing, urging her down the aisle and toward the exit as Barney ran up the gradual slope of the tilted wreckage. 
 
    Helen lifted the pistol and fired again, roaring off the remaining rounds in the magazine as fast as she could, and Barney grunted as he came toward them, stumbling to the left, his rifle falling as he clutched at his ample stomach. 
 
    Then she and Wanda were through the narrow opening, dropping the short distance to the grass-covered ground, knees barking as they landed. They picked themselves up and could hear shouting in the near distance as others converged on the crash site, having heard the weapons firing. 
 
    The two of them barreled forward into the darkness, cutting a narrow path between the church and the wrecked house next to it, then Helen clicked off her headlamp and they were swallowed by the surrounding night. 
 
    # 
 
    Even from a distance, the sounds of cracking rifles and muffled shouts were unmistakable, and the dull, rattling roar of the ATV engine eased into relative silence as the vehicle coasted to a stop at the narrow edge of the mountain slope. 
 
    Ali Davud swung his leg from the seat of the ATV, adjusting the shoulder strap of his semi-automatic rifle slung on his back, and looked down into the darkness below. At that time of night he couldn’t see very clearly, but with the illumination of the lightning above he could make out what appeared to be the broken wreckage of a crashed plane and a scattering of figures roaming around it, many of them with flashlights. 
 
    Ali had traveled some distance, venturing north from the old abandoned mining town that he’d been left in charge of when Hugh and Sadie had both been killed. Hugh and Sadie had been friends of his, had recruited him to their cause, and the mining company they’d helped run had kept him employed and in the United States for the past several years. 
 
    There weren’t many opportunities for Albanian ex-military, but they’d opened their business to him, and he’d worked hard, surpassing all of their expectations. Then, rumors emerged of the business closing so they’d started setting up shop in the old town, preparing for a standoff against authorities if they attempted to come take their livelihood from them. 
 
    The standoff never happened. There was the disaster in Chicago, the lightning strikes, and the crashed airplanes, and suddenly their resistance movement was a survival movement instead. 
 
    Until Joel and his little brat-girl had come through and wrecked it all. 
 
    Sadie was dead. Hugh had been stabbed to death by Joel himself, along with several other town residents. Ali had tried to chase them down, only to have two more of the residents killed. 
 
    He’d had to regroup. Reconsider. 
 
    And now he was going to find them. 
 
    Tracking their horses hadn’t been all that difficult, especially knowing the direction they were headed. Their tracks led him there, but where they went after, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    But there were people down there, and by the sounds of it, there had been some sort of incident. Crossing his arms over his broad chest, he looked down at the plane’s wreckage, slammed belly-first in the center of some unlucky American community, houses smashed, fires still scattered about. The remaining civilians likely desperate to understand what happened. 
 
    Sounded like just the place he wanted to see. 
 
    Ali swung his leg back over the seat of the ATV. He could see the town clearly from where he stood, though he knew the trek down the mountain would likely take a few hours at least. Another night without sleep. 
 
    Wouldn’t be the first time. Probably wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    Gunning the engine, he guided the ATV toward the narrow trail and began following it down toward the ground far below. 
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The town now known as Malcolm, Wyoming wasn’t always a town named Malcolm, Wyoming. At one point in distant memory, a point far too long ago for any current resident to know its true lineage, Malcolm wasn’t a town, it was a fort. A remote military installation in the Wyoming mountains, Fort Malcolm had housed a number of military personnel, a training ground and barracks set within the craggy peaks of the Laramie Mountains, extending northwest of the Colorado Rockies. 
 
    From Fort Malcolm there came Malcolm Military Academy, a fancy private school for military trainees, a western West Point of sorts, the terrain providing a wealth of training opportunities for Army Rangers, infantry, and rescue operations. With budgets getting slashed at home and abroad, Malcolm Military Academy was eventually shuttered, its operations spread throughout other local installations, most of them transferred to Colorado Military Academy just northeast of Fort Carson, by Colorado Springs. 
 
    Although the academy had been closed, a town had emerged in its shadow, a collection of homes and businesses along a narrow stretch of road cutting through the Laramies, bordered on the north and south by steep hills and jagged peaks. Although the academy had been vacated several years prior, the remains of the military structure was still in place, a thick stone arch acting as a gateway from the east, a bronze plaque emblazoned with the word Malcolm at the top of the stone arch. A gate of thick iron bars was closed in front of the narrow two-lane entrance, secured by a series of locks barring entry into the mountain town. Where the two gates were joined, another square metal plaque was placed, and embossed onto the plaque was a bulging stone with a single sword placed diagonally on top of it, as if intersecting the rock. 
 
    Once traffic funneled through the narrow gap from the east, the town within spread out among the rocks, several square miles of Wyoming wilderness that remained remarkably self-sufficient with a few gas stations, two local food stores, a large hardware store, dozens of residential homes, and several old family farms. The area had become relatively successful and the local planning board had barely fought off attempts by some of the big-box stores to set up shop within Malcolm, but at the end of the day the town was home to several families that had been there for generations and who, by and large, held many similar beliefs and worries. 
 
    In the center of town there was a collection of several buildings clustered around a paved roundabout, including one of the old family gas stations and the local town hall, which sat next to a fitness center, with the local elementary school just down the road across from a pharmacy. 
 
    The low flicker of candlelight shone through the windows of the town hall, casting small squares of wobbly light on the grass outside the single-story wooden structure. Many nights the building was occupied until the late hours, people often working by the low light of candles, using pen and paper to draft proposals, outline current resources, and sketch out future projections, all of which seemed to change at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Kramer Phillips sat at the large meeting table inside the town hall, running a hand through his thick, gray hair, blowing out a gust of tired air from his cracked, dry lips. The written letters on the paper on the table were blurring together and he set the pen down, the writing instrument clattering and rolling softly along its smooth surface. 
 
    “Bad news, Kramer?” Yvonne Perez asked, standing by one of the windows and looking out into the night beyond. 
 
    “Is there ever good news?” he said, leaning back slightly in the old wooden chair, his back complaining at his change in posture. 
 
    “We’re alive,” she said. “Better than most.” 
 
    “We planned for this,” Kramer said, lacing his fingers behind his head. 
 
    Yvonne shook her head. 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” she replied. “We planned for something. It sure as hell wasn’t this.” Out in the darkness a thick spear of bright lightning seared through the clouds, bolting across the horizon and illuminating the darkness outside in a sudden flash of brilliance. 
 
    Kramer slid the wooden chair across the floor, pressing his palms against the table to push himself upright. 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t much matter what we were planning for. Fact remains, we’re better equipped to weather this storm than most of the rest of the world.” 
 
    “For now,” Yvonne replied, then finally turned to face the other man. “But for how long?” 
 
    “She’s right,” a third voice spoke, and Kramer turned toward Toby Denton, who at one point in this strange life had been the sheriff of Malcolm, Wyoming and the head guy in charge of local law enforcement. He’d also been a charter member of Stone Sword, and the firearms expert when it came to teaching the citizens how to shoot and care for their weapons. Granted, most of the citizens of Malcolm already knew how to handle guns just fine, but there were certain stances, postures, and methods that were more for combat and less for hunting or self-defense. Toby had spent two tours with the United States Army overseas, and along with Colonel Carter had worked to put together a local militia in the town. 
 
    “She’s right?” Kramer echoed, looking over at Toby. As mayor of the town, Kramer Phillips had been the de facto regional group leader for Stone Sword, though he certainly wasn’t the survival expert that folks like Toby, Yvonne, or Rick Buckner were. Each of them had their expertise, and whether he liked to admit it or not, his was administration, not execution. “I thought we were doing pretty well for ourselves, all things considered.” 
 
    “It’s been a month and we’re still breathing,” Yvonne replied, “I suppose that’s pretty well, if you want to think of it that way. But the fact remains, we are walking a very thin line on food production, even with the four farms and few hundred head of cattle we’ve got.” 
 
    “Water supply is all good,” Kramer said with a shrug. 
 
    “True enough,” Toby replied. “We’ve got the reservoir in the hills and gravity-fed water reserves in the town, which keeps our pressure where it needs to be. I can’t disagree with you there. But what happens when a valve goes? Or a pipe bursts?” 
 
    “You tell me,” Kramer replied, suddenly defensive. “It was your brother who owned the hardware store.” 
 
    “We secured my brother’s store within twenty-four hours of the disaster,” Toby replied. “We’ve got around-the-clock security and supplies. But no plumbers in town. Even the few refugees who have made it up the mountains haven’t helped us much there.” 
 
    “We’ve got fewer than a thousand people in town,” Kramer replied. “What did you expect? I think we’re covering most bases. We’ve got two cattle farms and a hog farm, not to mention Yvonne’s corn, wheat, and vegetables. We’ve managed to live off of our food supplies and hunting for the month so far, without even having to dip into the cattle or pigs. We’re fortunate to live in the Wyoming wilderness up here. Bison, buffalo, bear, elk, deer. We haven’t gone a single day without bagging big game, and our storage warehouse still has half a ton of salt we can continue to use to preserve what we don’t eat and save for later.” 
 
    “We’ve got enough meat in our stores for a full week without additional hunting,” Yvonne interjected, “as long as we stick to our four-ounce rations per meal. But a week will go by real fast once it starts getting cold. We were lucky this disaster happened when it did. Springtime is about the best time this could have occurred. Give it six months. We’re still up in the mountains, remember. When the snow starts flying and the temperatures dip, do you think we’ll be able to make hunting rotations every two hours like we are now?” 
 
    “Fair point,” Kramer replied. 
 
    “A week just isn’t long enough. We need stores for three months at a minimum. If we can stockpile enough food and supplies to last from November to March, then I’ll feel a hell of a lot better about our prospects.” 
 
    Kramer sighed. As the town mayor, he had some important roles above and beyond simple town administration. Many of the local residents looked to him for morale, and he had to hold on to that small nugget of positivity. Yvonne and Toby were realists, and that was okay; they needed them, too, so that they could truly be prepared when things went south. 
 
    The truth was, Stone Sword was about so much more than just survivalist classes, though. He’d worked alongside Toby, Yvonne, Rick, and Colonel Carter to create an atmosphere of self-sufficiency across the entire town. Almost everyone had backup generators and they’d even installed a small field of solar panels with battery backups just north of downtown. 
 
    Emergency drills happened town-wide every month, a specific plan put in place for every single business and every single resident. There was always some grumbling and there was, with every drill, a scattering of residents who staunchly refused to comply, but people who didn’t want to live in that sort of town often didn’t stay long and were generally replaced by people who did. Stone Sword’s reputation was well-known in the area and it didn’t take long before its reputation informed nearby towns that residents who weren’t willing to abide by their strict emergency planning regulations weren’t welcome there. 
 
    As always, the communications team within Malcolm had been paying close attention when Atlas-One smashed into the city of Chicago, and they’d heard very early on about the plane crashes throughout the globe. 
 
    Immediately, their emergency response plans had been put in practice. 
 
    Runners had gone from house to house and from business to business, going through a bulleted list of critical services. Those homes and businesses deemed not critical had their gas appropriated, supplies gathered, and became part of a centralized provisioning system. There were arguments, and the Buckner family up in the woods had shown up on their front lawn with rifles, strongly discouraging town administration from taking their supplies. 
 
    They’d reluctantly complied, though only after Kramer had made a deal with the Buckners. 
 
    But as the days and weeks had passed, it had become clear that even with their emergency response plan, there just wasn’t enough to go around. Fuel had been diverted to the pharmacy and local health clinic, used to power their generators, and then people had moved on to siphoning from cars and using a separate generator to run the fuel pumps at the two gas stations. 
 
    When it became clear the generators were going to run out of gas long before the infrastructure was in a place to send fuel trucks through the pass, they worked around the clock to move all medications to a cold-storage facility with battery backups hooked up to the field of solar panels to the north of the town. The long-range radio station was near the panels, and while it wasn’t hooked up to them twenty-four seven, they had the ability to tap into the solar power when it came time to make a broadcast. 
 
    Over the years they’d made a point of collecting and storing salt in a storage warehouse, far more than they might need to take ice off the roads, and were now using that to preserve some of the game they killed each day. Strict rationing was put into place early, allowing four ounces of meat per resident per day, with the other meals being various greens and grains, most of them supplied by Yvonne’s vast acreage near the western border. 
 
    The fact was, Kramer was right, but so were Yvonne and Toby. Stone Sword and the greater town of Malcolm, Wyoming were in a better place than most of the rest of the nation. But just because it was better didn’t make it good. No matter how well prepared they were for what had happened, there was only so long their limited supplies could last, and once the harsh winter arrived, they all suspected things would get a lot worse before they got better. 
 
    “Anyone hear from Colonel Carter lately?” Kramer asked. “He wasn’t at the town meeting last night.” 
 
    Toby nodded. 
 
    “Saw him this morning. Since we’ve started the radio broadcasts, he’s been a little antsy. Working overtime on getting the militia assembled. He’s still not crazy about the broadcasts; he’s worried it’ll attract the nutbars. More trouble than its worth.” 
 
    “He might be right,” Kramer replied, “but we can’t just sit here and do nothing. Nobody in this country is prepared to live like this long-term, especially if the government and military are determined to do what they’re doing. The American people deserve to know, and they deserve to know someone is out there standing up for our constitutional rights.” 
 
    “Nobody disagrees with that,” Yvonne said. “I think we’re all just a little worried about what comes along with it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Kramer conceded. “I suppose that’s a chance we’re going to have to take.” He turned away from the table and walked toward the door. 
 
    “Where you headed, Mayor?” asked Yvonne. 
 
    “I’m just going to go for a walk around the grounds,” Kramer replied. “See if I can find Carter. I’d feel a whole lot better if he was on board.” 
 
    “He’s on board,” Toby replied quickly. “I work with him every day.” 
 
    “Humor me, would ya?” Kramer asked, grinning slightly, though it was a grin without real humor. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Toby replied with a shrug. 
 
    Kramer strode across the wood floor, his boots thumping loud echoes in the mostly empty room, then he pushed through the door and was out into the night. 
 
    # 
 
    It was a nice night, all things considered, in spite of the spiderweb of yellow lightning racing through the cloud cover hanging low over the Laramie Mountains. Kramer had seen a bolt of lightning split open the night through the window as Yvonne had stood there inside the town hall, which had taken him aback somewhat, though he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone inside. 
 
    For now, the skies looked normal again, with the same atmospheric network of electricity that had been prevalent since the collision of Atlas-One, and likely the reason that all flights had plunged to Earth all at once. It showed no signs of dissipating, and Kramer suspected he knew why. 
 
     It was no natural phenomenon, that much was clear. It wasn’t long ago that the United Nations had announced Project: Heatshield, a landmark global initiative to combat global warming with a network of nanotechnology satellites designed to reflect the heat from the sun and reduce the temperature of the Earth. 
 
    To a man, the residents of Malcolm had rolled their eyes, wondering about mankind’s hubris in thinking they could use technology to battle back the effects of Mother Nature. They’d all suspected the experiment would end badly. 
 
    None of them had suspected just how badly. 
 
    As he strolled along the narrow sidewalk running east from the roundabout, he saw a figure in the dim light walking toward him. Reflexively, he rested his hand near his hip where a semi-automatic pistol was holstered, even though he trusted nearly every single resident of the town. The approaching figure was slender, and he could see her long hair moving back and forth as she walked, though in that light he couldn’t recognize who she was. 
 
    “Who goes there?” he asked, feeling more than a little silly for saying it that way. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips?” a voice called back. “It’s me, Lindsey.” 
 
    “Lindsey?” Kramer asked. “Lindsey Aaron?” 
 
    “Yessir,” she replied, and now he recognized her voice. 
 
    “What the devil are you doing out here this late?” he asked as she came closer. In the light of the lightning storm above, he could now see her features. When she’d joined their group a few weeks back, she’d been wide-eyed and optimistic, thinking that she could be a big help to the town and looking forward to being a part of their recovery efforts, not to mention seeking solace for her own situation. She hadn’t been a resident of Malcolm, but she’d been a regular attendee of their survival classes and had lived about forty miles down the road. The young woman had used the last of her fuel to get there, just so she could play a role in the town’s survival, and yes, so she could also get her fair share of the town’s supplies. 
 
    It was a two-way street. But she was a nurse, and nurses had a value to the community far above and beyond the meager four-ounce ration of meat she got per day, and Kramer was happy to have her. 
 
    The past few weeks had not been easy, however. Her eyes were puffy and tired, dark circles ringing the smooth flesh. Her hair was ruffled and unkempt, her clothes dirty, and she walked with a sort of hampered sluggishness that made folks think she might actually be injured, though it was a bone-weary exhaustion instead. 
 
    “Mr. Quaker has been having a tough time of things,” Lindsey said wearily, gesturing back over her shoulder. “I think he’s suffering from malnutrition.” 
 
    Kramer nodded softly. 
 
    Larry Quaker was one of the fixtures of Malcolm and had been for the entire seventy-six years of his life. But he’d enjoyed life and had relished rich foods and sugary drinks, and the past month had been a crash course in a change of habit, one his body had struggled somewhat to adjust to. 
 
    “Poor Larry,” Kramer said. “Is he following that exercise routine you gave him?” 
 
    “He…doesn’t see the point,” she replied.  
 
    “The structure of this town is a miracle,” she continued. “Everyone having a role and having a place. Mr. Quaker doesn’t really have a role. He sees himself as a burden and finds it difficult to be motivated to make changes. Food was his source of joy. Especially since his wife passed.” 
 
    “It’s a damn shame,” Kramer said, not knowing what else to say. There wasn’t anything else to say, not really. The truth was, Larry was an old man who couldn’t pull his weight, and in some small corner of Kramer’s mind he had to question the man’s value to the town and the worthiness of providing him his rations of food, especially as supplies got scarce closer to winter. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he shoved it out again. 
 
    It signaled some strange loss of humanity, thinking that the town might be better off if one of its eldest residents was no longer part of it. Already thoughts like that were crossing his mind. One month since it all began, and he could feel pieces of his humanity sloughing free and sliding away. 
 
    “Do the best you can, okay?” Kramer asked, and Lindsey nodded. He put a calming hand on her shoulder and she smiled, walking past him and down the main street, her shadowed form blending with the surrounding darkness. Kramer turned back east and continued walking down the sidewalk, his eyes affixed to two structures on each side of the road. They were simple sheds, built from kits acquired from Toby’s brother’s hardware store, but instead of being tool sheds, they’d been repurposed into guard houses, small structures with the doorways facing in toward the road, each one manned by a single armed guard. Just beyond the two posts was the stone-arched entrance to the town, erected between the twin slopes of the mountains, reaching up, jagged rocks and tufts of crabgrass sprouting from between the stones. 
 
    Over a month ago, the entrance had looked more welcoming, an open passage between the mountainsides, the arch more of an underpass than a gateway. But one of the first things Kramer had ordered, upon advice from both Colonel Carter and Toby, was to erect an iron gate secured over the road and guarded twenty-four hours a day to ensure unexpected visitors would not slide into town undetected. 
 
    Wedged within the uneven rocks of the mountainous slopes were at least two other sentries, guards with long-range hunting rifles and mounted scopes, operating as oversight. Large battery-operated spotlights were mounted on the arch as well, wired back to a master switch within each guard house, a rudimentary remote control courtesy of Peter Polasky, the local electrician. It wasn’t pretty or elegant, but it worked. 
 
    As he approached the two guard houses, he could see the silhouettes of two men in one of them, deep in discussion about something, though he couldn’t hear what. As he got closer he heard their voices, one voice a voice of authority, the second acquiescing to his requests readily and with eagerness. One of the shadowed figures peeled away from the other and stepped outside of the guard house, and immediately Kramer could tell who it was. 
 
    “Colonel Carter,” he said, keeping his voice low, but loud enough for the man to hear. The silhouette froze for a moment, then turned slightly, and he knew the military man was staring back at him. 
 
    In spite of his own best efforts, Kramer always had felt intimidated by the presence of Colonel Carter. An old-school, hardcore military man, Carter had served with distinction before being injured in combat, agreeing to instruct at Malcolm Military Academy in the gap between active service and full-blown retirement. When the academy had been moved, he’d been given the option to move with it to Fort Carson, but by the time that had happened, he’d grown fond of the small town and of the Stone Sword organization, and had taken early retirement to become a full-time resident of the town. 
 
    Working alongside Toby, he’d put together an impressively capable local town militia and law enforcement contingent, putting a priority on securing the borders and controlling the influx of refugees, while also overseeing the movement of critical supplies and the lockdown of those storage facilities throughout the town. 
 
    It was a hard, challenging task, but he and Toby had accomplished it, putting the group together in a matter of days, pulling from the local police force and fire department before moving to former active-duty military and finally civilians, preferably with weapons experience. 
 
    Because of its background, Malcolm was a haven of sorts for ex-military and they’d had a decent pool to pull from, which had certainly helped when putting everything together. Because of all of his hard work and his high rank, not to mention his long-standing place of leadership at the academy, many folks in town saw Carter as a sort of mentor and leader. Sometimes even more so than the mayor himself. 
 
    Kramer didn’t mind necessarily; he had a great deal of respect for the colonel and was infinitely grateful for his hard work. 
 
    But Carter was a hard, no-nonsense military man and lacked some of the empathy and humanity required to run a town like Malcolm in the aftermath of the disaster that had turned America upside down. Given a preference, Colonel Carter would have cut Mr. Quaker loose weeks ago and would have walked the streets, identifying those who were consuming more resources than they were providing the town and escorting them out to the main road before sending them on their way. 
 
    That sort of hard stance was at least partially necessary in these times, Kramer knew, but there had to be a balance, and he was that balance. 
 
    “Mayor,” the colonel said, his tone clipped and professional as always. “Awful late to be walking the streets.” 
 
    “Just the man I was looking for,” Kramer replied. 
 
    “That so?” Carter asked, then gestured toward a narrow street branching off from Main Street, heading north toward a subsection of town. “Walk with me.” 
 
    Kramer did, falling in next to the colonel, who wore cargo pants loaded down with pockets, a commando-style sweater, and a tactical vest pulled over his shoulders. He wore a beret tilted slightly over his close-cropped silver hair, his rigid jaw cleanly shaven. Kramer knew he used an old-style straight razor with cold water and no shaving cream, employing it to immaculately trim his chin, face, and the edges of his hairline. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Mayor?” 
 
    “We missed you at the town meeting,” Kramer said. Carter made no motion, just kept walking alongside the mayor. “I was hoping you’d participate in the conversation about the radio broadcasts.” 
 
    Carter chuckled. 
 
    “I’m not sure you do, Mayor Phillips,” he said. “Pretty sure we’re on opposite sides on that point.” 
 
    “You don’t like the idea?” 
 
    “Broadcasts are just like they sound. Broadcasts. People hear broadcasts, and some of those people are not nice people.” 
 
    “I feel like we have a duty—” 
 
    “We do,” Carter replied, cutting him off. “We have a duty to this town and these people. I’m not sure our duty goes beyond that.” 
 
    “You served your country for nearly twenty years. Certainly, that went beyond an obligation to just your closest friends?” 
 
    Carter stopped walking, turning to look at Kramer, who stopped to look back at him. 
 
    “I’ll be frank with you, Kramer,” Carter said. “In the middle of combat, when the bullets are flying, I’m not thinking about America.” He twitched his fingers into air quotes. “I’m thinking about my brothers and sisters on the battlefield. The men and women in the trenches I’m standing shoulder to shoulder with. Making sure I’ve got their back and that they’ve got mine. When the shit hits the fan, I pay attention to my nearest and dearest, and Mayor Phillips, the shit has most certainly hit the fan here.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Kramer replied. “Part of me just likes to think that maybe, just maybe, we can salvage something out of this. Not just here in Malcolm, but in America at large, too.” 
 
    “I’m not sure America at large is what it used to be anymore,” Colonel Carter replied. “And I’m definitely not sure you want to shine a big light in the sky to tell people where we are.” 
 
    Kramer nodded, looking away from the man for a moment, crossing his arms, trying to choose his words carefully. He saw the colonel’s point. Of course he did. They’d moved quickly in securing the town and had kept themselves isolated from the outside world, mostly by design. Because of that, however, they didn’t really have a feel for what America was like beyond their walls. 
 
    Perhaps that was for the best. 
 
    “We’re secure here,” Kramer said. “Well protected. Locked down, right?” 
 
    “We’ve got the perimeter secure and our stores are very well locked down. But if you get a group of a few hundred angry refugees who think that we might have something they don’t? They decide to storm the gate and take what we have? There’s only so much we can do with the people we have.” 
 
    Kramer stood in the darkness, looking up at the curtain of lightning streaks arching overhead, moving among the dark clouds. 
 
    “We can’t save the world, Mayor Phillips,” said Colonel Carter. “We can barely take care of ourselves.” 
 
    The mayor of Malcolm, Wyoming sighed, his shoulders slumping slightly, realizing the truth of the colonel’s statement. But at the same time, he also knew he wasn’t going to stop the broadcasts. He had an obligation, not just to the town, but to his nation. An obligation to ensure that hope never died. That some small kernel of the American Dream still remained alight, a soft, warm ember that perhaps eventually might ignite into the fire of American spirit he had known since he was old enough to put his hand over his heart, look at Old Glory, and sing its praises. 
 
    “Runner!” a voice shouted from the guard shack and Colonel Carter wheeled, his pistol coming from its holster faster than the mayor could even track. Even before Kramer could fully turn, the colonel, a man nearly ten years his senior, was ten paces down the sidewalk and breaking into a sprint. 
 
    “Cheyenne!” another voice cried out. “It’s ours! It’s the runner from Cheyenne!” 
 
    They’d taken to sending runners out on surveillance details over the past week. Men and women who ventured out into the wilderness, performing surveillance and reporting back, making sure no one was headed their way. 
 
    As the mayor approached, he could see the gate being eased open and a young man on a bicycle being ushered through, Colonel Carter sliding his pistol back into its holster. 
 
    “What do you have to report, son?” he asked as one of the guards wheeled away the bike while the other re-latched the gate. 
 
    “Cheyenne is on full lockdown, sir,” the man replied through gasping breaths. “Military presence is heavy. From what I’m hearing, it’s like that everywhere. Chicago is a damned war zone, just like we heard from our people in the city limits.” 
 
    “Anyone heading our way?” the colonel asked, and the bike rider shook his head, bending slightly to catch his breath. 
 
    “Approach roads are clear,” he said. “But Cheyenne, Colonel—the whole city. It’s burning.” 
 
    “Burning?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The citizens are angry. They can’t fight against the military so they’re just burning the place to the ground. Try as they might, the Army can’t keep ’em bottled up. It’s thousands of people against hundreds.” 
 
    Kramer closed his eyes, shaking his head softly. 
 
    “Hear that, Mayor?” Carter asked. “Burning the place to the ground. These are the people you want to invite to our doorstep?” 
 
    Kramer closed both fists and did not reply. 
 
    “The American Dream is dead, Mayor. It’s dead and it’s being cremated right before our eyes.” 
 
    “A dream doesn’t die,” Kramer replied. “It may fade, but it doesn’t die.” 
 
    Carter opened his mouth to reply, but Kramer didn’t want to hear what he had to say. He was already walking down the sidewalk, back toward the town hall, leaving the runner and the gate behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ranger’s Cabin 
 
    Somewhere in Southern Montana 
 
      
 
    They’d left right at dawn and, unknown to both Jack and Myles, Laura had been awake. She’d been awake at dawn because she’d been awake almost all night, jolting from her cot at the early hours of the morning with the realization of why Jack had left the butter knives beneath her pillow. 
 
    She and Jack had spent lots of time together in the past few weeks as they crossed from Washington through the narrow part of Idaho and into Montana, and they’d spent plenty of that time reminiscing. 
 
    During one of those conversations, Jack had mentioned a short stint at a boarding school, a place his father had shipped him off to when he couldn’t seem to get him to embrace the public school he was currently attending. Jack had lasted less than six months at the boarding school, finally getting expelled when he broke into the head administrator’s office on a dare. He and several friends had planned to get into the office and remove all of its furniture, leaving the entire room empty so when he came in the next morning, he would find a vacant space. 
 
    But he’d been caught. A silent alarm had triggered, and campus security had converged on the location as he was in the midst of setting up the prank, and he’d been summarily expelled from the boarding school and forced to return home and to the public school that he hated. 
 
    But what caught in her mind was how Jack had broken into the administrator’s office. 
 
    He’d used two butter knives. He’d wedged one of them between the lock plate and the door frame and used the second to ease the lock itself out of the narrow hole, which had popped the door open, and thus triggered the silent alarm. 
 
    Laura knew there was no silent alarm in the cabin. Even if there was, its backup battery would have died long ago. 
 
    Hearing the front door slam and the voices of Jack and the park ranger fading into the early morning air, she swung her legs out of the cot and dropped to her knees next to the bed, Bruiser lifting his head from his paws and looking at her wearily. Laura removed the butter knives from underneath the mattress and made her way to the door of her room. 
 
    There were no windows in her small bedroom, so it was dark and smelled rancid, the remains of her bucket emanating into the air and soaking into the wood. No matter how many times she emptied it and how thoroughly she used the nearby stream to rinse it, there was still a lingering odor and it only got worse each day. She’d acclimated to it, somewhat, but not enough to not notice it at all, and she instinctively held her breath as she crept forward toward the door. 
 
    Closing the fingers of her left hand around the two knives, she pressed her ear to the wooden door, listening for any sign of noise on the other side. She decided to give them about ten minutes and returned to her bed, sitting anxiously, fiddling with the knives as she quietly counted the seconds in her mind, swearing she’d wait until she got to six hundred before venturing out into the larger expanse of the cabin. 
 
    She made it to one hundred and twenty-three before she couldn’t wait any longer. The walls seemed to be closing in around her and the mere idea of possible freedom was too enticing. Stepping off the cot, she went to the door, walking carefully until she was next to it, looking at the narrow gap of light shining between the edge of the door and the door frame, following the light until it was interrupted by the lock which kept her secure inside the small room. 
 
    Taking one of the butter knives, she wedged it between the edge of the door and the doorframe, pushing it as far as she could, until the rounded tip struck the lock itself and wouldn’t move any farther. Lowering to one knee, she brought up the second knife, then pushed the first one toward the frame as hard as she could. 
 
    The gap between the door and the frame where the light shone through slowly got a sliver larger as the door separated, pulling away from the frame just a little, giving her some room to work. She worked the tip of the second knife into the space between the lock and the hole in the frame where the lock nested, then gently pushed. 
 
    The door, the knives, and the lock moved ever so slightly, and she leaned forward, working the two utensils in concert, moving them back and forth, easing up, down, and left to right. 
 
    Jack had made it sound easy. 
 
    For several moments she continued the motions, and at one point one of the knives actually bent slightly, and she was petrified that it would bend so much that it was no longer useful. But as it bent, she moved it forward and it slid neatly between the lock and the catch, resting inside with a soft, metallic click. 
 
    Laura drew in a breath, slowly pried the door a centimeter farther, then twisted the second knife and lunged forward, striking the door with her shoulder. The lock popped free and the door bumped open, spilling her out of her locked prison, as both knives clattered to the floor at her knees. 
 
    She gasped a triumphant breath, a swift inhalation of clean, fresh air. Although she was still inside the cabin, it felt like freedom, her heart racing, the feeling that she could go anywhere she wanted anytime suddenly almost overwhelming to her. 
 
    The world was too big, the sky above too vast, and for one brief moment, she just wanted to shrink back into her little prison, shut the door and stay inside, forgetting that she’d ever seen the larger room. 
 
    But she stayed where she was. Her eyes roamed the area, as if she was seeing that part of the cabin for the first time, looking at the couch, the office with the desk, the chair, the filing cabinet. The old sink, worthless refrigerator, the wood stove. It was the epitome of rustic modern, a newly constructed building made with surfeit of effort to make it look older. 
 
    Standing, she scooped up the butter knives and dropped them in her pocket, trying to decide what she would do with her newfound freedom. There was no way of knowing how long the men would be gone. Sometimes, when they went for a hunt, they were gone for nearly the entire day, leaving her locked up and alone, wallowing in the putrid smell of her small prison. 
 
    But other times they were only gone for a few hours, returning with a collection of small mammals or sometimes nothing at all, and often with Jack’s head hanging low and Myles looking angry. 
 
    For a moment she considered leaving. Grabbing Bruiser, slipping out the front door and just running for her life. 
 
    But she couldn’t. Jack had been all but broken, it appeared, even though he’d had the sense remaining to slip her the knives, and she wasn’t about to leave him stranded here while she made her getaway. Who knew what Myles would do to him? What if he found out that she only escaped because Jack had helped her? What would happen then? 
 
    No, she’d have to plan it carefully. Today she would do a little reconnaissance. Check out his office space and desk, go through his papers, see if she could at least figure out where they were. Today she would prepare. Then she’d stash away the knives and be ready for next time. 
 
    Striding across the floor, she went to the right of the kitchen and into the small office space that she’d often seen the ranger use. There was a simple desk and swivel chair, and the desk had several drawers in it. A tall bookshelf was against the wall behind the chair, and the filing cabinet sat next to the bookshelf. There wasn’t much to it, but Laura hoped it might have something she could use. 
 
    As she approached, a framed photograph caught her eye, one that she didn’t remember seeing before, though most of her time spent in the cabin had been spent with eyes downcast, just avoiding the crazed glare that Myles would often shoot their way. 
 
    She moved to the shelf and took the photograph from it, placing it on the desk to look at it. Immediately she recognized Myles himself, standing in a vast green pasture, wearing a suit jacket, a tie, and neatly pressed slacks. To his left was a slender young woman, auburn hair pulled back, hanging low, some of it over her bare left shoulder, the rest of it disappearing beyond toward the small of her back. She wore a green evening gown and looked dressed more for a night on the town than a day traipsing through the wilderness. 
 
    Behind them there was a group of buffalo, the large, lumbering creatures wandering aimlessly across the grass, moving as if they had no idea that anyone else was even there. She couldn’t help but smile at the absurdity of it, the combination of the elegantly dressed woman and the herd of buffalo behind her, the two different worlds colliding in some strange collage. 
 
    In a way it exemplified the nature of Myles’s mind. Drifting in many directions at once, snatches of his various lives collected into a single jumbled image that his brain had trouble deciphering. It was clear that the woman was likely his wife, and probably before the two of them had their children. They both looked young and happy, and the vast green meadows and pale blue sky brought back Laura’s own memories of a simpler, better time. 
 
    She gently touched the strange photograph and found herself smiling slightly, feeling sad for what Myles had endured and realizing that before all of these events had happened to him, he had likely been a very normal man, a good father, and a loving husband. 
 
    But the disaster had broken him. Broken him in ways that could not be repaired, just as it had likely broken so many others. There were times Laura felt a little broken herself, though somehow, through all of the trials and tribulations, she had managed to keep herself together. How long would that last? 
 
    How much death and destruction could you see before something snapped? Before you no longer held that small nugget of humanity and spiraled off into something…else? 
 
    Leaving the photograph there, she moved to the filing cabinet and slid open the top drawer, looking at the stacked papers and folders within. One folder was almost overstuffed with oddly sized, thin white papers, and the folder was labeled Topos. 
 
    Topos. Topographical maps? 
 
    She slipped that folder out and dropped it on the desk as well, sliding free a few of the maps, which were mostly computer-generated line drawings of geographical patterns in the area. Flipping through some of the maps, she tried to get an idea of where they were and what region the park ranger might have covered. 
 
    Her heart raced as she found a familiar landmark, the Grand Teton National Park. It was south of Yellowstone, she knew that much, and just inside the Wyoming state line. Dare she hope? She and Joel had been in southwest Montana when they’d run across the ranger, and he’d had a pickup truck with a tank of gas, so realistically they could have ended up all the way in Wyoming. 
 
    But she had no way to tell if that was where they were, or if it was just a general diagram of that part of the United States. She folded that map back up and unfolded another, finally easing herself down into the swivel chair to prepare for a morning of research. 
 
    # 
 
    Laura wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting there, thumbing through the maps and documents, but she felt almost lost in the world of research. She hadn’t realized it, but that was one thing she’d missed most about her time at Aurora. Those late nights, computers shut down, just reams of paper print-outs on weather patterns, global temperatures, and other statistics, going through the documents page by page, tracking charts, scribbling data points by hand, physically touching the information. For a few brief moments she felt that adrenaline again, the pump of blood and energy, the thrill of investigative research. 
 
    At some point during the morning, she’d let Bruiser out of his crate, and he laid on the floor at her feet now, no longer whining like he’d been when she was out of his sight and hard at work at the desk. 
 
    She’d already won a minor victory. She knew where they were, and they had indeed crossed into Wyoming and were currently a short distance northeast of the Grand Tetons. Looking through another map of the region, she’d located her sister’s house, removing the slip of paper she’d used to write down the information at her brownstone in Seattle that felt like two lifetimes ago. Her stomach growled, aching for some food, and it occurred to her that not only had she not eaten that morning, but that she hadn’t eaten much for dinner the previous night. 
 
    Myles had put them on pretty strict rations in order to spread out the limited food they had out further, and she was starving. Laura had gotten used to living off protein bars and one MRE per day over the past month, but she wasn’t even getting that much. 
 
    But it was okay. They were within a hundred miles of her sister’s house, and she knew her sister was close to the Stone Sword compound, so Laura’s hope was that they could connect with her and then make it to the group, who was hopefully more prepared to hold out for the long haul. 
 
    It felt like they were so close, yet so very far away. 
 
    From the floor she heard a low, menacing growl. Bruiser’s head lifted, his eyes narrowed toward the door, and his mouth parted slightly, the throaty sound echoing in the quiet cabin. 
 
    Laura’s eyes widened. She knew that sound. It was his growl of warning. His cautionary alert that someone was coming. 
 
    “Shit,” she hissed and eased backwards, glancing out the window just to the right of the desk. Myles and Jack were strolling across the front yard, Myles carrying two small rabbits by their ears in his left hand. “Shit, shit, shit!” she whispered, pushing back the chair and throwing herself to her feet. She didn’t even want to think about what Myles would do to her if he found her here. While she was afraid of him to a degree, she’d never really been afraid for her life. He didn’t strike her as a killer, just a crazed, lonely man who was broken inside. 
 
    But that? If he saw that blatant disregard for the rules? 
 
    Something told her that he might just completely lose his mind. Sweeping the maps and papers from the desk, she hastily stuffed them back into the folder, then pulled open the filing cabinet and rammed the folder back where it was, squeezing it in between other folders inside. She knew if Myles looked hard enough, he’d probably be able to see things were more wrinkled or out of order, but she hoped he wouldn’t look too closely. 
 
    She slid the cabinet drawer closed and got to her feet, looping her fingers around Bruiser’s collar. Dragging and urging him over to her room, she moved quickly, keeping her head down. The voices grew louder outside, and she could tell they were just on the other side of the door, pausing momentarily to leave the dead animals in the grass before coming in. 
 
    “Move, you dumb dog, move,” she whispered, and pushed Bruiser harder, as he was moving slowly, growling deeply and looking back toward the door, desperate to intercept the intruders. His nails clicked on the floor as she pushed and dragged him toward her room and she thought Myles might hear it, but there was no interruption in conversation. 
 
    Finally, she reached the door and pried it open, starting to urge Bruiser inside, then stepping in after him, and for one wonderful moment, she knew she’d gotten away with it. In less than a second, she’d be inside the room, the door closed and secure.  
 
    As she moved inside, she glanced across the cabin. 
 
    The framed photograph she’d taken off the bookshelf rested on the desk, all the way across the cabin. 
 
    Her mouth hung open. She’d focused so much on getting the papers put away, she forgot about the photograph, and there it was, the woman with her evening gown, the field full of buffalo, the whole damn thing right there on the desk, and the door knob was turning and Myles was coming in, and everything was— 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Myles asked, pushing the door open and stepping inside. His eyes were hard and narrow, focused on her as she stood there, half in and half out of her bedroom. “How did you get out?” he asked, looking at her accusingly. 
 
    When he’d entered, she’d let her eyes dart from the desk to his face, but he’d seen where she was looking and he looked there himself, seeing the photograph resting on the desk’s surface. 
 
    She thought she actually saw his muscles stiffen from across the cabin as he saw the photograph there, both fists tightening closed, his knuckles blanching. His lips parted as if he were going to say something, but they just worked for a moment, then eased closed again, his mouth a thin, straight line as he stepped forward. 
 
    His boots clomped on the floor, the sound deafening in the silent confines of the cabin as he stepped forward, one clomp at a time until he was next to the desk. Jack eased into the cabin behind him, shutting the door as Myles reached the desk and looked down, picking the picture up and holding it in both hands. 
 
    Laura was in a low crouch, her fingers curled around Bruiser’s collar, the dog pulling at her, though he was no longer growling. 
 
    Myles touched the photograph gingerly while looking at it. 
 
    “Our rehearsal party,” he said quietly. “You know, the night before the big day? All of my groomsmen were there. Her two sisters, her friend from college.” 
 
    His voice was odd, friendly and affable, but thin, hard, on edge. 
 
    “I hated that bitch,” he said in a low, hushed whisper. “It was her idea. To have the dinner at her uncle’s cabin. In buffalo country. She thought it would be quaint. Instead it was just a bunch of asshole men and women invading their territory, scaring them away and pissing them off.” 
 
    Now there was no humor in his voice at all. 
 
    “I spent three days cleaning buffalo shit off of my snakeskin boots.” 
 
    He stood there, staring down at the picture, his back ramrod straight, knuckles tight, the tendons in his neck bulging. 
 
    “What were you doing with this?” he asked, his voice flat and even. 
 
    Laura didn’t know what to say. There was no use denying it. She had clearly been caught out in the open. 
 
    “I—I didn’t mean to cause any harm,” she said quietly, Bruiser still tugging on her fingers. 
 
    “What. Were. You. Doing. With. This?” he said, each word spaced out into its own separate statement. 
 
    “I was looking for maps,” she replied. “Trying to see where we were.” 
 
    “This isn’t a map,” he said, lifting the photo and turning to look at Laura. 
 
    He lowered his hand, pressing the framed photo into the desk, drawing in deep, even breaths, his eyes closed as if it might contain his clearly boiling rage. 
 
    “This is my private life,” he said. “The woman in that photo was my wife. All I have left of her are images. Images on paper. Images in my mind. That’s it.” 
 
    “I know,” Laura replied. “I am so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “You look at these images,” he said, gesturing to the photograph, “you are stealing them. You are taking her image and putting it into your own mind. That is theft, pure and simple.” 
 
    “Myles, I—” 
 
    “Shut up!” he screamed, his mouth splitting wide, the formerly bulging tendons threatening to rip free of their surrounding flesh. “You had no right!” 
 
    “I know—” 
 
    “You know?” he interrupted, taking a long stride forward. “You don’t know a damn thing, woman. Not a damn thing.” His face was flushed crimson, his eyes round and almost bulging. “I feed you. I put a roof over your head. Protect you. And you steal from me?” 
 
    As he took another step forward, he reached behind his back and Laura’s heart locked in her chest. Behind him Jack looked at the man, taking a cautious step forward, but showing no outward sign of defiance. His face was pale, his eyes wide, but he seemed frozen in place, unsure what to do. 
 
    Myles brought a pistol out from his belt. It was an old-school revolver, not the semi-automatic that he normally toted around.  
 
    “We found a couple corpses while we were out hunting,” he said, jerking his head back toward Jack. “Couple of dead folks who were apparently escaping into the wilderness, thinking they might find shelter or protection out here. One of them had this pistol.” He turned it over in his hand, showing it to her. “Thing’s older than dirt. But it’s nice. It’s got a certain balance to it, you know? They don’t make them like this anymore.” 
 
    Jack stepped forward and Laura met his gaze, but she saw no clear indication that he was willing to make a move to help her. The eyes she saw were vacant windows and Jack was buried far beyond them. 
 
    Myles took another step forward.  
 
    Laura released Bruiser’s collar. 
 
    “Go boy!” she shouted, and Bruiser growled, leaping forward and snarling, teeth gnashing. Myles didn’t hesitate. His hand whipped back in a sweeping arc, the pistol smashing into the side of the lunging dog’s head, sending him stumbling. Myles stepped forward and drove his boot hard into Bruiser’s side and the German Shepard yelped, scrambling back, Laura throwing herself down over him. 
 
    “Stop!” she screamed. “Just stop!” 
 
    Jack did move now. He lurched forward, lifting his hands like he might grab the ranger from behind. Myles spun, lifting the pistol, the barrel thrust into Jack’s face, only a foot away from the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Jack froze, his eyes focused on the pistol barrel, fingers working, fists opening and closing. Bruiser whined softly in Laura’s arms and Myles glared back at her. 
 
    “Get back in your room,” he hissed. “Or I’ll put a bullet in your boyfriend’s face.” 
 
    “You’re not a killer,” she replied weakly, not sure she believed herself. 
 
    “Guess we’ll find out,” he replied, his thumb easing back the hammer of the revolver. 
 
    “Don’t,” Laura said. “Just—don’t.” She dropped her chin and fought back the urge to cry, closing her eyes, desperate to keep the tears contained. She helped lift Bruiser back to his feet and though he feigned defiance, he also didn’t struggle when she coaxed him back into the room. 
 
    "I thought we were getting along,” he said, almost incredulously, as if Laura had been a girlfriend he’d caught kissing another man. “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    She looked at him, her lips quivering, but didn’t reply. 
 
    “Two days without food,” he finally said. “We’ll see how enterprising you are after that.” 
 
    Laura didn’t protest. She made her way into the room, easing Bruiser towards his crate, then shut the door behind her. Out in the main cabin she heard the dull crack of metal on bone and Jack grunted, then a body thudded onto the floor. Through the wooden door she heard Myles snarling incoherently, then what could only have been repeated kicks into Jack’s ribs. With the door finally shut and nobody watching, she finally allowed the tears to come and crawled onto her cot, burying her face in her pillow, praying for the release of sleep. 
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in South Chicago, Illinois 
 
      
 
    The Chicago they all saw as they made their way through the dark and quiet streets was nothing like the Chicago Tristan had known for nearly his entire life. The local neighborhoods were nowhere near downtown, the part of the city that had been eviscerated by the impact of Atlas-One, but the isolation and devastation was no less potent here than it was there. 
 
    Sure, the buildings were intact, no rubble scattered over the ground, and no flames crawled up the sides of tall structures. From the outside, all looked as normal as could be expected. But whereas downtown had visible, gruesome injuries, gashes, wounds, and bloody cuts, down here in the south part of the city there was internal hemorrhaging. No open wounds or bloody cuts, instead bruised and battered internal organs, internal bleeding, the systems breaking down from the inside. 
 
    Empty streets greeted them at every turn, and if they did see people, they were rummaging through the trash, sneaking through the shadows of alleyways, or in one case, even picking through a pair of corpses laying in the gutters between sidewalk and street. Three times during their travel through the city a convoy of vehicles roared by, spotlights and sirens, a monotone voice blurting out through a megaphone that martial law was still in place and that the curfew would be enforced to the fullest extent of the law. Military and law enforcement presence in the city seemed as though it had been multiplied a hundredfold since the attack on the Stronghold, and part of him was afraid that they were on the streets specifically looking for them. 
 
    Tristan pressed his shoulder into the hard brick of a building, adjusting the backpack on his other shoulder, which was filled with a collection of supplies from the storage basement. There was a small collection of canned foods, a flashlight, several batteries, and an odd assortment of other odds and ends he’d grabbed in his rush to come up from the basement. 
 
    Shawna had grabbed a few things as well, though they’d only had two backpacks, so Selanda had left empty-handed, trusting the two of them to get what was needed. He held his familiar M9 Beretta in both hands as he stepped closer to the corner of the building, glancing out into the dimly lit streets beyond. Morning was venturing closer. They’d been walking through the city for much of the night and were just about where they wanted to be. 
 
    “Coast looks clear, ladies,” he said, looking right and left, then stepping out onto the sidewalk, lowered in a crouch. An oily squeak echoed across the street and he froze, twisting slightly to hold up his palm, keeping the approaching women at the corner, still somewhat concealed by the shadow of the building. A shape moved in the alley across the street and there were more soft squeaks until finally a hunched-over woman pushing a shopping cart came out of the dark gap between buildings and began maneuvering the noisy contraption down the sidewalk away from them. 
 
    “Y’all watch yerselves,” she said, nodding to Tristan across the street. “City ain’t safe! Ain’t safe by a damn sight!” 
 
    “Appreciate the warning, neighbor,” Tristan said, nodding his head. “We can take care of ourselves.” 
 
    The woman laughed a dry, humorless laugh. 
 
    “My boy said the same thing. They shot him dead two nights back. He was giving up, raising his hands, and those boys didn’t even hesitate.” 
 
    Tristan and Shawna exchanged a nervous glance. 
 
    “Those Army boys, they rule this city now,” she continued. “And they ain’t taking no shit from no one.” 
 
    “Last I checked,” Tristan replied, “this was still America.” 
 
    “Then you ain’t checked very hard,” the woman said. “We in a police state now.” 
 
    Tristan didn’t want to believe it. In spite of all evidence to the contrary, in spite of watching as a military group decimated the Stronghold, part of him still clung to the tiny morsel of belief that maybe, somewhere beneath it all, the America he loved, the nation he almost died to defend, was still intact. That it had all been some sort of temporary setback. Something they could recover from. A bump in the road. 
 
    But the longer things went on and the more he heard from others on the street, those who hadn’t been fortunate enough to be part of a larger community, he was starting to realize that it wasn’t a bump in the road. 
 
    The road itself had been washed out. Decimated by whatever had followed the Atlas-One impact, and the devastation went far further and deeper than the Chicago skyline and the lives lost on the aircraft that had gone down. 
 
    The devastation wasn’t just deaths or destruction, it was to their way of life. Their freedom. Like the city itself, these wounds weren’t just on the surface, they went bone-bruise deep, and they had, quite possibly, been fatal. 
 
    He watched the woman continue down the street, head low, the shopping cart’s wheels squeaking as it moved along in front of her, filled to overflowing. 
 
    “Do you think she’s right?” Tristan asked as he turned and looked at the two women who had come along behind him, clinging to the side of the brick building. Shawna held a rifle in her hands, though Selanda was unarmed.  
 
    “Lord, I hope not,” Shawna replied. “But I just don’t know. Those soldiers walked on up to the Stronghold and just laid waste. And I didn’t see anyone rushing in to stop them.” 
 
    “I believe there are those in Washington,” Selanda said, “who were just waiting for that sort of opportunity, as sick as it sounds. Biding their time so they could sweep in and put their foot on the throat of the American people.” 
 
    “I just don’t believe it,” Tristan replied. “I can’t. I have to believe that people are inherently good.” 
 
    “After everything we’ve seen,” Shawna said, “you still cling to that belief?” 
 
    “It’s because of everything we’ve seen,” Tristan replied. “That’s why I have to cling to that belief, because if I don’t—” His voice broke off before he could finish. 
 
    The three of them stood outside the building, listening to the bizarre, pervasive silence of the city around them, smelling the acrid smolder of burned-out buildings and rotting corpses, surrounded by the new reality of their day-to-day existence. 
 
    “So where do we go from here?” Shawna asked, looking around. Tristan extended a finger toward a small, darkened building just across the street, a one-story brick structure with a few windows facing them, but no visible signs of activity. 
 
    “Community center is right over that way,” Tristan said. Adjusting his grip on the pistol, he stepped off the sidewalk and made his way across the pavement, Shawna and Selanda falling in behind him, all three of them looking cautiously before venturing along.  
 
    Trash littered the road, which was nothing unusual in that part of Chicago, but it seemed far worse after the disaster, trash bags capsized and their contents spilling over the pavement, cars abandoned, even a few still smoldering fires within the metal cans overflowing with trash. Down a side street, Tristan could see the rumpled forms of what looked like sleeping people on the sidewalk, though from that distance there were no assurances that they were even sleeping. 
 
    Sirens sounded in the distance, a swift bleat of noise, and they all picked up their pace, stepping up onto the sidewalk and to the front door of the community center. 
 
    Tristan tested the knob but found it locked, stepping back and looking at the two windows. His eyes moved to the sidewalk and he found a few chunks of broken stone and brick, then walked over toward them. 
 
    “Don’t,” Shawna said, slipping her backpack from her shoulder as she dropped to the asphalt with it. Tristan looked at her as she slipped the zippered section open and fished around inside. After a few moments she withdrew a small leather pouch, flashing a smile in Tristan’s direction. 
 
    “There’s still a few surprises up my sleeve,” she said, standing with the pouch in her hands. Tristan watched as she moved to the door and zipped open the pouch, retrieving a pair of slender metal picks. 
 
    “Not as good as I used to be,” she said, “but back in the day, I could get in anywhere. Just one of the things Chad loved about me, I guess.” 
 
    She said that second statement without any sign of remorse, although Tristan thought he saw a shadow fall across her face as she mentioned her boyfriend. The boyfriend she’d testified against. The boyfriend who had tried to kill her but had come up on the wrong end of a shotgun blast. 
 
    Saying nothing else, she leaned forward, working the two picks into the narrow lock beneath the handle of the front door. After a few seconds, she twisted her wrist, a soft click sounded, and the door eased its way open. 
 
    “Easy as that,” she replied with a soft smile, glancing over her shoulder as she placed the thin metal prongs back into their sleeve. 
 
    “You are such a criminal,” Tristan said, his tone was tinged with humor. Replacing the pouch in her backpack, Shawna slung it over one shoulder and picked up her rifle, stepping back as Tristan moved toward the door, grabbing the handle and easing it open. There was a rush of warm air from inside the building, stale and artificial, and Tristan winced for a moment, but continued into the community center, holding the door so Shawna and Selanda could follow him inside. 
 
    It was dark within the building, but Tristan could see the vague outlines that he remembered from his previous visits. The small table with the pamphlets, the larger meeting area with several folding chairs, the doorways leading deeper into the building where there were cots and bathrooms. At one point there had been kitchens as well, and while he knew the kitchens were still there, he was certain whatever food had been stored inside had long since either gone bad or had been looted. Eric and the others had used it as a staging area in the days after the disaster and had likely consumed most of the food in those first few days. 
 
    He had a few cans of baked beans in his pack as well as two cans of peaches and three bottles of water they’d taken from the reserve tank in the basement. Shawna had several bottles of water as well, though no food. In fact, the only food they had at that point was what was in Tristan’s backpack, a poorly hidden secret that would present some significant problems in the not-so-distant future. 
 
    “Just like I remember it,” Tristan said, moving from the entryway into the open meeting area. He relaxed a little in the familiar surroundings - so much he didn’t even hear the footsteps until it was too late. 
 
    A figure emerged in the doorway to his right, broad shoulders almost filling the entire space, a rifle held firmly in hand, the barrel pointed straight at the group as they moved into the building. 
 
    “Don’t even breathe,” a voice growled. “Or I will kill you where you stand.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Take it easy, friend,” Tristan said, lifting a hand, his M9 lowered to his hip. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    The shadowed figure stepped forward slightly, the rifle staying leveled, pressed tight to his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re no friend of mine,” the man replied, then jerked the barrel towards the door. “Turn around and leave. There’s no place for you here.” 
 
    “Sir, I beg your pardon,” Tristan said, keeping his voice even, “but I know this place well. There are plenty of cots out back. We’ll stay out of your way. Just looking for a roof over our heads. We’ve even got some food we could share if—” 
 
    “Tristan!” Shawna hissed. 
 
    The figure shifted slightly, his head tilting as if trying to measure the truth of what Tristan was saying. Still keeping the rifle leveled, he stepped forward again and the pale light shining through the window passed over his face, gently illuminating him. 
 
    Tristan smiled. 
 
    “Bruce?” he asked. “Bruce, is that you?” 
 
    The figure faltered slightly, the weapon drooping. 
 
    “Tristan?” he asked. “Big T?” 
 
    “Yeah! It’s me!” Tristan pushed aside all pretense and strode swiftly forward, extending one arm. “How are you alive? We thought everyone at the Stronghold was dead!” 
 
    Bruce lowered the rifle and stepped into Tristan’s half-embrace, returning the gesture somewhat stiffly. 
 
    “I, uh—we were coming back from Lake Michigan,” he said. “Me, Deeds, and Ricardo. We were fishing that night, remember?” 
 
    Shawna joined them both, though her expression was stoic, not nearly as cheerful as Tristan was as she looked at Bruce, somewhat curiously. 
 
    “What happened at the lake?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Those Army pukes,” Bruce replied. “They were everywhere. Caught us on the way back.” He closed his eyes and lowered his chin. “Deeds and Ricardo—neither of them made it. I barely got away.” 
 
    “Damn,” Tristan said, shaking his head. “Deeds was the real deal. A good guy.” 
 
    Bruce didn’t acknowledge the statement, he just returned Shawna’s stare, held it for a few seconds, then let his eyes dart away, looking off toward Selanda. “Who’s this?” he asked, his voice turning a little stern. 
 
    “Selanda,” she said quietly, stepping forward and extending her hand. “Selanda Lopez.” 
 
    Bruce nodded and clasped her hand in his, shaking it limply. 
 
    “Your friends saved my life,” she said. “Just before the Stronghold—just before it happened.” 
 
    Bruce nodded. 
 
    “They have a habit of doing that,” he said. Turning away from the three newcomers, he set his rifle down on the table and Tristan could see Shawna looking at it curiously. 
 
    “What are y’all doing here?” he asked, slipping his M9 into his belt and following Bruce into the larger room. 
 
    “Same thing you are, I figure,” Bruce replied. “I knew there were cots here, and I figured the doors might be unlocked. Scored on both counts—I just made sure to lock up behind me.” He looked back at them. “How did you get in, anyway?” 
 
    “The girl here is an expert lock-picker, apparently,” Tristan said with a crooked smile. “Just one of her many talents.” 
 
    “Expert is stretching it,” Shawna replied. 
 
    Bruce pulled out one of the folding chairs, the metal feet scraping along the worn wooden floor, then he sat in the chair backwards, resting his arms on the back and looking at them. Tristan lowered himself into another chair and sighed audibly, happy to finally be off his feet. 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” he asked, looking back at Tristan. “Cots? A roof?” 
 
    “Mostly,” Tristan replied. “Also looking for some info.” 
 
    “What sort of info?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “You remember that group Eric used to talk about? Said he knew a bunch of vets who were taking classes from them or whatever?” 
 
    Bruce scowled, nodding slightly. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Survivalist group, right? In the mountains?” 
 
    “Stone Sword, yeah,” Tristan replied. “Supposedly they’re a national group, but Eric always talked about going to Wyoming because that’s where their main training ground is.” 
 
    “Wyoming’s a big state,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “That’s kind of why we’re here,” Shawna interjected. “Tristan thinks that Eric might have some brochures or something. Paperwork that might say exactly where these guys are.” 
 
    “Why them?” Bruce asked. 
 
    Tristan smiled and nodded. 
 
    “See, that’s where things get so interesting,” Tristan said. “I don’t suppose you’ve been near a radio lately?” 
 
    “Radio?” Bruce asked. “They still have those kicking around?” 
 
    Tristan leaned down and patted Shawna’s backpack. 
 
    “We brought one with us. Battery powered. Brought some extra C cells while we were at it.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s the big deal about the radio?” 
 
    “This group, Stone Sword, they’ve started broadcasting. Reporting from the front lines. They’ve even been providing some survival tips and guidance for people in the problem areas.” 
 
    “Problem areas?” Bruce asked, leaning forward slightly. 
 
    Tristan nodded. 
 
    “Indianapolis, Seattle, Chicago, all three of those cities have been hit especially hard by whatever happened, and by the government response afterwards. They’ve been trying to tell people how to avoid lockdown, how to get out of the city, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Bruce nodded. 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” 
 
    “We were hoping Eric might have some information here on them,” Tristan said, pushing his chair back and standing upright. “We want to go to Wyoming. Bring them whatever intel we can and maybe see if they’ve got any room for us.” 
 
    “They have an open door policy?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but based on what we’ve heard over the past few days on their radio show, they do sometimes take people in if they have valuable skills and can help. The way I figure, we spent almost a month running our own little community here. That’s gotta count for something, right?” 
 
    Bruce shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve known some of those types in my day,” he replied. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up. They don’t survive a disaster like this by opening their doors to strangers.” 
 
    Tristan moved over to a small desk in the corner of the large meeting room, a place where he’d sometimes see Eric sitting and working if he came into a meeting early. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Tristan said. He slid the chair out as Shawna and Selanda left the room, walking through one of the doors in search for some beds to sack out on. 
 
    “You sure this is a good idea?” Bruce asked as Tristan slid open one of the desk drawers and found a rolodex. He pulled it out, set it on the desk and started flipping through it.  
 
    “Best we’ve got for now,” he replied. “Chicago isn’t safe, that much is clear. Especially for us. We don’t exactly have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re just going to start walking to Wyoming? Do you have any idea how far that is?” 
 
    “We’ll look for a car once we’re out of the city,” Tristan replied. “My time on the streets—I learned a few things, you know? If we find a car with gas, pretty sure I can get it started.” 
 
    Flipping through the cards, he slowly went through the S section, but there was nothing there for Stone Sword. Starting to work backwards again, he focused more on the states and towns than the names, going through each small card one at a time. Finally, near the front of the stack, he stopped, looking at one of the cards. 
 
    “What did you find?” Bruce asked. 
 
    Tristan pulled the card free and set it on the desk, tracing the information with his fingers. The name was vague and simply read “Colonel Carter”. But it was the address that caught his eye. Whoever Colonel Carter was, he lived in a town called Malcolm, Wyoming. And in the notes section of the card were two letters, scrawled in Eric’s unique handwriting. 
 
    SS 
 
    “Huh,” he said, glancing up at Bruce as he leaned over the desk. “I think we might just have something here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    It had been a long while since Cameron Pike had a full night’s sleep, and that night was no different. In spite of his bravado in front of Secretary of Defense Willoughby and his bootlicker Corvan, he had been extremely conflicted internally over the events of the past month. 
 
    It wasn’t necessarily Project: Heatshield itself, or its role in the current disaster, but the events surrounding Laura Park that kept him awake at night. For whatever reason, the large-scale global disaster that was currently befalling all of humanity was an obscure threat, a vague thing floating somewhere in the ether, whereas Laura had a name and a face—an existence. As the days wore on, he regretted pulling her into that mess and regretted even more his role in her attempted capture and assassination. 
 
    That night, he tossed and turned on the threadbare cot, the simple metal frame and lumpy mattress set up in one of the underground offices. Even if it had been the most comfortable mattress in the history of the world, he wasn’t sure he would have slept any better. Images of Laura filled his mind, memories of their brief but intense relationship, their late nights spent huddled over the same table looking at the data surrounding Project: Heatshield, analyzing the gathered intelligence and crafting the appropriate counter-measures. 
 
    She had a unique and compelling mind, a sharp wit, and an amazing perspective, not just with weather itself, but with humanity’s response to it and the need for global collaboration. She hadn’t understood just how large a role she’d played in the project as it had evolved, suspecting that she was one of countless researchers, with miniscule input. 
 
    In truth, she was correct. There were thousands of very smart people involved all across the globe, and she had been just one of those thousands, but she’d brought something clearly unique to the table and it hadn’t just helped the project’s evolution, it had also captured his heart. 
 
    Pike wasn’t used to emotional attachments. His parents had been upper executives at a pair of local businesses, one a health care conglomerate, the other an Ivy League college, and he was mostly raised by nannies and barely invested relatives. 
 
    Used to existing in solitude, when he reached high school age, his guidance counselor sent letters home, expressing concern about his lack of empathy and his desire to be left alone, personality traits that high school administrators were certain would leave him isolated and damaged into adulthood. 
 
    His parents mostly ignored the advice, though they did buy him a dog, hoping perhaps that would assist in the emotional investment. 
 
    It hadn’t. Pike had found the dog to be little more than a burdensome responsibility, and had totally ignored it, leaving the care of the animal up to the various paid caretakers who passed in and out of his family home. There were many times in his life when he’d been certain he’d grow up alone, and he actually had no problems with that. 
 
    But everything changed when he met Laura. 
 
    For the first time in his life, there was someone he had truly cared about, someone he didn’t mind spending time with. And he had spent a lot of time with her. For over a year they’d spent all day together on research, design, communications, and collaborations with other government departments. 
 
    They’d grown very close. Close enough that he finally decided to share one of the hidden secrets of Project: Heatshield—and Laura had been appalled. 
 
    So appalled that Pike, in the interest of national security, had been forced to excuse her from the project and entice her to keep quiet by offering her a plum position at the Aurora Institute. 
 
    The decision had come surprisingly easy to him, because even though he cared desperately for Laura, maybe even loved her, national security always came first. 
 
    But then the disaster had happened. National security was no longer a given, it had become an assumption, and the United States was little more than the wild, wild west. Corners were being cut and yet more assumptions were being made, and the green light had been given for executions of civilians. 
 
    Killing Laura had felt like the right idea at the time. But the endless nightmares and sleepless nights since signing off on that particular executive order had started to convince him otherwise. 
 
    There were nights when he wondered if he would ever sleep again. That night was one of those nights. 
 
    Pike swung his legs off the cot, sitting there, bent over, resting his arms on his thighs. His concrete-encased room was dark and solemn, and although having his own private room in an officially sanctioned underground bunker should have been considered a privilege, as the days went on, he felt more and more trapped inside. Pike was no saint, and he never tried to convince himself that he was, but he still felt sick inside over what the nation had become and his role in its transformation. 
 
    Getting up from his cot, he strode toward a small table in the corner where he had taken to storing his clothes. There were wrinkled slacks, a disheveled button-down shirt and a tie bunched up in a coil on the flat surface of the table, and he could smell the rank sweat soaked into the fabric. 
 
    There were many benefits of the underground shelter, including running water from a gravity-fed tank, but life had just been so busy, he simply hadn’t taken the time to wash his clothes in the past few days. It was a manual process now; there was no tolerance for washing machines, especially considering how much water they typically used for a single cycle. He’d gone through the routine several times since moving into the shelter but hadn’t had the energy over the past few days. Anyone who stood within five feet of his clothes could tell, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. 
 
    Before putting his clothes on, he dropped to the ground and did sixty push-ups, three groups of twenty, taking a short break between each set. Hooking his feet beneath the edge of his cot, he did fifty sit-ups, then stretched out his muscles, feeling more awake and more ready than he had five minutes before. 
 
    Shrugging on his shirt, he buttoned it up halfway, then slid on his pants, pushing his bare feet into the black dress shoes which were now more of a gray color from dust and dirt. Opening his door, he ventured into the hallway and told himself he’d make sure to set aside thirty minutes today to wash his clothes. He was starting to offend himself. 
 
    Echoing claps of footfalls followed him down the narrow, dimly lit corridor as he ran a hand through his growing hair. The entire hallway was draped in the dull dark of night, with the limited generator power available being conserved for absolute emergencies. There were several adhesive battery-powered LED lights running up and down the length of the hallway, but none of them were illuminated currently, and the passageway was as dark as it was quiet. 
 
    Pike slowed for a moment, his eyes narrowing to adjust to the dim light, and he saw, several yards away, a square of pale light shining along the smooth floor, illuminated from an open doorway along the wall. Based on the placement of the door, he thought it looked like the briefing room, a large, open room where Willoughby had taken to holding daily briefings about the current situation and their path forward. Pike wasn’t entirely sure what time it was now, but it certainly didn’t feel like daytime, and he wondered who could be using the room at that time of night and why he had not been invited. 
 
    He and Willoughby didn’t see eye to eye on much, but he typically involved him in all of these briefings, and as he walked closer, he could hear the low murmur of conversation. There was definitely a meeting going on, and judging by the volume of the voices there were several people inside. 
 
    Pike picked up his pace, taking long strides down the hall, listening as he went. Within moments, he approached the open door and slowed his pace, moving along the wall, deciding that it might be in his best interests to listen in before revealing himself. 
 
    The first voice he heard was Drydan Willoughby himself. 
 
    “The man is an obstacle,” the voice said. “Are we all in agreement on that?” 
 
    There was a mumble of acknowledgement from the assembled crowd. Pike couldn’t tell exactly how many, but it certainly seemed like more than five or six. Maybe even a dozen total. 
 
    “He stands in the way of the hard work we need to do to rebuild this nation. Difficult choices that must be made. I’m not sure he’s capable of making those choices.” 
 
    “Agreed,” another voice replied, one that Pike didn’t recognize. “That’s why so many of us have come forward. We’ve seen what this has done to him. He never had a strong backbone to begin with, but the weight of what’s happened—it’s crushing him.” 
 
    Pike inched closer to the opened doorway, trying to get a better ear on what was being said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it crush anyone?” another voice replied. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m in favor of this plan, just wondering how much better things could get.” 
 
    “I can assure you,” Willoughby replied, “every one of us in here is a stronger man than him.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence where no one spoke and the realization of what was being discussed started to dawn on Pike as he listened. He’d had enough interactions with the man they were speaking about to know what they were planning. 
 
    But part of him couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t fathom a world where it would be openly discussed, especially among a group of that size. Especially considering— 
 
    “You men gathered here,” Willoughby continued, “have all sworn oaths on the Constitution to defend the man’s life. Are you all prepared to do what must be done?” 
 
    “We don’t serve one man,” a voice replied. “We serve the United States of America.” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement throughout the room and Pike understood that yes, indeed, he now lived in a world where it would be openly discussed, and not just that, but it would be openly discussed with the men and women who had sworn to trade their lives for his. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that,” Willoughby replied. “Although I know not everyone shares your perspective.” 
 
    “There are a handful,” the same voice replied, “who stand staunchly by his side. I don’t expect them to move from that position. I respect them for it, even if I don’t agree.” 
 
    “Then it is done,” Willoughby replied. “May God have mercy on our souls, and may God bless the renewed United States of America.” 
 
    More voices of agreement spoke, all of them blended together into a single rumble of enthusiastic encouragement. An endorsement of what Willoughby was suggesting, an idea that sickened and frightened Pike even as he stood, back against the wall, listening to a conversation he was never supposed to hear. 
 
    “You’re all dismissed,” Willoughby said. “Be prepared. The next few hours could be difficult. It may be brother against brother, but please keep your minds clear and your eyes focused. We will come out of this stronger than we have been, and better positioned for the next hard leg of this journey.” 
 
    There was a shuffle of movement, the sounds of people getting up, the squeaking of chairs across the concrete floor, and Pike retreated a few strides, then moved to the middle of the corridor, as if he were just approaching and not skulking around eavesdropping. Several men and one woman exited the room’s doorway, their eyes darting toward his, studying his face, trying to gauge how much he’d heard. 
 
    Although he hadn’t recognized their voices, he did recognize their faces. 
 
    Secret Service. Just as he suspected. Thirteen of them exited in a barely formed group, a few of them wearing their trademark three-piece suits, but others in T-shirts and cargo pants, two more wearing tactical vests with automatic weapons slung over their shoulders. 
 
    They were prepared for something and preparing for even more. Pike knew what it was. 
 
    Waiting for the last man to pass by, he strode forward, making his way to the open doorway and leaning around the edge, glancing inside. 
 
    “Mr. Pike,” Willoughby said, looking up from a table he was seated at. 
 
    “A bit early for a briefing, isn’t it, Mr. Secretary?” 
 
    Willoughby sat straighter, steepling his fingers on the table in front of him. 
 
    “There were…sensitive matters to discuss, Cameron. There’s no such thing as a nine-to-five job. Not anymore.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” Willoughby asked, his eyes narrowing. “How much did you hear?” 
 
    “Enough to know that I should come in and warn you about the path you’re choosing to take.” Pike swung out one of the chairs and eased himself down into it, lacing his fingers. 
 
    “I didn’t choose this path,” Willoughby replied. “This path chose me. Whether I wanted it or not.” 
 
    Pike wasn’t sure he bought that line of thinking. 
 
    “So, you know what we were discussing in here.” 
 
    “I think I do.” 
 
    “And you’re coming in here to try and talk me out of it?” 
 
    Pike had to think about his response. He needed to craft a reply that was non-confrontational but expressed the sense of urgency he felt. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” he replied. “Just to caution you. America is on the ropes. A move like this could serve to further divide an already divided nation. You’re talking about assassinating the president.” 
 
    Willoughby looked at his steepled fingers. 
 
    “These are extreme times,” he replied. “Extreme times require extreme measures. Every day that goes by, America slips one step further toward the abyss. We are running out of time to get our footing.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree,” Pike replied. “I’m just not sure this is the best way to get that footing.” 
 
    At that, Willoughby separated his fingers and leaned back slightly in his chair, regarding the man sitting across the table from him. 
 
    “Are you questioning my judgment, Cameron? Are you questioning my faith to this great nation?” 
 
    “No, sir, I am not,” Pike replied. 
 
    “That’s good,” Willoughby replied. “Because the wheels are in motion.” 
 
    Pike looked at him, somewhat surprised. 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    “Corvan met with the president twenty minutes ago,” Willoughby replied, his voice low, his eyes firm. He tipped his wrist and glanced at his watch, an ornate Rolex that was still operating a month after Armageddon. “If all went according to plan,” Willoughby continued, “the president may be dead already.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Mr. Corvan,” the president said, his voice firm, arms crossed behind his back, which faced the man seated at the meeting table. “As you know, Mr. Willoughby and I are not necessarily on the best of terms right now.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” Corvan replied. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the president replied, glancing over his shoulder. “My administrator said you had urgent matters to discuss regarding Mr. Willoughby?” 
 
    “He’s taking us down a dangerous road,” Corvan replied. “One that I fear leads to a dead end.” 
 
    “You and I are on the same page.” 
 
    Corvan’s eyes drifted around the room. The meeting had not gone according to plan. Two Secret Service agents had remained in the meeting room with him and the president, both flanking the disheveled-looking man, both with automatic rifles held in firm two-handed grips. They regarded him with cool suspicion and didn’t deviate from their posture or the intensity of their glares. 
 
    “With all due respect,” Corvan said, unfolding his hands and offering them palm-up on the table, “I think matters of such a sensitive nature are better discussed in private.” 
 
    The president turned, looking left and right, smiling softly at the two broad-shouldered men with rifles who stood on guard. 
 
    “Anything you have to say to me can be said in front of them,” he replied, his voice clipped. There was a strange, uneven tenor to his words, a bizarre upward lilt. It was as if the words he was speaking teetered on a narrow cliff edge and might topple into the raging waters below at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t agree, sir,” Corvan replied. “I would hate for an enterprising man with a rifle to…take matters into his own hands, if you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “These men are eminently trustworthy!” the president blurted. “Far more trustworthy than that snake of a secretary of defense! He’s the one you should show caution for, not these two.” He waved a wild hand toward the two men as he spoke. “Say your piece and leave,” he said. “I have no patience for political bullshit while America’s very future hangs in the balance!” 
 
    Corvan pressed his palms to the table and lowered his head. Indeed, the plan had gone awry. It was supposed to be quick and clean, in and out and done, safely retreating to Willoughby’s wing of the bunker, protected by a private guard of recruited Secret Service. 
 
    But quick and clean clearly wasn’t going to work. It was, apparently, time for Plan B. He’d certainly planned for a backup, but any sort of backup was going to be messy, and Corvan had no patience for messy. Messy was…problematic at best. 
 
    Pressing his palms to the table, he pushed himself upright. He wore cargo pants and a dark sweater, but was unarmed; the Secret Service had been sure to frisk him and remove his pistol before allowing him into the meeting. That had been expected, and he’d had other ways to accommodate for that. But those other ways didn’t involve trying to incapacitate two fully armed Secret Service operatives. Either the president had grown paranoid, or he suspected Corvan had something sinister in mind when he set up the meeting. 
 
    He’d been right, of course. 
 
    “I agree,” Corvan finally replied. “America’s future hangs in the balance, which is precisely why I’m here.” 
 
    “Willoughby tried pushing through his agenda,” the president sneered, “tried hammering martial law down the public’s throats. I stopped him.” 
 
    “You really think it’s that easy?” Corvan asked, coming around the table. The hard glare of the Secret Service agents followed his movements. Both men could have been clones. They were each a touch over six feet tall with broad, linebacker shoulders and hair that had somehow remained close cropped even without barber shops or hair salons. Corvan pictured them looking in the bathroom mirror with a pair of office scissors, meticulously trimming their hair, adhering to some strange aesthetic that was no longer reasonable or possible for ninety-nine percent of the population. One of the men had black hair and a thick growth of stubble along his jaw. There was a narrow gap in the facial hair at his left cheek where a jagged scar ran vertical, some long-forgotten injury from past military duty, most likely. 
 
    The second man, the one closer to Corvan, was either clean shaven or just didn’t grow facial hair as fast, his chin smooth, his chestnut hair thick, but cut short. They both wore drab olive tactical vests over white T-shirts and military-style black cargo pants, looking more like militia than Secret Service. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the president asked. “I told him to stop. I am the president.” 
 
    Corvan chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the president asked, his voice cracking. “The future of the free world rests on my shoulders, Mr. Corvan! The least these people can do is listen to my requests!” 
 
    “Oh, he listened,” Corvan replied, taking a measured step closer. “I’m just not sure he’s following your directions.” 
 
    “Reprehensible!” the president shouted, sounding almost frantic, his fist pounding hard on the table. Both of the Secret Service agents shifted uncomfortably, giving the man a bit of space. “You go back to him, Corvan,” the president hissed, still bending over the table, his arm extended, a long finger pointed directly at the man dressed in black. His arm was shaking with barely controlled fury. “You go back to him and you tell him he is to listen to my instructions!” 
 
    “Well, that’s why I’m here,” Corvan said, taking another step closer. His eyes darted right and left, taking in the room around him. The circular meeting table was to his right, with several folding chairs shoved into it. The president was hunched over at the far end of the table, and behind him was a desk with another table next to it, some communications gear set upon the smaller table, wired up to an external antenna array topside. 
 
    The room wasn’t huge, square in shape, and there was a trio of filing cabinets against the wall to Corvan’s left, a few paces behind the Secret Service agent with the brown hair. He soaked it all in, his analytical mind processing dimensions, range of motion, and possible attack vectors even as he spoke. The man known only as Corvan was a man of many talents and there was a very specific reason why Willoughby had asked him to do the job. 
 
    “I’m here because you and I are in agreement on this,” he continued. “There needs to be one single point of leadership and communication, and people had better be prepared to listen to it.” 
 
    “You’re damn right.” 
 
    Corvan took a chance, taking another small step forward, coming up next to the first Secret Service agent, who gave way just a bit. That told Corvan all he needed to know. 
 
    “So, what are we going to do about this?” the president asked, standing near the table he’d been hunched over a moment before. 
 
    “We’re going to fix it,” Corvan replied. 
 
    The president smiled. 
 
    Corvan wheeled left, moving with a sort of smooth, aggressive brutality. His arms shot out, latching around the automatic rifle, fingers locking tight. The man jerked, surprised by the sudden movement, and Corvan darted like a coiled snake, pulling the rifle away from the man with brown hair, then lifted his knee and shot out a stiff kick, barreling his foot into the agent’s chest, forcing him back hard against the filing cabinet, his spine twisting as he struck. 
 
    Before he even crashed to the ground, Corvan wrenched his weapon free and twisted to the right, lunging forward as the second agent started to lift his own rifle.  Ramming the stolen rifle out stock-first, he pounded it hard into the man's right hand, shattering the bones in his trigger finger with a crack.  The agent's mouth opened as Corvan whirled, throwing a low side kick, striking the man's knee and snapping it backwards, tendons ripping and cartilage popping like an overblown balloon.  
 
      
 
    The rifle clattered to the ground as the agent toppled, sucking in a pained breath.  Already the first agent was starting to rise again and Corvan spun back upon him, clutching his tactical vest and drawing him close as he twisted, launching the man over his extended hip.  He drove him over his shoulder and into the concrete floor, the crown of his skull crunching against the unforgiving surface, a swift splatter of blood fanning at the point of impact.  
 
      
 
    Within seconds, Corvan had located the concealed combat knife stored in the man's boot sheath and slid it free, holding it balanced in his hand, watching as the president made a sudden move toward the door.  Letting the limp form of the agent sprawl to the floor, Corvan sprinted back toward the table, watching as the president dashed toward the exit.  Throwing himself into a baseball slide, Corvan whipped over the smooth surface of the table, one foot smashing a chair to the floor in front of the running president, slowing his forward progress.  
 
      
 
    The man in black dropped to the floor in a crouch, watching as the second agent tried to crawl to his feet, reaching for a holstered pistol at his hip.  Corvan let fly the knife he was holding and it drove blade-first into the agent's throat, forcing him down and back, gagging and clutching at the extended hilt of the blade jutting from the man's blood-covered jugular as he disappeared behind the table.  
 
      
 
    "Jesus, no!" the president screamed, face-to-face with Corvan, who now stood between him and the door.  
 
      
 
    “I told you!” Corvan bellowed. “A single point of authority! And you’re not it!”  
 
      
 
    "You're with him then!" the president accused.  "You're with Willoughby!"  His eyes were wide, the color drained from his cheeks and he turned, looking left and right, desperate for an exit.  Corvan stood in front of the door, but he was unarmed and for a brief moment, he saw a crazed look of determination in the other man's wide eyes.  "W—why?" the man finally asked as he looked upon him.  
 
      
 
    "Because," Corvan replied, "you're not strong enough."  He stepped forward and the president started to step back, but his foot bumped into the second fallen agent, who now lay still on the hard floor, an extended pool of fresh blood spreading out from the arterial wound in his throat.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, God," the president hissed.  "Oh, my God."  
 
      
 
    Corvan descended upon him, fingers clamping around the man's thick neck, squeezing.  Eyes widening, the president clawed at his wrists, desperate to pull his fingers free, but Corvan's grip was too tight and utterly relentless.  Squeezing, crushing, pushing, Corvan eased the thrashing man down, through the man's flailing limbs, grimacing as fists pounded his shoulders, glancing off the side of his head, growing weaker and weaker with every desperately attempted strike.  By the time he lowered the leader of the free world to the concrete floor, his limbs were more twitching than striking and Corvan pushed his spine into the ground, continuing to squeeze as hard as he possibly could.  He felt the snapping of tendons in the president's neck, the squeezing and popping of his esophagus. His eyes bugged out, a flush of deep purple coming to his cheeks and forehead.  
 
      
 
    Corvan squeezed until he was certain the man was no longer breathing, then squeezed even longer, finally releasing after three solid minutes of pressure.  
 
      
 
    The room smelled like copper and violence, the rank, pungent odor of spilled blood and vacated bowels lingering, a vague fog filtering the air.  
 
      
 
    Messy indeed. Corvan hated messy. But he could do it when it mattered.  
 
      
 
    Easing the door open, he stepped into the hall, looking up and down the dimly lit corridor, waiting for any sign that someone heard the commotion. The Secret Service was running a skeleton crew, and with two men in the room with the president, he strongly doubted others were lingering nearby, especially considering the group that Willoughby had already recruited.  
 
      
 
    His job done, he twisted the lock and closed the door behind him, sealing off the small meeting room. The bodies would be discovered eventually, that much was for certain, but the more time he could put between then and now, the better.  
 
      
 
    Willoughby would want time to prepare for an eventual retaliation, if it came. Whatever Secret Service remained on the president’s side, Corvan was pretty sure they outnumbered them, so even if armed resistance came, they would win out in the end.  
 
      
 
    Slinging one of the Secret Service agent's tactical rifles over his shoulder, he brushed off his sweater and strode the length of the corridor, softly whistling a tune. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Outside “Airplane City” 
 
    Somewhere in Southeastern Kansas 
 
      
 
    It almost looked like morning through the haze of semi-consciousness, but Joel couldn’t figure how that was possible. He’d just laid down in the old, abandoned barn a few moments ago, and it had been night. His stomach lurched in the fierce grip of nausea as he tried to roll over, a thin film obscuring his sight. 
 
    There was a dull, bone-deep ache in his right shoulder and chest as he rolled onto his opposite side, rubbing at his eyes, trying to clear out the fog. He could see vague movement in the barn with him, the loping trot of an animal. Blinking the film away, his vision cleared slightly, and he could see that the animal was a mangy dog, a familiar-looking beast, and his memory slowly started to drift into clarity. 
 
    They’d found the dog in a campsite, and it had been eating the flesh of its former owners to survive. But it had followed them through the woods and down the mountain—down where?  
 
    Down here. 
 
    Airplane City? Was that right? Those words formed in his head, a jumble amidst all of the other confusion. What sort of name was Airplane City? 
 
    Looking up into the high rafters, he could tell that the barn was old, some of the wood rotted through, all of it stained with the discoloration of age, worn and beaten down by long years before any planes started crashing or lightning started striking. The dog approached him, sniffing softly at his hand, which was extended, his fingers curled. Radiating heat came from his shoulder, a dull throb that rolled down his arm and across his chest, and he moved his left arm, trying to pull his hand from the floor and check his injury. 
 
    It felt incredibly difficult to move his arm, as if even after a night of sleep he was far too exhausted to even function, barely able to roll back over, desperately trying to ignore the persistent pain. 
 
    It occurred to him again that he was in the barn alone. When he’d remembered the dog, he’d remembered that they had found him in the clearing. They. Him and Helen. 
 
    His eyes bolted open. Helen. Where was Helen? Everything came crashing together, the hurricane back home, the car plunging into the water, barely rescuing the fourteen-year-old girl even as her father was sucked under the raging waters. He’d looked after Helen, and she’d looked after him. His shoulder injury was from an arrow, an arrow that she’d removed and a wound that she had sewn up for him. 
 
    So, where was she? 
 
    Somewhere nearby, he could hear the quiet murmur of voices and he struggled to roll back over, using his elbows to prop himself up. A sudden wave of dizziness swept through him and he closed his eyes against the inside of the barn, which seemed to tilt left and start to spin. 
 
    “Joel?” a voice said, low and insistent and he opened his eyes again. Helen was there, lowering herself as she approached. He saw the SIG Sauer slipped into her belt, the worried look on her face, and her outstretched hands. 
 
    Behind her, a larger figure loomed, a woman, someone he’d never seen before. 
 
    “Helen!” Joel shouted, though it came out more like a ragged, vocalized choke. “Look out!” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, backpedaling, but he pushed through his dizziness and shoved himself upward, clasping his fingers around the handle of the SIG and pushing her aside, standing and lifting his arm. 
 
    “Get the hell away from her!” he shouted, the pistol thrusting forward, the woman stopping in her tracks, lifting her hands in self-defense. 
 
    “Easy!” she shouted frantically, eyes widening. “Just take it easy!” 
 
    “I’ll take it easy if you step away from the girl!” 
 
    “Joel, I’m fine,” Helen insisted, but Joel put his palm to her arm and shoved her back behind him, then moved his hand back to support the other, holding the pistol and pointing it at the woman. As he stood there, he couldn’t help but notice the heat in his shoulder, and his arm tingled for a moment, almost feeling numb. 
 
    “Get back,” he urged, but swayed gently on his feet, once again feeling a surge of dizziness. Fingers grabbed at his arm as he took an uncertain step back, the pistol wavering. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Helen said, coaxing him back and down, easing him into a seated posture as he lowered his arm. She moved around in front of him and slipped the pistol from his fingers. 
 
    “You—you shouldn’t have told her,” Joel said, struggling with the words. 
 
    “She’s a nurse, you dumbass,” Helen replied, though her voice was gentle. “She probably saved your life.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was Helen who saved your life,” the woman said, looking at the young girl with an expression of near admiration. “She went into the crashed airplane and found the emergency medical kit.” 
 
    Joel looked at her through a haze of semi-consciousness. 
 
    “You were very lucky,” the woman continued. “You had the start of an infection, and that injury in your chest is dangerously close to your heart. If we hadn’t acted quickly, that could have been fatal.” 
 
    “Fatal?” 
 
    “Joel,” Helen said in clear words, “you could have died.” 
 
    “We were all fortunate that there was some ciprofloxacin and bacitracin in the emergency kit. I was actually pretty surprised at that—it’s not standard issue, but if it was an international flight, there are occasions when they’ll carry antibiotics, especially if there’s a physician on board.” 
 
    Helen reached into a bag on the floor of the barn and pulled out a cloth, gently wiping away a shine of sweat from Joel’s forehead. 
 
    “You need to take it easy,” she said. 
 
    “I’m going to look at your stitches, okay?” the woman said. “By the way, my name is Wanda. Your friend here is a very brave girl.” 
 
    Joel nodded as Wanda lowered into a crouch and pressed her fingers into the stitched wound, which ignited a swift flare of pain. Joel sucked in a breath and she put a calming hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Here,” Helen said, going back to the bag. She had a soft smile on her face as she reached in. A moment later, she pulled out a small twelve-ounce can of beer and handed it over to him, much to the dismay of Wanda. 
 
    “I found this with the emergency kit,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Joel returned the smile, looking at the can. 
 
    “Heineken?” he asked. “Guess it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Alcohol is a blood thinner,” Wanda said, shaking her head as Joel popped the tab and took a long swallow. 
 
    “Good thing this is basically water, then,” he said. Helen chuckled and Joel lowered the can, looking at the young girl. “Helen,” he said, his voice serious. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You did good, kid.” 
 
    She smiled and rolled her eyes as Wanda continued checking the injury. 
 
    “Okay, we’re going to have to work together to replace these stitches. I gave oral antibiotics and some topical, though it’s too soon to call you completely cured. But the best thing we can do is get these stitches replaced and keep pumping the meds into you.” 
 
    “A few more beers and I’ll be fit as a fiddle,” Joel said. “Or even better, a damned cigarette.” 
 
    “I swear if you smoke a cigarette while I’m here,” Wanda said, “I’ll leave you to die.” 
 
    Joel drew back. 
 
    “Y’all gotta work on your bedside manner, Nurse Wanda.” 
 
    Wanda’s eyes narrowed, though there was a hint of a smile on her upturned lips. 
 
    “Lie down,” she said, and eased Joel back first onto the wooden floor of the barn. The hay and dead grass was scratchy on his back and bare arms and provided little in the way of actual comfort, but he remained there anyway, letting the woman work. She brought out a pair of scissors and a bottle of isopropyl alcohol, which she applied to the blades of the scissors before leaning forward and using them to cut through the thread that Helen had used to sew his wound. 
 
    The pain was agonizing. Joel hissed and Helen moved toward him, taking the can of beer in her hands and lifting it so he could take another drink. He finished the beer in two swallows, and she set the can aside, then went into the bag for a second. 
 
    Slowly, Wanda pulled the string through the puckered flesh of his wound, which had taken some steps toward healing, but still hadn’t fully mended. The edges of the flaps of skin were still bright pink and warm, but the creamy goo of the bacitracin soothed them somewhat as Wanda applied it around the ragged gash in his flesh. 
 
    “Give him another cipro,” she said to Helen, who nodded and removed a small pill from a pill bottle in the emergency medical kit on the floor. Joel sat up partially so she could place the pill on his tongue, then he washed it down with a swift slug of beer. 
 
    Wanda shook her head. 
 
    “If you survive this,” she said, “it’s going to be in spite of yourself.” 
 
    “Grandpa always used to tell me I was too stupid to die,” Joel said. 
 
    “Trust me,” Wanda replied, “I’ve run across my fair share of dead stupid people. That’s not good advice.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    She slipped the rest of the thread through as Joel clenched his teeth, his muscles tensing with each small throb of pain. A few moments later she’d completed the work and gestured toward Helen, who had gone back into the medical kit and retrieved a small vial of liquid bandage and a box of butterfly sutures, both from the airplane’s kit. 
 
    “This isn’t perfect,” Wanda said. “The edges of your wounds aren’t as clean as I’d like for the butterflies, but I don’t have much choice. Combining them with the liquid bandages, plus an additional bandage over it all will help.” 
 
    Joel nodded, taking another long drink from the beer can as Wanda went to work, carefully applying the liquid bandages, using cloth to clean as she went. After applying the healing salve, she went up and down the wound with the butterfly sutures, using more than she might have otherwise. Joel knew enough to know that in a perfect world, butterflies wouldn’t have been used at all, as the cut was too ragged and too long, but they didn’t exactly have the benefit of choice in his case so he simply gritted his teeth and let her go to work. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the butterflies had been applied and she’d wrapped gauze around his shoulder and a thicker bandage over the wound, securing it all in place as Joel finished the second can of Heineken and moved on to a nearly intolerable can of Bud Light. 
 
    “You know, we do have some water,” Wanda said, jerking her head behind her. 
 
    “So do I,” Joel replied, indicating the can of beer, and Wanda rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well, in spite of your attitude,” she said, “you were a cooperative patient. I think you’re probably good to go.” 
 
    Helen reached out her hands and helped Joel climb to his feet, his legs still a bit shaky as he moved into an unsteady standing posture. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I mean it.” 
 
    Wanda nodded. 
 
    “Like I said, thank the girl. Not only did she get the kit, but she saved our asses on the way out.” 
 
    “Oh?” Joel asked, looking at her. 
 
    “A couple of dudes tried to stop us,” she said. “I—I shot them.” 
 
    Joel lowered his chin. They lived in a different time, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t upset that a fourteen-year-old was faced with life-and-death decisions. Even when she came out of those decisions alive, it sometimes meant she was forced to take another life, which was its own form of punishment. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said, her voice quiet and thin. 
 
    “It’s not,” Joel replied. “We need to get moving.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Wanda said. “You need to recuperate.” 
 
    “The two of you shot your way out of town,” Joel replied. “It’s not like this is a metropolis. If the townsfolk are out looking for you, they’ll find you.” 
 
    A sudden wave of dizziness struck him, and he stumbled slightly, starting to fall forward. His eyes blinked rapidly and the world around him swirled into a multi-colored whirlwind, his stomach clutching as he toppled forward, the hard wooden floor of the barn rushing up to greet him. 
 
    # 
 
    Helen and Wanda moved as one, both converging on Joel, easing him down to the floor. His eyes rolled back in his head and Helen gasped. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Wanda said. “Really, it’s okay. He needs to rest, whether he likes it or not.” 
 
    “He’s probably right, though,” Helen said, cradling his head in her hands, laying it gently in a small pile of hay. “The people from the town. They might be—” 
 
    Voices carried over the wind from outside the barn and Helen could feel the warmth drain from her cheeks. 
 
    “See those?” a voice shouted. “Horses! They’re tied up over there!” 
 
    “They saw the horses,” she gasped, eyes widening. “What do we do?” 
 
    Wanda’s eyes darted left and right, her own face paling. 
 
    “What can you tell me about these people?” Helen asked, offering her pistol to Wanda who stared at it blankly. “Take the damn pistol!” 
 
    That snapped Wanda out of it, and she nodded, accepting the SIG. 
 
    “Magazines are in the bag there,” Helen said, pointing to one of the trusty Bug Out Bags that had served them well throughout their long and trying journey. “What can you tell me about these people? Are they well trained? Violent? Can we reason with them?” 
 
    “We can’t,” Wanda said, emphasizing the first word. “But maybe I can.” 
 
    “I don’t like that idea,” Helen said. “Those two guys last night didn’t seem to be too keen on talking to you.” 
 
    “They’re a couple of assholes,” Wanda replied, then put a hand to her mouth. “Sorry. I forget you’re still a kid.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve heard worse. I’ve said worse.” She bent down over the bag and scooped up the AR-31 bolt action, racking back the bolt to verify a round was chambered. 
 
    “Let me handle this,” Wanda said, holding up a calming hand. 
 
    “Are they in the barn?” a voice called out from outside. 
 
    “Quick!” Helen barked. “Cover him!” They began grabbing armfuls of hay and dead grass and throwing them over the still form of Joel, whose chest was rising and falling in rhythm, but whose eyes remained closed, his body recovering from the trauma of infection. Working quickly, Helen and Wanda threw piles of the stuff over his body and within moments it looked as though he were just part of the landscape, both him and his Bug Out Bag covered by hay. 
 
    Voices outside grew louder as the speakers approached, and it sounded like there were at least two or three of them coming closer, advancing slowly and carefully. 
 
    “Go! Up into the hay loft!” Wanda whispered and Helen nodded. Although the barn was in a state of disrepair, there was an intact upper level hayloft, a wooden catwalk of sorts with a ladder at the far wall, the platform running alongside three walls of the old barn. A small square window was set in the wall above the tilting barn door, looking out over what used to be the horse pasture outside. 
 
    Helen ducked and charged forward, her feet running over the hay almost noiselessly. Wanda turned away and moved toward the opened barn door, which was twisted at a slanted angle from the partial collapse of the large, old structure. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked, trying to sound as unassuming and innocent as possible. 
 
    “Wanda?” a voice called out as she rounded the edge of the barn door, making sure her pistol was slipped into her belt. 
 
    “Lanny, is that you?” Wanda asked, coming around the edge of the door and walking out into the long, grassy pasture, which was surrounded by the broken and shabby wooden fence, its white paint worn and old wood showing through. The two horses had been tied to one of the fence posts near the north side of the barn and they looked up at the sound of the people conversing. 
 
    “What are you doin’ here, Wanda? And what were you doing last night? Accordin’ to Preckard, y’all shot him in the leg last night. Barney’s dead for the love of God!” 
 
    “That was such a misunderstanding,” Wanda replied, putting her hands to her face and heaving her shoulders as if she were sobbing uncontrollably. There were two men total standing out in the pasture and they each had pistols in hand and holsters strapped to their hips. The one named Lanny had bleach-blond hair and a bushy, dirt-strewn beard while the second man had brown hair slicked back into a greasy ponytail. They both wore old, shabby clothing, blue jeans with holes and frayed edges, Lanny in a faded flannel shirt, the other man a stained T-shirt with the logo of a fuel company on the chest. 
 
    Glancing between her fingers, Wanda saw Lanny give the other man a questioning glance, their pistols still elevated, but not really pointed at her. 
 
    “Tell us what happened,” Lanny said, no sign of empathy in his voice, just a sort of dubious, accusatory tone. 
 
    “There was a kid there, Preckard says. A young girl. Who was she?” the second man sounded even harsher than Lanny. Wanda rubbed her eyes as she lowered her hands, hoping that she was making them red and puffy. 
 
    “I don’t even know,” she said meekly. “I saw flashlights inside the plane and went to confront her. Suddenly Barney and Preckard were there, guns were firing. I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “So, you took off with the girl?” Lanny asked. His elbow was bent, but the semi-automatic pistol still pointed at Wanda’s chest. 
 
    “No,” Wanda replied, shaking her head furiously. “I swear, no. She took off into the woods, I just came back here because—well, because I knew y’all would be suspicious.” 
 
    “Hiding from us doesn’t make us any less suspicious,” the second man growled. 
 
    “Who are you exactly, sir?” Wanda asked, looking at him. “I know most folks from town, but I’m afraid you ain’t familiar to me.” 
 
    “This is Ken,” Lanny said. “He’s old-school. Knew your husband back in the day.” 
 
    “Ex,” Wanda replied, but softened her voice. “Ex-husband.” 
 
    “I don’t see where that really matters right now,” Ken replied. “People in town are nervous, Wanda. Angry, too. They have a right to be. You had no business waltzing around in that plane. That’s sacred ground in there.” 
 
    “It’s a metal, tube-shaped morgue,” Wanda replied. “Nothin’ sacred about it except a few dozen dead bodies.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Ken asked, his face turning hard. “You better be watchin’ what you say.” 
 
    “Settle down, Ken,” Lanny offered, holding up a hand. “We don’t need to get into all that right now. More important to know what went on inside that plane last night.” He looked back at Wanda, pistol still leveled. “She ran into the woods, you say? And she was alone?” 
 
    Wanda nodded. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain the two horses here? Ain’t seen them before.” 
 
    Wanda shrugged.  
 
    “They were here when I got here last night. I just left them tied up. I’ll be damned if I know what’s going on.” 
 
    Lanny looked at her skeptically. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t buy what you’re selling, Wanda. You’re not bein’ truthful here.” 
 
    Wanda sighed. 
 
    “I swear to you, Lanny, I—” 
 
    “I know your ex-husband,” Ken barked back. “You swearing don’t mean shit to me.” 
 
    “Keep him out of this,” Wanda replied. “Our personal affairs aren’t your business.” 
 
    “They sure as hell are when it affects the town,” Ken replied. “And if this whole thing was some sort of acting out because of your problems at home, we need to—” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Wanda said, closing her fists and pressing them to her hips. She stood between them and the open door leading to the barn, her feet firmly planted, hips canted slightly in defiance. 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Lanny replied. “Now why don’t you scooch out of the way so we can take a peek inside?” 
 
    “Nothing to see in there,” she replied. “I was in there all night.” 
 
    “Just move out of the way,” Ken said, exasperated. She parted her lips to respond, but he was already curling his fingers around her arm and forcing her to one side, sending her stumbling slightly as he shoved her to her right. Wanda caught herself, turning left as they pushed past her, walking through the opening of the partially collapsed building. 
 
    As she came back in, she could smell the stale scent of dried hay, but there was something else in the air, a chemical stink that she hadn’t noticed when she’d been inside, but going out and coming back in, it was clear. 
 
    It was a smell almost like disinfectant. She knew it. It was the topical antibiotic ointment they’d used to help Joel’s wounds heal, and it was strong, overpowering the more natural, grassy scent of the hay. She had no doubt that the two men smelled it, too, though neither of them mentioned it. 
 
    “See?” she said, gesturing toward the inside of the barn, which certainly appeared empty. Hay was scattered about, deep in some places and just a thin layer in others, covering nearly every inch of wooden floor. The walls of the barn were tilted to almost forty-five degrees and ragged chunks of wall were missing, the faint light of day from outside shining through in narrow beams of pale light. 
 
    A ramshackle ladder leading up to the loft was half broken, several of the rungs snapped off, broken chunks of wood laying on the hay and floor, the piled hay even thicker in the loft. 
 
    Stables ran alongside the westward wall of the structure, some of the separating walls broken, support posts cracked and leaning. 
 
    “Doesn’t look very safe in here,” Ken remarked, stepping deeper into the barn, looking around, his pistol held in both hands. Lanny held back, staying close to Wanda, no longer pointing his weapon at her, but not lowering it too much either. 
 
    “I didn’t know what else to do,” Wanda said. “I swear I was going to come back to town today and try and smooth things over, but I knew Preckard would be pissed and that he’d probably get my ex all up in arms as well. I just couldn’t deal with that last night.” 
 
    The two men didn’t reply. Lanny fell in behind Ken and they wandered along the floor, eyes scanning the hay. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Wanda asked innocently. “I was here all night; I didn’t see anyone or anything.” 
 
    Ken glowered mistrustfully over his shoulder and kept walking forward, feet shuffling the hay, piling it up as he moved through it. Wanda had lost track of where they buried Joel, but knew that wherever he was, the two men were getting close. Her heart sped up its already rapid pace and she stepped forward as well, trying to stay relatively close. Letting her arms cross behind her back, she gently touched the butt of the SIG Sauer with one finger, just making sure the weapon was still where she had left it. 
 
    “We’ll be the judge of that,” Ken said. He strode forward, his foot shoving aside more hay. Wanda moved her hand closer to the weapon tucked into the back of her belt. 
 
    “What do you have back there?” Lanny asked, turning further toward her, bringing his pistol around. “You got something?” 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” Wanda said, shaking her head, though secretly hoping maybe generating some suspicion would draw them away from where they were walking. 
 
    Ken looked at her as he took a step forward. 
 
    “You may not want it, little lady, but you may get it—” His foot bumped something in the hay and Wanda’s heart stopped. “What the hell?” he asked, looking down at the ground. “Something’s in the hay.” 
 
    Wanda fumbled at the back of her belt, her sweat-slicked fingers trying to latch around the handle of the SIG, but Lanny was faster, his arms shooting up lock-tight, his own pistol held firmly in his closed fingers. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Wanda!” he yelled. “I don’t want to have to explain to your husband why I had to put your ass down, girl.” 
 
    She kept her hand at her back, but knew she’d already lost her chance. 
 
    “Hands where I can see ’em,” Lanny said. “Right now.” 
 
    “Lanny,” she protested. “You know me. You know I would never—” 
 
    “We got somebody in the hay here,” Ken snarled, down on one knee, pushing the hay apart and revealing the sleeping face of Joel, whose head was half-turned, eyes still closed. Ken turned and glared at the woman. “Who the hell is this?” 
 
    “I—I don’t—” Wanda stammered. 
 
    “Show us your damned hands!” Lanny reiterated, thrusting the barrel of his pistol forward. “I swear to God I will put a bullet in you.” 
 
    “Come on, Lanny,” Wanda replied, slowly pulling her hands away from her back. “You know me. You know my husband. You guys were in the bowling league together.” 
 
    Ken had his own pistol raised as well, looking down the length of the barrel, aimed directly at Wanda’s face. 
 
    “Who is this, Wanda?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Don’t give us that shit!” Ken screamed. “You said you spent the whole night here. You telling me you spent the night here and didn’t know a sleeping dude was under the hay? How stupid do you think we are?” 
 
    Wanda held her hands out, feeling a cold layer of sweat forming on her scalp and the back of her neck. Her heart continued racing, beating like a jackhammer within her chest. Suddenly she struggled to catch her breath, her mind racing in tune with her heart. 
 
    Ken took a step forward, making sure to step over Joel’s extended leg. 
 
    “It’s clear to me you ain’t gonna answer our questions,” he said, his voice a low, urgent whisper. “Lanny, I think we just need to put her down.” 
 
    Lanny didn’t flinch. He remained stoic, his weapon pointed at her, unmoving. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Wanda said. 
 
    “Then tell us,” Ken replied. “Who was the girl, and who is the unconscious guy in the hay? Just give me a reason not to put a bullet in your brain.” 
 
    Wanda closed her eyes, steadying her rapid breathing, trying to force her heart into a more stable, slower rhythm. She didn’t want to die, but she also couldn’t fathom telling them about Helen. She was a fourteen-year-old kid and mostly on her own. Maybe the townsfolk would find her, maybe they would grab her and bring her in, but she would be damned if it was her who led them to her. 
 
    Easing her eyes open, she lifted her head, and looked Ken directly in his cool, blue eyes. 
 
    “Do what you have to do,” she said. 
 
    Ken shook his head, his curled finger moving from the trigger guard to the trigger. She tensed what felt like every muscle in her body, anticipating the gunshot. 
 
    It came half a heartbeat later. A whip-snap crack of fire and she stumbled backwards. 
 
    But the bullet hadn’t hit her. Ken lurched clumsily, a round’s impact punching him hard in the chest, a twisting gout of blood arching in the air as his foot struck Joel’s extended leg and pitched him over backwards. 
 
    “The hell?” Lanny blurted, shifting his weight, looking up. Another shot echoed, the sharp crack of a rifle, and that round hit Lanny in the face, a wet, snapping tear of flesh and broken bone spinning him around into an awkward dance. As he fell to the wooden hay-covered floor, Wanda finally exhaled the breath she’d been holding as Helen moved along the edge of the hayloft above, the AR-31 held in her hand, a thin wisp of smoke reaching up from the dark barrel of the weapon. 
 
    “They would have killed you,” she said, reaching the broken ladder and carefully making her way down over the broken rungs and battered wood supports. 
 
    “You—you shot them,” Wanda whispered, looking at the bodies of the two men in the hay. “Lanny was a friend of my husband.” She could almost feel the color draining from her cheeks. 
 
    Helen lowered herself to the floor, descending carefully with the rifle in one hand. 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” she asked, “just let them shoot you?” 
 
    Wanda shook her head, slowly moving it back and forth as if she were in some sort of trance. 
 
    “I don’t—it’s not—” 
 
    “You did and it is,” Helen said. “I don’t like it either, believe me.” She stood there, looking at the bodies herself, the rifle in one hand, the other pressed over her stomach. “I still have nightmares about the first man I shot.” Her voice grew fainter as she spoke, her eyes affixed to the still forms of the two bodies. Blood and spattered gray matter spread in a wide fan around what used to be Lanny’s head, and for a moment Wanda thought she might throw up. 
 
    “We need to go,” she finally said, starting to wake from her trance. “If Lanny and Ken don’t return, they’ll send others. Send more.” 
 
    Helen was already in motion, stepping over the hay and walking to where Joel lay. He had started stirring slightly at the sounds of the gunshots and she grabbed his non-injured shoulder, shaking him awake. 
 
    “Joel,” she said, her voice urgent. “We need to go.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, his eyes opening. “I heard gunshots.” 
 
    “Yeah. Townsfolk are looking for us. I had to shoot two of them.” 
 
    That got Joel’s attention. 
 
    “What?” he asked, using Helen as a lever to hoist himself upwards. His eyes landed on Ken’s body first, then drifted over to the remains of Lanny. “My God, Helen,” he whispered. 
 
    “She had no choice,” Wanda interjected. “It was them or me.” 
 
    Joel nodded, patting Helen on the back. 
 
    “Where’s my bag?” 
 
    “Wanda, can you help him get his bag?” Helen asked, handing Joel off to the nurse who moved in to support his shaky posture. “I need to go untether the horses.” 
 
    “Go,” Wanda said, “I’ve got him.” 
 
    Helen disappeared out of the barn door as Wanda put Joel’s arm over her shoulder and walked back toward the hay, using her foot to search around. It finally bumped on something and she looked at him. 
 
    “Can you stand?” 
 
    He nodded and she gently set his arm down, dropping to a crouch so she could pull the bag from the hay. Brushing it off the fabric pack, she slung it over one shoulder, then moved back to him, turning him and walking toward the open door of the barn. Outside, she could hear the soft whinny of horses and knew Helen was getting them ready. 
 
    A soft whine and bark sounded, and she glanced right, seeing a mangy stray dog approaching from the other side of the barn. She’d seen him the previous night, but when the men had shown up, he’d made himself scarce. 
 
    “Some watch dog you are,” she said sardonically, and the dog tilted its head quizzically, but followed along behind them. Outside the barn the air felt wet and hot, the lightning continuing its persistent display of interlocking bolts throughout the clouds above. As they walked toward the horses, a low crackle sounded and a thick, jagged spear of light scorched through the air, crossing vertically through the sky ahead. 
 
    Helen and Wanda looked curiously at each other, but neither said a word, both working together to get Joel up on his horse’s back, with Wanda swinging up behind him so she could make sure he stayed upright. 
 
    “Where—where are you going?” Wanda asked. 
 
    “Wyoming,” Helen replied, looking back at her. “You don’t have to come the whole way.” 
 
    Wanda turned and looked longingly in the direction of the town residing somewhere beyond the nearby trees, seeming to consider her options. After a few heartbeats, she shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “I don’t think I have anywhere else to go,” she said.  
 
    Helen nodded and tugged the horse’s reins, guiding Maggie through the broken fence and out toward the trees, with Dirtbag and his passengers following close behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Ranger’s Cabin 
 
    Somewhere in Southern Montana 
 
      
 
    Laura’s stomach was a twisted knot of growling hunger, but that was the least of her worries as she lay uncomfortably on her left side, her arms pulled hard behind her back, wrists aching from the chain and cuffs clamped tight around them. 
 
    Ever since Myles had discovered her outside her room, she’d gone without food and without company. After what sounded like a vicious beating for Jack, Myles had followed her into the room and chained her up without a word, moving noiselessly as he tightened the cuffs on her wrist and re-ran the chain-link through the shackle on the wall, pulling it uncomfortably tight. 
 
    Surprisingly, he hadn’t asked her how she’d gotten out. He probably assumed Jack let her out, which was why he’d beaten him so severely, but none of that seemed to matter as the stiff and threadbare mattress crushed her shoulders together and the chain kept her so tightly secured that she couldn’t even sit up. 
 
    Her body ached, her stomach was empty, and she felt as though she was trying to open her eyes underwater, a fog of pain and semi-consciousness obscuring her vision of the tiny room she was trapped inside. A soft whine caught her attention and she looked over at the crate across the room, watching as Bruiser stood and stretched, his matted fur pulling taut over his narrow frame. 
 
    They’d been doing the best they could to carve out some of their meals for the dog, but the days they’d been trapped in the ranger’s cabin hadn’t been kind to Bruiser and he was obviously edging near malnourishment. Laura promised that if she actually got some food, she’d make sure the dog did, too, but at that point she remained uncertain as to whether or not she’d ever get fed again. It felt more and more possible that Myles might just leave her to slowly wither away and die inside the tiny room, chained to the wall. 
 
    There was a rattle at the door and Laura twisted around, narrowing her eyes as the knob slowly turned and the door eased its way open. Jack stepped through, shouldering the door open, but he moved at a strange, loping gait, favoring his left hip. 
 
    “Jack?” Laura asked, her voice low and strained. “Jack, are you all right?” 
 
    He shrugged as he walked by, and a passing glance showed deep, purple bruising on his right jaw, visible beneath the hardening scabs of open cuts from the glass picture frame that Myles had broken over his face a couple of days ago. 
 
    “Jack, talk to me.” 
 
    He moved to the familiar bucket in the room, a bucket that Laura had been unable to use since she’d been chained here the night before. Looping his fingers around the handle, he picked it up and turned to walk back towards the door. 
 
    “I screwed up,” Laura said insistently. “I’m sorry he took it out on you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Jack replied, still looking straight ahead. 
 
    “Talk to me, Jack!” Laura hissed as he walked by again. He stopped walking and looked at her. She bit her lip. His eyes were glassy and vacant, the skin beneath them discolored and swollen. Bruising followed along his right jawline and covered the same cheek, the flesh above the purple carved with ragged, scabbed gashes. His nose looked like it might be broken, somewhat cockeyed, a barely healing wound along the bridge. He seemed to be standing at an angle, as if straightening his posture was a burden too big to bear at that moment. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” he asked in a monotone voice, devoid of any and all emotion. “You want to talk about how we’ll be stuck here for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    “Jack—” 
 
    "Do you want to talk about how we’ll be pissing in buckets until the day we die? How the only thing we have to look forward to is how large an animal I’ll have to help skin, gut, and prepare for dinner?” 
 
    “Dammit, Jack, we can’t just give up.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of nowhere,” he replied. “I’ve been in the woods for miles around this cabin with him. There’s nothing out there. Even if we escape, where will we go?” 
 
    “Jack,” Laura replied, smiling softly. “I know where we are. I saw the map. I can get us—” 
 
    The door banged open and Myles walked in, glowering at the two of them. They both stopped talking, turning to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Oh,” he said innocently, “don’t stop talking on my account. You were saying, Laura?” 
 
    “I wasn’t saying anything,” she replied coldly. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure I heard your voice. It definitely sounded like you were saying…something.” 
 
    “Nothing important,” Jack replied and eased his way past Myles, walking back out into the cabin. The ranger followed him with his eyes, then after he left, he used his boot to shut the door behind him, leaving him and Laura in the room alone. 
 
    “You’d do well to not bother him,” Myles said. “He’s…a bit fragile at the moment.” 
 
    “Only because you beat the snot out of him,” Laura said. 
 
    “Lessons must be learned,” Myles replied. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, pressing his palms together. “Listen,” he continued, “I invited you both into my home. I didn’t have to do that. A roof over your heads, square meals a day. Safety and protection from the military patrols that have been passing through. If I’d left you alone in that hunting cabin, you would have been dead or taken prisoner by now, no doubt in my mind.” 
 
    “We made it on our own for two weeks before we met you,” she spat back. “I think we would have been fine.” 
 
    “I showed you hospitality and you spat in my face!” he shouted, interrupting her. “You ungrateful—” He closed his mouth, preventing himself from finishing the potential insult. 
 
    “Oh, so we’re supposed to be grateful?” Laura asked, her voice croaking. She jerked her wrists, so the metal chain clanked behind her. “Grateful to be chained up? To be half-starved? To squat over a bucket twice a day just to relieve myself? Those are the things to be grateful for?” 
 
    “You will watch your tone with me,” Myles snarled back. “I won’t hit a woman, but if you push your luck, your friend in the other room will pay the price.” 
 
    “You’re a damn coward,” Laura snapped. 
 
    Myles closed his fist and took a menacing step toward her, but held himself back just before lashing out. 
 
    “You have no idea what I’ve gone through,” he said. “Absolutely no idea. Every time I close my eyes all I see are my two children. Mouths open, eyes wide, screaming in terror as the plane they’re in goes hurtling toward the ground. The thought of it is burned into my brain. Etched there like an ancient cave drawing, eternal and ever-present. Seeing that every time I sleep, every time I lose my focus, every time I close my damn eyes. It’s enough to drive a man insane.” 
 
    “Clearly it has.” 
 
    Myles couldn’t hold back. He lunged forward, swinging his closed fist, and drove the punch hard into Laura’s jaw. Her head snapped around, a blinding starburst of agony ripping through her mind. The taste of copper flooded her mouth and she slumped over onto her right side, pinching her eyes tightly closed, feeling the wet heat of blood forming at her nostrils. 
 
    She coughed and spat, thick globs of rust-colored phlegm spattering the wooden floor, and already the white sheets of the bed were speckled with deep crimson. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done,” Myles growled, stepping back and looking at the floor. “Disgusting woman.” 
 
    Laura’s head slumped down, a dull, radiating pain throbbing throughout. Tears stung her eyes, but she held them tightly closed, refusing to show signs of emotion in front of the man. At one point she’d had pity on him. He was clearly insane and broken, destroyed over the death of his family. 
 
    But he’d teetered over the edge, no longer pitiful, only to be hated and feared. There was no potential redemption there now, no sense of him being a normal man damaged by the events of the past month. Whatever that man had been was gone, and all that was left was an empty, soulless husk who merely wanted others to suffer as he was suffering. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do that,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I…I don’t believe you,” Laura mumbled. She pressed her tongue against the inside of her teeth and thought she felt one move slightly. Blood pooled in her throat and ran over her tongue and for a moment, she felt as though she might throw up. 
 
    “You think I enjoy hurting women?” 
 
    “I think…at this point…you just want others to hurt like you hurt.” 
 
    Myles held both hands at his hips, fists closed like small rocks, pinned tight to his thighs. 
 
    “Don’t presume to know me,” he said. “You don’t.” 
 
    Laura didn’t reply. 
 
    “At the bottom of the mountain there’s a military outpost. They formed up there near the beginning of the disaster, near an old army base. They’ve got years’ worth of MREs stockpiled there, fuel reserves, all the weapons and ammunition they need. Enough supplies to be stationed there for years.” 
 
    Laura looked at him as he spoke, trying to figure out where he was going with that. 
 
    “Maybe you’d prefer I dropped you off to them? I know your experience with the military has been quite positive so far.” 
 
    Again, she remained silent, lying on her shoulder, working over her teeth with her tongue. 
 
    “Oh, wait. If I remember right—your boyfriend mentioned something about that. Said you two were on the run from the Army or something? I can imagine they would be very happy to see you back. Not to mention Jack—he’s a deserter, right? Went AWOL so the two of you could go on your multi-state tryst?” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Myles nodded softly, his mouth easing into a crooked grin as he moved toward the bed. He lowered himself down, using his hands to settle onto the cot, sitting next to Laura. 
 
    “I know you and Jack were on the run from the Army. People don’t walk from Seattle to Wyoming because they’re bored. It’s either because they’re looking for something or running from something. Which is it?” 
 
    Laura didn’t answer. 
 
    “The real question is, what exactly are the two of you running from? Why does the Army want you so badly?” He laced his fingers together, looking out at the opposite wall. “It’s clear from Jack’s gear that he was a soldier at one point. Did he desert? Did you convince him to leave his post for you? Was that what happened?” 
 
    Laura rolled slightly, lying on her back instead of her side, and the chains dug into her wrists and arms as she moved.  
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t really matter. Maybe you’re just a pair of star-crossed lovers trying to survive in this impossible world.” 
 
    “Just…leave,” Laura said meekly, her eyes closed, the metallic taste of blood now filling her whole mouth. “I don’t want to talk to you.” 
 
    “The wonderful thing about this little arrangement,” Myles said, gesturing vaguely with his hands, “is that you don’t get much choice in the matter.” 
 
    “So, you chain me up here,” Laura said, “admit to me that I have no choice, yet you try and tell yourself that we’re just guests. That you’re doing us some sort of magnanimous favor.” 
 
    Myles opened his mouth to reply, but Laura gave him no chance. 
 
    “As you sit there next to me, making sure to not put your hands in my blood, can you really look at yourself in the mirror and tell yourself that what you’re doing to us is for our own good? Are you really that gullible?” 
 
    “I would watch your tone—” 
 
    “I am watching my tone, you sick son of a bitch, I’m watching my tone very, very carefully. I am choosing these words, and to hell with the consequences.” She felt stronger now, using her elbows to push herself up so she could look at him. 
 
    She saw his jaw clench. 
 
    “If your wife and kids were here—if they saw what you were doing to us, they would be sick to their stomachs. They would see you for what you are—a vile, hateful monster.” 
 
    Myles moved his palms from the cot, closed them into fists and rested them on his thighs as he sat on the bed. Even through his shirt, Laura could see his muscles flexing, tensing and relaxing as he considered how to react to her outburst. His jawline was still tight, his face flushed, and she could almost feel the heat of rage coming from his flesh. 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty,” he finally said, opening his fists and pressing his hands into the mattress again. He extended his arms and stood from where he sat, the cot shifting as he moved his weight into a standing posture. “As I think you know,” he continued, “we haven’t had much luck hunting recently. Those two rabbits we caught yesterday were mostly fur and fat. The good meat’s gone already.” 
 
    Laura narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s desperation time,” he said, then cast his eyes downward and Laura’s heart froze. “If we wait much longer, ole Bruiser’s going to just be skin and bones. He’ll be useless to us. I think we may have to cook him up before too much longer.” He turned and looked over his shoulder, glaring at her. “Maybe I’ll even let you eat tonight.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” Laura said in a low, shaky voice. 
 
    “After all we’ve been through, do you really believe that?” 
 
    She tensed her shoulders, feeling the muscular strain of her arms twisted behind her back and she knew right then and there that yes, he absolutely would. 
 
    “What does he weigh at this point? Fifty pounds? Imagine how much meat is still on those bones. He could feed us for three days.” 
 
    “You sick son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Say your final goodbyes,” Myles continued. “Tonight, we’re having Bruiser stew.” He strode to the door and pushed it open, letting it slam hard behind him. From inside the crate, the German Shepard lifted his weary head and tilted it somewhat, the big eyes looking longingly towards that temporary gap, that slight sniff of freedom. 
 
    Laura lowered her head back to the cot and, now that Myles was out of the room, she let the tears come. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in South Chicago, Illinois 
 
      
 
    They’d grabbed only a couple of hours of sleep at the community center before deciding to make their way out of the city, and Shawna was growing more and more convinced that it had been the right move. Moving from shadow to shadow, the group had narrowly avoided three separate military patrols, rolling down the streets in Humvees and mechanized units, a loudspeaker blaring about curfews and martial law.  
 
    In between the military groups had been several smaller gatherings of citizens, mostly gaunt and desperate-looking people scrambling from cover to cover, clinging to the last of their belongings. To a person, they were wild-eyed and frantic, in one case, stopping to smash out a window and venture into what appeared to be an insurance agency, desperate to find anything that might help them live another day. 
 
    Shawna had watched them uncomfortably, secretly wondering how long her group had until they had that same look in their own eyes. She hadn’t realized how truly fortunate they’d been to establish the Stronghold, finding a community and leaning on each other in those first few hard weeks. 
 
    Now they had nothing. Between the four of them, they had two backpacks filled with random supplies and three weapons—two pistols and a rifle. There was a good amount of ammunition spread between the three weapons, but if a true firefight broke out, it wouldn’t be enough. It felt as though they were walking a very narrow tightrope, and the wrong step would undoubtedly send them toppling to their painful demise. 
 
    Even as they moved over the sidewalk, coming up just north of Orland Grove, they felt the need to move quickly but quietly, sirens and the occasional squawking bleat of a megaphone still audible from within the tighter confines of the city center behind them. 
 
    Ducking low and hugging the trees of the forest preserve to their south, they picked up the pace, sacrificing some of their stealth in a desperate need to get clear of Chicago. The thick, pungent reek of smoke lingered in the air and to the north they could still see several columns of roiling black smoke belching from the structures that made up the city just outside Wrigley Field. Shouting voices were barely audible within the city limits, but beyond that it was an almost deathly quiet, a disturbingly thorough silence in a city that, once upon a time, seemed eternally noisy. 
 
    “So quiet out there,” Tristan whispered, following along behind Shawna as she moved behind the trees of the forest preserve, just to stay clear of the street. “It truly sounds like the end of the world.” 
 
    “Feels like it, too,” Bruce said, walking along the grass to the left of them, looking out over the park. Selanda said nothing, just lingered behind them, walking as if in some sort of trance, putting one foot in front of the other, but only out of habit. 
 
    Shawna looked at Bruce, who more and more was getting a sort of vacant look in his eyes. It was a look she’d heard about before, a look some people called the two-thousand-yard stare. Veterans of combat operations would sometimes get that look, a wide-eyed glare that seemed to indicate they weren’t looking at their immediate surroundings, but something far, far into the distance. Something only they could see. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why Bruce had that look. He was a combat veteran, and he’d certainly seen some bad things during his tours of duty, from what she understood, but if what he said was true, he’d mostly avoided the worst of it at the Stronghold. He said the two men he was with had been killed, but beyond that, he’d somehow made it out unscathed. 
 
    One of the few who had. 
 
    Voices barked in the distance, only a block or two away, and Shawna lowered her rifle, holding up a hand to indicate that they should all slow down as they moved along the makeshift forest, an improvised section of nature amid the concrete and steel of the city. They were nearing some of the more upper middle-class suburban neighborhoods now, areas of the city where the yuppies and the almost-rich retreated to avoid facing the crime-ridden projects and dirty city streets that Shawna and Tristan had called home. 
 
    It was strange to see that not even the suburbanites had escaped the disaster. Most of the houses were drenched in darkness, the lights out inside the homes, many of the curtains drawn. There were no outward signs of violence or destruction out here, but trash littered the streets, some cans were toppled over, cars were stalled along sidewalks, and driveways were blocked. At one point, Shawna thought she saw a curtain move, a pale hand brushing it aside to peer out. 
 
    It had been a month since the crisis, and if these people had not ventured out to look for food or seek help, many of them may have slowly starved to death or become so dehydrated they just went to sleep and never woke up. Shawna doubted anyone in these neighborhoods was forward-thinking or resilient enough to make the hard decisions required to survive in a disaster like this one. 
 
    She wondered if FEMA had come through here at some point, if there was a refugee camp or a gathering place for the city’s citizens. She’d seen no indication of that yet, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t here somewhere. 
 
    Engines roared less than a block away and the group lowered themselves toward the grass as a convoy rolled past them. There was a Humvee in the lead, followed by an armored transport and a group of camouflaged soldiers with rifles in hand. 
 
    They waited for a moment as the vehicles and soldiers passed by, watching as they made it to an intersection then veered left, disappearing around a brick building that resembled a high school. Once safely out of view the group stood and continued forward, approaching an intersection and another park about three blocks farther west. 
 
    “Move quick through the intersection,” Shawna instructed. “It’s out in the open; we don’t want to be caught out there if we can help it.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and broke into a trot, jogging across the sidewalk, pavement, median, then pavement again, continuously moving until they reached the next grassy area. 
 
    “Hold up!” Shawna hissed as they drew into the trees. 
 
    Beyond the row of forest they were currently in, was a wide-open space, a sprawling golf course that at one point had likely been meticulously maintained, trimmed and groomed to perfection. 
 
    There were at least six white trailers parked on its once-manicured grass, each of them emblazoned with the logo for FEMA. Several soldiers and emergency personnel milled around, talking to groups who seemed to be organized into lines waiting for food and water. What seemed to be hastily constructed temporary housing was erected just beyond the trailers, large tented structures set in even rows along the edge of an oval-shaped course creating a barricade of sorts between the golf course and the far-away apartment buildings on the other side. Voices carried from within the tents and surrounding trailers, and the grass around the emergency gathering place was strewn with trash and debris, the scattered refuse of woefully understaffed and under-resourced emergency response personnel. 
 
    “They have food,” Bruce said and took a slow step forward. Tristan reached out and clutched his arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said. “We don’t know who they are or what they’re doing.” 
 
    “They’ve got food and water,” Bruce replied, turning back to Tristan. “We’re starving.” 
 
    “There are hundreds, if not thousands of people in those tents,” Shawna said. “They’re already overwhelmed. It won’t take anything for them to fall apart, and I don’t want to be there when they do. We can take care of ourselves.” 
 
    Bruce gaped at her, shaking his head, as if she spoke a different language. 
 
    “Bruce,” Tristan reiterated, “we just got done barely surviving a full-blown attack in the streets by the very same people who set up those tents. I ain’t gonna volunteer to go in there and take their nasty food and chlorine water. Not happenin’.” 
 
    Bruce started to reply, but finally nodded in agreement and continued forward, Shawna and Tristan falling in behind him. 
 
    For several more blocks they maneuvered over the streets and into the trees, moving among the dwindling structures of the silent city. Finally, they came to the on ramp for the interstate heading west out of the south part of Chicago. Even from where they stood, they could see cars stacked bumper to bumper, most of them heading out of Chicago, caught in clogged traffic for so long that they were eventually abandoned. They saw no other military patrols as they hopped a waist-high guardrail and came down onto the asphalt, starting to move along the western lane. 
 
    “Down,” Shawna said, shoving her hand in a downward motion. The other three followed her lead, dropping into crouches and moving along behind a stalled passenger van parked at an odd angle across the merge lane of the highway. 
 
    Easing around the front of the van, she looked beyond it along the seemingly endless row of stalled vehicles and saw them a few hundred yards ahead. 
 
    There were people gathered on the side of the highway intermingled with the cars. Some sat on roofs, others on hoods, and still others gathered on the shoulder. A few tents were set up in the grass and more people sat around crackling campfires, burning broken wood and tree branches. 
 
    “What is all this?” Tristan asked in a low voice, coming up on her left shoulder. 
 
    “Refugees,” Shawna said. “People stranded. They can’t get into the city because of the military patrols, but they’re traveling west out of the city, I guess.” 
 
    “Trying to escape?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Maybe? Maybe just don’t know where else to go.” 
 
    Voices shouted from up ahead and suddenly one man tackled another, shoving him down to the street, punching him repeatedly in the face as he clawed at him. Finally, the attacker ripped something from the other’s hand and cackled, dashing off across the road as people shouted after him. 
 
    “He stole my squirrel!” the man shouted from the road, jabbing a finger at him. “He stole my damn squirrel!” 
 
    Sharp pops of gunfire split the air and the group drew back behind the van, listening as at least a half-dozen shots went off, soon followed by three more, then a scattering of others farther in the distance. 
 
    “They’re eating squirrel?” Bruce asked, turning to look back at the city, no doubt longing for the FEMA camp they’d passed a few moments before. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Shawna insisted. 
 
    “If those people see us—see our backpacks,” Selanda warned, “they’ll chase us down.” 
 
    “Over there,” Shawna said, pointing to the opposite lane of the highway, where more cars were stacked up bumper to bumper, only these were heading toward the city, not away. “If we can get over to that lane, we can use the cars for cover and move along west, out of view.” 
 
    Heads nodded all around and Shawna crept forward, the others following her lead. 
 
    # 
 
    A bark of fear and rage echoed over the roofs of the cars and Shawna frantically gestured toward the pavement, ushering Bruce, Tristan, and Selanda to lower themselves behind the abandoned cars nestled along the left-hand shoulder of the interstate. 
 
    Tristan had his pistol ready and eased past Shawna, seeming to move by instinct, swinging around her and approaching the front of the car, both hands wrapped around the handle. 
 
    “Bruce!” Shawna hissed angrily at the last person in their group. Bruce continued his aimless stroll, oblivious to her earlier command. At the sound of his whispered name, he shook his head and looked at her. “Get your head in the game!” she urged, keeping her voice urgent but low. “Get under cover!” 
 
    Following the shout there was a chorus of voices rebounding, angry and derisive, coming at them from the other side of the road, mixed among other stalled vehicles. For the past several hours the group had progressed westward along the shoulder of the highway, avoiding abandoned cars and attempting to steer clear of the vast number of wandering refugees. Most of the people, if they were moving at all, were heading west as well, attempting to escape the city. But some others were coming in toward the city, for reasons Shawna couldn’t quite fathom, unless a desperate lack of food and resources after a month drove them to do anything to extend their miserable, starving existence. 
 
    Selanda lunged back, grabbing Bruce’s shirt, and tugged him down behind a car as footfalls thudded on the road past them, a single shadowed figure sprinting frantically. More boots clomped along after the runner, voices chattering, interspersed with occasional chuckles of sinister laughter. 
 
    “Take her, take her, take her!” a voice shouted, followed by other laughs. 
 
    “Please, no!” a female voice shouted back, getting a little fainter as she ran, and Shawna closed her eyes, not even wanting to consider what the group of pursuers had in mind for the woman. 
 
    “We should help her,” Tristan said, peering up over the hood of the car. 
 
    “There were at least six of them,” Shawna replied. “If we try to get in the middle of that it won’t end well for any of us.” 
 
    “They’re going to kill her,” Selanda interjected, a frantic edge to her voice. 
 
    “You think I don’t realize that?” Shawna asked. “I’ve heard that tone of voice before. Far too often. But what would you have us do? We jump in there and kill them, rescue the girl, then all of a sudden, every one of the dozens of refugees on the road sees us. Sees our weapons. Our backpacks. Sees how well-equipped we are compared to them.” 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, the voice of the female shifted from shouts of fear to a lingering screech, quickly drowned out by shouts and laughter from her pursuers. 
 
    “I can’t let this happen!” Selanda shouted, starting to get to her feet. Shawna lurched forward and wrapped a slender arm around her shoulders, pulling her back and shoving her to the ground. 
 
    “You will get us killed!” Shawna said. “And the woman will die anyway!” 
 
    “No!” Selanda protested, trying to squirm free, tears forming at the corners of her mouth. “We can’t just let this—” 
 
    A single pop echoed through the air, the sound of a pistol shot, and the lingering screams of the woman cut off abruptly. 
 
    “My God, no!” Selanda shouted again and her face seemed to fold in upon itself, tears breaking loose, the weight of the past month settling down upon her, crushing her with its massive weight. 
 
    Shawna pulled her from the ground and wrapped her in an embrace, holding her close while the woman sobbed, her shoulders shaking with a violent, uncontrolled rhythm. 
 
    “I know,” Shawna said, feeling the tickle of tears forming in her own eyes. “I know.” 
 
    Selanda shook her head against Shawna’s shoulder. 
 
    “How could you know?” she asked through a choked voice. “My company did this. Mine!” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Shawna replied, but the words of encouragement didn’t seem to calm the woman at all. “Someone did this to you, just like they did it to all of us.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Selanda gasped. 
 
    “I do,” Shawna replied. “Don’t ask me how, but I do. And we’ll figure it out together.” 
 
    She could see Bruce huddled behind the car, his face ashen, his eyes glazing over, shifting into that thousand-yard stare, and Shawna took a moment to wonder if he’d ever snap himself out of it. Things had happened over the past month. Terrible, awful things, and they’d left indelible scars on all of them. She’d been impressed with how most of those within her sphere had handled it, Tristan especially, but was it too much to expect everyone to roll with the punches so easily? 
 
    What had Bruce seen? 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, looking at him as he stared off into the distance. There was something more to his look, something beyond stress and fear. Something that seemed to blur into…guilt? 
 
    She made a mental note to keep an eye on him. They never had uncovered the mole who told Chad how to get into the Stronghold, and they would likely never know how the Army was able to come up on them secretly, seeming to know exactly where to hit and when. 
 
    Bruce had always rubbed her the wrong way, and suddenly she had decidedly mixed feelings about him coming along with them. He was unpredictable, the one loose cannon in their tightly knit group, and if they weren’t careful, he might go off and kill them all. 
 
    Selanda’s sobs had eased slightly, settling into soft shakes and Shawna pulled back, patting her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    Selanda nodded as more voices chattered out along the road, more male shouts breaking off into victorious, cackling laughter. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Shawna said. “We can’t stop now. What happened to that woman is a tragedy, but all we can do is keep moving. Keep pushing through.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Tristan said, coming up next to her. “Shawna’s exactly right. As much as I ache to say it, we have to look out for ourselves. That’s the only way we can survive this and live to help others later on.” 
 
    “Help others?” Bruce asked, shaking his head, snapping out of his trance. “The last time you tried to help others, you brought the entire Chicago military to their front door. What kind of help is that?” 
 
    Shawna glowered at him. 
 
    “Tell me, Bruce,” she said, “what do you know about that? What do you know about the military seeming to know exactly when and where to hit us?” 
 
    Bruce’s face paled even further, and he held his hands up. 
 
    “Nothing,” he stammered. “I don’t know anything. Why would you think—” 
 
    “Either you know something about it, which is why you feel qualified to speak on the topic, or you don’t know shit and should just keep your mouth shut. Either way, it’s in your best interests to shut the hell up.” 
 
    Bruce’s cheeks flushed and anger darkened his expression, but only remained there for a moment before passing by. He didn’t nod or acknowledge her words, he just glanced away, back down the road as if watching for the inevitable return of the group of men who had rampaged by a moment before. 
 
    “Come on, group,” Shawna finally said. “Let’s move.” They gathered together and continued moving west, still using the abandoned vehicles as cover along the way. 
 
    # 
 
    They continued along the edge of the road for another few hours, Shawna, Selanda and Tristan leading the way as Bruce hung behind, looking over his shoulder frequently as they went. His eyes roamed the length of the interstate running back toward Chicago, using his years of military experience to try and spot movement or any signs of pursuit. 
 
    Finally, as they drew farther away from the city, the refugee traffic thinned out, and after passing what appeared to be a large tent city an hour ago, it had been relatively peaceful and quiet. Peaceful enough that they’d moved to the left-hand lane instead of the shoulder, forgoing cover and stealth for speed. 
 
    He turned and looked ahead, watching as the others led the way. Bruce couldn’t help but notice that Shawna held a rifle, while both Tristan and Selanda held pistols. Meanwhile, he was unarmed, carrying a backpack full of supplies on his shoulders. Shawna had insisted that he help with carrying supplies and told him if he were to join them, he wouldn’t be carrying a weapon. That had almost turned him off right then and there, but he knew if he were to try and do it on his own, he would be dead within a few days. 
 
    As much as he hated to admit it, he needed them. The people he had tried to have killed twice already were now his only chance for survival. It would almost be ironic if it wasn’t so damned true. 
 
    Bruce was an opportunist. He always had been, even while in the military, and twice during that disaster, he’d banked on what he believed were the safer bets. He’d been wrong with Chad, wrong in a big way, and had sworn to himself he wouldn’t make that mistake again. 
 
    But with his back against the wall, with Deeds and Ricardo both executed and at the mercy of the Chicago military, he’d had little choice but to speak up. To give them what they wanted, even if it meant the destruction of the Stronghold, which had kept him alive for the better part of a month. 
 
    Only it hadn’t worked out that way. 
 
    The Army’s attack had decimated the community there, killing dozens in a brutal, visceral fashion. Closing his eyes as he walked along behind the other three, he could see the remains of the collapsed building in his mind. Piles of shattered brick and broken stone, the wreckage still smoldering from fires and gun smoke. He saw the horror-film results of the attack, bodies twisted and broken among the wreckage, a young woman with her arm hewn off at the shoulder, the result of close-range weapons fire from an M249 Squad Automatic Weapon. 
 
    He saw a dead body draped over the ragged pile of brickwork, the flesh and bone positioned in a way that seemed anatomically impossible, if not for many of the bones being pulverized within the victim’s body. There was no indication whether or not the victim was male or female—they’d apparently thrown themselves on a grenade to save the lives of others and it had reduced their chest, neck, and face to ground meat. 
 
    The three people that the victim had attempted to save had then been shorn apart with a strafing run of M4 carbines, all of them splayed out around the remains of what used to be a human being. 
 
    As he’d walked the wreckage, Bruce had seen too many familiar faces. Eric was in the courtyard on the opposite side of the main building, only really identifiable because his artificial leg had somehow survived the detonation of the projectile, though the rest of him had been reduced to so much bone and meat. 
 
    These images ran through his head in a twisted black-and-white horror movie carousel every time he closed his eyes, and he feared the constant barrage of violence and gore was slowly driving him insane. He couldn’t focus, one moment gripped by the icy fingers of fear, the next crushed by the unbearable weight of guilt for what he’d inadvertently caused. There was no respite from his pain, and as his legs ached and shoulders throbbed, he had no other alternative but to just keep walking and looking westward toward their destination in hopes that eventually the images in his head would fade away. 
 
    But they wouldn’t. He knew, deep inside, that those images would be with him forever, no matter what he did from here on out, no matter how hard he worked to try and do good things to assuage his guilt. There was no forgiveness for the death and destruction he’d wrought. No reprieve except for the black curtain of death. 
 
    But he wasn’t ready to die. He was caught in a vise grip between longing for death, but fearing death, a combination of pressures that threatened to break his mind like a ripe melon, his sanity spilling out in thick splashes on the pavement. 
 
    “Here!” a voice cried out, and he snapped out of his trance momentarily, looking in the direction of the sound. Shawna was gesturing toward what appeared to be a mid-sized vehicle parked askew at the side of the road. As the refugees had thinned out, so too had the cars and trucks, leaving a mostly empty stretch of highway, but they’d stopped at each car they passed, hoping that they might find something with just a little gas in it to help them on their way. The fools still wanted to try to make it to Wyoming, and as ridiculous as that sounded to Bruce, he really had no other choice but to go along. 
 
    The group had gathered around an old vehicle, a rust bucket resembling some old 1970s Chevy Nova. It was a wonder it had even been running before the lightning storms, much less after. As he approached, Tristan was using the butt of his M9 Beretta to smash through the windows, taking three hard hammer blows, finally spiderwebbing the glass, then bursting it inward in a thick, clumpy spew. 
 
    Tristan reached into the shattered window and fumbled around, finally unlatching the interior lock, pulling the door open with a loud, unoiled screech. 
 
    “I don’t suppose they left the keys in it?” Bruce asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “No, they did not,” Shawna replied. “But I grew up on the streets. We’ve got ways of making this work.” She crawled into the driver’s seat and fumbled around inside. Bruce could hear the sound of plastic breaking away from plastic, a counterpoint to the murmured curses of Shawna as she tried to orient her body inside. A sparse light brightened inside the front seat and he could hear the soft crackle of sparks, then the low growl and roar of the engine kicking over. Pale blue exhaust fired out from the tailpipe, belching into the air as the old Detroit monster revved to life. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Shawna shouted, pumping her fist, and Tristan’s wide smile showed his own approval of her skill set. “Hold on,” she continued. “Don’t celebrate yet. Car’s running, but it’s got less than a quarter tank of gas.” She cut the engine and the old Nova eased into rattling silence as Shawna extricated herself from the front seat of the vehicle. 
 
    She leaned on the roof, running a hand through her long, dark hair, looking out over the interstate at the other abandoned cars within view. There weren’t many of them, but there were about half a dozen, most of them more modern than the one she’d chosen. 
 
    “Should we try one of those others?” Bruce asked, but Shawna was already shaking her head. “Those modern cars don’t hot-wire as easily,” she said. “Or at least someone with my skills isn’t up to it. But they should all have fuel we can use.” 
 
    Tristan’s smile faltered. 
 
    Shawna patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Don’t want to suck gas through a straw?” 
 
    “Not on my list of favorite things to do.” 
 
    Shawna got up on her tiptoes, looking around past the shoulder of the interstate. She spotted something in the distance and gestured towards it. 
 
    “That looks like an old convenience store over there, you guys see it?” The group turned in the direction of her pointing finger and nodded in unison as they all saw the old brick building partially obscured by trees. A couple more cars were in the parking lot and there were gas pumps there, though Shawna knew that without power they would be all but useless to them. 
 
    “Can I interrupt?” Selanda asked as Shawna had started to speak and she turned to look at the older woman. 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “You look like you’ve got an idea.” 
 
    “I’m not a car thief or anything,” she said, “but I’ve spent most of my adult life around mechanical engineers. And there’s a better way to siphon gas than—how did you say it? Sucking it up through a straw?” 
 
    “I’m listenin’,” Tristan said. “Believe me, I’m listening.” 
 
    “Instead of sucking air through a hose into your mouth, you should be able to push air into the tank which will force the gas out.” She took a few steps toward the shoulder, looking over in the direction of the convenience store. 
 
    “Bruce, Tristan,” she said, “go check out the store. Even if it’s been picked clean, I’m betting the freezers are intact. We should be able to find some lengths of rubber hose in the plumbing or cooling systems. Shawna, you and I will look for containers. If these people are smart, they likely took all the water, but I’m sure we might find some other jugs that can be emptied and rinsed and used to transport the gas. We should also check a bathroom to see if they have any sort of towels or cloths there, so we can make the gas tank as airtight as possible.” 
 
    Shawna looked at her dubiously. 
 
    “Are you sure you know what you’re talking about?” 
 
    Selanda shrugged. 
 
    “Never done it myself, but I know how gases and liquids work. It should be possible with considerably less risk to the person sucking on the straw.” 
 
    Shawna shrugged and looked at the others. 
 
    “You heard the lady, let’s give it a shot.” 
 
    # 
 
    It was an exercise in patience, but patience that paid off. 
 
    Using a flat-head screwdriver, Shawna had been forced to trick the safety valve of the first Honda SUV they approached, tilting a secondary door up while Tristan fed a short hose into the fuel tank and extended a longer hose out of it, running the end of that hose to an empty plastic gas can, which by some divine miracle, the convenience store had in its back room. 
 
    Bunched-up cleaning cloths were stuffed in and around the two hoses to fill in any air gaps and then Tristan drew in a deep breath and blew into the shorter hose, filling the tank with oxygen. At first the air gap hadn’t been tight, and then Tristan hadn’t been blowing enough, but eventually, after some trial and error, they were rewarded with a steady stream of amber gasoline emerging through the longer hose and trickling into the empty gas can. 
 
    They repeated the process with three other vehicles and by the time they were done, fuel sloshed in the can, and though it wasn’t full, it was close. It was a five-gallon can and it was heavy as Bruce took over for Tristan in moving it back to the Nova. 
 
    “What’s the mileage on this beast, you think?” he asked, patting the old car’s rear end. 
 
    “Probably not much better than twenty or twenty-five, depending how we drive it,” Tristan replied. “You said it had around a quarter tank?” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Figure that might be two gallons, give or take. We dump five more in there, it’ll be around seven. If we’re getting twenty miles to the gallon, at best that gives us around a hundred and forty miles before we need a refill.” 
 
    “Damn, man, you did all that math in your head?” Bruce asked with a crooked smirk. He felt a bit lighter now, working alongside the others and starting to build a bond that he had not felt up until that point. Previously, it felt far more like they were giving orders and he was expected to follow them, but that exercise had been much more collaborative. They all had streaks of dirt and sweat on their foreheads and arms, they were all hot, tired, and ready to sit down, but they’d all worked through it together and been rewarded with success. 
 
    “Okay, well that will get us about halfway to Des Moines,” Shawna said, shaking her head. “Let’s hope we run into more cars along the way. Now that we’ve got this handy siphoning kit, things should get easier.” 
 
    “Amen,” Tristan replied with a smile. “Now let’s get rolling. I could stand to get off my feet.” 
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Surrounded by the jagged rocks of the mountainside, the young sentry peered through a pair of binoculars, one of many sets of long-range goggles they had stockpiled in the supply bunkers downtown. Since the disaster, the supply bunkers had been under twenty-four-hour guard, but the sentries at the gate had all been allowed to take one set of binoculars each. 
 
    The young man touched a short-range radio receiver strapped to the tactical vest near his right shoulder, another luxury, though one that was battery-powered. Again, access to the equipment was severely rationed and under constant guard, but again, his position as an advanced sentry allowed him some leeway. 
 
    “We have movement along the eastern access,” he reported into the radio, his words followed by a low snap of static. 
 
    “How far?” the voice came back. 
 
    “Quarter mile, give or take,” the sentry replied. 
 
    “They headed our way?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anywhere else they would be headed.” 
 
    “Affirmative. We’ll get a greeting party together. Meet us at the gate in sixty seconds.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    They’d been through the routine several hundred times in the past month, mostly as a drill, but recently they’d had to execute it in real-life situations as well. Ever since the radio broadcasts had started going out across all frequencies, long and short range, they’d seen an uptick in visitors. 
 
    The broadcasts had been carefully worded, designed not to give away their position, but even before the lightning storms came, Stone Sword was a well-known organization among the survivalist community, especially around greater Wyoming. Nobody was especially surprised when people started knocking at the door. 
 
    Making his way down the steep slope, the sentry moved with well-trained grace, navigating the narrow trail with precision. Thirty seconds from when he clicked off the radio, he came down onto the paved path leading from downtown Malcolm, Wyoming to the iron-bar gate that protected the town from anyone who might venture along that stretch of mountain road. The tall, stone arch ran between slopes of the mountains, extending in a thick shelf above it, and he could see three gunmen perched on that shelf, the second sentry coming along the edge of the road on the opposite side. 
 
    A tall shadow was framed by the interior of the iron bars, and even in silhouette he recognized Colonel Carter, standing with his back to him, his M4 carbine slung over one shoulder as he awaited the approach of whoever traveled the road. 
 
    Most people approached on foot, though they’d seen at least two motorcycles and one small group that actually rode horses. 
 
    Each of them had been gently turned away, a promise to give them a referral to their Cheyenne branch, which had grown to several thousand strong already. Colonel Carter had explained that they didn’t have enough food or supplies to bring in extra members unless they had certain skill sets or other value that might offset the additional resource consumption. 
 
    Nobody had yet. The men on horseback had pushed back angrily, and for a moment, the sentry had feared that things might get violent, which was when they’d started talking about gunmen being perched atop the arch. 
 
    A low growl of a gas-powered engine echoed between the steep slopes of the mountains and he could tell it was a car approaching. From his spot in the peaks he had only seen motion, hadn’t seen exactly what was moving, and was somewhat surprised to hear a relatively modern-sounding engine. 
 
    “Son,” Colonel Carter said, giving the sentry a stiff nod. 
 
    “Sir,” the sentry replied. No salute was asked, and none was given. They kept the military protocol relatively loose, keeping the formalities strictly to following orders and disregarding most of the pomp and circumstance. 
 
    “Get your weapon ready,” the colonel said, turning back to face the iron gate. 
 
    The sentry obeyed the order wordlessly, removing the rifle from his shoulder, ejecting the magazine to verify it was full, then punching it back home, cradling the weapon carefully in two hands. 
 
    The engine grew louder, and the vehicle rounded the corner, a pickup truck by the looks of it, probably about fifteen years old. Even as it approached, the sentry could see the shadowed forms of people in the flat bed along with three silhouettes in the seat itself. 
 
    “Damn,” he whispered. “Must be ten or twelve of them.” 
 
    “Dumbasses,” Colonel Carter murmured, but the sentry wasn’t sure if he was referring to the approaching refugees or the radio broadcasts. The truck rattled closer, seeming to strain as it struggled up the last stretch of road, pulling to a stop in front of the iron gate. For a tense few moments, nobody spoke or moved. The truck sat on one side, Colonel Carter on the other, the two sentries and three gunmen on the arch frozen in time as they waited to see who would make the first move. Finally, there was an oily squeal as the rust-colored driver’s side door eased open and a figure swung out, landing with an awkward gait. He was a large man wearing a cowboy hat, a denim vest pulled over a stained button-down shirt, ratty black jeans on his legs. He walked forward with a confident swagger as three other men vaulted down from the flat bed and fell in behind him. 
 
    “Evenin’,” he said with a thick, Western drawl. The sentry stood to the colonel’s left and could see a holster at the man’s hip, the butt of a pistol extending out from within. The three men who gathered behind him carried larger weapons, two of them bolt-action rifles, the third a shotgun. “I’d like to talk to whoever’s in charge around these parts.” 
 
    “You can talk to me,” Colonel Carter replied in a flat, even tone. 
 
    The man nodded and took a step closer, seeming to drink in Carter’s uniform and stance. He stood lock-straight, shoulders out, hands crossed behind the small of his back. 
 
    “Full bird colonel?” the man asked, looking impressed. “For real?” 
 
    “For real,” Carter replied. 
 
    “I did three tours myself,” the man replied, leaning back on his heels slightly. “Honored to make your acquaintance, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Carter didn’t reply, and in fact, didn’t even move, remaining in position, resembling an honorary statue of a man in uniform rather than a living man. 
 
    “Name’s Lucky,” the man in the cowboy hat continued. “We were, uhh…hopin’ that maybe we could join y’all in your compound here. My son, that’s him over there,” Lucky jabbed a thumb behind him and a second man in a cowboy hat, the one holding the shotgun, tipped the hat in respect. “He heard you on the radio. Thought maybe we could all help each other.” 
 
    Carter scanned the gathered group, summarily unimpressed. 
 
    “What skills do you offer?” he asked, hands still crossed behind his back. 
 
    “Skills?” Lucky asked, sounding confused. 
 
    “Yes. Skills. Everyone in the group has a job they perform and before we accept anyone into our community, we need to know they have something to offer back to the community. We have no room for anyone who doesn’t give back.” 
 
    Lucky seemed a bit taken aback at that, but recovered quickly, cracking a thin smirk. 
 
    “Well, my fine man, we are some of the best shots you’ll find, and a few of us have military experience. We can help with huntin’, security, you name it—” 
 
    “We have plenty of hunters,” Carter replied, then lifted his eyes to the arch, “and as you can see, we have no shortage of security. We appreciate the offer, but I think you’d be better suited to our Cheyenne branch. They are in desperate need of—” 
 
    “We just came from Cheyenne, Colonel,” Lucky replied, putting an added, irritated emphasis on the rank. “The place is a shit show. Army’s running amok. Rioters in the street, everythin’ north of Interstate 80 is on fire. I don’t know where your Cheyenne branch is, but I’m bettin’ it’s no longer standing.” 
 
    “We just spoke with them yesterday,” Carter continued, “and I assure you, they’re standing.” 
 
    Lucky closed his eyes, his head shaking slightly. Behind him, the sentry could see a few of the men altering the grips on their weapons. It was subtle, but he noticed it and he had no doubt the colonel did as well. 
 
    “Sir, like I said, we just came from Cheyenne. Trust me when I say, I ain’t goin’ back there.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Colonel Carter replied. “Best of luck to you, wherever you end up.” He started to turn away, a move the sentry was sure was designed to show Lucky just how unintimidated he was by their group. There was a soft clatter as the three men behind him lifted their weapons. The two men with the bolt actions shouldered their rifles, extending the barrels out ahead of them. Lucky’s son, the one with the shotgun, kept his weapon at hip level, but drifted left to get a clear line of fire at the colonel. 
 
    “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Lucky said. “I advise you to open this door, Colonel. We can help you. We can all help each other.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t see it that way,” the colonel replied, looking back over his shoulder. “Now, please, continue on your way before this gets out of hand.” 
 
    “Colonel,” Lucky said, “I can assure you, if you don’t open this gate, this will indeed get out of hand.” A few more men in the flat bed vaulted down onto the pavement, and the sentry could see that at least two of them had tactical semi-automatic assault rifles. 
 
    A smile actually creased the colonel’s face and the sentry had to fight the urge to smile himself, lest the angry men in the road see it and take it the wrong way. 
 
    The colonel sighed loudly, his shoulders heaving in an exaggerated motion, the cloth of his uniform pulling taut. 
 
    “This is your last warning, friend,” the colonel said. “I have three men with long guns in the mountains. Every one of their crosshairs are currently pointed at you and your son. I can see you have some AR-15s or some shit and you think you’re homegrown militia. The three men on the arch above me have M4 carbines in full auto with extended magazines and they have been relentlessly trained to shoot to kill. If you persist in tugging on my cape, the only result will be several hundred rounds of 5.56 millimeter reducing you and your friends to a fine red mist.” He turned slowly, his eyes narrowed, glaring at the angry man in the cowboy hat. “Of course, we always have a need for a pickup truck, so if that’s the way you want this to go, I’m okay with that. We don’t make a practice of stealing cars, but in your case, maybe we’ll make an exception.” 
 
    Lucky’s face darkened with rage, his brow furrowing beneath the wide brim of the cowboy hat, cheeks purpling with crimson. Six men were out of the truck and lined up behind him, and the sentry could see two others still in the flat bed, resting rifles on the roof of the vehicle, pointing toward them. 
 
    “Last chance,” the colonel reiterated. 
 
    Lucky’s hand drifted to the handle of his holstered pistol. 
 
    “Think about what you’re about to do,” Colonel Carter said, with no trace of emotion in his voice. 
 
    “What choice do I have?” Lucky asked. “While y’all have been penned up in here livin’ the high life, the rest of America has been killing each other. You sit there and tell me I’m not qualified?” 
 
    “There’s only so much food to go around,” Carter reiterated. “We only have so many resources. It’s a painful fact of life and I refuse to risk the community at large simply to extend an olive branch to an angry group of rednecks in their pickup truck.” 
 
    Lucky scowled at him, his hand still resting near the butt of his pistol, fingers twitching slightly. 
 
    “I think you’re bluffing,” he said. “You tell me you got long rifles in the mountains, like I’m just supposed to believe you. I count ten of my kin and only six of you. We open up right now, this is a blood bath, and you’re bleedin’ more.” 
 
    Colonel Carter drew in another long breath, shaking his head. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” he said. “It won’t end well for you. Just because we don’t have room for you here doesn’t mean we want to see you dead. We’re better than that.” 
 
    “Prove it,” Lucky said. “Let us in. Prove how much better you are.” 
 
    Colonel Carter held his place. 
 
    “I can’t do that,” he replied. 
 
    Lucky’s chin dropped and the sentry watched his face, then turned and looked at Carter, waiting for someone to blink, waiting for one side to agree to pull back. 
 
    Then Lucky’s fist closed around the pistol, his arm whipping up and around, the men behind him scattering, weapons raised. 
 
    Deafening thunder ripped apart the iron gate and the world descended into chaos. 
 
    # 
 
    The sentry darted left as the first chorus of weapons fire echoed, though farther away than he anticipated. Somewhere in the mountains a staccato of echoing cracks answered in rapid succession. Lucky took a round in the chest, sprawling backwards, his pistol spilling from his hand before he could even bring it around to fire. 
 
    A second round blistered one of the men carrying an AR-15, punching him in the gut, and he toppled over with a choking gurgle, his weapon clattering to the pavement. A third shot barked, and a third man flew backwards from the flat bed of the truck, the backs of his legs striking the raised wall and sending him into a clumsy reverse somersault. 
 
    Above their heads, the roar of automatic weapons exploded from the top of the arch, bullets screaming, knocking chunks of pavement into the air, ripping stitched bullet holes across the wide group of armed refugees, tearing flesh and cloth, spraying blood. One round struck Lucky’s son just above his left eye and the entire side of his head blew apart in a spray of red blood and white bone, the impact spinning him wildly to his left. 
 
    It was over in a matter of seconds. Out of the ten refugees, seven lay dead. One was injured, huddled on the ground, clutching at his thigh as blood pumped from an injury. 
 
    The last two had thrown down their weapons and lifted their hands, pleading surrender, and for one heart-stopping moment, the sentry thought that Carter might order them killed. 
 
    “Cease fire!” the colonel said, though the rattling din of gunfire had already softened into fading echoes in the sky. There was a lingering cloud of smoke and stale cordite in the air, and all around him, the sentry could hear magazines being ejected and fresh ones slammed home, the low rattle of shell casings rolling along the pavement still audible amid the fading orchestra of death. 
 
    “That went about as well as expected,” the colonel said, looking at the two survivors, who were pale faced and wide-eyed, clearly afraid that they were destined for execution. “Leave the truck,” Carter ordered. “Turn around and head back where you came from.” 
 
    The two men glanced nervously at each other. 
 
    “But—but Cheyenne is sixty miles from here.” 
 
    “Guess you better get moving, then,” Carter snarled. “We didn’t have room for you before, we don’t have room for you now. Where you go from here is up to you.” 
 
    One of the men nodded, then turned away from the gate and actually started running back down the narrow paved road, the second man falling in behind him. 
 
    Carter turned on his heels. 
 
    “Sir, should we get this cleaned up?” a voice asked from somewhere in the lingering smoke. 
 
    “No,” Carter replied tersely. “Leave everything as it is. I want Mayor Phillips to get a good look at what his precious radio broadcasts have bought.” 
 
    # 
 
    Kramer Phillips twisted around, shooting up from his chair so fast that it toppled over backwards. Pressing his hands into the surface of his desk, he charged up and around it, bolting towards the door of the town hall. 
 
    Was that gunfire? It had only lasted seconds and the world outside was quiet now, but that had certainly sounded like gunfire, and he didn’t think it was time for target practice. They usually had those things carefully scheduled so townsfolk wouldn’t be alarmed by the noise. 
 
    Banging open the door, he took the steps two at a time and was quickly down on the sidewalk, angling left to head toward the gated entrance to the Stone Sword complex. Others evidently had the same thought. The streets and sidewalks filled with citizens, all walking in the same direction, many of them barking questions at each other, a few asking questions of him. 
 
    He didn’t reply to any of them, he just picked up the pace as he strode forward, his eyes narrowing as he saw a light cloud of pale smoke hanging low by the iron gate. A figure emerged in the distance as he walked, and he could tell someone was approaching, walking firmly in his direction. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips!” a voice bellowed from the figure, and he recognized it immediately. Colonel Carter was coming toward him at a rapid pace. 
 
    “Colonel?” the mayor asked as he approached. “What in the name of hell is going on here?” 
 
    “Follow me, would you?” Carter asked, halting his progress and waiting for the mayor to join him. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Colonel?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” the colonel replied. “For us, anyway.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Keep walking with me, Mayor. I’ve got something to show you.” 
 
    Kramer cleared his throat and picked up his pace, struggling a bit to match the long strides of Colonel Carter, who was at least the same age, if not older than he was, yet seemingly in far better condition. 
 
    As they approached the iron gate, Kramer sucked in a breath through pursed lips, trying not to sound as shocked as he felt. Even from the distance they were at, he could see the signs of violence ahead. Shadowed forms laid on the ground, and a diagonal gash of bullet holes punched through the windshield of the truck with oblong splashes of blood inside like twisted abstract art. The two sentries were joined on the ground by the three gunmen from on top of the arch and they all awaited Carter’s return, standing at parade rest as the man approached. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” Kramer asked. 
 
    “Take a good look, Mister Mayor,” the colonel said, leading the mayor toward the iron bars of the gate so he could look at the carnage just outside. Several bodies were strewn about the pavement, interlaced with a scattering of ragged bullet holes and broken chunks of road. Blood was already pooling beneath the bodies of several of them, and they were all motionless, not even the gentle heave of shoulders or chest to indicate breathing. 
 
    One of them softly moaned to the left of the truck, still clutching desperately at his thigh as the thick puddle of crimson spread out beneath him. 
 
    “Seven dead, Mayor Phillips,” the colonel started, and gestured toward the moaning man. “And he got a bullet in the femoral artery. He’ll be dead in a few minutes. So that makes eight.” 
 
    Mayor Phillips pressed a palm to his stomach, afraid that he might vacate his meager lunch, but he took a few deep breaths, trying to focus on other things. 
 
    “Your precious radio broadcast did this,” the colonel hissed angrily. “They heard your broadcast and came running.” 
 
    “Dear God,” Kramer whispered. 
 
    “Only, unlike the others who have come in the past week or two, this group wouldn’t take no for an answer. We tried to convince them. We tried to play nice. They thought they’d force our hand, and now they’re dead.” 
 
    Kramer shook his head, his eyes easing closed. 
 
    “But, hey,” Carter continued, “on the plus side, at least we have another pickup truck.” 
 
    Kramer kept his eyes closed, not wanting to look at the bloodbath. 
 
    “All right, team!” the colonel shouted. “Let’s get this cleaned up. Grover, you open the gate, Quaker, you pull the truck through. The rest of you guys start gathering up the weapons and ammunition. Once we’ve gotten the supplies in order, we need to grab the bodies. Take them to the crematorium on the west side. We’re not wasting graves on these men!” 
 
    The mayor kept his eyes closed as he heard the squeak of the iron gate opening and heard the footfalls of the men around him, all rushing to follow the colonel’s orders. In his mind’s eye he could see the splash of red, the twisted and angled bodies of the corpses, and he could still smell the metallic tang of spilled blood and the odor of fresh meat. 
 
    Armageddon had touched them all in some way, but he had to admit, they’d been protected here. Isolated. Separate enough from the rest of the world that the true impact of what had happened remained an ephemeral, conceptual thing. Not real. 
 
    But it was real. Drawing in a breath, he forced his eyes open so he could watch the men clean up the mess outside. The men who were barely more than boys, following the colonel’s orders, gathered rifles and magazines, rifling through the pockets of corpses. Folding up their arms, lifting them from pools of congealing blood. 
 
    It was a gruesome, but necessary, display, and in a way, he was thankful to the colonel for making him aware of it. 
 
    Yes, they would have to adjust how they handled the radio broadcasts. Changes would need to be made. 
 
    But now more than ever, he understood that they couldn’t just go silent, that the world must know someone was still out there. They would be that voice. Yes, others might die, but he strongly believed that even more would be inspired into action, even more would be propped up by their words. 
 
    The broadcasts would continue, and America would be galvanized so things like that wouldn’t happen again. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Edmond Gossett was hunched over the table, palms pressed hard into the smooth surface as he struggled to work through the flurry of thoughts crammed within his head. Gossett prided himself on his expertise in logistics and planning, yet during his time as CEO of Eagle Atmospheric, he’d also proven to be fast-thinking and nimble, able to roll with the punches and pivot on a dime. 
 
    It had come easy to him once, back when he had the resources of a multi-billion-dollar corporation at his disposal, a bucket of seemingly endless capital and a staff of thousands who bowed to his every whim. 
 
    Adapting to the unexpected was a far steeper hill to climb now that the nation was near collapse and his empire was merely empty buildings and abandoned infrastructure. 
 
    “Say it again,” he said flatly. 
 
    Brian Genner stood to his left, Eagle’s third-party security chief who also served as a facilities lead in the time of crisis. 
 
    “Two days,” Genner replied. “Three at most. And that’s at quarter rations.” 
 
    Two days. 
 
    They had enough food on hand for two days. 
 
    How had it happened so quickly? They’d had three separate cafeterias with backup food stores, several trailers of spare fuel for the redundant generators, enough infrastructure to last six months to a year at least. 
 
    In two weeks, it had been decimated, and now a month after the disaster they were barely cobbling things together. The only reason even two weeks’ worth of food was left was because so many people had vacated the premises and there were fewer mouths to feed. 
 
    At that moment there were maybe a dozen staff members with their families staying the residence halls, and while they were desperately trying to find tasks for everyone to do, find a way for the makeshift community to be self-sufficient, the fact remained that they were barely hanging on by their fingernails. 
 
    “Tell me we’ve got some sort of plan,” Gossett said, not looking up, still hunched over. For most of his life, he’d been the one to come up with the plan, but he felt completely and utterly hopeless. 
 
    “The city’s too dangerous,” Genner replied, “but we’re sending a small crew out toward Lake Jacomo to see if maybe they can scare up some fish, or if we’re really lucky, some sort of wild game in the surrounding trees. There’s a conservation area near there, too, which was strictly regulated a month ago, but now I have to think it’s open season.” 
 
    Gossett nodded softly. 
 
    “While some of our esteemed guests ran off with a lot of our canned foods, they didn’t take much of our condiment supply, so we still have a healthy amount of salt, which will help preserve whatever meat we end up with from our hunting trips. We could even make some jerky, which would keep for an even longer period of time.” 
 
    “Find the meat first,” Gossett warned, lifting his head slightly, “then decide how we’re going to preserve it.” 
 
    Brian nodded his agreement. 
 
    “What are our chances of restoring power?” Gossett asked, not wanting to hear the answer. 
 
    “We’ve been sending out a few other folks along the highways,” Brian replied. “It’s been tough to avoid the crowds of refugees. But while most of them are hunting for cars and fuel, my group has been removing the small solar panels from the construction signs and emergency phones. They don’t generate a lot of power, but I’m thinking that between Jasmine and Gopal, and whatever team members they still have, maybe we can work some mechanical engineering magic.” 
 
    “Worth a shot. Are the generators a lost cause?” 
 
    “Not completely lost,” replied Brian. “The main issue is fuel to run them. That fire consumed most of our reserves, and the other reserves bled out in the first two weeks. Remember when I mentioned the highways were filled with refugees siphoning gas and looking for working vehicles? That’s working against us, though there’s a whole road of car dealerships about two miles south of us.” 
 
    “Sending a team?” 
 
    Brian looked uncertain. 
 
    “We’ve only got so many people. We’ve shifted priority to gathering food first, solar panels second, and quite honestly, considering the potential dangers, fuel is a distant third right now. Also, there is the subject of the vertical lightning.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Gossett replied, finally bringing himself into an upright stance, stretching slightly to relax the stiff muscles in his back. He twisted left and right at the hips, grimacing as the pain flared with the loosening of his joints. “Talk to me about the lightning.” 
 
    “Both Jasmine and Gopal have been alternating monitoring duties, watching the clouds and the sky.” For the first time, Gossett noticed he had a clipboard tucked under his arm as Brian removed it, holding it in his left hand as he flipped through the pages, running his finger along the surface. “Over a period of ten hours,” he began, “they witnessed four different ground strikes from lightning, though not all within the confines of Kansas City. One appeared to go directly into the city while three others were much farther in the distance. Jasmine wanted to be sure I emphasized the fact that they were only facing northwest and therefore didn’t track anything that appeared east, south, or directly west of their positions.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “At each instance, they identified an abnormality in the cloud cover directly preceding the lightning strike.” 
 
    “An abnormality?” 
 
    “That seems to be the best way to describe it.” 
 
    Gossett closed both fists, squeezing them at his sides. 
 
    “It doesn’t describe anything,” he said. 
 
    “I’m getting to that, sir,” Brian replied. “According to Jasmine’s notes…you’ll have to bear with me, her handwriting isn’t the best, but according to her, there was evidence of a collective gathering of extraneous energy at a single point of focus just before the vertical ground strike.” 
 
    “Collective gathering of extraneous energy.” 
 
    “That’s what she said, sir.” 
 
    “Why is she not telling me this?” 
 
    “She’s currently on watch rotation while Gopal grabs a few hours of sleep, but she wanted to be sure you had this information ASAP.” 
 
    “When does she get off of rotation, Brian?” 
 
    “Two minutes ago,” a cool voice answered from behind Gossett and he turned to look at the entrance to the small meeting room. Jasmine walked into the room, her presence immediately filling the area, a certain aura of confidence and intelligence radiating from her six-foot form like heat baking off desert sands. Her long, dark hair was twisted back into a braid and she had a rugged, aggressive beauty about her, an absolute certainty with which she carried herself. 
 
    “Glad you could join us,” Gossett replied, gesturing toward the table. “Maybe you can better describe what you saw out there?” 
 
    “Don’t need to describe it,” she said, and reached into the pocket of the brown jacket she wore. Gossett’s eyes widened as she removed her hand and presented a smartphone to him, holding it out so he could take it. 
 
    “Does…does it work?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” she replied as Gossett thumbed the touch screen, which prompted him for a passcode. Jasmine retrieved it from him and tapped in the six-digit code. “There’s no cell service, no Wi-Fi, nothing like that, but it runs on battery and can still take pictures and video.” 
 
    “The battery hasn’t died by now?” 
 
    Jasmine chuckled. 
 
    “We had a stockpile of these in the IT department. A bunch of spares we kept around in case anyone broke theirs. There were a dozen of them, all powered off and sitting in a storage cabinet. I hadn’t touched them until now, but I figured with this lightning thing, it was more effective to show you than tell you.” 
 
    “By all means,” Gossett said, and Jasmine slid out a chair and eased herself into it as he sat next to her. She touched a few icons until an arrangement of thumbnails appeared, and she opened the videos album. She selected one of the videos and it began to play. 
 
    Gossett immediately identified what he was looking at, watching the darkened Kansas City skyline in the distance, the gathering horizon of slate-colored clouds crawling along the afternoon sky. As always, a web of persistent electricity scrawled along the clouds and into the empty sky, arcing from place to place, jumping like the sparks between a battery and set of jumper cables put a little too close. The video played for a few moments, then Jasmine tapped the pause button, freezing the image on the screen. 
 
    “See that?” she asked, pointing at the small screen clutched in her hand. 
 
    “What?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “Right there,” she said, pressing the tip of her finger to a spot mixed into the dull gray cotton clouds. There was a tiny orb of white light, a softly glowing sphere that appeared to be in the center of the network of atmospheric lightning. “Watch that ball of light.” She moved her finger down and pressed play, and as Gossett watched, he could see the sphere seem to build strange momentum, whirling like a turbine, pulling energy from around it into a tiny vortex of white. 
 
    Then, finally, there was an outward jolt, a swift slap of pale blue, and the lightning bolt exploded from that funnel of light, ripped apart the horizon, and plunged fast and hard down into the city, vanishing from view. 
 
    Gossett stood, wide-eyed, Brian looking on from a few feet away. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Gossett asked, sounding shocked. 
 
    “You know damn well what it was,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    Gossett met her eyes for a fleeting moment, then turned to look at Brian, seemingly fully aware that he was in the room. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to mention it in front of him,” Jasmine said. “Who’s he going to tell?” 
 
    Gossett’s lips pressed tight, his mouth forming a narrow line, jaw clenching under the thin layer of skin below his cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Jasmine said, nearly rolling her eyes with sarcasm. “National security need-to-know information. It’s all bullshit, Edmond. There’s barely a government structure in place and there’s sure as hell no oversight committees looking over your shoulder. We deserve to know what’s going on. All of us do.” 
 
    Gossett turned to look at Brian, who had a strange expression on his face, as if he didn’t trust him all of a sudden, as if Gossett had been carrying some family secret. 
 
    “If you know what that is,” Brian said, gesturing to the phone, “and the level of danger it might present to me, my family, and the other people in this complex, I think we have a right to know, Mr. Gossett.” 
 
    Gossett opened his mouth as if to protest, but thought better of it, finally nodding softly. 
 
    “You know what? You’re right. And it’s not like it was our fault. We were just following orders.” 
 
    “Whose orders?” Brian asked. 
 
    Gossett drew in a deep, long breath, turning away from Brian for a moment, still chewing over the right words to use. 
 
    “You are, of course, familiar with Project: Heatshield.” 
 
    “Of course,” Brian replied. “It was priority number one for your entire operation for nearly two years.” 
 
    “Well, as you probably know, we were the contractor of choice for the majority of the nanotechnology used within Project: Heatshield. Deployed in a layer throughout our atmosphere, each nanotech satellite was small enough not to interfere with visibility into our atmosphere and beyond, but in concert with other similar nanotech satellites, created a nearly invisible shield around the Earth’s atmosphere, designed to reflect a small portion of the sun’s heat, effectively cooling the Earth’s core temperature.” 
 
    “Pardon me for saying so,” Brian interjected, holding up a hand, “but that was all in the public relations package. It’s all marketing speak. I’ve heard it all before. I was under the impression you had a little more insight to share.” 
 
    “I’m getting to that,” Gossett replied. “One of the contributors to the project was the National Security Agency—and we came to an arrangement with them.” 
 
    “An arrangement.” 
 
    “Indeed. We agreed to allow them back door access to the Heatshield technology platform to facilitate a widescale international surveillance program.” 
 
    Brian’s eyes widened. 
 
    “And the United Nations knew nothing about this?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” Gossett replied. “As far as I’m aware they still don’t.” 
 
    The room was silent for a moment as Brian seemed to work out what Gossett just told him, though his face was twisted into a mask of confusion. 
 
    “That doesn’t really explain what we’re seeing here,” he finally said. 
 
    “The NSA was full of shit,” Jasmine interjected. Gossett shot her a look, but she appeared about as intimidated as a lion when faced with a particularly insignificant gazelle. “The NSA’s so-called surveillance program also contained a concealed weapon. A back door within the back door that allowed the Heatshield protocol to be turned into a localized electromagnetic pulse weapon.” 
 
    “No,” Brian said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jasmine replied. 
 
    “So…what’s happening out there? The NSA is doing that on purpose?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Gossett replied, shaking his head. “Not by a long shot. Project: Heatshield is suffering from what appears to be a catastrophic malfunction. A malfunction which, at first, struck the Atlas orbital prototype. A malfunction which then sent an entire day’s worth of airliners crashing to Earth. A malfunction—” He picked up the phone and looked at the screen, which was frozen in time, the ragged slash of lightning running top to bottom caught in the frame of its camera. “A malfunction that’s apparently getting worse.” 
 
    “So, what do we do about it?” Brian asked. 
 
    Jasmine blurted out a swift bark of laughter and the two men turned to look at her. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “For a moment I thought maybe Brian thought there was something we could do.” 
 
    “Isn’t there?” Brian asked. “I mean, if this is because of Heatshield, certainly we must have a back door or something. A fail-safe?” 
 
    Jasmine shook her head steadily, the braided hair bobbing as she moved. The room was cloaked in a pervasive silence, nobody speaking as they stood around the conference table, considering the last words spoken. 
 
    Footsteps echoed from the hallway and they turned to look as a figure appeared in the door. 
 
    “Mr. Gossett,” the man said. In the low light of afternoon, Gossett recognized him. He was a young man, one of their former technology professionals who had volunteered to be in charge of communications. He’d worked tirelessly over the first couple of weeks to get battery-operated radios up and running again. 
 
    “There’s a call for you on the long-range radio.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s from Washington, DC. They said it’s urgent.” 
 
    # 
 
    “This is Edmond Gossett,” he said, easing himself down to the swivel stool next to the radio. It was a makeshift ham radio of sorts, cobbled together from a wealth of equipment scavenged from the technology center at Eagle headquarters. Gossett had no idea how the young man had made the radio work, but he had. A strange metallic contraption was bolted into a wall terminal with a headset and microphone plugged into an analog audio port. 
 
    A long-range antenna had been mounted to the roof, then cabled back to the radio within the building, which was powered by a series of batteries.  
 
    There was a low crackle of static in the headset and the young man leaned over Gossett’s shoulder, adjusting the dial slightly to make sure he could zero in on the required frequency. 
 
    “Gossett, are you there?” a low voice uttered through the hiss of noise. 
 
    “This is Gossett, who am I speaking with?” 
 
    “I’m almost offended that you don’t recognize your old friend’s voice, Ed.” 
 
    Gossett leaned back slightly. 
 
    “Drydan? Drydan Willoughby?” 
 
    “Good to talk to you again.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to reach you for days,” Gossett replied. “For the love of God, man, do you know what’s going on out here?” 
 
    “I know only too well, Ed,” Willoughby said. “Believe me, it’s happening everywhere.” 
 
    “How are you prioritizing a response? I can understand if FEMA is busy with the larger cities like New York, Chicago, and Houston, but Kansas City is on fire right now, and people are starving in the streets.” 
 
    “Ed, I know, okay? Give me a second.” 
 
    “Give you a second? Drydan, this is—” 
 
    “There is no FEMA, Ed.” 
 
    Gossett’s words bit off in his mouth. 
 
    “What—what do you mean?” 
 
    A low crackle of static obscured Willoughby’s words for a moment. 
 
    “—breaking down. Everything. The government has been hit just as hard as everyone else. We deployed FEMA to Chicago first because that was the hardest hit initially. Established a recovery camp there within four hours of the disaster. But then the planes started falling and—” 
 
    “And what? Life as we know it just ended?” Ed couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Weren’t there backup plans for this sort of thing?” 
 
    “For this sort of thing?” Willoughby asked. “For five thousand planes plummeting to the Earth simultaneously? For the sudden and crushing deaths of millions in the span of hours? For our entire power and supply infrastructure self-destructing?” 
 
    Gossett lowered his head, pressing the headset to his ear. He couldn’t believe this. He wouldn’t believe it. 
 
    “What about the president? Surely he still holds some executive command. Certainly, he can—” 
 
    “I thought so, too,” Willoughby interrupted. “But…he was incapable. The loss of so many, so quick—he couldn’t recover. Not mentally, not physically.” 
 
    “What does that even mean, Drydan?” 
 
    “It means I’m in charge now,” Willoughby replied. “It means the president’s ham-handed way of dealing with the crisis will no longer be an issue.” 
 
    “What exactly are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to reassure you, Ed,” Willoughby said. “We are getting things back under control. We are quashing the riots in the major cities, putting out the fires, stomping out rebellion.” 
 
    “Rebellion?” 
 
    “You say Kansas City is burning,” Willoughby replied. “I can promise you we didn’t set those fires. The civilians did. Everything is falling apart, and the president was allowing it to happen, but not anymore.” 
 
    Gossett actually smiled softly at that, starting to get a picture in his head. 
 
    “So, what are you asking of me?” he asked, choosing his words very carefully, knowing that Willoughby never reached out to him unless he wanted something. 
 
    “Patience,” Willoughby said. “Understanding. Know that we will rebuild from this. We will come out the other side stronger than before, I can promise you that.” 
 
    “We’re almost out of food here,” Gossett said. “You preach patience, I’m not sure we can afford it.” 
 
    “Please try,” Willoughby said. “There will be some growing pains. Lord knows there already have been. But if you can hold out, just know that you’ve got friends in Washington. I just hope that we can also count on you if needed.” 
 
    Gossett nodded, even though he knew Willoughby couldn’t see it. So, there it was. Some sort of silent, tacit understanding. Some strange quid pro quo in the new apocalyptic world. But why? Willoughby clearly held all the cards here. What could Gossett hope to bring to the table, as broken as he and his company were? 
 
    “All right,” he finally replied. “Whatever you need, I’m on your side. But I’ll warn you, we can barely take care of ourselves right now, much less help anyone else. You ask for patience; I can give you that. But if you ask for much else, I don’t think I have it to spare.” 
 
    “Understood,” Willoughby replied. “Just please trust me when I say that as soon as I can send help, I will.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Willoughby out.” 
 
    There was a soft click followed by another warbling hiss of static and noise, and Gossett used both hands to remove the headset from his ears, setting it carefully down on the table. Behind him footsteps sounded, and he turned on the swivel stool, looking around. Jasmine entered the small communications room. 
 
    “What was that all about?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Gossett replied. “Drydan Willoughby is in charge of things now, and he promised to send help as soon as he could.” 
 
    “FEMA?” 
 
    “Apparently, there is no FEMA,” he replied, not believing the words even as he spoke them. “It’s the wild, wild west out there. The entire nation is like Kansas City on steroids.” 
 
    “Then what exactly does Willoughby plan to do?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Gossett replied. “I truly wish I knew.” 
 
    # 
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
    Cameron Pike stood in the hallway, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. His chin was tucked low, and he felt almost certain that he could fall asleep while standing, letting the darkness consume him. Maybe, if things went right, he would never, ever wake up again and the terrible nightmare would be over. 
 
    “Pike?” Willoughby said, sounding slightly alarmed as he exited the communications room. “Do you always lurk around in the hallways eavesdropping?” 
 
    “I’m with the National Security Agency,” Pike replied dryly. “That’s sort of my gig.” 
 
    “Well, cut it out,” Willoughby snapped. “What can I do for you?” He turned right and began to walk down the corridor, Pike quickly catching up to him. In truth, Pike wasn’t sure what Willoughby could do for him. He’d been shocked to hear what Willoughby’s plan was for the president and was even more shocked to see Corvan return from their meeting, his shirt splashed with drying blood, his fingers flexing closed and open repeatedly, and his face a lighter shade of gray. 
 
    He’d actually done it. And he’d done it on Willoughby’s orders. Not only was the oversight committee brutalized in the streets of Washington, but these two men had collaborated on the assassination of the President of the United States. It seemed too impossible to believe. 
 
    “Mr. Pike?” Willoughby asked, raising his voice and looking back over his shoulder. “I trust there was a reason you were hiding in the shadows outside the communications room while I was having a private conversation?” 
 
    “I’m…honestly not sure what to say, sir,” Pike replied. “I will admit, I am a bit alarmed by the path this administration is taking.” 
 
    Willoughby stopped short, turning to face the other man. 
 
    “Do you have issues with my leadership, Mr. Pike?” 
 
    Pike steadied himself before answering. 
 
    “No, sir. If given a choice between you and the president, clearly I would choose you.” 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “I wasn’t given the choice. Nobody was.” 
 
    Willoughby smiled, an alarming look of humor on his face. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” he replied. “The allure of democracy. How silly of me. Should I dig through the wreckage of Washington and pull out the corpses of the Electoral College? Certainly they could help us decide who is qualified to pick up the pieces of our shattered nation.” 
 
    “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “Yes, you damn well were, Cameron. There is a time and place for democracy. America has been that place for over two hundred years and I’m damn proud of that fact. But extreme circumstances call for extreme measures and it was getting clear to me that the president was unfit for duty, and I’m sorry, there were no senators available to enact the Twenty-fifth Amendment.” 
 
    “You didn’t remove the president from office, you removed him from existence,” Pike replied, his own voice sharpening slightly. 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Willoughby barked back, “and it was the hardest decision I ever made, but knowing what a critical juncture we’re at, it felt like my only course of action. In times like this, someone has to make the tough calls, and unfortunately that someone was me.” 
 
    Pike considered a reply, but thought better of it, letting Willoughby’s words linger in the quiet, dimly lit air of the corridor, ultimately deciding there truly was nothing he could say or do to change what had already happened. He could push the issue for sure, but all that would accomplish would be to make an enemy of Willoughby, and as dangerous as he had been in the past, he was infinitely more so now. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Pike finally replied. “Point taken.” 
 
    Willoughby’s hard expression softened somewhat. 
 
    “I’m glad you see things my way, Mr. Pike.” They stood facing each other in the hallway for a few beats, until finally Willoughby placed a hand on his shoulder, an almost fatherly gesture, a clear indication of who was in charge. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot to do. I’m wanted in the situation room. We need to start coordinating our national response to this bubbling resistance.” 
 
    “Understood,” Pike replied. 
 
    “I knew you’d see it my way.” Willoughby removed his hand, turned, and strode down the corridor. Pike watched him go. 
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Somewhere west of Chicago, Illinois 
 
      
 
    The Chevy Nova cruised westward along the Illinois interstate, the sky overhead continuing its slow transition from dull to dark, and Bruce stared wistfully into the rear window, pressing his fingertips to the smooth safety glass. Outside the car, trees and buildings blurred along in colored smears, the details washing out as the sun sank low in the sky. 
 
    But Bruce wasn’t really looking at the details. He was lost in the reflections of the window, vague images clarifying in the mirrored images, reminders of what he’d seen and done. As they rolled by a strip mall, in the window he saw the strained and struggling face of a young man, a man he’d seen half-buried in the wreckage of the Stronghold, eyes wide and roaming, as if in search of something just out of sight. His dead body had been tangled within broken brick and shattered stone, gashes raked across his screaming face by shrapnel of glass. 
 
    That face had stuck with Bruce because even in death he’d looked young and full of a certain spirit. Bruce had remembered first meeting him, working with some of the younger men as they were indoctrinated into the Stronghold’s makeshift military. Anyone with military experience had been asked to spend a few moments walking the young recruits through some basics, and Bruce had actually spent quite a bit of time with the recruits at first. 
 
    He had advice to offer, something of value to share, which hadn’t happened often in his nearly five decades of life, so when it did happen, he closed his hands around it and held it tight. 
 
    So it had been with many of the young men and women who had shown an interest in defending the Stronghold, and now most, if not all, of them were dead. He didn’t know that for a fact, he hadn’t seen all of their bodies, but he’d seen the results of the military attack- the wrecked and ravaged city block, the leveled buildings, the smoldering piles of rubble covering lifeless corpses, broken and twisted and sprawled about the jagged rocks and brick, limbs extended from beneath tons of debris. He’d seen more carnage in that single city block in South Chicago than he’d seen in all his time with the military, and that, more than anything, had stayed with him. 
 
    Every night he dreamed of their faces. Every day he saw their bodies in his mind’s eye. Every time he glanced in a window or mirror, he saw the pale and bloodied corpses staring back at him, eyes wide as if in accusation, lips parted in a silent, final scream of anguish. 
 
    “You look like a man consumed,” a voice said quietly from next to him and Bruce turned to look at Tristan, who sat on the back seat next to him, his Bible open in his lap, fingers tracing one of the passages. 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” Tristan said. “Doubt. Fear. Guilt.” 
 
    Bruce felt his cheeks flush and he shook his head. 
 
    “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with feeling that way,” Tristan said. “Many survivors do when so many others have died.” 
 
    “We were all in the same support group, Big T,” Bruce replied coldly. “I don’t need your psycho-analysis.” Bruce looked back out the window toward the smear of brown trees along the shoulder of the interstate. 
 
    “Not analysis,” Tristan replied. “Just prayer.” 
 
    “What?” Bruce asked, turning back away from the window and glaring at him. 
 
    “I’m praying for you,” Tristan replied, lifting the Bible slightly. “Praying that you find comfort in this new world.” He looked forward again, glancing aimlessly between the two front seats and out the windshield. “Praying that we all do.” 
 
    “I don’t need your prayers,” Bruce scoffed. He didn’t deserve them. He’d caused so much death and pain, some of it inadvertently, some of it very directly, and there was no salvation from that. And if there was, he didn’t deserve it. 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “Whether you need them or not, you’ve got them. God doesn’t concern Himself with need or want, he simply provides.” 
 
    Bruce closed his eyes, desperately trying to shut out the images of death and carnage in his mind. They’d haunted him for days now, clawed their way through his eyes and into his brain and taken root, refusing to separate themselves from his psyche. A tightly clenched fist of guilt slowly continued squeezing his insides, a feeling that he had grown accustomed to drinking away, numbing the sharp edges with a regimen of recreational drugs and alcohol, none of which was available, which only made the memories and feelings sharper and more acute. 
 
    Bruce wasn’t sure if it was the lack of alcohol that was causing the sharper agony of guilt and loss now, or if it was simply the accumulated effects of a lifetime of his actions finally settling down upon him. Whatever the reason, he longed for a way to move past it. He thought that he might trade ten years of his life for a bottle of whiskey. 
 
    He pulled his eyes away from the window and glanced toward the front of the car, noticing, not for the first time, that Shawna’s narrow glare was shifting in his direction in the rearview mirror. She held his gaze for a split second, regarding him mistrustfully before returning her eyes to the road ahead. 
 
    "Everyone keep your eyes open,” she said, speaking loud enough so the entire car knew she was speaking to everyone. “We’re down to around a quarter of a tank, so keep your eyes open for stalled vehicles on the shoulders. The bigger, the better, if possible, I’d rather not fill up seven gallons at a time.” 
 
    Tristan shut the Bible with a soft thump, nodding slightly as he returned his gaze to his own window, looking alongside the road. For a few moments everything was almost silent in the car, the only sound the low rumble of the road beneath the whitewall tires, a soft woosh of wind passing over the hood and roof of the old American car. 
 
    Up ahead, the two-lane highway went up a gentle slope, trees thickening on each side and blocking out their view of surrounding buildings as the roadway hooked north before angling back west, moving from Illinois into Iowa, passing over the Mississippi River. 
 
    They hurtled west, somewhat surprised by the lack of cars along that stretch of highway as they passed north of Moline, past the exit to a local regional airport. 
 
    “Lord have mercy,” Tristan whispered, and they all glanced out of the driver’s side windows, looking at the area south of the paved roadway. 
 
    Two planes had come down, one into the area surrounding Moline, a second colliding with what appeared to be a shopping mall, the expansive parking lot awash with scattered debris, chunks of wing, and pockets of blackened asphalt from jet fuel that had burned off over the past month. 
 
    What remained of the mall was a ruined wreck, the walls and roof caved in, the thick tail section of an aircraft extending out of its roof, pillars of dark smoke still crawling skyward from the ruins of the structure. There were several cars in the parking lot, though it was set back quite a way from the interstate. 
 
    “Plenty of cars out there,” Tristan said. 
 
    “I’d rather stay on the road,” Shawna replied. “No telling what things are like closer to that mall. I think I can see some fires actively burning, and I doubt they’re lingering from the crash.” 
 
    Bruce shook his head, looking past Tristan at the flaming remains of the shopping mall and the twisting smoke that rose from the city itself beyond, but soon trees appeared again, flanking both sides of the road and blessedly obscuring the horrific view. 
 
    The air intake of the Chevy drew in the smell of smoke and burning fuel and filled the car with the acrid stench, forcing a coughing fit from Shawna, who snapped off the vent as quickly as she could. 
 
    “We’re in Iowa now, right?” Bruce asked. “How far outside Des Moines?” 
 
    “Still a long way to go,” Shawna replied. “First, we have to get past Iowa City, which is just south of Cedar Rapids, and there’s no telling what that place looks like. Big cities seem to attract the most trouble.” 
 
    “We’ll need to refill long before we get that far,” Selanda said from the front passenger seat. 
 
    “Let’s just get a bit farther away from that shopping mall,” Shawna replied. “Something about that place gave me the—” 
 
    There was a sudden popping sound from somewhere outside the car, and a rapid drumming of metallic thunks ratcheted along the right side of the car as they moved west along the highway. 
 
    “What the hell?” Bruce asked, jerking and swiveling his head to the right. 
 
    “Those sound like gunshots to anyone else?” Shawna hissed through tightly clenched lips. Another swift barrage of quiet pops sounded from the trees on the right side of the car, though there were no corresponding metallic sounds of impact on the car. 
 
    “Lights in the trees!” Selanda exclaimed and sure enough, a few small spheres of pale light emerged within the tree trunks, growing larger as they pressed forward. 
 
    As Bruce looked out his window, a motorcycle burst free of the trees, its front tire lifting from the pavement as it roared up the sloped shoulder and merged onto the highway towards them, followed by two others. 
 
    “Where the hell did they come from?” Shawna barked, yanking the steering wheel hard to the left. The road swerved left and down ahead and she slammed hard on the accelerator, sending the Nova screaming ahead towards the hairpin turn. The tires gripped the road as the motorcycles converged swiftly on their position, Shawna twisting left, then right, trying to keep the car moving. More gunshots pelted the car from behind, the low, echoing crack of impacts on the trunk, a dance of bright sparks racing along the smooth surface. One round punched into the rear window, knocking a jagged, round hole through the safety glass and Bruce cursed, lurching to the right as the round continued through the vehicle and buried itself in the vinyl of the dashboard. 
 
    “Not good, not good, not good,” Shawna said, then yanked the wheel hard left again, bringing the back end around into a locked-tire skid, moving her foot from gas to brake, then back to gas again. The Nova rounded the corner, coming up on a downward slope, heading into a shallow valley between rows of trees on each side. 
 
    Headlights splashed ahead, reflecting off a barricade of broken and stalled vehicles set up end to end, crossing both lanes of traffic. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Shawna cursed, her voice low and frantic. “We’re penned in!” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Bruce asked, twisting around to look out of the rear windshield, webbed and cracked by the bullet. 
 
    Shawna glanced over her right shoulder. 
 
    “Tristan, grab that door handle!” 
 
    “Why—” 
 
    “Just grab it!” she insisted, pressing the accelerator down and sending the Nova cruising forward, showing no sign of slowing at the barricade of parked vehicles ahead. “Selanda and Big T, get your guns out while you’re at it. Hand me my rifle!” 
 
    Selanda nodded, reaching down to the floor at her feet and picking up the rifle that Shawna had been carrying. 
 
    “Anything for me?” Bruce asked nervously. “I’ve been unarmed this whole time and—” 
 
    “You’re gonna stay that way,” Shawna interrupted. “Now’s not the time for debate, we’ve got to do this quick!” 
 
    Three more barks of pistol fire echoed behind them and the soft whack of a round ricocheting off the metal roof sounded above them in the back seat. 
 
    “Get ready to move!” Shawna said, looking in the rearview mirror and Bruce could see Tristan meet her gaze, nodding softly. He’d returned his Bible to his jacket pocket and pulled out the Beretta M9, holding it in his right hand as his left-hand fingers hooked around the inside handle of the back door. 
 
    Shawna held for a moment, the barricade of cars roaring up to meet them, and for one fearful moment, Bruce thought she might try to barrel straight through, a move that he knew would not work. Not with the way the cars were parked. His fingers clawed at the armrest, his eyes widening as the headlights illuminated the cars before them in a strange, off-white glow. That’s when he knew it was all going to end quickly and badly and that the lingering guilt for what he’d done would finally, at last, be over. 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna lifted her foot from the gas and hammered it on the brake as hard as she could, reaching to the right and tightening her fist around the emergency brake at the same time, wrenching it backwards. Tires gripped and squealed on the hard pavement, the Nova snarling as its back end swung around, the car lurching almost sideways as it approached the line of parked cars blocking its path. 
 
    For a moment, Shawna thought the passenger-side tires might actually lift up off the pavement as the car skidded left, the smell of gas and burnt rubber filtering in through the vehicle, smoke billowing from the rear axle as it came around. 
 
    “Go, go, go, go!” she screamed, and she grabbed at the door handle, ripping it open and plunging outward, the car just barely stopping as she leaped from it, charging from the driver’s side. Tristan followed suit, unlatching his door and ducking his head as he lunged from the backseat. 
 
    “Follow me, Bruce!” he shouted back over his shoulder, but Bruce was already in motion, sliding along the back seat and jumping from the car, its engine still ticking, a lingering cloud of blue exhaust rolling from beneath its Detroit frame. 
 
    “Heads down!” Shawna shouted as Selanda slid free from the driver’s side, ducking down and moving right, another few pistol shots cracking and sparks dancing from the hood and the roof of the old car. 
 
    “You feel like praying,” Shawna said, turning to look at Tristan as she wedged the stock of her rifle into her armpit, “you pray to the gods of Detroit steel. They don’t make cars like this anymore!”  
 
    She popped up over the hood, leveling her weapon across the sloped metal and squeezed off three quick shots, the long barrel of the rifle kicking with each punch of bright muzzle flash. One of the approaching motorcycles seemed to slow, dip forward, then wheel left, a shadowed figure hurtling end over end over the handlebars as the bike crunched to the pavement and started to tumble. A second motorcycle hammered its brakes, the tire squealing as it dropped into a low skid, its rider sliding off, scrambling right before stumbling desperately to his feet, pistol in hand. 
 
    The third and last motorcycle squealed to a halt, though its rider kept himself upright, stepping free of the bike, cradling a submachine gun in his hands. 
 
    “They’ve got an automatic!” Tristan shouted and they dove back into cover as the steady ratchet of full automatic fire ripped into the night, stitching an angry diagonal of bullet holes and sparks along the opposite side of the Chevy, bright firework sparks bursting up from the tough, steel hide of the vehicle. 
 
    “Don’t get antsy!” Tristan warned. “Let him run outta ammo!” 
 
    “Dammit, someone give me a weapon!” Bruce shouted, ducking behind the car as a layer of blinding sparks ripped apart the hood just above his head, bullet ricochets puckering the metal. 
 
    “You ain’t earned it yet!” Shawna shouted back, moving toward the front of the car in a low crouch. The metallic chatter of the automatic went quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Now!” Tristan shouted. “Go now, Shawna, now!” He sprang up as quickly as his aged, malnourished form could muster, bringing his Beretta up in a two-hand grip. Shadows moved in the low light of approaching evening and Tristan sidestepped left, tracking the motion of one of the shadows. Shawna came up around the hood of the Nova, centering her barrel on what appeared to be the silhouette of a man fumbling with something. 
 
    She fired twice, holding the rifle tight as it kicked in her grasp, and the man shouted, stumbling backwards, the item he was fumbling with clattering to the ground. To Shawna’s right, Selanda popped up over the hood with her own small pistol, firing wildly into the dusk, the final man scrambling away, apparently not even grazed by any of her frenetic shooting. 
 
    Shawna dropped down, popping out her magazine, and looked up as Tristan leveled the Beretta with an expertise born on the battlefield with the United States Marines. He was decades removed from his time in combat, but the instincts seemed to come back to him all at once, his eyes locked, arms firm, muscles moving in an almost graceful unison. 
 
    He fired twice, a classic double tap and the last man standing went down to the ground in a sprawl, slumping over the fallen motorcycle and lying still. 
 
    Echoes of gunfire drifted into the sky, but beyond that, all was silent. 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna leaned back against the Chevy Nova, running her hand through her long hair, brushing the sweat and dirt away from her forehead. Every muscle felt like a taut piano string, coiled and strained to the point of snapping, and her heart continued to jackhammer no matter how much she tried to settle herself down. She hadn’t anticipated the motorcycles, hadn’t anticipated roving gangs on the hunt, and in truth, she wasn’t even sure what they’d been hunting for. 
 
    Were they looking for fuel? Food? Were they simply out for blood? Looking along the highway, she saw the three dead bodies still strewn along the pavement, arms splayed. They’d already gathered up the weapons and Shawna had been happy to see that the rider with the submachine gun had also held several extra magazines in a satchel over his shoulder. They were clearly well equipped and well prepared, and Shawna had to wonder just how lucky they’d been to take them down. It could have very easily gone the other way. 
 
    Tristan and Selanda had worked together, going to each motorcycle and draining the fuel tanks, and were now walking amidst the makeshift roadblock of parked cars, using Selanda’s process for forcing air into the gas tanks in order to force out the gas. They’d already filled up the five-gallon can once, used that to fill up the Nova’s tank, and were now on their second run, somewhere on the other side of the parked cars. 
 
    Footsteps approached and Shawna turned slightly, watching as Bruce slowly came toward her. His face was pale, and he had a strange, vacant look in his eyes as he shuffled along the pavement, walking almost as if in a trance. He said nothing, but came up next to her and leaned on the car beside her, looking out over the carnage spread along the Iowa interstate. 
 
    After a few moments of silence, he quietly cleared his throat. 
 
    “I…I could have helped,” he said quietly. “I do have military experience.” 
 
    Shawna didn’t look at him, already knowing what he was talking about. 
 
    “We’ve got three more weapons now,” Bruce continued, nodding toward the corpses on the pavement ahead. “Maybe I should have one.” 
 
    Shawna blew out a long sigh, tucking her chin down to her chest. 
 
    “Do you have…some problem with me?” Bruce asked, looking over at her. 
 
    Shawna crossed her arms over her chest, not bothering to look back at him. Her teeth pressed tightly together, her jaw bulging beneath her skin as she considered her next words. 
 
    “Eric and I,” she started, letting those three words linger for just a few moments. “Eric and I discussed the incident with Chad.” She looked toward Bruce with dark, alert eyes. “You recall the incident with Chad, I take it?” 
 
    Bruce nodded stiffly but said nothing. 
 
    “We were both in agreement that he received some inside help, shall we say? Someone fed him some information that allowed him to get through our defenses and come pretty close to killing me and Tristan both.” 
 
    “I recall that, yes,” Bruce replied. He shuffled nervously back and forth on his heels. 
 
    “In talking with Eric, we made a short list of people we thought might have either the means or a reason to assist Chad.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “Your name was on that list.” 
 
    Bruce did not reply at all and his face made no outward expression. In fact, he looked almost suspiciously neutral, as if he were forcing himself physically to not show any emotion. 
 
    “Granted,” Shawna continued, looking away from him again, turning her eyes toward the barricade of cars where Tristan and Selanda worked to siphon fuel. “There were a few people on that list.” 
 
    “That does not surprise me. You didn’t exactly perform robust background checks before you invited dozens of people from the crime-ridden area of South Chicago to be in your little gated community.” 
 
    Shawna smiled thinly. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though,” she continued. “Out of that list of suspects, there was only one person who wasn’t actually at the Stronghold the night the military attacked. As far as I’m aware, in fact there was only one person who wasn’t killed in that attack and who was conveniently down by the waterfront when the bullets started flying.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Bruce replied, “it was you and Eric who sent me on that hunting trip. I didn’t ask to go.” 
 
    “No,” Shawna replied, “no you didn’t, and that’s been your only saving grace in my mind. The only nagging thing keeping me from just putting a bullet in your damn head and leaving you by the side of the road.” She paused for a moment. “Well, that and for some reason, Big T is pulling for you. It’s, like, his personal mission in life to save you or something.” 
 
    “Shawna, please understand—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Shawna replied, holding up a hand, palm facing him. “No explanations, no pleas for forgiveness, no proclamations of innocence. I don’t want to hear them. We’ve seen enough death and violence in the past month. Hell, I myself have been responsible for a lot of it, and I’m not looking for a reason to take another life.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” he said. “We’re on the same side here.” 
 
    “Maybe we are,” Shawna said, finally turning to look at him. “But for how long? When will you run into another obstacle you fold in front of? When will you be forced to take the easy way out of another hard decision?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend you know what kind of—” 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of person you are,” Shawna replied. “Frankly, I don’t want to know. Like I said, part of me wants to put a bullet in you and toss you away, but another part of me just wants to move past whatever happened, forget it, and look forward. I’ve spent way too long looking back in my life, and I’m getting pretty damn sick and tired of it.” 
 
    Bruce opened his mouth as if he was going to reply, to speak in protest once again, but he gently closed his lips again, and turned, looking back out in the same direction as Shawna was. 
 
    “I’m letting you live,” she said. “But I’m sure as hell not putting a gun in your hand to shoot me in the back with.” 
 
    Bruce closed his eyes. 
 
    Shawna pushed off from the car, not speaking another word, then turned and walked toward the barricade. Selanda and Tristan were walking back toward her, another full fuel can in hand. 
 
    “We ready to get rolling?” she asked. 
 
    “Our ride is pretty shot up,” Tristan replied. “We sure it’s gonna make it to Des Moines?” 
 
    “It’s old-school American steel,” Shawna said. “No fuel leaks that I can see, and besides a bunch of holes in her, I think she’s going to run just fine.” 
 
    She pushed back past Bruce, walking around the rear of the vehicle, Tristan coming around behind her. They tipped the gas can up and started refilling the old beast, and Shawna looked off into the distance. A ragged bolt of white-hot lightning split the sky ahead, searing the air and punching down into the earth somewhere in the distance, and her soft smile eased into a deeply creasing frown as the faint after-image of the strike glowed softly on the horizon. 
 
    # 
 
    The low growl of approaching engines filled the night, a trio of singular headlights cutting through the darkness as three more motorcycles made their approach along the Iowa interstate. 
 
    Lights splashed upon the fallen bikes and their fallen riders, pale white catching the rumpled forms of slumped bodies, gleaming off the chrome finish of the bikes, and the engines throttled to near silence as they slowed. 
 
    A man with the long beard swung his leg off of his narrow seat, snapping out the kickstand, the lingering smell of gas and exhaust still floating in the air, stinging his eyes. A jumping bolt of thick lightning scorched the horizon, moving vertically through the dull dusk, brightening the sky for a brief flash before plunging back into darkness again. 
 
    “Is that them?” a gruff voice asked as the man with the beard approached the fallen motorcycles, his thick legs silhouetted against the white from surrounding headlights. 
 
    He didn’t answer at first. Standing there on the road in his steel-toed boots, black jeans, and dark leather jacket, Will Furlow looked down at the man sprawled along the pavement of Interstate 80 cutting east to west across Iowa, headed toward Des Moines. It was obvious. Who else would it be? 
 
    They’d sent their scouts in search of the car that had passed by, three of them total, all of them long-time members of their regional chapter. At one point, the regional chapter had just been a gathering of like-minded individuals. A group of people, men mostly, who loved to ride and who relished the chance to ride with others. 
 
    That was what it had been. After the planes had started crashing, it had become something else entirely. Many of them had been military veterans and a few of them were well-prepared for that sort of thing. Their little club soon became a tightly knit community, but a community that relied on taking what didn’t belong to them in order to survive. 
 
    For nearly a month they’d prowled the length of Interstate 80, looking for victims. They’d killed some. They’d let others live. But at the end of the day, they’d taken what they wanted and cared little about the shattered lives they’d left behind. 
 
    Now some of their own had been shattered. A patrol of three, a typical scout group, sent out to chase down the Chevy Nova that had roared down the street without a care in the world. Shell casings littered the pavement, glittering in the light of the motorcycle headlights, as Will glared down at the three bodies. 
 
    His brother was the one on his back, his empty eyes looking up into the clouds above as if wondering where all the planes had gone. His twin. They’d been born on the same day, less than ten minutes apart, and had stayed just as close throughout the next fifty years. 
 
    Now, staring down at the pale, blood-streaked face of his brother was like looking at his own pallid corpse in the mirror. Will wasn’t sure what upset him more, the fact that his lifelong companion now lay dead in the dirt, or that he grasped some small sense of his own mortality by looking at his brother’s face. 
 
    Either way, it could not stand. 
 
    “We’re gonna find that Nova,” he said in simple, gravelly words. “We’re gonna find that Nova and we’re gonna kill every last son of a bitch inside.” 
 
    There were quiet words of acknowledgement from the two other men with him, followed by murmurs of prayer for the deaths of their three friends. Will Furlow adjusted the strap on his shoulder, the one attached to the tactical rifle slung across his back. It wasn’t one of those sissy AR-15 semi-automatics. Oh, hell no. Will had the right contacts, and he had his own little stockpile of fully automatic, military-issued rifles and submachine guns. 
 
    They’d come in pretty handy so far. 
 
    “Mount up,” he snarled, turning and walking back towards his black Honda motorcycle. “Mount up and make sure your ammo’s full. We’re gonna rip them to shreds.” 
 
    Engines growled back to life and the three motorcycles plunged forward, angling around the makeshift vehicular barricade and screaming west down Interstate 80, following the path that the Chevy Nova used a short time before. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Outside “Airplane City” 
 
    Somewhere in Southeastern Kansas 
 
      
 
    “I hope you remember,” Wanda said, leaning back on the horse slightly and turning away. “There are no hospitals around to treat either of us for cancer.” 
 
    Joel pressed his fingers into the short cigarette stub wedged between his lips and blew out another gray cloud of smoke, that one farther away, and it wafted into the darkness, quickly dissipating. 
 
    “You wanna live forever?” he asked jokingly, but adjusted his posture on the horse, moving stiffly. 
 
    “Forever, no? Another twenty or thirty years? That would be okay.” 
 
    “Even in the shit show this world has become?” Joel’s voice was cold and hard. 
 
    “Is he always such a bouquet of roses?” Wanda asked, looking over at Helen, who sat on Maggie, the two horses clopping softly side by side along the widening path. 
 
    “He’s usually worse,” she replied. “Consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    “Excuse me, it’s been a long time since I had one of these,” he said, taking one more drag, sucking the remains of the cigarette down to a scant finger’s width. The ash burned red and he blew another round of smoke up into the air before stubbing it out on his pant leg and putting the crumpled remains into his shirt pocket. 
 
    They were back among trees, moving east then north of what Joel had unaffectionately called Airplane City. At first, they’d coaxed the horses along at a gallop, running them fast and hard, putting as much distance as humanly possible between them and the strange site of the airplane crash, but after a few hours, they’d eased off, not wanting to push the horses too far. 
 
    Now it was more a trot than a gallop, their hooves thumping the tightly packed dirt, moving on the path between trees as they moved deeper into Kansas. 
 
    It felt as though they’d been traveling forever, and Joel struggled to get his head around the fact that in the past few weeks they’d gone from Louisiana, to the corner of Texas, to Oklahoma, and into Kansas. Lately he’d started rethinking the strategy of taking the horses all the way to Wyoming. When he’d first suggested the idea, he’d thought it would be a relaxing wilderness ride, no stress, no responsibilities, just them and nature, meandering north. 
 
    Instead their trip had been fraught with conflict, danger, and death, and each and every day felt like they were living on borrowed time. Not just borrowed time, either, but borrowed time from a particularly angry and violent loan shark who was looming in the trees, just waiting for his interest payment. 
 
    Joel moved his hands to the reins and further, balancing his palms on each side of Dirtbag, the horse he was riding. A wave of sudden nauseating dizziness gripped him, and for a brief moment, he feared that he might topple right off the back of the horse and down to the ground. 
 
    “Joel?” Helen asked, looking over at him. “You okay?” 
 
    Joel nodded softly, but didn’t let go of the horse. 
 
    “Little dizzy, but all right.” 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Wanda said, looking up into the lightning-streaked sky. “We should probably stop for the night.” 
 
    They eased the horses off the path and through a section of trees which opened up into a small, stump-littered clearing, an uneven section of forest with long, untamed grass, ragged roots, a trio of twisting, thick trees and half a dozen stumps in various states of health. 
 
    They stopped the horses and quickly tied them to one of the narrow trees, and Wanda helped Joel down from the horse, though he didn’t accept her help with much appreciation. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he growled, shoving aside her helping hands as he slipped down off the muscular flank of the brown horse and landed clumsily in the grass. 
 
    “Yeah, you look real fine,” Helen chided him. 
 
    Wanda swung her leg off the horse and lowered herself down to the grass. 
 
    “I don’t think you appreciate just how bad off you were,” she said, patting Dirtbag gently as Helen moved to finish tying up the horse. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” began Joel, looking at Wanda as she finished with the horse. “How far are you planning to travel with us?” 
 
    Wanda shrugged. 
 
    “I was only in that place because of my ex-husband. I have no connections there, and after what happened, I’m not sure I’m welcome there anyway.” 
 
    Joel started to open his mouth, but Helen spoke first. 
 
    “You’re welcome with us,” she said, and Joel shot her a look that she brushed off in a way that only a teenage girl can execute. 
 
    "That’s very kind of you,” Wanda replied, her eyes darting over to Joel, anticipating a protest that he never got around to voicing. “We can figure it all out later,” she continued. “For now I have to take care of some business, if you know what I mean.” She stretched her arms over her head, then ventured off into the trees, the rustling of leaves sounding as she moved out of sight. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Joel asked, turning toward Helen. “Did I teach you nothing over the past month?” 
 
    “She saved your life,” Helen replied insistently. “She saved both of our lives!” 
 
    “We can’t afford to trust anyone,” Joel said. “This world changes people. It has changed people. Men I went to high school with—men I drank beer with—they came to my house and tried to kill us after three days.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    "It’s no different whatsoever. How long have you known that woman? Hours?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Helen replied. “She didn’t even know us and risked her life for us. That should tell you everything you need to know.” 
 
    “All it tells me is she wants something. You heard her—she was trapped in that place with her ex-husband. They likely had little food, no water, she’s desperate. Desperate people do desperate things.” 
 
    “Yeah, like give you antibiotics and bring you back from the brink of death. I agree, she sounds pretty desperate, Joel.” 
 
    He lowered his chin and clenched both fists angrily, turning away from her. 
 
    “You don’t get it. A month out in this shit and you still don’t get it.” He swung his backpack off his shoulder and lowered to a crouch, zipping it open. 
 
    “Don’t get what? That in order to survive I’ve got to be a mistrusting asshole like you? Then you’re right, I don’t get it. I don’t want to get it.” 
 
    Reaching into the backpack, Joel retrieved a pack of cigarettes, looking longingly inside at the final carton, which had been opened and relieved of two packs already. At the rate he was going through them, they’d be gone in days, not weeks. 
 
    Then what? 
 
    Reaching down past the opened carton, he closed his fingers around an aluminum can of Bud Light, the final can of beer that Helen had stolen from the airplane. Using his lighter, which miraculously still had some lingering semblance of fluid in it, he lit another cigarette and popped the tab on the beer. 
 
    “Look at yourself,” Helen said, gesturing toward him. “Cigarettes and alcohol. Your crutch. You complain because I’m too trusting, but you wouldn’t last one week out here in the woods without that garbage filling your head with fog and your lungs with smoke.” 
 
    “I need this to put up with you,” Joel barked back. 
 
    Helen glowered at him. 
 
    “That woman you’ve been complaining about? She and I stood over your body all night long, Joel.” Her voice was starting to crack slightly. “I—I thought you were going to die.” 
 
    “I feel great,” Joel replied, taking the cigarette from his lips and tipping back the can of beer. He swayed gently on his feet and Helen took a step toward him, then stopped herself. 
 
    “You tell me all the time about all this stuff we need to do to survive,” she said. “I’m not convinced you even want to.” 
 
    Joel lowered the beer can and replaced the cigarette, turning away from her to look out into the darkness. 
 
    “Do you, Joel?” she asked, her voice quieter. “Do you even want to live?” 
 
    He slurped gently at the beer, smoke rising from his pursed lips. 
 
    “What happens when we get to Wyoming? What happens when you foist me off on whatever pathetic remains of family I have left? Are you just going to drop me off, then walk into the mountains to die? Is that your grand plan?” 
 
    “Helen—” 
 
    “Don’t,” she hissed back. “I’m sorry, Joel, but you don’t get to be mad at me because I saved your life. That’s not how this works.” 
 
    “That’s not what’s happening.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that or telling yourself that?” 
 
    Joel sighed deeply, his shoulders heaving, and he tipped the can all the way up, draining the rest of the beer in one long swallow. Tossing the can into the open pouch of the backpack he pinched the cigarette and took another long, quiet puff. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Helen said quietly. “I know you blame yourself. You always have, but what happened to your family wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    Joel lowered his head. He didn’t want to have this conversation. Not now and not with her. 
 
    “Don’t you think I think the same thing?” she asked. “If I hadn’t been in the car, maybe you would have been able to rescue my dad. If I’d figured out how to free myself, maybe you would have had time to save him, too. You think that doesn’t occur to me?” 
 
    “Helen, don’t be ridiculous. You were caught in a hurricane.” 
 
    “And your house burned down. We’re no different, you and me. You can walk along, pretending you’re some lost soul, some tragic figure who has nothing left to live for.” Joel looked at her and could see that she was actually crying. Tears streamed down her smooth cheeks, her lips quivering. “Well, join the club, Joel. Join the damned club.” 
 
    “Helen,” he said, stepping toward her, suddenly almost overwhelmed by guilt for the way he had spoken to her. She’d been right, she and Wanda had slaved over him all night long to keep him alive after she’d risked her life for the antibiotics, and he would have likely been dead within hours had she not done that. 
 
    How did he show his appreciation? Shouting and cursing at her? Feeling sorry for himself? Turning his back on her while he sucked in nicotine and chugged beer? 
 
    Pathetic. 
 
    Helen stood, her back facing him, and he could see her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs. She wrapped her arms around herself and stood at the edge of the clearing, purposefully not facing him, just letting the bottled-up emotion finally bubble, foam, and spill over. 
 
    “Helen, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” she replied. “And so did I. My—” She struggled to form the words. “My dad always told me people mean what they say. Even in anger.” 
 
    They stood there in the clearing, darkness settling around them, their voices silent, the entire world around them drifting into quiet darkness. Joel didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what to do. 
 
    At one point in his life, he’d been a father. What a joke. What a damned pathetic, tragic joke. 
 
    “If we’re going to bed down for the night,” Helen said quietly, “we need to find some wood.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Joel replied. “We’ll want to get a lean-to set up, use the ponchos as tarps, see if we can keep ourselves moderately protected.” 
 
    Helen nodded, pulling the back of her hand across her eyes and sniffling wetly. 
 
    “Helen, I—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she replied quietly. Without another word, she strode forward into the trees and vanished. 
 
    # 
 
    Working together Joel, Helen, and Wanda collected several branches and small trees that had toppled over and used the military paracord to bind the wood together, quickly assembling a rough lean-to shelter. Weaving slender branches, twigs, leaves, ferns, and long grass, Joel built a thatched roof, framing out the structure in a way where two people could lay comfortably underneath the shelter’s roof. 
 
    They had worked mostly in silence, moving back and forth through the trees, and as Helen wandered off in search of a few more branches to fill in some gaps, Joel leaned over the slanted roof and pulled one last knot tight, binding the whole thing together. 
 
    “Seems like a lot of trouble,” Wanda said, coming up from behind him. 
 
    “If I’ve learned anything the past month,” Joel replied, “it’s that rain can come out of nowhere. With the clouds and lightning always overhead it’s damn near impossible to predict weather patterns. Better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    Joel tied off the paracord and stepped back, looking at the result. It wasn’t perfect, mostly a slanted plank of tied trunks, branches, and sticks suspended between two trees, creating a narrow shelter beneath. His backpack had already been pulled under the makeshift canopy, and the AR-31 rifle rested against one of the support trees. Helen had taken the SIG when she’d left the clearing in search of a few more reinforcement trees as a last precaution. 
 
    “Once she gets back, we’ll button it up and use the ponchos as a final layer, just to be safe,” Joel said. He fished into his pants pocket and came out with a pack of cigarettes, slowly sliding one of them free. His eyes lingered on the open pack for a moment, longingly staring at the ever-growing empty space around the small group of cancer sticks inside. He knew there was still part of a carton in his backpack, but he also knew those wouldn’t last him much longer either. 
 
    “I heard you guys talking, by the way,” Wanda said as Joel took a drag on the cigarette and blew out a thick gout of smoke. 
 
    “Oh?” he asked, not even turning around. 
 
    “I can see where you’re coming from. I’m sure you’ve experienced a lot during the last month.” 
 
    “It’s not personal.” 
 
    “I don’t take it that way.” She paused for a moment and drew in breath. Joel braced himself, putting the cigarette between his lips before turning back toward her. 
 
    “All I’ll ask,” she started, “is to help me get to Wichita. It shouldn’t take long, and once we get there, we can go our separate ways. I just need to know that I have options—” 
 
    “Cities are dangerous,” Joel replied. “Really dangerous.” 
 
    “I know Wichita,” Wanda replied. “I grew up in rural Kansas, so going to Wichita was a family vacation for us. We spent so many summers on the Arkansas River, I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be.” 
 
    “You might change your mind. The world is a different place now.” 
 
    “Well, it’s clear you don’t want me around, and I don’t take it personally, but the last thing I want to do is get in the middle of—” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” He took another lingering tug on his cigarette. Keeping it tucked in the corner of his mouth, he lowered himself into a crouch and went through his backpack again, rifling through several items before his fingers closed around the cool metal surface of the portable radio. 
 
    Slowly, he lifted it free, trying to remember when they tried to use it last. A week ago? Longer? Things had started happening so quickly he was losing all track of time. 
 
    “Is that a radio?” Wanda asked, looking at the item as he set it in the grass. 
 
    Joel nodded and fished around in his pack again, soon withdrawing the collapsible antenna he’d been carrying with him since leaving South Brisbane. He took a few moments to unfold the metal skeleton of the antenna and wire it up to the radio, then uncoil the receiver. 
 
    “Does it work?” Wanda asked, sounding fascinated as she lowered herself into the grass, sitting cross-legged next to where he’d set the radio. 
 
    “Battery-powered,” he replied. “Should work, though we haven’t tried it in a while.” 
 
    There was a rustling in the trees and Helen emerged, holding a small bundle of branches and sticks in her hand. Seeing the radio, her eyes immediately widened. 
 
    “The radio,” she said. “I forgot all about that.” 
 
    With the antenna unfolded and standing in the grass, reaching several feet into the air, Joel turned on the device and smiled at the small hiss of crackling static. Dropping into a kneeling position, Joel continued to adjust the dial, narrowing his eyes as he coaxed the dial left, then right, searching for any sign of a signal. He heard nothing in return but the static. 
 
    Helen walked over to the lean-to and set down the sticks and branches, sliding her backpack off her shoulders and resting it on the grass next to the pile of sticks. Joel pressed a hand to his stomach, then slowly got to his feet, still moving with cautious, almost pained movements. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Wanda asked. “Shoulder okay?” 
 
    “Shoulder’s more or less fine,” Joel replied, fighting through a quick wave of dizziness. “Really need some food, though.” He made his way toward the backpack under the lean-to and pulled it out, unzipping it and starting to rifle through it. They’d been forced to depart the mining town so quickly, he hadn’t had a chance to restock much of their food, and now as the ragged fingers of hunger clawed at his guts, he regretted not being more prepared before they’d left. 
 
    Every energy bar he’d had was gone. Any morsel of deer meat they’d caught along the way, any cans of vegetables or preserved meat. All gone. They’d eaten relatively well while in the mining town, since they’d had nearly a year’s worth of canned food and salted meats, but that had been a few days ago, and he struggled to remember what—or if—they’d eaten since then. 
 
    A part of his scrambled memory seemed to remember—coyotes? Had Helen actually hunted and killed a pair of coyotes? 
 
    “Anything?” Wanda asked, standing over him. Joel shook his head. 
 
    “We’ll have to figure something out,” he said quietly. “We’ve got plenty of water bladders with filtered straws, so water isn’t an issue, but food—” 
 
    “Did someone say food?” Helen asked. Both Wanda and Joel looked over at her as she reached into her backpack. Smiling softly, she retrieved a few bags of pretzels and salted nuts, a veritable pile of each, held in her cupped hands, threatening to spill out of her fingers and onto the ground. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” Wanda asked, her voice almost frantic with relief. 
 
    “From the airplane,” Helen replied. “I stashed them in my bag before those jerks with their guns showed up.” 
 
    “You are a life saver,” Wanda said, stepping toward her and taking a bag of pretzels and a bag of nuts. Even Joel smiled as Helen stepped over her pack and tossed two bags to him. 
 
    “Good thinking,” he said in a low voice, almost sounding remorseful for being forced to compliment her. The three of them tore open the pretzels first, slowly removing the knot-shaped treats, savoring each and every crunchy bite. A rustling in the trees drew Joel’s attention and he looked over Helen’s shoulder, watching as the rail-thin stray dog emerged, wandering over toward them, head cocked, looking longingly at what they were eating. 
 
    “Can dogs eat pretzels?” he asked no one in particular, and both Helen and Wanda shrugged their shoulders. Joel tossed one of his pretzels and it landed in the grass, the dog immediately descending on it, teeth crunching hungrily.  
 
    Finishing his pretzels, Joel crumpled the bag and stuffed it into his backpack, then slowly tore open the peanuts, pinching out a group of them and closing his eyes in near ecstasy as he put them on his tongue and drew them in. 
 
    “This is Stone Sword radio—” 
 
    All three heads jerked, swinging around toward the metallic box on the ground. Joel rushed to his feet, crab-walking over to the radio and twisting the dial slightly, turning it up as Wanda and Helen inched closer. 
 
    “If you are hearing us,” the crackling voice continued, “you are the revolution.” 
 
    “The revolution?” Helen asked. 
 
    Joel put a finger to his pursed lips to silence her. 
 
    “Reports continue to flood in over our channels,” the voice continued. “Chicago remains on lockdown, a violent conflict on the city streets reportedly killing dozens of innocents and flattening an entire city block. Redmond, Washington is under the full control of the United States Army. Meanwhile, military and law enforcement personnel in Indianapolis have supposedly withdrawn completely from the city, leaving it in the hands of the gangs and armed insurgents who have taken hold.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Wanda said quietly. 
 
    “We are here to remind you: Stone Sword is everywhere. We have boots on the ground throughout the United States, in most major cities. Cheyenne, Houston, Baltimore, Portland, Salt Lake City, Denver, and many others. It’s never been more important for the nation’s citizens to be working together. In this time of need, the government is not your friend.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Joel said. He removed another cigarette from his dwindling supply and lit it, taking a long, hard drag. 
 
    “We are hearing disturbing rumors from Washington, DC, reports that leadership is fractured and there is conflict at the highest levels of government. Rumors that they are doubling down on martial law and so we bring you a warning—things will get worse before they get better.” 
 
    Joel sighed, sliding back along the grass, resting his back against a narrow tree, blowing out another puffy cloud of gray smoke. 
 
    “All is not lost,” the voice continued. “Wherever you are, whatever challenges you face, know that we are out there. We are everywhere. You are not alone. Seek out common voices, pool your resources, and get ready. The government wants to use this disaster as an opportunity to silence the population. We won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “This is them, right?” Helen asked, leaning forward slightly, curling her arms around her bent knees. “The organization your grandfather belonged to?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t realize the size and scope of their operation,” he said. “I knew they were national, but I always pictured small pockets of members. Old, paranoid guys in clubhouses chattering about the end of the world. This sounds a lot more organized.” 
 
    “And that’s where you’re going?” Wanda asked. “To meet up with them?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “In Cheyenne?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Joel replied. “I heard they were in a small town called Malcolm. That’s what my grandfather said. Malcolm is not really in Cheyenne’s neighborhood. It’s farther west, into the mountains.” 
 
    “Giving up would be easy,” the voice from the radio continued, “many will tell you that’s the only way to survive. Turn yourself in to government officials. Look for FEMA camps. Accept the meager handouts they provide. I’m here to tell you that is no way to live. They will steal your weapons. They will confiscate your supplies. They are not there to save you, they are there to imprison you. Don’t fall for it!” 
 
    “This is insane,” Wanda said, closing her eyes. “Absolutely insane. This can’t be real, can it?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “It’s real,” he replied. “It’s very real. Since we’ve been traveling, we’ve seen our share of military patrols. Carrying automatic rifles, driving armored trucks. They don’t look like peacekeepers or recovery; they look like jackbooted enforcers.” 
 
    “And they’re in the cities?” Wanda asked. 
 
    Joel nodded.  
 
    “New Orleans was one of the first to fall under their control, from what I hear,” he said. “Three planes crashed into the city and they moved right in under the guise of rescue and recovery when in fact they were setting up shop. I’m not the least bit surprised they’re doing it elsewhere, too.” 
 
    “Recently,” the radio continued, “we have seen an influx of visitors to our compound, men and women seeking shelter and solace. We want to remind everyone Stone Sword is not one place, we are all places. Seek out your local chapters, ask people in your neighborhoods, form your local resistance movement. We are more than one compound and we must remain more than one compound, or the government has already won. Hold your ground. Maintain your freedom. Remember the United States Constitution, the foundation of this great nation. Be prepared to defend it, and yourselves, or all is lost.” 
 
    With that final word, static grew louder, swallowing the speech, fading the words into background crackles. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Wanda said quietly. “What is happening to the world?” 
 
    Joel removed his cigarette and put a few more peanuts in his mouth, chewing them carefully before returning the butt to his lips. 
 
    “We need to get to Wyoming,” he said. 
 
    “It sounded like they were telling people not to come to their compound,” Wanda replied. “I think that might be a bad idea.” 
 
    “My grandfather was a charter member,” Joel replied, standing and stretching, wincing slightly as he moved his injured shoulder. “Helen may have family there. That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    Wanda looked over at Helen, who had a strange, uncomfortable look on her face. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Joel said. “I’m going to crash for a few hours. Wake me up when you get tired and I’ll take watch for most of the night, does that work?” 
 
    Wanda nodded. 
 
    “Get some rest,” she said. “We’ve got watch for a bit.” 
 
    Joel moved toward the lean-to, dragging his backpack along, relishing the delicious mix of salt and nicotine on his tongue. 
 
    # 
 
    Wanda and Helen had finished their pretzels and nuts and had spent a few moments cleaning and organizing the clearing. As Joel rested beneath the lean-to, Helen secured the final few branches and they’d worked together to pull the ponchos over the gaps to ensure that no rain would sneak in if any decided to start falling. 
 
    “So, I was thinking,” Helen whispered as they moved away from the lean-to. Each of them had water bladders and were heading to a nearby stream to fill them up. “If you do end up staying in Wichita, or moving on, I want to come with you.” 
 
    Wanda stopped and turned toward Helen, looking dumbstruck. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I want to come with you,” Helen repeated. 
 
    “You—you can’t do that,” Wanda replied. “Why would you want to?” 
 
    “I don’t belong here,” Helen said, sliding between two trees as they made their way down a gentle slope toward the softly gurgling water. 
 
    “What do you mean? Of course, you do. Joel saved your life. He’s been helping you get to your family.” 
 
    “They’re not my family,” she insisted. “I don’t even know them. My mom left when I was a little kid and I’ve never even met her sister or whoever lives in Wyoming. I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Joel’s risked his life to get you this far, Helen. Does he know—” 
 
    “The only reason he’s taking me there is so he can get rid of me,” Helen snapped. “He doesn’t want this responsibility. He never did.” 
 
    Wanda ducked a branch, then held on to the trunk of a tree to help her navigate the slippery slope of mud and dirt. 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Wanda replied. 
 
    “You haven’t been with him for a month.” 
 
    They reached the bottom of the slope, where a narrow coil of rushing water ran along a trench dug into the ground’s surface, burbling and gurgling as it made its way over and around rocks, between gnarled root systems, and off into the darkness. 
 
    “You need to understand what he’s gone through,” Wanda said, looking up at Helen as she lowered her water bladder, letting it fill from the rushing water. “From what I understand, he lost his family recently, didn’t he?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “Like five years ago,” she replied. 
 
    “When it comes to the death of a child, that qualifies as recently,” Wanda clarified. “He’s been on an emotional roller coaster. Went from being a man to being a father, then suddenly he wasn’t a father, and now he is again, all in a pretty short period of time. That sort of emotional turmoil can change a person.” 
 
    “He’s not my father,” Helen replied angrily. “And yes, I know what he’s been through. But he doesn’t seem to care about what I’ve been through. He’s not the only one who lost people, and my dad died just a little over a month ago! I watched him get pulled into the river and drown right before my eyes.” Her voice was shaking slightly as she spoke, sounding brittle and unsteady. 
 
    Wanda rose from the water and stepped toward Helen, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Helen, sweetheart. I can never understand what you’ve been through. In reality, I don’t think anyone can. Anyone who tells you they understand is lying to you.” 
 
    Helen sniffed hard and nodded, her eyes moistening with tears. 
 
    “I’m just tired of being sad all the time,” she whispered. “I—” She coughed a bit, trying to find her voice. “I never had many friends at school, but I was okay with that. I was an introvert, I always have been, but there was at least stuff to look forward to. I never even saw the last season of Game of Thrones.” 
 
    Wanda couldn’t help but chuckle softly, shaking her head. 
 
    “Aren’t you a little young to be watching Game of Thrones?” she asked, smiling in spite of herself. 
 
    Helen returned the slight smile. 
 
    “I had HBO Go—what my dad didn’t know didn’t hurt him. Anyway, I’m fourteen, not eight. I can handle a little skin and blood.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” Wanda replied. 
 
    “I’ve seen worse things out here than I ever did on TV, anyway.” Helen’s voice faded a bit as she said these words, and it was enough to darken Wanda’s lightened mood. 
 
    “All right, let’s finish filling up these bladders and get back to the campsite, okay? We should wake Joel in a little while.” She looked at Helen who was nodding softly. “It’ll take a short time for us to get to Wichita, let’s deal with all of this then, okay?” 
 
    Helen nodded, then turned and dropped to one knee, dipping her bladder into the rolling waters. 
 
    # 
 
    Ali eased the acceleration of the four-wheeler, guiding it around a bend in the dirt access road, leading it toward the town he’d seen from the ridge. There was a makeshift roadblock set up on the road into the town and a handful of guards milled around next to it. Mostly built of discarded concrete construction barricades stacked end to end, it would stop most vehicles from passing through, but as he approached, he smiled softly, knowing that if he was determined enough, he could be in the town within minutes. 
 
    There were four men by the roadblock, each of them holding rifles, but their relaxed grips and aimless meandering told him that they were not trained for that sort of duty, likely placed in their positions simply due to age or fitness, not because they had any particular military minds. 
 
    Ali looked toward the trees, picturing the airplane wreckage beyond, just as he’d seen from the ledge a short time ago. The plane had apparently plummeted directly into the town, cleaving the steeple from the church and all but obliterating the main street, spreading blackened debris and corpses in a wide wake around the smoldering wreck of the aircraft. 
 
    One of the men shouted loud enough that Ali could hear him above the rattle of his engine and gestured wildly toward him as he came near, the other three responding. They shifted into a tight group, lifting their rifles as the one who first noticed him stepped forward, extending an arm, palm facing out, halting his progress. 
 
    “You there!” he shouted. “Stop! Turn off that engine!” 
 
    Ali coasted the final several yards, cutting the engine of the ATV and letting it roll to a stop as the four men created a phalanx ahead of him, barrels pointed at him, rifles all aimed. 
 
    Showing his hands, Ali stepped from his straddling position, easing himself off the ATV, moving slowly and carefully. 
 
    “Easy, gentlemen,” he said in his most charming voice. “Not here to cause any trouble.” 
 
    “We’ve heard that before,” growled the man apparently in charge of the group. “Then suddenly four of our townsfolk were dead.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ali asked, looking as innocent as possible. “What happened?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” the main guard replied. “Just head on back the way you came from. We’ve been trying to play it nice, but that’s not going to work anymore. So instead of crossing through here at all, you can march your ass back up the mountain and find another valley.” 
 
    Ali made no motion, remaining standing where he was, hands raised. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he replied. “I’m…looking for someone. I’m pretty sure they passed through here.” 
 
    “I don’t much care who you’re looking for or where they passed through,” the man replied harshly. “This town’s off limits.” 
 
    Ali’s face hardened, though he maintained his hands-up position. His eyes met the eyes of the man in charge, then moved along the group, taking each of them in. 
 
    “You said you had some trouble,” Ali said. “Four of yours were killed?” 
 
    The man moved his finger from the trigger guard to the trigger, keeping his rifle leveled at Ali’s chest. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know who did it?” Ali asked. “Was it a man and a girl? A teenager?” 
 
    The man’s face shifted almost imperceptibly, just enough that Ali caught it and smiled a crooked smile. 
 
    “Ah, so it was,” he said. “That’s exactly who I’m after. You let me pass through, I think we can kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “And we’re just supposed to believe that’s who you’re after?” the lead man asked. “For all we know, you’re a friend of theirs and that’s why you’re looking for ’em.” 
 
    “Oh, I can assure you,” Ali replied, stepping aside and gesturing toward the ATV, “I am no friend of theirs.” On the ATV were two separate weapons, a shotgun with a large, round barrel, and a bolt-action long gun, each of them strapped along the narrow seat of the vehicle. He moved his right hand slowly and lifted his shirt, showing the pistol tucked into his belt as well. “I’m not looking for them,” Ali continued, then lowered his shirt and raised his hand again. “I’m hunting them.” 
 
    The four men glanced uncertainly at each other, seemingly not sure how to translate that statement. One of the four men lowered his rifle. 
 
    “My bitch of an ex-wife is with them,” he snarled. “Ungrateful—far as I’m concerned, you can hunt them down and shoot them in the dirt.” 
 
    “Luke,” the lead man said, turning toward him. “That ain’t what we agreed to.” 
 
    “I don’t care what we agreed to,” Luke replied. “I gave that woman everything, but I make one little mistake and she’s packing her bags. Now I hear she’s runnin’ around with some girl shooting up the place? I’m done with her.” 
 
    The man in charge of the group looked visibly uncomfortable, eyes darting between Luke and Ali, watching as the other men on guard started to slowly lower their weapons as well. 
 
    “Dammit, this ain’t right,” the man barked. 
 
    “Those three killed four of our men,” Luke said. “Let this dude take care of the problem for us.” 
 
    “I swear to you,” Ali said with a crooked smile, “you let me continue along and you will never see me again. Your problems will be solved.” 
 
    “They were last seen at the old Smithfield place,” Luke said, pointing in the general direction of the trees, east of the barricade where the men all stood. “Just outside of town. Old, beaten-down farmhouse, barn’s half collapsed. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    Ali looked at the man in charge, slowly starting to lower his hands, watching him intently to gauge his reaction. He kept his rifle raised but showed no inclination to actually fire upon him. 
 
    Lowering his hands, Ali walked to the ATV, slung his leg over the seat, revved the engine and charged down the dirt road, heading east from the barricade, the trees looming ahead. 
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Ranger’s Cabin 
 
    Somewhere in Southern Montana 
 
      
 
    Laura jerked awake at the sound, ripped from her light doze by the softly squeaking hinges of the bedroom door. Blinking away the fog of half-sleep, she saw Myles making his way into the room, his face hard-edged and solemn, using his shoulder to get through the door. 
 
    She moved, clattering the chains wrapped around her wrist, which bolted her both to the bed and the wall, holding her arms behind her back. 
 
    Realization struck her hard and quick, remembering the earlier conversation with the park ranger before he’d left her to rot in her prison. 
 
    “Almost dinner time,” he said flatly, standing between her and the metal crate that Bruiser was in. The dog lifted his tired head, tilted it slightly, and whined, looking up at the man standing before him. 
 
    Laura tensed, straining against the chains. 
 
    “No,” she said. “Please don’t. I didn’t think you were serious.” 
 
    “As serious as a heart attack,” Myles replied, glaring at her. “We need to eat. Nothing to joke about there.” 
 
    “Dammit, Myles!” she shouted, pulling hard, the chains tugging back against her. “Don’t do it!” Laura curled on her side on the bed, rolling and trying to get in a better position. Myles took a step toward the crate, reaching into the holster at his hip where the butt of a pistol extended out of its leather sleeve. 
 
    “Myles!” she screamed. “Jack! Don’t let him do this!” 
 
    “Jack won’t help you,” Myles chuckled, looking back over his shoulder. “He’s hungry, too. Aren’t you, Jack?” 
 
    Laura followed the direction of his gaze and saw Jack standing in the doorway, looking at them both, but showing no sign of movement. His face was still etched in ragged scabs, his jaw a deepening purple, right eye almost swollen shut. Vacant eyes and a thinly closed mouth showed a lack of emotion or concern, watching the scene like an uninterested spectator. 
 
    “Jack,” she pleaded. “Please.” Her voice was thready and desperate, choked with emotion. Tugging at the chains, she pulled hard, trying to will herself free though she knew it was hopeless. Myles bent over, opening the latch of the crate’s door, easing Bruiser out from inside. There had been a time and a place where the dog would have fiercely defended himself, and just as fiercely defended Laura, but he was thin and ragged, his fur matted and messy, eyes sunken and forlorn. He moved slowly and with care, his legs little more than fur-covered stalks, trembling slightly as he approached the ranger. 
 
    “Myles,” Laura breathed. “Please. What would your family think if they saw you like this?” 
 
    He was down in a crouch, his left hand on Bruiser’s head and he looked up at her, malice burning in his narrowed eyes. Rising upward, he held his angry glare on her, his face sculpted into a hard, jagged scowl. 
 
    “What did you say?” he asked, his voice little more than a growling whisper. 
 
    “Think about what you’re doing,” she said, adjusting her position slightly. Myles took a long stride forward, his hand moving to the butt of his pistol. 
 
    “You should have learned by now,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t talk about my family. Do you understand me?” He came closer, his thumb working the clasp on his holster, fingers touching the contoured stock of his pistol. 
 
    Laura tucked her knees close, bracing herself as he approached, waiting for his eventual attack. Myles stepped close to the bed, starting to slide the pistol free. 
 
    She pivoted her hips, lashing out with both legs hard and fast in a tight arc, pounding both feet into his left thigh. He grunted and stumbled forward, his mouth curling into an angry snarl. Laura moved her hands beneath her, and her fingers closed around the handle of the butter knife she’d kept within her pocket. It was one of the knives that Jack had left for her, one of the ones she’d used to escape her locked door, and she clutched it, ripping it free of her pocket and snapping right, moving her arms as quickly as the chain would allow. 
 
    Metal rattled as she moved, the links of the chain pulling taut as she pulled up and swung around, desperately slashing with the butter knife. Myles lurched left and the chain held fast, restricting the sweep of her motion. Still, the curved, blunted blade of the knife bit hard into the side of his neck, its tiny serrations ripping through tender flesh and drawing a ragged gash along the length of his neck, sending fresh, red blood spilling free of the narrow wound. 
 
    Myles shouted in rage and pain, stepping back and pressing his hand to his neck, his eyes wide with shock and fury. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” he bellowed, removing his hand and staring at it, wild-eyed, looking at the coating of crimson along the flesh of his palm. Blood ran in thin streams from his neck down onto his flannel shirt. It was a superficial wound, Laura could tell, but she had hurt him. She had fought back. She had at least done something. 
 
    Myles breathed hard through his nostrils, his exhales coming in thick puffs of angry air, teeth clamping over his bottom lip. His face twisted into a scowl of boundless anger, his cheeks were flushed a deep red and he slowly pried apart his lips. 
 
    “Get the dog back in the crate, Jack,” he hissed through clenched teeth. Jack seemed a bit more alert now, his non-swollen eye looking at Laura, then back at Myles. “Now, Jack!” Myles screamed, spittle flying. 
 
    Jack nodded quickly and strode forward, moving behind the ranger and ushering the dog back into the crate, then latching the door shut. Myles removed the pistol from his holster, holding it in whitening knuckles as his angry stare twin lasers that seemed to burn into Laura’s face. 
 
    Finishing latching the crate, Jack stood next to him, eyes still darting back and forth between Laura and Myles nervously. 
 
    Myles stood there, breathing through his nose, his chest moving with each inhale. 
 
    “Unchain her,” he said, gesturing toward Laura with the barrel of his pistol, fishing in his pocket and removing a set of keys, which he tossed to Jack. 
 
    “Why—” Jack started to say as he caught the thrown keys. 
 
    “Just unchain her!” Myles shouted, pointing the pistol at Jack.  
 
    Jack swallowed, Laura could see his Adam’s apple bobbing, and he moved toward her, adjusting the keys in his grip. Myles took two steps back, making sure he was far enough away that nobody could reach him, holding the pistol out. 
 
    “Come on, Jack,” he insisted. “Unlock her. Right now.” 
 
    Jack leaned out over where Laura was lying, stretching behind her with the key in hand, working it into the padlock which secured the links behind her. 
 
    “What are you going to do to her?” Jack asked, his voice strained as he worked to free the padlock. Laura could feel the tightness of the chains begin to slacken slightly, her shoulders relaxing as the chains loosened. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Myles replied. “Just do what I ask, or I’ll kill you both.” 
 
    Laura looked up at Jack’s face and saw it harden slightly as he worked to get the chains loosened and freed, pulling the thick links of chain through the loops, piling it up on the bed next to where Laura was lying. Moving her hands around in front of her, she rubbed her wrists tenderly, grimacing in pain as she massaged the red bruising at the base of her palms. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Myles said, slowly moving the pistol left to right, pointing it at her, then at Jack, then back at her. He finally rested his eyes on Jack. “Get her on her feet,” he said. “We’re taking her out into the backyard. I don’t want to clean blood off the walls in here.” 
 
    “Myles,” Jack said, turning toward him. “I—” 
 
    Myles snapped his hand up and around, firing the pistol. It barked loudly in the tight confines of the small bedroom, the muzzle flash splitting the air. A ragged bullet hole punched into the wooden wall just behind and to the right of Jack, who took a nervous step backwards. 
 
    “The next one goes in your face,” Myles snarled. “Take her to the backyard.” 
 
    Behind the park ranger, Bruiser produced a low, menacing growl, no longer cautious or frightened, now sensing danger and showing his anger. 
 
    Jack looked at her, his non-swollen eye widening and looking pleading, as if begging her to understand. She smiled softly, though inside, she truly didn’t understand. She never would. She’d heard about Stockholm Syndrome before, a phenomenon where a victim develops an unhealthy attachment to their captor, but she’d never really believed it would happen. 
 
    “Please stand,” Jack said quietly, standing next to the bed where he’d bunched up the chains, his eye darting away from her face, unable to meet her eyes. “Don’t make this harder than it already is.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Laura sneered, “I would hate for my brutal, mindless execution to be difficult for you.” 
 
    “Outside,” Myles snarled. “Right now.” 
 
    Laura looked at him with hatred in her eyes, any trace of pity obliterated by her virulent rage. But she said nothing. She walked between Jack and Myles, keeping her head high and her shoulders square, passing alongside Jack as she moved toward the door. Myles followed her with his eyes, showing no outward sign of emotion as he took a step forward. 
 
    Jack moved. 
 
    In one swift, sweeping motion, he lurched forward, closing his hands around the chain gathered up on the bed, then he wheeled around and let it fly, holding one end of the links firmly in his right hand. The metal rope of connected links whipped outward, the heavy links slashing at Myles’s gun arm, twisting around his wrist. The end of the chain slapped the pistol, knocking his arm down and the weapon askew. 
 
    The pistol fired another deafening crack, Myles lurching down and to the right with the weight of the chains. Jack launched forward, charging into a sprint, lowering his shoulder as he moved. Shouting incoherently, the park ranger swiveled left, lifting the gun back around, but Jack was too quick, slamming hard into his chest with his shoulder before he had a chance to draw aim. 
 
    Myles grunted and stumbled back, the weapon falling from his fingers, and Jack descended upon him, pushing him back and down, fingers clawing at the chains. They hit the ground hard in a shuddering slam of bodies, Jack on top. 
 
    The ranger’s fist shot out in a quick forward jab, his closed knuckles glancing hard off Jack’s left temple. Rolling with the blow, Jack thrust an elbow down, driving the broad end of his forearm hard into Myles’s nose. There was a low, wet crunching sound, then Myles shifted his weight, trying to throw Jack off. 
 
    To Laura’s horror, Jack did topple to the left, falling and landing on his left shoulder and Myles started to roll, and for one terrible second, she thought he’d start choking him. She was frozen, muscles tense, considering what she should do next and just as she was prepared to sprint forward into the fray, Myles diverted his attention, reaching for the fallen pistol, his fingers extended. 
 
    Jack coiled the chain around both fists and lurched upward, looping the metal over Myles’s head and across his straining neck. The chain fell into place with a metallic sound and Jack threw himself backwards, tugging hard, pulling it into a taut, hard bind, biting into Myles’s tensed, exposed throat. 
 
    Myles’s fingers halted a few inches from the pistol, groping and slapping at the floor, trying to grasp the weapon, but Jack had the leverage now and he pressed his knee hard into the small of the ranger’s back, pulling up and back as hard as he could with the chain, feeling it as it compressed the struggling ranger’s windpipe. Myles gasped and choked, shifting his attention from the weapon to the chain, clawing at it with his fingers, trying to pry it away, the flesh of his throat puckering beneath the pressure of the closing chain. 
 
    Jack closed his one good eye, crossing his wrists to tighten the binds, then pulled hard, as hard as he could, and Laura could see the muscles in his forearms bulging with the effort. 
 
    Breaths turned to gasps, which turned to chokes, and suddenly Myles’s face was a darkening purple, his eyes bugged, and his lips parted, showing the barest round pink of his thrusting tongue. Laura stood back and watched. She could have interfered, coaxed Jack to relax, to let him live, to spare him. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    She watched in morose fascination as Jack squeezed and pulled, crushing the man’s esophagus with a muffled popping sound, twisting and tugging, rolling him over, putting all of his weight on him as he continued strangling the man a full forty seconds longer than necessary. 
 
    The room was silent. 
 
    Jack kneeled on Myles’s back, the chains still wrapped tight around the man’s throat. There were no breathing sounds no signs of motion, and a thin trickle of dark blood had squeezed out from between his dark lips, pooling in a tiny puddle on the wooden floor. Jack’s shoulders heaved with his own hard, rasping breaths and Laura crept cautiously forward, extending her hand and touching his shoulder gently. 
 
    “Jack,” she whispered. His shoulders still heaved, and he looked down at the prone body beneath him, fingers still tightly coiled, unwilling or unable to let go. “Jack?” 
 
    She squeezed his shoulder gently and could feel the iron-tense muscles beneath his shirt, his whole body a tightened coil of unfettered rage. 
 
    “It’s okay. You did it,” she said quietly. “He’s gone.” 
 
    She saw his shoulders slump slightly as she spoke, his fingers loosening, just a bit. The chain links slipped free of his fingers, clanking to the floor, but he stayed where he was, straddling Myles’s back, not wanting to look back into Laura’s eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I know that was hard.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Jack replied. “He deserved it.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did,” Laura agreed. “But taking a life is never easy. If it were, I’d wonder what was wrong with you.” 
 
    Jack nodded, accepting Laura’s help to clamber to his feet, feeling somewhat unsteady, but finally getting upright. From inside the crate Bruiser whined softly, his tail twitching back and forth, and after ensuring that Jack was standing okay, Laura moved to the crate and unlatched it, letting the dog free. Bruiser lowered his head and charged forward, driving the crown of his skull into Laura’s legs. Laura lowered herself to a crouch and rubbed at him furiously, pinning his ears back and flattening his fur. His tail wagged so hard, she thought it might snap in half. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Jack asked, speaking to no one in particular. 
 
    Laura stood, looking down at the dog as it threaded between her legs, slapping the backs of her calves with his tail. 
 
    “When I went through his desk earlier,” she said, “I figured out where we are. We’re in Wyoming, probably about sixty or seventy miles north of my sister’s house.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said, his voice flat and toneless. 
 
    “Let’s take a run around the house, gather up whatever supplies we can find. Then we’ll load up his truck outside and hit the road. Hopefully he’s got enough gas.” 
 
    “He’s got a tool shed in the back,” Jack replied. “At least three five-gallon cans of gas in there. We should be good to go.” 
 
    Laura put a comforting hand on Jack’s shoulder. 
 
    “Jack,” she said again, and he turned to look at her, looking as though he were in a trance. “I’ll say it again—you did the right thing. Thank you.” 
 
    Jack lowered his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    “Sorry? About what?” 
 
    “It took me too long,” he replied. “I went along with his shit—I should have fought back sooner.” 
 
    “You fought back,” Laura replied. “That’s all that matters. It doesn’t matter how long it took; it just matters that you did it.” 
 
    Jack nodded and walked toward the door, Laura falling in behind him. She slapped him hard on the back as Bruiser made his way past them. 
 
    “Now stop feeling sorry for yourself and help me gather supplies. I don’t want to spend any longer in this damn house than we have to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Somewhere East of Des Moines, Iowa 
 
      
 
    Once again, Tristan found himself caught in the strange space between reality and faith, a place he hadn’t found himself very often in the last two and a half decades of life. His time in the Marine Corps had taught him some very brutal, hard lessons, brought him face-to-face with the visceral reality of life outside his lower-class Chicago neighborhood, and they’d been life experiences he knew he’d never forget. Those experiences went a long way toward shaping his life in these later years, giving him his eternally positive outlook and his unwavering willingness to share the word of God with anyone he crossed paths with. 
 
    But things had changed in the past month. He wasn’t sure if it was the disaster itself, the after effects of that disaster, or how humanity as a whole had been forever changed because of it. 
 
    Whatever the reason, things were very different now than they had been a month ago, and it was a difference he struggled with every single day. 
 
    Growing up in a busy, urban neighborhood, the distinct lack of lights and noise was jarring, an issue he’d struggled mightily to deal with. Above and beyond that, humanity’s proclivity toward violence in the aftermath of the chaos had left a lasting scar on his psyche. He’d seen the best and worst of humanity throughout his first twenty years and had sometimes struggled to understand why mankind did certain things to each other. 
 
    But in his last several years living on the streets, Tristan had found a nugget of his true calling, a realization that he could influence the masses, teach the public the word of God and convince them to be better. To embrace the will of God and let His spirit inside of them. 
 
    These days, it felt as though his last ten years of struggle and challenge were not worth it. No matter how far and wide he’d spread the word, humanity had still devolved to its most brutal, basic, animal instincts, hunting and killing for little more than crumbs, scavenging for weapons and drugs instead of food or water. The lust for killing overcoming a need for connection. 
 
    It was easy to blame the disaster for causing his new state of mind, but Tristan believed that humanity generally relied on what they truly were in times of crisis. And if that was the case, mankind as a whole was well and truly doomed. 
 
    The murky trees and sky blurred past them as they drove, the Chevy rattling noisily over the uneven pavement of the multi-lane highway. It had been a while since they’d seen any other vehicles, and certainly they hadn’t seen any people as they moved westward in the general direction of Des Moines for no other reason than because it was along the way. 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming was their final destination—at least it was as he saw it, straight west through Nebraska, then easing northwest into and through Wyoming. He wasn’t sure precisely where it was, but knew it was a little way beyond Cheyenne. They’d have to stop at one of the gas stations along the way and hope they could still find some paper maps kicking around. He had no doubt they’d find one. Why would people fight to steal those, after all? 
 
    All would come in due time. 
 
    He looked over at Bruce, sitting on the back seat next to him, pressed over to the passenger side, looking out his window. It seemed to be his default position during the trip. 
 
    “You look troubled, Bruce,” Tristan said softly. 
 
    “Come on, Big T,” Bruce replied. “The world is falling apart around us. I think everyone is pretty damn troubled. If you’re not troubled, you’re ignorant.” 
 
    Tristan smiled softly, taking the harsh words in stride. 
 
    “Well, you look more troubled than most,” Tristan clarified. “Something is on your mind.” He glanced into the front seat where Shawna and Selanda appeared to be involved in a conversation that he could not make out. “I saw you speaking with Shawna,” he continued, looking back at him. “Is something going on?” 
 
    “You’re far too trusting for your own good,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “Are you giving me reason not to be?” 
 
    Bruce looked away from him, casting his eyes out the window once again, to the trees passing by along the edge of the road, shifting into monochrome blurs of movement. The sky outside brightened with a momentary burst of lightning, briefly illuminating the surrounding forest and revealing the hard edges of buildings just beyond the trees. 
 
    “If you seek forgiveness, you need confession,” Tristan continued, reaching his hand into his pocket to find his Bible. Bruce held out a hand, resting it on Tristan’s wrist. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said, shaking his head. “Just—don’t.” 
 
    Tristan removed his hand, holding them both in front of him, showing his palms. For several more moments the car continued down the road, slicing through the darkness. Tristan figured they must be getting close to Des Moines at that point, though he was trying to refrain from the typical ‘Are we there yet?’ questions during their travels. Judging by Shawna’s white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel, she was tense enough as it was. 
 
    “Does anyone else see that?” Shawna asked from the front seat. Tristan leaned right, looking between the two headrests. The night around them was dark, save for the persistent throb of lightning high above, but in the distance, almost straight ahead, he could have sworn he saw the soft glow of lights. They almost looked like headlights, but there were three of them, which seemed strange. Headlights would be in pairs, wouldn’t they? And why were they facing back in their direction. 
 
    Shawna slowed the car and Bruce leaned left, joining Tristan in looking out through the window curiously. 
 
    “Those definitely seem like headlights,” Bruce said. 
 
    “But three of them?” 
 
    “Motorcycles?” Bruce asked. 
 
    The word chilled Tristan to the bone. It hadn’t been that long ago that motorcycles had swarmed around them, attacking from nowhere in an attempt to steal their supplies. They’d taken them down relatively easily, but what if they weren’t alone? 
 
    “Shawna?” he asked. “Should we turn off?” 
 
    “We’re between exits,” Shawna replied, looking nervously out of her window. “There’s no way off right now.” 
 
    “Turn around,” Bruce insisted. “Turn around right now—” 
 
    The headlights ahead were joined by another trio of lights, but these were abrupt, flashing lights, the ragged lightning-bolt bursts of muzzle flashes. 
 
    Shawna screamed as the windshield exploded into a shattering crash of splintering safety glass and hurtling bullets. 
 
    “Heads down!” Shawna yelled, throwing herself left and down as the windshield blistered and exploded inward, spraying webbed safety glass all over the inside of the car. Selanda followed her lead, plunging forward, Bruce and Tristan doing the same, a barrage of bullets ripping through the car front to back, blasting out the rear windshield as swiftly as the front. 
 
    A rush of wind and noise swept into the car with the windows blown, and Tristan lost his sense of direction as the car jerked right, then twisted left, Shawna desperate to retain control while also dodging what appeared to be automatic fire. Outside, with the windshield gone, Tristan could hear the metallic rattle of automatic weapons, his mind immediately flashing back to the battlefields he’d seen during his time in the Marines. The M4 carbine and its like had a very distinctive sound. He heard it now, only he was on the receiving end instead of the giving end. 
 
    He didn’t like it. Glancing up from behind the driver’s seat, he could see the hood of the car puckering under the staccato of flashing ricochets, bullets glancing off the sloped metal, ripping ragged gashes in the surface. Shawna’s hands were clasped around the steering wheel as she kept her head behind the dashboard, a sudden bullet impact leaving a jagged wound in the vinyl about a foot above her head. 
 
    She reacted, jerking the wheel in the opposite direction, and he could hear the high squeal of rubber on asphalt as the tires desperately tried to grip the road. With a shudder, the car swung around left, angling into a loud, abrasive skid, the smell of burning rubber filling the vehicle as it swept along sideways, the motorcycle headlights now lined up outside the passenger side, still unleashing a fusillade of weapons fire, riddling the doors and roof with bullets, blasting out more windows. 
 
    The car slid horizontally for a second, then seemed to catch, tilting severely to the passenger side. Shawna clasped the wheel and tried to steer into the skid, even though she couldn’t see through the window. Her desperate attempts to maintain some semblance of control failed and the car jerked back to the right, moving against the skid, then tipped and lurched, the tires leaving the pavement as the hood dipped forward and the vehicle started to carry over into a swift, nauseating sideways roll. 
 
    Pressing his hands out, Tristan tried to wedge himself into a tight space to avoid being jostled around, but there was no use as the car went over sideways, end over end, tumbling, more glass shattering, metal buckling, the world around them merging into a singular acrobatic whirl. All of his senses attacked by the noise and sight of a world turned upside-down, he welcomed the opening maw of darkness as it drew him in and consumed him. 
 
    # 
 
    “Tristan, move your ass!” 
 
    The voice sounded garbled and faint, as if coming from underwater, being spoken to him as he was drowning. Fingers clawed at his arm, clutching at his bicep, ripping him from the blessed embrace of unconsciousness. 
 
    Shaking his head, the darkness peeled away into a broken world. Shawna reached for him underneath the upside-down Chevy Nova. The roof had become the floor, and his window had been shattered, a glittering spray of broken glass spread upon the pavement beneath him. His shoulder was in agony, pressed against the roof, his legs curled above him, his entire body wedged into the tiny space between the back seat and the front seat of the Nova. Shawna was on her knees, reaching in and tugging at him, trying desperately to pull him free. The rank smell of gasoline filled his nostrils and his first ridiculous thought was that it was a waste that all the fuel they’d worked to siphon was spilling out all over Interstate 80. 
 
    “Come on!” Shawna echoed. 
 
    “Bruce—” Tristan mumbled, looking toward the passenger seat. The window across the seat from him was equally shattered, but the seat itself was empty. There was no sign of Bruce anywhere. A muffled metallic bang came from the front and he craned his neck in time to see Selanda drill the heel of her shoe into her door, bent at an awkward angle against the frame of the car. It groaned open and she rolled forward, scrambling out of the wrecked car. 
 
    “The shoulder’s right over here!” Shawna shouted at him, still pulling. Tristan checked his pocket, letting out a breath as he felt the familiar leathery surface of the Bible’s cover under his fingertips. Crawling forward, he snaked through the narrow gap of the broken window, ignoring the pain of broken glass raking at his stomach and thighs as he squirmed through. Smoke floated in the air and his palm pressed into wetness on the road, wetness he was certain was spilled gas. 
 
    “We need to find Bruce,” he gasped. 
 
    “He ditched us!” Shawna barked back. 
 
    “No—” Tristan said, shaking his head. Bruce didn’t. He wouldn’t. 
 
    Rattling gunfire chopped through the night and sparks danced along the edge of the upside-down vehicle. Shawna grunted, using both hands to clasp Tristan’s arm and yank him forward and through, pulling him out onto the road. 
 
    “We need to go!” she shouted, and he could see Selanda coming around the tipped front of the car, keeping her head down as more bullet impacts sparked against the underside of the vehicle near the grill. 
 
    “Up, up, up!” Shawna clutched his arm and stood, yanking him into a clumsy shamble, all of them lurching toward the shoulder as gunfire chattered in the distance, but getting closer. Chunks of dirt and grass pelted up into the air just ahead of them and the three of them pitched down the slope of the shoulder, running clumsily toward the trees ahead. Tristan saw for the first time that Shawna had the submachine gun she’d stolen from the previous motorcycle attackers slung over her shoulder and Selanda had the semi-automatic pistol clutched in both hands ahead of her, her head down. 
 
    More gunfire roared, sounding like it was coming from everywhere at once. A thick fog shrouded Tristan’s head, and the harder he tried to peer through it, the more confused he seemed to get about where he was and where they were going. 
 
    For a moment he was afraid he might have a concussion, but he knew he couldn’t worry about that now. As he looked back over his shoulder, he saw three figures emerge at the edge of the road, shouldering tactical rifles and opening fire, the muzzle flashes ripping the darkness wide open. 
 
    Shawna wheeled around, gesturing for the two of them to keep moving. She cradled the submachine gun, a Heckler and Koch MP5 with collapsible stock and extended magazine. Tristan wondered where the motorcycle gang had picked up a weapon typically reserved for military or law enforcement, but he supposed that didn’t really matter now. 
 
    Shawna squeezed the trigger, the weapon exploding in a flurry of automatic fire and she stumbled back, not anticipating the furious kickback, the majority of the spewing nine-millimeter fire screaming over the heads of the other gunmen. 
 
    Within a span of seconds, the ammunition in the magazine had run dry and she ejected it, fumbling in her pocket for a spare, barely sliding one free and ramming it home as gunfire returned from the edge of the road. Grass erupted at their feet and one of the trees a few meters ahead of them splintered, spraying wooden fragments into a wide path of debris. 
 
    Tristan planted one foot, sweeping his M9 Beretta from his belt, trying to push through the swarming haze in his vision. Clasping his hands together, he reverted to his Marine Corps training, immediately falling into the comfortable firing stance ingrained in muscle memory, even if he hadn’t done the exercise in the past ten years. 
 
    He pumped the trigger three times, a concentrated volley of return fire, and he saw one of the approaching gunmen buckle forward, then go tumbling down the grassy slope, his weapon bouncing as he lay still. 
 
    The three of them plunged into the trees as bullets whacked and pelted the wooden trunks and branches, hewing off chunks of organic matter. Selanda took cover behind a tree, then swung around and fired her own pistol, but didn’t come close to hitting anyone. On her fifth trigger pull, the pistol clacked on an empty magazine. 
 
    “I didn’t grab any extra ammunition!” she gasped, and Tristan realized with fear that he hadn’t either. Shoving his back against a thick trunk, he ejected the Beretta’s magazine and tried to see how many bullets were inside. He had a handful left, no more than five or six, and considering Shawna had stolen what she had, he doubted she had much either. 
 
    In answer, Shawna came up next to him, ducking down as a roar of 5.56-millimeter rounds chewed through trees and dirt to her left. 
 
    “One magazine after this one,” she breathed. “Not enough. Not nearly enough.” 
 
    “Come on out!” a voice barked from the grass. “Turn yourselves in and maybe I won’t put a bullet in you!” 
 
    The three of them glanced at each other, knowing the guy was full of it.  
 
    “Does he mean it?” Selanda whispered. 
 
    Shawna shook her head. 
 
    “If they’re after our supplies, they can just take them from our dead bodies,” she said. “I guarantee you they won’t hesitate to shoot us dead.” 
 
    “So, what do we do? I have no ammo left, Tristan has five bullets, and you have two magazines. None of us are trained for this.” 
 
    Tristan pressed his shoulder against the tree, holding his pistol at his waist, looking out through the trees. 
 
    “There are only two of them,” he said. “Technically, we outnumber them, right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a chance I want to take,” Shawna said. She looked deeper into the trees. “Anyone know where these trees go? Maybe we can make our way—” 
 
    Gunfire exploded at the tree line, spraying bark and branches, forcing them all to hit the ground. Tristan swept his arms up, if only by pure instinct, then rattled off three quick shots into the darkness, knowing full well he wasn’t going to hit anyone. 
 
    Shawna darted right, lifting the MP5 and she pulled the trigger. A barrage of fire burst from the barrel, then suddenly there was a metallic clunk and the weapons fire suddenly ceased. 
 
    “What the hell?” she asked. 
 
    “Magazine empty?” Selanda asked. 
 
    “Sounded like it jammed!” Tristan shouted. “Slap it! See if you can free it up!” 
 
    “Slap what?” Shawna asked desperately. More gunfire chewed through the trees and she lurched forward, the submachine gun tumbling from her hands. 
 
    “Shawna!” Selanda shouted. 
 
    “I’m fine!” Shawna replied. “I’m not hit, stay where you are!” 
 
    “Yeah, listen to the woman!” a voice growled. The three of them turned to see a hulking figure emerge from the trees, a tactical rifle in his hands. The thick stock was pressed tightly to his shoulder, his support hand cradling the forestock, keeping the barrel pointed straight at them. “Stay right where you are.” 
 
    The man was tall, but not just tall, he was huge, a combination of a football linebacker and a basketball center. His beard was a long, dark tangle of hair, his eyes dark and angry, even in the meager illumination of the lightning above. 
 
    “On second thought,” he continued, “don’t stay where you are. Get up and out into the grass. We want to have some words with you.” 
 
    The three of them looked nervously at each other but used the tree to help them get to their feet, following the directions of the man who was thrusting his weapon barrel left, guiding them from their hiding spot. The man with the tactical automatic walked with them, forcing them from the trees and out into the open grass next to the downward slope of the shoulder. Up on the road they could see the overturned Chevy Nova and smell the lingering rank stench of spilled gas and smoke. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” Shawna asked, keeping her hands raised. “Just take what you want. Not like we have much anyway.” 
 
    The man in the grass glowered at her, his rifle raised, as his friend came around to join him, both of them aiming their M4s at them. 
 
    “The skinny dude had this,” the football player said, holding out Tristan’s Beretta. 
 
    “Old school,” the other man nodded with a smile. “You serve, friend?” 
 
    “United States Marine Corps,” Tristan replied, no small hint of pride in his voice. 
 
    “Semper Fi, mi amigo, Semper freaking Fi.” He raised a closed fist and pumped it. His slight smile almost immediately faded, however, and he returned the closed fist to its support position on his rifle. “Shame I’m gonna have to kill y’all anyway.” 
 
    “What did we do to you?” Selanda asked. 
 
    “Not me,” the man replied. “My brother. We found his dead body on the road a way back and we saw your car leavin’ the scene.” 
 
    “They attacked us,” Shawna protested. “We were just defending ourselves!” 
 
    “If you’d stopped and let them take what they wanted, they would have left you alone,” the man replied. Tristan doubted there was even an ounce of truth to his statement. “Now, you’ve brought this upon yourself.” 
 
    “What’s your name, Marine?” the man asked Tristan. 
 
    “Tristan Greg,” he replied. “Call me Big T.” 
 
    “Big T,” the man chuckled. “I like it. Will Furlow. I wish you hadn’t gotten caught up in this. We could always use fellow vets on our crew, especially guys who know how to handle a weapon.” He glanced over his shoulder, looking at the fallen gunman lying face first in the grass several yards behind him. “That was some impressive shooting, amigo.” 
 
    “I take no joy in killing,” Tristan replied. “Sometimes it’s a necessary evil, but it’s never ‘impressive’.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Will replied with a shrug. He lifted his weapon, jerking the barrel toward them. “Get in a line.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Selanda said. “Please. We’re only trying to survive this crisis, just like you.” 
 
    The man’s expression turned hard and cold. 
 
    “You call this a crisis, like it’s a temporary thing with a beginning and an end. You know that ain’t how this works, right? This isn’t a crisis, it’s a new reality.” His eyes roamed over her, looking at her from head to toe. “Judging by your look, I think you’re probably upper middle class. Maybe you’re even rich, I don’t know. I can see you used to take care of yourself before everything went to shit. I’m doin’ you a favor here. You wouldn’t last in this new world. Better to get it done quick than limp along while your life slowly crumbles.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I’ve seen,” she said. “No clue what I’ve been through.” 
 
    Will shrugged. 
 
    “Guess I’ll never know,” he said and pointed the barrel at her. His finger moved from the trigger guard to the trigger and Selanda closed her eyes, anticipating the inevitable. 
 
    # 
 
    “Drop your guns!” a voice echoed over the grass.  
 
    Shawna, Tristan, and Selanda swiveled, looking to the right, following the sound of the shouting voice. 
 
    Bruce emerged from the darkness, both hands clasped around the handle of a pistol pointed at the two men, held firm and level. 
 
    “Bruce?” Tristan asked. “You didn’t ditch us!” 
 
    “Shut up, Big T,” Bruce replied. “Let me do this.” He took another step closer, the pistol pointed at them. The two men glanced at each other, smirking softly. 
 
    “My friend,” Will said, “you’ve got a little peashooter there. You really want to throw down with our full autos with that thing?” 
 
    “Drop your guns and I won’t have to,” Bruce said, his voice sounding a little shaky. Tristan took an unsteady step forward, the two gunmen’s attention momentarily diverted. 
 
    “I’ll drop you, buddy,” Will said, lifting his rifle. “Don’t think I won’t.” 
 
    Bruce’s eyes darted toward the group of three unarmed people, the closest things he had to anything resembling friends. For a moment his eyes met Shawna’s and she saw something in them. Guilt, maybe? She held his gaze and shook her head softly, trying to encourage him not to do something stupid. His mouth was a narrow, straight line, his jaw clenched into a taut angle. 
 
    Even from that distance she saw him draw in a steadying breath. 
 
    “You’re dead!” he screamed and charged forward, his finger moving to the trigger of the pistol and pulling furiously. 
 
    “Take his ass down!” Will shouted and the two men fired their automatics, bullets ripping from barrels and tearing Bruce down in a swift, final volley of 5.56-millimeter rounds. 
 
    Tristan darted forward, lowering his head and lurching into a somewhat clumsy sprint. The linebacker noticed him moving and came back around, but he was big and slow, and Tristan was clutching at his rifle before he could bring it back toward him. Shoving right, Tristan grabbed the firing fingers of the man’s trigger hand and squeezed them together, forcing the weapon to fire, the automatic roaring wildly. 
 
    “No—!” Will barked, but the barrel swung hard left, stitching a ragged trench of bullet holes across Will’s chest, ripping flesh and punching red jets of blood out onto the grass behind him, sending him collapsing to the ground. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” the large, bearded man shouted, swinging out with the rifle and knocking Tristan from his feet, sending him crashing to the grass with a grunt. Shawna was in motion, sprinting across the grass, moving fast. The gunman turned back toward her, lifting his rifle. Tristan’s fingers closed around the M9 Beretta that lay in the grass. Throwing himself backwards, he lifted his arms and pulled the trigger, roaring off the final three rounds in the magazine. The first bullet shattered the man’s elbow in a crack of ripping flesh and breaking bone. He yelped and stumbled just as the second round drove into his right ribs, pounding through bone and deep into his chest cavity, shredding organs as the bullet passed through before lodging in one of his lungs. 
 
    He took a clumsy step backward, wheezing, trying to lift the rifle, but Shawna was on top of him, knocking the weapon aside and sending him crashing back against the grass with a hard slam. Pink, frothy blood spewed from his pursed lips as he struck the ground, his eyes already fluttering as his fingers relaxed and released the automatic, letting it fall to the grass. 
 
    “Bruce!” Tristan shouted and climbed to his feet as Shawna kneeled on the man’s chest, making sure he was completely incapacitated as his life continued fading away. Tristan moved past the motionless body of Will Furlow and made it to where Bruce was lying just as Selanda got to him, too. 
 
    “Bruce!” Tristan said again, dropping to his knees next to the man who looked up at him through vacant, uncertain eyes. 
 
    “Big—Big T,” he gasped. Blood was already slicking his lips and forming at the corner of his mouth, slowly streaking his cheek and jawline. He coughed pathetically and red spittle flew into the air. Shawna joined them, lowering to the ground on the other side of him. Selanda had his pistol and was looking at it. 
 
    “Bruce, why did you do that?” she asked. “We could have figured it out.” 
 
    Bruce shook his head. 
 
    “I—I screwed up. You know it and I know it.” His voice was weak and scratchy. “Had to make it right.” 
 
    Shawna closed her eyes and tucked her chin to her chest. 
 
    “These times—” she said softly, “these times are tough. It’s hard to know what choices are the right ones.” 
 
    Bruce chuckled dryly. 
 
    “It’s pretty clear…choices I made—not the right ones.” He was struggling to form words. “Chad. The Army. I—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Shawna said, shaking her head. “Don’t blame yourself.” 
 
    “Too late,” he replied. Blood was thick at his lips now and ran in thin streams from the corners of his mouth, collecting in the grass underneath his head. “My fault. All those people in Chicago. That’s…that’s on me.” 
 
    Shawna clasped his hand in both of hers. It felt like a fish out of water, damp and clammy, but she forced herself to hold on to it. 
 
    “I forgive you,” she said. Her eyes moved to Tristan’s and she was relieved to see that he had the Bible in his hands already. 
 
    “The Lord forgives you,” Tristan said, placing a calming hand on Bruce’s chest. 
 
    Bruce smiled meekly. His lips moved as if he might be trying to say something else, but no words came. There was one last dry rasp of breath and then he was gone. Shawna and Tristan stayed where they were for a few moments, Shawna holding his hand, Tristan with his palm pressed to his still chest. Finally, Shawna moved his hand to his chest, pressing it down palm first, and she slowly stood as Tristan recited a quiet prayer, his eyes closed. 
 
    Selanda joined Shawna, walking with her back toward Will’s corpse. 
 
    “He had my pistol,” Selanda said. “The one I discarded in the trees.” 
 
    “I thought it was out of ammunition?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “It was,” Selanda replied. “I’m betting he knew that, too.” 
 
    Shawna closed her eyes. 
 
    “What has life become?” she asked quietly. “Will things ever get back to normal? Lord help me if this is normal.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be,” Tristan said, joining the two women. “All we can do is our best.” 
 
    “Starting to wonder if maybe our best isn’t good enough,” Shawna said. She sighed heavily, looking at the carnage surrounding them. Dead bodies lay in the grass everywhere she looked. “Let’s grab their automatics and whatever spare magazines we can find. Our car is trash, but they’ve got three motorcycles up there. Maybe we can salvage something out of this mess.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Somewhere West of Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Tires crunched on gravel as the park ranger’s truck eased its way into the narrow driveway just outside the small house. Twin headlights splashed upon the structure, revealing an old mailbox with numbers painted on it. Jack reached over from the driver’s seat, clasping his hand around Laura’s shoulder and shaking gently. She groaned but finally opened her eyes, shaking the fog of sleep from her head as she looked out into the illuminated night. 
 
    “Is this the place?” Jack asked. “Your sister’s place?” 
 
    Laura shrugged groggily. 
 
    “Believe it or not, I’ve never been here,” she said. “Talk to her by text, but never got the chance to visit, even though she invited me a hundred times.” 
 
    “Family is weird sometimes,” Jack said. 
 
    Laura didn’t reply, she just stared down at her hands, picturing her daughter’s face in her head, a sudden stab of painful guilt ramming deep into her chest. In the harsh spray of light from the truck’s headlights, she could see that there was more than just a simple house here. Her sister lived on a veritable farm. A large barn sat to the right of the house, next to a sprawling pasture surrounded by an old-style wooden rung fence. She couldn’t see much in the scant light, but she could tell that the entire place looked empty. More than empty, it looked downright desolate, like nobody had lived here for years.  
 
    Every window was dark and there had been no cars in the driveway, and it seemed evident that nobody was currently here. 
 
    “Nobody home?” Jack asked and Bruiser lifted his head from the back seat, shaking it furiously, his collar jingling. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like it,” Laura replied. “But maybe they’re asleep.” She pushed open the passenger door and stepped out onto the gravel driveway, the crunch of her shoes on the hard material sounding loud in the relatively quiet night. Opening the slim back door of the truck, she reached past the enthusiastic dog and opened up the backpack on the floor of the rear of the truck and removed a flashlight, switching it on. Following the narrow beam of light, she walked from the driveway to the grass, and into the pasture. She followed the perimeter of the yard to the barn, then poked around inside there for a few moments, illuminating the darkened corners and checking the various stalls and coops, probing with her light, looking for any sign of life or supplies. Jack joined her, a second pale shaft crossing her first, and she could hear the jangle of Bruiser moving along with them. 
 
    They’d restocked their supplies with items found at the ranger’s cabin, managing to scavenge some canned foods, water bottles, flashlights, new socks, and a few other items. Jack had taken a hunting rifle and Laura had added his pistol to the one she already had, taking whatever ammunition they could find. There had been a lot less available than Laura thought they might find, but they had enough to last a couple days, and her hopes were that she could land somewhere before those supplies ran out. 
 
    “I was excited for a minute,” Laura said, turning to Jack. “When I saw the farm here, I thought maybe we’d find some chickens, eggs, or heaven forbid a pig or something.” 
 
    “Looks like whoever was here didn’t just clear out the people.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Do you think this is all connected to that Stone Sword group that your sister was involved with? You think she brought everyone and everything there?” 
 
    “Quite possible,” Laura replied. “She spoke of them with cult-like adoration sometimes. I always thought she was a little crazy, but she seemed to think they had all the answers.” 
 
    “Let’s hope she was right,” Jack replied. 
 
    Spending a few more moments investigating the barn, they moved back outside into the pasture, then crossed the grass heading over toward the farmhouse. The night was dark and quiet, the persistent, almost inaudible sizzle of lightning coming from above. As they made their way across the clearing, a jerking spear of blinding lightning fired from the sky to the ground, cracking in the distance. It was so bright and sudden that Laura brought her hand to her face and glanced over the edge of her palm, looking at the horizon. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Not good, that’s what,” Laura replied. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She didn’t reply, she just lifted her head, looking back to the sky, eyes narrow and focused. Her mind raced as she looked out at the fading afterimage of the lightning against the dark sky. 
 
    “Tough to explain,” she said quietly. “Let’s just say that the one saving grace to these lightning storms was that they were mostly atmospheric. If they’re going to start striking ground…that’s not good.” 
 
    “Lightning strikes happen all the time,” Jack replied. 
 
    “This isn’t just lightning,” Laura said. “That’s what nobody really understands about this phenomenon. There’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the point,” Laura said. “Lightning is a natural phenomenon. It’s Mother Nature at her best. Exciting, destructive, but ultimately at least somewhat predictable. You can measure it by weather patterns and take precautions. This lightning? I don’t know.” 
 
    Jack looked at her. 
 
    “You make it sound like this is some sort of…weapon or something.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what it is. Maybe not a weapon that’s being purposefully fired, but a weapon just the same.” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to explain that a bit better.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside first. I’d feel more comfortable if we were under a roof.” Another bright burst formed among the web of lightning, and another streak shot through the sky, though it dissipated quickly and was gone as quick as it appeared. 
 
    Bruiser clung tightly to Laura’s leg as they crossed the grass and approached the house.  
 
    “Hold up,” Laura said, lifting a hand, palm facing Jack. She angled the flashlight on the side door of the house, focusing the narrow beam on where the lock was in the frame. As she moved closer, she leaned forward, tightening the beam of light on the lock. “You see this?” she asked, and Jack came to her left, leaning over to look. 
 
    The metal of the storm door was bent back away from the lock, the edge of the door twisted so much that it barely remained closed. 
 
    “Someone broke in?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Sure looks that way,” Laura said. Immediately she reached into her waistband and slipped free her Glock, the same pistol she’d been carrying since she’d stolen it from a drug user back in Seattle what felt like a lifetime ago. How many miles had they traveled since then? How much death and destruction had they seen? 
 
    Jack unslung his hunting rifle, carrying it in both hands as she used the barrel of her pistol to pull open the door, opening it wide so she could step forward into the house. Her light splashed on the dark interior, barely illuminating the mudroom where there were no boots or jackets or other sign of life. Soon she was in the kitchen checking the cabinets while Jack went into the living room. 
 
    The living room was fairly large, with a couch and a television, a broad, glass-covered coffee table between the two, and a pair of comfortable chairs at an angle to the TV. A layer of dust covered everything in the home and there wasn’t a single crumb of food or sign of life anywhere in the house. 
 
    After a few moments of searching, they both retreated to the living room, setting their bags down on the floor, and Jack rested his rifle on the coffee table while Laura slipped her weapon back in her waistband. 
 
    She removed two cans of pasta with meat sauce from her backpack and set them on the coffee table, then removed a multi-tool and extended the can opener attachment. 
 
    “Check the water,” she said, nodding to Jack. “This far out, I’m betting they have well water. Without electricity there probably isn’t much water pressure, but maybe if she took off right after this all happened there’s enough to fill our bottles. Then we can save the sealed bottles for later.” 
 
    Jack nodded and stood, pulling two empty water bottles from his bag and heading to the kitchen. Laura worked the cans, revealing the mush of tan and red within. 
 
    Her stomach lurched slightly at the scent of it. She knew, as far as these days went, this meal was actually pretty decent, but eating it cold still turned her stomach. She heard a soft clunking of plumbing and the almost-inaudible trickle of water into the bottles Jack had brought with him. 
 
    One small victory, at least. 
 
    Jack walked back in and set the bottles down on the coffee table, then picked up his can and the fork Laura had pulled out for him. 
 
    “Should we just split one?” he asked, looking at the second can she was about to crack open. “We don’t have much.” 
 
    “We’ve been barely eating enough calories to function for the past week or so,” she replied. “I think we need whatever we can get at this point.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “I’m hoping we’ll be at the Stone Sword compound by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jack replied. “Right. Speaking of which.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a refrigerator magnet, tossing it onto the table. “I found this in the kitchen. Looks like that’s where we want to be?” 
 
    Laura read the words on the magnet. 
 
    Camp Stone Sword 
 
    Survivalist Training Ground 
 
    Do you have what it takes? 
 
    She smiled and snickered softly, shaking her head. 
 
    “I still can’t believe my sister fell in with this crowd. That’s never been her thing.” 
 
    “What hasn’t? Survival?” 
 
    “They go beyond that. They have all these doomsday scenarios, and according to her, their compound isn’t so much a compound as it’s a whole mountain town. Everyone has their job, every business has its place, they run emergency management drills town-wide every month for all sorts of different disasters.” 
 
    “Seems like a good idea, given the circumstances.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Laura replied. She finished opening the can and forked a heaping pile of the sauce and pasta into her mouth. She chewed and swallowed far more quickly than she probably should have. 
 
    “Oof,” she said, putting a hand on her stomach. “I’ve got to take this more slowly.” 
 
    “My kingdom for a microwave,” Jack said. “I suppose we could get a fire going outside if we really wanted to.” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “That seems like too much work right now. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    They sat in relative silence, slowly shoveling in the food, and each of them took momentary breaks to share their cans with Bruiser, who sat patiently, his tail thumping the floor. 
 
    Jack set his empty can on the table, then took a long drink from his water bottle, setting that down next to it. He leaned back slightly in the comfortable chair, sighing with the motion. 
 
    “I thought I’d never sit in a chair like this again,” he said, moving gingerly to make himself comfortable. Laura looked at him. His face was still marred by ragged scabs from broken glass and thick, dark bruising consumed most of his facial features. 
 
    “Still hurt?” she asked. “Myles put you through the wringer.” 
 
    Jack remained still for a moment, then finally nodded softly. 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t think he broke anything, but the ribs still hurt and my face feels like I sat under a tanning booth too long.” 
 
    “We need to find some ice packs or something.” 
 
    “Not exactly top of the priority list.” His eyes were still closed as he laid back in the chair. 
 
    “I don’t blame you, you know,” she said. “For what happened up there.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I blame myself enough for both of us.” 
 
    “Jack, that sort of situation does strange things to people.” 
 
    “If by strange things you mean turns people into weak-kneed sycophants, then yes, you’re exactly right. It did very strange things to me.” 
 
    “I know you like to consider yourself a tough-guy soldier, but, no offense, you’re still a kid. A kid who was playing Xbox twelve hours a day, like, six months ago.” 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder,” he replied quietly. 
 
    “You saved my life,” she said. “Like, more times than I can count. You took a bullet, for crying out loud. You’ve experienced more in a month than most soldiers do in two tours. The fact that you’re still alive is pretty impressive.” 
 
    Jack smiled crookedly. 
 
    “I wonder if Dad will see it the same way.” 
 
    Laura drew back slightly. 
 
    “Is that what’s bothering you? You know the closer we get to Stone Sword, the closer you get to returning to Nebraska?” 
 
    Jack finally opened his eyes, sitting up slightly, using his elbows to prop himself up. 
 
    “Well, yeah. I guess.” 
 
    “You know,” Laura replied, “you don’t have to go back home.” 
 
    “Where else am I going to go?” 
 
    Laura shrugged and there was a moment of uncomfortable silence between them. She immediately regretted what she said. She’d meant it, she’d meant every word—he didn’t have to go back home, but in thinking about it, she now realized what the implications were. He didn’t have to go back home, because he could stay with her. 
 
    That’s not what she intended. Jack had been great company, a great protector, and an invaluable help. But she didn’t have romantic feelings for him and often suspected he did have them for her. 
 
    Sensing her discomfort, Jack smiled disarmingly. 
 
    “We can figure that all out later,” he said. “Maybe Stone Sword has a job for me or something. Though I’d like to at least let Mom know what’s going on. She’s gotta be worried half to death, even if Dad couldn’t give a shit.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true.” 
 
    Jack pressed his palms on the arms of the chair and pushed himself to his feet, plucking the empty cans from the glass table. Threading between the chair and the table, he returned to the kitchen and Laura heard the cans clatter in the sink and the soft dribble of water start again. 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair and reached into her pocket, pulling out the familiar wrinkled photograph of her ex-husband and daughter. She stood, keeping her eyes focused on the picture, gently touching their faces with her fingertips. It felt like they’d been traveling forever, and still there was so much farther to go. Laura had intended to stop and stay in Wyoming for a period of time, but ultimately, she wanted to get back to Wayne and Helen, and they weren’t in Wyoming, they were in Louisiana. 
 
    Part of her hoped that perhaps Stone Sword had been forward-thinking enough to actually have vehicles and fuel and enough resources for her to keep moving south. But was she assuming too much? Yes, her sister was there, but would that give her unfettered access to whatever resources they had? 
 
    Somehow, she doubted it. She figured after a few days of rest and resupply she’d be on her own again. Or maybe Jack would come with her. 
 
    Smiling softly, she focused her attention on Helen’s young face and was somewhat surprised to see a thin drop of water spill onto the picture, spattering with a soft plop, spreading out and darkening the photograph beneath. 
 
    Using her finger, she quickly spread it out and dried it off, wanting to be sure it didn’t damage the photo, and then she brought her hand to her eye and wiped away the tears that were still forming there. 
 
    What the hell had she done with her life? She’d spent so much time chasing her next dream she hadn’t taken the time to stop and appreciate the dream she’d been in. All of a sudden, she desperately missed her ex-husband and daughter and a deep, stabbing ache of loss drove hard inside of her. 
 
    “No way,” a soft voice spoke from behind her and her heart suddenly jumped. She lowered the photograph and turned, her eyes widening. A man was surrounded by the darkness in the living room, a man wearing a dark-colored ski cap, a black sweater, and matching cargo pants. Clad all in black, she could barely make out his form against the surrounding blackness of the house’s interior. 
 
    One thing she could make out—he was carrying a pistol. Not just a pistol, but a silenced pistol. 
 
    “You’re her, aren’t you?” he asked in a thin, whip-snap voice. “Laura Park?” 
 
    The sound of her own name from the stranger’s voice took her aback and she stepped uncertainly away from him, her lips parting. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he said. “Been following you since Seattle, you crazy bitch.” 
 
    “What?” Her mind raced, trying to put the pieces together, trying to match up the man’s strange appearance with any connection to her past life. Then she remembered the death squad outside of Aurora, remembered her frantic calls with Cameron Pike and his constant concerns with national security and things started to fall into place. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, her fingers tightening around the photograph. “I didn’t—” 
 
    The man didn’t say another word. His gloved finger tightened on the trigger and the silenced pistol cracked. It was a quiet, abrupt snapping sound, certainly not as quiet as she’d seen in the movies.  
 
    A jackhammer blow struck her in the chest, and she gasped at the sudden kick and pain of the impact, a deep and scalding burn radiating throughout her entire body as she stumbled backwards, her scattered mind desperate to reassemble the jigsaw pieces of what was happening. 
 
    Her calf struck the edge of the table and she lost her balance, starting to topple backwards, the pain and momentum carrying her over and as she went backwards, she heard Bruiser barking wildly and quickly muffled shouts of surprise right as her spine struck the table in an explosion of broken glass, pain, and swirling unconsciousness. 
 
    # 
 
    The cans fell out of Jack’s hands at the sound he heard from the living room, a muffled crack of—something. What was that? Bruiser leaped from where he’d been sniffing at the floor and charged into the living room, barking furiously. 
 
    Lunging forward, Jack plunged into the darkened living room, realizing he didn’t have his weapon on him and cursing himself for his foolishness. As he entered the larger room beyond, he saw Laura strike the coffee table with a thunderous shattering impact, blasting a wide cascade of broken glass in a circle surrounding her point of impact where her back had crushed the glass-covered table into broken oblivion. 
 
    “Hey!” Jack shouted, honestly not knowing what else to say. A man dressed in black stood in the living room glowering at him, his arm extended, a silenced pistol in his hand. A thin wisp of smoke rose from the round, dark eye of the pistol’s barrel, drifting softly into the air and Jack could see a horribly dark and widespread crimson stain on the chest of Laura’s pale-colored shirt. Her eyes were open and staring, her mouth moving, her face pale. 
 
    The silenced pistol cracked twice, and Jack threw himself back into the kitchen, the wall where he’d been standing shaking with the impact of two bullets, punching ragged holes in plaster and knocking chunks of wood into the air. 
 
    Bruiser barked and growled, snapping and charging at the man in black as Jack came back around the wall. He saw him backpedaling, trying to aim his weapon at the charging dog. Jack charged forward, sprinting to the table, and ducked down, sweeping the rifle from the floor next to the table and lifting it to his shoulder. 
 
    “Get the hell out of here!” Jack screamed and fired a single round at the man. The shot went high and wide, smacking into the wall behind the man, blasting chunks of wood and white into the air amid a puff of sheetrock dust. Immediately he racked the bolt and loaded another round in the chamber, but the man in black kicked out with a booted foot, knocking the dog back before wheeling around and running in the opposite direction. 
 
    Jack fired again into the darkness but heard no sound of impact or shout of alarm. Somewhere in the distance he heard the slam of a door and Bruiser’s wild barking and growling. 
 
    “B—Bruiser,” Laura gasped. “Don’t let him hurt Bruiser.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Bruiser,” Jack said, falling to his knees next to Laura. She turned and tried to look at him, but her eyes were frighteningly out of focus, her face devoid of color. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” Jack said, holding her hand between his. “You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “Shot me,” Laura said. “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack replied, shaking his head. “I don’t know, but we’ve got the first aid kit in the bag. I’m going to save you, okay? I promise.” 
 
    “Bruiser,” she said, looking toward the ceiling. “Helen.” 
 
    Her other hand was draped over her stomach and already the blood soaked into the shirt was slowly getting larger, nearly reaching her arm. Jack lifted her limp wrist and noticed the photograph clutched in her hand. He started to pry her fingers apart, but her fist tightened, and she shook her head weakly. 
 
    “No,” she mumbled. “Just leave it.” 
 
    Her breath was coming in uneven gasps, and Jack could feel a vise gripping his entire insides. Drawing in a sharp, pained breath he moved toward the backpack and reached inside for the first aid kit, honestly not knowing if it would even do any good. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Outside “Airplane City” 
 
    Somewhere in Southeastern Kansas 
 
      
 
    “Helen? You scared me for a moment.” 
 
    Helen turned from where she stood, leaning up against one of the narrow trees just east of the campsite. There was a soft rain falling—Joel had been right after all, these storms could sneak up on you sometimes, especially when lightning sparked the horizon every hour of every day. 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied. “Just thinking about things.” 
 
    “It’s late. Joel was supposed to relieve you so you could get some sleep.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “But he’s still recovering. I thought he could use a little extra rest.” 
 
    “He’ll be fine. I’m pretty sure he’s too stubborn to die.” 
 
    Helen chuckled softly. 
 
    “If I’ve learned anything over the past month, it’s that death doesn’t really care how stubborn you are. Doesn’t care how skinny or fat. Pretty or ugly. It just sweeps in and takes you anyway. It’s kind of remarkable that way.” 
 
    “You’re a pretty smart, tough kid, you know that?” 
 
    Helen shook her head. 
 
    “Nothing tough about me. Some days I think I’m barely hanging on to reality.” She turned and looked at Wanda, who was, in turn, looking at her. “You know what I was out here thinking about?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How mad I am that I’m never going to see how the Marvel movies ended. I was pretty fired up for the new Black Widow movie. But, I’m pretty sure Scarlett Johansson is probably dead. I’m even more upset about David Harbour, though. He was awesome in Stranger Things. Then I start thinking how I’ll never see season four of that. What the hell is wrong with me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m measuring my happiness by what stupid Netflix shows I’m not going to see.” 
 
    “The human brain is funny that way. When we’re faced with situations that are…incomprehensible in many ways, we try to simplify them. Relate the oppressive horrors of what we’re experiencing to smaller, easier to digest things. A coping mechanism, I guess.” 
 
    “Were you a shrink?” 
 
    Wanda blurted out a bark of laughter. 
 
    “Oh, God no. I needed a shrink.” 
 
    “Well, what you said kind of makes sense, I guess. Doesn’t make it any easier, though.” 
 
    “No, no it doesn’t.” 
 
    Helen looked out into the darkness, still leaning against the tree. She rested a hand at the pistol on her hip, just to touch it, a reassuring thing that she found herself doing more often lately. 
 
    “Did you—did you have any kids?” 
 
    Wanda shook her head. 
 
    “Nope. My husband didn’t want them. Always thought life was crazy enough without them and…he just wasn’t a very nice guy. He used to say the world was so messed up, he couldn’t think about bringing kids into it. And that was before all this happened.” 
 
    “Why did you marry him if he was such a chump?” 
 
    Wanda laughed again. 
 
    “That is the eternal question, young lady, a question I’m sure you’ll answer for yourself one day.” 
 
    “If I live that long.” 
 
    The response was meant mostly as a joke, but there was a certain brutal reality to it, a realization that the world Helen now lived in was a far different one than what Wanda knew from her younger years. Finding a boyfriend, settling down, having kids, those things could very well be luxuries. Luxuries that many young people could no longer consider, much less afford. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Wanda continued. “About kids.” 
 
    “I was thinking about my mom a little, too. How she left. Nine years later, I’m still trying to wrap my brain around it.” 
 
    “I have no doubt she thought it was the right thing to do at the time, Helen. And I know for damn sure if she could see you now, she’d be proud.” 
 
    “Funny thing is,” Helen replied, “she’d probably be right at home in this. When she and Dad got divorced, she became a storm chaser of all things. Driving around in old, beat-up cars, chasing after tornados with her camera.” 
 
    “Really?” Wanda asked, looking shocked. “That’s…not what I would have expected.” 
 
    “Nope,” Helen replied. “She had her own YouTube channel and everything. I never told Dad this, but I used to watch her videos all the time. Sometimes I’d watch the same ones over and over again, just because I got a glimpse of her. She left me, and still I can’t stop loving her.” 
 
    “Yet you want to come with me when we get to Wichita?” Wanda asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what I want,” Helen replied. “She’s my mom and I love her, but I don’t know her. I don’t know her or any of her family, and it feels like Joel just wants to dump me off so he can go off into the mountains and die alone.” 
 
    “And you don’t want that to happen.” 
 
    “What? Me being left or him dying?” 
 
    “Either.” 
 
    Helen laughed softly. 
 
    “I like to pretend I don’t care what happens to him. But he did save me. And he’s been protecting me for a month, in his own stupid, stubborn way. In the sort of way that makes me hate his guts but care for him at the same time. God, he drives me crazy.” 
 
    “I’ve only known him around twenty-four hours and he’s already driving me crazy.” 
 
    They both laughed, the soft echoes of their humor floating in the cool night air. Wanda put an arm around Helen’s shoulders, gently squeezing her close, giving her an affectionate half-embrace. 
 
    “Like I said, you’re a tough kid. Whatever happens, whether it’s with him or your mom’s family, you’ll do fine. Better than fine, I’d wager.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Wanda patted her shoulder. 
 
    “Should we go back to the camp? Wake up Joel to relieve you so you can get some sleep?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “Go on ahead,” she said. “I’m going to hang out here a little bit longer if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    “Not too late, okay?” Wanda asked. “You do need your rest, just like us old folks.” 
 
    Helen nodded without looking back, hearing the soft rustle of Wanda’s feet as she walked away in the direction of the camp. 
 
    Then there was a different sound. A new noise, a larger scuffle, a muffled grunt of surprise, then a sharp intake of breath. It sounded…wrong somehow, and Helen whirled around, her eyes widening. 
 
    Wanda stood there, looking at her, the darkness of night half-consuming her. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, blood leeching from her normally flushed cheeks. 
 
    “Wanda?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Rr—r—” Wanda was mumbling, making a sound Helen couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    “What?” Helen asked, taking a step forward. 
 
    Wanda stepped forward as well, and as she emerged from the surrounding darkness, Helen could see another shape. Another form. The large silhouette of a man behind her, his shoulders much wider than Joel’s, his eyes narrow, dark—and familiar. 
 
    “R—r—” Wanda stammered again. “RUN!”  
 
    She was shoved forward again, and suddenly a ragged slash of bright lightning split the sky, its vibrant light revealing the man in a pale explosion of light. 
 
    It was the man that she and Joel had run into back in Oklahoma. The man from the mining town—the man named Ali, and he had one massive hand clasped around Wanda’s shoulder, a narrow knife blade held tight to her exposed throat. 
 
    Without a word Ali jerked, his left hand sweeping straight left, the knife blade pulling across Wanda’s throat. A wide, jagged gash split the flesh at the woman’s neck, her eyes widening, a sudden gushing burst of dark blood spilling free from the ripped flesh. 
 
    Helen gasped, her muscles tensing as she took an uncertain step backwards, watching as blood coursed over Wanda’s collar, onto her shirt, soaking her clothes, any trace of color draining from the woman’s face. Her mouth opened and closed, trying to form words, but no sound came out, and Ali released her shoulder, letting her thud to the grass at his feet. 
 
    Helen took another slow, clumsy step backwards as Ali strode forward, smiling maliciously as he drew the blade of his knife across his pants leg, wiping a crimson streak of blood on the thigh of his dark pants. 
 
    Helen tried to take another step back, but her back struck the tree behind her and Ali moved forward, descending upon her. As he lumbered toward her, she opened her mouth to scream. 
 
    # 
 
    Ali was too quick. As her lips split wide, a scream forming in her throat, he lunged forward pressing his palm to her mouth, smothering the yell and pushing her hard against the trunk of the old tree. 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” he sneered. Helen looked past his broad shoulders over to where Wanda lay in the grass, the ground darkened with her blood, and she knew just by looking that the woman was clearly dead. He’d slit her throat as if she hadn’t been a real person. One minute she’d been there, talking to her, speaking of adulthood, parents and children, what the future might hold. 
 
    Speaking of Wichita. 
 
    Now, she was dead. Lightning had flashed and in the same swift second, she was gone. 
 
    “Where is he, little girl?” Ali asked, his breath hot and sour on her face as he drew close. “Where is your old man friend? Is he hiding around here somewhere?” 
 
    Helen didn’t reply, she just glared at him through open eyes, searching his face. 
 
    “Didn’t hear me coming this time, did you? Left my ATV back a ways, figured you might camp for the night.” Her mouth moved beneath his fingers and he scoffed at her, his lips splitting into a comical scowl. “You got something to say?” 
 
    Helen nodded, moving her head up and down. 
 
    “You going to tell me where your friend is? He’s the one I want. You can run off into the woods and play treehouse for all I care, but your friend, I’m gonna gut him like a fish.” 
 
    He slowly lowered his hand from her moving mouth, his eyes meeting hers and holding her stare. 
 
    “What do you have to say to me, little girl?” he asked through thin lips. 
 
    Helen gasped, drawing in breath and she could feel the wet tracks of tears over her dirt-covered face. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    She exhaled again, then drew in another long, calming breath. 
 
    “Go to hell, you twisted son of a bitch.” 
 
    Ali’s face darkened, hot claws of rage twisting his features. He drew a fist back, his fingers curled around the narrow hilt of his knife, and lanced it forward, arm moving like a piston. It struck her in the side of her head, snapping it around, and Helen felt a jolt of pain race from her temple down through her neck and into her chest as fireworks erupted behind her eyes. With his fist coiled around the knife handle there had been no give and it had struck her more like a club than a hand. 
 
    Ali held on to her shirt in a second clenched fist, keeping her crookedly upright, not letting her fall to the ground. 
 
    “Wrong answer, little girl,” he said, curling his fist around the knife and bringing it back up. “Very wrong answer.” 
 
    Helen glared at him, dizziness clouding her mind like a swarm of buzzing bees. Her knees felt weak and she was pretty sure if he wasn’t holding her up, she would have collapsed to the dirt. Metal coated her tongue and she could feel wet blood at the corner of her mouth, reservoirs of it filling the insides. 
 
    “One more chance,” Ali said, drawing in close. “You saw what I did to that woman. Do you think I’ll hesitate to do the same to you?” 
 
    “Do…do you think I care?” Helen asked, looking up at him through dazed eyes. 
 
    “Oh, I think you care,” he replied. “I think I could make you care very, very much.” 
 
    Her head drooped and he drew close again, pulling her toward him, tightening his fist. He waved the knife blade back and forth, his eyes moving from her face to the blade. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. “Do I use the fist again? Or the sharp end?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and he jerked her forward. 
 
    “Where is he?” he hissed. Barely able to control her neck muscles, Helen brought her head back up and met his eyes. She pressed her lips together, moved her tongue, then lurched forward, spitting a huge wad of phlegm and blood directly into his face. Red spattered his eyes, nose, and forehead and he drew back, mouth twisting into a grimace of disgust, his knife lowering. 
 
    “Gah!” he snarled, glaring back at her. 
 
    Helen could sense it. She could almost smell the scent of her oncoming death, a lingering stink hanging in the air, the scent of wet dirt and spilled blood, the smell of a freshly dug grave. 
 
    “You asked for it, kid,” Ali said, moving the knife in his right hand. “Time to die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Outside “Airplane City” 
 
    Somewhere in Southeastern Kansas 
 
      
 
    Helen braced herself, muscles tensed and waiting for the inevitable pain of the stabbing, slashing blade. There was no getting around it. No escape. No respite. The specter of death was hovering above her and soon it would take her, just as it had taken Wanda. 
 
    As it had taken Sadie. 
 
    As it had taken her dad. 
 
    There was no avoiding it. It was all just a matter of how and when, and she decided that perhaps she no longer cared. 
 
    She heard the sound before she saw it. The frenzied growl, the quiet sound of movement over dried leaves and grass. Ali sucked in air and she opened her eyes as he twisted to the right just as the mangy stray dog leaped from the trees and latched on to his wrist with a fierce, sharp-toothed bite. 
 
    # 
 
    “Agh!” Ali shouted, stepping back and yanking his arm free, the dog falling from his limb with a shred of flesh between his lips. “You damned mongrel!” he exclaimed and lurched forward, kicking at the beast, the toe of his boot connecting with the creature’s ribs and sending it sprawling away. The dog skittered back, but recovered and lunged forward again, closing his teeth around Ali’s pant leg and tugging, dragging him toward the trees, the low growl in his throat sounding far more menacing than the medium-sized dog looked. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” he screamed, yanking his leg, pitching toward the dog with his knife drawn, slashing and sweeping at the creature. The dog was nimble and fast, and it tore free and plunged back into the trees as Ali took three steps after it in pursuit. 
 
    But he stopped. 
 
    No. He wasn’t here for the dog. Let the dog run. He was here for the man and his little punk girl. At first, he considered letting the kid go run off into the woods. Mother Nature would kill her soon enough anyway. 
 
    But now? Oh, now it would be another story. Now he would relish cleaving her from sternum to throat, tearing open her flesh and drinking in her blood, bathing in it just as he had planned to do with her old man friend. 
 
    He stalked angrily back through the trees, fingers coiling around the handle of the knife, his mouth twisted into a nasty snarling grin. 
 
    “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he hissed and emerged back into the small clearing. 
 
    The girl was gone. 
 
    The woman still remained, lying face down and motionless, the formerly green grass wet with her spilled blood, but the young girl, the one who had huddled, wounded and dizzy, against the tree, had somehow slipped away. 
 
    Things just became interesting. 
 
    Ali strode forward, reaching around behind him and touching the handle of the pistol he had tucked into his waistband. He’d elected to leave the rifle and shotgun with the ATV, figuring at that time of night he wouldn’t need them, but he knew where they were if plans changed. 
 
    Plans wouldn’t change. 
 
    Easing past the tree where Helen had been, he moved between two others, walking through the woods, listening to the quiet night. Up ahead, he heard it. The quiet rustling of dried leaves and grass, the movement of branches, the gentle swish of leaves. 
 
    She was there. 
 
    Smiling, Ali rushed forward, sacrificing stealth for speed, pushing past the trees, thudding over the grass, moving quickly through the thickening growth. He could almost taste the girl’s sweat, he could smell her fear, and as he descended upon her, he almost felt…hungry. 
 
    Ahead and to the right, he saw movement, a shadowy shape plunging into the brush, running away, ducking and moving, trying not to be seen. Angling his pursuit, Ali picked up his speed and ran, barreling through the trees and grass, finally bursting out on an open path, a narrow trench through the forest littered with roots and stumps. 
 
    She wasn’t there. 
 
    Ali brought his knife closer, taking another cautious step forward, eyes narrowed and ears always alert, listening for the faintest sound. 
 
    “Sorry,” a voice said from behind him and he halted, swiveling at the waist, looking behind him. “Helen can’t come out to play.” 
 
    The man stood there instead. The man he knew. The man who had killed almost every friend he’d ever had. He stood in the path, blocking the way back into the trees, holding a knuckled trench knife in his left hand, his eyes glaring out from pale flesh. 
 
    “I guess you’ll just have to play with me.” 
 
    Somewhere in the sky, above the pelting rain, a bolt of lightning sheared apart the heavens and the thunder came in waves. 
 
    # 
 
    Ali took a slow step to the left, each movement calculated, gaze fixed and narrowed, glaring at him and Joel suddenly felt certain that he’d made a mistake. His eyes were like a hungry reptile’s, his legs moving like a jungle cat on the prowl, each small movement deliberate and orchestrated. He was a man with combat training, far more than Joel ever had in his short stint in the Army, and even thinking about facing him in hand-to-hand combat felt like a bad, bad choice. 
 
    But he had to hold him off. To distract him. He had to give Helen time to get away and he hadn’t had time to fumble around the campground looking for a weapon. Helen had the SIG, and the AR-31 wasn’t within easy reach. 
 
    Desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    “I’m going to kill her anyway,” Ali said, “whether or not you get in the way.” 
 
    Joel stepped to the right, matching Ali’s stalking gait, keeping his enemy in front of him, his fingers tightening around the trench knife. He could feel the reassuring coolness of the metal curling around his clenched knuckles, the satisfying balance and weight of the blade. It had been a souvenir, nothing more, nothing less, but already it felt like an extension of his hand, like something he could never leave outside of arm’s reach. 
 
    “Just leave her alone,” Joel said. “I’m the one you want.” A stab of dizziness prodded the back of his head, and for a frightening moment his knee weakened, and he thought he might stumble to the mud. His shoulder still radiated with a dull, throbbing ache, and while he felt much better than he had twenty-four hours prior, he was in no shape to fight. 
 
    “You are one dumb bastard,” Ali commented, a crooked smile on his face. He held a knife as Joel did, though Joel wasn’t sure what kind it was. The blade was thick and gently contoured, rounding to a narrow point with serrated teeth along the back of the blade. In spite of the red streak of drying blood on his pants, Ali’s blade was still tinted crimson, stained with Wanda’s blood. 
 
    Just the thought of it brought a heat of rage to Joel’s cheeks, fury at the idea that a highly trained combat veteran would sneak up behind an innocent woman—a nurse, no less—and slit her throat in front of a fourteen-year-old girl. 
 
    That was the picture he’d painted in his head and judging by Helen’s pale features and desperation to escape, that seemed to be what had happened. 
 
    “Is this what you’re doing?” Ali asked, jerking his head toward the trench knife in Joel’s left hand. “Bringing a knife to a gun fight?” As he said the words, he reached behind his back and Joel knew what was happening. He dug his boot into the dirt and kicked off, launching into a blind sprint, screaming an unintelligible war cry. 
 
    Ali stepped back, the pistol coming out and around in his left hand, but Joel jerked to the right and, instead of tackling Ali directly, swept towards his left arm, the trench knife slashing out. The blade bit through the soft flesh of the other man’s arm with a wet rip, spraying a jet of blood and he grunted, stepping back, the pistol thumping to the dirt. 
 
    A hammer-blow fist barreled into Joel’s left ribs and he went over sideways, his feet slipping on the wet dirt. As he went down, Ali descended upon him, swinging with his own knife hand. Joel barely rolled out of the way, the dark blade slicing just over his head. Coiling his arm tight to his side, he fired it out like a piston, driving his fist hard into Ali’s ankle, his boot already struggling for purchase in the mud. The foot shot back, throwing clumps of dirt and brown water. Ali stumbled forward as Joel lunged upward, slamming him in the chest with a rough shoulder tackle. 
 
    The change in momentum threw Ali’s legs out from under him and he went over backwards, Joel’s limbs tangled with his torso, driving him hard into the ground of the forest. Ali rolled backwards, using Joel’s forward motion to flip over his head, slamming his spine roughly into the slender trunk of a young tree, twisting him awkwardly. Pain ratcheted through his vertebrae as he pounded down into the dirt, shoulder first. 
 
    “Nicely done,” Ali sneered, bending one knee, coming up into a kneel and looking down at Joel, who was pushing himself up from the mud, one hand still intertwined with the brass-knuckled handle of the trench knife. 
 
    “Not nice enough,” Joel growled. “You’re still breathing.” 
 
    Ali shot up from his kneeling position and lashed out with a swift kick, driving the steel toe of his boot into Joel’s stomach, ramming him back against the tree behind him, bending him around the thick wood. Immediately Ali lurched forward and slammed the sole of his boot down on Joel’s arm, the impact jarring the knife loose. Not hesitating a moment, Ali swung his other boot around, knocking a chunk of mud free and sending the trench knife flying several feet away. 
 
    Joel shifted and kicked out with one leg, striking Ali behind the knee, sending him stumbling until he lurched upward, wrapping his arms around the other man’s waist. Swinging left, Joel drove him around and against a tree shoulder first, then drawing a fist back and hammering it hard into Ali’s chin. The Albanian’s head snapped back, and he took a clumsy step along with it and Joel clasped the back of his head with his free hand, ramming his face into the rough bark of the tree as hard as he could. 
 
    Ali grunted at the impact and Joel pulled down, scraping the flesh of his face against the ragged and uneven surface of the old oak, abrading the skin and tearing open fresh gashes along his cheek. 
 
    Muffling a scream, Ali lashed out with a stiff elbow, driving the bony point into Joel’s temple. Pain exploded in his head and he lurched to the right, his feet stumbling in the freshly wet mud. Rain continued hammering down around them, soaking into the dirty ground, loosening the soil and drenching them both. 
 
    Swiveling, the Albanian drove another punch, but Joel knocked it aside, dipping to the right and swinging his own jabbing strike. Ali absorbed it with his arm, then kicked Joel in the chest, knocking him off his feet and sending him tumbling into the wet mud. 
 
    Joel rolled awkwardly, trying to get back onto his hands and knees. The rain felt like darts along his shoulder, back, and arms, and he fought through a vague haze of dizziness and pain. It had been a short fight, but Ali had come out swinging and Joel was already on the ropes. He truly felt as though he had bitten off far more than he could chew. 
 
    “Ready to give up?” Ali asked. He twirled the knife he still held between thick fingers, sneering down at Joel through his blood-streaked face, raked with ragged tree bark gashes. “You fight well. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You think I care how…impressed you are?” Joel asked through painful gasps. Ali smiled and stepped forward, but Joel threw himself into a lumbering tackle, meeting him halfway. Ali planted his feet as Joel struck him in the chest. His boots slipped in the mud, but he held fast, leaving Joel feeling like he was tackling a brick wall. An elbow came down into his back between the shoulder blades, and he shouted as he drove down into the mud. As he hit, Ali kicked again, ramming him underneath his arm with the steel toe of his boot, flipping him up and around, onto his back hard in the dirt. 
 
    A boot came up and hurtled down, hard into his stomach, pinning him against the ground in a painful, stomping thud. Joel started to get up, but another wave of sudden dizziness sent him sprawling back on the ground, his arms feeling like freshly cooked spaghetti noodles, limp and useless. 
 
    “Should I just end this?” Ali asked, standing over him, holding his knife calmly in his right hand. “One stab. One slash. I can end this quickly.” 
 
    Joel forced himself up onto his hands and knees, his arms shaking with the effort, wet mud squishing up between his fingers. 
 
    “Oh, there’s still some life in you yet?” 
 
    Joel moved forward, his palm sinking into the wetness, his shoulder bumping up against Ali’s shin. The Albanian thrust his leg forward, jolting Joel to his right, almost throwing him off balance, but Joel’s fingers tightened around a fallen branch in the mud. Just as Ali moved in again, preparing for a second kick, Joel closed both hands around the thick trunk and ripped it free of the mud, swinging it like a baseball bat, slamming one end hard into Ali’s left thigh, pounding it into the nerve cluster there. 
 
    Ali faltered, almost going down to one knee and Joel swung the branch again, that time cracking the wood against his jaw, splintering the covered bark and sending pale brown fragments sailing into the air with the collision. 
 
    Somehow, miraculously, Ali didn’t go down, he merely planted his opposite foot, regained his balance, and turned back toward Joel, slashing with his dark-bladed knife. The blade rent Joel’s shirt and he felt the narrow bite of metal claw at his flesh, but he was already lunging forward, the wound shallow and glancing. Barreling almost clumsily into Ali the two of them stumbled a short way, but the Albanian recovered more quickly, as he usually did, driving a hard punch into Joel’s stomach, then swiveling on his other booted foot and throwing a stiff back kick into Joel’s chest. 
 
    His feet left the ground and he went backwards with the jackhammer impact, back striking the ground, his momentum carrying him into a clumsy reverse somersault, the tree branch flying from his slack fingers. Gathering all of his strength, he lunged back forward, closing his fingers around a rock on the ground, and he shot to his feet and hurled the object with as much power as he could muster. 
 
    Ali dodged right, the ragged projectile hurtling past his left cheek and passing off into the darkness as the other man advanced swiftly. Joel intercepted him again, using every ounce of strength to throw himself forward, forgoing any sense of coordinated strikes for pure, brute force. 
 
    The impact sent Ali sprawling backwards, slamming his shoulders into another tree, where Joel followed up with two quick punches, a right, then a left, both thrashing body blows that hardly seemed to have any effect. Lowering his shoulder, Ali bulldozed forward, knocking him back again, and as he turned to try and come back around, Ali kicked him once more, driving him hard in the back and throwing him facedown into the mud several feet away. 
 
    A swirling fog engulfed Joel as he hit the ground, wet mud and dirt splattering his face, stinging his eyes and leaving a musty, earthy taste on his tongue and lips. 
 
    He lay on his right shoulder, feeling it sinking into the wet muck, the caked dirt all over his face and arms, an almost-incapacitating pain radiating throughout his ribs, shoulders, and head. It had been an old-fashioned beatdown and it was a struggle just for him to maintain consciousness, desperately trying to peer through the fog of oblivion. 
 
    “This is no longer humorous,” Ali said, stalking toward him, balancing the knife in his hand. 
 
    “Disagree,” Joel choked, “I’m—I’m having a blast.” He spat a wad of thick blood into the mud as he rolled back over onto his elbows, his hands sinking into the mud. 
 
    “Well, your fun is officially over,” Ali said, looming over him, the knife spinning around so the blade faced down. “The first two are stabbing into your back. Right at the nerve clusters, just to cause you some pain. The next two are going into your kidneys. The fifth one will open your throat so you’ll bleed out in the grass like a slaughtered calf.” 
 
    “Do what you gotta do,” Joel said, shaking slightly on his elbows, barely able to support himself in a plank position. “Just get this over with already.” 
 
    Ali nodded and lifted his hand, then brought it down in a swift stabbing motion, the dark knife plunging toward the thick muscle of Joel’s back. 
 
    Joel rolled, his fist curled around another rock, only he didn’t throw that one. He kept it tightly clenched in his hand as he whirled it up and around, crashing the projectile against the inside of Ali’s wrist with a muffled crack of stone-on-bone impact. 
 
    Ali grunted and the knife fell free, slapping into the mud where Joel lay. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” Ali screamed, lunging forward. Joel swept his knife from the mud and blindly swung his arm up and around, driving the blade hard into the top of Ali’s foot, the knife ripping through the boot and ramming into the flesh, muscle, and bone beneath. 
 
    Ali screamed incoherently, stumbling backwards, his foot coming up instinctively, throwing him off balance as he desperately tried to remain upright. Joel darted to the right, his eyes landing on what he’d seen lying in the mud as he was clawing his way forward. Ali supported his weight and lunged back forward, descending on Joel’s scrambling form, arms extended, fingers bent as if he might try to rip the skin from Joel’s face. 
 
    A boot slammed down hard on Joel’s calf, pinning it to the ground and holding it there, and he grunted. 
 
    “Forget stabbing you,” Ali snarled, “I’m going to strangle the life from you nice and slow.” 
 
    Joel twisted forward as Ali came toward him, straining his arm, grasping for the mud and dirt. His fingers touched it. Grazed it, but touched it enough to know what it was, cool and smooth amid the warm, wet, organic soil. Jerking his leg to free him just enough, he threw himself forward, closing his fingers within the brass knuckles of the discarded trench knife. Bending his knee, he planted his boot in the mud and dirt and screamed, a brutal and hungry war cry, a sound so abrupt that Ali halted momentarily. 
 
    Swinging up and around, blade in hand, Joel aimed for Ali’s throat. 
 
    He missed. The mud-streaked sharp edge of the blade drifted a few inches to the right of Ali’s throat, instead digging hard into the flesh of his cheek, raking up at a sharp angle, carving along the ridge of his nose and ripping through the soft pulp of his right eyeball. There was an awful popping sound, blood streaking and spraying, the blade catching for a moment, then tearing free. Ali’s own mangled, tortured screaming mingled with Joel’s battle cry. 
 
    The Albanian whirled to the right and back, sprawling in a clumsy, pained limp, his own knife still embedded in the flesh of his foot, his hands clawing for something to hold on to, something to balance him. 
 
    “My eye!” he screamed. “You took my eye!” Slumping against a tree, he pressed the palm of one hand to his face, blood streaming freely over the flesh of his hand, down his opposite cheek, along the muscular contours of his bulging neck, soaking the shirt. 
 
    He turned toward Joel, his good eye glowering at him over the reddened fingers of his hand, streams of rust and red pulsing through his tightened fingers. 
 
    “I will kill you,” Ali gasped. “I will flay the flesh from your bones and eat your liver, you miserable swine!” 
 
    Joel climbed to his feet, glaring at the man, holding his bloodied trench knife in one hand, his other fist closed and pressed to his thigh. 
 
    “Maybe you will,” he snarled, “or maybe I’ll just take your other eye and then ram this blade into your throat.” 
 
    Ali lowered into a crouch and ripped the knife free of his foot, grimacing with the motion, but keeping his good eye focused on Joel the whole time. 
 
    “Even half-blind and with a bad foot I could kill you,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Joel replied, “you’ve done a pretty shitty job of it so far.” 
 
    Ali stood, looking at him angrily, fingers tightening and loosening around the knife, his other hand still pressed to his blood-covered face. He stood, balancing the majority of his weight on his other leg, clearly in pain and barely standing. 
 
    In one fluid motion he tossed his knife in a gentle circle, grabbed the bladed end, then jerked his arm up and let fly, throwing the knife like a projectile, sending the darkened blade soaring through the air, tumbling end-over-end, heading straight for Joel. 
 
    Joel jerked back and pivoted to the right, but not quite quick enough, as the knife embedded itself in the meaty flesh of his right upper arm with the sound of a dull steak knife carving sirloin. Joel shouted and withdrew, spinning right and clutching at the handle of the knife, the pain almost blinding in its ferocity. 
 
    Falling to one knee, he dropped forward, letting his own knife fall in the dirt, clutching and grabbing at the hilt, finally wrapping his fingers around the handle as he looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    Ali was gone. He’d thrown the knife as a distraction so he could make his escape, and all that remained was a bloodied spot of forest where he had been moments before. 
 
    Shaking away the dizziness and pain, Joel wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the combat knife, each move of the blade sending burning pain through his arm. He tore open the sleeve of his shirt around the wound and looked at it. All things considered, the cut was narrow, though certainly deep. He closed his teeth tightly together, wrapping a fist around the knife’s hilt, then started to pull gently. The feeling of the sharpened blade working its way through the layered muscles of his bicep nearly forced him into unconsciousness, but he drew in a long, deep breath, tightened his fist and yanked, as hard as he could. 
 
    There was a bright, hot pain, a flare of almost unimaginable agony as the blade ripped free, sending a cascade of warm blood pulsing from the injury and running down the length of his arm. Kneeling in the mud, the rain hammering down around him, he wavered slightly, and was afraid for a moment that he might pitch forward into the dirt and fall unconscious. 
 
    But somehow, some way, he held it together. Using Ali’s knife, he cut free his other sleeve, then ripped it into a series of thin strips, carefully using one as a tourniquet, tying it off just above the bicep, then binding it as tight as he could stomach, pulling the knot hard. The other scraps of fabric he tied off around the injury itself, using them to hopefully staunch the blood and help things clot, though he knew he’d need some sort of medical attention sooner rather than later. 
 
    He’d just barely started the healing process from the arrow wound, and now… 
 
    For a moment he thought that at least Wanda would be able to help. But no. Wanda would never help him or anyone else ever again. 
 
    Slowly crawling to his feet, he lumbered through the mud and muck and headed back toward the campsite. 
 
    # 
 
    Before he even reached their lean-to, he found Helen on her knees in the mud, next to Wanda, who still lay face down and motionless. The mangy stray was sitting next to Helen looking concerned, and it whined softly as Joel approached. 
 
    Helen barely moved as he joined her, walking slowly and painfully before dropping to his knees in the soft dirt, his shoulder touching hers. They remained in that position for several moments, both kneeling in the mud, looking over Wanda’s lifeless form, the rain beating down around them. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” she asked, her tone completely devoid of feeling or emotion. 
 
    “No,” Joel replied with a certain brutal honesty. “But I took his eye out for him.” 
 
    Helen didn’t reply, gave no acknowledgement. She just rocked gently back and forth on her knees. After a few more silent seconds, she spoke again. 
 
    “Were you going to let her stay?” 
 
    Joel sighed. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I was going to let her stay.” 
 
    “Good. She would have liked that.” 
 
    Slowly Joel removed his hand from his injured bicep and let it hang at his left hip, almost touching Helen. Then it eased back and up and almost by instinct he placed it on her opposite shoulder, his fingers squeezing gently in comfort. Helen leaned softly into him and they remained that way into the night as the rain continued to fall. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “You go for a walk at this hour every night, Mayor Phillips?” the woman asked, watching as the shadowed figure approached. The town of Malcolm, Wyoming was silent at that time of night and it was rare that she saw people out and about once darkness had fallen.  
 
    “You know me well enough by now, Lindsey,” he replied. “Just call me Kramer, okay? And to answer your question, yes, I try and get a walk in after dark almost every night.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Lindsey replied. “I’m surprised we don’t run into each other more often.” 
 
    Kramer shrugged. 
 
    “Probably just as well,” he replied. “If you’re anything like me, you’re taking these walks to clear your head and hopefully not have to interact with people for one part of the day.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Lindsey replied. “Between your administrative duties and my medical duties, we’re both pretty busy folks.” 
 
    Kramer drew in a long, struggling sigh. 
 
    “Truer words have never been spoken,” he said.  
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Lindsey continued, “is this how you envisioned this?” 
 
    “Envisioned—what exactly?” 
 
    “The end of the world. I mean, you’ve lived in this town almost your whole life, right? You were born and bred a member of Stone Sword. Surely there was a reason for that, right? You truly believed this was inevitable?” 
 
    The two of them started walking in the same direction, heading away from downtown and toward the western edge of the sprawling rural metropolis, which was little more than a collection of several dozen structures housing a few hundred citizens. 
 
    “Inevitable? I’m not sure. I’ve always been of a mind to prepare for the worst but expect the best. In my heart of hearts, while I strongly believed in being ready for this, I didn’t really think it would ever happen. Certainly not on this scale.” 
 
    Lindsey seemed to visibly relax. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that,” she said. “I thought I was the only oddball who actually wasn’t truly prepared for this. I mean—physically, yes. But emotionally? No, not really.” 
 
    “I will say,” Kramer continued, “being physically prepared has made the emotional part a bit easier.” As they stood there, a group of what appeared to be young men sprinted along the road to their left, each of them wearing dark-colored combat clothes and carrying rifles. Muffled voices shouted encouragement as the group moved at a swift pace, soon vanishing into the darkness. 
 
    “Colonel Carter doesn’t mess around, that’s for sure,” Kramer said, following the running group with his eyes. “If nothing else, we’ll certainly be prepared for combat.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too sure about that,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “The colonel and I have distinctly different outlooks on this sort of thing. I’m kind of impressed that we’ve managed to hold it together this long.” 
 
    “How different?” 
 
    “His viewpoint is that you need to be prepared to keep what’s yours. To fight to keep it, if necessary. You need training, personnel and security, and an aggressive willingness to use that to keep yourselves safe.” 
 
    “You disagree?” 
 
    “There’s validity to it,” Kramer replied. “For sure. But surviving in a post-apocalyptic world is about much more than who has bigger or more guns. At least it is to me.” 
 
    “How do you view it?” 
 
    “To me, it’s much less about how can we keep what’s ours, and much more about how can we use our resources to build the world back up. I’ve been in hot spots throughout my life. Spent more years in the Peace Corps than I care to admit. In almost every case, communities coming together are what get people through a crisis, not hunkering down with more ammunition.” 
 
    “That actually makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    Kramer smiled. 
 
    “I’m glad someone agrees with me. A fair share of our population moved here simply because of its defensibility and the common belief that we can keep our own resources secure. Nobody here seems all that eager to help rebuild.” 
 
    “But that’s why you opened up all of those other installations, right? The other Stone Sword locations throughout the country?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Kramer replied. “There’s no way we’d be able to serve the number of people we need to serve while sequestered up here in these mountains. About ten years ago I floated the idea of spreading out our philosophies and communities into smaller regional locations. You can imagine how that went over.” 
 
    “Not well?” 
 
    “Especially with Carter. Actually, he almost jumped ship. It took me a long time to convince him that we would be stronger with all of that outreach, not weaker. The more places we had to collect supplies and personnel, the better equipped we might be to see what’s happening before it happens.” 
 
    “Has that been the case?” 
 
    “Still a little early to tell. Our established ham radio network has been invaluable, but response has been sketchy at best. One thing I’ve learned is that people who don’t live and breathe this every day don’t end up quite as invested as the rest of us.” 
 
    “Well, I for one am glad you’ve done what you did. I probably wouldn’t be here now if you’d remained as closed off as Colonel Carter wanted you to be.” 
 
    “Your clinical experience gives you a pretty high probability of finding a place within this community, Lindsey,” he said. “Not to mention the family farming.” 
 
    “Speaking of family farming,” Lindsey said, and the two of them stopped walking for a moment, standing on the sidewalk about three hundred yards from the western gate of the community. “How is our food supply going? We don’t hear much about agriculture in my circles.” 
 
    “Surprisingly well,” Kramer replied. “Breeding stock has been segregated and marked as such, so we have an established number of cattle, pigs, and chickens who are responsible for breeding and birthing more. Even aside from that, we have three family farms out in the hills, and one of those farms has seven hundred head of cattle, besides the breeding stock. Managing that farm is a full-time job for about three dozen of our citizens, but it’s worth it.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” Lindsey replied.  
 
    “We’ve got ample supply stores of salt and other preservatives. Our monthly canning parties have been going on for twelve years so we have a wealth of canned foods in our dry goods storage warehouse. A second family farm has been growing and storing wheat and grain in massive silo storage bins for years. In our first month, resource utilization and replenishment has been pretty close to estimates, but we continue to monitor it. You just never know what the long-term outlook is, especially if this situation goes on for too long. For a month, we’ve been good. For a year, it’ll be trickier. Beyond that? I’m not sure anyone can properly prepare for years of something like this.” 
 
    Lindsey nodded, finding his honesty refreshing, if a bit scary. 
 
    “Runner!” a voice screamed, coming from the western entrance and the two of them wheeled around, looking out at the gate just as twin spotlights burst to life, driving thick shafts of pale light through the darkness, aiming down into the access road outside of the iron gate. 
 
    “Shit!” Kramer cursed. “Not this again!” He broke into a run, jogging toward the gate, and not knowing what else to do, Lindsey followed along. She could hear the low growl of an approaching engine—it sounded like a truck, she thought, and it was clearly coming closer. 
 
    “Don’t move!” one of the sentries shouted from on top of a tower flanking the gate. He held a weapon pointed down toward the road, showing no sign of fear. “This is a restricted area!” 
 
    The squeal of brakes sounded as Kramer and Lindsey reached the gate, which, like the eastern gate, was made up of several iron bars reminiscent of a jail cell. Two sentries stood on the road outside of the gate, with two more in the towers flanking it, and all four rifles were pointed at what appeared to be an old Ford pickup coasting to a stop on the road outside. 
 
    As Lindsey watched, the driver’s side door burst open and a young man almost tumbled out, face ashen, wearing what appeared to be a camouflaged military uniform. It appeared to be, because she couldn’t entirely tell, thanks to the thick, rust-hued stain covering the shirt. It looked almost like— 
 
    “Are you okay, sir?” Lindsey asked, approaching the gate. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “Lindsey, careful,” Kramer said, reaching out and touching her shoulder. “You don’t know these people.” 
 
    “She,” the young man breathed, his voice ragged, his finger stabbing back towards the truck. “She’s been shot. I—I tried to patch her up…but…she’s bleeding. Bleeding bad. She’s going to die.” 
 
    “Stay right where you are!” one of the sentries shouted. “I’m sorry, sir, we do not have an open door policy. I’m going to have to ask you to leave!” 
 
    “No!” Lindsey shouted, looking up at the sentry. “Don’t you see him? That’s blood on his shirt! Someone is injured!” 
 
    “Ma’am,” the sentry replied, looking down at her. “We don’t have the resources to just take in everyone who rolls down the access road. Colonel’s orders—” 
 
    “I don’t care about the colonel’s orders!” Lindsey shouted. “We might have a woman dying in there!” 
 
    “She is!” the young man gasped. Lindsey followed the direction of his frantic pointing and could indeed see the vague outline of another person in the front of the truck and for a moment, she thought she saw the bobbing head of a dog in the vehicle as well. 
 
    “She was shot in the chest! It’s bad—it’s really bad!” the young man pleaded. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips!” another sentry called out. “Should we call Colonel Carter, sir?” 
 
    The mayor looked at the young man, then looked back at the sentries, meeting all of their gazes, one by one. He glanced over his shoulder looking deeper into town, but all he could see was the shadowed outline of the single-story structures making up the downtown area. 
 
    “Mayor?” another sentry asked. 
 
    “Please!” the man pleaded, walking toward the bars, and closing his fingers around them. The two sentries on the road immediately converged, lifting their weapons and moving toward him. 
 
    “Step back from the gate! Right now! We will fire!” 
 
    “No!” Mayor Phillips shouted. “Damn it, no, you will not fire!” 
 
    The four sentries turned toward him. He stood there, fists clenched at his sides, as he tried to consider his options. 
 
    “Kramer?” Lindsey asked in a soft voice. She knew it was difficult for him. He was the mayor, but it was no secret that Carter really ran the place, and Carter, she knew, would not have approved letting anyone in. 
 
    “Open the gate!” Kramer shouted. “Just open the damned gate!” 
 
    The sentries all looked at each other uncertainly, eyes scanning briefly before darting to another. 
 
    “I said open the damned gate!” Kramer reiterated. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” one of the sentries replied and moved back into the tower. Soon there was a ratcheting, metallic sound of chains moving and slowly, the gate started easing aside, scraping along the rough pavement, opening a gap between the access road and the interior of the town. 
 
    The young man was already scrambling back into the truck, firing up the ignition, and navigating the vehicle between the gap, which was just barely wide enough for the vehicle to slip through. Lindsey immediately moved, crossing in front of the broad nose of the truck and moving around to the passenger side. 
 
    “We need to get this woman to our trauma center, stat!” she shouted, hooking her fingers in the door handle and flinging the door open. She lurched forward, then froze in place, her eyes prying to wide, circular saucers. 
 
    There was a tense moment of shocked silence as she looked at the woman in the seat, head lolling to one side, face pale, hair matted with sweat, a rudimentary field dressing covering a wound in her chest. 
 
    “Who are you?” Lindsey asked, looking at the young man in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “What?” he asked, shaking his head uncertainly. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Jack,” he stammered, “my name is Jack.” 
 
    Lindsey placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder, her own face draining of color, looking nearly as pale as the injured woman. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Jack. Now tell me, how exactly do you know my sister?” 
 
    # 
 
    Somewhere Southwest of Des Moines, Iowa 
 
    The motorcycles ran out of gas halfway between Des Moines and Omaha, and Shawna, Selanda, and Tristan had left them in the dirt at the side of the road. There were no other cars that they could see nearby, and they were all on the verge of mental and physical exhaustion.  
 
    “Over there,” Tristan said softly, pointing to a brick building a few hundred yards over ratty-looking grass and sparse, unhealthy trees. All three of them adjusted the automatic rifles on their shoulders, two of them also carrying backpacks, and they continued walking along the grass, leaving the road behind them, heading toward the beaten-down structure sitting alongside Interstate 80. 
 
    As they drew closer, they got a better view of the structure, and it looked to be a small convenience store, not one of the chains, but a local venue. Its parking lot was desolate, and the gas tanks had been knocked over, clearly in an attempt to get access to the underground tanks. Spray paint graffiti was along the side and front walls, colored scrawl in a script that none of them could read. 
 
    Surprisingly, the windows were intact, though the door had been broken open, and not with any bit of finesse. The frame and metal door itself had been twisted apart, likely with a crowbar. Inside, the store had been completely cleaned out, every single inch of shelving empty, the back door torn off its hinges and the rear office ransacked, leaving nothing to salvage. One whole shelving unit making up a shopping aisle had been tipped over and the coolers sat askew, equally empty. 
 
    Shawna had no idea how long ago it had happened, but the abandoned store looked as though it might have been that way for a few decades, not just a month. She had no way to know for sure. 
 
    “There’s a roof, at least,” Tristan said. He looked haggard and tired, his pace slow and unsteady, and remarkably like the rest of them felt. 
 
    “If we make good progress,” Shawna said, “we could maybe be close to Omaha tomorrow, then we’ll have to figure out where we go from there.” 
 
    “Still Wyoming?” Selanda asked, letting her backpack slide from her shoulder and setting it down on the floor. 
 
    “Unless anyone has a better idea,” Shawna replied. “I sure as hell hope the traveling gets better, because if it’s like this for the next thousand miles…I’m not sure what I’ll do.” 
 
    Tristan pressed his back against the wall, then slowly slid down to a seated posture, moving with a sort of struggling pain like a man twenty years older than he was. Shawna watched him as he slumped there and noticed he made no move to reach into his pocket and retrieve his Bible. He just brought his knees close to his chest and leaned forward. 
 
    “Big T, you okay?” 
 
    Tristan gave her a crooked half-smile and nodded. 
 
    “I’m wore out,” he said in a weak voice. Shawna opened up her pack and rooted around inside, pulling out a half-eaten protein bar. 
 
    “I think you need this more than me,” she said, and tossed it to him. 
 
    He caught it clumsily and nodded, working to unwrap the foil cover around the bar, fingers clutching eagerly. Within seconds he had the wrapper off and was munching the food, looking like a man who hadn’t eaten in weeks instead of hours. 
 
    Selanda and Shawna veered away, walking deeper into the store. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right move?” Selanda asked. “What do we know about these Stone Sword people?” 
 
    “Not a heck of a lot,” Shawna replied honestly. “Just a brochure from Tristan’s vet center.” 
 
    Selanda looked uncertain. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    An expression passed over her face and Shawna could clearly tell that something was on her mind. 
 
    “Selanda?” 
 
    “I’m thinking—an olive branch?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked. “Where exactly?” 
 
    “We’re somewhere in between Des Moines and Omaha, I’ll be damned if I know exactly where. This part of the world always looks the same to me. Why? What’s on your mind, girl?” 
 
    “I was just thinking—I’ve been looking for answers. Searching for reasons why this is all happening. There are people out there who know the answers.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “One of those people is Edmond Gossett, the CEO of Eagle Atmospheric. The company that designed the satellites for Project: Heatshield.” 
 
    Shawna furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Okay? And how does that help us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Selanda replied. “Maybe it doesn’t. But his regional headquarters is in Kansas City, and last I looked, that’s just a stone’s throw from where we are now.” 
 
    Shawna looked at her long and hard. 
 
    “Big T’s not going to like that,” she cautioned. “I think he’s got all his eggs in this Stone Sword basket.” 
 
    Selanda shrugged. 
 
    “Then we check out Kansas City, and if there’s nothing there for us, we move on. It’s not like we’re under a tight deadline or anything, right? Long as we’re steering clear of Chicago, all should be good.” 
 
    Shawna turned and looked out the window facing the road outside, watching as the steady march of ink-colored clouds passed by overhead. As she watched, a sudden, tearing bolt of lightning brightened the sky, striking with a white-hot flash. She actually saw it strike, somewhere a few hundred yards away, a vibrant burst of sparks leaping up from beyond a clutch of nearby buildings. 
 
    They’d have to sleep on it. But she liked that idea. In fact, she liked that idea very, very much. 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    At one point a simple, local family practice, the Malcolm Health Clinic had gone through a rapid transformation from family practice to triage center. Shortly after the disaster, the emergency response plan had kicked in, moving a quarter of the town’s generators to the clinic along with a healthy supply of fuel and solar batteries. All medications had been moved to insulated storage facilities within the clinic and the normally family-friendly ambience had been converted to a more sterile hospital environment, separate offices converted to storage rooms, with a few wide-open areas curtained off into several emergency treatment areas. 
 
    In spite of their preparation, the triage center had already been heavily utilized in the early days of the disaster. The clinical staff had been required to work nearly around the clock as a citizenship facing new challenges and new hardships continued to learn lessons the hard way. 
 
    They’d lost two elderly citizens in the early days, both to complications from the stress of the incident. One enterprising trainee had blown off his left foot, and three other citizens had been treated for gastro-intestinal issues due to eating spoiled food. Still others had suffered superficial gunshot wounds during training. A knife fight between two angry, drunk brothers had required a total of sixty stitches between them. One sentry had fallen from a tower and broken his neck, while two other fresh recruits training for security duty had inadvertently set off an improvised explosive device. One of them had lost his entire left arm, the other had been killed instantly. 
 
    The first month had been a harried, bloody one for the triage center, and even with all of their preparation, supplies were already scarce and dwindling. Even worse, their most precious resource—people with appropriate training—were already thin and being run even more ragged by the frequent needs, especially for such a small community. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” Lindsey barked, backing her way through the modified ambulance entrance, the volume of her voice grabbing the attention of the surrounding administrative staff. 
 
    “GSW to the chest!” she shouted. “Patient suffering from tachycardia, significant blood loss and has gone into shock. We need morphine and an OR stat!” 
 
    “Up here!” one of the physicians called, moving toward them and helping to move Laura from the passenger seat of the pickup truck. A stretcher was wheeled in immediately, moving fast over the smooth floor, and Lindsey worked with the physician to hoist her pale and disturbingly lifeless sister onto it. “We don’t have much for morphine, but get her the hell in here!” 
 
    “Who is she?” another voice yelled. 
 
    “Laura Park,” Lindsey replied. “Blood type A positive, no known family medical history.” 
 
    “Is there family with her?” the physician asked, looking at Jack, who was scrambling out of the driver’s seat. He shook his head and shrugged. 
 
    “She’s my sister,” Lindsey said in a low voice and the doctor swung around. 
 
    “Your what? I wasn’t aware you’d brought your sister—” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Lindsey said. “Still working that out!” 
 
    “OR four is open!” a voice cried out and they wheeled the stretcher left, picking up speed as they raced toward the room. 
 
    The door to the main lobby banged open and Colonel Carter stormed in, two armed guards flanking him on each side. 
 
    “What in the hell is going on in here?” he demanded. “What’s this I hear about us opening the western gate?” 
 
    “Take it easy, Colonel,” the mayor said, crossing the floor at a swift pace. 
 
    “I thought we were pretty clear on letting in strangers, Phillips!” 
 
    “I made a judgment call, Colonel—” 
 
    “Well, your judgment sucks, Mr. Mayor!” 
 
    “Shut up, both of you!” a voice screamed, splitting the chaos, so loud it echoed from the walls of the clinic room. Lindsey stormed from the hallway, a smock covering her chest, her arms extended. “Colonel Carter, the woman in there with a chest wound is my sister. I intend on doing whatever humanly possible to save her life, and if you have a problem with that, we can sit down and have a frank conversation about just how valuable I am to this town, do you understand me?” 
 
    Colonel Carter’s expression hardened as he looked at her, his jaw clenching. The atmosphere in the small clinic was hot and thick, an almost-physical tension connecting Lindsey and Carter. 
 
    “Patient is prepped!” a voice called from down the hallway. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I need to scrub in, Colonel.” 
 
    Carter drew in a breath and nodded stiffly. 
 
    “As you were,” he said, then turned to the mayor. “We’ll continue this conversation privately, Mr. Phillips.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” Kramer replied, and the colonel stalked past him, walking toward the door. He flung it open and exited, both of the young soldiers following. 
 
    “Tell me what we’re dealing with here,” Lindsey said, moving into the OR. The physician was already dressed and scrubbed in and had the operating tools out on a table next to the bed. 
 
    “Dealing with a chest wound, like it looks like,” the doctor replied, somewhat sarcastically. 
 
    “This is my sister,” Lindsey replied harshly. 
 
    “I know,” the doctor said, nodding apologetically. “I’m sorry. You’ll have to forgive me. These injuries are only more significant without an MRI or CT scan and, once again, we’re going in blind. There’s a lot of blood, but quality of the blood tells me hemothorax, and I haven’t seen any signs of froth on the lips. I think we may have avoided a lung shot, or else she would have been dead a while ago.” He turned toward one of the OR assistants. “Scalpel,” he said, opening his gloved palm, and a slender, chrome-plated tool was placed there. The doctor hunched over Laura’s body and brought the sharpened blade to her chest. 
 
    “She’s lost a lot of blood,” he said quietly, looking at Lindsey over the edge of his mask. “You said she’s A positive?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “A positive,” she replied without hesitation. 
 
    “Good,” the doctor replied, eyes lowering to Laura’s chest again. “That’s good.” 
 
    He pressed the scalpel to the flesh, blood pooling at the incision point, then he began to work. 
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack was in a daze. He was caught in some strange in-between world of sleep and hyper-awareness, a thick fog clawing at his brain while his eyes darted left to right, absorbing and taking in everything around him with an odd, crystal clarity. 
 
    He sat on the hard floor of the clinic lobby and it occurred to him how strange the new world was. In a previous life, the place he sat in looked much like his own local family practice, a calm and orderly building with kind receptionists and friendly, engaging nurses and doctors, where they took your temperature, thumped your knee with a reflex hammer, gave you lollipops, and ushered you back home with your parents. 
 
    But that’s not what the place was now. As he sat on the floor, he could see the hastily ripped-up carpet, the wear and tear of boots and stretcher wheels on the floor. Faint, discolored spots on the wall and floor where something had been spilled and cleaned, but not quite cleaned enough. Behind the counter there was no kindly receptionist, just a bedraggled man, a palm pressed to his sweat-slicked forehead, his hair shoved askew. 
 
    Laura’s screams had faded a few hours previously, choked off into low, strangled gurgles of agony. Jack figured they must be low on painkillers. 
 
    Doctors and nurses had darted back and forth, sprinting down a hallway, running for supplies, then sprinting back, needing to travel a long way to get the tools they needed instead of having them right at hand. At first blush, it appeared as though Stone Sword had done a remarkable job building an emergency triage center, but as he sat there for hours, it became quite clear that in a world such as theirs, there was no such thing as effective triage. Things were held together with duct tape and baling wire. People were shouting at each other, arguing, furious that they knew what they had to do in order to do their jobs, but lacked the tools and resources to do it. 
 
    Stone Sword was better off than ninety percent of America now, but that was like saying a third-world country was better off than a group of Boy Scouts in the middle of the wilderness. 
 
    He heard the soft squeak of a shoe on the floor and lifted his eyes as a tired-looking doctor nearly stumbled out of the makeshift operating room where they’d taken Laura several hours before. His formerly white smock was covered with dried blood, his gloves and sleeves caked with it almost up to his elbows. Looking over, he seemed shocked to see Jack there and almost embarrassed by his appearance, shoving his hands behind his back as if Jack hadn’t seen his friend’s blood all over them. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, clearing his throat. “You’re…still here.” 
 
    “Nowhere else to go,” Jack replied, pressing his back against the wall and using it to ease his way up from a seated position. “How—how is she?” 
 
    The doctor drew in a breath, shaking his head softly. 
 
    “All things considered, she’s stable,” the doctor replied. “Such as stable is, these days.” 
 
    “Can I see her?” Jack asked. 
 
    The doctor sucked in his teeth. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he replied. “We don’t have very effective painkillers, though we’re working on that. Anesthesia is too dangerous right now; without the right chemicals it’s tough to tell if we can wake them up after they’re out. She lost a lot of blood.” 
 
    Jack ignored his hesitation and moved past him, walking toward the OR. 
 
    “Where’s her sister? What was her name? Lindsey?” 
 
    “Son,” the doctor said, but Jack kept going. 
 
    He strode to the door of the operating room, a room that had once been a simple patient room and he gasped, taking an uncertain step backwards. The inside of the room looked like a charnel house. Blood was on the floor and walls, discarded cloth and tools piled in various places throughout the room. Laura was lying on the floor, a mattress dragged in there to make room, and on the hospital bed was a second woman, covered by a sheet, lying on her side, her arm extended outward. 
 
    A long, clear tube was strung between the woman’s extended arm and Laura’s arm on the floor, the faded stain of dark red coating the insides of the formerly transparent tube. 
 
    “My God,” Jack gasped and put a hand to his stomach. How was anyone alive in there? A firm hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him out, turning him away from the sight. 
 
    “Son, as I was saying,” the doctor repeated. “That’s not something you want to see.” 
 
    “What—what happened?” Jack gasped. He felt dizzy and nauseous and thought for a moment that he might pitch over and vomit right there and then. 
 
    “Like I said, she lost a lot of blood,” the doctor continued. “We found the bullet and removed it. I was…I was able to get it all out and seal her wound. Luckily it didn’t nick her lung or heart, it was wedged in her pectoral muscle. Lots of capillaries in there, so she was bleeding like crazy, but again, it could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    Jack nodded, leaning against the wall, feeling faint. 
 
    “She needed an emergency transfusion. Fortunately, her sister is the same type. It took us a little while to find suitable tubing, since blood transfusions really weren’t something we’re prepared to handle regularly here.” He looked exasperated. “Had to use sterile tubes, a manual bulb pump, and old-fashioned gravity.” That time it was the doctor’s turn to lean against the wall and wipe sweat from his face. “I still can’t believe we pulled it off.” 
 
    “You…you pulled it off?” Jack asked, looking back over his shoulder at the doctor. “She’s going to be okay?” 
 
    “She’s a long way from okay,” the doctor replied. “But, then again, so are we all.” His eyes opened wide and vacant and he stared aimlessly out toward the entrance to the triage center lobby, seeming to lose himself in thought. “She’ll have to stay here for a while for observation. Both her and her sister. Two liters of blood is no small thing.” Then he looked at Jack. “But, like I said, all things considered, she was very fortunate.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes as his legs weakened, his knees all but giving out from under him. He slid down the wall and landed with a thump on the floor, buried his head in his folded arms, and wept. 
 
    # 
 
    Somewhere outside of Wichita, Kansas 
 
    Wichita, as with every city they’d come across, was a burning wreckage, the skyline shrouded with roiling flame and columns of dark smoke. Joel and Helen sat upon their two horses, the always-trusty Maggie and Dirtbag, and they eased the creatures along at a slow pace, navigating the trees just south of the city, desperate to avoid main roads. 
 
    Neither of them had spoken much in the hours since they departed the deeper wooded terrain, wanting to put as much physical and mental distance as possible between them and that place, both physically and mentally. Backpacks were slung over both their backs and Joel still wore the tightened tourniquet and makeshift bandage over the fresh wound on his bicep. They didn’t want to take the time to stitch it up yet, but once they got somewhere they could settle in, they would, and Helen volunteered to do the dirty work as usual. 
 
    At Maggie’s side was the stray, who had persisted on following along behind them, navigating the winding logging road, traveling for several hours as they put the memories of the previous day behind them. They hadn’t seen any sign of Ali. It seemed he had either disappeared or crawled off into a secluded place to die, though Joel sincerely doubted that. It would take more than a sliced-out eyeball to kill him, though hopefully it would dissuade him from rushing to come after them again. 
 
    He wasn’t really confident of that, though. 
 
    “That way,” Helen said softly, pointing toward a section of trees that ran east along the southern border of Wichita. Joel kept his eyes affixed on the Kansas city ahead. Wichita was one of those strange Midwestern cities. If what he’d been hearing was true, then the government had mobilized quickly to shut down the mobs and frightened civilians in the major cities - Chicago, New Orleans, Seattle and likely places like New York, Washington, Houston, and Los Angeles. 
 
    But what about places like Wichita? Large gatherings of scared and aggressive mobs, but not large enough to spend resources on? That’s what Joel figured, and the idea frightened him. 
 
    He’d already heard that the National Guard had pulled out of Indianapolis when they’d been nearly overrun by the angry population, and it certainly seemed like the same could be true here. From that distance, he couldn’t tell how much of the city was damaged and burning, but there were pretty thick columns of smoke on the horizon, smoke that reached up like fingers clutching at the cloud cover, the dark blotch of the Kansas skyline seeming to meet with the equally dark sky above, interlaced with throbs of lightning. 
 
    “Joel?” Helen asked, turning toward him. He looked at her, sitting on her horse, the poncho-wrapped corpse draped over the creature behind her. It had seemed foolish at first. Unnecessarily ceremonial. How many people had died in the past month? Not even in the entire world, but how many people within their circle? He thought of everyone in South Brisbane, but thought especially hard about Almira Schmidt, the owner and bartender of his favorite bar, and quite possibly his only friend in his hometown. She’d been killed as needlessly and brutally as Wanda, yet he’d left her body there, tangled in the wreckage of her bar, certainly rotting and worm infested by now. 
 
    Yet, they were going to great lengths in wrapping Wanda’s lifeless body in their rain ponchos, tying it with paracord, and transporting it to Wichita. 
 
    Helen had been insistent on it, and of course, Joel hadn’t had the stomach to push back. 
 
    “I’m coming,” he said and coaxed his horse along, moving at a trot, hooves clopping along the road running south of the city proper. They rode for several minutes until they eventually came to a section of trees, then continued on, navigating through the woods, Helen leading the way. In the distance, Joel could hear the low, gurgling warble of running water and knew they were getting close. 
 
    They rode down a gentle slope and the forest around them brightened somewhat as they reached the edge of the trees. Reaching into his shirt pocket, he pulled out a pack of cigarettes, opening it up and looking at the few remaining sticks inside. He remembered Wanda’s complaints and smiled softly, then closed the pack and put it back in his pocket. 
 
    Breaching the tree line, they came up alongside the rushing water of the river, tumbling over itself, foaming waters cutting through the grass and trees like Mother Nature’s bulldozer. In the sky the clouds were parting somewhat, letting a thin ray of yellow sunshine pierce through, shafts of light traversing the normally slate-gray horizon. At the edges of clouds, the gray shifted to a slightly purple hue, the delicate artistry of sunrise even amid the man-made Armageddon. 
 
    Helen tugged on Maggie’s reins, halting the horse by the edge of the rushing water, and she swung her leg off its back, lowering to the ground, balancing herself against the creature. 
 
    Joel said nothing, just stopped his own horse alongside hers, patted Dirtbag gently and moved to the back of Maggie, meeting Helen’s eyes where she stood on the opposite side of the horse, positioning herself to remove the wrapped body from its back. 
 
    “Are you ready to do this?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “No,” she said. “But let’s do it anyway.” Joel nodded. He knew Helen had heard their conversation and had heard Wanda tell him about her family vacations to the Arkansas River, and the young girl had become determined to return Wanda to that river one last time. 
 
    Joel could hardly complain. It was a hell of a lot easier than digging a grave, though at that point, if it would ease Helen’s pain even a little, he would have happily done it. 
 
    “On three,” he said, then counted one, then two, then they both worked together to hoist the body from the back of the horse, lowering it and carefully navigating the grassy slope until they made their way to the edge of the rushing river. Without speaking, they set her down and Helen turned away as Joel unrolled the body, moving along the shore, picking up rocks of various sizes and shapes, wedging them into the package with Wanda, tucking them along her side, on her stomach, folding her hands over a particularly large but smooth stone. That work done, he wrapped the ponchos back up and cinched the length of paracord, tying it tightly around the now-heavy package. 
 
    “Helen,” he said quietly. “It’s time, okay?” 
 
    Helen nodded. She wasn’t crying, she just looked solemn and introspective, and Joel had been honestly surprised at how deep a connection she seemed to have made in such a short period of time. Though, she was a teenage girl who had been longing for a mother her entire life, and first with Sadie, then with Wanda, it seemed like she might have found someone. 
 
    Both times it had been ripped from her grasp at the last moment. 
 
    “Do you need help?” she asked. Joel shook his head, even though his bicep and shoulder were screaming in agony. Helen nodded and dropped her chin, and he could see her lips moving. The girl was clearly mouthing some kind of prayer, and a sort of morose affection and respect settled upon him as he looked at her. It wasn’t pride necessarily, though that certainly contributed. Joel hooked his fingers under her arms and half-dragged her, stepping back towards the shore. Helen continued mouthing words, and he maneuvered the body clumsily, corrected himself, then moved alongside it and finally pushed it over, the package tumbling end over end before splashing into the rushing waters below. 
 
    He stood at the shore, Helen next to him, both of them marveling at nature’s wonder as the river took Wanda into itself, swallowed her whole, then continued rushing on as if nothing had happened. The sky was surprisingly bright that morning, nature’s color battling feverishly against man-made clouds and lightning, as the lightly purpling bruise of sunrise spread out along the horizon ahead.  
 
    Joel felt a gentle touch at his arm, then at his left hand, and he couldn’t help but smile as Helen laced her fingers within his, squeezing them gently. Whether she was giving comfort or taking it, it didn’t much matter, and in that small, narrow window of time, Joel was glad he’d found her and more than glad he had a companion on the difficult journey ahead. 
 
    If things kept going like they were, he would need all the help he could get. 
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    Author Notes 
 
      
 
    These days, a lot of people have been asking me, what is it like writing about the end of civilization as we’re facing down a global pandemic? 
 
    Honestly? It’s a little strange, but also a little comforting.  As I lose myself in this other universe, I find it soothing to focus my attention on a small break from reality, even if some of the characters within these pages face the same challenges so many others are across the world. Also, its strangely helpful to write strong, resilient people facing down far worse circumstances than we are and coming through the other side. I truly hope readers are finding it as welcome a break from reality as I am. 
 
    Things are moving along in the series now, too. Laura and Jack have reached a milestone! An important event that will drive much of the rest of the series, meanwhile Joel and Helen continue to face insurmountable odds and deal with the worst that humanity has to offer. 
 
    Shawna, Tristan and Selanda will be taking a little detour on their way to Wyoming, a detour that should add some conflict, but could also lead towards salvation… but they’ll have to overcome a lot to get there. 
 
    This is the fifth book of this series and I find myself in my normal state – very invested in these characters and this world. I’m currently writing book seven (while book six is in the editing stage) and I’m not nearly ready to say good-bye to these characters yet.  I don’t know how long the series will last, but you have at least a few more books to look forward to.  I really hope you ARE looking forward to them. They’ve been much longer than usual, which I find both intimidating and liberating. 
 
    Lots of good stuff to come. Enjoy! 
 
      
 
    -          Justin 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The entire world has been gripped in the tight fist of Project: Heatwave.  When a global experiment into geo-engineering goes horribly wrong, the world is plunged into chaos.  Thousands of planes crashed to the earth, millions have died and all of human civilization has been tipped into turmoil as they scramble to respond to this global crisis. 
 
    In the United States of America, Washington has undergone a coup, the power mad Secretary of Defense, Drydan Willoughby ripping leadership from the President of the United States through the most evil means necessary.  Cameron Pike, once a loyal intelligence operative starts having some second thoughts as he sees the wheels of evil turning around him. 
 
    Joel Robertson and his fourteen-year-old companion Helen Park make their way through Kansas, in search of what remains of Helen’s family after her father’s death in Louisiana as the crisis first emerged.  They find themselves starving and desperate and in small town Kansas, just looking for some reprieve from the agony of their month-long trip towards Wyoming. 
 
    In Wyoming, ex-soldier Jack and Laura Park, Helen’s mother, have found reprieve with Stone Sword, a survivalist commune in the rural mountains west of Cheyenne.  But life at Stone Sword isn’t everything its cracked up to be and although they’ve survived several weeks of treacherous travel from Seattle, it would seem their hardships have just begun.  Laura’s still recovering from a gunshot wound from an assassination attempt and Jack’s military background automatically makes him fodder for Colonel Carter’s local militia. 
 
    Former homeless Marine veteran Tristan is accompanying Shawna and Selanda Lopez to Kansas City, in search of Eagle Atmospheric headquarters, a regional corporate office for Selanda’s arch-rival, Edmond Gossett.  They are hungry, thirsty, and more desperate then ever as they struggle to escape the violent collapse of Chicago, navigating the deadly streets in an attempt to find shelter. 
 
    All across America civilization struggles to rebuild, the citizens and the military at odds, the government only concerned about themselves and the winds of change are blowing strong. 
 
    With those winds comes the rain, and with the rain comes deadly lightning.  How much longer can humanity withstand the coming storm? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    FEMA Region VII Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
    Shortly after the impact of Atlas-One 
 
      
 
    “Authorities caution it is still far too soon to calculate the scope and severity of this disaster, but early estimates put the death toll in downtown Chicago at a staggering twenty to thirty thousand. The impact occurred close to Wrigley Field, which was at capacity for a pleasant afternoon of baseball when—” 
 
    “Turn that off, Jake. For the love of God, the last thing we need is to be listening to the wound-up news coverage of what’s going on. We’ve got work to do here!” Lexington Perry worked hard to keep from shouting, especially amid the surrounding din of other people within the administrative offices. 
 
    “Just trying to get all perspectives, Lex,” Jake replied, but he thumbed the remote and turned off the television set.  
 
    FEMA Region VII headquarters was awash in activity, the news of the Atlas-One destruction still ringing in everyone’s ears. Almost immediately the regional office of the Federal Emergency Management Agency went into high gear, men and women springing from their chairs, moving in swift but calculated, well-planned motions, getting to phones, calling contacts, arranging an appropriate response. 
 
    “Has anyone gotten Region V headquarters on the phone?” Lex asked, turning and looking across the open office, where two dozen desks and cubicles were arranged in orderly rows. The rows of desks were the only orderly things today as scattered papers, scurrying staff, and frantic voices bracketed the entire area. 
 
    “Chicago is off the grid!” someone shouted, standing up and peering over the cubicle wall. “Like, way off the grid. No cell service; we can’t even get an emergency landline call through to the regional office!” 
 
    “I thought the ship crashed north of the FEMA offices?” Lex asked as she angled left and strode swiftly to another table sitting against one wall. 
 
    “Last report was a block or two west of Wrigley Field,” another voice replied, confirming what Lex had just heard on the television before Jake turned it off. Wrigley Field. With a sold-out baseball game being played. Capacity for Wrigley Field was almost forty-two thousand and when a game was being played, it generally created a significant influx of foot traffic in and around the stadium and throughout downtown. 
 
    Suddenly, she suspected the estimates the newscaster had given of twenty to thirty thousand might have been underselling things. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to assume,” Lex continued, speaking loud enough that everyone could hear, though her voice was somewhat drowned out by the chorus of ringing phones scattered throughout the bustling offices, “that Region V is incapacitated. We need to follow our Incident Response plans!” 
 
    “Running through the binder now!” a voice cried out, and she looked over, seeing several people gathered around a series of three-ring binders all opened to documents within. 
 
    “Has the governor declared a state of emergency?” 
 
    “He threw out the first pitch at the baseball game.” 
 
    “Good Lord,” Lex whispered, running a narrow hand through her graying hair. Thirty years in emergency management, twenty-five of those years working for FEMA. Less than a decade away from retirement and now…this. 
 
    “I’ve got Washington on line three!” a frantic voice called, lifting their hand and signaling for Lex to join them. She nodded and threaded her way through the desks, moving as quickly as she could. 
 
    “We’ve got trailers locked and loaded!” Jake shouted. 
 
    Lex looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a long drive to Chicago. With air travel grounded we’ll want to start planning travel routes!” 
 
    “Air travel’s not grounded,” someone answered. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Lex demanded, her blue eyes narrowing in on the young woman who had spoken. 
 
    “Just got off the phone with our representative from the FAA. President’s orders—air travel is not grounded. They’re concerned about the financial impact—” 
 
    “Who gives a wet shit about the financial impact?” Lex shouted, already regretting her poor choice of words. She worked hard to maintain a well-structured and professional appearance, though her favorite pastime in off-work hours was drinking beer and watching the Kansas City Chiefs. It was okay for her to talk that way during a football game, but to one of her subordinates in a high-pressure situation? Not cool. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quickly, closing her eyes and lifting an apologetic palm. “Not your fault.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” the young woman replied, smiling slightly. “You’re right.” She held out the receiver and Lex swept it from her, then placed her other hand over the mouthpiece. 
 
    “Keep planning the ground travel routes!” she shouted back at Jack. “I don’t want any of our critical supplies in a damned airplane right now!” 
 
    “On it!” 
 
    She nodded curtly and pressed the phone to her ear. 
 
    “Dammit, Phil, am I hearing right? Air travel’s not grounded?” 
 
    “Not my call, Lex, you know that,” the voice on the other end replied. “Don’t shoot the messenger.” 
 
    “Thirty thousand are already dead,” Lex replied, “and we’ve got five thousand planes in the sky at any given time in this country alone. Does Washington really want to add a few zeroes to that death toll?” 
 
    “I’ve been arguing that same point,” Phil replied. “The stock market has been glitchy lately and they’re worried about fearmongering causing—” 
 
    “We’ll see how afraid everyone is once a few more planes fall from the sky.” 
 
    “At this point, we’re treating this as an isolated incident,” Phil said. “There’s no reason to think this is going to go larger, okay?” 
 
    “The first plane to hit the World Trade Center was an isolated incident, too, until it wasn’t.” 
 
    The voice in her ear sighed deeply, clearly trying to compose himself. 
 
    “Phil, I’m sorry,” Lex barked, “I know this situation is very fluid. We are preparing to deploy trailers by ground. Washington can keep the planes in the air if they want, but I’ll be damned if I’m putting rescue personnel and critical infrastructure supplies up there.” 
 
    “The President was very clear—” 
 
    “You can give him my direct line, Phil.” 
 
    “Lex, we’re all on the same side here. There’s no reason to be antagonistic.” 
 
    “There are times I’m not sure we are all on the same side. There are days when—” 
 
    An audible gasp went through the entire office area, a collection of several voices all at once, sharp intakes of desperate breaths. Lex wheeled around, looking at the scattered office workers throughout the large room of desks and cubicles. They were on one of the upper floors of the downtown office building with a wide wall of windows looking out over Kansas City. As she gazed through the translucent glass, she could see the vague outline of an airplane. 
 
    It was falling. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” Phil asked. “What is it?” 
 
    Lex’s fingers inadvertently relaxed and the handset slipped from her moist palm. It dropped onto the table next to her with a loud clatter and she could just barely hear the fainted echo of Phil’s tinny voice within the earpiece. 
 
    “Oh, God, no,” Lex reiterated. Outside the window, the object in the shape of a plane was getting lower and closer, a gleam of sunlight reflecting off of one of its angled wings. It started to tip as it fell and she could almost imagine the pilot inside battling to maintain control of a plane that was clearly not going to stay in the air. 
 
    “It’s falling!” a voice shouted. 
 
    “It’s going to crash!” another joined in. Several people turned away from the window and a few of them even sprinted from the room, not wanting to watch the horrors unfold. 
 
    Lex felt like she had to. It was her duty. Her responsibility. Hooking her fingers into one of the cubicles, she forced herself forward, snaking between desks, jogging across the paper-littered floor toward the window. The Kansas City skyline spread out before her, slightly blurred by the shining sun and the plane silhouetted against the afternoon light. Its nose was down, the body of the aircraft tilted right as its left wing pointed like a huge finger toward the sky. 
 
    From where she stood, she saw a large hotel with an attached convention center, the offices of a financial company, and several other skyscrapers of various sizes and shapes. She could almost see it happening before it did, watching as the plane dipped and lurched, angling steeply downward. 
 
    Lex pressed her palms to the smooth, glass surface of the window, looking out through wide eyes. She felt tears forming at the corners of her eyes and had an almost irresistible urge to turn away. 
 
    But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. The people on the plane had no choice but to watch as their lives ended, and she would honor their memory by witnessing what happened. As she watched, her eyes narrowed just a bit. 
 
    Everything sounded so quiet. Even with the window between her and the outside world, they’d often hear planes flying overhead. Kansas City International wasn’t far from where they were, and it was an almost hourly occurrence to hear the planes in the sky. Today? She heard nothing. The plane wasn’t flying—it was falling. 
 
    Lex winced visibly as the aircraft made contact with the hotel, which was by far the tallest of the buildings on the skyline. Its nose burrowed deep within the glass and steel, a massive cloud of dust and debris roiling out from all sides like someone shaking a sheet. She could see the plane nearly swallowed by the building, the left wing hewing through the outer wall, and for a moment, she thought she saw it bursting through the other side of the structure. Then there was a low, echoing roar and a fireball blasted from the upper levels of the hotel, ripping open walls and windows, shattering the roof and tossing pieces high into the air like confetti. 
 
    More smoke, more fire, huge chunks of building sloughing off and tumbling down to the streets. Now she did hear something. She heard the fearful, terrified, mournful screams of the people on the streets below, caught in a deadly avalanche of jet fuel, fire, and a few thousand tons of shattered city. 
 
    # 
 
    Lex operated on pure instinct, banking into the emergency stairwell and nearly throwing herself down the steep decline, taking the steps two at a time. 
 
    “Lex! What are you doing?” a voice shouted behind her, fading quickly as she rounded a flight and kept heading down the stairs. Echoing footfalls slapped behind her, more boots and shoes tromping down the stairs within the narrow downward corridor. 
 
    “We’re not search and rescue!” the voice continued. “We’re administrators, for crying out loud!” 
 
    “I’m not going to sit on my ass and administrate when people are dying on the street outside our building!” Lex rounded the final flight and continued charging, her legs pumping hard as she hit the concrete landing and angled toward the fire exit. Lowering her shoulder, she rammed the door and knocked it open. The fire alarm immediately trilled, a whining buzz sounding, almost lost among the chaos lingering just outside. 
 
    Stepping into the open air was like stepping into a large blast furnace, the scalding, roiling heat immediately washing over Lex as she hit the sidewalk and headed toward the road. Smoke and ash filled the air, whipping around her like a dust storm. Pockets of sharp wind scattered smaller, lighter debris, her throat aching and lungs clutching after only moments outside. 
 
    Screams were the first clear thing she heard, coming from all directions and distances at once, a veritable chorus of pain and misery. Flames had consumed the hotel several blocks away, rising up above other buildings, the entire top half of the structure invisible among the column of dull gray smoke and twisting fingers of raw fire. 
 
    As she stood dumbstruck by the side of the road, a delivery truck whipped around the corner to her right and swerving to avoid stopped cars, it hopped the sidewalk. Roaring just in front of her, the car narrowly missed her before it struck another bystander, sending him cartwheeling. He finally crunched headlong into an SUV, which absorbed the blow with a wrenching buckle of metal, two wheels popping up off the ground as the passenger side window exploded outward. 
 
    “My God!” a voice said from behind her and she turned to see Jake exiting the same door she had, pressing his sleeved arm to his mouth, his eyes squinting in the hot, cutting wind. “What do you think we’re going to do?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s gotta be something!” she shouted, raising her voice to be heard. Emergency sirens wailed in the distance, interspersed with other screams. There was a sudden slamming sound followed by a thick whoosh of ignition as a second building blossomed into orange fire not too far away. Yet another car zoomed through the street, barely carving a line between two vehicles before viciously rear-ending a stopped pickup with a shattering bang. 
 
    “Help us, please help us!” someone cried, and Lex headed that way, her eyes widening at the scene before her. Three people crouched on the ground next to a pile of scattered rubble, the twisted limbs of a fourth person barely visible from within the pile of rock and glass. “Our dad’s in there!” one of the three said, reaching for the rubble. 
 
    “Jake!” Lex said, turning to look at the younger man. “Get these three inside!” She turned and looked at them. “We have supplies inside! Running water, a generator, plenty of food. Jake is going to take you in there.” 
 
    “Our dad!” one of the young people cried as Jake approached. 
 
    “Go inside,” Lex repeated, more firmly. “I’ll see what we can do about your dad,” already knowing there was nothing she could do. 
 
    “C’mon!” Jake urged, waving to the group, beckoning them toward him as he moved back toward the fire exit. 
 
    “Get them inside then come back out!” Lex ordered. “And bring more help with you!” 
 
    “This isn’t what we’re here for!” Jake yelled back, ushering the group through the opened door. 
 
    “It is now!” Lex called back. She turned back to the road, eying a flipped passenger van. A window was open and someone was trying to squeeze free, smoke curling up from the bottom of the dented vehicle. Lex lowered her head and continued across the street, threading through small piles of wreckage and stepping around a car that had slammed into a light post, which was now bent over its crushed hood. Part of the post had smashed into the windshield and she could see the bloodied face of the driver staring out through the broken front window, eyes vacant and lifeless. 
 
    “I’m coming!” she shouted and the person crawling from the van nodded, waving toward her. As she got closer, she could see that the van’s frame was bent, the paneled side of the vehicle crushed inward. Reaching the waving person, she grabbed her hand and pulled, easing her from the window and out onto the street. She was a young woman, dreadfully skinny, and to Lex she felt more like a child. 
 
    “Go inside,” Lex instructed, pointing back to the FEMA building. Smoke and dust coated the front wall, but miraculously the windows were all intact and the structure looked to be in surprisingly good shape considering the proximity of the disaster. 
 
    “My sister’s in there,” the woman said, pointing to the van and Lex nodded, hoisting herself up on the side of the vehicle and lowering her top half into it. 
 
    “Hello?” she called. “Anyone here?” Somewhere in the nearby vicinity there was another roaring, whooshing explosion and she could feel waves of heat on the back of her neck. “Hello!” she shouted desperately. 
 
    “Here!” a small voice called, and she saw movement near the back of the van. Lowering herself more, she reached out, and a younger girl crawled forward from the van, extending her arms. Lex pushed herself further inside, hooking her feet around the side-view mirror on the passenger’s side so she wouldn’t fall in. Finally, the young child reached her, and Lex grabbed her wrists. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t think so,” the girl replied.  
 
    Lex nodded and pulled her roughly toward her, then helped her push up through the window beside her, crawling over the roof and dropping down. She heard an exclamation of joy as she pushed herself out of the van’s window as well, then sat upright, watching as the young child ran to her older sister, getting swept up into an aggressive embrace as smoke and wind sliced a razor-sharp blade through the city streets. 
 
    “Trapped! He’s trapped!” a voice called out. Lexi saw Jake come back out of the FEMA building and reach the two girls, then direct them inside before coming back out. A car was parked diagonally on the street, a large chunk of broken stone on its roof  compressing the driver’s side window, making it difficult for the driver to squeeze out. 
 
    “Jake!” Lex said, jerking her head toward the car and Jake nodded. Behind him, she could see a handful of other FEMA employees spilling out of the building and she couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride over how quickly her people were hitting the streets responding to the crisis. Jake was right, of course; it wasn’t their job, they were administrators—office staff—and while they all had backgrounds in emergency management and response, they were not boots-on-the-ground first responders. Every single one of them was out of their element, but they were charging into the fire. 
 
    Jake came up next to her, matching her pace as they jogged to the car. A man stood outside the vehicle, waving his arms back and forth frantically. Inside the car, Lex could see the shadow of someone kicking at the window, as if that might somehow make the gap larger. 
 
    “He can’t get out!” the man shouted, then coughed loudly, pressing his wrist to his mouth. “Rock’s too heavy. I can’t move it!” 
 
    Jake moved toward the car and put his hands on the rock, pushing it to test its weight. 
 
    “Yeah, no can do, chief,” he said, then looked at the car. Another explosion sounded in the distance and somewhere else in the city there was the warbling sirens of fire trucks. Too little, too late. 
 
    “Can we get the door off?” Lex asked. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a small section of a nearby building crack, then break away, scattering small pieces of debris down onto the road. A group of teenagers shouted and ran, barely avoiding injury. Suddenly she felt as though they were all on borrowed time. 
 
    Jake was already hooking his fingers into the broken window and pulling fiercely, the door squealing as he pulled, tensed muscles in his arms bulging. Lex jerked her head left and right, then a thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Hold on right there!” she shouted, turning on her heels and sprinting back toward the building. She was vaguely aware of the added chaos around her, FEMA employees running in several directions, talking to dazed wanderers, rummaging through debris, and at least a few people just aimlessly walking the streets. 
 
    Flinging open the fire door, she plunged back inside, eyes darting left and right, her mind racing. Turning left, she went down a maintenance hallway, focusing on a narrow, metal door with a sign labeled Boiler Room—Employees Only. 
 
    Opening the door, she went inside, trying to ignore the screams and explosions still echoing in her ears. Entering the darkened room, she flipped a light switch. 
 
    Nothing happened. Lex set her jaw, shaking her head. They had two separate power circuits and redundant generators—still it didn’t appear to be enough. 
 
    Feeling around the wall, her fingers touched a metal box and she moved toward it, then used her chewed fingernails to pry the metal door open, which was barely visible in the low light from the open door in the hallway. 
 
    Inside the box there was a battery-powered flashlight and a metal emergency tool, which had numerous ends for tightening or loosening bolts, as well as a built-in pry bar and gas shut-off wrench. Smiling, she took it from the metal box and bolted back out into the hallway, then back outside, her eyes narrowing as more dust whipped through, the smell of smoke and sting of wind cutting at her. 
 
    “Coming!” she shouted and waved the emergency tool at Jake, who waved to her and gestured for her to hurry up. Lowering her head, she broke into a sprint, hitting the sidewalk, then the road. 
 
    There was a sharp cracking noise somewhere above, and for a moment she thought there was a thunderstorm coming amidst all of their other problems. She put that out of her head and continued onward. 
 
    Suddenly and without further warning, a huge chunk of the nearby building broke free and crashed down to the street, completely flattening the car, Jake, and the lone person who had been standing outside of it. 
 
    Lex gasped, stumbling, her breath catching in her throat at the sudden brutality of it all. 
 
    “No,” she breathed, standing in the street, gaping at the fresh pile of broken rock which stood where a car and two people once were not seconds before. It had all happened so fast. Her fingers loosened around the emergency tool and it fell from her slack grasp, clattering to the pavement with a metallic sound barely audible to her ears. 
 
    Her normally active mind felt as though it were waist deep in thick sludge, her brain struggling to dig its way out, the world around her fogging over like a fever dream. Sirens grew louder, and the screams along with them. She took an uncertain step backwards, trying to rationalize the Armageddon she was seeing with some sort of logical, sensible series of events. 
 
    Nothing made sense. The entire city was tilted on its axis and she felt, for one frightening moment, that she might tumble right off. Through the swamp of noise and smoke she heard more shouting and gasps from her right and she swiveled, looking toward the sound. 
 
    Another plane hurtled through the sky, flying low and fast, cutting across the blue horizon like a fired arrow. 
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered. “No. Not another one.” 
 
    This plane was a little higher than the previous one, too high to slam into the city itself, but it screamed just overhead, the sight completely disorienting without the accompanying noise of roaring jet engines. It was almost silent—gliding even as it went, looking almost normal, wings level, coming at a gentle downward angle. As she watched it pass overhead, the entire canvas of sky split apart with a blinding web of white lightning. Clouds throbbed and jagged arrows seared across the entire horizon, covering every piece of blue with a network of angry spears. 
 
    Another shriek. 
 
    “It’s the end of days!” someone called. 
 
    “It’s the rapture!” another person screamed at the top of their lungs. 
 
    “The world is ending!” someone else shouted. 
 
    Lex glared up into the sky, watching as the shadow of the low-flying airplane continued past the city, drifting to the northwest into parts unknown, likely a hundred and fifty souls slowly progressing toward their ultimate deaths. Suddenly that group of one hundred and fifty felt like a tiny drop in the bucket. Like they were just the beginning of a long, deadly slide toward the abyss. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Lansing Correctional Facility 
 
    Lansing, Kansas 
 
    Shortly after the impact of Atlas-One 
 
      
 
    His given name from his birth mother was Bradford Izario, but these days, if anyone dared call him Bradford, they were likely to get a punch in the teeth. Granted, giving anyone a punch in the teeth while he was in a maximum-security prison was a dance with danger, but calling him by his full first name was worth the risk. 
 
    “C’mon Blizzard, put your back into it, punk!” 
 
    Izario went by several names on the street, but here in the prison, Blizzard was his most common moniker. He couldn’t remember where it came from, but it was a hell of a lot better than Bradford, so he didn’t really care, even if it did sound like the frozen dessert from Dairy Queen. 
 
    Izario steadied his shoulders, the iron bar crossed over the back of his neck clutched tightly in two clenched fists. The veins bulged in his forearm as he drew in a breath and held it, his body a stone, each muscle locked and still. Slowly, he bent his knees, lowering himself into a squat, holding the bar and weights steady, moving in a smooth, practiced motion. His right knee popped slightly as he crouched low, but he ignored the momentary pain, held his low posture for a second, then pushed upright, blasting out a thin gust of air from his lips as he did. His muscles ached with the strain of the squat, the bar holding steady as he stepped forward slightly, ducking his head and clanging the bar back on its rest. 
 
    “Nice one, Biz!” another man shouted, using another of his many nicknames. Izario breathed heavily, using his forearm to wipe a layer of sweat from his brow, smiling as he looked at the stacks of plates on each end of the bar. Including the weight of the bar itself, he’d just squatted over three hundred fifty pounds, which was a new personal record for him. Izario wasn’t a huge man; he weighed in at around two hundred twenty-five pounds and stood at around five foot seven, a fact which caused a lot of friction on the streets. 
 
    In prison, though? All he had to do was take off his shirt and do his daily workout in the yard during his small slice of free time, and suddenly respect was everywhere. His bronze skin was littered with intricate tattoos, each section of ink following the bulge of his muscles, and as he stood by the squat rack he opened and closed both fists, smiling slightly. 
 
    Turning, he looked around the yard, which was a section of open-air recreation on the south side of the main prison complex, surrounded on three sides by the tall concrete wall with concertina wire, and on the fourth side by the massive concrete prison structure itself. While they had fresh air, freedom of movement, and more space than in their six-foot cells, it was still perfectly clear that they were prisoners. 
 
    “Reppin’ the Kingdom, brother,” another man said, walking up to him and slapping Izario a high five. 
 
    “Someone’s got to, Marky Mark,” Izario replied with a sneer, then punched the other man in the shoulder. Reggie “Marky Mark” Marco had been incarcerated for a chunk of Izario’s time inside and the two were almost joined at the hip. “Kingdom’s gotta be screwed these days with half of us here in the clink.” 
 
    “Man, I don’t know,” Reggie replied, shaking his head. He flashed a tooth-filled grin, a litter of gold winking out between his lips. “Between you, me, K-Bull, Trigger, and Shotty, I’d say most of Kingdom’s strength is stuck up in this shit hole.” 
 
    The man offered Izario a towel and he took it, running it over his bald, gleaming head, and the two men walked away from the squat rack, freeing it up for another man who had been waiting in line. 
 
    “Kingdom was already glitchin’ with the West Side Posse,” Izario said, “and that was two years ago even before I ended up in here. Posse has gotta be runnin’ those corners now. Damn shame, man.” 
 
    “How much longer you got?” the man asked. 
 
    “Six, at least,” Izario replied. “Maybe five with good behavior, but to hell with that good behavior shit. I’m banking on eight, probably. I’d like to see Jo before she’s old enough to drive, you know, man? Shit.” 
 
    “I feel you,” the other man said and the two bumped fists. “Fauna’s already twelve, bro. Ain’t no way I’m getting out before she’s driving. Hell, she might be married next time I’m on the other side of these walls.” 
 
    “Maybe next time we should keep our Glocks in our pants, huh?” Izario asked with a crooked smile. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Reggie replied. “I’ll be damned if I sit back and let some Posse scumbag badmouth my girl. Yeah, I’m in here for twenty, but that asshole’s in the ground. Fair trade, you ask me.” 
 
    “Fair trade,” Izario replied, nodding and once again they bumped fists in acknowledgement. 
 
    As they walked the yard, a sound came from inside the prison. It was a familiar sound, the low wail of a siren that usually signaled lockdown inside the prison. But it was unusual for it to sound during their free time in the yard. Izario and Reggie glanced at each other, furrowing their brows, and the low murmurs of other inmates surrounded them. 
 
    Several of the prison guards who had been standing watch around the yard lifted radios clipped to their shirts and spoke into them, then listened to the reply through the associated speakers. They all looked at each other with the same quizzical expression as Izario and Reggie had, then the lead guard sighed and stepped forward into the yard. 
 
    “Free time’s over!” he shouted. “We’re going on lockdown! Come on, boys, get in line, time to go back inside!” 
 
    “What the hell, man?” a voice barked. “That asshole hogged the squat rack the whole time! This is bullshit!” 
 
    “I don’t make the rules,” the guard shouted. “Just get in line! Now! We are going back inside!” 
 
    “What the hell, man!” another voice shouted. The grumbling, irritated inmates gathered together into an unstructured line, starting to file toward the lead guard who was flanked by two others, all three of them in dark uniforms, layered body armor, and shotguns slung over their shoulders. As they approached, the two flanking guards removed the weapons from their shoulders and held them in both hands.  
 
    Izario looked around the yard, grumbling under his breath, looking at the men standing in the tall towers along the concrete wall. He could see the silhouetted forms of the perimeter guards and could see them holding rifles, too, though he knew they were sporting long guns with scopes, not the blunt short-range shotguns that the men on the ground were carrying. He closed his fists as he walked. They got so little freedom in that place as it was, getting thirty minutes in the yard only to have it ripped away felt like a punch in the gut. 
 
    “C’mon, Brewster,” he shouted at the lead guard, jerking his head toward him. “The hell’s going on?” 
 
    “I told you, man, I don’t know shi—” he started to say, then his eyes widened as he looked past the assembled group of inmates and up toward the sky. “Good Lord,” he whispered, his mouth hanging open. 
 
    Izario turned along with every other member of the group, twisting around to crane their necks and look in the same direction as Brewster. Then it was Izario’s turn to let his mouth drop open as his eyes settled upon the flat canvas of gray sky above. A ragged jigsaw of streaking lightning covered the entire horizon above and around them, crackling electricity ripping over the surface like narrow fractures in a huge glass sheet. The lightning looked…different somehow, like it was floating above them, not striking as normal, and he could almost feel the low, hot sizzle of electricity in the air. 
 
    As he watched, sparks danced along the edge of the wall, junction boxes in the towers bursting into white light and guards near them scrambling away in surprise. There was a low crackling, barely audible from where they stood and he took an uncertain step backwards, as if he could possibly move farther away from the Earth’s atmosphere. 
 
    “It’s coming right for us,” a quiet voice spoke, and he couldn’t tell if it was Brewster or one of the other inmates. Confused for a moment, Izario looked in the direction of the voice and saw wide eyes looking in a different direction, not directly at the sky above, but lower and farther in the distance. Following their glare, he saw what had alarmed them. 
 
    The distinctive form of a passenger jet seemed to be gliding through the air—gliding because Izario could hear no jet engines—its nose angled downward, flying flat and steady, but certainly far lower than he’d ever seen a plane fly before. It was still a good distance away, but it was closing fast and each second that passed brought it not only closer, but lower. 
 
    Whoever had spoken those words was right. It was coming right for them. 
 
    “Inside! Inside! Get the hell inside right now!” Brewster shouted, but the petrified inmates were barely listening. Murmurs had elevated to grumbles, which were quickly giving way to shouts and screams. 
 
    “He’s right!” Izario shouted as loud as he could, trying to yell above the increasing din. “We need to get inside! That’s the safest place!” They turned toward the large structure, seeing that the guards were already halfway toward it, running fast, abandoning their posts. Izario glanced back over his shoulder and knew that they weren’t going to make it. The plane was nearly on top of them and descending at an insane rate of speed. There was nowhere to go, and he suspected even if they got inside, they wouldn’t truly be safe. 
 
    Guards on the wall ran away from the approaching aircraft, as if being somewhere else on the wall might protect them, and the massive wingspan of the passenger plane now filled the horizon to the southeast. Slowly, the plane started to tip, one wing lifting gently, its forward progress unabated, and it lurched one last desperate time, going forward and down. 
 
    The impact was like nothing Izario had ever witnessed, a bone-jarring, joint-shattering slam from below, the plane colliding with the ground first. He could almost picture it in his head, even though it happened on the other side of the wall: the nose burying itself in dirt, sending rocks and earth flying, metal buckling and snapping, the frame of the aircraft twisting with the strike. He saw the tail snap free, metal shearing near the end, the back half of the plane snapping like balsa wood, tipping up and over, coming down toward the wall and the yard. 
 
    Then something inside the jet detonated, a massive, thunderous explosion, jet fuel igniting, an unbearable shockwave of heat and force obliterating the wall around the yard, smashing it like an angry child smashing a LEGO house. 
 
    Then a churning ball of fire and smoke crawled over the surface, blotting out the sun and sky, and Izario went to the ground, his skin feeling as though it were burning and peeling from his bones. 
 
    # 
 
    By some miracle, Izario was still alive. Not only alive, but conscious, his entire field of vision obscured by thickening smoke and a persistent, angry ringing in his ears. Dirt and debris fell down around him like hard rain and dirty hail, pelting his painful skin, striking his bald head. 
 
    He was on his hands and knees, crawling forward, coughing, trying to clear the soot from his eyes, feeling the fire at his back. A vicious, scalding heat filled the air itself, as if he were a lobster inside a boiling pot, slowly screaming as he died. 
 
    But he wasn’t going to die. He was suddenly crystal clear on that fact. The initial impact had been swift and devastating, huge chunks of rock and concrete scattered throughout the yard. From where he crawled, he could see several bodies of prison guards sprawled and twisted among the wreckage, and for one terrible moment he thought he saw a seat from the plane laying askew, a burnt corpse still strapped into the seatbelt. 
 
    But he was alive. Air was entering his lungs, he could feel his heart hammering in his chest, and somehow, some way, he had lived. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one. Not far away, Reggie Marco was scrambling clumsily to his feet, running a hand through his dark hair, stumbling slightly as he walked and looking as though he might topple over. A few other inmates were in a similar state, mostly the ones closer to the building and farther away from where the plane had gone down. 
 
    The guards, on the other hand, were almost all on the ground, the few who had been closer to the building still struggling to crawl to their feet. Smoke and dirt stung at Izario’s eyes and he tried wiping it away, peering through the lingering smoke and choking dust. 
 
    He felt fingers clawing at his arm and pulling him upward, helping him stand. 
 
    “Blizzard! Get your ass up, man! Up!” 
 
    Izario looked and saw Reggie pulling him upright, his fingers curled around his thick bicep.  
 
    “Come on!” he shouted, his voice loud, but still lost amid the buzzing din of the explosion’s aftereffects. Izario nodded stiffly and made his way to his feet, slowly moving forward. Several other men were around them, a few of them looking dazed, while one of them angrily pointed back toward where the wall used to be. 
 
    “Wall’s down, you sons of bitches! Wall’s down!”  
 
    Other inmates took notice, starting to move in unison past Izario and Reggie, making their way through the piles of broken rock and toward the wall. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Brewster coughed, choking as he made his way to his feet, shotgun in hand. Izario broke free of Reggie’s grasp and sprinted forward, his knees buckling a little, but still moving at a good clip. Brewster saw him coming and started to turn toward him, but Izario was just a little too fast. He shoved the shotgun away and struck the guard in the chest, taking advantage of his unsteady balance and sending him over backwards. 
 
    Reggie followed him, reaching around him and wrenching the shotgun free of the guard’s hands as Izario clawed for the man’s hip holster. 
 
    “Don’t!” Brewster choked out, trying to scooch free, using his hands to push himself in a backwards slide along the rough ground of the yard. Izario snatched the pistol from its holster and held it in his hand, an immediate rush of intoxicating power flowing through him. 
 
    It had been a long time since he held a gun, a long time since he felt that power at his fingertips—the ability to take a life with only a thought. He smiled as he lifted the weapon. In the near distance, several other guards were starting to get to their feet while other inmates descended upon them. Although a group had put a priority on rushing the broken wall, even more had decided to focus their attention on the guards, and the results were visceral and immediate. 
 
    Brewster rolled over onto his hands and knees, desperately crawling away. Izario didn’t hesitate. He lowered the pistol, so the barrel was pointing between the guard’s shoulder blades and pulled the trigger. Firing twice, keeping the pistol locked in his firm grip, he punched two rounds into the prison guard’s back, watching as the man jerked and thudded to the ground, face first. 
 
    Another blast echoed and he looked up, watching as another inmate let loose with a stolen shotgun, blasting a guard in the face as he was reaching for the weapon. Two other inmates were kicking yet another guard, stomping hard on his head and shoulders as the man desperately clawed at the air. 
 
    “Let’s get the hell outta here!” Izario shouted, loud enough that his throat strained with the scream, loud enough to get the attention of everyone around him. Inmates whirled around, some of them grabbing weapons, others taking off running. Turning and peering through the smoke, Izario saw the shattered remains of the southern wall and charged forward, tasting sweet freedom amid the charred remains of stone and burning meat. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    FEMA Region VII Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
    Two weeks after the impact of Atlas-One 
 
      
 
    Lexington Parker was so exhausted it felt as though her muscles might just let go, sending her to the floor like a puppet with no strings. She leaned forward, her chin tucked to her chest, palms pressed against the smooth edge of the desk. 
 
    In the two weeks since the airplane crash, FEMA Region VII headquarters had become a makeshift triage station for administrative staff and for the Red Cross, who had sent two buses full of first responders to help in immediate relief efforts. 
 
    Two buses. Lex could still hardly believe it. In total, it had been about twenty-eight people plus their gear and by the time they’d made it through the choked city streets, anyone who could have possibly been saved was already dead. They’d been escorted and joined by somewhere in the neighborhood of six thousand reservists from the National Guard, who had put an emphasis on setting curfew, establishing martial law, and desperately trying to contain the flood of angry, scared, and violent citizens who had taken to the streets, certain the world was nearing its end. 
 
    Lex still struggled to wrap her mind around it. She had seen things over the past two weeks that left her shaken, that had rocked her to her core, truly forcing her to question her faith in humanity. For the first forty-eight hours, she and her administrative staff had worked nonstop, making dozens of trips out into the city streets, trying to help where they could, providing first aid to the injured and letting people into the regional office where they could get shelter, water, and to try and recover from the shock of it all. 
 
    For the first two days, things had been exhausting, nearly incapacitating, but they’d powered through, figuring help was on the way. 
 
    Then on the evening of the second night, things had changed. Where there had been sick or injured there were now angry and violent. Windows had started getting broken in buildings, people had started looting. Lex had begun hearing gunshots ring out, screams and shouts of pain and fear, and she’d barricaded all of the doors, locking her staff inside, shutting them off from the outside world. 
 
    They’d seen the buses come in with Red Cross and they’d helped them into the building and heard their stories of six thousand National Guard members who were currently combing the city, establishing a base of operations, and trying to regain control over the fractured infrastructure. Lex had noticed an increase in gunfire, some of it fully automatic, as it sounded like war was breaking out on the streets. 
 
    Slowly but surely over the period of a few days, visits from the Red Cross had gotten less and less frequent, and she started hearing rumors from first responders about ambushes and violent skirmishes on the city streets. Nurses and EMTs attacked by gunmen, robbed of their drugs, medications, and critical supplies, in some cases killed or beaten and left for dead. 
 
    Lex wasn’t sure how much she actually believed, but based on the increased frequency of the gunfire, she was beginning to think it wasn’t as farfetched as she had hoped. 
 
    Two days prior, the Red Cross had all but disappeared, two buses sitting parked on the streets outside, windows broken, the supplies looted and robbed. She’d seen a group surrounding the gas tank, working to siphon fuel from the large vehicles, who had abruptly scattered when a Humvee of army National Guardsmen had spontaneously arrived. A quick chase had ensued and she’d heard the distinctive metal rattle of automatic fire shortly thereafter. 
 
    They were quite clearly living in a war zone. 
 
    For all of her concerns, however, Lex still, in some ways, felt fortunate. There had been some desertions from the group of FEMA administrators, some ignoring direct orders and vacating the offices to head home to family and loved ones in spite of Lex’s warnings. She didn’t know how far any of them got or what they found when they did reach their destinations, but she wished them well. 
 
    For her part, even though communications were down everywhere, the FEMA building had redundant power, running water, and an impressive stockpile of supplies in a series of secure warehouse trailers in their rear parking lot. Luckily for them, the rear lot was surrounded by three-foot-thick concrete walls that stood nearly twelve feet tall, ringed with coils of barbed wire. Several of the National Guardsmen had been stationed around the rear perimeter on watch, and after two weeks, they’d managed to keep those supplies secure. 
 
    Lex had some doubts about how long they would be able to maintain that. From all reports she was hearing, the National Guard volunteer numbers were dwindling as squads got reassigned, skirmishes cost lives, and priorities shifted. Every day she woke up on the sofa in her office she thought this might be the last day they had protection from the men in uniform and once they left, all bets would be off. It was an unsettling feeling. 
 
    She couldn’t help but think how much better off they were than most of the people in the city limits. They had a roof and walls, they had food, water, plumbing, and were even allowed some tightly rationed fuel for power. Emergency triage had been set up in one of the larger conference rooms and some of the injured were still being treated there, though Lex wasn’t sure how much longer that could last. Without the Red Cross, they were running out of medical supplies, and certainly didn’t have a wealth of trained nurses or clinical staff. 
 
    Give it two more weeks and Lex’s outlook would be far less positive. 
 
    For her own part, she missed her family as well. She felt fortunate that she didn’t have any kids, but she had two sisters and a brother she hadn’t heard from since the disaster had started. Only one of them lived locally. The other two were spread throughout the Midwest, one just outside Chicago, the other in southern Michigan. She knew what had happened in Chicago; everyone had heard the shocking news moments before Kansas City was dealt its own blow, but she tried not to think about where they were now or how they were all doing, Cell service was down and even the FEMA landline appeared to be disconnected. 
 
    They were an island in a sea of violence and chaos, and their island was swiftly eroding. 
 
    “Staff meeting in twenty minutes?” a tired voice asked, and Lex looked over at the young, haggard woman who spoke. Jake had always run their staff meetings, and the repercussions of his sudden and jarring loss still hadn’t fully set in after two weeks. He’d been married with a young son, and Lex had absolutely no idea if either of them even knew he was gone. 
 
    “Yeah,” she finally replied. “Sure. We should.” Her strength felt completely sapped, like even standing up straight would be too much effort. Glancing over her left shoulder, she saw a few people converging in a small conference room. They hadn’t had a huge administrative staff at that location as it was, but after the disaster and the ensuing chaos that followed, they were down to around two dozen employees and almost that same number of injured and frightened people whom they’d pulled in from the streets outside. Facilities had been enough to keep them sustained, but she wasn’t sure for how much longer. 
 
    If nothing else, the massive reserve fuel tanks in the back parking lot would run out eventually, even if they were tightly rationing them for generator power. They had stockpiles of preserved foods and water bottles, stockpiles of jerky, dehydrated vegetables and meat, plus military MREs, and energy and protein bars. Even if the power went out and with close to fifty people in the building, they could likely live in here for several months. If they focused their attention on truly rationing, probably even a year. 
 
    She didn’t want to think that far ahead. The mere notion that they might be stuck in there for a year was something she didn’t want to contemplate. It was her hope that the military would get things under control on the city streets and that maybe they could venture outside—risk a trip back home, or to get some supplies. 
 
    Hell, just to get some fresh air. 
 
    How she craved fresh air. Back in the day, Lex had been diligent about going for afternoon walks, just taking thirty minutes to stretch her legs and clear her head, fill her lungs with fresh air, or as fresh as Kansas City air got, anyway. 
 
    For two weeks that had felt impossible. 
 
    “Lex?” a voice asked, and she nodded, pushing herself upright from where she hunched over the desk, then turned and walked across the floor toward the small conference room. There was already a steady murmur of conversation as she entered, a small group gathered around the table, all sitting in office chairs, each one of them looking as tired and haggard as Lexington felt. 
 
    She ran a hand through her graying hair and drew in a deep, exasperated breath. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she said, the murmuring slowly dying off. “Once again, thank you all for your tireless service to the Kansas City community and to our country. Your service here will not be overlooked and will not be forgotten.” 
 
    Everyone looked over at her, someone quietly clearing their throat. 
 
    “First of all, what’s our status on the clinical supplies?” she began. 
 
    An older man swallowed and nodded, acknowledging that was his topic to discuss. 
 
    “Not the best situation,” he replied, carefully choosing his words. “The Red Cross first responders left most of their kits in our supply room, which is the only reason we’ve been able to keep the injured folks going. But we’re nearly out of antibiotic ointment and we’re down to the bare minimum of ibuprofen for pain killers. Bandages and gauze are still in relatively good supply, but those mean little if we can’t manage pain or treat infection.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lex replied. “How are the injured doing?” 
 
    “We’ve got four with broken bones, and we’ve done our best to treat and set the fractures, but we have no way to make plaster casts or to keep their broken bones completely immobile. One of the first responders helped us cut some scrap wood out of a doorframe to make splints, and we used shredded lab coats to tie the splints together, but it’s far from medical best practice, and they’re all in a lot of pain.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “We have thirteen people with superficial injuries, mostly cuts and scrapes, some deeper than others. We’ve tried to reserve the antibiotic ointment for the most serious, but even the ones with nasty scrapes need some way to fight infection or they’re going to get just as sick. Three of them were given stitches, thankfully provided by one of the first responders before they all vanished, but eventually those stitches will need to be checked or removed and I’m not sure any of us are qualified to do it.” 
 
    Lex sighed loudly, staring at her fingers. 
 
    “Four victims came in unconscious and are still unconscious. This may sound heartless,” the man said, coughing slightly as he spoke, “but we’re inclined to…write them off. Not offer any further treatment. We’ve been applying ice and aspirin by mouth, hoping it might reduce the swelling and bring them back around, but it doesn’t seem to be working, and at this point we’re wasting critical medicine.” 
 
     “‘Wasting,’” Lex repeated softly.  
 
    “I know,” the man replied. “I don’t like it, either, but—” 
 
    “Hey!” a voice called out from outside the conference room, somewhere in the larger office space adjoining them. “Something’s going on out there!” 
 
    For as exhausted as the entire group was, the shrill tone of the voice urged them all immediately to their feet, rushing out through the door into the hallway. The corridor ran along the western side of the building, facing out over the rear parking lot where the storage trailers sat, the wide loading dock surrounded by tall concrete walls, currently patrolled by a group of camouflaged National Guard troops. 
 
    “Over there!” someone shouted, pointing toward the right side of the walled-off rear lot and Lex followed the direction indicated, looking at what appeared to be a car smashed into the corner of a building, smoke spooling up from the crunched hood. Several National Guard members were running across the street, moving to check on the car. 
 
    A flash of motion caught Lex’s eye and she looked to the left, straight at a two-lane access road which approached the opposite side of the wall from the west. A large truck was barreling down the road, thick and gunmetal gray, charging forward at what appeared to be top speed. 
 
    “Does anyone see that truck?” she asked, moving toward the window and pressing her palms to the glass, looking toward the National Guard soldiers who were still gathered around the smashed car. Voices around her murmured and at least one person gasped, catching sight of the approaching vehicle. 
 
    As it drew closer, Lex saw that it was less of a truck and more of an armored car, with its squat, broad nose and a large, layered metal box slung to the back. Along the paneled left side, she could make out the words Kansas Department of Corrections. 
 
    “A prison transport truck?” she asked aloud, to no one in particular. Something suddenly smelled very fishy.  
 
    “What’s going on?” another person asked, coming up next to Lex. “They’re not even stopping.” 
 
    Indeed, the truck wasn’t stopping. It was moving in a straight line, engine growling so loud they could hear it through the glass. Down on the street a few of the men in camouflage were turning from the wrecked car, looking in the direction of the truck. Then they started to move, lifting weapons and converging on the vehicle. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    As Lex watched, the armored prison truck slammed headlong into the eastward-facing wall of the rear parking lot, slamming it with a full seventy-miles-per-hour charge, the concrete cracking, separating, and blasting inward in a shower of thick, jagged chunks, tumbling over the parking lot as the accordioned front of the truck continued through, bumping and jolting over the remains of the wall’s surface. The engine’s growl wound down as the truck veered slightly left, then stopped, within the perimeter of the walled off rear lot and loading dock. 
 
    Three members of the National Guard were charging through the new gap in the wall, weapons raised, moving toward the truck, and suddenly the rear doors of the vehicle burst open, several shadowed figures lurching free of the vehicle, armed with their own weapons. 
 
    Their presence took the guards by surprise and they hesitated briefly, which was all the time the men in the truck needed. With brutal, efficient calculation they aimed and fired in tightly grouped clusters, chopping down the soldiers with metallic chatter of automatic fire. 
 
    “Oh my God!” someone cried. “They’re killing them!” 
 
    “Who are they? What’s going on?” 
 
    The group of men from the truck, at least a dozen of them that Lex could see, ran back along the parking lot as the other National Guard came toward them, alerted by the sound of gunfire. The men in the truck appeared to be well equipped and well trained, and Lex thought she could see them wearing some sort of body armor on top of their dark uniforms. 
 
    Were they prison guards? What in the hell was going on here? 
 
    More gunfire echoed outside and the murmurs around her shifted to more gasps, shouts and exclamations of shock. People suddenly started scattering away from the window, running deeper into the building, looking at each other, their heads swiveling. 
 
    “We need to secure the building!” Lex shouted. “We need to secure the building right now!” She peeled away from the window and sprinted across the open office, thrusting a finger at a group of young men huddled together by one of the cubicles. “You three!” she shouted. “With me!” They glanced at each other uncertainly, then turned their curious eyes to her. “Right now!” she screamed, already three quarters of the way across the room, headed toward the stairwell to the front doors. 
 
    The three young men broke into a run, following her as they weaved between the desks and cubicles. Outside, the sound of gunfire continued, interspersed with shouts of pain. Banging the door to the stairwell open, Lex charged down, taking the steps two at a time, her legs and lungs burning as she accelerated down the last flight. She heard the door bang behind her, then three more sets of shoes thudding down the concrete stairwell, voices babbling among the three men who were following her down. 
 
    “Bottom of the stairs!” she shouted up the corridor. “Storage room down the hall. There are desks and chairs in there. We should grab those and lodge them at all exits! Make sure they can’t get in!” 
 
    She hit the landing, hearing the rest of the group coming around the last flight behind her, and she moved around the corner and into the hall. Outside, the sound of gunfire had lapsed and there was a strange, almost unsettling silence compared to the cacophonous orchestra of the previous minutes. 
 
    “Here!” she shouted, waving to the three men and gesturing toward a door. There was a simple plaque on the wall next to the door that read Storage Room. She turned and looked at them rounding the corner and heading in her direction, moving at a quick pace. Suddenly there was a muffled bang from behind them and the double doors leading out of the building jolted in their frame. 
 
    “Oh no,” Lex whispered. “Hurry!” she screamed and there was another bang, but this time the two doors flew inward, revealing the pale light of outside, three figures framed within the rectangle, pushing their way inside. 
 
    The three young men hesitated, turning toward the door, their voices hushed and frantic. Far too late, Lex saw that each man had something in their hands—a shotgun, and while all three wore the distinctive uniform of a Kansas Department of Corrections officer, the angry scowls, piercing eyes, and tattoos etched across two of the men’s faces told her that they were anything but. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” she shouted. 
 
    The three intruders didn’t answer. At least not verbally. To Lex’s stunned surprise, all three men fired their shotguns, the roaring blasts deafening in the tight confines of the corridor, a blast of smoke and sparks bursting from each barrel. The three young men shouted in surprise, their cries of shock quickly choking into strangled screams as the weapons discharged at close range. Projectiles ripped into them, chewing through flesh, and muscle, blasting chunks out of the surrounding walls, and sent all of them crashing to the ground amid a shower of plaster and sheet rock dust. 
 
    Lex took an uncertain step back, her heart seizing in her chest. A thin film of smoke mixed with dust floated in the air, further obscuring the three men as they stalked down the hallway toward her. The one in the middle pulled his shotgun to his chest and jacked the pump, ejecting a spent shell and chambering a fresh round.  
 
    “What do you want?” Lex asked, her voice a low, haggard whisper. 
 
    “From you?” the man asked, his gold-glittering smile crooked on his narrow face. “Not a damn thing.” He pulled the trigger and the shotgun roared, Lex’s world swirling into red-soaked black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Interstate 35 
 
    Outside Kansas City, Missouri 
 
    Present Day (Five weeks after the impact of Atlas-One) 
 
      
 
    “Once again,” Tristan said, his voice low and somewhat strained as the three walked along the left shoulder of Interstate 35, “are you sure about this?” 
 
    Shawna and Selanda exchanged a look. The initial plan when they’d set out from Chicago several days ago was that they would head to Malcolm, Wyoming, a remote town in the mountains where they believed the headquarters for a regional survivalist group called Stone Sword was located. 
 
    But they’d run into several roadblocks along the way, and Bruce, a member of their group, had been murdered by a roving motorcycle gang, an event that had left them stunned and questioning their travel plans. As Tristan had mourned Bruce’s death, Shawna and Selanda had talked about their plans, and given that Eagle Atmospheric’s headquarters were in Kansas City, they’d decided to take a little detour. 
 
    It was a detour that Tristan had not agreed with. As a United States Marine, Tristan had formed many relationships in his years, both in the Marine Corps and outside of it, and although he’d been homeless and wandering the streets for the last ten of those years, his connections to the veterans community had remained strong. There were many veterans involved in the Stone Sword movement, and it was his fervent belief that they would be the best resource in times like these. 
 
    For the most part, Shawna and Selanda agreed with him. But Selanda had become determined to change course. During their travel west, some strange atmospheric conditions had emerged, and where lightning had once streaked the sky in the month following the Atlas-One impact, now thick spears of white light had begun bolting into the ground, firing down from the heavens and striking with no warning or pattern. 
 
    It made her nervous and had helped reinforce the decision to try and meet up with Edmond Gossett, the CEO of Eagle. Selanda still believed, in her heart of hearts, that Gossett had sabotaged the Atlas launch, and that he had likely, albeit inadvertently, precipitated the catastrophe that now entangled the world. But she also suspected if he’d played any role in starting this thing, maybe, just maybe, he’d know how to stop it. 
 
    It was a long shot, she knew, but a shot worth taking, even if it meant a several-day detour on their way to Wyoming. Even if it meant Tristan was bitter and frustrated during the long walk south down 35. 
 
    They’d taken motorcycles from the men who had ambushed them, and used those to travel part of the way toward Kansas City, but they’d run out of gas and the traffic had become so snarled on 35 that it became easier to walk rather than try and navigate the thin gaps between cars and trucks, or to try riding on the shoulder. 
 
    So, for three days they’d been walking, moving slow, and doing their best to avoid large groups of refugees coming at them from the city. Even now, a few miles north of Kansas City, several small groups of aimless wanderers moved along the highway and on both sides of the road. Several tent villages had been set up in the grass surrounding the highway, using equipment likely stolen or looted from camping or sporting goods stores within the city limits. A few fires burned with groups huddled around them, cooking meat that Tristan could not identify, and probably didn’t want to. 
 
    Pressing a hand to his stomach, he slowed slightly as it churned beneath his touch, growling hunger slowing his pace. Finding food had been a challenge on the several-day trek, though they’d stopped at Lake Red Rock close to Des Moines and filled up their water bottles. Tristan knew from his experience in the Marines that you could survive much longer without food than you could without water, but all that being said, he knew a lack of regular, routine nutrition was taking its toll. They’d taken some supplies from the basement storage room in Chicago, but they were running low and he had desperately hoped that they’d make quicker progress to Wyoming, though in retrospect that was wishful thinking even without the detour. 
 
    As they moved along the south lane of Interstate 35, they slowed a bit more, watching a large group of people headed toward them. The group looked tired, even more tired than they did, and were clearly suffering from dehydration and hunger. Many of them wore blankets pulled over their shoulders, covering ripped and tattered clothes. At least three of them were barefoot, while two others wore shoes with worn soles and torn fabric along each side. 
 
    “Where y’all headed?” one of them called out, a thin man with even thinner hair and a long, untamed beard. “You ain’t goin’ ta KC, are ya?” 
 
    Tristan and the others looked nervously at each other, but then Tristan met his gaze with as warm and engaging a look as he could muster. 
 
    “Yes, sir, that’s our plan.” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “Aw, man, y’all don’t wanna do that. No man’s land in KC right now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Few weeks back,” the man replied, “a couple of the gangs—Kingdom and the West Side Posse—decided they could do better if they worked together, you get what I’m sayin’? They moved through the damn place. Killed most of the National Guard. Scared away the cops. Took over some FEMA place. Now criminals are running the streets. Nobody around to stop it.” 
 
    “We—we need to go,” Selanda said quietly, and Tristan cast a look her way as if to declare that no, they really didn’t have to. She just wanted to. 
 
    “You got family in there?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, no family there,” Shawna replied. “But there’s some place we need to go.” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “I hope it’s important, lady,” he said. “Takin’ your life in your hands.” 
 
    “We’ve been doing that ever since this began,” Shawna replied. “This is no different.” 
 
    “You might change your tune once you go in,” he said and the group moved past, shuffling along the pavement, moving in a single, haggard mass, blankets dragging on the road. 
 
    They pushed onward and from where they stood, they could see the shadows of the skyline, softly haloed in a pale orange glow, the low flicker on the horizon bracketing the jutting skyscrapers in the distance. 
 
    “The whole city is on fire,” Tristan said quietly, looking down the length of the highway at the pulsing lights in the distance. 
 
    “Hey,” Shawna said, putting a calming hand on his shoulder. “We survived Chicago, remember? If we can survive Chicago, we can survive Kansas City.” 
 
    “We had the Stronghold in Chicago,” Tristan replied, “and we still almost bought the farm.” 
 
    “We’ll go in, visit Eagle headquarters, and go out,” Selanda said. “Quick and easy. Do the best we can to avoid the city center.” 
 
    “I don’t need to remind you,” Tristan said, “I don’t like this idea.” 
 
    Shawna smiled thinly and nodded. 
 
    “We know,” she replied. “And I’m sorry we’re putting you through this. One pit stop and then it’s on to Wyoming, okay? We promise.” 
 
    Tristan patted his stomach. 
 
    “Promises don’t fill my gut,” he replied. “I hope this Eagle place has some chow or we may never even make it to Wyoming.” 
 
    “If I know Gossett,” Selanda replied, “he’s got supplies.” 
 
    “And if he’s anything like you say,” Tristan replied, “I bet he ain’t gonna be in a sharing mood.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    The three stopped talking and continued walking, adjusting their packs and moving quietly along the left shoulder of the interstate, the burning city on the horizon. 
 
    # 
 
    As the evening wore on, the group passed a massive Ford assembly plant, and Tristan had gotten his hopes up until they moved a little closer and saw that the factory itself was charred black with contrails of smoke rising from broken windows. Where there had been cars at one point was just mostly empty pavement, though a group of half a dozen vehicles was rammed into a twisted collision near the entrance to the northeast where it appeared that several people had attempted to force their way out simultaneously, and as a result, none had made it clear. 
 
    “Such foolish recklessness,” Tristan said quietly, shaking his head. “Everyone so desperate to be first, none of them made it out.” 
 
    “You act surprised,” Shawna replied. “Feels like we’ve seen a lot worse in the past month.” 
 
    “Probably we have,” Tristan agreed. “Doesn’t mean this stuff surprises me any less.” He turned to the two women and smiled. “Must just be my positive outlook on life.” His hand moved inside the right pocket of his old military jacket and he touched the leather-bound Bible within, gently caressing the ragged gash in the cover. The book had saved his life what felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
    If he were honest with himself, he would have admitted that it had been saving his life on a regular basis for most of the past two decades, but that one knife strike in particular stuck out in his mind. 
 
    “That’s why we keep you around, Big T,” Shawna said with a smile. “Someone has to be focused on the bright side. This world doesn’t make it easy.” 
 
    The three walkers continued their long trek south, and Shawna looked to the left as they approached the Missouri River, staring up at a roller coaster which rose high above the surrounding trees. There was something malevolent and disturbing about the quiet skeletal frame, a lurking, bony creature peering at them from over the trees, a once-vibrant and fun being, now skinless and left to bleach in the sun. She couldn’t help but shiver gently as she watched its gentle curve up toward the lightning-burned sky, imagining the ghosts of excited guests and roller coaster riders who had screamed over the treetops two months before, but were now very likely dead or slowly dying. 
 
    After all, everyone on the planet was slowly dying. At least, that’s how it felt. 
 
    “That thing doesn’t even look fun,” Selanda said. “I never was a big roller coaster girl.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you were missing, lady,” Tristan said with a smile. He’d always found his life on the streets to be very rewarding. A chance to spread the word of God, with no personal responsibilities or material items to weigh him down. But if there was anything he missed while being penniless and homeless, it was amusement parks. Tristan had loved roller coasters in his younger days, and he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed them until he stared up upon the old, bedraggled skeleton looking morose and haunted in the dull, gray dusk. 
 
    As they drew closer to Kansas City proper, they could hear voices shouting somewhere within the confines of the damaged city, and then they saw what the catalyst for the city’s quick fall into oblivion was. Where there had once been a tall and vibrant hotel and office park on the northern edge of the city, there was now a broken, shattered skyline, huge swaths of buildings hewn away and pummeled to the ground. Jagged bones of broken rock and iron frame sat exposed like the decaying corpse of something large, and from within the ruinous remains of the collection of buildings, the ripped fuselage of an aircraft extended, buried within still-smoldering wreckage, several stories from the ground. 
 
    Lingering smoke still wafted from the structure surrounding the embedded plane and even from this far away they could smell the pungent odor of fuel and burned remains. The entire town smelled as if it were dipped in gas and ash. 
 
    They crossed a bridge over the Missouri River, clinging to the left sidewalk as several abandoned cars sat bumper-to-bumper on the bridge, almost completely blocking the way. Tristan paused for a moment and peeked over the railing, watching the water churn below them, moving in a quiet, gurgling path. In the low light of approaching evening, he thought he saw some formless shapes bobbing up and down in the dark waters and he quickly looked away, not wanting to stare too intently for fear of what he might realize they were. 
 
    As they strolled off the bridge, there was a low, thunderous crash, the ground below them shaking, the vibrations going from the bottoms of their feet up through their knees. 
 
    “Everyone else feel that?” Selanda asked, reaching out and grabbing the bridge rail to steady herself. Shawna and Tristan nodded, looking around. The sound came again, a hammering blow of impact, and it felt as though it was coming closer. 
 
    “Dear God,” Shawna whispered, her voice so quiet it was almost inaudible. Tristan followed the direction of her gaze. 
 
    His mouth hung open. As he stared into the gridwork streets of Kansas City, cars stalled and abandoned along the sidewalk and across lanes of traffic, an African elephant emerged from behind a nearby building, ambling nonchalantly across the two lanes. Its massive ears twitched, and it swayed its trunk as it walked, moving slowly but determinedly, as if it had been navigating the passages its entire life. Every lumbering step the creature took, the road jolted beneath them, the three of them staring in awe at the majestic beast. 
 
    “This isn’t real,” Shawna whispered. “Not anymore. It’s not real. None of it. This is some strange fever dream.” 
 
    “It’s not a dream,” Tristan replied. “God’s creatures living as one. It’s…almost beautiful.” 
 
    “It won’t be if they start starving to death,” Selanda said quietly. “What has it been eating? Where is it from?” 
 
    “Kansas City has a big zoo, right?” Shawna asked, turning to the other woman. “It probably ate whatever food was there, then once it ran out, started roaming the streets. I don’t even know what elephants eat.” 
 
    As they spoke, the large creature lowered its head and pushed past a box truck, inching forward and coming up on the sidewalk outside a two-story brick building. As they watched, another lightning bolt slashed its way down across the horizon farther east, far in the distance, which seemed to stun everyone back to reality. 
 
    “If there are elephants on the streets, what about tigers? Lions?” Shawna asked, as if there were other threats to be concerned with. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Selanda insisted. “Eagle Atmospheric is south of the main downtown area. We just—we need to keep moving.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, listening to the shaky tone of her voice. It sounded as though Selanda was having second thoughts. Not that Shawna could blame her, but it would be a real shame to have spent three days coming down to Kansas City only to discover they never should have detoured in the first place. 
 
    “Then let’s keep moving,” she said. “But let’s try and steer clear of wherever the zoo was. We don’t need to stumble across Simba the lion king out here.” 
 
    Everyone nodded agreement as they ventured farther into the city. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out—hell, she wasn’t even one hundred percent sure she was waking up—but Laura Park struggled to open her eyes just the same, forcing herself to peer through the swirling fog of retreating unconsciousness. 
 
    For a moment, as she struggled to blink away the fog, she could have sworn she was staring up into the lights of a ceiling. But there were no lights. Not anymore. Somewhere in the background she heard the steady chirp of something electronic, some kind of medical equipment, perhaps a heart rate monitor. 
 
    It felt as though the last month had been a terrible nightmare, like maybe she’d fallen from a cliff during a camping trip and been in a coma, dreaming about the horrible things that had happened, but now she was waking up. She was waking up back in the real world and things were going to be okay— 
 
    “Steady,” a voice interrupted as Laura’s breathing started increasing, the chirping heart rate monitor picking up its pace. There was a cool, firm hand on her forearm, gently applying pressure to keep her down. 
 
    “Where—what?” she gasped, trying to move. A sharp pain in her chest jolted as she tried to roll over, and she drew in a jagged, stabbing breath. “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice getting more panicked. 
 
    “It’s okay,” another voice said, a male one this time, and she tried rolling back over to face the other direction. 
 
    “Laura, you need to stay calm,” the woman repeated, still with her hand on her arm. Laura stopped rolling, still blinking. That voice. Whose voice— 
 
    “L—Lindsey?” she asked, her vision starting to film with tears. “Is that you, sis?” 
 
    The woman’s voice changed audibly, and the pressure on Laura’s arm changed as well as the woman next to her rose to a standing position. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me, Laura. It’s Lindsey.” 
 
    “You have to take it easy, too,” the male voice said. 
 
    “Shut up, Gordon,” Lindsey said, though her voice didn’t necessarily sound angry, just clipped and short. 
 
    “You lost a lot of blood yourself,” the man said, still insistent. 
 
    “What?” Laura asked, the blurring world finally starting to crystalize. “You lost blood? What happened?” She rolled slowly to the left; Lindsey’s face finally shifting into relative clarity. Her bright eyes and wide smile looked immediately engaging and familiar to Laura. 
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” Lindsey asked. “Any of it?” 
 
    Laura closed her eyes again, the pain radiating out slightly in her chest while also starting to ease, though there was still a hot pinprick of sensation. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she said, and she felt the tickle of tears forming, the cool streaks of them running over her smooth cheeks. “Shot,” she choked. “Someone shot me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lindsey said. “You’re right. Someone shot you.” 
 
    “It all happened,” she whispered, more tears welling. “It was all real.” 
 
    Lindsey touched her again, gently rubbing the flesh of her forearm, a soothing, cool touch, and Laura opened her eyes again, turning to look at her. 
 
    “He said you lost a lot of blood too,” she said. “What happened?” 
 
    Lindsey shrugged. 
 
    “You needed some. I gave it. We’re the same type, right?” 
 
    “Oh, sis,” Laura said. “You didn’t—” 
 
    “The hell I didn’t.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Laura rolled back over on her back, staring up at the ceiling. After a moment, she blinked again, glaring at the lights above. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “There are lights. Where are the lights coming from? Is the power back on?” 
 
    “Not everywhere,” the male voice said. “Not even here. We have reserve solar power and bypass batteries, only to be used in case of emergency. Just so happens someone with a gunshot wound to the chest is considered one of those emergencies.” 
 
    The words “gunshot wound” felt so…wrong somehow. Untrue. She lifted a hand and ran it through her hair, listening to the steady sound of the heart rate monitor. 
 
    “Jack?” she asked. “What about Jack? He was with me, is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Lindsey replied. “His face is a mess, he’s got some bruised ribs, but he’s a hell of a lot better off than you are. He’s the one who brought you here. Saved your life.” 
 
    “Where is he? Can I talk to him? Things are still so fuzzy.” 
 
    “He’s not here right now,” Lindsey replied. “The thing about Malcolm is everyone has a role. No freeloaders allowed. So, based on his military background, Colonel Carter recruited him. He’s probably off training somewhere, getting worked into a security rotation or something.” 
 
    “Colonel…Carter?” Laura asked. “Do I know him? Did I meet him yet?” In the back of her mind she couldn’t help thinking back to her run-ins with the military in Seattle. Part of her still didn’t trust the Army. With the exception of Jack, everyone she’d run into so far had been out to get her in one way or another. 
 
    “Don’t sound so scared,” Lindsey said in a calming voice. “He’s not a real colonel. Not anymore. Retired from the Army a while ago. We just call him that here.” 
 
    Laura nodded, setting her head back down on the pillow. Suddenly her eyes sprang open again. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she almost shouted. “Bruiser!” 
 
    “Sis, what did I tell you?” Lindsey said, putting her hand on her arm again and pushing back to keep her lying down. “Stay calm. You don’t want to rip out those stitches, believe me. That wouldn’t be fun.” 
 
    “But—is he here? Is Bruiser here?” 
 
    “If Bruiser’s your dog, then yes, Bruiser is here,” Lindsey said. “We have kennels, and even have a few guard dogs ourselves that help patrol. He’s safe and sound, and you can see him soon, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Laura replied. “Yeah, I guess. Okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lindsey said, standing next to the bed and running her own hand through Laura’s dark hair. “I missed you, sis,” she said softly. “When I heard what was going on in Seattle, I thought…well…I wondered if you were all right.” 
 
    Laura nodded.  
 
    “Couldn’t call,” she said softly, and tears formed in her eyes again. “Don’t know if Wayne and Helen are okay. Everything is just shit.” 
 
    Lindsey chuckled. 
 
    “Eloquently said as always, Laura. Wayne and Helen—that’s a tough one. Get some rest. We’ll think about how we might reach out to them. As for the world itself, I’m not sure what to tell you. We’re just all trying to do the best we can and hoping like hell it’s good enough.” 
 
    Laura started to nod softly, but before she could, she slipped back into the warm embrace of sleep, still feeling her sister’s hand in her hair. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack looked up and down the counters lining the large empty building deep within Malcolm, Wyoming, away from the downtown area in a quiet section of rural farmland. The small neighborhood was nestled right up against the ragged side of the mountains, a sprawling pasture filled by the large barn structure and a handful of surrounding outbuildings. As he’d walked up to the collection of buildings, he’d thought they were approaching a regular farm and had actually turned to Trevor and asked him what they were doing here. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Trevor had replied with a crooked smile. 
 
    Trevor hadn’t lied. Jack did see. 
 
    There were about a dozen young men and women working the counters, several of them sitting on chairs, and each of them had several bags of various items at their feet. They each had small pottery bowls and hammer-type objects and were working various ingredients together into the bowls, grinding and pushing, reducing the combined items into a fine powder. 
 
    “Is that…food?” Jack asked, turning back to Trevor. Trevor was around the same age as Jack, maybe a year or so younger, but he’d had the look and talk of a video gamer, so Jack had taken a chance. 
 
    His instincts had been right. Trevor was a big Xbox fan and shared Jack’s depression at the fact that the nationwide power outage had effectively ended their Xbox gold memberships for the foreseeable future and may have even ended their video gaming hobby for good. Jack had held out hope that the power interruptions were temporary, or that some sort of work-around could be put into place, but after over a month on the road with Laura, those hopes hung on by threads. 
 
    Trevor had a more unique outlook. While he enjoyed his Xbox and played it religiously, he had used it far more as a teaching mechanism than a recreational one. He’d played lots of simulator games along with some combat games, and even a few post-apocalyptic survival games, certainly having his share of fun, but also taking reams of notes in a notebook and documenting what the various characters did right, and what stupid things they did that he promised not to repeat. 
 
    While he was almost as disappointed as Jack about the power outages, he saw it as a unique opportunity to actually live the games he’d spent so many years playing. In fact, hearing some of Jack’s stories about their trials and tribulations in traveling from Seattle, Trevor had been almost jealous, in spite of Jack’s bruised ribs and the nasty facial wounds which were starting to heal, but would likely leave lasting scars. 
 
    Not to mention the bullet wound. Jack couldn’t help but reflect on all of those things. From being shot and suffering through Laura digging the bullet from his flesh then using a sterile needle and thread to patch him up, to being beaten nearly to death by the manic park ranger, not to mention having the glass picture frame shattered over his face. It had been five whirlwind weeks of pain, misery, and constant fear. 
 
    But they’d made it. By some miracle, they were actually exactly where they’d set out to go. 
 
    In spite of the victory, however, Jack felt hollow. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting when he came to Stone Sword, but whatever it was, it hadn’t been…this. It hadn’t been hard-assed Colonel Carter, who was just looking for an excuse to throw him out. It hadn’t been a triage center downtown covered with stained blood, and manned by a skeleton crew, overworked and undernourished. It hadn’t been a barn that was converted into—whatever the hell this was. 
 
    “Food?” Trevor asked, his face twisting into a strange expression. “No, man. Trust me, you don’t want to eat that.” 
 
    Jack looked at the powder the people at the counters were grinding. Along with the bags of materials at their feet, there were small crates of various sorts of PVC pipe in addition to nails, bolts, and other small items. Several glass bottles lined the shelves on the walls behind them, and underneath the shelves, cans of fuel sat on the floor. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Part salt peter, part sulfur, and part charcoal.” 
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes and looked under the table, confirming that several of the bags underneath were actually charcoal briquettes. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “It’s black powder,” Trevor said. “Gunpowder. You know, what they used to cram in those rifles back in the muzzleloader days?” 
 
    “This is actual gunpowder?” Jack asked, surprise on his face. 
 
    “After they’re done with the mortar and pestle, yeah,” Trevor replied. “They grind all the material down separately, then it moves on to the next station. They actually combine the material in one of the other buildings, just in case.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Then we have it. If we need it.” 
 
    “Need it to what? Fight off those pesky British?” 
 
    Trevor smiled slightly. 
 
    “We can use it to make bombs, grenades, explosives, all sorts of stuff. A lot of it we actually use for mining. We can blow off pieces of the mountain here and refine the material for use in other things. There’s iron and copper in these mountains, and we’ve got a couple of guys who actually know how to blacksmith. They’ve got bellows and an old smelt house on the south side of town. They’ve been working over the past month to refine iron and copper into usable metal.” 
 
    “But why? What good is it?” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not in all of those meetings, I’m just on the security detail, but they figure they can use the material to make weapons or to reinforce our security gates. Maybe as time goes on, we can use it for trade if we need food or medicine. It doesn’t seem like it now, but give it six or eight more months and all of those precious metals are going to be in demand. There are only so many scrap yards around to scavenge from, especially as the government gets their act together.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Please don’t say that.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Six or eight months. I don’t know if I can last that long.” 
 
    “Seem to be doing fine so far,” Trevor replied. 
 
    “It’s been five weeks,” Jack said, “and I almost died twice.” 
 
    Trevor laughed, though Jack didn’t actually think it was all that funny. 
 
    “You’re a tough dude,” Trevor said, a slight air of envy in his voice, “and you’re with us now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know.” 
 
    The two of them left the barn, hearing the sounds of the pestles scraping into the mortars, grinding down the material for gun powder. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” 
 
    “Colonel Carter isn’t especially happy about us being here,” Jack replied. “Part of me wonders if he’s just waiting for Laura to get better before he kicks us out.” 
 
    “So, you gotta prove your worth,” Trevor replied. “He’s got you training with the citizen militia, Jack. He wouldn’t be doing that if he didn’t have at least some faith in you.” 
 
    “Or he’s hoping I’ll die in some accident.” 
 
    Trevor laughed again. 
 
    “The colonel isn’t like that. He’s a straight shooter. If he doesn’t like you, he tells you, he doesn’t arrange for some mysterious accident.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “You’ve been around civilization too long,” Trevor continued. “Out here in the boonies, we have to trust each other. Believe in each other. Everyone has a purpose, and you have to have confidence that everyone else will do what they’re supposed to do. You’ll be too busy worrying about your own stuff to think about someone else. That’s what life out here is like. That’s what it’s been like for generations; this whole thing ain’t nothing new around here.” 
 
    “Except now you can’t play Xbox after the parents go to bed.” 
 
    Trevor sighed, long and hard. 
 
    “Dude, don’t remind me.” 
 
    They walked along the grass, looking at the other buildings surrounding the large barn. Jack could hear murmured voices and the soft sounds of men and women working within the buildings, a busy morning in Malcolm, Wyoming. He suspected every morning was a busy morning. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could ever convince the mayor to route some of that solar power for a game night, huh? We could tell him it would boost morale or something.” 
 
    “No freaking chance,” Trevor said. “Man, I’m still half-expecting them to ask me to donate the Xbox to our engineers so they can break it down for the circuitry and materials. The processing power of that thing could probably run a few more ham radios if they set their minds to it.” 
 
    Jack stopped and turned to look at him. 
 
    “They would do that?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Why would you let them? This whole place seems—so weird.” 
 
    “It’s a community,” Trevor replied. “We all work together. Everyone pitches in. There are some sacrifices, sure, but the positives outweigh them. Without everyone pitching in, we wouldn’t be in the good shape we are now.” 
 
    The two of them continued walking, crossing past a few more buildings and once again approaching the narrow dirt road that had carried them out to this remote part of town. 
 
    “Is it that good?” Jack asked, dubious. “I was in that clinic a few nights ago, and it seemed pretty scary. Exhausted doctors and nurses, bloodstains everywhere, people barely holding on to sanity.” 
 
    Trevor sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t say it was easy. But consider the alternative. We have some pain killers, we have supplies of antibiotics. We have enough food and water to last us a year or more and are built to be self-sustainable. Nothing is perfect, and there will be struggles, but we’ll all face those struggles together, you know?” 
 
    Jack put his hands in his pockets and looked up and down the dirt road, which passed by the small farm and went deeper into the trees to the west. He didn’t feel completely comfortable here, and Colonel Carter’s initial reaction to their presence would linger with him. But maybe he could stick it out, just for a little while. Then, if things didn’t go well, he’d consider moving on. Nebraska wasn’t especially far. Besides, Laura had her sister now. She didn’t really need him anymore, especially in light of how much he’d failed to protect her. For all of their success getting to Wyoming, she’d been fighting for her life for days since they’d arrived. 
 
    Jack nodded softly. He had options, and options were good. 
 
    “C’mon, Jackie,” Trevor said, his voice cheery as he slapped Jack on the back. “Let’s head back into town. We’ve got an hour before patrol duty, should have time to grab our rations of eggs for a late dinner. I hear the McGrady chickens laid some whoppers yesterday.” 
 
    Jack nodded, following behind Trevor, finding it almost impossible not to feel at least a little more chipper when spending time with the young man. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack turned and waved to Trevor, who made his way down one of the narrow side roads, heading back out of town. Somewhere in Malcolm he still lived with his parents at his childhood home, a fact that Jack just couldn’t get his head around. Living in the Stone Sword compound had been strange enough for the few days he’d been here, but actually growing up, going to school, and living your whole life here before everything had gone to shit? 
 
    He shook his head as he lowered his arm and walked along the quiet sidewalk. The entire compound had a town-wide curfew, with the exception of designated security personnel, a fact that was odd in and of itself, but even odder was that none of the residents minded or seemed to think it was at all out of the ordinary. Everything was going according to plan. 
 
    Jack stood there for a moment, glancing at the small downtown area of Malcolm, scantly illuminated by the setting sun, strangely colored as everything seemed to be these days, underneath the sky-wide curtain of intersecting lightning. How strange it was that he had become so accustomed to the strange colors in the sky and the odd shadows they cast upon the land below, as if he’d lived with it his whole life. 
 
    Something had changed recently though, that much was clear. The ever-present network of electricity above had started breaking loose, firing ragged bolts of lightning down to the surface. It had been the topic of the last few town meetings which Jack attended, huddled in a quiet corner, mostly trying to avoid the scornful glower of Colonel Carter. 
 
    The population of Malcolm didn’t seem to know what to make of the phenomenon and had started conversations about just how well prepared they were for something like it. While the town and the compound was reinforced against any manner of threats, they’d spent much of their time recently above ground preparing their town for long-term sustenance. Malcolm certainly had underground shelters throughout the town. They’d built, stocked, and reinforced them as part of their preparations for an eventual nuclear strike, but the underlying fact was that while they were designed to survive underground, it would be a far more difficult and taxing endeavor than continuing above ground. 
 
    Nobody seemed able to explain the lightning strikes or to quantify what threat they might pose to the citizens of the town. No strikes had hit nearby, but they’d seen a few bolts rocket down into the distance with a sort of sizzling force that made many of them nervous. 
 
    He lowered his eyes, satisfied for the moment that no earthward lightning strikes were imminent, then continued his walk toward downtown. A scattering of other people were around, walking from one building to the next, many of them chatting amongst themselves, seeming to avoid eye contact with the newcomer, and in one instance, a small group of townsfolk crossed the road so they weren’t too close to him when they passed. 
 
    He couldn’t help but laugh softly as he watched them trying desperately to not look obvious but looking very obvious just the same. As he walked, he saw the familiar outline of the medical clinic that he had brought Laura to a few days before upon their less than illustrious arrival at the town’s western gate. 
 
    He stopped walking for a moment, surveying the darkened structure, trying not to imagine how things looked inside, with dried blood on the floors, pale-faced and stressed nurses and doctors, and the woman he had risked his life to save clinging to life inside. 
 
    He hadn’t visited Laura since she’d made it through that first round of surgery, and the thought of going back inside that building actually made him feel sick to his stomach. For over a month, he and Laura had helped each other traverse the western United States, risking life and limb and surviving several life-threatening trials, only to show up at the town and rush her to the surgeon’s knife. All while, Colonel Carter glared at them as if they were termites or some other sort of unwelcome infestation. Jack wasn’t sure what he’d imagined upon his arrival, but he was pretty sure the greeting they’d received hadn’t been it. 
 
    Now, he was left in limbo. His job was technically done. He’d told Laura he wanted to continue on to Nebraska, and he figured that’s what he’d do, but in truth, the only reason he’d made the journey so far was because she was making it with him and, for reasons he could not explain, he felt compelled to help her. 
 
    Instead, she’d spent far more time helping him, and the end result of his help was a bullet in her chest. 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure he wanted to be there when she woke up. He wasn’t sure he could look her in the face knowing how he’d failed her, not just with the bullet wound, but with Myles the park ranger and any number of other things. He’d rescued her from his own squad over a month ago, but from that moment on, she’d spent much more time saving him, or so it seemed. 
 
    “Jack, is that you, son?” 
 
    Jack turned and looked at a narrow figure approaching, walking toward him along the sidewalk. 
 
    “Evening, sir,” he said with a nod, recognizing Mayor Kramer Phillips as he drew closer. For all of the trouble that Colonel Carter had given them upon their arrival, Mayor Phillips had been the polar opposite. Thankfully, he’d actually been at the gate when they arrived and had made the call to let them in. Jack still suspected that if Carter had been there instead, Laura would have bled to death on the street five feet away from the town that could have ultimately saved her life and Carter wouldn’t have cared. He still struggled to rationalize that in his head and was very curious just how Phillips and Carter could possibly co-exist in this place. The town was small, and they appeared to be completely at odds with each other’s philosophies. 
 
    “What are you doing out and about? Did you have your training today?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. I spent most of the day with the colonel getting up to speed on things, then Trevor took me on a little tour of the facilities.” 
 
    “Trevor is a good kid,” the mayor said with a nod. “He definitely looks up to you.” 
 
    Jack felt his cheeks flush. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get that,” he said. “I’m nothing special.” 
 
    “Apparently he disagrees,” Kramer replied. “And I do, too. You helped that woman get across several states and to safety. You saved her life by bringing her here. Lindsey will be eternally grateful to you.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “She helped me more than I helped her. Laura spent half her life camping and running marathons. The only stuff I’m an expert in are the different flavors of Mountain Dew and the benefits of Xbox versus PlayStation.” 
 
    Kramer laughed a loud and hearty laugh, slapping Jack hard on the left shoulder. 
 
    “If that were true, the two of you would have never made it out of Seattle, my boy. Don’t sell yourself short.” 
 
    The two of them started walking down the sidewalk, Kramer following Jack as he went deeper into downtown. The common barracks were located just south of the main downtown area, which was where Jack had been assigned to sleep. 
 
    “How was Colonel Carter today?” Kramer asked. 
 
    Jack didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “He’s fine, I guess,” Jack replied. “It’s pretty clear he doesn’t want us here.” 
 
    “Good thing the choice isn’t his alone.” 
 
    Jack stopped walking and turned toward the other man. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask how that all works,” he said. “I mean, no offense, but you guys don’t seem to get along all that well. How do you work together?” 
 
    “It’s not always easy,” Kramer replied. “We have very different viewpoints on some key things, but at the end of the day, we both care very deeply about this compound and this whole town, and that’s what really matters.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though he had more questions—most of all being who it was that actually ran the town. Obviously, Phillips was the mayor, but Jack suspected that title might just be in name only and that Colonel Carter was the real guy in charge. 
 
    What would that mean for his long-term residency? Did he plan to stay long-term anyway? 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself about it, though,” Kramer continued. “You’re already providing value to the community. And Laura’s sister is already here. You’re not going to wake up one day and find yourself ostracized.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Jack replied, though his tone was less than convincing. 
 
    “What’s bothering you, son?” Kramer asked, looking at him. 
 
    Jack shrugged lightly. 
 
    “Just not sure I really fit in here. I was mostly helping Laura while I made my way to Nebraska. That’s where my folks are.” 
 
    Kramer looked legitimately sad to hear the news. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “You’re a young, talented man, and a very important resource. I can appreciate your family ties, but please do consider sticking around. We will always have a place for men like you.” 
 
    “You sure Colonel Carter feels the same way?” 
 
    Kramer smiled slightly and opened his mouth to reply, but the sound of calling voices in the distance drew his head around, Jack leaning to the left to see where the commotion was coming from. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips!” a man called as he jogged long the sidewalk. He was heading from the triage center. “She’s awake!” he shouted, and Jack’s heart jumped in his chest. “Laura is awake!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    At some point in the past several days, things in Washington had changed and Cameron Pike wasn’t convinced they’d changed for the better. Navigating the political minefield of Washington, D.C. had never been one of Pike’s strong suits, and it felt like day by day they were slowly sliding back into the same uncomfortable bureaucracies that he’d always hated. He’d always thought Secretary of Defense Willoughby hated them as well, but he was now the man at the wheel of the ship, and they were continuing unabated. 
 
    Pike slipped into the large conference room, sliding along the back wall, trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible. Willoughby stood at the front of the room, his back to the audience, looking at a wall-mounted white board over which had been sketched several diagrams and paragraphs of written words. Pike watched Willoughby working the room, glancing over his shoulder to chat with a few bedraggled-looking men and women near the front while Secret Service in tactical vests and automatic weapons set up shop throughout the large room, eyes on him at all times. 
 
    Pike still struggled to rationalize the events of the past week, the events that had transpired to bring Willoughby to his current place as commander in chief of American forces. 
 
    He’d had the President killed. Assassinated. Corvan, his right-hand man, had blatantly executed the leader of the free world, choking the air from his lungs, and nobody seemed to even care. 
 
    In fact, Corvan milled around the front of the room as well, always within six feet of his boss, his narrowed eyes scanning the audience, arms crossed over his chest, fingers always near the pistol slipped into his shoulder holster. 
 
    Pike looked throughout the room and tried to identify who was seated there but couldn’t. They must have all been junior staffers and administrators who had been suddenly thrust into leadership roles by the deaths of their managers, directors, and secretaries. Pike knew that at least two or three dozen had been murdered on the streets of Washington in a convoy a couple of weeks ago, an attack that he barely survived, an attack that had been orchestrated by the Secretary of Defense himself in order to try and lessen the red tape between him and rebuilding the nation. 
 
    At least, that’s what he’d said. More and more it seemed like he was cutting the red tape that prevented him from taking a leadership role. Perhaps that had been his goal all along? 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” the Secretary of Defense barked from the front of the room. The low murmuring faded slightly as people shifted in their seats and turned to look up at the speaker. The room was sparsely lit by an assortment of battery-powered lanterns as well as a series of adhesive LED lights stuck to the wall. It had been a surprisingly effective, low-budget solution. 
 
    “It’s been just over five weeks since the disaster in Chicago. Five long, agonizing weeks which have seen the very framework of our nation turned almost inside out.” 
 
    The murmurs died as people settled in their seats to look at the man speaking near the front of the room. 
 
    “There are days it feels like we’re swimming against the tide,” he continued, “but rest assured, a lot of progress has been made in those five weeks. In Chicago, for example, we have driven back several groups of armed resistance and reduced violence city-wide by sixty percent. We have established three separate FEMA camps in that city alone and have begun sheltering refugees and displaced residents, putting plans in place to utilize volunteer efforts to start the process of rebuilding.” 
 
    Willoughby stood at a podium and pressed his hands into it, leaning slightly forward, looking out at the audience. He wore a jacket, but had at least foregone a tie, and Pike supposed he had likely found some way to shower recently, as he looked relatively put together. 
 
    Whether or not he was clean was rather immaterial. There was a rancid smell in the room, the combined odor of several dozen unwashed bodies, a sort of lingering stink that Pike had slowly become more accustomed to over the past month. It wasn’t any more pleasant, but it was, at least, expected.  
 
    Pike suspected that as part of his new role, Willoughby likely had access to private reserves of water, fuel, and even electricity, but if he did, he certainly wasn’t advertising it. There were several million gallons’ worth of fuel reserves in many tanks beneath the greater Washington metroplex, fuel that had been tapped into for limited generator-powered activities. Pike knew there was an emergency medical facility within the underground shelters with medicines and other important items in climate-controlled refrigeration units. 
 
    There were several years’ worth of military MREs in their shelters as well, and with careful rationing, it was expected that those supplies could perhaps last as long as a decade. 
 
    In a perfect world, Pike supposed, those MREs would be in full distribution to the citizenry of the nation, and perhaps that was the eventual plan, but so far they’d been kept stashed away and under armed guard around the clock. 
 
    “As much good news that’s coming out of Chicago, we have equally good news coming out of several other cities as well. Seattle and Redmond have both been contained, the armed resistance there brought down by the coordinated effort of the National Guard and local law enforcement. Houston, Dallas, New York, Denver, New Orleans, and several other locations have also been brought under control. All of this is thanks to everyone in this room for coordinating with our scattered regional resources to bring the full force of the United States military to bear in order to halt the dangers of civil war.” 
 
    He paused, easing himself back slightly as if awaiting applause. Nobody in the room clapped, they just shifted in their seats, a few of them running hands through tangles of messy hair as they stared aimlessly toward the front of the room. 
 
    Pike suspected that everyone in the meeting was on the verge of complete and total mental exhaustion, their stress levels beyond all understanding. The fact that Willoughby was prancing around in the front of the room, declaring their military successes was likely falling on very tired, very deaf ears. 
 
    “Things are not perfect, however,” Willoughby continued. “Kansas City is one of our current hot spots. We’re getting reports on the ground that several of the local criminal gangs there have come together and taken over our regional FEMA office. They’ve stolen their supplies and established an armed perimeter, keeping any opposition at arm’s length. This is a very deadly and volatile situation that we need to approach with great caution.” 
 
    A hand rose slowly in the audience and Willoughby glanced at the person. 
 
    “Is it true that we’ve written Kansas City off completely?” the voice asked. “Rumor I heard was that we’ve completely pulled out to focus our efforts on Chicago.” 
 
    “What about Indianapolis?” another voice asked. “I heard the same about them, too.” 
 
    Willoughby lifted a hand, nodding softly. 
 
    “We’ve had to make some very difficult decisions,” he said, “decisions that I wouldn’t wish upon our greatest enemy, but decisions that we must make for the betterment of our entire nation. Yes, we have currently pulled out of both Kansas City and Indianapolis and refocused the attention of those forces primarily on Chicago, which had—and still has—a significant need. I cannot emphasize enough how much damage was done to the fine people of Chicago by the malfunction in the Atlas-One prototype orbital craft. The devastation caused was…unimaginable.” 
 
    Another hand rose. 
 
    Even from all the way in the back of the room, Pike could see Willoughby’s grip on the podium tighten. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked, clearly angered by another interruption. 
 
    “We’ve been getting a flurry of radio traffic about constitutional violations happening throughout the nation currently,” a female voice said. “American citizens being treated like—” 
 
    “Excuse me, miss,” Willoughby interrupted, lifting a hand, his voice oozing condescension. “This nation is under martial law. The United States government reserves the right to—” 
 
    “According to the radio, people’s weapons are being confiscated and they’re being conscripted into service.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” Willoughby demanded. He took a deep breath, steadying himself. “The fact is, yes. We have encountered some resistance in this, but we are asking civilians to turn in their weapons, merely so we can supply our own troops. We are not trying to weaken the defense of the population, we are merely trying to replenish our own supplies.” 
 
    “But you can see how that would be perceived?” 
 
    “Do I look like I care how it’s perceived?” Willoughby snapped. “This great nation stands at the precipice! We can either aimlessly wander forward into oblivion, or we can stop and think about how we want to proceed. These will not be the last hard choices we have to make, and I certainly hope I can count on every single one of you to back me up when these decisions must be made. I don’t do this in a vacuum.” 
 
    Pike smiled softly. He couldn’t help but at least partially enjoy watching Willoughby squirm. What had he expected? 
 
    “Sir?” another voice asked. “Do we have any final confirmation on what happened to the President? There are a lot of rumors swirling around—” 
 
    Willoughby’s narrow, hard glare cut off the woman’s words before she could even finish her sentence. 
 
    “Rumors?” he asked, his voice dripping with acid. “Does it look like we have time for rumors? What good has rumor-mongering ever done anyone—can you tell me that, young lady?” 
 
    “I think the American people deserve to know—” 
 
    “The American people deserve to survive!” Willoughby shouted back. “That is exactly what I’m trying to do! Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “But certainly, there’s a way to do it that doesn’t cost American lives. Especially the President’s life.” 
 
    Willoughby lowered his head and Pike could almost hear him quietly counting to ten in an attempt to calm himself. 
 
    Finally, he lifted his head again and forced a narrow smile on his face. 
 
    “The President was a longtime friend of mine,” he said, struggling to inject some emotion into his voice. “Believe me when I say nobody mourns his tragic death more than I. But the fact is, we have a mountain still left to climb, and sometimes lives are lost when attempting to reach the summit. All we can do is keep climbing.” 
 
    “But, sir,” someone else started. 
 
    “Clearly we’re done here,” Willoughby interrupted. “Be back here same time tomorrow night. Keep up the good work.” He pushed himself back from the podium and made his way toward the exit amid a chorus of calling voices. Pike slipped along the back wall and moved to intercept Willoughby, watching as Corvan kept pace as well. 
 
    They all shot through the door amid the clutch of armed Secret Service, though none of them made any attempt to stop Pike or Corvan. They were all focused on the group still in the conference room. 
 
    “Who was that woman?” Willoughby barked as they moved down the hall, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Junior senator out of Texas,” Corvan replied. “Her constituents are very pro-Second Amendment.” 
 
    Willoughby shook his head as he strode down the hall. 
 
    “And I’m not? I’m the Secretary of Defense, for the love of God!” 
 
    “All she knows is that the American military are stealing weapons from civilians. Requiring them to give them up and penalizing them if they don’t.” 
 
    "These are extenuating circumstances,” Willoughby replied through clenched teeth. 
 
    “In the minds of the American people, they can’t rely on the military to protect them now. If anything, they need the weapons more now than they ever did.” 
 
    “I don’t want her at the briefing tomorrow,” Willoughby hissed. “Find some place for her to be.” 
 
    Corvan nodded. 
 
    “Meanwhile, we need to keep getting our arms around this. I can’t have our major victories in Chicago and Seattle overlooked because of some junior senator in the audience who wants to look important in front of her drinking buddies.” 
 
    “Understood,” Corvan replied. 
 
    “Good.” Willoughby looked at Pike. “What about you?” he asked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just trying to stay afloat, sir,” he replied. “Helping where I can.” 
 
    “What are you finding out about these Stone Sword people?” 
 
    “I’m starting to peel back the onion,” Pike replied. “They’re not exactly broadcasting their headquarters, so I think they want their main location kept somewhat secret. But they have several local installations throughout the country. The one I’m zeroing in on at the moment is in Cheyenne. I’ve heard a lot of chatter about Wyoming. I’m thinking that might be their main base of operations.” 
 
    Willoughby nodded. 
 
    “Good. They’re making a mess of things. These nightly radio shows are undermining the hard work our men and women are doing in the field. I won’t have it.” 
 
    “I understand,” Pike replied. 
 
    “Sir?” one of the Secret Service agents inquired, lifting a hand and looking at Corvan. “You have a radio call in the communications room.” 
 
    Corvan nodded and Pike narrowed his eyes as he watched him leave. 
 
    “You can go, too,” Willoughby said, patting Pike on the back. “Thanks for having my back through all of this, Cameron.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pike replied, nodded curtly, then headed down the hall, taking the same turn Corvan had, though he lingered back just far enough to not be seen. 
 
    # 
 
    Pike crept a few paces behind Corvan, who walked the hallway shoulder to shoulder with the man who had given him the message. They talked quietly among themselves as they walked, their footsteps echoing in the narrow passage. Pike approached a corner and hovered there for a moment, peering around as the two shadowed figures halted for a brief second outside an opened door. Corvan nodded and dismissed his assistant, who walked away, giving Pike a narrow gap of time to slip around the corner and walk quietly down the hallway, clinging close to the wall, trying to avoid noisy footfalls. 
 
    He reached the door, pressing his shoulder to the wall and leaned slightly to listen. 
 
    “This is Corvan,” he heard the man say and he looked around the frame of the door, watching as Corvan sat on a swivel stool by a communications console. The wall-mounted unit was gunmetal gray and brushed steel, an assortment of well-organized dials, buttons and switches stretching along the length of the console in even lines. A set of headphones was connected to the console with a spiral cord and Corvan had a fold-down microphone extended to his mouth. 
 
    “It’s about damn time I heard from you,” Corvan said, his voice clearly audible from the hallway where Pike huddled. “I was starting to wonder what had happened.” 
 
    Pike narrowed his eyes and ventured a little bit closer. 
 
    “Where are you now?” There was a short pause. “Wyoming? Good. Do you have eyes on the target?” 
 
    Pike’s fists closed. There was only one person Corvan would be talking to about a “target”. A person he knew well.  
 
    Laura Park had driven him to conflict, self-doubt, and inner turmoil since the day he’d met her so many years ago, and even after life as he knew it came to a crashing halt around him, she was still there, hovering in his orbit. 
 
    Early on in the disaster, he’d actually ordered her to be brought in, a decision that had cost the lives of over twenty of her coworkers. He had no doubt she knew it was he who had ordered the operation, and she likely bore her share of resentment toward him. What she didn’t know was that he’d also authorized an assassin to travel to her Seattle brownstone and bring her in or take her out, whatever had to happen under the pretense of national security. 
 
    A lot had changed since then. Willoughby’s actions had called into question his whole view of national security and had caused him to reevaluate his place in the new Washington hierarchy. He suspected Corvan and Willoughby were starting to question it as well. 
 
    As part of that reevaluation, hope had ignited within him that the failure of the assassin to find Laura in Seattle meant that she’d escaped the city and might have found some shelter somewhere to weather the storm. She might hate him—hell, she already hated him long before a kill squad executed her friends—but at least she might be safe. 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    “It was Park?” Corvan asked, and the woman’s name captured Pike’s attention intently. “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    Drawing closer to the opened door, he could almost hear the static-filled voice on the other side of the call, though he couldn’t make out any of the words. 
 
    “Her sister’s place in Wyoming, right? That’s where you—” the voice spoke again within the headset and Pike wished he were able to hear. Corvan inched forward on the stool, drawing closer to the console, and Pike thought he saw a tight grin on his face. 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” he asked. “Absolutely sure?” 
 
    Sure about what? 
 
    “Where?” he paused for a moment. “Chest wound? Lung shot?” 
 
    Pike’s eyes drifted closed. 
 
    “I need to be one hundred percent sure. You say her friend threw her in the truck and drove her away. Where to?” 
 
    There was some more one-sided conversation, finally punctuated by Corvan pounding his closed fist on the counter by the radio console. 
 
    “Dammit, that’s not good enough!” he shouted. “I need confirmation that she’s dead! Proof! She knows too much.” 
 
    Pike leaned back slightly, resting his head on the wall behind him. The assassin had found her. By the sounds of it, he’d shot her, and likely shot her in the chest. Even before the nation’s hospitals went dark, chest wounds were a pretty serious thing. But now? After a nationwide power outage and with their crumbling infrastructure? It was as good as a death sentence. 
 
    “I know,” Corvan replied. “I agree. There isn’t any same-day surgery going on right now, probably no antibiotics. Her chances are slim, I agree, but I prefer none to slim.” He was quiet for another moment. “Don’t tell me to calm down, dammit,” Corvan growled. “Finish the job. Either confirm that she’s dead or kill her for real. I don’t want to hear from you again until this is done, do you understand? This radio traffic is too risky; the more often we do it, the better chance we have—” The voice interrupted him for a few seconds, but Corvan interrupted right back. “No, you listen to me. Yeah, Willoughby’s running the show up here right now, but the United States is on edge. This is far from a done deal. Already we’ve got junior senators from Texas losing their minds about us confiscating weapons. Kansas City and Boston are still a shit show. Man, I think we’re writing off New England entirely.” 
 
    That was new news to Pike. Willoughby had certainly made no mention of that in the briefing earlier. 
 
    “We can’t give the citizenship ammunition to hate us. This has to be a group effort from the ground up. Calls like this, they get leaked, all our asses are on the line. The last thing we need is for some geek ham operator to hear that we’re ordering assassinations on American civilians.” 
 
    More talking as Pike tried to steady his breathing, while keeping it as quiet as possible. What was happening to this nation? What had he ended up in the middle of? 
 
    “Well, you heard what I want,” Corvan said, and Pike could tell he was getting ready to wrap up the conversation. Pressing his palms to the wall, he pushed off and veered right, swiftly walking back down the corridor as quietly as he could, hearing the low murmur of Corvan’s conversation behind him. Both fists were clenched tight at his thighs, his knuckles blanching white under the pressure of his rage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Northwest Kansas 
 
      
 
    “No matter how often we do it,” Helen said, staring at the bowl she had cupped in her hands, “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to rabbit stew.” 
 
    Joel sat across the small fire from her. Night had fallen in northwest Kansas, and since their narrow escape from Airplane City and run-in with Ali the Albanian, their ride through the state had been mostly uneventful. Both horses were tied to a nearby tree as they sat in the small clearing, stopping for the night and for a quick bite to eat. Joel had left Helen to set up the lean-to and get the campfire going, then had come back with two small rabbits, little more than large rats with big ears. Neither of them had much meat, and the meat they had was thick and gamey, but Joel and Helen had worked together to skin and prep the two animals. As always, Joel thoroughly regretted tossing away the furs, lamenting the fact that they couldn’t use every bit of the animal as his grandfather had taught him. But unfortunately, they didn’t have those luxuries these days and had to prioritize food over the possibility of tanning hides for clothes or shoes. He wiggled his toes from within his boots and socks, reminding himself that they were still there. Although they spent much of their time on horseback, they still spent several hours walking any given day, just to give the horses a break. Their socks were wearing thin and though his boots were high-quality Wolverines, it was just a matter of time before they began failing as well. 
 
    Just one more thing to be on the lookout for.  
 
    While he caught the rabbits, Helen had set up a campfire with several broken branches from nearby trees as well as a thick pile of dried grass. She’d used the trusty fire starter from their Bug Out Bag and struck the flint about ten times before the spark had ignited. 
 
    She was glad Joel hadn’t been there to see the trouble she’d had. Even after over a month on the move, she still didn’t feel completely natural using the flint fire starter. She’d also removed the portable stove from the pack and had assembled that as well, pulling the removable metal bowls from it, complete with detachable spoons. As Joel had been out hunting, she’d gone to a nearby stream and filtered out some fresh water, then started boiling it in the portable stove. 
 
    Within her pack she’d stashed several small zipper bags of herbs and vegetables they’d gathered along the way, everything from edible mushrooms to a nice selection of basil and oregano, plants she’d identified thanks to the books they’d carried with them from the cabin in Louisiana. 
 
    She’d mixed some of the herbs and mushrooms into the filtered water as it boiled, stirring it regularly as Joel had returned and started preparing the meat. 
 
    They’d spent some time searing the rabbit meat on the campfire, cooking it evenly before using a knife to cut it into smaller pieces and mix it into the bowls of water and herbs, making a surprisingly pleasant and tasty rabbit stew. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time they’d done this, and certainly wouldn’t be the last, and Helen found that the process of preparing the dinner was a nice distraction from their normal daily drudgery. It gave her something to focus on. 
 
    Now, they each sat on the grass, with the mangy stray dog they’d picked up in Oklahoma sitting patiently and waiting for his helping of cooked rabbit. 
 
    “Filthy beggar,” Joel muttered and peeled a piece of seared meat from a bone propped up on a makeshift spit over the fire. He tossed it and the dog snapped it expertly out of midair, barely chewing it before swallowing it. 
 
    “You ever decide on a name for him?” Helen asked, taking another spoonful of the stew. As much as she complained about it, it was a nice, refreshing way to end their rough day of non-stop walking. 
 
    “It’s my decision?” Joel asked, looking at the dog. “Last time I named something, my horse ended up as Dirtbag.” 
 
    Helen shook her head and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Good point,” she said. 
 
    “Why don’t you name him?” 
 
    “Dad never let me have any real pets,” Helen replied. “I’m bad at naming things. Maggie is about as creative as I get.” She looked over to her horse, the white and brown mare which stood tied to the tree, her head lowered and tail swishing back and forth. 
 
    “Too much pressure for me,” Joel replied and fished into the pocket of his shirt, removing a pack of cigarettes. He stared longingly at the pack, the plastic wrapper crinkling under his fingers. It was unopened. 
 
    It was also his last pack. Twenty cigarettes left. 
 
    “Last one, isn’t it?” Helen asked. 
 
    Joel glowered at her, his fingers further crinkling the plastic. 
 
    “That’s gonna suck when they’re gone, huh?” she asked, sounding more than a little sarcastic. 
 
    “You think I was an asshole before, wait until I run out of these,” Joel said, still staring at the pack, trying to decide if he wanted to open them. He knew once he broke the seal it would be all over. Back in the day, twenty cigarettes would have lasted him a day and a half at most. Hell, during more stressful times, he might go through the entire pack in one day. 
 
    He’d tried to ration himself since it had all started, and for the most part it had worked. But inevitably, the first time he opened a pack, he’d go through it quickly, only to let it stretch out for the last few until opening the next. 
 
    Only there wouldn’t be a next. It was probably just as well. When she’d been alive, his wife had crawled all over him trying to force him to quit. In retrospect, he thought that perhaps that’s why he’d been a heavier smoker after she was gone. The freedom of being able to do it whenever he wanted. 
 
    For some people that created a sense of better control. For him, it had given him an excuse. 
 
    Helen slurped a mouthful of rabbit stew and the stray dog inched closer, sitting down and looking at her eagerly. She sighed and reached over to the same hunk of rabbit on the spit and tore off a piece, holding it out. The dog crept closer and snatched it from her fingers. 
 
    “Ouch!” she said, drawing her hand back. “You almost drew blood.” 
 
    “Careful with him,” Joel said, putting the sealed pack back in his pocket and eating a spoonful of stew. “Remember, he’s a man-eater.” 
 
    The two of them had found the stray in a campground where several people had apparently died of either dehydration or exposure. The dog had survived by feeding on their remains. It hadn’t been a pleasant introduction for them, but he’d stuck by their sides ever since and slowly, in spite of his own best efforts, Joel was growing fond of him. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Helen said softly. “That was totally gross.” She kept eating the rabbit stew, though much slower than before, almost reluctantly putting it in her mouth and chewing it. Lifting her eyes, she peered at Joel over the rim of her bowl. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” she asked. A fairly simple question, considering his wealth of current injuries. 
 
    Slowly, he flexed his arm, wincing slightly as he moved it. 
 
    “Butterfly sutures are holding up okay on the bicep,” he said, referring to the knife wound he’d suffered in battle with Ali, a fight that had happened a few days before, but left him with significant aches and pains later. Shifting the bowl to his other hand, he moved the opposite arm, gently rotating the shoulder. “You did a great job removing the arrow and patching up the shoulder, too,” he commended. “But it does still ache a bit from the infection. Last time I changed the bandages, though, it looked a lot healthier.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Did you take your cipro today?” 
 
    Joel narrowed his eyes, his glance darting away. 
 
    “Joel,” she insisted. “If that infection comes back, there’s not much I can do. Only reason you’re still around is because Wanda—” 
 
    The mention of the name caused her to pause for a moment, her voice fading slightly. They hadn’t known Wanda for long, only for a little over a day, but she’d left a lasting impression, especially with Helen. As a registered nurse, she’d helped Helen escape from the airplane wreckage with some critical clinical supplies that had saved Joel’s life. 
 
    Then Ali caught up with them and slit her throat while Helen watched. It had been yet another reminder of how fleeting life was in this new world and how dangerous it was to form attachments. 
 
    “I know,” Joel replied. 
 
    “She died because she was with us,” Helen continued. “She was with us because she was helping me try to save you. If you get infected again and you die, her sacrifice was for nothing.” 
 
    Joel lowered his chin. He hadn’t thought of it that way. Along with the antibiotic ointment, fresh bandages, the portable IV, and a number of other supplies, the kit from the airplane had contained a bottle of ciprofloxacin, an oral antibiotic. He’d been following the directions on the bottle, taking 500mg every twelve hours, and Helen had insisted he take it for the full seven days. It hadn’t quite been that yet, and already he’d missed a dose or two along the way. Cipro was an especially powerful antibiotic and while he knew it was helping, it also caused muscle soreness and minor nausea, and while both of those things were better than dying of a blood infection, they had made the past few days somewhat unpleasant. 
 
    “Hand it over,” Joel said, as Helen was already pulling out the medical kit from the airplane and snapping open the latches. She removed the prescription bottle and tossed it to him, and he snatched it out of the air with the hand that wasn’t holding his stew bowl. 
 
    Setting the bowl down, he tapped out a single tablet, then pressed it to his tongue and swallowed it dry. After a moment, he reached down next to him and picked up his filtered water bladder and took a quick swig of cleaned-up stream water, swallowing hard. 
 
    “Good for another twelve hours, Mom,” he teased with a slight grin. 
 
    “If I were your mother, I would have left you on some stranger’s doorstep by now.” 
 
    “Ouch, that’s cold,” Joel replied, his voice sounding strained by the action of swallowing the tablet. He picked his stew back up and continued eating. The stray cocked its head and whined softly, prompting Helen to peel another strip of rabbit meat from the bone and toss it to the dog. 
 
    “Mongrel’s eating better than I am,” Joel said, his spoon clanking off the metal in his almost-empty bowl. Gingerly he fed the last few spoonfuls into his mouth, finding one last morsel of moist rabbit and chewing it longingly. 
 
    Helen finished hers as well and leaned back, her spine resting against the narrow tree behind her. 
 
    “We should think about crashing for the night,” Joel said, leaning over and picking up her bowl. “I’ll go back to the stream and wash these up, and I’ll bring back some water to douse the fire.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll take one last look at the lean-to and make sure it’s solid. Are we doing the four-hour watch rotations like normal?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Absolutely. We’ve come a long way since we tangled with Ali, but the fact is, he was still alive last time I saw him. Granted, I cut out his eye and left him in rough shape, so my hope is that he crawled off into the trees and died quietly. But I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “It’s not like he’s the only threat, anyway,” Helen said flatly. Joel couldn’t argue. Ali was only one of countless dangers they’d run into since leaving Louisiana so long ago. He was glad they still had the AR-31 rifle and several spare magazines, along with the hunting rifle he’d stolen from one of Ali’s cronies the first time they’d tangled. Helen still carried around the SIG Sauer and a few spare magazines for that as well. 
 
    They’d purposefully avoided too many populated areas as they made their trek north, but Joel made a mental note as he stood with the bowls in his hands: the next town they came to, he’d actually venture inside, just to explore for supplies. If they could manage to find another pistol it would be good, and maybe he’d actually take a chance on some cigarettes somewhere along the way. 
 
    His spirits felt unusually light as he turned away from Helen and ventured into the trees, heading back toward the stream. Ali had taken a few chunks out of him and losing Wanda had been a serious blow, but he and Helen had worked together pretty well ever since, rarely arguing and complimenting each other’s skill set nicely. For a brief moment, he thought that maybe they’d come out the other side. Maybe the rest of their trip to Wyoming would be as uneventful as the past few days. 
 
    Dare he hope? 
 
    Hope, yes. Expected? Not so much. While his spirits were light and he felt buoyed by his recent teamwork with the young girl, a tight knot of doubt and concern was still lodged firmly in his guts. The shit had hit the fan, and if he’d learned anything from his grandfather, it was that once that happened, all bets were off. You couldn’t take anything for granted, and he kept that idea firmly in mind as he threaded his way through the trees, heading toward the gurgling stream. 
 
    # 
 
    At least he’d waited until Helen fell asleep before opening his last pack of cigarettes. Joel stood at the perimeter of the small clearing, the darkness illuminated by the pale hue of lightning streaks across the sky. 
 
    Joel wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to it. Leaning his shoulder against a tree, he lifted his head and looked up into the dark of night, narrowing his eyes to see if he could peer through the network of electricity and catch a glimpse of the stars. 
 
    He couldn’t. Whether it was the lightning itself or the seemingly consistent cover of clouds beyond he wasn’t sure, but the broad canvas of stars was invisible, as it had been almost every single night since they’d left Louisiana. 
 
    If there was any positive news to this new phenomenon it was that his night vision was significantly improved by the pale glow of the lightning, which cast the world in a faint pallor. Adjusting the strap on his shoulder, he felt the comforting bump of the AR-31 against his back as he fished into his pocket and removed the lighter he’d carried with him on their several-hundred-mile trek. 
 
    Shaking it gently, he held it close to his ear, seeing if he could hear the quiet slosh of lighter fluid inside. Eventually the lighter would run dry—he just hoped it was after he ran out of cigarettes. Snapping a pale blue flame from the lighter, he ignited the tip of the cigarette and placed it in his lips, drawing in a deep, smoke-filled breath. He held it for a moment, tasting the nicotine, and could feel the gentle, pleasing sway of motion in his head. 
 
    Slowly he let the smoke filter from his mouth and nose, blowing it out into the night, away from the clearing. A light touch brushed his leg and he looked down at the dog, who had pressed itself up against him before sitting in the grass, facing out into the night alongside his new master. Joel bent slightly and rubbed his fingers over the dog’s soft, round head, its ears twitching as he pressed his head deeper into Joel’s touch. 
 
    “Good boy,” Joel whispered, and his tail swished lightly. There was a quiet snort from one of the horses. “Don’t be jealous, Dirtbag,” Joel said, and the horse looked away from him as if deeply offended at the new animal getting the attention. 
 
    The night was peaceful and quiet and would have almost seemed normal if not for the strobe of faint light coating the countryside. He made a mental note to check the map in the morning to see if he could figure out exactly where they were. They’d passed Wichita a few days ago and had been following meandering logging trails and back roads, doing their best to avoid populated areas. It had kept them safer, but cost them time. They had nothing but time these days, though, so that fact did not concern Joel much. He knew Interstate 70 cut through the entire state, east to west, and they hadn’t crossed it yet, which gave him a good general idea of where they were and how far they still had to go. 
 
    His hope was to exit Kansas in the upper west corner, then cut through northeast Colorado, staying far away from Denver or Fort Collins, and hopefully entering Wyoming far enough east of Cheyenne to avoid those city dangers as well. 
 
    The way he figured it, they likely still had a couple of weeks of travel ahead of them unless they got especially daring and tried stealing a car. He suspected that even if they got the chance, Helen would be unwilling to leave Maggie behind at that point. She’d grown attached to so many people who were now dead, Joel wasn’t sure she could handle life without her horse as well. It might just push her over the edge. 
 
    Besides, like he’d said, all they had right now was time. They were in no real rush. In fact, Helen seemed surprisingly hesitant to reunite with her family as it was, and there were some days Joel wondered if she even wanted to see her aunt or mother. 
 
    Days where he thought that maybe he wanted her to reunite with her family more than she did. A twisted knot of guilt formed in his belly at that thought. The past few days had been good—they’d worked in concert with each other, made good progress, and had avoided danger. It had almost seemed normal. 
 
    But Helen needed family. She needed adult role models. He’d had his chance to be a father and he’d failed miserably. He wouldn’t try that experiment again, especially not with her. She deserved better. 
 
    Reaching to his throat, he closed his fingers around the narrow chain around his neck. He’d almost forgotten he was wearing it, but he pulled on it and fished the wedding ring out from beneath his shirt, holding the cool piece of platinum in his palm. 
 
    He looked at it and smiled softly, taking another long drag of his cigarette, trying desperately to keep his mind at ease. Joel found that if he thought too deeply about his wife and daughter, his mind went to dark places, and if he was going to get Helen where she needed to be, he had to keep himself grounded and positive. Helen spiraled when faced with negativity, that much was clear.  
 
    Slowly he closed his fist around the ring, feeling the soothing contours of the metal in his palm, then he tucked it to his chest and slipped it back beneath his shirt. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, he heard the low cackle of a fox, the call of the nocturnal creature familiar, and for the first time in a long time, he felt at least somewhat at peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Northwest Kansas 
 
      
 
    The overnight watch rotations went off without a hitch and by the time the sun was slowly rising beneath the blanket of clouds and lightning, Helen was rousing Joel to gradual, foggy awakening. 
 
    For the first two hours of the morning they cleaned up the area where they’d camped, disassembling the lean-to and spreading the branches out into the gathering of trees. They stomped out the fire, then scattered the ash and tousled the grass, trying to hide any signs that anyone had stopped there. Joel knew they’d never completely cover their tracks, but he wanted to be as thorough as possible, just in case Ali was still trailing them. 
 
    As Joel moved through the clearing, kicking around dirt and using sticks to move the horse dung into the longer grass, Helen took what was left of the seared rabbit and mixed it with a bit of the remaining mushrooms and herbs, putting together a sparse but functional breakfast. 
 
    Before folding up and disassembling the portable stove for transport, Joel had removed some of the few remaining instant coffee packs from his backpack and used filtered stream water to make a cup of coffee, a luxury he hadn’t allowed himself often during this month-long trek. 
 
    “Can I try some?” Helen asked, and Joel looked at her. 
 
    “No cream or sugar. This ain’t Starbucks, kid.” 
 
    “I just want to try it,” she said. 
 
    He shrugged and poured a small bit into one of the metal mugs that served as a cap to the two insulated thermoses they’d carried with them since leaving Louisiana. Helen cupped her hands around the smooth metal and looked intently at the wisps of steam spiraling from the dark liquid. 
 
    She tipped it up and took a careful sip. 
 
    The reaction was instantaneous. Her lips puckered, her brow furrowed, and she gasped, turning her head to spew the coffee all over the grass. 
 
    “Don’t you dare spit that out,” Joel said firmly. “This stuff is gold, kid!” 
 
    She sat there for a moment making a series of pained faces, eventually struggling to choke down the bitter, hot liquid. 
 
    “That…” she said, “was terrible.” 
 
    “You’re an uncivilized youth,” Joel replied, holding out his half-full cup. “If you don’t want it, pour the rest of it in here.” 
 
    She quickly obeyed, making a sour face and smacking her lips as if trying to get the taste out of her mouth. 
 
    “I can’t believe you drink that voluntarily,” she said. “It’s gotta be a strange form of indoctrination or torture.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re missing,” he said, taking another long swig, his eyes closed in near ecstasy. “More for me.” 
 
    “You can have it.” 
 
    Joel finished the cup as Helen ate the rest of her rabbit, then removed a plastic zipper bag and placed the meat inside. She took a small container of salt from her backpack, another item Joel had thought to bring from his grandfather’s stores, and sprinkled a generous amount in the bag with the rabbit meat, then sealed it as airtight as humanly possible. 
 
    It wouldn’t preserve the meat forever, but they’d be able to pick at it for the next twenty-four hours or so, which would hopefully be enough to get them along until they took the time to hunt again. 
 
    After taking one last walk around the perimeter of the clearing, Joel hoisted himself up onto Dirtbag’s back and Helen did the same with her horse. Both animals snorted and lifted their heads, Dirtbag thumping one large hoof. The dog yipped sharply, jumping up and down in the grass, looking eager to go on another one of their long walks. 
 
    “Ready?” Joel asked, adjusting the pack on his back. He carried the AR-31 over his shoulder while Helen held the Remington which complimented the SIG Sauer in her belt. 
 
    Helen nodded an affirmative and they guided the horses through the clearing and to a narrow walking path through the trees. 
 
    # 
 
    “Hold up,” Joel said, turning to Helen, who jerked Maggie’s reins and eased the pace of her own mount. They’d been riding for a few hours through the thick Kansas forest, but the trees were getting thinner and more spread apart, a fact that made Joel somewhat nervous. 
 
    Guiding Dirtbag to a stop, Joel swung his leg off the creature’s back and dropped down to the grass, landing gingerly, his aching body feeling every impact. At the edge of the forest the grass was long and sprawling, many of the blades reaching up close to his knees, but he could see an old wooden sign hammered into the ground a short distance ahead. It looked like little more than a slab of plywood nailed to two stakes, but it was clearly a sign all the same. 
 
    “Stay there,” Joel said, looking at Helen who was sliding off her own horse’s back.  
 
    “I need to go…take care of something,” she said quietly. 
 
    Joel knew what she was talking about and nodded, watching as she went off into the trees for some privacy. 
 
    He strode over to the sign, looking down at it. It was indeed a piece of plywood with hastily spray-painted letters on it. 
 
    Tetrault Trading Post. 
 
    There was an arrow pointing straight ahead with an indication that it was a short distance over the ridge. The grassy terrain outside this section of forest ended in a rocky ledge overlooking more trees down below, but as he walked nearer to the edge, he could see that it wasn’t just trees down there. Mixed among the forestry was a cluster of old houses and other structures, a section of rural homes with a roughly paved and untreated road cutting right to left down the center of town. From where he stood, he could see some other side roads cutting deeper into other trees, many of them venturing off into places he could not see. 
 
    Letting his backpack fall from his shoulder, he set it on the ground and gently pulled the zipper open, reaching down into the pack to retrieve a small paper-bound atlas. The maps within the portable atlas were small, but functional enough, and he flipped the pages to K, then unfolded the map of Kansas wedged within. Dropping into a kneeling position, he removed another cigarette from the pack in his pocket and lit it, gently puffing as he looked at the map and traced where they’d been, where Interstate 70 bisected the state and where he thought they were now. 
 
    The map didn’t have a spot labeled Tetrault, which didn’t surprise him. Either the town was so small it wasn’t worth documenting, or that wasn’t the town name at all, just the name of the trading post. He looked up at the sign and noted that the plywood didn’t look all that weathered. The sign looked fairly recent, as if it had been hammered into place a short time ago. 
 
    “Tetrault Trading Post,” a voice said behind him as Helen emerged, walking between the two horses to stand next to where he knelt. “What’s up with that?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Are we going to steer clear?” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can,” Joel replied, folding the map back up, closing the atlas, and sliding it back into his pack. “I don’t know about you, but my socks are almost worn through. I’m not sure how much longer these boots will last either.” 
 
    He looked at Helen and could tell, just by the look on her face, that she was feeling the same. 
 
    “Yeah, my toes broke through my socks, like, two days ago. I can feel the inside of my shoe through my heel.” 
 
    “If we weren’t riding the horses so much our feet would be blistered like crazy by now,” Joel said. “We need to be more careful about that.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve had some other concerns. Kinda tough to worry about blisters when bullets are a larger threat.” 
 
    Joel nodded as he took a long drag, then blew out a puff of smoke, making sure to jettison it away from where Helen was standing. 
 
    “Still,” he said. “I’m thinking we should check this place out. If they’re advertising, they must at least be willing to talk.” 
 
    “Or it’s a trap and they’re a tribe of sick cannibals trying to lure hapless wanderers into their vile clutches.” 
 
    Joel lifted his eyebrows and shook his head in rueful awe. 
 
    “You’ve clearly watched way too many movies.” 
 
    “I’ve seen stuff in the past month that movies never showed me,” she replied. Joel chuckled and stood, savoring another lungful of nicotine. 
 
    “I think it’s a chance we have to take. Just make sure you’ve got a round in the chamber and the magazines are full, okay? Move the spare mags around so they’re in easy reach.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” she replied, and removed the SIG from her belt, going through the motions as Joel watched. She was already handling the pistol like a pro. He couldn’t help but be impressed. 
 
    “Then let’s mount up,” he said. “And see what Tetrault Trading Post is all about.” 
 
    # 
 
    The horses thudded along the dirt-covered ridge, the grass slope falling off to their right, easing in a gentle hill toward the meadows below. Lines of trees extended to their left as Joel and Helen kept their mounts moving at a gentle trot so as not to tire them out. After weeks of riding through the Louisiana, Texas, Oklahoma, and Kansas wilderness, they’d learned to pace themselves and pace their horses. 
 
    They’d been riding in silence since making their stop earlier, and though Joel’s stomach was growling from the low churn of hunger, they kept on moving, wanting to make better time, to put more space between them and Ali, and to make progress while there was progress to be made. Joel’s shoulder and arm radiated a dull, pervasive heat, the pain from his injuries a seemingly ever-present thing, a coil of hot wire wrapped around his upper arm, the pronged end of a spear jutting from the tender place where his shoulder met his chest. The wounds didn’t feel infected, Helen had continued to treat him, and he’d been mostly taking the cipro every day, but the injuries were still injuries and he couldn’t help but wonder if they’d become lingering pains he’d deal with for the rest of his life. 
 
    Along the edge of the meadow down over the slope a winding dirt road carved a ragged path through the trees. Even from where they rode, Joel could see that it was pitted and uneven, but moved east to west in two distinct trenches, trenches that strongly resembled tire tracks. Several smaller trees grew in bunches along the meadow closer to the downward hill and he thought he saw small red orbs scattered throughout the green leaves. He sniffed and smiled slightly, clearly smelling the familiar aroma of Gala apples throughout the groves of trees down below. He turned to look at Helen, but saw her glaring down over the hill, looking past him at something in the distance. 
 
    Following the direction of her gaze, he saw what she saw. A woman walked along the narrow dirt road, carrying a basket filled with bright red apples. She wore faded blue jeans, a pale green flannel shirt, and a wide-brimmed straw hat barely pulled over the curls of brown hair spilling over her shoulders. 
 
    But she wasn’t what Helen was glowering at. Helen was glowering at a section of the road ahead of the walking woman. Three men had emerged from the trees to the woman’s right and were blocking the road, slowly walking toward her. Just beyond them, the dirt road hooked right and went through a thicker clutch of trees, disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    The woman appeared to be alone and the three men were clearly blocking her path, fanning out slightly and moving forward, converging in slow motion. Joel glanced over his shoulder and saw that Helen had slowed Maggie to a gentle trot. 
 
    “Helen,” Joel warned, his voice a harsh whisper. “Don’t get involved.” 
 
    “Three men against one woman?” Helen asked, glaring back at him. “You just want to ride on ahead?” 
 
    “We can’t stop and help everyone,” Joel replied quietly, his eyes darting from the scene below back to Helen. “We need to worry about ourselves. Rule number one of the apocalypse: stay in your lane.” 
 
    “What if Wanda had stayed in her lane?” Helen asked. “I’d be dead in the airplane wreckage back in that screwed-up city. You’d have drowned in your own pus and blood in an abandoned farmhouse.” 
 
    “Helen, this isn’t—” 
 
    “I’m going to help her,” Helen said, looking down the hill, her eyes narrowing. Slowly she lowered her arm and the Remington slung over her shoulder fell where she could grab it. 
 
    “Helen, don’t be stupid,” Joel hissed. “You can’t trust anyone. Or anything. This could all be a setup.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” she said, then snapped the reins of the horse. Maggie reared slightly then bolted, cresting the gradual slope of the hill, then charging over the grass, hooves kicking up chunks of dirt and spraying green. 
 
    “Dammit,” hissed Joel, closing his white-knuckled fists around his own reins. A gray dart caught his eye and he looked, watching as the stray man-eating dog charged down the hill on Maggie’s heels. “We’re going to regret this,” he said quietly to himself, then let the AR-31 slide into his hand, wrapping the reins around his wrist then jerking and propelling his own mount forward in a ground-clawing sprint. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” he heard Helen scream as she neared the bottom of the hill, the three men halting in their tracks and glancing at each other. The horse’s thudding hooves echoed in the quiet morning as Joel kicked his heels into Dirtbag’s ribs, urging him into a faster clip. The only thing worse than the woman being trapped by the three men would be Helen left to fend for herself. He ducked low, looking just over the crown of the horse’s head and saw two of the men reaching into their belts, removing what were certainly weapons. The woman had taken two steps backwards into the grass on the opposite side of the dirt road, her curly hair bobbing as her head snapped back and forth between Helen to the three men. 
 
    “I said leave her alone!” Helen repeated and Joel could see that she was trying to control her horse while she positioned the rifle at the same time. It wasn’t going well. 
 
    “Get outta here, little girl!” one of the men shouted. “We ain’t afraid to shoot!” 
 
    Joel clenched his teeth and gave the horse a light slap with the reins, urging the horse to pick up the pace. Ramming his heels into the creature’s sides to keep himself on, he drew in a breath and released the reins, balancing himself as he swung the AR-31 around into a two-handed grip. Two of the three men had pistols raised, though nobody was firing. 
 
    Joel didn’t want to let it get to that point. He aimed quickly and roared off a single shot. The rifle barked loudly, a white muzzle flash punching from the barrel as it jerked in his grip. 
 
    One of the men wheeled toward him as a thick fountain of mud and dirt fired up into the air about two feet from him, shooting fragments of broken muck and a hail of thin pebbles. 
 
    “Put ’em down!” Joel shouted, “or the next one won’t miss!” He jerked the bolt, ejecting the shell casing, which twisted almost gracefully in the air as a second round jerked into the chamber. 
 
    “Easy, friend!” one of the men shouted back. Helen had slowed her horse and come up next to the woman, sitting straight, her rifle aimed at one of the men who was, in turn, aiming his pistol at her. 
 
    “You wanna die over a basket of apples?” Joel shouted as Dirtbag started to slow down, reaching the bottom of the grassy hill. 
 
    “Y’all better mind your own business, boy!” another one of the men shouted, though he lowered his pistol and let the barrel aim uselessly at the ground. 
 
    “Anyone who decides to team up three-on-one is my business,” Joel said. Dirtbag eased his way to a halt and Joel remained on his back, stock of the AR-31 pressed into his shoulder. “Now why don’t you just continue on your merry way?” 
 
    The woman looked at him, then looked at the three men, then back at him. Helen coaxed Maggie up next to Joel and kept her rifle raised as well, looking more stable now that the horse was more or less still. 
 
    Two of the three men looked to the man in the middle, the only one without a weapon. He had a long tangled reddish beard that covered the entire bottom half of his face and almost went down to his chest. His baseball hat was backwards, his eyes thin chunks of coal stuffed in pale, pink dough. 
 
    “Stranger, you don’t know shit about this,” he said in a low, stern voice. 
 
    “What is there to know?” Joel asked. “I see three of you assholes and one of her. True story.” 
 
    “Bobby, we can take ’em,” one of the men with the pistols said. He wore brown coveralls that looked as though they might just about burst under the pressure of his beer gut. The third guy flexed his fingers on the handle of his own pistol, his John Deere hat turned the right way around so Joel could read it. 
 
    “I’m not sure you can,” Joel said, looking at the man. “I’m not sure you want to try.” 
 
    There was a tense moment of silence, the three men looking at the woman, Helen, and Joel all in turn, glaring as if trying to solve a particularly complicated math equation. Finally, the man in the middle, the one they called Bobby, lifted his hands and motioned for his two friends to put their own weapons down. 
 
    “It’s all right, boys,” he said, his voice almost a whisper. “Like the man says, it’s just a basket of apples, right?” 
 
    The man with the John Deere hat snarled, lips parting over yellowed teeth, and looked as though he might ignore the man’s direction. But finally he shook his head and muttered a curse. 
 
    “C’mon,” Bobby said, jerking his head back toward the trees they’d exited. “Let’s head back. Truck’s waiting.” 
 
    Joel let his rifle stay elevated, slowly following their progress as they wandered back to the tree line. Bobby looked back over his shoulder, his mouth twisting into a crooked smirk. He tossed a wave. 
 
    “Be seein’ you, boy.” 
 
    The three of them were surrounded by trees, the gentle rustle of leaves fading until there was only a still silence where they used to be.  
 
    “You okay, ma’am?” Joel asked, swinging his leg off the horse and lowering himself down. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    “Get the hell away from me,” the woman said as Joel approached. She balanced the basket of apples with one hand, then used the other hand to lift up her flannel shirt. She had a massive.44 caliber revolver stuffed into her belt, resting neatly against the pale flesh of her stomach. “I could have handled those boys all by myself.” She shook her head and scoffed, then started to turn away. As she strode toward the secondary road, another handful of figures emerged from the trees there, walking toward them. 
 
    One of the men’s eyes widened and he produced a pistol, holding it with two hands, aiming it straight at Joel. 
 
    “Hey there, stranger!” the man shouted. “Stay right there!” 
 
    “Put it back in your pants, Cody,” the woman replied. “He was helpin’ me.” 
 
    The man laughed. 
 
    “Since when did you ever need help?” he asked, lowering his weapon. 
 
    “Didn’t say I needed it,” she replied. “They gave it to me, anyway. Rode down here on their fool horses waving their rifles around like a coupla John Wayne wannabes.” 
 
    A chorus of lighthearted laughter ran through the assembled group as the woman threaded her way through the crowd of figures and walked down the road. Joel and Helen glanced at each other curiously as most of the figures followed her, shadows from the overhanging trees casting strange shapes on them as they passed underneath. 
 
    Cody hesitated, looking back at them. 
 
    “She’ll never say it,” he said, nodding toward the woman, “but thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Come on with us,” Cody said, jerking his head in the direction of the walking group. “And bring your horses. Least we can do is feed you before we send you on your way. You hungry?” 
 
    Again, Joel looked at Helen and she smiled, nodding enthusiastically. They’d eaten the remains of the rabbit for breakfast that morning, but there hadn’t been much, and Helen had insisted on splitting it three ways so the dog could have his share. 
 
    “All right, then,” Cody continued. “Follow along behind. Town’s a few miles this way.” 
 
    He followed the rest of the group while Joel and Helen made their way to the horses.  
 
    “Come on,” Joel said, gesturing back toward the ridge. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “What?” Helen asked. “Didn’t you hear?” 
 
    “We don’t know them.” 
 
    “So? Doesn’t mean their food’s no good.” 
 
    “If we don’t know them, I don’t trust them. We never should have gotten involved anyway.” 
 
    “You’re such a jerk. Be that way if you want,” she said, hauling herself up onto Maggie’s back. “But I’m going to get some breakfast. Don’t go too far. I’ll catch up with you.” She tugged the reins and the horse trotted forward, following the rest of the walkers toward the trees. 
 
    Joel closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, trying and failing to calm himself. Finally, he shook his head, clambered up onto Dirtbag’s back and guided his own mount along the dirt road toward town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    Joel purposefully lingered behind the group, letting his horse meander along the dirt road while keeping Helen and the others in view at all times. The girl was perched atop Maggie, looking completely natural on horseback. Quite a different appearance than she’d had when they left Louisiana. It had taken a while for her to get fully comfortable, even though she’d ridden a couple of times in the past, but now she looked as though she was born to ride. 
 
    She chatted affably with Cody, the man who had led the group from the side road and who had shown some appreciation for what they’d done. His smile was warm and engaging, and he spoke openly with Helen, though Joel was too far behind them to hear their words clearly. 
 
    As he jounced along the road, he risked a moment to take his hand from the reins and remove the cigarettes from his shirt, patting the pack on his wrist to knock one loose. Fishing it out with his lips, he replaced the pack, which was still half full, a sign of restraint he was quite proud of himself for, then removed the lighter and lit up. 
 
    The sound of it caught Cody’s attention and he turned, looking back at Joel, his eyes widening in disbelief. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” he said, loud enough now that Joel could hear him. “You…you have cigarettes?” Even from several feet away Joel could sense the need in his voice, the near desperation. Cody slowed, letting Helen continue onward, her shaking her head, and Joel could just picture the eye roll happening. 
 
    “I—I don’t suppose…” Cody began, letting Joel catch up on his horse. 
 
    “Want one?” Joel asked, not really wanting to give the man one, but feeling required to be somewhat neighborly. “I’ve only got, like, ten left.” 
 
    Cody chewed on his lip, so Joel answered for him, tapping out another and handing it to the man, who took it between two fingers. Next Joel offered him the lighter, and after a few moments of struggling, Cody lit it up and closed his eyes, drawing a deep lungful. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he whispered. 
 
    “I take it you don’t have any in town?” Joel asked. He’d secretly been hoping that maybe he could get some more, but those hopes were now officially dashed. 
 
    “No,” Cody replied. “We tried to get some, but it didn’t work out so well.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Yeah. Well. Those three guys you ran into? The ones who cornered Jo. There’s a whole long story there.” 
 
    “Seems to me there are long stories everywhere these days,” Joel replied, taking another drag and puffing a wispy cloud of gray smoke into the air. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Cody replied. 
 
    Up ahead Joel could see the town slowly appearing, a sparse gathering of old structures emerging on each side of the road, the clapboard and wooden buildings meshing with the rows of oak and walnut trees growing tall and full in the pale morning air. At the first house on the right he could see an old car parked in the driveway sitting up on a cement block, its hood up and one tire removed. Some figures roamed around in the back yard and at the sound of the horses’ hooves they glared out at the road, looking mistrustfully at them as they approached. Cody cocked a wave and one of the men, who wore a wide-brimmed hat, touched his brim and nodded in return, but never took his eyes off Joel the whole time. 
 
    “Welcome to Tetrault, Kansas,” Cody said as they continued walking. 
 
    “Friendly place.” 
 
    “Used to be. Not so much anymore.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s alive, that’s a hell of a lot better than most.” 
 
    “That’s what I keep on saying. Not sure everyone buys what I’m selling.” 
 
    Houses came in a little thicker and narrow roads began branching off to the left and right, angling farther into other residential areas. Grass hills extended out to their right and Joel could see a few old farmhouses, barns, and grain silos from where they walked, accented by the shapes of four-legged creatures wandering around in the vast, fenced-off meadows. 
 
    Everything looked like a normal Kansas afternoon, except for the network of lightning strobing through the dull, inky cotton of clouds on the western horizon. 
 
    “So, what’s your story?” Joel asked. 
 
    “I got a story?” Cody replied.  
 
    “You said you did. A long one.” 
 
    Cody chuckled, pinching the cigarette and sucking in, holding it for a moment, then turning his head and puffing it out. 
 
    “Yeah, I s’pose we do. Our story and the story of those three douchebags are pretty closely linked, all things considered.” 
 
    Joel looked around as they continued on, his viewpoint a bit higher from on top of the slowly walking horse. 
 
    “Looks like we’re still a little way from town. I’m all ears.” 
 
    The man chuckled again. 
 
    “I said it was a long story, I didn’t say it was an interesting one. We’re a small town here, not much excitement happens.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Joel replied. “Seems to me, three bozos trying to rob a woman of apples at gunpoint is sort of exciting.” 
 
    “When you say it that way,” Cody replied. He took another drag of the cigarette and they rode along for a few more moments, the rest of the group continuing on ahead. A windblown white church appeared on the side of the road, its narrow steeple stretching up toward the sky above. Three people stood on the front steps, one of the men wearing a black shirt and clerical collar, all of them turning to watch the makeshift parade approach town. 
 
    “So, the guy with the beard,” Cody said, almost as a way to just break the silence. “They call him Bobby. He used to live in town, only Bobby ain’t his real name. We all called him Bobcat on account of him having one of those little excavators and helping people with odd jobs around their houses.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I know what sort of equipment you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Anyway, he was in the Army Reserve and he worked the night shift at the old Walmart distribution center about fifteen miles up the road. It’s up near I-70 and it’s just about the only place within thirty miles to get decent work, you know?” 
 
    “Distribution center? Like a warehouse?” Joel was suddenly interested. 
 
    “Yeah. Though working the overnight shift, he had some questionable folks working with him, you know? That warehouse was sort of a stepping-stone between Kansas Correctional and the real world. Lotta convicts got jobs there trying to reintegrate with society.” 
 
    “Really?” Joel asked. 
 
    Cody nodded. 
 
    “Yep. Walmart liked it because they could get ’em for low wages. Kansas Correctional liked it ’cause it got ’em out of their hair. Not sure what the convicts thought, but I suppose people weren’t too worried about that.” 
 
    “Was Bobcat one of those?” 
 
    “A convict?” Cody asked. “Nah. But he’s always been a night owl. He was like that even back in high school and finding a job working overnights was just what the doc ordered, you know?” 
 
    “So, is that how your town is thriving? Because the warehouse is just up the road?” 
 
    Cody laughed aloud at that. 
 
    “Hell no,” he replied. “A few days after everything went south, we sent a group up to the warehouse to chat. We all figured that since Bobcat was a townie, you know, he’d look out for us, right?” 
 
    “One would think.” 
 
    “Nope,” Cody replied. “Told us to go pound sand. Had a few of his convict buddies helping him out. They’d gotten their hands on some weapons of some sort, not sure if they were in the warehouse or their personal arsenal. But they had some bolt-action hunting rifles and a few semi-automatic pistols. Whatever they were, they were pretty convincing. We threw up our hands and figured we were on our own.” 
 
    Joel looked around, tightening his grip on Dirtbag’s reins. 
 
    “Seem to be doing okay,” he said. 
 
    Cody shrugged. 
 
    “We’ve always been pretty self-sufficient. Some good farmland out here. Cell phone service has always been spotty, so we never relied on it too much. We’ve got grains, beef cattle, milking cows, chickens, pigs, plenty of breeding stock. We’re focused on stockpiling for winter at the moment, but to tell you the truth, things could be a lot worse. Hell, I think some of the old-school townies are kind of embracing this new reality. Only thing bugging them is they can’t watch Price is Right every mornin’ at eleven.” 
 
    The two men shared a laugh and Joel could immediately relate. As much of a prepper and survivalist as his grandfather had been, he was a Price is Right devotee himself. 
 
    “So, if Bobcat and his crew have that warehouse, what the hell were they doing harassing that woman?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Funny thing about having all those resources at your fingertips,” Cody replied. “You don’t think about how much you’re using until it’s too late. Dumbasses probably could have lasted a year on the food and water they had, but they burned through half their stores in two weeks. Of course, it didn’t help that some of Bobcat’s Army buddies showed up on their door.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Cody nodded. 
 
    “National Guard deployed to Denver. They struck quick and got the city relatively locked down, but about half a dozen of ’em got tired of following orders and just sorta wandered off. They’re hanging out with Bobcat’s crew now, so there are probably ten or twelve of them at that warehouse. A bunch of young, hungry men, I’m not surprised they started burning through food.” 
 
    “So now they want to talk turkey with you guys?” Joel ventured. 
 
    “Not much talking involved. They just want to come down and take turkey, more like it. They sneak down here every so often, grab some of the apples, and we’ve had a few pigs go missing. But we’ve started setting up watch rotations. Twenty-four hours we’ve got folks on guard patrol. A week or two ago, we took a few potshots at an approaching crew and since then, they’ve been a little more subtle.” 
 
    Joel nodded and took another long drag on his cigarette, which was almost down to the filter. Ahead, the houses were getting more frequent and the road had widened, changing from a barely functional access road to a smooth dirt and gravel passage. Several vehicles were parked along the side of the road, and there were small gatherings of people wandering about, talking quietly, looking at the approaching strangers. 
 
    “We’ve got ’em outnumbered,” Cody said. “Probably have two hundred here in town. They’ve got fifteen at the most. I don’t think they’re all that eager to start a fight. Doesn’t mean they won’t ever start a fight, but for now, there’s a little—what do you call it?—equilibrium.” 
 
    “How long do you really think that’s going to last?” 
 
    Cody shrugged. 
 
    “We’re still willing to make a deal. Even if they’re running out of food, I’m sure they’ve got other supplies. There aren’t that many of them. I’d like to think we can find a middle ground, but with those guys you never can tell.” 
 
    “Sounds like he was trouble from day one,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Every bushel of apples has a bad one or two,” Cody replied, taking a drag of the cigarette. “No pun intended.” 
 
    Up ahead, he could see the group slowing and turning right, crossing a lane and then heading toward a large single-story brick structure set back along a rough parking lot. His discomfort had eased somewhat as he’d conversed with Cody along the way, but there was still a small nugget of doubt lodged in his guts, an open question about how much they should trust these people they’d known for an hour, give or take. Joel was already not the trusting kind and his experience with the world after the disaster had only served to reinforce that mindset. 
 
    As a few people in the crowd urged Helen to get down and moved to open the door to the building, he felt ice run through his veins and silently asked her not to go inside, at least not until he arrived with her. 
 
    Whatever connection they’d made over the past month did not include telepathy, however, and she slung her leg from the horse’s back, dropped down, and ventured forward, entering the building with apparent enthusiasm alongside the group of men and women who had escorted them into town. Two of them remained outside, taking Maggie’s reins and leading her to a white fence, tying her securely to it as Joel and Cody made their way to the same location. 
 
    Cody must have seen the mistrustful look in Joel’s eyes because he lifted his hands placatingly. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll keep them safe.” 
 
    “We’ve got a long way still to go,” Joel said, dropping from Dirtbag’s back and plucking the scant remainder of the cigarette from his lips. He stubbed it out and placed the butt back in his pocket, watching Cody warily as he took the reins and guided the horse toward the fence where Maggie was already hitched. The man tied the horse and said a few quiet words to one of the others standing nearby, then nodded to Joel with a smile, leading him toward the door of the building. 
 
    # 
 
    It was clear from walking into the building that it, at one point in history, was a school. Even without the kids, teachers, office staff, or other familiar decor, Joel could tell just by the feel of the place. It hadn’t been a huge school; it was a single level, the floor covered in pale tile, with an entryway going past a small office where a receptionist likely sat at one point. 
 
    From the entrance, three hallways branched off, one left, one right, and one straight ahead, and Joel could see the others walking to the left, so he and Cody followed. Their footfalls echoed in the quiet of the dimly lit interior, no hasty scuffle of children’s feet or low murmur of young voices to mask the sounds. 
 
    There was something imminently creepy about the building, its feel of true emptiness, as much of a ghost town as Joel had ever seen. Much of the buildings structure remained fully intact, but the distinct lack of young voices left him feeling empty and hollow. A stark reminder of this new world. 
 
    “This was a school?” he asked Cody and the other man nodded. 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Not anymore? Don’t the kids still need to learn?” 
 
    “Classes these days are a bit more practical,” Cody replied. “Kids are going to learn more useful skills on the farm or the shooting range rather than in a classroom.” 
 
    Joel had a tough time arguing with that. He hadn’t been the most attentive student in class and had always felt like he learned far more at his grandfather’s cabin or in the Army than he had with his nose buried in textbooks and listening to a teacher drone on and on. Following Cody to the left, they pushed through double doors and entered a large gymnasium, the once-polished floor of a basketball court now faded, scraped, and worn. Both basketball hoops had been swung upward and latched to the ceiling, and instead of the familiar bleachers there were several wood stoves set up against the far wall, with handmade sheet metal chimneys leading along the wall and to manufactured vents near the ceiling. There were at least four stoves in all, and three women and one man huddled over them with frying pans. 
 
    “So, what exactly is going on here?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Community breakfast,” Cody replied. “Once things went south, we got together as a town and decided to pool resources, to collect all of the food and supplies into a central location so it could be better rationed.” 
 
    “Really?” Joel asked, genuinely surprised. The pleasing smell of eggs and cooking meat filled the entire gym and his stomach grumbled, low and hungry. 
 
    “Well,” Cody clarified, “we don’t have one hundred percent cooperation, but it’s well understood that anyone in town who isn’t contributing is completely on their own. We have a few holdouts, but our largest farms and families have been compliant.” 
 
    Helen chatted with the group ahead as they moved toward one of the wood stoves and Joel could hear her laughing over something that someone said. He looked at her face as she spoke with them and saw a hint of true contentment there. She had almost immediately fit in with the crew and eagerly accepted a plate of a very specific amount of scrambled eggs and a pile of what looked like baked beans. There were scales and scoops at each station, and each amount of food was carefully weighed and measured for rationing. 
 
    Helen walked with a small group of kids who had gathered around her, boys and girls who looked to be close to her age, and they chatted happily as they moved toward a collection of tables that sat along the left wall of the gym. Several other people were sitting and talking as well, slowly eating the food on their plates, chewing carefully, appearing to savor every single morsel, knowing they had to make it last. 
 
    Joel followed Cody, who stepped aside and gestured to the serving station, the person at the stove carefully measuring Joel with his eyes before looking at Cody. 
 
    “Cody, we don’t have much extra food.” 
 
    “It’s just breakfast, Mack,” Cody said. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Mack hesitated, but finally layered some eggs on the scale, carving some off until it weighed precisely what he expected and not an ounce more. He pushed it onto a plate then repeated the motion with the baked beans before finally handing it over to Joel, who took it with a curt nod. 
 
    Cody followed his lead, accepting a plate of food as well, then they both crossed the gym floor, walking toward the tables. 
 
    “I don’t think you realize how impressive this is,” Joel said, easing his way into a chair across from Cody. “We’ve passed through four states in the past month, and every single one of them was a train wreck.” 
 
    Cody smiled softly. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t think we’re a train wreck, I’m glad we’ve got you fooled.” He eased a forkful of egg into his mouth, then chewed and swallowed. “Things aren’t perfect. Hell, I’d say things aren’t even good. We’re just finding our way to deal with it.” 
 
    Joel finished his mouthful of egg, nodding. 
 
    “Well, you’re dealing well. A big farming community, I take it?” 
 
    “Yeah. Longtime family-farm town. Probably a total of five hundred head of cattle, plus more chickens than I can count. We’ve been getting a steady stream of eggs the entire time this has been going on. We’re a little worried about winter, but we’ve already started storing grain and wheat. We’ve got some real estate set aside for dehydrating and canning vegetables and salting meat. Time will tell.” 
 
    At another table, more laughter echoed, and Joel looked, watching Helen as she interacted with the other young people at the table. Smiles were all around and Joel felt himself relax just a little bit more. 
 
    “After breakfast we have a town meeting and fire up the fishing and hunting groups,” Cody continued. “You’re both more than welcome to join us there and for the hunting and fishing. Our community members are a lot more welcoming if they see folks pitching in, if you get what I mean.” 
 
    Joel nodded, chewing another mouthful of eggs. 
 
    He and Helen had been making good time so far, but Wyoming still felt like a long way away. He had no desire to live the rest of his life in the Kansas wilderness, but saw little harm in sticking around for a day or two. It would give them a chance to rest, fuel up, and most importantly, heal their wounded bodies and minds. It had been a stressful, trying month living on their own, and he recognized they were both reaching their limits. 
 
    Tetrault seemed like a nice place to settle in and take a load off, if only for a day or two. 
 
    “Sounds good,” he finally replied, swallowing the eggs. “Count us in.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack hated the hospital. To be fair, he’d never been a big fan of hospitals even before the world had descended into madness, but this hospital in particular made his skin crawl. The vivid memories he had of rushing with Laura into this building, blood soaking her chest, the floor and walls already streaked with dried rust, the pale and exasperated look of the nurse, the fetid stink of spilled blood and death which seemed to be soaked into the walls themselves, all haunted him. While Stone Sword was doing everything they could to make their compound look as though it were totally resilient to the disaster that had struck the world, the truth was inside the hospital. 
 
    People had bled here. People had died here. The community was only as strong as its weakest link, and the health care staff in the building were demoralized, stressed, and running on fumes. It had been his first exposure to the community and had colored his opinion of the entire town, for better or worse. It was a town of violence and bloodshed, an insular mountain compound designed for defense and battle, but not sustenance or health, in spite of what everyone might claim. It was a military institution more than a survivalist camp, and Jack wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about that. 
 
    “Come on in,” Lindsey said with a soft smile, gesturing toward Jack, who stood out in the lobby. He nodded and followed her. Lindsey looked pale and tired, and still had an elaborate bandage wrapped around her arm from where he assumed they drew blood for the transfusion. She walked gingerly, using the doorframe for support as she entered the small hospital room. 
 
    Jack followed her inside, leaning left to look around her at Laura’s frail form in the hospital bed. If Lindsey looked pale, then Laura looked ghostly, her skin an almost white pallor, with only the slightest hue of flesh. Her eyes were sunken, the area around her sockets swollen and pink with dark circles lining underneath. 
 
    She turned and smiled wanly as she saw him enter, lifting a hand to wave. 
 
    “Morning,” she said quietly, her voice hoarse. 
 
    “Morning, Laura,” Jack said, equally quietly, taking a cautious step inside. “Are you feeling up to a visitor?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied, using her hands to help prop herself up, resting upright against a pillow sandwiched between her spine and the wall. “Good to see you, Jack,” she whispered. 
 
    “You, too,” he replied and could feel a blush heat his cheeks. “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “‘All right’ might be pushing it,” she said. “But I’m alive. Thanks to you.” 
 
    Jack lowered his chin and shook his head as Lindsey pushed a chair over to him. 
 
    “Have a seat,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” She walked out as he lowered himself to the chair, his eyes not meeting Laura’s. 
 
    “Jack,” Laura said. “It’s true. You did save my life.” 
 
    “Neither of us could have made this trip without the other,” Jack said. “You saved me more than I saved you along the way.” 
 
    “It’s not a competition, dumb ass,” Laura said with a chuckle. 
 
    “That’s good, because you’d kick my ass.” 
 
    Laura laughed, then grimaced. 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh,” she groaned. “It hurts.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, crossing his arms over his thighs and looking down at the floor. He felt a gentle touch and he looked up as Laura reached out and took his hand. 
 
    “What’s bothering you?” she asked. “We made it. We’re safe here.” 
 
    “Just—this past month. Seattle. Redmond. That damned park ranger. I was expecting to feel comforted when we reached here. At peace.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    Jack paused for a moment, sitting back a little, holding Laura’s hand in his. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “You need to recover. We can talk about this later.” 
 
    Laura nodded, but said nothing. Jack squeezed her hand gently. Her flesh was cool and a little clammy, feeling almost fake, like a synthetic hand instead of one attached to a human with a circulatory system. For the first time, he noticed that there was a functional EKG attached to her, chirping regularly with her steady heartbeat. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jack said, his eyes widening. “Is that plugged in? Like, to actual power?” 
 
    Laura followed his gaze, looking at the EKG. 
 
    “Apparently,” she said. “Doctor said they have some solar panels, but only enough for the most critical systems. Refrigeration for medications, the radios, and I guess some of this stuff, too.” 
 
    “Well, look at that,” Jack said. “Apparently you’re a critical system now.” 
 
    Laura laughed, then winced again. 
 
    “What did I tell you about making me laugh?” she croaked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she replied. Her smile faltered and her eyes seemed to get slightly unfocused as she stared off into the distance. “I could use a little laughter.” 
 
    Her words were quiet and stoic, sharpened by a sense of melancholy sadness. Jack let the words linger, sitting in the chair, still holding her hand, letting the quiet stillness speak for itself. 
 
    Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “I’m training with their local militia,” he said. “Met a kid named Trevor. Good kid, around my age. He gave me his gamertag, you know, in case the power ever comes back on.” 
 
    “What is a gamertag?” Laura asked. 
 
    Jack looked at her as if she had grown a second head. 
 
    “For Xbox? You know? It’s like an account name so you can add friends and play with them on Xbox Live?” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “I keep forgetting what a kid you are.” 
 
    Jack looked away, feeling a bit embarrassed, a hot bloom in his cheeks once again. She squeezed his hand gently. 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” she said. “Nothing wrong with being young at heart. Especially in a world like this.” She slowly peeled her hand from his, seemingly remembering something she had previously forgotten. “My picture,” she whispered. “Do you know what happened to it?” Her voice was a bit harder and louder. 
 
    “Picture?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I had a photograph in my pocket,” she said desperately, searching her shirt with her hands. “Did they take it? Where is it?” Her voice grew even louder, and Jack saw Lindsey come around the doorway and enter the room. 
 
    “Sis? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I had a photo in my pocket,” Laura replied, tears glistening in her eyes. “When I was sh—when—when I got hurt. Did someone take it? Do you know?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Lindsey said, walking past the two of them and toward a door set into the wall. She twisted the knob and eased it open. “Whatever belongings you had are in here.” She leaned back, looking past the opened door. “Including that hand cannon. Good lord, sis, where did you get a pistol?” 
 
    “Drug addict in Seattle,” Laura replied, and her sister looked at her with a strained expression. “Long story, Lindsey. Just find my picture, please?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded, rifling through some things in the closet. She grew still and laughed softly. 
 
    “Oh, Laura,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Did you find it?” Laura asked. “Please tell me you found it!” 
 
    “I found it,” Lindsey replied, stepping out of the closet, holding the wrinkled, worn photograph in her hands. “It—it got a little blood on it, sweetheart. Your blood, I think.” 
 
    Tears ran freely down Laura’s cheeks, and she extended her hand, gesturing with her fingers for the woman to hand it over. Lindsey took a few steps toward her and placed the photo in her waiting palm. Laura drew it close, clutching it in both hands so she could get a good look at it. 
 
    Jack leaned back slightly, looking over Laura’s fingers at the photograph she held. There was an image of a man and a girl in the photo, both of Asian heritage, and he could see some familiar angles in the features of the girl’s face. There was no doubt in his mind that the girl was Laura’s daughter, which likely made the man her ex-husband. She’d mentioned them both during their travels, and they were a big reason why they’d been trying to get here in the first place, but it was the first time he’d actually seen the photograph. 
 
    A dried red streak covered the top half of the image, smeared as if fingers had tried to rub it away, but only succeeded in embedding the color into the underlying paper. 
 
    “How old is she now?” Jack asked, and Laura closed her eyes for a moment in thought. 
 
    “My God,” she whispered, touching the picture with one finger. “Fourteen. She’s fourteen years old.” 
 
    “Have you heard from them?” Lindsey asked, choosing her words carefully, knowing how close to the emotional edge her sister was at the moment. 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “Not since this all happened,” she said softly. “Actually, not for maybe six months?” She pressed the photograph to her chest and leaned back against the pillow, closing her eyes even more tightly as tears slid from between her lids. 
 
    Everyone sat in silence for a few moments, though a commotion from outside drew Jack’s attention, causing him to turn in his seat and look toward the open door. 
 
    Lindsey eased up on her tiptoes, looking over Jack and Laura’s heads, her brow furrowed. She turned and walked to the window, leaning forward to glance out of the glass, following the sound of the crowd. 
 
    “It’s town meeting day,” she said quietly, leaning even farther so she could see where everyone was going. “They’re all headed to the town hall.” 
 
    “Town meeting day?” Jack asked, pushing himself to his feet and walking to the window. 
 
    Lindsey nodded. 
 
    “Once a week, the entire town, or most of it anyway, gathers in the town hall to talk about how things are going. Colonel Carter typically runs it.” 
 
    Jack peered over her shoulder, watching the figures moving along the sidewalk outside. 
 
    “Should—should I go?” Jack asked. 
 
    Lindsey turned and looked at him. 
 
    “I’m thinking you’re going to be a topic of conversation,” she said. “This is the first meeting since the two of you arrived. It may be in your best interests to know what he’s saying about you.” 
 
    Jack looked down and shook his head. He honestly wasn’t sure he wanted to know what Colonel Carter was saying about him, but Lindsey was right. Whatever he was saying, Jack needed to know. He wanted to be there to hear it and be there to stand up for himself if it came to that. Turning from the window, he walked over to Laura, who was still leaning back against the wall, her eyes closed, her cheeks moist with spilled tears. He clasped her shoulder and squeezed it gently. 
 
    “Be well,” he said. “I’ll come back later, okay?” 
 
    She nodded softly, though her eyes remained closed, and he released her shoulder, crossing the hospital room and walking out into the lobby outside. 
 
    # 
 
    “Once again,” Colonel Carter said, his voice loud as he stood before the assembled group, “thank you all for coming. I know we all have a lot to do, but these town meetings are important!” 
 
    The low murmuring that was going through the large meeting room inside the Malcolm town hall eased to a series of quiet, whispered conversations, Carter’s voice echoing in the open chamber. 
 
    “I know we’re all a little concerned about things, but this is a time for honest but respectful discourse, please remember that!” 
 
    The voices grew even softer for a few moments before finally descending into silence, all eyes turning to look at the colonel. Mayor Phillips stood to his left, arms crossed behind his back, in deference to the colonel’s perceived authority. 
 
    “Thank you,” the colonel continued, placing both hands on a podium that he stood behind. Jack looked over the heads of the crowd, keeping himself wedged into a quiet, dark corner of the meeting hall, trying to stay inconspicuous. 
 
    “As I think everyone knows, we have two new guests to our town who arrived here a few days ago.” 
 
    The comment ignited another quiet flurry of conversation and Jack took a step back, willing himself to disappear into the shadows behind him. He wished Laura was there standing next to him, ready and able to defend themselves against whatever attack might be coming. But she was still recuperating in the hospital, looking pale and frail inside a cramped building that smelled like blood and death. 
 
    He didn’t have a good feeling about her being there, but then again, he didn’t have an especially good feeling about anything to do with Stone Sword. Things had gotten off on the wrong foot and never straightened out. 
 
    “As you folks can appreciate,” Colonel Carter continued, “it’s not in our nature to open our doors to just anyone. Make no mistake, Stone Sword is an organization devoted to furthering the existence of the human race against all odds. That’s been our mantra from day one and continues to be.” 
 
    He stood at the podium and Jack could have sworn he was looking directly into his eyes. 
 
    “But the safety and security of this town is my number one priority, which is why we’ve established our local militia, our security perimeters, and everything we’ve done to keep you safe. In spite of that, yes, we do have two new people, and—” 
 
    “Excuse me, Colonel,” Mayor Phillips said, stepping forward and lifting a hand.  
 
    Carter glowered at him. 
 
    “While I can appreciate the need for security,” the mayor continued, “I think we should be celebrating what’s happened in the past couple of days, not regretting it.” 
 
    “I don’t regret it,” Colonel Carter interjected, “but I do caution against—” 
 
    “The woman who joined us,” Kramer Phillips continued, “is Lindsey Aaron’s sister. She is family, and our expert medical staff helped save her life!” 
 
    Several heads nodded amid the crowd, though the expression on Carter’s face looked as though he had just tasted something sour. 
 
    “We should all be proud of that. Jack, the man she came here with, is an experienced soldier and has already begun training with our local militia. They are poised to be valuable members of our society, and we should be grateful for the opportunity to bring them into our fold.” 
 
    “Grateful,” Carter said derisively. “We should be grateful for two more mouths to feed when our food stores are already stretched thin? Grateful for having to devote half of our solar power to keeping the woman alive? Grateful for the opportunity to invite two potentially dangerous and unknown strangers into our homes?” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Jack shouted from the corner, tensing slightly as everyone turned to look at him. “I’m right here, Colonel!” he signaled, raising his hand over his head. “You don’t have to talk about me as if I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “I know you can hear me, son,” Carter continued, “and I’m not saying anything I wouldn’t say directly to your face.” 
 
    As he spoke, Carter’s fingers curled around the edge of the podium, his exposed forearms clenching tight. At that time of day light shone through the windows running alongside the outer walls of the large hall, and Jack noticed for the first time that the light had dimmed somewhat. Things had gotten just slightly darker. 
 
    “That’s one thing I like about you, Colonel,” Jack replied. “I know exactly where I stand.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Carter replied. 
 
    “Then maybe I should just move on? I’ve got family in Nebraska and—” 
 
    There was a sudden burst of blinding light, the once-dim illumination within the meeting hall slicing to a vibrant white, holding in almost blinding brightness for a moment before suddenly sucking back down into dim gray. Gasps and hushed words passed through the crowd as everyone turned to look out the windows, wondering what was going on. 
 
    “Calm down,” Colonel Carter said. “Just a ground strike. They’ve been happening more often the past couple of days, but they’ve all struck far away from here.” 
 
    “Yeah, for now!” a voice in the crowd said. 
 
    “How long until they start striking closer?” another voice said. 
 
    “I don’t trust that lightning! I never have!” 
 
    “How big are our bomb shelters? Do we have enough supplies?” 
 
    The conversation grew in volume and intensity, several voices joining into the chorus of eager questions and aggressive inquiries. 
 
    “Colonel Carter! Mayor Phillips! What are we going to do about this? How can we be protected against—” 
 
    “A lightning rod,” a quiet, whispery voice said from the door. Despite its volume, many of the heads turned to look, including Jack’s. 
 
    Laura stood in the doorway with her sister, though she was leaning heavily on a pair of old wooden crutches. Her face was just as pale as when Jack had seen her moments before, though she’d wiped the tears from her cheeks. 
 
    “We need a lightning rod,” she said. 
 
    “What exactly do you know about this?” Colonel Carter sneered, his voice loud and accusatory. “What makes you think you can stumble in here and tell us how to protect ourselves? Nobody even knows what this lightning is—” 
 
    “I do,” Laura replied firmly. “I do, Colonel,” she finished, trying to add a little bit of respect to her words. “I know what it is. I know where it comes from. I—” She hesitated for a moment, her eyes roaming around the room, choosing her next words. “I helped make it.” 
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    “Jack?” the young voice said, drawing his eyes back over his shoulder as he strode briskly away from the town hall. Jack slowed his pace as Trevor jogged along the sidewalk, moving quickly to catch up to where he strode. “Sorry I missed you at the meeting,” he said through gasps of breath. 
 
    “I try to keep a low profile,” Jack replied and the two continued moving down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Was that woman—was she the one you came with?” Trevor asked. “The one you helped get here from Seattle?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “That’s her. I don’t think she’s quite well enough to be hobbling around on crutches, but she’s a little stubborn.” 
 
    Trevor chuckled. 
 
    “She seems pretty smart. Did she really help design the technology that ended civilization?” His voice was full of awe and amazement, rather than rimmed with the sort of horror that Jack expected. Shortly after her declaration, the town hall meeting had been ended early and cleared. Laura, Lindsey, Colonel Carter, and Mayor Phillips stayed behind to further discuss her dramatic statement. 
 
    That suited Jack just fine. 
 
    “It sounds a little melodramatic when you say it that way.” 
 
    “Isn’t it the truth?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Partly, I guess. I don’t know the full truth; I don’t think even Laura does. She was involved in some of the concept and design work for Project: Heatshield, but just back when it was considered humanity’s savior. I bet if she knew what it was going to turn into, she might have politely declined.” The words came out a bit sharper and more bitter than he intended and Trevor gave him a strange look. “Sorry,” Jack continued. “I didn’t mean for that to come out quite so dickish.” 
 
    Trevor laughed. 
 
    “It’s fine. I mean, obviously they didn’t design Heatshield to do—” He gestured toward the sky where the latticework of lightning fired off in regular intervals, coating the clouds in a sharp glow. “To do whatever the hell it’s doing up there. But she obviously has some insight, right?” 
 
    “She might. She worked for a weather research institute also, so she’s certainly not a bad person to have in the group.” As he spoke, he realized the impact of what he was saying. Laura had a clear and distinct purpose here in Malcolm with Stone Sword. She had knowledge and skills. She could provide value. 
 
    So, what was he doing here? Adding to the already overstuffed local militia? Drawing away their resources to help get him trained and knowledgeable on their processes? Seemed to him that as much as Laura was helping, he was hindering. That was clearly Colonel Carter’s opinion of his contribution here. 
 
    “Well, whatever she knows, they’re in there talking about it. Saying something about building a huge lightning rod so she can study the strength and frequency of the ground strikes.” 
 
    “I saw three of them last night,” Jack said. “Way off in the distance, but they’re definitely happening more often now.” 
 
    “Scary shit,” Trevor said, his voice soft. “I was just getting used to living in this new reality, then another huge, life-threatening curveball gets added to it.” 
 
    “You know what they used to say about the odds of getting struck by lightning,” Jack replied. 
 
    “That’s not ordinary lightning,” Trevor replied. 
 
    He was right. Jack knew he was right, and he knew his attempts at trying to dispel Trevor’s fears were falling flat. Not only was he not easing Trevor’s worries, his own were starting to flare anew. He made a mental note to talk to Laura about it when he got a chance, just him and her, and maybe he could get some real honesty out of her. 
 
    Until then…he had some thinking to do. Some decisions to make. If Colonel Carter was going to hound him every step of the way…if Laura had already found a place here and he had not… What was left for him? 
 
    “So, you want to hit up the mess?” Trevor asked. “Grab a late breakfast?” 
 
    “Can I grab a rain check?” Jack asked. “I need to—I don’t know. I have to think about some things. I was going to take a walk up into the mountains. I need a few minutes alone.” 
 
    Trevor nodded. 
 
    “It’s all good, man. Come by my barracks when you’re back. Carter’s been screwing with the security shifts; I don’t even know when I’m on patrol. If I’m free we can go to the range for a bit.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Jack replied, then turned and walked along a side street, moving north of downtown and toward the jagged sprawl of the mountains ahead. 
 
    # 
 
    “Are you sure it was up here?” one of the young men asked the other, turning to look over his camouflage-garbed shoulder. 
 
    “That’s what old man Lincoln said,” the second man replied, wiping a shine of sweat from his forehead as he pushed up the steep slope of the grassy hill. “Said he was missing a pig, so he took a walk and thought he found some dried blood at the edge of the trees. Notified the colonel immediately.” 
 
    The first man stopped walking for a moment, halting to catch his breath. Trees lined the western perimeter of the grass-covered hill, which was a very steep incline, more a part of the northern mountain range than a part of downtown Malcolm. Still, as everything started falling apart, Colonel Carter had established a wide perimeter, including large swaths of the mountain in their real estate. They’d been performing routine patrols throughout there daily, though the last one had been the previous afternoon. Supposedly, Mr. Lincoln had noticed the missing pig early that morning. 
 
    “Max, I swear, if we hoof our asses all the way up here and it’s a false alarm, I’m going to be pissed,” the man said. 
 
    “Don’t get pissed at me, Charlie,” Max replied, “I’m hoofing right along with you.”  
 
    The two sentries wore camouflage military gear acquired from an Army surplus store long before the Atlas-One disaster in Chicago. Colonel Carter and Mayor Phillips had made it routine to travel into Cheyenne and pick up supplies on a daily basis, always buying more than they needed, stockpiling food, clothes, and gear in their underground storage lockers for the proverbial rainy day. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t just raining these days, it was storming, and every resident of Malcolm had been thankful for their pragmatism. Things weren’t perfect, far from it, but they felt like they at least had a grasp on things, and everyone felt considerably more comfortable with Colonel Carter running the ship. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Charlie replied. “I’m not really pissed, but you know Mr. Lincoln. This wouldn’t be the first time he rang the alarm bell.” 
 
    “True that,” Max said. He adjusted the bolt-action rifle slung over his shoulder, wiped the back of his hand over his head again, and took another step forward. The hill was so steep they needed to lean forward as they moved ahead, climbing more than walking. Up ahead, the thick cloud cover throbbed with the underlying atmospheric lightning strikes, though Max was happy that the ground strikes had been minimal today so far. 
 
    “It’s right up here,” he said, gesturing toward a section of trees, and Charlie followed the direction of his pointing finger and could, in fact, see that it appeared as though the grass was a bit flattened in that area, right outside of the tree line, and that some of the grass was indeed a bit discolored. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks of that,” Charlie said, and unslung his rifle, cradling it in both hands, watching as Max did the same. The two of them approached the flattened grass and drew down into low bent-knee crouches, looking intently at the grass. 
 
    Sure enough, a section of the long foliage had been trampled and flattened, and right off the bat they could see several swaths of rust-colored grass. A thick section of the flattened meadow was widely stained in dull crimson and they could see scattered sprays of other dark stains as well. 
 
    “This doesn’t look like crying wolf,” Max said, turning to look at Charlie, who nodded in return. They both looked toward the trees. “Should we call for backup?”  
 
    Charlie shook his head. 
 
    “It might just be a mountain lion or a coyote or something. We might find what’s left of the pig right inside the trees. Let’s take a first look, and if things look squirrely, we’ll think about it then.” 
 
    Max nodded, touching the short-range radio clipped to his collar. The battery-operated radios used built-in antennas and still maintained a line of communications with the central communications center, allowing anyone within Malcolm town lines equipped with a radio to talk to almost anyone else. Both men now had the rifles held in both hands and made their way slowly to the edge of the trees, following the path of discolored grass along the way. 
 
    Max led the pair, ducking under a few branches and stepping into a somewhat clear spot of forest, moving between two slender tree trunks, carefully weaving over and around jutting roots and broken-off stumps. 
 
    “Here,” he whispered, lowering to the ground and pointing toward a spot in the dirt. Instead of stained grass there were drying streaks of dull brown, as if something wet and red had been dragged through the soil. 
 
    They continued onward, sliding through more trees and walking in a meandering path farther west into the thickening brush. A few moments later, Max stepped through a growth of thick grass and emerged into a clearing, the leafy canopy separated slightly so the sky was visible beyond the tops of the trees. Within the clearing there was a dark stain on the ground, a thick, ashen circle of burned dirt and charred wood, the remains of a medium-sized pig laying on its right side not far away. The animal had been sloppily butchered with long, ragged hunks of its flank cut free, the bloodied and seared corpse staring vacantly into the woods. 
 
    “Someone had a fire here,” Max said, turning to Charlie. “This was no animal.” 
 
    “Calling it in,” Charlie replied, gently touching his radio, starting to pull it free from his collar. 
 
    There was a swift, quiet, snapping sound, the sound of a thick tree branch being broken over someone’s knee. Max twisted to the right, looking in the direction of the noise, thinking someone was sneaking up on them. 
 
    Charlie grunted and stepped backwards, the radio falling from his fingers and dangling on a coiled cable. Max looked back in his direction and saw him staring numbly at his chest, where a stain was now forming within the ornate pattern of camouflage, spreading and soaking into the cloth. 
 
    “I—I think—” Charlie stammered, taking another uncertain step, fingers clawing at the wound on his chest. 
 
    “Charlie?” Max asked, dumbstruck, his tongue feeling thick, and his mouth dry. His fingers coiled tightly around the rifle in his hands as he watched Charlie’s legs give out, the other sentry collapsing lifelessly to the dirt. “Charlie?” Max repeated, taking a step toward him. 
 
    Leaves rustled behind him and he turned back to look over his shoulder. There was another snapping sound, a swift but quiet bark, and he felt the horse kick of impact in his chest, sending him sprawling backwards as the curtains of darkness were pulled over his vision. 
 
    # 
 
    His hand curled around the handle of his silenced pistol, the assassin stepped from the thick trees, looking at the two camouflaged sentries who now lay in the dirt. The first one he’d shot gurgled low in his throat, his lips moving as if trying to speak. Casually, like stepping on an insect, the man with the weapon strode forward, lifted the weapon, and let the suppressor fall level with the man’s contorted face. He pulled the trigger, controlling the kick of the weapon as the bullet punched hard into the man’s forehead, causing the man to spasm once, then lie still. 
 
    The second man he’d shot was lifeless in the grass, having fallen next to the dead pig, lying on his left shoulder, both arms stretched out before him. He showed no signs of life, but just the same, the assassin aimed his silenced pistol at the man’s head and fired without hesitation, putting one last round into the side of the man’s head. 
 
    Although he’d used a silencer, there had still been the quiet sonic boom of the bullet traveling faster than the speed of sound, though a far quieter sound than an unsilenced shot would have been. The twin snaps faded into the air as sparse echoes and he stood among the trees, listening for any sign of others who might have come with these two men. 
 
    He heard nothing. 
 
    His trip from Laura Park’s brownstone to her sister’s house in Wyoming had been a long and exhausting trip. But his trek across Wyoming to the Stone Sword compound had taken significantly less time and had been relatively easy. He’d been buoyed by his successful operation. Laura Park had taken a bullet to the chest, and although he’d been chased away before he could finish the job, he was certain she was dead. Even with a functional infrastructure and reliable healthcare, her chest wound should have been fatal. In the world they were in now? A world without functional emergency rooms, understaffed and overtaxed healthcare facilities, and an emergency response team focused more on the cities than the remote areas? 
 
    She was as good as dead. 
 
    Still, he was nothing if not thorough, and he’d decided to travel to Malcolm, Wyoming, just in case. Stone Sword’s address had been on a magnet on the woman’s refrigerator and he’d found it remarkably easy to follow a few remote mountain passages to get within the town’s borders. They’d had good security at all main entrances and exits, but they were protecting against large groups, not against a single man with decades of military experience, survival training, and mountaineering gear. 
 
    But he’d been hungry. Starving, in fact. His original mission to Seattle was supposed to be a one-and-done, quick in-and-out job, and he hadn’t brought enough supplies. Acquiring what he’d needed in Seattle hadn’t been a big deal, and he’d carried a full pack with him from the northwest into Wyoming, but over the course of his trip, he’d mostly run out of supplies. 
 
    Now he was here, finishing the last leg of the long journey, validating his successful operation, and he’d officially become desperate. The pig had tasted wonderful mixed with some freshly picked herbs and washed down with filtered stream water. It had been like the finest meal in one of Washington’s expensive restaurants. 
 
    But he’d been sloppy. He only hoped it wouldn’t cost him everything. 
 
    Checking the two men to make sure they were indeed dead, he unscrewed the silencer and holstered his pistol, sliding the slender cylinder into its own spot on the same holster. Then he surveyed the area and began the cleanup process. 
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    One day had blended into the next and as Shawna rolled over, she grimaced, feeling the hard surface beneath her shoulder. It was dark where she was, a sort of dull, gray haze inside the remains of the abandoned building—a structure which had appeared to be a tanning salon at one point. There were several tanning beds and massage rooms, and the three of them had taken up positions inside, two of them sleeping while a third kept watch, working in rotations throughout the night. 
 
    “It’s light,” Tristan said, shaking her shoulder again, urging her to wakefulness, though her bone-deep exhaustion threatened to keep her prone and unresponsive. “Sun’s up,” he continued. “Or what passes for it, anyway.” 
 
    “Time is it?” Shawna mumbled, smacking her lips. It felt as though her mouth was full of cotton, and she could feel a layer of scum on her teeth. She shuddered at the thought of what her dental health must be like right now. They’d all done pretty well maintaining their hygiene at the Stronghold, but since its destruction and their time on the run, there hadn’t been much opportunity to stop and remember to brush their teeth. 
 
    Not that any of them even had a toothbrush. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Tristan replied, holding out his arm and letting his jacket ride up his narrow, bare wrist. “Must have left my Rolex at the jewelers.” 
 
    “Funny guy,” Shawna said, pushing herself to a seated posture, balancing herself on the massage bed, using her hands to keep herself steady. 
 
    “It’s quiet at the moment,” Tristan continued, “but I’m not sure how long it will last. I hear shouting in the city. I think I even heard some gunfire not too far from here. We should get on the move.” 
 
    “Selanda?” Shawna asked, easing herself down from the massage table, already feeling wide awake. She bent over and snatched up the backpack she’d been toting around, then picked up one of the three rifles they’d stolen from the motorcycle gang who had attempted to kill them along their route from Chicago to Kansas City. 
 
    Tristan had his rifle slung over his shoulder and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll go rouse her,” he said, instinctively touching the bulging pocket of his jacket. It had gotten to be almost a compulsion, the intense need to press his fingers to the Bible, to reassure himself that it was there, that his connection to God was still intact. 
 
    A few moments later the three of them ventured from the tanning parlor, easing their way through the opened front door, Shawna in the lead, the rifle held firmly in both hands and her once-sleepy eyes now wide and alert, scanning the roadway ahead. 
 
    “Clear,” she whispered and angled left. Tristan emerged behind her looking the opposite direction, his rifle clutched in a two-handed battle grip, barrel pointing at the ground, stock firmly wedged into the crook of his arm. 
 
    Selanda brought up the rear, the one of the trio with the least experience using a weapon, but to her credit, she mimicked Tristan’s position to near perfection, a position Tristan himself had honed throughout his years in the Marine Corps. 
 
    As dark and foreboding as the city had appeared at night when they’d approached, it was even more stark and ghostly in daylight, the ragged, broken remains of buildings clearly visible and emphasized in the low light of morning. Although it had been over a month since the disaster had struck the United States, there was still a thick, lingering cloud of pervasive smoke throughout the city, almost a low, charcoal cloud cover that clung between buildings and hung low in the sky, blotting out the horizon. 
 
    Against the backdrop of smoky gray they could see the jutting bones of broken buildings beyond the nearby city block, and as the once-dominant hotel and office building loomed up before them the ragged, bone-white tail of a broken plane could be seen skewered into the battered remains of the structures. Debris from the plane’s impact had been thrown for several blocks around the wreckage, and several of the nearby buildings had been struck and damaged, ragged gouges hacked from the hard surface of the high rises, rubble piled along the road in uneven stacks and rows. 
 
    Several abandoned vehicles sat askew along the roadside as well as in the road itself, a number of them pummeled with fallen rocks and broken glass. A red Honda sat with its driver’s side door open, a motionless body laying outside of the vehicle, rocks surrounding it. The windshield and roof were completely caved in, shattered and broken by the avalanche of concrete chunks. 
 
    Shawna turned and made eye contact with Tristan, who nodded silently in acknowledgement of the sheer level of destruction before them. There was a dull, acrid odor in the air, a mingling of the oily smoke, spent fuel, and burning flesh. 
 
    The three of them moved in silence, navigating around stalled cars, piled wreckage, and easing around a half-skeleton of a toppled building that had evidently been caught in the shockwave of the plane impact. As they came around the building, the trio emerged onto a two-lane street heading south. 
 
    Several bodies sprawled across the pavement, arms spread, two of them on their stomachs, three on their backs, crossing both lanes of traffic. 
 
    Shawna narrowed her eyes as she held up a hand to stop the progress of her two followers. Something was odd about the bodies. Something different. 
 
    There were no collapsed buildings around them. No crashed cars or piles of rubble, just the lifeless corpses out in the middle of the street, far away from where bodies should have been. Waving her hand forward, she ventured on, bending her knees and approaching in a low crouch, her rifle slung in both hands across her torso. 
 
    Tristan mimicked her posture and followed along behind her, with Selanda bringing up the rear. It felt surreal creeping through an apocalyptic wasteland, the bleached bones of broken buildings jutting from asphalt and piles of shorn wreckage like the massive fossilized plates of a buried stegosaurus. 
 
    Shawna lowered herself into an even lower crouch, examining the prone form of one of the bodies, leaning forward slightly to investigate the body. 
 
    Tristan came up next to her, looking at a second body as Shawna met his eyes, gesturing toward a scattering of wounds in the torso of the body. Tristan’s brow furrowed as he looked over at the body. 
 
    “Bullet wounds,” Shawna whispered, pointing to the injuries. Tristan looked back over at the body he knelt next to, touching its shoulder and starting to roll it over, bending to the left to look for any indication of injuries. 
 
    “Here, too,” Tristan replied, nodding toward the mottled red shirt of the corpse, where several ragged holes punched into the chest and stomach. 
 
    “We need to get to cover,” Shawna said, looking around the city’s wreckage. “Someone shot these people long after that plane crashed. And I’m betting that someone is still around here somewhere.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was someone,” Tristan replied, “I think it was someones. Gangs are ruling this city now, at least according to those people we ran into outside the city.” 
 
    “Then let’s get our asses to cover,” Shawna insisted, moving into a higher crouch and creeping left toward the sidewalk. As they moved, the low rattle of an engine sounded somewhere in the near distance, the growling engine of a vehicle echoing off the shattered wreckage of the surrounding buildings. 
 
    “Move!” Shawna hissed. “Now!” 
 
    Their feet slapped the pavement as they dashed to the left, running toward the cracked and debris-strewn sidewalk, keeping their heads down as they moved. 
 
    “Car!” Shawna shouted, gesturing toward a black sedan with its two driver’s side tires up on the sidewalk, the passenger tires both flat. It was covered in a thick layer of dust, and several small rocks and pebbles collected on the dented trunk. The three of them swung around the back of the sedan, lowering themselves down under cover as the approaching engine roared even more loudly.  
 
    As Shawna peeked out over the hood of the dirty sedan, she saw the source of the noise, an old Toyota pickup truck, as it came shooting around the corner of the building, engine shouting. The blunt grille of the truck barreled into the front quarter panel of the car with the sprawled corpse spilling out, striking with a shattering crash, throwing the vehicle into a swift left spin. The lifeless body tumbled out, disappearing behind the twisting metal of the car as the truck plowed through and skidded to a loud, screeching halt, tires locking on pavement. 
 
    Shawna pressed her back to the smooth metal of the car, closing her eyes, her heart hammering in her chest. Selanda crouched by the hood of the vehicle, staying low, but peering over its gently sloping shape, one palm pressed to the smooth surface of the vehicle. 
 
    “Selanda!” Shawna hissed in a low, urgent whisper. “Get down.” 
 
    Selanda nodded and ducked down, turning and flattening her back, sitting next to Tristan and Shawna. 
 
    Out in the street, Shawna heard the low scrape and rustle of people climbing out of the back of the flatbed truck, a soft thump of boots and shoes striking pavement. 
 
    “I’m tellin’ ya,” a voice said, “I saw someone.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that, Jules,” another voice said. “But, really, man, who gives a shit? We runnin’ these streets now. Who cares if some bag lady was rootin’ through the trash?” 
 
    “Like you said, Fonz,” the one named Jules replied, “we run these streets. Ain’t nobody walks ’em without our say-so, right?” 
 
    “Bag lady’s a bag lady,” Fonz replied. “Come on, man, we got more important stuff to worry about, right?” 
 
    The low scrape of shoes walking along the pavement got louder as a group of young men moved closer, and Shawna tried to will herself to be invisible, pulling her knees tight to her chest and praying they wouldn’t see her. Glancing over at Tristan, she saw that he held the Bible in his hands, gently stroking its leather cover, his lips moving in silent prayer. All three of them still had their M4 automatics that they’d stolen from the motorcycle gang outside of Kansas City, but she’d seen at least six men in the truck, and even if they all had pistols, she didn’t like their chances. 
 
    “I don’t like people walkin’ my streets, bag lady or not,” Jules growled. 
 
    “Biz sent us on a supply run, man, not as a kill squad. You wanna tell him that we got hung up chasin’ down some random walker? You wanna be the one to break that to him?” 
 
    There was another low scuffle just on the other side of the car. Shawna reached to her right and picked up the M4, carefully cradling it in her hands, her fingers closing around the handle, tucking the weapon close to her. 
 
    “Fonz, don’t be stupid,” Jules replied. “Blizzard ain’t gonna care if we take a few minutes to do some exterminating, right? Today’s bag lady could be tomorrow’s raider.” 
 
    More feet scraped along the pavement and Shawna thought she heard the soft slide of a pistol being removed from a holster. Shawna tightened the grip on her M4 and nodded to Tristan, who slipped his Bible back in his pocket and retrieved his own rifle, with Selanda doing the same, looking quite uncomfortable trying to manage the large weapon. 
 
    Shawna heard the shoe scuffs get louder just to her left and she leaned the opposite way, glaring over at the pavement, watching as a long, gray shadow extended across the road, passing to her left, reaching toward the shoulder. She drew a breath and held it in her lungs, keeping her muscles tense and still. Slowly she let the barrel of her rifle drift left, aiming it in the shadow’s general direction, waiting for someone to venture around the trunk of the car.  
 
    He took another step. In the shadow, she could see him holding a pistol in a low-ready stance, his arms long, his shape lean and contorted as it moved over the contours of the roadway. 
 
    “Jules!” Fonz shouted, with more authority that time. “Get your skinny ass back in the truck. I ain’t gonna explain to Biz why we were late with the supplies!” 
 
    The foot hovered as it started to take another step, gently floating above the pavement. Finally, after what seemed like forever, it withdrew, drifting back beyond the car and setting down on the pavement. 
 
    “All right, all right, Fonz, calm your ass,” Jules said. Shawna continued holding her breath as she heard the steps retreating, then heard the low metal scrape of people climbing into the truck. The engine gunned back to life, tires crunched on loose debris and the echoing engine faded as the vehicle drove away, deeper into the city. 
 
    Shawna blew out a hard breath of air, her shoulders slumping, finally relaxing after being tensed for several moments. 
 
    “That was way too close,” Selanda said, resting her head back against the car. “Who do you think they were?” 
 
    “You remember what the guy outside the city said, right?” Shawna asked, turning and peering over the trunk of the car. “A couple of gangs. The Kingdom and the West Side Posse? Something like that? Said they were working together.” She could see the truck disappearing into the gray smoke, then angling left around a building far in the distance. 
 
    “The guy also said something about a FEMA office, didn’t he?” Selanda asked, pressing her hand to the hood of the car and pushing herself upright. She slung the rifle over one shoulder. “One of those guys was wearing a jacket with the FEMA logo on it. Did you see that?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “They were out looking for supplies,” Tristan said. “I would have thought they’d have all the supplies they needed if they were shacked up at a FEMA camp.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a camp,” Selanda said. “It’s probably an administrative office or something. It’s possible there’s a storage warehouse there or something.” 
 
    Shawna closed her eyes as her stomach growled gently in the now-quiet morning. 
 
    “So where is Eagle Atmospheric from here?” she asked, looking at Selanda, who turned and looked out over the city. 
 
    “It’s just south of the city,” she replied. “A large commercial complex. I—uhh—” 
 
    “What?” Shawna asked firmly. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure how to get there from here. I visited there once when Gossett hosted a regional planning meeting for Project: Heatshield, but I took a limo.” 
 
    “A limo,” Shawna said flatly. 
 
    Selanda blushed, her cheeks blooming in soft red. 
 
    “It was a different time.” 
 
    “Well, Kansas City ain’t exactly New York,” Tristan said, “or Chicago for that matter. I’m sure we can find our way.” 
 
    “The limo passed straight through downtown,” Selanda said, pointing in the same direction that the truck had driven. “Went through the city and toward the zoo, which is actually farther south. If we can get to Route 71, I believe we can follow that down through.” 
 
    Shawna nodded. 
 
    “Then let’s get moving,” she said. “Just take it cautiously. I wouldn’t be surprised if more of those thugs were out and about.” 
 
    The three of them nodded in unison then continued their trek, making their way through the wreckage of downtown Kansas City with an eye toward the future. 
 
    # 
 
    For two hours the trio made their way through the broken, silent city, an arduous slog over shattered concrete, broken glass, a thin layer of soot, silt, and debris. They kept their rifles tight to their bodies, moving in a calculated manner, Shawna leading the way, hesitating to clear the immediate area, while Tristan took the next position, with Selanda covering the rear along the way. 
 
    As they moved deeper into downtown, the destruction became more evident, with windows broken and chunks of super structure knocked free from the explosion of the plane impact with the high-rise hotel. Shawna suspected they were following the path of the pickup truck. They traversed a ragged, uneven gash hacked through the wreckage, as if a large snowplow had driven through it, smashing aside the broken hulks of empty cars and piling up chunks of rock and metal in mounds reminiscent of gray snowbanks along each edge of the road. 
 
    Using buildings for cover, they continued forward, ducking low, moving quickly, trying not to let their eyes linger too long on the bodies and the breakage, but looking just a little too long at each anyway. 
 
    She’d lost track of how many corpses there were. Some bodies slumped in the seats of cars, their roofs and windshields smashed. Twisted figures lay in alleys or on sidewalks, many of them covered by piled debris. Some of the bodies were strangely unmarred, laying out in the open with no visible damage or cause of death. Shawna suspected they might be more gunshot victims from the roaming gangs or, judging by the condition of some of the bodies, perhaps they’d died of dehydration or starvation and had just been left to rot along with the city’s infrastructure. 
 
    Although the three of them had all been in Chicago, the southern part of the city had been relatively undamaged and both Tristan and Shawna moved so briskly through the wreckage that first day, they hadn’t truly stopped to look at their surroundings. 
 
    Kansas City was a charnel house and for their own safety, they’d been required to move slowly and deliberately, and thus had been forced to linger over the death and destruction, much to their dismay. 
 
    She was consistently surprised at just how much damage a single crashed airplane had done, the jet fuel ignition and shock wave impact punishing the surrounding structures with a surprising and violent ferocity. 
 
    Looters and rioters had likely done their fair share of damage as well before the gangs took hold, either driving them away or killing them off. 
 
    “Careful,” Shawna said in a low voice as she approached the corner of a building, pressing her shoulder to the hard concrete and easing herself around the structure. Tristan took a few cautious steps, coming up on her left. “Stay back,” she insisted a bit more strongly. 
 
    “What is it?” Selanda asked. 
 
    Shawna glanced around the corner again, looking off into the distance. She could see the three-story office building ahead, a flat gray-colored structure, lined with forward-facing windows. Some of them were broken, but many were still intact, the rectangular, blocky building almost bunker-like in the low, gray haze of late morning. 
 
    The bottom of the building had several thick, rectangular columns, the front doors tightly closed. Sandbags were set in the front parking lot in wide semicircles, piled three rows high, and she could see the narrow barrels of machine guns resting on top of the barricades. 
 
    Several vehicles were parked in side parking lots, one of them a huge state plow truck. A truck she was certain had been used to clear the wreckage from the city streets, as well as a smaller midsized sedan and the same pickup truck they’d seen a few hours before with the angry young men in the back. Straining to look, she thought she saw at least one military Humvee in the distance as well, and perhaps even a canvas-topped troop transport truck. 
 
    Had that stranger north of the city been right? Had the gangs really killed off National Guard members and set up shop here? It seemed so ridiculous, but at the same time was right in line with everything else she’d seen in the month since Atlas-One plowed into her hometown’s skyline. 
 
    A simple rectangular sign identified the building as the FEMA Region VII Headquarters, and she could see figures moving along the edges of the building, most of them carrying weapons. 
 
    “FEMA,” Shawna whispered. “You were right, Selanda, these gangs have taken over the regional headquarters.” 
 
    “So, anyone within these city limits hoping to get federal aid…” 
 
    “They’re all screwed,” Shawna finished. “More screwed than they were already. FEMA devoted most of their resources to Chicago as it was.” 
 
    A road running east to west separated them from the FEMA building, and cars and debris littered the pavement. The building that had been directly struck by the crashing aircraft was two blocks to the north of where they were, but debris had clearly rained down in a wide, violent arc, crushing vehicles and killing people far away from the point of impact. 
 
    Following the path of the road, she looked left, the multi-lane roadway veering back north, running up alongside some kind of drainage ditch to the immediate west of the paved surface. She could see a large, looming building behind the main administrative FEMA office, and a stone wall creating a firm perimeter around both structures.  
 
    “We should go,” Selanda whispered. “I don’t want to linger around here. If they see us, we’ve got nowhere to go.” 
 
    Shawna remained where she was, still looking at the makeshift compound. She silently counted the walking figures, surprised that there were only a handful of them, wondering just how many men and women were living here. It couldn’t be many. And they were just kids. 
 
    Her fingers closed more tightly around the handle of her M4 as she thought about the supplies that must be inside. Not all of the FEMA regional headquarters had supplies—most of the time it had to be trucked or flown in—but in Kansas City’s case, the structure behind the main office looked suspiciously like a storage facility. 
 
    Was it possible? Were there tons of food and water and medical supplies sitting in a building in the middle of the devastated city? Could they really just turn their backs on that? 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Tristan whispered. “No way, Shawna.” 
 
    She turned and looked at him. 
 
    “We have no idea how many of them are inside. If they killed National Guard members, they’ve got weapons. A lot more than we do.” 
 
    “We’ve got the element of surprise,” Shawna said. “I’m not talking about a full frontal assault. Wait until nightfall, climb the wall, in and out.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” Shawna replied, “but what choice do we have? I’m sick of eating rat meat. Of sharing our one filtered straw to drink water from puddles or dirty rivers. Who knows what sort of bacteria we’ve got growing inside of us right now? Who knows how long we can last on ounces of rancid, seared meat per day?” 
 
    “There’s another way,” Tristan replied. 
 
    “Edmond Gosset will have food,” Selanda said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Shawna demanded. “And even if he does, what makes you think he’ll share it? You’ve spent a week telling us what a terrible man he is.” 
 
    Selanda opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out. 
 
    Tristan extended a hand and placed it on Shawna’s shoulder, squeezing gently. 
 
    “We need to be careful,” he said. “We are in uncharted territory. Even worse, we’re in their territory.” He nodded to the shadowy figures walking along the perimeter of the FEMA building. “I lived on the streets for ten years,” he continued. “I know how boys like that think. This is their city now. They own it. Anyone else is a pest they won’t hesitate to swat.” 
 
    Shawna looked down, closing her open fist, tightening her fingers together until the flesh at her knuckles whitened with the pressure. 
 
    “Rain check,” Tristan offered. “Let’s get to Gossett first. Deal with this second. We have time.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Big T,” Shawna replied, turning to look at him. “Feels like our time is running out.” 
 
    “Lady,” a voice replied from behind them, a low and raspy hiss, “you don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Shawna recognized the speaker immediately as the man called Jules who had jumped out of the pickup truck a few hours earlier. Fonz was behind him with a third young man completing the trio, all three of them holding weapons pointed at the group. Fonz and Jules each held semi-automatic pistols while the third group member held an AR-15-style rifle, the stock pressed to his shoulder, its barrel leveled at her chest. 
 
    “I done told you,” Jules sneered with a crooked grin, glancing back at Fonz. “Someone was followin’ us.” 
 
    “Congrats,” Fonz replied, his mouth a thin line. “Now let’s bag their asses and take ’em inside. Biz will want to talk to ’em.” 
 
    “What does Biz want to talk to ’em for?” Jules asked. “A buncha homeless rejects like all the others. We just shoot ’em in the streets, right?” 
 
    Fonz stepped forward, his narrowed, dark eyes moving from Shawna to Tristan to Selanda, where they lingered, focused on her for a long moment. 
 
    “Put the rifles down,” he said, glaring at them. Shawna didn’t move immediately, instead standing there with the M4 held across her chest, the other two following her lead. Fonz’s expression darkened. “I said put the rifles down,” he growled, lips curling into an angry scowl. “We put bullets in a couple hundred just like you since this went down. Ain’t nothin’ stopping us from doing it again.” 
 
    Shawna removed her hand from the hand guard and held her palm out in a calming gesture as she lowered herself to the street, slowly resting her rifle on the pavement. On each side of her Tristan and Selanda followed suit, all of them setting their weapons down and standing slowly, their hands lifted. 
 
    Fonz looked at Selanda again. 
 
    "You might be right,” Fonz said, taking a step toward the woman. “She don’t look like any homeless reject I ever seen. Look at her pants. Her shoes.” 
 
    Selanda shifted uncomfortably, pressing her palms to the thighs of her dress slacks. 
 
    “Where you from, rich lady?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Selanda replied quietly. “Everything I had is gone, just like the rest of you. Nobody is rich. Not anymore.” 
 
    Jules snickered, looking back at Fonz. 
 
    “Nothin’ levels the playing field like a good old-fashioned apocalypse, huh, Fonzie?” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Fonz replied. “Two months ago, I’m betting rich bitch here wouldn’t have spit on me if my hair was on fire. Now? I gotta gun on her. I could shoot her dead and there ain’t nobody in the world left to give a shit.” 
 
    Jules cackled, showing gleaming teeth. 
 
    “Everyone wringing their hands,” Jules said, “this is the best damn thing that ever happened to us.” 
 
    “Just take it easy,” Shawna said, her hands still raised. “We’ll go where you want to go. No need to get violent.” 
 
    Jules looked at her, his dark, intense stare immediately making her uncomfortable. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that, pretty lady,” he said, his eyes moving slowly up and down, seeming to absorb every inch of her. “Last thing on my mind when I look at you is violence.” 
 
    Shawna glowered back at him and opened her lips to retort before she thought better of it. 
 
    “So, how about it?” Jules asked. “Wanna give me a few minutes of your time? Make it worth your while.” He grinned and took a step closer, lifting his pistol and using the barrel to push back a strand of her dark hair. She closed both fists, feeling the ragged ends of her broken fingernails digging hard into her palms. Looking over his shoulder, she saw Fonz sneering at her while the third man held his rifle level, pointed at Tristan and Selanda. 
 
    Shawna took a breath and silently counted to five, trying to calm herself down from her pent-up rage. 
 
    “Tell you what,” she said quietly, flexing her coiled fists. “Let my friends go, and I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    Jules’s grin widened and he looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    “You hear that, Fonz? Anything we want.” He turned and looked back at her, but his grin was gone, his brow furrowed deep between dark eyes. “Lady, we can do whatever we want anyway.” He shoved the barrel of the pistol forward, digging the round metal hard into her cheek. Shawna winced and moved her head slightly, trying to keep from stepping backwards. It suddenly felt very important for her to hold her ground. 
 
    “Just step back, young man,” Tristan said, his voice low, but edged with a hard, sharp blade. “Let’s not do anything you’d regret.” 
 
    “Old man, I don’t know the meaning of the word. I ain’t had a regret in my life.” 
 
    “First time for everything,” Shawna replied in a low voice, immediately regretting the words. Jules’s reaction was swift, sudden, and immediate. He drew the pistol back, tightened his grip, then lashed out with a swift backhand, slamming the weapon into Shawna’s right temple. Her head snapped back as flares burst behind her eyes, sending her plunging toward the pavement. 
 
    She extended her hands, palms biting into the hard road and pain racing from her wrists to her elbows and up through her back. Tristan moved immediately, lunging forward, taking Jules by surprise as a guttural, almost primal scream split his cracked lips. 
 
    Tristan’s hands struck Jules in the chest, sending him stumbling, and the back of his legs struck Shawna’s bent-over form, momentum carrying him over backwards. Lurching forward, Shawna grasped for the rifle that she’d set on the ground just as Jules slammed to the pavement spine first, a raspy grunt bursting from tightened lips. 
 
    “Son of a—” Fonz shouted, turning toward Tristan, pistol moving. The third man with the rifle took an uncertain step, starting to bring the AR-15 around, barrel swiveling toward Tristan. 
 
    Selanda lunged forward, wrapping her arms around the neck of the man with the rifle, tightening a fierce grip and pulling him off balance. After what seemed like forever, Shawna finally clamped her hands around the discarded rifle and pulled it close, rolling onto her left hip and bringing it around. Fonz’s pistol pointed at Tristan’s back as Tristan bent over the fallen form of Jules, lifting a fist to strike him again. 
 
    She fired three shots, not wanting to go full auto for fear of catching her friends in the crossfire, and all three rounds plowed headlong into Fonz, sending him into a spasm of frenzied jerks as the deafening echoes of the rifle shots lifted into the air. Tristan pounded a fist down onto Jules’s face, his voice still a twisting growl of animal rage. 
 
    Meanwhile, the third man wrestled free of Selanda and shoved her hard with one hand, sending her sprawling back onto the pavement, her back striking hard as her momentum carried her into a clumsy sideways roll. He shouldered the AR-15 and aimed it at her, but Shawna adjusted her own rifle and fired twice more, both shots skimming wide to the right. That threw off his aim enough that he punched four bullets into the empty pavement, kicking up chunks of asphalt and a fine mist of broken pavement. 
 
    “Tristan!” Shawna shouted, clambering to her feet and hooking her fingers in the collar of his jacket. “Let’s go!” 
 
    A chorus of angry, urgent shouts bellowed from the FEMA building behind them as Jules wiped a smear of blood away from his face, glaring up at them. Selanda started moving toward them. 
 
    “Run!” Shawna barked, waving her off. “Just run!” 
 
    “Not without you!” she shouted from several yards away. Gunfire chattered in the parking lot behind them and the wall of the building burst into ragged chunks. Shawna kicked the pistol out of Jules’s hands as the third man turned back toward her with his rifle raised. Tristan dove to the ground as Shawna fired two more shots, sending the man scrambling toward a car for cover. 
 
    “Selanda!” Shawna screamed again, the other woman frozen in the middle of the street. “Get the hell out of here!” 
 
    “I—I—” 
 
    The man popped up from behind the car, his rifle pointing at Selanda and Tristan was forced to fire Jules’ discarded pistol, drilling holes into the side back window of the car he was behind. He ducked for a brief moment and Selanda finally relented, turning and sprinting away down the road, looking back over her shoulder. 
 
    Shawna pressed her back to the wall, taking deep breaths. Her heart hammered and she could feel cool sweat covering her forehead. More gunfire ratcheted, chewing up pavement to her right and the brick building bursting open further under the barrage. 
 
    Almost in slow motion, she saw the man come back over the rear of the car, weapon in hand. Shouldering the M4, she switched it to full auto and held down the trigger, unleashing the rest of the extended magazine in a chattering bellow of 5.56-millimeter fire. The hood puckered and thunked under the bright, sparking ricochets and the man with the AR-15 shouted, going over backwards, struck by at least one round and Shawna hoped even more. 
 
    “Drainage ditch!” she gasped through choking breaths, trying to speak through the rapid thrum of her pounding heart. Throwing herself forward into a sprint, she charged toward the car as gunfire drew even louder behind her. She cast a long look down the road where Selanda had run, knowing that if she and Tristan followed her lead, they’d be out in the open and easy pickings for whoever was now behind them. 
 
    Reinforcements had come from the FEMA building, and she had no doubt they would be too much for her and Tristan to handle alone. Ducking behind the car, she winced as bullets pounded into the metal and plastic, shattering glass and spraying jagged shards over her and Tristan’s heads. They angled left, staying in bent-leg postures, then ran across the street, keeping their heads down as barks of fire chased them from behind. 
 
    Whining ricochets and rooster tails of crushed road stitched along to their right, but they ran as fast as they could, swiftly approaching the sidewalk, keeping their eyes on the downward slope of grated concrete ahead. 
 
    “Just keep running!” she gasped, and Tristan nodded, holding the pistol in his hand as he ran, her with the M4 tucked tight under her arm. Shouting voices grew louder and she lurched forward and right, slamming hard into Tristan’s back and sending them both pitching forward over the edge of the sidewalk to tumble down into the drainage culvert running alongside the two-lane road. 
 
    # 
 
    “Shawna! We need to go! Now!” 
 
    She pressed her palms to the hard ground, a haze of dizzy confusion clutching at her. Shouts echoed from somewhere nearby and fingers grasped and clutched at her shoulder. 
 
    “We need to go!” Tristan shouted again, pulling her to her feet. Slowly things clarified around her and she saw that they’d made the jump into the drainage culvert, a deep ditch running along the side of the road through the guts of Kansas City, its cement floor and sloped walls separating them from the roads above. As she climbed clumsily to her feet, trying to get her bearings, she could vaguely make out the circular openings of underground tunnels heading into the maintenance areas beneath the city streets. 
 
    “How long?” Shawna asked groggily, letting Tristan pull her to her feet as scuffling footfalls came from above. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Seconds,” Tristan shouted, wrenching her up and forward, shoving her along the hard ground, forcing her into a clumsy, stumbling run. She glanced back, seeing that he had the M4 rifle in his hand and she nodded, picking up the pace and running forward. Her palms stung and she could feel pebbles and small rocks embedded in her flesh. The raw, scraped skin of her elbows radiated hot agony. 
 
    “You hit your head when you went over the edge,” Tristan said, “but snapped right out of it. We need to keep moving!” 
 
    “There! Over there!” voices shouted from the upper ridge of the city street. The drainage culvert was a wide, low trench, evenly cut through the eastern perimeter of the city, with several large round tunnel entrances formed in the concrete slopes to their right. 
 
    “Head down!” Tristan shouted, pressing his hand to Shawna’s back and pushing her forward as weapons fire chattered from the sidewalk above them. The sloped concrete wall to their left exploded, chunks of broken culvert spraying over them as they ran, a fine dust clinging in their hair and on their skin. 
 
    Keeping his hand to her back, he guided her to the right, moving toward the curved surface of the right-side wall, ducking as more bullets pelted the ground at their feet. Up ahead, the gaping, dark mouth of a maintenance entrance loomed before them, a metal grid gate covering its surface. An abandoned truck sat askew in the middle of the culvert, all four tires removed, the truck just sitting there, rust-covered and empty, its paint worn off, looking as though it had been there for decades. 
 
    They ducked behind the bed of the truck as more rounds chewed up concrete, then bracketed the metal hide of the vehicle, showering sparks and rust-flecked chunks into the air.  
 
    “Over there!” Tristan said through sharp gasps, pointing across the culvert to the round opening ahead. More shots echoed, then there was a brief gap and he lunged forward, shoving Shawna into a loping run, ducking as more shots burst from the edge of the road. Shawna picked up speed, charging toward the gate, then wrapped her fingers around the rusted metal, pulling hard. Tristan ran into her, pressing her tight against the opening as more rounds advanced along the ground behind him. 
 
    Tristan shouldered the M4, pointing the barrel at the latch of the gate, which was blurring in and out of focus in Shawna’s vision. He pulled the trigger, the rifle kicking with the sharp snap of a gunshot. Concrete blistered and shattered apart, the padlock twisting away from the latch, and the gate popped open, revealing a narrow gap between it and the opening behind. 
 
    “Get in, get in, get in,” Tristan urged, his chest heaving with heavy, gasping breaths as Shawna slid between the gate and the wall, working her way into the darkened maintenance tunnel. Tristan slipped in after her, yanking the gate closed with an echoing bang. 
 
    Out in the drainage ditch, he heard the fading echo of more gunfire. Voices shouted somewhere in the distance, shouts that were quickly getting closer as the men from the FEMA headquarters gave chase. Tristan turned away and moved into the darkness, following Shawna along the rounded tunnel, their sneakered feet splashing in the low water. 
 
    # 
 
    The inside of the FEMA Region VII headquarters no longer resembled what it was a month ago. Cubicles had been torn down, the desks disassembled and used as barricades on several of the doors leading to the outside. There was a large window overlooking the front parking lot but it had been smashed out, desks tipped over in front creating a makeshift gun nest. When Blizzard’s crew had overrun the National Guard, they’d stolen the massive fifty-caliber roof-mounted heavy machine gun and perched it among the tipped desks, pointing the long, thick barrel out over the parking lot. 
 
    In the several weeks since taking over the building, members of the Kingdom and the West Side Posse had come together, forming a group of two or three dozen to hold down the fort at the regional headquarters. A few of them were stationed near the shattered rear wall at all times while others patrolled the front entrances, ensuring a small group was carved aside for supply runs and longer-distance security. 
 
    It had come together surprisingly quickly and surprisingly well, though it certainly helped that Blizzard’s gang had access to tactical gear they’d stolen from the National Guard. 
 
    Bradford “Blizzard” Izario sat in a comfortable high-backed office chair, reclining slightly, his fingers steepled in front of him. It was almost comical, him sitting in the chief administrator’s office, a room once lavishly decorated with rich woods, framed diplomas, and a tall cabinet with liquor and heavy books. 
 
    The liquor had been gone within twenty-four hours of them taking over the building, and the books had all been tossed in a fire in the rear parking lot alongside the corpses of the men and women who used to work in the office. The Kingdom had been swift and brutal in their takeover, showing no hesitation and no mercy to the staff and personnel who had been inside. 
 
    “Tell it to me again,” Izario said, his eyes narrowing at the man standing in the doorframe. 
 
    “They ran into the maintenance tunnels,” Jules replied, pulling the palm of his hand over his face, wiping away streaks of gathered blood. His nose was bent and misshapen, his left eye swollen and bruised, but unlike Fonz, he was still alive. 
 
    “Fonzie’s dead?” Blizzard asked, tapping his fingertips together. 
 
    Jules nodded. 
 
    “I thought we taught him better than that,” he snarled, pushing himself up from the chair, sending it rolling across the smooth floor. “Who are these people?” 
 
    Jules shrugged. 
 
    “I dunno, boss. They followed us through the city. We circled around and penned them in, but they had M4 carbines, man, military shit. The skinny dude, he knew how to fight.” Jules touched his broken nose and winced slightly. 
 
    “Did you send a team in after them?” Blizzard asked. “Our agreement with the Posse is good, but it’s thin. If they know we’re letting dirtbags kill our men and walk away, it’ll make ’em a little bit bolder. We can’t have that.” 
 
    “You think they’d try something?” Jules asked. “We got a good thing going here. With that warehouse of supplies out back, we got enough chow to last a good, long while.” 
 
    “Yeah, and if the Posse killed all of us Kingdom dudes, they’d have half the mouths to feed. Get me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get you,” Jules replied. “Anyway, yeah, we sent a few guys into the tunnels after them, but hell, those tunnels are a maze all under the city. I think some of ’em run right through the basement of this building. We don’t have a lot of guys. Finding them won’t be easy.” 
 
    Blizzard lowered his chin, crossing his muscled arms over his chest. 
 
    “Put three men in the basement,” he said. “Make sure there’s no easy access to the building through there. See if we’ve got three more who can check the tunnels. Just gotta do the best we can for now.” 
 
    “I’ll see what we can do.” Jules started to turn. 
 
    “Whatever you do,” Blizzard continued, and Jules halted, turning to look over his shoulder. “Do it quietly. I don’t want the Posse to find out. We didn’t escape from Lansing just to get shot in the back by people who said they was friends, you got me?” 
 
    “I got you,” Jules said. “I’ll be subtle.” 
 
    Blizzard nodded, holding Jules’ eyes with his own, until Jules finally turned back around and walked from the office out into the open former cubicle farm. Izario drew in a deep, steadying breath, walking to the tall cabinet in the corner and easing the door opened. He stared inside, depressed that the liquor was gone, hoping by some miracle that maybe some fresh stuff had reappeared. Their supply runs had been relatively fruitful, bringing back canned food, bottled water, and even several cases of beer, but he’d always preferred the harder stuff over the typical skunk piss and while his men and the Posse had happily chugged their forties and plowed through the cases of Budweiser, Coors, and Miller Light, he felt thirsty for something harder and stronger. 
 
    Inside the cabinet was his own automatic rifle, a Bushmaster ACR chambered in 5.56 millimeter, a nice tactical rifle they’d stolen from a corpse they’d found in the streets of the city. Izario wasn’t sure who the corpse was—the Bushmaster wasn’t military issue—but he could hardly complain. The Adaptive Combat Rifle was a hell of a weapon, and he’d immediately taken ownership, much to the frustration of the West Side Posse members who had been with him. 
 
    The Posse and the Kingdom had been at odds for much of Izario’s life and it felt weird to be working alongside them now.  
 
    He suspected that if Markie, the guy who had been leading the West Side Posse for eight years, had been around, circumstances might have been much different. But no one had seen Markie since everything went sideways, and his subordinates had reluctantly agreed to the tenuous relationship. A relationship Izario was willing to take full advantage of while he could, knowing it wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    His eyes moved up and down the length of the rifle and he smiled. He’d make it through this, no matter what. He wouldn’t let the Posse stand in his way, and he sure as hell wouldn’t let three random strangers from the streets stand in his way. The city was his, and he planned on keeping it that way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Helen asked, turning to look at Joel, her eyes narrowing. “You used to do this for fun?” She looked back over the shimmering surface of the lake and let the fishing pole drift a bit, watching as the slack line floated in the air, the hook below the surface of the water. There was no sign of movement, no sign of any life whatsoever in the water. They could hear the gentle chirp of birds and soft clicking of insects in the trees behind and around them, but to all appearances, the lake was still and quiet. 
 
    Joel let his rod dip a bit, playing out the line, then reeled it in briefly and let it go slack again, moving the hook around in the water. 
 
    “My grandfather loved it,” he said. “He’d spend a few hours every day fishing. Taught me how to make this contraption that holds the rods in the water, six of them at once, then rings a bell when there’s a bite. He’d usually work in the garden while the rods were in the rack and wait until he heard the bell to go see what was on the hook.” 
 
    Helen’s brow furrowed and she smiled crookedly. 
 
    “Your grandfather was weird.” 
 
    “You should have been with us when we used handmade black powder. Threw a few makeshift sticks of dynamite into the lake, then watched three dozen fish float to the surface after it blew.” 
 
    “Handmade black powder?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Handmade. Grandpa Robinson was ready for anything.” 
 
    The words hung in the air as they stared ahead at the lake, both of them knowing what words remained unsaid. 
 
    Not anything. Nobody had been truly ready for anything. They stood, him playing out the fishing line a bit, reeling, then letting the line go loose, then reeling back again. Joel took in a long breath, his eyes easing closed as he felt the warmth on his face. There was still the persistent cloud cover above and the network of lightning in the sky, but the air was warm, and he could sense the sun up above them somewhere. 
 
    For a short moment in time, for that one single second, things felt almost normal. Like he was out by the lake by choice, not necessity, doing something he wanted to do instead of something that he was forced to do out of sheer survival. Finding the town had been a stroke of luck, a lucky break of the sort they hadn’t had since leaving South Brisbane and part of him couldn’t believe it. Another part of him was just expecting another shoe to suddenly drop. 
 
    All that being said, he had no desire to stay there forever. Helen already seemed remarkably comfortable, a fact that both concerned him and frightened him. He’d seen Tetrault as a temporary stop—a place to hang their hats for a couple of days so they could rest, but a place they would be leaving again, sooner rather than later. 
 
    In talking to Cody and others who were more or less in charge of Tetrault, Joel and Helen had volunteered their services, asking for a possible place to stay in exchange for helping them around town, and Cody had eagerly accepted. While they were doing pretty well with the local family farms and food stores, Cody had expressed a quiet apprehension about how long some of the food might last, and asked Joel for some advice. 
 
    With his background at his grandfather’s cabin, Joel had volunteered them for fishing, and to his surprise, Cody had taken him up on it. Now, he and Helen had spent a few hours by the lakeside, enjoying rare moments of peace as they dragged the water for trout, perch, and bass. 
 
    They’d had luck already, or Joel had anyway, a basket behind him filled with nearly a dozen fish of various sizes and weights. It had been a pleasant, quiet reprieve, but had done little to still the whirlwind of worry twisting around in Joel’s busy mind. There were many things that concerned him about the place. The town had seemed insular, a tight-knit, protective group, which was good for the residents, but not so good for outsiders like them. There was also the matter of Bobcat and his crew at the distribution warehouse. Wherever he and Helen went, trouble seemed to lurk around the corner, and he had no desire to put down roots in a place within spitting distance of a known troublemaker and his own personal army comprised of Army deserters and criminals. That was a problem just waiting to happen, and Joel had just about had his fill of problems. 
 
    But in the meantime, he tried to shut that all out and enjoy the rare moments of peace and quiet. 
 
    Helen had caught a single fish so far, a tiny four-pound bass that Joel had instructed her to toss back into the water so they could catch it when it had gotten a little bigger. 
 
    “This is the sort of stuff families did to bond before there were cell phones, Internet, and video games,” Joel said, feeling a gentle tug on his line. He let the line draw out a bit, then jerked back, twisting the reel a couple of times. 
 
    “Thank God for the twenty-first century,” Helen replied. 
 
    “I hate to break it to you,” Joel said, “but it’s not the twenty-first century anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    Joel gently licked his lips, thirsty for something other than water, but he tried to shut that thought out of his mind. He hadn’t had a drop of alcohol since Helen had given him the Bud Light she’d found in the wreckage of the airplane, and while he’d spent much of his time being distracted enough not to notice, these moments of extended stillness only served to remind him of what he was missing. 
 
    It wasn’t just the beer. He missed the acrid taste of nicotine and filtered cigarettes as well. He had three left and had almost immediately regretted sharing one with Cody when they’d first met, but knew that simple act of kindness had likely earned them their chance of rest within the small community. Joel closed his eyes to try and remember those tastes. The remaining cigarettes were in the last pack, which sat in his EDC bag that laid in the grass next to the basket of fish. Less than ten feet away. 
 
    Suddenly Helen’s rod jerked and jolted forward, the line growing taut, a sudden thrashing in the water about three feet from shore. 
 
    “Woah!” she shouted, taking an uncertain step forward, her foot slipping a bit on the grass. 
 
    “Hold on to it!” Joel encouraged, bending over to set down his rod, scrambling to the right and reaching around her to get his hands on the rod. “You got it!” 
 
    He clutched the rod tight in his left hand, pressing his right hand over hers, guiding her to reel in the line. 
 
    “Gentle,” Joel said, easing her hand, which was clenched tightly around the reel. “You’re inviting the fish in, not ripping it from its home.” The line tugged and the reel kicked out, letting a length of line fly. Joel tightened his grip around Helen’s hands and forced her to reel the line back in, pulling the pole back, bending it slightly near the top. 
 
    For several moments, Joel stood just behind her, guiding her hands, helping her reel, letting the fish tug the line, before yanking it back to try and set the hook. Finally, after a few minutes of battling, he stepped away and nodded at her, and she pulled the pole toward her, reeling heavily as the line cranked back. 
 
    There was a splash in the water and a huge bass sprang free, twisting on the end of the line, throwing lake water in a wide circle around its thrashing body. 
 
    “On the shore, on the shore!” Joel said, directing her to turn and set the fish down in the grass. Helen nodded, stepping right and turning, thumping the writhing fish into the grass, letting it flop desperately, gills flexing. 
 
    “Go get it,” Joel said, nodding toward the fish. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go get it.” 
 
    Helen’s nose twisted, her mouth contorting. 
 
    “It’s all scales and slime,” she said. 
 
    “You helped me gut a deer, for crying out loud,” Joel replied. “Go get the fish.” 
 
    Helen scrunched up her face, but strode toward the fish, which was still jerking in the grass, though slowly and more softly than it had been. Standing next to it, she lowered herself down and slowly extended her hands, cupping the moving fish. 
 
    “Ew,” she choked, jerking her hands back and letting the bass thump back onto the ground. 
 
    “You can do it,” Joel coaxed, a crooked smirk on his face. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this way too much,” Helen replied, though she drew in a breath and picked up the fish again. It had stopped squirming, though its gills still flexed in and out. 
 
    “Now take the hook out,” Joel said, crouching next to her and gesturing to where the fishing line ended within the creature’s pulsing mouth. 
 
    Helen chewed her lip and pinched her fingers around the hook, gently moving it back and forth. 
 
    “Ew, ew, ew, ew,” she whispered, but eventually the hook pulled free and she jerked back again, dropping the fish, though it just lay still in the grass. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard,” Joel congratulated, patting her on the back and pushing himself to a standing posture. “Grab it and drop it in the basket, I think we’ve got enough for one trip.” 
 
    He turned to walk back toward where the basket was sitting on the grass next to his Every Day Carry bag. Above him there was a shift in light, the sky darkening slightly, and he lifted his head, looking up toward the clouds. A sudden, wicked shaft of light burst from the sky, ripping through the upper atmosphere and slamming down somewhere in the distance, a bolt of lightning so bright and fierce Joel could have sworn he felt the hair on his arms stand and smelled the faint odor of ozone lingering in the air. 
 
    “Good Lord,” he whispered, squinting as the afterimage of the lightning softly faded in the distance. He heard a soft sound behind him and he turned. Helen stood in the grass a short distance behind him, the bass still clutched in her hands. Her eyes were wide, her mouth hanging open as she looked past him toward the horizon. 
 
    “Hey,” Joel said softly, walking toward her, putting a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay.” Her face was pale, her lower lip quivering slightly, and for the first time in a long time Joel realized just how young she was. Helen had been right by his side since they’d left Louisiana, doing things no fourteen-year-old should be expected to do. He’d almost forgotten that she was still a child. 
 
    But with her fear-stricken eyes, her pale, quivering face, it all came back to him in startling reality. 
 
    Lowering to one knee, Joel put his hands on both of her shoulders. 
 
    “Helen,” he said softly. 
 
    “Where did it touch down?” she asked. “That looked close.” 
 
    “Somewhere on the other side of the lake,” Joel replied. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “It just came from nowhere,” she replied shakily. “That was closer than any of the others I’ve seen. It didn’t look normal.” 
 
    “Nothing about this is normal,” Joel tried to reassure her, but knew that he was failing miserably. “We can’t let fear control our actions.” He could see the glisten of tears in her eyes and saw her bite her lip, trying to keep them from flowing. For over a month she’d held it together, helped hunt, helped keep them safe. She’d killed men, almost without hesitation, and now, after a single vicious lightning bolt, she looked as though she might just break apart. 
 
    “We can do this, Helen, okay? We can. It’s just lightning. Same as it always was.” 
 
    “It’s not.” A single tear broke loose and ran down her cheek, the first crack in a dam that Joel was worried would burst open. It wasn’t just the lightning; he was sure of that. It was the culmination of everything building to that point—the lightning was just the final straw that threatened to break her back. 
 
    “You’re right,” Joel finally said. “It’s not. I won’t lie. Nothing is the same as it was, I don’t have to tell you that. But trust me when I say that even in this new world—or especially in this new world—we have to meet our fears head-on or we’ll never make it through this.” 
 
    Helen nodded softly. 
 
    “Were you afraid in the mining town when those men captured you? Were you afraid in the wreckage of the airplane when the men with guns burst in? Were you afraid as the hurricane bore down on us in South Brisbane?” 
 
    Helen nodded, a bit more firmly. 
 
    “What did you do? You looked your fear in the eyes. You stared it down and did what you knew you had to do, and because of that we’ve stayed alive.” 
 
    Helen cleared her throat softly, holding the fish to her chest in some sort of strange attempt at comfort. 
 
    “We’d never have made it this far without you,” Joel said. “We can’t keep making it without you, either. I—” He hesitated for a second, letting his eyes drift closed. After a few beats he opened them again. “I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    That seemed to get her attention. Her eyes went from shimmering glass to a harder focus, narrowing as she looked at him. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    She looked uncertain of how to respond, standing in the grass, her eyes once again leaving his and looking out over the water, trying to see something that wasn’t there. Helen sniffed hard and he could feel her stiffen slightly under his palm. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I’m okay.” Joel stood, watching as she walked forward, bending over and dropping the fish in the basket with the others. Joel picked up the basket and the two of them walked toward the horses tied to a tree nearby to begin to head down to town. 
 
    # 
 
    Horse hooves thudded on the packed dirt road as Helen and Joel made their way back toward downtown Tetrault. It was barely a downtown, truth be told. The reality was little more than a scattered collection of houses, plus the school and the church, but to the residents here it was their central gathering place. A town built from blood and bone much more than stone and brick. Joel appreciated that perspective. 
 
    He rode Dirtbag, sitting back on the saddle, the basket of fish ahead of him, precariously balanced between his body and the horse’s neck, but balanced just the same. Helen rode along next to him on Maggie, and like clockwork, the trustworthy stray dog clicked along the side of the road, hovering a little bit behind them, but matching their pace. 
 
    Joel couldn’t help but smile, looking back at the mangy mutt, a gray-furred mixed breed, probably weighing around thirty pounds soaking wet, but as fierce as a rabid Doberman. His ears still perked, one of them missing a ragged chunk of flesh and cartilage, and he remembered the animal leaping at Ali and tearing a wet scrap of flesh from his arm. 
 
    His fight with the Albanian soldier had been fierce and hard, but the dog had likely saved his life, in his own strange way. As his eyes moved from the dog to Helen, he could see that her jaw was clenched tight, fingers coiled around the reins as if holding on for dear life, her posture rigid and stiff on the back of the horse. 
 
    The horizon beyond was sprawling farmland and Joel could see a tan house in the distance, flanked by grain silos, several figures working in the fields. To the right of the house was a fenced-off pasture with a few horses, and two larger horses were pulling a manual plow along the fields closer to where they walked. 
 
    It was unlike any farm he’d seen in recent memory. No tractors, no heavy machinery, not even a pickup truck in view, just old-school muscle and hard work. As he watched the horses meandering around the fenced-off pasture he couldn’t help but think back to his sister-in-law’s house. She had a horse farm and a riding school; it was where they’d gotten the two horses they were riding now. 
 
    Shortly after the hurricane made landfall, he’d tried and failed to reach out to her, cellular service all but non-existent. He’d written her a note and left it at her house, but knowing how she’d felt about him, especially since his family’s deaths, he doubted a written note would absolve him of his sins. 
 
    He wondered if anyone would have any interest in riding schools these days, or were those horses left behind now so much dinner in the guts of South Brisbane residents? 
 
    “Helen?” he asked, looking at the girl. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “Fine,” she replied curtly. 
 
    “What’s eating you?” 
 
    She didn’t look at him, just stared straight ahead, continuing to clench her fists around the horse’s reins. He could see the butt of the SIG stuffed into her belt within easy reach, her own slender EDC bag strapped tight around her narrow shoulders. 
 
    “I’m good,” she replied unconvincingly. 
 
    Joel tugged on Dirtbag’s reins, slowing the horse a bit and bringing him closer to Maggie. 
 
    “Seriously, kid,” he said. “I don’t want you distracted. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “About…about back there. With the lightning.” 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” 
 
    “Acting like a kid.” 
 
    “You are a kid.” 
 
    She turned toward him, her fierce glare burning into his flesh. 
 
    “There’s no such thing these days,” she said briskly. “Childhood is now a myth. An old legend. It no longer exists, and I need to grow up.” 
 
    “Helen, don’t be so hard on yourself,” Joel replied. “This is an impossible situation. I don’t expect you to—” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Helen interrupted. “You should expect me to. I expect myself to. I can handle things, and I don’t need a babysitter.” 
 
    Joel smiled softly, amused by her fierce resilience. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked, her brow deeply furrowed. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “Nothing’s funny. I don’t mean to laugh.” 
 
    Her expression only darkened further, and they continued moving in silence, Joel keeping his eyes facing front as Helen was next to him. Several moments passed as they moved, the only sounds the thudding clops of horse hooves and the whispering songs of birds in the trees. He could hear the low sound of voices in the distance, he figured from the surrounding farms, then there was the deep, mournful low of a cow. 
 
    “Just remember what I said,” Joel finally said, looking to break the silence. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done this without you. I’ve had my share of breakdowns along the way, I just do it when you’re sleeping.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes, her mouth tilting into a soft, crooked smile as the hard shell of her anger gently cracked. 
 
    “You’re such a fraud,” she said quietly. 
 
    She was right, of course. Joel was just as guilty as she was of twisting up his emotions into a tight ball and shoving it deep beneath a hard exterior, desperate to keep it hidden from the world. In that way, he and Helen were similar, more similar than he cared to admit, like two sides of the same coin. 
 
    They’d both lost something very important to them, things they hadn’t appropriately appreciated while they’d had them, and now they had to find a way to lead their lives with only memories and the knowledge that they’d never be able to tell those they lost how they really felt about them. 
 
    He’d been a terrible father; he knew that now. And Helen, he was sure, had her own share of regrets about how she’d treated her own father. 
 
    Still, their problems seemed small and insignificant as they rode their horses beneath the sprawling clouds streaking with staccato lightning, an almost world-ending weather pattern that consumed all thoughts and feelings, making things like lost fathers, lost wives, and lost daughters feel all but inconsequential. 
 
    But they weren’t. Joel couldn’t feel the entire world’s pain. He couldn’t even feel America’s pain, or the town’s, for that matter. He could only feel his own, and even five years after the fact, it was a ragged, raw, and festering wound in his soul.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, watching as the large farm grew smaller in the distance, the horses carrying them a bit faster as they approached a bend in the dirt road ahead. Trees grew thicker and higher, barricading the dirt passage and blocking the meadows beyond from view. 
 
    “So, how many horses?” Joel asked spontaneously as they continued along the dirt road. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Horses. Back at the farm we just passed. How many were there?” 
 
    Helen was quiet for a moment, looking at him. 
 
    He looked back at her. 
 
    “Preparation is only part of the formula,” he said, recalling one of the lessons his grandfather had hammered into him over the years. “Preparation and awareness go hand in hand, and you can’t have one without the other. You have to have situational awareness at all times, or everything we’ve prepared for will be for nothing.” 
 
    “Do you ever not teach?” Helen asked. 
 
    “When it comes to survival, I can’t afford not to teach,” Joel said. “We’re relying heavily on each other. If I’m not paying attention, you could pay the price, and vice versa.” 
 
    Helen nodded, but didn’t reply. 
 
    “We joke about it,” Joel continued, “but it’s no joke. This is life-or-death. If I can’t count on you to—” 
 
    “Nine,” Helen said quietly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nine,” she repeated. “There were nine horses. Three brown, four black, two that were a white and brown palomino mix. Two black were at the east side of the pasture, one palomino and two brown were at the north side, the other brown and other palomino were southwest. Two last black horses were pulling the plow in the field. There were six people: two of them steering the horses pulling the plow, three in the corn field, and one standing in the open barn door supervising. None of them appeared to be armed, though I’m betting the one in the barn door had a weapon in easy reach. He was watching us with eagle eyes the whole time.” 
 
    Joel tightened his grip on Dirtbag’s reins, encouraging the horse to pick up his pace a bit. His lip turned up into a crooked smile, but he made sure his horse was ahead of Helen’s so she wouldn’t see it. 
 
    “Not bad,” he replied quietly. “We’ll get you there yet.” 
 
    Helen’s own mouth was smiling, knowing by the sound of his voice that Joel was impressed. 
 
    As they continued toward the bend in the road, more voices carried on the wind, but closer to them than the ones on the farm. Joel could tell that there were people around the corner, and the people sounded as though they were having quite a spirited discussion. 
 
    “Go careful,” he whispered, tugging the reins and slowing Dirtbag down just a little. “You hear those voices, right?” 
 
    Helen nodded, holding tight to her own reins with one hand while her other drifted to the pistol stuffed into her belt. Joel tugged the strap of the AR-31 over his shoulder, which held the bolt-action rifle close to his back, though he didn’t yet unsling it. They guided their horses around the bend, moving slowly, but not concealing their motions. 
 
    As the dirt passage angled left, it opened up wider, the trees growing thicker along each side, and up ahead, they could see a small, tightly grouped throng of men blocking the way, their backs facing them. On the other side of the makeshift roadblock was a man driving an old John Deere tractor, a piece of farming equipment which looked to be at least fifty years old. It chortled softly in the quiet air. 
 
    “I said cut the engine, old man,” one of the men blocking the road said. “You’re wasting gas!” 
 
    “This beast runs on tractor fuel!” the old man shouted from the seat of the vehicle. “It’s all pre-mixed. Won’t do anyone any good.” 
 
    “I’m betting we could find a use for it.” 
 
    The men stretching along the road were blocking all passage and two of them held rifles at their hips, not holding them in a threatening posture, but making it very clear that they had them. The farmer on the tractor narrowed his eyes as he looked over the heads of the men and saw both Joel and Helen approaching on horseback. 
 
    “Listen,” the old man on the tractor continued, “I’m gonna use this tractor to plow the fields and gather grain for the good of the town. It’s for the benefit of all—” 
 
    “Not for our benefit,” one of the men replied. 
 
    “You had your chance, boy,” the old man spat back. “Cody went to your crew and offered you—” 
 
    “Offered us?” the man shouted back. “Were you even there, pops? He didn’t make an offer, he issued an ultimatum. Ain’t even close to the same thing!” 
 
    “That’s between Bobby and Cody,” the man replied. “Just let me through so I can do my work.” 
 
    The two men crossing the road who held rifles stepped back and brought their weapons up and around into two-handed grasps. 
 
    “Hey, fellas!” Joel shouted as he brought the horse up behind them. He unslung his rifle and had the stock wedged into his shoulder, the barrel pointed over Dirtbag’s brown head. “Let’s just back this off, huh?” 
 
    Helen had the SIG out of her belt as well, clutched in a tight grip at her left side. 
 
    Both of the men with their rifles glowered at Joel as he approached. His AR-31 was a magazine-fed bolt-action rifle whereas the weapons the men held were old-school single-shot models, so Joel knew he had them outgunned. 
 
    “What business is this of yours?” one of the men shouted back. “You don’t even live in this town!” 
 
    “I have to live in this town to recognize a shakedown when I see it?” Joel asked. “You’re one of Bobcat’s boys, right?” 
 
    The man on the tractor nodded. 
 
    “He sure is.” 
 
    “Nobody asked you, pops!” one of the men with a rifle barked, turning and looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “Why don’t you boys just pack it up and head back to wherever you came from?” Joel said. “From what I hear, you’re living pretty up at the warehouse. What are you even down here for, anyway?” 
 
    “We live in this town, too,” one of the men said. 
 
    “You lived,” the man on the tractor said. “Y’all left at the first sign of trouble. Far as I’m concerned, you can sit and rot up at the warehouse.” 
 
    One of the men with a rifle twisted and lifted his weapon, fingers curling around the hand guard as he leveled the barrel at the old man’s gray-haired head. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” shouted Joel. “Let’s back on up!” 
 
    He heard a rustling next to him and saw Helen sweep her SIG into firing position, cradling her weapon hand with her other, the pistol held firm and still. 
 
    There were a few moments of tense silence where nobody spoke or moved, one weapon pointed at the man on the tractor, one pointed at Joel and Helen, while both of their weapons were pointed back at the group. Joel’s eyes moved from one man to another, from one dark, round barrel to the next, taking in the situation. Several scenarios flashed through his mind, a slideshow of potential events and their repercussions, events that all ended in violence, a barrage of bullets that was likely to hit either him or Helen, or maybe both. 
 
    “None of us wants this to end in violence,” Joel said. “Why don’t you put your guns down and just go back to the warehouse? Whatever gas he’s got in his tractor won’t do you a damn bit of good anyway. It’s premixed, gas and kerosene most likely. You put that in your tanks, you’re likely to seize your engines.” 
 
    The man pointing the rifle at Joel narrowed his eyes over the elongated barrel of the hunting weapon. He had a dark mustache under his squat, flat pig-like nose, two dark eyes like marbles stuffed in pale pizza dough. 
 
    “Why you mixed up in this, boy?” the man with the mustache asked. “These people ain’t nothing to you.” 
 
    “We’ve run into a lot of people on the road,” Joel replied, his hard eyes meeting the other man’s and holding firm. “The people of this town are a damn sight nicer than any others we’ve met. Doesn’t much matter where we’re from, that always counts for something.” 
 
    “Not to me, it don’t,” he said. 
 
    “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.” 
 
    The man with the mustache held his position, his finger resting on the trigger guard of his rifle, and from where he sat on the horse, Joel could see the finger twitching slightly. 
 
    Finally, his thin mouth shifted slightly tilting to a crooked grin, the dark fuzz at his top lip tilting with the motion. He sighed and lowered the rifle, his smile broadening, revealing rows of yellowed, rotting teeth. 
 
    “All right, all right,” he said. “Put the gun down, Hackner. This old codger and his shitty gas ain’t worth killin’ over.” 
 
    “Sure about that, Randy?” the other man with the rifle asked, his weapon still pointed at the tractor driver. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. We’ll have a little talk with Bobcat when we get back, though. Let him know how this little conversation went.” 
 
    “Feel free,” Joel said, still aiming his AR-31 at the mustached man, who was apparently named Randy. 
 
    Hackner lowered his rifle as well and the group murmured amongst themselves, walking from the road and vanishing into the trees, their voices fading slightly as they walked away. 
 
    “Much obliged,” the tractor driver said, tipping his wide-brimmed hat with a couple of fingers. “Appreciate the backup. If they’d taken me down, they would have gotten an awful nasty surprise. My farm is just around the bend, and I’ve got six sons. Woulda taken them ’bout forty seconds to get out here and start throwing double-aught. Definitely wouldn’t have ended well.” 
 
    “Glad we could help,” Joel replied. “That happen often? We’ve been here less than a day, and we’ve seen it twice now.” 
 
    “Starting to get more frequent,” the old farmer said. “Cody thinks that they’re runnin’ out of food and resources up at the warehouse. We’ve tried beefing up security, but we only have so many young men willing to volunteer.” 
 
    “No young women?” Helen asked, holding the SIG in her lap as she sat on her horse. The farmer chuckled. 
 
    “Not like you, little lady,” he said. “We have some. Three women are part of our security perimeter. But you know—we’re a little old-fashioned around here.” 
 
    “Take it from me,” Joel said, glancing at Helen, “don’t underestimate the aim and willingness of the female gender.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” the farmer replied. He grabbed shifter lever, putting the tractor into gear, the engine churning. Tipping his hat once more, he slowly rolled past them toward the bend in the road which would take him back to the farm they’d passed. 
 
    Without giving him a second look, Joel and Helen kicked their mounts and down the road toward town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    Cameron Pike was a man consumed. 
 
    He stood in his personal quarters, a small room with a single cot, sink, and private toilet, the walls and floor made of poured concrete, a simple glass slat for a mirror bolted to the wall. In the grand scheme of things, he was fortunate. As part of the President’s personal contingent of advisors, he had access to the same resources as the President himself and his Secret Service, including a secure residence in the massive bunker complex beneath the streets of Washington, D.C.. 
 
    He had running water. He had limited access to electricity, to radio communications, to military rations. A bed to sleep on and a roof over his head. He should have felt blessed. 
 
    Instead, all he could feel was a complicated mixture of guilt, suspicion, and a white-hot rage. 
 
    If the radio call between Corvan and the mysterious assassin had been accurate, the assassin had succeeded in tracking down Laura Park in Wyoming and shot her in the chest, killing her. 
 
    The news had struck him like a fist, lancing a hot dagger of guilt and pain into his guts. Pain because at one point he’d thought he loved her; they’d worked side by side for a few years and he’d grown very attached to her. Too attached, all things considered. Attached enough to tell her more than she needed to know. He’d broken the tenets of being an intelligence operative and had hated himself for it. 
 
    When he’d finally dismissed her, he’d arranged for her to land on her feet, to get a job with Aurora, a prestigious climate analytics organization in Seattle, a job that she had always wanted and would never have the qualifications to achieve. So, he’d helped her with a shortcut, and she’d taken the ball and run with it, becoming a crucial part of their research team. 
 
    But she’d taken some valuable knowledge with her, knowledge about Project: Heatshield that no one could ever know. Knowledge that Pike feared. 
 
    He’d trusted her with it, which had been his first mistake. 
 
    Then Atlas-One had gone down in Chicago and it had appeared that Heatshield was at least partially to blame. In a moment of weakness, he’d ordered her death, thinking he was preserving national security at a time when it was the most vulnerable. 
 
    That’s where the guilt came in. 
 
    By all accounts, she’d survived the attempt on her life, escaping Seattle and disappearing into the fiery chaos that the nation had become. For almost a month she had disappeared, been invisible, and they’d heard nothing from the man who had been sent to execute her. 
 
    Pike had relaxed, thinking that perhaps Laura had dodged a bullet, figuratively and literally, and thus his guilty conscience eased, if only a bit. 
 
    Then he’d heard the communication between Corvan and the man Pike had sent on the mission. That relit the fuse of guilt and anger, throwing Pike into a whirlwind of confused emotion. 
 
    He leaned forward over the simple metal sink, his fingers curled tightly around the hardened edges bolted to the wall just beneath the simple mirror. Staring down at the distorted reflection of himself in the smooth metal, his mind raced. Somewhere in the dark recesses of his memory, he could see Laura’s face, the face from years ago, the face of the woman he remembered working with shoulder-to-shoulder, and sometimes back-to-front late into the night. 
 
    They worked until it was more than work, operated together as coworkers until they became something more. Something deeper and sharper, something more involved, more consuming, but also more painful. 
 
    It had been one of those bright, hot romances, one that was simply too intense to last long, and it had burned itself out swiftly and aggressively, leaving nothing but scorched wreckage in its wake. 
 
    She’d left for Seattle, his final gift to her the placement at Aurora. 
 
    Turned out, that hadn’t been his final gift. His final gift had been an assassin dispatched to Seattle who tracked her down in Wyoming and put a bullet in her chest. 
 
    He clenched his jaw, upper and lower teeth pressing tightly together, the muscles in his face aching with the pressure. Fingers curled harder around the edge of the sink as he tried to rationalize his emotions, struggling with alternating feelings of rage and guilt. 
 
    Skin pulled tight around his knuckles, blanching to a pale white, until both fists were closed and clenched, pressed to each side of the sink. In his mind he saw her face, cast in shadow, sitting across from him in the small Italian restaurant, a place they used to go after work, grabbing glasses of wine and plates full of pasta. 
 
    Well, he’d have plates full of pasta. She’d usually get a Greek salad then end up stealing some of his fettucine. She’d lower her chin to fork in some noodles, glancing up at him from underneath her auburn-colored bangs, giving him that sideways glance. 
 
    Her lips would purse around the lip of the wine glass, her lipstick the same color as the liquid she was drinking, taking long, deep sips, as if her life depended on the next ounce of Merlot. 
 
    Over nearly two years they must have eaten at that restaurant almost fifty times, talking in soft whispers, joking about things at work, talking about their pasts. She never mentioned much about her time in Louisiana, though he knew she had an ex-husband and a daughter. 
 
    When it came time to talk about her years as a storm chaser, her entire face would light up, her eyes sparkling as she mentioned roaring down the highway in the midst of a vicious, gray-streaked windstorm, trying to capture an elusive F4 on film. 
 
    She was gorgeous. Smart. Funny. And she’d been invaluable to him on the Heatshield project, offering a unique perspective that had helped drive the architecture of the technology. 
 
    He’d made a mistake when he’d revealed some of the truth behind their motivations with Heatshield, a mistake that had cost him her love, and had apparently cost her her life. 
 
    It was a ten-minute conversation that had turned his world upside-down. 
 
    He wondered where her ex-husband and daughter were now. Did they even know she’d made it out of Seattle? Clearly, they didn’t know she was dead. 
 
    Not just dead. Assassinated. Corvan’s orders. 
 
    The muscles of his arms bulged and ached as he squeezed his fists even tighter, pressing his meaty palms against the hard, metal edges. He could feel the rage pressing out against his flesh, rippling throughout his tensed muscles, burning with a raw, primal need. 
 
    Fed by guilt, but fueled by anger, Cameron Pike closed his lips tightly, forcing back an angry, animalistic scream. His hands trembled as he glared at himself in the mirror, picturing Corvan’s face where his was, staring back at him through dark, narrow eyes, a crooked smirk on his narrow, angular face. He could hear his voice talking about Laura’s death as if talking about a dead mouse he’d found lying in the driveway. An inconsequential thing. 
 
    At least he’d felt an ounce of remorse as he’d given the order. At least he’d cared. 
 
    Not Corvan. Corvan had stolen her from him, and stolen her from the world itself, without even giving it a second thought. Pressing his closed fists to the top of the metal sink, he looked at himself in the mirror, looked at the bulging tendons in his neck, the rigid edge of his clenched jaw, the wide whites of his rage-filled eyes. 
 
    His right arm lashed out before he even knew what was happening, its clenched knuckles driving quick and hard into the slate glass mirror on the wall. Glass exploded, a spider-web crack tracing the surface, blistering the rectangular reflection into a dozen jagged shards that burst free and scattered over the sink and floor at his feet. 
 
    Supporting himself with his left hand, now curled around the edge of the sink, he stared at the fist of his right hand, knuckles carved and bloody, small glistening nuggets of glass exposed in the tensed flesh. 
 
    Corvan had taken her from him. 
 
    Corvan would pay. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Brian Genner paced back and forth by the gap in the chain-link fence at the front of the Eagle Atmospheric parking lot. Along with half a dozen other armed operatives, he’d taken up position there while waiting for one of the city patrols to get back, hopefully with some positive news. 
 
    The Eagle compound had been a place of refuge in the early days of the disaster, but as time had gone on, their resources had dwindled and they’d started venturing deeper and deeper into the city in hopes of finding some sign of something, anything that they could use. 
 
    Footfalls thudded on the pavement and he turned toward the sound, lifting his rifle just in case. Emerging from the shadows was one of their runners, a face he recognized, and his body relaxed just a little as the young man approached, red-faced and breathing in hard, quick gasps. 
 
    “I was getting a little worried,” Brian said, pressing a palm to the young man’s back and guiding him into the parking lot. Behind him the other guards converged, sliding a door on rails closed and sealing off the parking lot and the Eagle Atmospheric compound from the outside world. 
 
    For as much as a simple chain-link fence could seal it off, anyway. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” the runner said through intakes of breath. “Things are getting pretty hairy out there. Like, really hairy.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    The two of them walked back toward the office building as sentries took position around the perimeter. 
 
    “The Kingdom and the West Side Posse are just getting stronger,” he said. “We knew they’d reached some sort of agreement, but it’s even worse than I feared. I heard the sound of gunfire and tracked it back to the FEMA Region VII headquarters near downtown, right near where the plane went down.” 
 
    “FEMA?” Brian asked. “Don’t tell me they’ve got support there.” 
 
    “No,” the runner replied. “Looks like The Kingdom and the Posse took it over. I saw National Guard Humvees with gangbangers in them, and they’ve got machine gun nests set up in the front parking lot and on the second floor of the building. They’ve turned the headquarters into a damned fortress.” 
 
    Brian shook his head. 
 
    “Any hope of trying to find help or supplies in the city is pretty much gone,” the runner continued. “They’ve got gang members all throughout the city. They’re tracking down refugees and if they think they’ll be useful, they recruit them. If they don’t, they just gun them down in the street. There are bodies everywhere, Mr. Genner.” 
 
    “Good Lord,” Brian whispered. 
 
    “It’s Armageddon out there,” the runner said, looking absently out ahead of them. “And the two gangs are sitting pretty. There’s a warehouse out behind the regional headquarters, and I spent a few minutes watching people come and go. They were carting out MREs, bottled water, tons of supplies from a pretty large building back there. Mr. Genner, they’re living the high life while we’re on the verge of starving out here.” 
 
    “They’re not venturing south, are they?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Not directly,” the runner answered, “but they’re growing, bit by bit. When I made my first run a couple of weeks back, they had a skeleton crew at that headquarters, and a few scattered patrols. Their numbers are larger now. Not a lot, but they’re larger. As time goes on, I’m afraid it’ll just get worse.” 
 
    “Are they coming close to us at all?” 
 
    “There was a group of what looked like West Side Posse,” he said quietly, “about a mile north of us. But they’re not really coming our way. Like I said, they just move through the streets. Recruiting some people, shooting others dead. Street Sweepers, I think they’re calling themselves. Some really sick shit.” 
 
    “Did you get an idea of numbers?” 
 
    The runner shook his head. 
 
    “No, but—I think it’s a small group. I’d estimate they’ve got two dozen at the headquarters, maybe one or two more combing the streets. All things considered, I’d say there are fifty or less, and they’re gangbangers, you know? Used to life on the streets, but not military trained or all that disciplined.” 
 
    “Well, that’s one piece of good news, I suppose,” Brian replied. He clapped the runner on the back, nodding. “You did good, okay? Let’s go in and pay Mr. Gossett a visit, let him know what we found out.” 
 
    # 
 
    “So, you really think this might work?” Edmond Gossett asked, leaning back gently in his chair, pushing away from the conference room table. Across from the table in a chair just like his sat Gopal, with Jasmine standing at a white board at the head of the conference room. The white board was etched with numerous mathematical formulas and diagrams written in the dry-erase marker which she now held in her hand. 
 
    She looked at the board, tapping the marker against her chin, her brow furrowed as she focused all of her attention in front of her. 
 
    “No reason to think it won’t,” she replied. “I mean, the launchpad outside was always designed as a showpiece only, so there are some core components that aren’t there. But if we scavenge the maintenance sheds and parts stores for supplies, we might be able to cobble something together to make the pad functional.” 
 
    “Keep in mind,” Gopal interjected, “because it’s more or less a scale model of the launchpad and not a fully functional one, there are some size discrepancies. We’ll have to take that twenty-two percent reduction into consideration when we’re gathering together the material.” 
 
    “Good catch,” Gossett said, gesturing to the man across the table. “What about fuel?” 
 
    Gopal lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    “Fair question,” he replied. “I’m not sure we have an answer for that yet.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Jasmine confirmed. “Don’t forget,” she said, looking back at Gossett, “this is all spit-balling. Conceptual. If we’re serious about this—” 
 
    “Don’t we have to be?” Gossett interrupted. “You’ve been tracking those lightning strikes. The ones hitting the ground. They’re happening much more frequently now, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Not much more,” Jasmine replied, “but more.” 
 
    “And we’re sure they’re not a natural byproduct of what’s going on?” Gopal asked.  
 
    “Nothing natural about them,” Jasmine replied, setting her marker down on the tray beneath the white board. “Nature is beautiful in her chaos. She can be unpredictable. These strikes—their frequency and patterns--  are measurable. They’re reliable. I can almost quantify the next occurrence. These lightning strikes are manmade, not Mother Nature.” 
 
    “So, in other words,” Gossett said, “yes, they are a byproduct, but Heatshield is the likely culprit?” 
 
    “Heatshield is the likely culprit,” Jasmine confirmed. 
 
    Gossett ran his tongue along the inside of his teeth, chewing it over. He hadn’t seen the results of one of these lightning strikes up close and personal, but considering what they’d done to Atlas-One and what they’d done to America’s fleet of aircraft, he could only imagine what damage they might do to whatever was on the ground. 
 
    Devastation wouldn’t cut it. If they started happening more often and in more locations, whatever existence humanity had managed to salvage in the aftermath of the disaster would likely be snuffed out in short order. The threat to Earth had not come and gone. It was still there, lingering in the clouds above, just waiting for the right time to strike. 
 
    Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside the door, then the sound of a swift rapping of knuckles on the door filled the conference room. Gossett turned in his chair. 
 
    “Come in,” he said, and the door opened, Brian leading another young man into the room. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Gossett,” Brian said respectfully. 
 
    “Stop apologizing,” Gossett said curtly, pushing his chair aside and standing. “Who am I talking to?” His no-nonsense approach was off-putting and the young man with Brian stiffened slightly in his presence. 
 
    “Blake, sir,” he said quietly. “Blake Slocomb. I’ve been working with Mr. Genner and Deadbolt Security for almost four years, sir.” 
 
    “Good man,” Gossett replied, his expression showing no sign of actual satisfaction. 
 
    “He’s been serving as a runner, sir,” Brian explained. “He’s a fast and wiry kid. We send him out on sprints, have him do a little recon, get the lay of the land.” 
 
    Gossett didn’t make any sign of acknowledgement, choosing to stand there in silence and wait for them to continue. 
 
    “Go ahead, Blake,” Brian said. 
 
    Blake shifted a bit before speaking. 
 
    “I spent about two hours on the streets this afternoon,” he finally said. “Made some recon runs going in concentric circles, same way I’ve been working for the past few weeks.” 
 
    Gossett crossed his arms over his chest, watching the young man. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’re aware,” Blake continued, “two of the most violent gangs in Kansas City, the Kingdom and the West Side Posse, have joined forces, forming a truce so they can run the city together.” 
 
    “I’m aware. They’ve been operating out of the FEMA Region VII headquarters, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “So, how about you tell me something I don’t know?” 
 
    “I actually spent some time watching them today, sir,” the runner said, “and the warehouse they’ve got out back? I think they’ve got a lot of supplies there. Food, water, I’m pretty sure they’ve got underground fuel tanks, too. I saw them running pickup trucks and even a National Guard Humvee. They’re set up for the long haul.” 
 
    Gossett’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Meanwhile, how are we for supplies?” he asked Brian. 
 
    “Not great,” Brian replied. “We’ve already been heavily rationing what we’ve got, but at this rate, our cupboards will be bone dry in days, not weeks. We’ve started sending people down to the lake to fish, and they’ve had some luck, but we’ve got a lot of mouths to feed here, both security and families.” 
 
    “And how many did they have at FEMA headquarters?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “At the headquarters itself, maybe thirty?” Blake replied. “That I could see clearly, anyway. I’ve been going up there off and on for a few weeks now, but my numbers could be off.” 
 
    “So, we’ve got them outnumbered,” Gossett replied. 
 
    Blake and Brian exchanged a wary look. 
 
    “Technically, yes,” Brian replied. “But they’ve hunkered down in the FEMA building. Sandbagged gun nests at the front doors, a makeshift heavy weapons nest on the second floor facing out over the parking lot. At least two Humvees, many of them carrying gear they stole from the National Guard. They’re no joke, sir.” 
 
    “They’re gangbangers,” Gossett scoffed. “Kids who found guns laying around. Hardly an elite fighting force.” 
 
    Brian shifted uneasily. 
 
    “True, but…we’re not exactly a fighting force either, sir. We’re—” 
 
    “You’ve got a dedicated security team,” Gossett replied. “Many of your men are ex-military, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “But nothing!” Gossett shouted. “You’re telling me a group of highly trained security operatives are scared of a building full of thugs with guns?” 
 
    “No, sir—” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Genner,” Gossett replied curtly, not letting him finish. “Because if you’d said otherwise, I would have been very concerned about who I’ve entrusted to protect me.” 
 
    His words were sharp, like daggers, leaving open wounds in the air, a thick tension filling the conference room. 
 
    “I want you to gather a small team together,” Gossett replied. “The best you’ve got. I need more intelligence. I want you to lead this team personally, go into the city, conduct a surveillance operation on the FEMA headquarters, and determine just how strong their forces are. We need those supplies, Mr. Genner, or we’re going to sit out here and slowly starve to death.” 
 
    “Sir—” Brian started to reply. “Blake saw the results of some of their work. They’re aggressive. Brutal. They’re leaving corpses all throughout the city, killing indiscriminately. None of them will be afraid to die to protect what they consider theirs.” 
 
    “I would expect nothing less from you and your men,” Gossett replied, his voice thin and hard. 
 
    Brian closed his eyes and seemed to be considering a reply, but eventually thought better of it, gently nodding. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said. “I’ll start gathering a team.” 
 
    “Good.” Gossett turned away from the two men and returned back to the conference table, standing near his chair and looking at the white board ahead. He could hear the low scuffle of footsteps behind him and the slamming of the door. 
 
    “This may work out well,” Gossett said. “If that kid was right and they’ve got food and fuel at the FEMA headquarters, that could be just what we asked for. Food to feed the people, fuel to test our plan.” 
 
    “Mr. Gossett are you sure it’s a good idea to—” Gopal started to say, but immediately stopped speaking as Gossett flashed him an angry glare. 
 
    “We have no choice,” he said. “Now, you let the military people worry about the military operations. You and Jasmine keep your heads in the game. Got it?” 
 
    The pair nodded and refocused their attention on the white board. 
 
    # 
 
    Genner strode down the hall, his fists closed at his sides, moving briskly and with a purpose. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Blake asked, sticking to his left shoulder. “Did Mr. Gossett really order you to send a team into the city?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “And you’re going to listen to him?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Blake pressed a hand to Brian’s shoulder, holding him gently. 
 
    “That’s not a good idea. He might think these kids are a bunch of brainless thugs, but they’re more than that. They see how law and order have broken down. They’re feeding on that and using it as fuel and fire. As violent as these gangs have been in the past, they’ve always had to tread carefully. That’s all out the window now. There are no restraints, no safeties, and no deterrents.” 
 
    “Then we must operate the same way,” Brian replied. He slowed his walking, pushing open the door leading back out to the parking lot, looking upwards as a cascade of intersecting lightning streaked overhead. 
 
    Finally, he stopped, standing in the middle of the wide expanse of pavement, drawing in a deep, steadying breath while trying to force himself to calm down. 
 
    “I don’t agree with his approach,” he finally said, “but Mr. Gossett’s right. We are slowly starving to death here while we let gangs run the city. We have access to technology and resources that could potentially protect or even save humanity. We can’t let these convicts and bullies keep us from that goal. Even if we need to risk our lives to do it.” 
 
    Blake nodded softly next to him, his body language speaking volumes as he stood a bit straighter and squared his shoulders. 
 
    “My mom and dad are somewhere in Indianapolis,” he finally said. “Or they were. I hope they still are. I haven’t heard from them since this all started, and from what I hear, Indianapolis is a war zone. Maybe even worse than Kansas City.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Brian replied. 
 
    “Count me in to do my part,” he said. “If you need someone on your team, I’m in.” 
 
    Brian smiled softly, nodding and patting Blake on the shoulder.  
 
    “Be happy to have you, son,” he said. “Now, let’s go find some other suckers.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    Joel slipped down off the back of his horse, using a free hand to steady the basket balanced there. Several of the townsfolk emerged from the school, picking up their pace as they moved toward the two horses, chatting among themselves. Joel handed the basket of fish to an eager middle-aged woman, who took it from him, smiling and nodding her appreciation. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding,” Cody said, coming out to Joel’s left, walking across the street from the old church. “You know how to fish.” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “We did all right. A nice mix of bass and perch.” 
 
    “We’ll start cleaning and deboning them right away. We don’t have a great way to freeze anything, so looks like we’ll have seafood for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Gross,” Helen said, twisting her face into a scowl. 
 
    “You caught it, you eat it,” Joel said. “Just be glad I’m not volunteering you to help with the cleaning and deboning.” 
 
    “It was bad enough taking that stupid hook out.” 
 
    Cody chuckled, shaking his head. 
 
    “I give you credit, kid,” he said, “I don’t know too many of the girls here in town who would have done that.” 
 
    As if on cue, a small group of the same young girls whom Helen had spent some time with that morning emerged from the school, talking amongst themselves. One of them waved a hand to Helen and she waved back, then glanced hopefully at Joel. He nodded his permission and she smiled, guiding her horse to the nearby fence, tying her to the wooden posts, then jogging over to the gathered crowd of other young girls. 
 
    Joel watched as the girls gathered together before heading back into the school, the sound of soft giggling carrying over the road. 
 
    “It almost looks normal,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, except instead of Instagram and Snapchat, they’ll be inside that school descaling and deboning the fish.” 
 
    Joel laughed. 
 
    “I thought you said they wouldn’t be caught dead doing that?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a little white lie. Figured it was the best way to trap her into doing it. No way she’ll walk away now that she’s surrounded by the others, right?” 
 
    Cody turned to walk across the road and Joel fell in next to him, moving toward the church. A group of men and women stood outside the steps to the old white building, all of them watching him carefully as he drew closer. 
 
    “So, what’s up with the church, anyway?” he asked. “I saw a bunch of people gathered outside when we came in the first time, too.” 
 
    “It’s the focus of our town,” Cody replied. “The church is over two hundred years old; the entire town of Tetrault was built up around it. Ever since the disaster, it’s only become more important. A place for the town to gather to express their faith, to give thanks for what we have—even to make certain decisions.” 
 
    They stepped up the short stairway, the gathered group separating as they approached the large double doors of the building. 
 
    “The church serves as our gathering place and our town hall of sorts. The school has been converted to the mess hall, and the town was always small enough that we didn’t have much of a city hall. So, the church has become that for us. It’s where the town leaders gather. It’s how we keep the town moving forward.” 
 
    They stopped at the top of the stairs and Joel turned, looking back over the small main street neighborhood. The two horses were tied to a fence and several people milled around, some of them standing along the side of the road, another small group with hunting rifles in their hands and an older man showing them the basics of loading, unloading and maintaining the weapon. 
 
    It was a hustle and bustle of mixed activity, a typical small-town look and feel and once again, for a moment, Joel could forget the situation that surrounded them. It didn’t make him feel any more at ease, however. If anything, he felt even more anxious to move on, unwilling to get too calm or comfortable, knowing that things could change at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Cody knocked softly on the double doors, the thump echoing inside of the building. Joel felt as if he were standing on a tightrope, barely balancing between two worlds: the comfort of a new home, and the need to get Helen back to her family. The door eased open and a man stepped out, flattening his hand over his narrowed eyes as he looked out toward the horizon where the sun was swiftly setting in the west. 
 
    “Joel, this is Father McMasters. Father McMasters, this is Joel.” 
 
    Joel nodded and extended a hand, which Father McMasters accepted, shaking briefly. 
 
    “Welcome to Tetrault, young man,” the elderly man said. He wore a white sweater with black slacks and shiny black shoes, looking as though he was all ready for Sunday service. Letting go of Joel’s hand, he ran his palm over his gleaming bald head, the rim of his curved scalp ringed by tufts of gray hair. 
 
    “Father McMasters’ family has been in Tetrault for three generations,” Cody said. “He’s the guiding light of the town, and this church serves as his home. He’s a big part of the reason why we’ve been able to thrive, even as so much of the country has fallen into smoking ruin.” 
 
    “I take no credit,” McMasters said, shaking his head. “Zero. You and the others are the ones getting your hands dirty, kneeling in the muck and mud, tending the crops, skinning the meat. I just sit here and toil the day away, waitin’ for the good Lord to take me into His waiting arms.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’ve done you proud,” Cody replied. 
 
    “’Course you have, boy,” the older man replied. “Your mom and dad would have been just as proud as I am.” 
 
    Cody’s expression darkened slightly though he kept his wan smile, nodding softly. He gave the man’s shoulder a soft pat, then turned and walked down the stairs with Joel tagging along behind. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Father,” Joel said with a nod and the older man nodded back, giving him a warm smile. 
 
    They stepped onto the road and stood at the side, watching the bustling activity. Cody seemingly taking stock of what was happening around them. 
 
    “Sorry to hear about your parents,” Joel said. “Was it the…you know? The—” 
 
    “What? The disaster? The plane crashes?” Cody shook his head. “No, they’ve been gone ten years or so. Car accident on the way to pick me up at college so I could come home for spring break. Father McMasters has kind of been looking after me ever since. He came and got me at the University of Kansas and helped me with the arrangements. I came home for spring break and just…never went back.” 
 
    “That’s rough.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said quietly. “The family farm became mine. I had other obligations. In a way, it was probably a good thing. Tending my parents’ farm for the past decade helped prepare me for this much more than my computer science degree would have. Shit, is there power anywhere right now?” 
 
    “If there is, I haven’t seen it.” 
 
    “I mean, I know about Atlas-One slamming into Chicago. I know about all the plane crashes—but what happened to the power? To emergency services? FEMA, any sort of government response? Everything went sideways so damn quickly.” 
 
    “I think it speaks volumes for just how prepared the nation was for something like this, in spite of what they might tell you,” Joel said. 
 
    Cody looked at him with a sideways glance. 
 
    “You’re not one of those prepper types, are you?” 
 
    “Maybe? My grandfather definitely was. He was part of a national organization. I always thought he was a little bit crazy, but I won’t lie, the stuff he taught me has kept me alive over the past several weeks. If I wasn’t a prepper before, I sure as hell am one now.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t blame you,” Cody replied. “They’re having the last laugh now.” 
 
    “Based on what’s going on here, I would have thought this whole town was pretty into the prepper culture.” 
 
    “I guess it depends on where you draw the line,” Cody replied. “We’re farmsteaders up here. Believe in living off the grid and being self-sustainable. Not necessarily because we’re preparing for the end of the world, but just because we don’t want to rely too heavily on other people. Or the government.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find more similarities between that thought process and the prepper movement than you might think.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Cody replied. He fidgeted a bit as he stood there, then finally looked at Joel again. “I don’t suppose you have any cigarettes left, do you?” 
 
    Joel smiled softly. He did. He had exactly three and he’d planned on saving them for a rainy day. But he had to admit, nearly every day from here on was likely to be rainy. 
 
    “Sure,” he replied, reaching into the cargo pocket of his pants and pulling out the last pack he owned. It was a bit crushed and disheveled, but he pried the top open and fished out one of the cigarettes, handing it over to Cody. 
 
    “How many packs you have left?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re looking at it.” 
 
    Cody’s eyes widened. 
 
    “There were only three left.” 
 
    Joel pressed one into his lips and put the pack back in his pocket, reaching into his chest pocket for his lighter. 
 
    “Now there’s only one.” 
 
    “Man, I don’t want to take one of your last cigarettes, brother,” Cody said. 
 
    “You didn’t take it. I gave it to you.” Joel handed over the lighter and Cody took it, giving him one last look before moving the tip of the lighter beneath the end of the cigarette and thumbing it to life, popping the narrow, blue flame. He took a moment to light it, then drew in a deep breath, holding it for a moment as he handed the lighter back to Joel, who did the same thing with his own. 
 
    For a few moments they stood in relative silence, smoking their cigarettes. 
 
    “So that’s it?” Cody finally asked. “America just got caught with its pants down?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Joel replied. “I mean, there are thousands of planes in the air at any given time. If they all went down, and by all accounts, every single one of them did, I wouldn’t be surprised if at least a few of them crashed into critical infrastructure points in our power grid. We liked to talk about how resilient our infrastructure is, but the fact is, it’s not.” 
 
    Cody took another deep breath, the two men looking out at the horizon. The normally gray sky was turning even grayer as the sun set, drawing a purple curtain over the clouds, a strange, pulsing darkness briefly illuminated by scattered lightning. As they watched, a bolt shot from the clouds, rocketing through the sky before it buried itself in the ground somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “You saw that, didn’t you?” Cody asked. “That bolt of lightning that hit the ground?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “It’s been happening more regularly.” 
 
    “I know. It happened while we were at the lake earlier. Scared the shit out of both of us.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea.” He pinched the cigarette and took another drag, closing his eyes as the familiar, lightheaded feeling swam through him. 
 
    “About time to crash for the night,” Cody said. “We’re back to following the sun. Up with the sunrise, to bed with the sunset, just like our ancestors did. Can’t work unless we can see.” 
 
    “You got barracks or something?” Joel asked. “A place where me and Helen can crash? We’re not going to stay long, but—” 
 
    “No?” Cody asked. “Got places to be, I imagine?” 
 
    “Wyoming,” Joel replied. “Helen’s family is there—” 
 
    “Helen’s family?” Cody asked, letting some smoke slide in thick clouds from his pursed lips. “Sorry, don’t mean to sound rude—I thought you were her family.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Just in the right place at the right time. Or maybe the wrong time. I guess it depends on how you look at it.” 
 
    “One of these days, I’d like to hear that story,” Cody said. 
 
    Joel smiled but didn’t reply, still looking off into the darkening sky. 
 
    Cody patted him firmly on the back. 
 
    “You seem like a good man, Joel. You can stay as long or as short as you want. Helen seems…happy here, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Joel nodded. She did. A little too happy for his comfort. She didn’t belong here, she belonged with her family, whether she thought she did or not, and Joel had learned not to get too attached, especially these days. Attachment generally led to remorse. He thought Helen would have learned that by now as well, but she seemed to have thrown herself headlong into new friendships. 
 
    The innocence of youth. 
 
    “She’s got a mother in Seattle,” Joel said. “An aunt in Wyoming. I owe her that much, at least.” 
 
    “Then what happens to you? I mean, once you get her to her family?” 
 
    Joel pressed his lips together, tasting the nicotine and drawing on the cigarette gently, letting the pleasant thickness in his mind coat his raw emotions. 
 
    “I guess I’ll figure that out when I get there,” he finally said, even though he pretty much already had it figured out. 
 
    “Wyoming’s not all that far from here,” Cody mused, removing the cigarette and blowing out a cloud of smoke. “You’re welcome back when you’re done, if you want.” 
 
    Joel smiled as Cody stepped away, walking forward himself, sticking close to the other man. 
 
    “Much appreciated,” Joel replied, showing thanks, even though he had no intention of returning. Already, he was starting to get too attached to things. Forming too many bonds. Preparing himself for eventual crushing despair. 
 
    He wouldn’t go through that again. He couldn’t go through that again. One way or the other, after he dropped Helen off to her family, he would finally find a measure of peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The nights had become almost disturbingly silent since the disaster that had brought thousands of planes crashing to Earth over a month ago. If he’d been asked before whether the pervasive silence would have helped him sleep, he would have agreed readily. 
 
    Just the opposite was true. Even on the rare occasions when Jack did have a bed, he found the pervasive silence too distracting, the complete and utter lack of sound a disturbance, not a soothing environment. 
 
    Even as a kid growing up in rural Nebraska there had always been background noise surrounding Jack. Cars rattling along the dirt road, farm equipment off in the distance, the low whoosh of planes flying overhead. There was none of that now. From time to time, he heard wildlife somewhere in the distance, and he’d latch on to that sound, chewing it over in his mind, trying to figure out what kind of creature it was, where it was, and what it might be doing. 
 
    In Malcolm, Wyoming, he suffered from the same problem, even in his own small section of the common barracks. There were others within earshot, men snoring, other people chatting outside the buildings. But without the constant hum of some sort of equipment or machinery, everything felt just—wrong. 
 
    He tossed and turned on his cot, the springs creaking as he gently rolled back and forth on the uncomfortable bed, trying to find some semblance of normalcy that he could cling to that would allow him to drift into sleep. 
 
    The ragged scrapes on his face burned when he had nothing else to think about, the raw, lingering pain a constant reminder of the days spent in captivity with Myles the park ranger. And when he thought of the picture breaking over his face, he thought of how he’d followed Myles like an abused dog, head down and obedient, doing anything and everything that his master demanded. 
 
    Guilt would close its fist inside his chest, squeezing his heart and ramming deep into his guts, an unyielding pressure that told him how badly he’d failed Laura, and how little backbone he’d had. 
 
    Being here, around her, was a constant reminder of that, which was just part of the reason why he’d been so— 
 
    The cranking wail of an alarm filled the air, and all as one, every man and woman in the beds around him jolted to their feet, scrambling in barely organized chaos to grab their weapons, grab their gear, and go storming out of the barracks into the world beyond. The sound was deafening, a mechanical whine of howling sound, and he jerked out of bed, thrusting his bare feet into the boots standing upright next to the cot. He threw on a tactical vest hanging on a metal hook on the wall, then grabbed the Remington Model 700 leaning up against the wall. Threading his way through the rows of beds in the barracks, he plunged through the front door, watching as the other soldiers gathered in formation. Colonel Carter stood beneath a pole which had what appeared to be some sort of speaker attached to it, and Jack could tell that was where the alarm came from. 
 
    His confused and tired mind raced. Was it a drill? Was someone actually launching an attack? What was going on? 
 
    “Fall in!” Carter screamed and the disorganized gathered mob of bodies began to coalesce into something resembling order, several lines pulling together, bodies starting to stand straighter, frantic murmured whispering subsiding. 
 
    “Quiet!” he shouted and even those quiet voices eased into silence. “We have a situation!” he said, speaking loudly so all could hear him. “At shortly after eleven hundred this morning, Charles Montgomery and Maxwell Yarmouth were sent to sector seventeen to investigate a missing pig.” 
 
    The murmured whispers began again, rising in volume. 
 
    “The two sentries have not been seen since.” That statement escalated the volume of the voices even more, sparking a narrow glare of frustration from the colonel. “We have sent a backup team to the Lincoln farm, but we fear the worst.” 
 
    A few gasps rippled through the audience at the comment, voices rising from whispers to actual speaking, and Colonel Carter held up a palm, which immediately quieted the crowd. 
 
    “I will be dividing you up into groups and sending you in teams through the designated sectors, starting at the Lincoln farm and working out from there. Both Montgomery and Yarmouth had radios on them and neither of them have called in, which doesn’t fill me with warm and fuzzy feelings.” 
 
    Jack linked his wrists behind his back as he stood there, his eyes narrowing. Something didn’t feel right about this.  
 
    "Squad leaders will come see me and I’ll give out the assignments!” Carter continued, putting his hands on his hips. “Now let’s move!” 
 
    # 
 
    Jack wedged the stock of his Remington deep into the crook of his arm as he followed the soft glow of the flashlights ahead. He was in a group with two others, men whose names he didn’t know. He felt like a third wheel tagging along with the other two, who seemed to know each other well, leaving him bringing up the rear. 
 
    “Charlie and Max, man,” one of the guards said, moving along a fenced-in pasture, letting the barrel of his rifle drift left and right, a flashlight duct-taped underneath the weapon. 
 
    “They’re okay,” the other guard said. “They gotta be, right? They’re just pullin’ Carter’s chain.” 
 
    “They’re goof-offs, but there’s no way they’d do that. Nobody crosses Carter, that dude’s crazy.” 
 
    Jack lurked behind them, moving through the tall grass, happy to work in relative obscurity. He guided the narrow beam of his own flashlight along the grass, letting the pale glow illuminate sections of ground as they moved forward. 
 
    “Still with us?” one of the other soldiers asked, turning back to look at Jack, the flashlight glowing toward him. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here,” Jack replied. 
 
    “So, what’s your story?” the man asked. “You’re the one who showed up with that woman, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack replied, trying not to sound exasperated. He’d been asked that question no less than fifty times since his arrival. 
 
    “You guys came from Seattle?” 
 
    Jack nodded, squinting against the glow of the flashlight. 
 
    “So, what’s it like?” the second sentry asked tentatively. 
 
    “What’s it like?” Jack asked. “What’s what like?” 
 
    “You know—the world. The country. America? We’re protected here, but we also don’t hear any outside news. Are things really as bad as they sound?” 
 
    “I suppose that depends on what you’ve heard,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Like—it’s the end of the world out there. Rioting, looting, violence. Military instituting martial law.” 
 
    “All true,” Jack replied. “I mean, look at my face.” 
 
    The two young men darted their eyes away, making it perfectly clear that they’d already looked at the ragged, scabbed-over cuts that littered his face, courtesy of Myles. 
 
    “I’ve got a bullet wound in my shoulder, too. I’ve seen some crazy shit over the past month, and likely whatever nutty stories you’ve heard, that doesn’t cover the half of it.” 
 
    “Damn,” one of the young men breathed. 
 
    “Is it really that insular here?” Jack asked. “What is up with this place, anyway? I feel like I’m an intruder, not a guest.” 
 
    “Well, no offense,” one of the young men said, “but you kind of are. We don’t get many guests here. Especially not uninvited ones.” 
 
    “So, you all just lived in this town, all closed off from the real world?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Closed off? Nah. I mean, we have Internet, cell phones, social media, we’ve got Xboxes and cable TV, all that stuff. Hell, Max was in the local Xbox group with us and Trevor. We used to kick some ass at Call of Duty, man.” 
 
    “So how are you all so closed off?” Jack asked. 
 
    The young man shrugged. 
 
    “All of us younger guys were born here, you know? Like third, fourth-generation residents. Used to be an old Army fort, then a military academy, then a town kinda formed around that. Our parents grew up here, our grandparents did, we’ve all been raised to support each other and support the community. It’s good stuff, even though lots of people might think it’s ‘insular’ like you said.” 
 
    “So, what makes everyone stay here?” Jack asked. “No offense, but Colonel Carter seems like a toolbag.” 
 
    Both of the young men barked quick gasps of laughter at the comment. 
 
    “Damn, Jack, that’s cold,” one of them said. 
 
    “Honestly,” the other interjected, “he’s a good guy. Just really committed to keeping the community safe, you know? He’s been through some stuff. Yeah, he can be tough, but only because he wants what’s best.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Jack replied. He stopped walking and held a hand out, coaxing the other two to stop as well. “Hold up,” he whispered. The two men froze as Jack pointed his flashlight toward the edge of the tree, where it met the pasture. 
 
    “What did you see?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack replied, his nerves raw and on edge. 
 
    “Why are you so serious about this?” the second man asked. “They probably just ran off somewhere. Max and Charlie are always pulling this shit. They drive the colonel crazy, but they’re mostly harmless.” 
 
    “You guys think you’re safe here, but you’re not,” Jack replied quietly. He turned and looked back at the two young men. “You saw the woman I came in with, right? She was shot in the chest.” 
 
    “We heard all about that,” one of the men replied. 
 
    “What you didn’t hear is that she was shot by an assassin. A guy who was sent to kill her. Tracked her down all the way from Seattle and put a bullet in her.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Dead serious. Had a semi-automatic pistol, military issue with a silencer. Dude was dressed in a black bodysuit, like some shit I’ve only seen in movies.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell anyone?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “I did,” Jack replied. “Colonel Carter knows all about it. I’m thinking he didn’t want to worry anyone—either that or he doesn’t believe me.” 
 
    “And you think this assassin…followed you guys here?” 
 
    “No clue, but I figure if he tracked us from Seattle to Wyoming, tracking us to another spot in Wyoming isn’t much of a stretch.” 
 
    “If this dude is so dangerous,” the other sentry asked, “how the hell did you make it out?” 
 
    “Pure luck,” Jack replied. “I don’t think he was expecting someone else to be there. Got off a few lucky shots, chased him away, then threw Laura in the truck and busted ass to get here.” 
 
    “Bringing a trained killer right to our doorstep?” 
 
    “That’s why I told Carter,” Jack replied. “I don’t know why he didn’t take it more seriously, but I came clean as soon as I could.” 
 
    “This is some messed-up shit,” one of the young men said. There was a sudden squawk of static from the radio clipped to his collar and his wide eyes met the other soldier’s. 
 
    “Attention, all search teams,” a voice crackled through the speaker. “Return to downtown ASAP. Repeat—return to downtown ASAP.” 
 
    “Shit,” the young man whispered. “Double-time it. Let’s go!” The three of them took off at a sprint, running back down the steep slope of the hill, heading toward town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    The air was filled with a thick, acrid wetness, a sort of sour stink lingering in the maintenance tunnels beneath the streets of downtown Kansas City. A network of intersecting tunnels beneath the streets connected the city’s water system, sewer system, and other critical infrastructure, the circular, cement-surfaced openings leading to narrow tunnels and wider expanses of support systems, so it came as no surprise to Shawna that it was dark, moist, and rank. 
 
    For several hours they made their way through the relative darkness, using one of the flashlights they’d brought with them to navigate the passages, moving along the curved surfaces and trying to stay concealed as they heard the murmured voices and splashing footfalls of gangbangers who had come into the tunnels in pursuit. 
 
    It had been nearly two hours since they’d heard a sign of the men chasing them, and Shawna rested her back against the curved wall, putting her hands on her thighs as she tried to catch her breath without smelling the fetid stink of what floated in the waters of the maintenance tunnel. She’d found a wider intersection, an almost-cavernous junction point where four tunnels converged, a concrete platform rising above the shallow waters.  
 
    A pile of gathered newspapers and random garbage sat on the surface at her feet, collection of refuse that she and Tristan had gathered together as they’d moved through the tunnels, wadding it up and resting it on the hard surface. Tristan had vanished into the dark mouth of an adjoining passageway, his feet splashing through water as she set the paper in a crumpled pile at her feet. 
 
    Kneeling, she unzipped the backpack she’d had with her since they departed Chicago what felt like a lifetime ago, digging down through the supplies. They’d been in a rush when they’d left the city, and weeks of supplying the Stronghold had left the cupboards somewhat bare, but they’d grabbed what they could. Any food they’d brought with them had long since been eaten and her stomach clenched in protest as she dug through the contents of the backpack. 
 
    Water hadn’t been such a big deal. They had a few filtered water bottles and even a filtered straw, though Shawna thought even the most powerful filters wouldn’t make her comfortable with the water in these maintenance tunnels. They’d had enough to drink along the way that dehydration wasn’t her main concern. 
 
    Hunger was. 
 
    Her fingers clawed through the box of batteries, a few spare pairs of socks, two flashlights, a portable radio, and other miscellaneous supplies, until they finally touched the smooth plastic surface of what she was looking for. 
 
    She smiled and withdrew the lighter from the backpack, shaking it gently next to her ear, satisfied when she heard the slosh of lighter fluid within it. There was no way of knowing how much lighter fluid there was, but there was something, which was all that really mattered at that point. 
 
    Shawna shivered lightly as she lowered herself down to the large pile of crumpled paper. They’d been walking through water for hours. Her feet and socks were soaked through and she felt a bone-deep chill radiating throughout her body. She shook as she extended the lighter toward the crumpled paper, her thumb striking desperately at the ignition of the lighter. 
 
    Finally, after several tries, there was a brief spark, then a thin jet of blue flame, flickering lightly in the darkness, casting a pale glow around the lighter and the paper in front of her. She touched the edge of the flame to the paper and held it, waiting for it to ignite. 
 
    For a frightening moment, she thought the paper might be too damp, even though she’d gone out of her way to collect it as they walked through the tunnel, searching mostly for trash and items discarded far away from the narrow stream of water. 
 
    The edge of a piece of newspaper blackened and curled, glowing softly before it finally sparked into ignition, a soft whoosh signaling orange flame consuming the paper. Fire rolled through the pile quickly, soon growing into a series of thick, twisting tongues. 
 
    Shawna sat back slightly, wanting to move out of the path of rising smoke, hoping that the tunnels were large enough to provide adequate ventilation for the fire. The hungry flames crackled as they reached a foot into the air, feeding off the oxygen and curling into broader, hotter fire. 
 
    Sitting down, Shawna removed her soaking wet shoes, setting them near the fire, then peeled off the athletic socks, which were just as much water as cotton, spreading them out on the concrete platform next to the fire as well. Extending her legs, she placed her bare feet as close to the fire as she dared, soaking in the soothing heat on her toes and the soles of her chilled feet. Her insides twisted uncomfortably and she closed her eyes, placing a hand to her stomach, trying desperately not to think about how hungry she was. 
 
    She heard some approaching footsteps in one of the tunnels converging on the intersection where she sat, and she used her palms to push herself further upright, reaching for her flashlight. Her M4 was next to the flashlight and for a brief moment she considered grabbing it, but before she could, the narrow silhouette of Tristan appeared in the tunnel’s opening, hunching over slightly as he shuffled along, navigating the narrow bridge between platforms. 
 
    “Any luck?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Tristan nodded. 
 
    “They have a barricade in front of one of the crossing tunnels about a hundred yards back. It’s a wooden sawhorse. Too heavy for me to move alone, but if we both go back there, we can probably hoist it out and use it to feed the fire.” 
 
    “Great,” Shawna said. As Tristan approached, she could tell he was holding something in his hand, and she shuffled uneasily. “What—what do you have?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Tristan sighed. 
 
    “I found racoons in the tunnels. Two of them. They were surprisingly friendly until I stabbed them with my knife.” Coming closer to the fire, she could see the two large animals dangling from their trademark striped tails, bunched tightly within his clenched fist. 
 
    Her stomach lurched, but she wasn’t sure if it was out of hunger or revulsion. 
 
    “Are they…edible?” she asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer. 
 
    “Back when I was overseas, in the Marines, we used to go on some field operations with the Army Rangers. Those guys liked to call themselves ‘snake eaters’.” 
 
    Shawna’s face twisted into an expression of revulsion that matched her stomach. 
 
    “They always used to say, ‘anything is edible if you’re desperate enough.’” He looked at her expression, the shadows moving along her face with the crackling of the fire. “Are we desperate enough?” 
 
    Shawna knew the answer before he asked. 
 
    Yes. They were desperate enough. 
 
    She nodded softly and Tristan placed the two dead animals on the concrete and withdrew the knife from a makeshift sheath where he’d had it stored. He laid the two dead animals on their backs and pressed the edge of the knife to the belly of one of them, opening up the creature to remove its organs. 
 
    For the next hour he gutted, skinned, and sliced away pieces of the large mammals, carefully cutting away the skin, fur, and other items they didn’t want to eat. He removed the scent glands and trimmed away the fat, leaving almost twenty pounds of meat between the two animals he’d killed. 
 
    Shawna had turned away, not wanting to watch the grisly work, but Tristan went through it methodically, treating the dead animals as if they were fine delicacies. 
 
    “Where did you learn to do that?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “When you’re in the field for weeks or months at a time, you learn to adapt. It was the Army Rangers who were called snake eaters, but we did our fair share of that, too, especially during survival school. Some of those lessons just stick with you, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad for that,” Shawna replied. Tristan finished trimming away the strips of fat, then sliced off a sizable chunk of the racoon’s meat, impaling it on the knife. Moving toward the fire, he extended the knife into the flames, the greasy meat sizzling under the heat. 
 
    Shawna turned away slightly at the smell of the searing meat. 
 
    “It’ll be a little tough and a little greasy, but it should hit the spot,” Tristan said. “Not a sirloin, but better than the rat meat we ate in the basement under the Stronghold for those few days.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Tristan turned the slab of sliced meat over on the fire, checking the blackened hide, holding it there for another moment. 
 
    “You think she’s okay?” he asked. “Selanda, I mean?” 
 
    Shawna shook her head. 
 
    “I really don’t know. I feel like I don’t know anything about her. She just sort of showed up out of thin air.” 
 
    “Corporate executives aren’t accustomed to this sort of environment,” Tristan said. 
 
    “From what I gather, she lived in Guatemala during some of the civil war down there. She’s seen her share of violence. I think she’s more capable than we give her credit for.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Tristan replied. “Hopefully, for her sake.” 
 
    “Are you still bitter?” 
 
    “Bitter?” Tristan turned the meat over on the knife again. “I’m not trying to be bitter. I still don’t agree with the decision to come down here, though.” 
 
    “Kind of tough to disagree with that now,” Shawna replied. “We should have listened to you.” 
 
    “It’s not about who’s right or wrong,” Tristan replied. “We made the choice, now we have to live with it. Do the best we can and look to the Lord for guidance.” 
 
    Shawna peered over at the meat, which was slowly browning in the fire. 
 
    “You really buy into that, don’t you? God’s will and all that?” 
 
    Tristan’s eyes glazed over somewhat, as if he were looking off into some great distance. 
 
    “When you’ve seen some of the stuff I’ve seen, you have to believe in something. To put your faith in someone. If this universe truly is driven by chaos and happenstance, it—it’s kind of tough to move on from that, right?” 
 
    Shawna nodded, but said nothing. 
 
    “God spoke to me in the desert,” Tristan said. “I know people think that’s high fantasy, but man, I saw it and heard it, and I don’t care who knows. We were caught in a valley between two mountains, only one way in and one way out. Insurgents lit us up with rockets and heavy weapons. Had us dead to rights. Humvee behind me blew up—an RPG that pretty much swallowed me whole—and I was laying in the dirt, staring up into the sky, my vision hazed over in a crimson mist. I was lookin’ through my own blood. Feelin’ my insides coming apart. I just knew it was the end.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t.” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “I heard Him. He told me it wasn’t my time. I swear on my mom’s life, the sun glowed brighter and I heard Him speak to me. When that bright light faded, there was a team of PJs pullin’ our fat outta the fire.” 
 
    “PJs?” 
 
    “Parajumpers. Special Forces guys who jump into the crap. Basically, EMTs with parachutes, you know? That team saved my life, saved a bunch of lives, pulled us out.” 
 
    “So, it was them who saved you, not God.” 
 
    Tristan smiled a broad smile, turning the knife over again. 
 
    “That’s what people don’t get. They say that man saved you, not God. That woman helped free you from depression…that 911 operator got help to you in time. That’s all true, but God is in everyone. He’s in everything. So when that man, that woman, or that 911 operator save you, they’re doing God’s work through God’s will. Simple as that, lady.” He pulled the knife from the fire, and squinted down at the darkened meat, sniffing slightly. Using his fingers, he touched the scorched racoon gingerly, peeling away a thick strip of cooked flesh. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he placed it in his mouth, setting it on his tongue, and he winced at the heat of it, but started chewing, then finally swallowed. 
 
    “Just like I remember it,” he said with a soft laugh. 
 
    “Ate a lot of raccoons in the desert, did you?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t always in the desert, lady,” he replied, then held the knife out to her. “You’re hungrier than I am. Take the first piece.” 
 
    “You sure?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m sure,” he replied. 
 
    Shawna touched her fingers to the meat, pulling them back for a moment, the cooked raccoon hotter than she thought it would be. Slowly she grasped it again, then peeled it free from the knife, turning it over in her hand, looking at it with a strange, wary expression. 
 
    “Just pretend it’s chicken.” 
 
    “That doesn’t look like any chicken I’ve ever eaten.” 
 
    Tristan returned to the first racoon corpse and slowly sliced off another large chunk of flank meat, then skewered the knife through it and returned it to the fire. Shawna took a tentative bite of hers and slowly chewed it, her nose scrunched up. 
 
    Her expression showed some distaste, but she chewed on the meat then swallowed, shrugging slightly. 
 
    “Actually, it’s not too bad.” 
 
    "Blessed are ye that hunger now: for ye shall be filled,” Tristan said, a sparkle in his eyes. “Blessed are ye that weep now: for ye shall laugh.” 
 
    Shawna took another bite. 
 
    “I could use a little laughter right about now.” 
 
    The fire crackled, sending a soft, flickering glow into the darkened tunnels as the two of them quietly ate their meal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack’s eyes narrowed as the three of them ventured from the path, coming out into downtown Malcolm. Even from so far away, he could see the gathered crowd by the town hall, the camouflaged soldiers standing in a loosely gathered group, all of them facing two men who he suspected were Colonel Carter and Mayor Phillips, both standing in positions of authority among the soldiers. 
 
    Jack could really tell how young they all were. The men, little more than boys really, dressed in full battle rattle, camouflage uniforms, flak vests, contoured helmets, each of them with a tactical rifle. Some of them were automatic M4A1s, others looked more like AR-15s of various types and vintages, but nearly every single one of the camouflaged men was a head shorter than the colonel and looked like a young nephew peering up at his elder uncle as he taught a long, hard lesson. 
 
    Jack had spent the past few days training with them all, and had been impressed by their aptitude, the discipline, enthusiasm, and operational efficiency that many squads and companies would have killed for. He was more impressed by their training than he had been by his own squad, and looking at them now, he was shocked that such a level of well-oiled machine was possible with a group so young. Truly, they’d been born into this life and groomed to be what they were from birth. It showed. 
 
    On the same tall post where the loudspeaker was perched there was a bright spotlight shining down on the group, spreading a low, pale glow across the downtown area, and as they ventured from the shadows of the access road, he saw the colonel shift slightly to look in their direction. 
 
    A young man from the crowd stepped forward and leaned up, talking to the colonel, and he bent low, listening, while his eyes firmly zeroed in on Jack, an almost physical heat that he could feel from two hundred feet away. He stopped his approach for a moment, recognizing the look in the colonel’s eyes, knowing almost immediately what it meant, even if he didn’t know why. 
 
    The stare was intense. It was hard. 
 
    It was accusatory. 
 
    The colonel said something in a low, urgent voice, words that Jack couldn’t hear, but he could somehow understand. Heads spun toward him and men started breaking apart, moving in his direction. 
 
    “Wait!” a shout echoed, and Jack looked, realizing for the first time that both Laura and Lindsey were in the crowd as well. Laura was still propped on her crutches, standing on the outskirts of the gathered group, but she was lifting a hand. 
 
    Jack took a cautious step backwards, feeling as if he suddenly had a bullseye on his chest. 
 
    “Jack!” Laura shouted. “Don’t run! We can explain!” 
 
    Jack took another step back and the two sentries he’d been stationed with seemed to get the hint as well, both of them turning toward him. 
 
    “What is this?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” one of the men began, “but why don’t you just stay where you are, so we can talk about this.” He took a step toward him. 
 
    Jack didn’t give him a chance to get any closer. He lunged forward, slamming his booted foot down on the man’s foot, crunching down heel-first with a powerful stomp. The unexpected blow took the young man by surprise and he yelped, stumbling slightly off balance, shifting between the second sentry and Jack. Jack brought his rifle down from its shoulder sling, clutching it firmly in both hands, then swung it in a vicious horizontal arc, the stock of the weapon plowing into the left jaw of the second kid, snapping his head back, knocking his helmet askew and sending it sprawling backwards down the dirt-covered slope toward town. 
 
    “Get him!” Colonel Carter screamed, his voice hoarse with fury. Jack’s mind raced as he backpedaled, wheeling around and bolting back toward the mountains they’d come down from. He didn’t know his way up there. He had nowhere to go.  
 
    “Don’t shoot, for the love of God!” a female voice shouted, but he couldn’t tell if it was Laura or Lindsey. To his right, the grassy slope pitched sharply downwards, heading toward the eastern edge of town, a small group of houses in a tiny residential area collected around the base of the hill. He threw himself into a clumsy sprint, charging down the hill, his boots kicking up loose grass and dirt as he heard the frantic voices of his pursuers behind him. 
 
    Houses loomed ahead of him, small quaint structures, simple homes no doubt containing innocent people just trying to enjoy a peaceful evening. His boot slipped on the grass and he went down into a clumsy skid, feeling rocks dig at the back of his thigh as he went into a baseball slide, jerking down the rest of the hill. He landed clumsily at the bottom and sprang to his feet, then ran toward the neighborhood, breath clutching in his lungs, desperate to leave the entire town behind him. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack didn’t even know why he was running. There were gates at the east entrance, gates at the west entrance, a deep and deadly ravine to the south, and a nearly impassable mountain range to the north. There was literally nowhere to go—an unfortunate truth that he’d learned earlier in the day when he’d ventured off, separating from Trevor so he could attempt to locate a viable exit. 
 
    He hadn’t found one. 
 
    “That way! He went that way! Into Blue Grove!” 
 
    Jack had no idea what Blue Grove meant, but he suspected it was the neighborhood he now found himself in, slinking between two houses, trying to avoid their neatly manicured gardens as he cut through someone’s backyard, moved to their side yard, and ended up in their paved driveway just wide enough for a single car that was likely parked in their small garage. 
 
    Voices shouted behind him and he surged forward, legs pumping, his boots slamming on pavement. He heard more voices from inside the houses, doors banging open as people burst out onto the landing. 
 
    “Hey!” a male voice shouted angrily. “Who are you? What are you doing?” 
 
    Heavy boots thudded on the street running south of the residential area, but Jack tried to push that out of his head, angling left, threading between two more homes, heading into someone else’s backyard and cutting a straight line toward the trees. 
 
    A blur of motion flashed to his right. He slowed, turning toward it as a lunging figure slammed headlong into him, drilling him like a linebacker. They knocked him off his feet and threw him hard to the ground, his weapon spilling from loose fingers. Suddenly more figures were around him and on top of him, stepping on his arms, pinning him down, looming over him and wrapping him up. 
 
    He was turned over on his left shoulder, his cheek and face shoved into the grass as a knee pressed hard into his spine. A ratchet of swift static squelched from a radio. 
 
    “We’ve got him, Colonel,” a voice said from above him. “We’ve got him.” 
 
    # 
 
    “This is a mistake!” Laura shouted, propped up on her crutches as two of the men in camouflage dragged Jack into the makeshift jail cell and shoved him inside. Jack’s back struck the cement wall and he grunted, barely catching himself as the metal bars clanged shut in front of him, securing him inside. 
 
    “What about a fair trial?” Laura asked, glaring at Colonel Carter, who was walking into the Malcolm, Wyoming police department, flanked by Mayor Phillips and a pair of other soldiers as security. 
 
    “Take it easy, Laura,” Lindsey said, placing a calming hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not going to take it easy!” Laura barked back. “You can’t just throw him in there! There’s a justice system!” 
 
    “You’re right!” Carter shouted back, wheeling on her. “There is a justice system! I am the justice system in this town. I am the judge, I am the jury, and if necessary, I am the damned executioner, and I recommend you dial back the rhetoric, or I will demonstrate my powers.” 
 
    “Colonel, that is just about enough!” Mayor Phillips said harshly, earning himself a sharp sideways glance. “I agreed with bringing him in as a precaution. I did not agree to executions without due process.” 
 
    “And what would you suggest as due process?” Carter asked. “A jury of his peers? Where am I going to find those? The only peers this scumbag has would volunteer to string him up for what he did to Max and Charlie!” 
 
    “I didn’t do a damn thing to Max and Charlie!” Jack shouted, stepping up to the closed jail cell door. “What exactly do you think I did?” 
 
    Carter glowered back at him, his eyes generating palpable heat inside the small room. 
 
    “Search party found them a couple of hours ago,” Carter snapped. “Both of them shot dead and left to rot in the woods.” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and shook his head, keeping himself propped against the bars with both hands. 
 
    “And what makes you think it was him?” Laura asked. 
 
    “Nothing like this happened until he showed up,” Carter replied. “The town was peaceful. We had some conflicts at the gates, for sure, but everyone in this town has grown up and lived together their entire lives. Suddenly a couple of strangers show up, and less than twenty-four hours later, two of our own are shot dead in the woods. What am I supposed to think?” 
 
    “You’re supposed to think of what I warned you about when we first arrived,” Jack replied, still looking at the concrete floor. “The man who tried to kill Laura. He’s still out there.” 
 
    Laura gasped and Jack turned his head a little, giving her an apologetic look. 
 
    “Sorry, Laura,” he said. “I didn’t want to worry you. But clearly—” 
 
    “Clearly nothing,” Carter interjected. “Our town borders are secure. You’re telling me a single man somehow magically made it through our gates and into our town, then killed two of our soldiers for no reason?” 
 
    “I have no idea what his motivations are,” Jack replied. “But, yes, I firmly believe that man is responsible, and by focusing your attention on me, you’re doing yourselves a disservice.” 
 
    “We’re doing ourselves a disservice?” Carter echoed flatly. 
 
    “Focusing your attention on me when there is a killer lurking in the woods. A killer who may be hunting for Laura, and who will remove whoever he needs to remove who stands in his way.” 
 
    “Is that what you’d have me believe?” Carter asked. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with this!”  
 
    “Then explain to me,” Carter continued, “where were you this afternoon?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jack asked. Carter looked to his left and, to Jack’s horror, Trevor walked out from behind him, looking at him with a mistrustful glare. 
 
    “You disappeared,” Trevor said quietly, looking at him. “We talked after breakfast and you said you wanted to go for a walk. But nobody saw you for hours. When the bodies of Max and Charlie were found, I had to tell the colonel.” 
 
    Jack tightened his grip around the bars and lowered his chin again. 
 
    “I did what I told you I was going to do,” Jack replied. “I went for a walk.” 
 
    “Then explain why nobody saw you,” Carter replied. “There are several hours unaccounted for today. Are you trying to tell me that’s just a coincidence?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s just a coincidence!” Jack shouted back. “This is a small town, but it is possible for someone to go for a walk without being seen.” 
 
    “Only if they want to not be seen,” Carter replied. “We have sentries everywhere. Some of them are visible; many of them are not. You have to work pretty hard to stay off their radar.” 
 
    Jack sighed. What was he supposed to say? He wasn’t lying. He had gone for a walk, but he’d gone for a walk in the mountains in search of an escape route out of town. He had felt trapped, confined, and unwelcome, and had hoped to wait until nightfall, then slip out unobserved. 
 
    But if he told them that, what would they think then? That he’d killed the sentries and was trying to make his escape? 
 
    “Colonel Carter, please,” pleaded Laura, hobbling forward on her crutches. “Don’t do anything rash. I’m sure we can explain this. I’m sure Jack can explain this.” She looked at him. “You can explain this, right?” 
 
    Jack sighed again, louder and longer, suddenly unable to look her in the eyes. Not only was he working to try and find a way out of town, escaping Stone Sword would also mean deserting her. Was he ready to admit that? To her face? 
 
    “I can explain,” he said meekly, though he wasn’t sure he could. 
 
    “Then tell them,” she pleaded. Laura used her crutches to hobble over to the cell, Lindsey following along close behind her. “Jack,” Laura said quietly. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    His fingers tightened. 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Jack replied, lifting his head. “I went for a walk. Up in the mountains.” 
 
    “Why?” Carter demanded. 
 
    “Because I was trying to find a way out.” 
 
    Laura drew back slightly, narrowing her eyes at him. 
 
    “I don’t belong here, Colonel,” Jack said. “You’ve made that perfectly clear. So, I was looking for a way out.” 
 
    “Jack,” Laura said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” the colonel interjected, smiling crookedly. “You expect me to believe you were looking for a way to sneak out of this town simply because you don’t belong, and not because you murdered two of its citizens in cold blood? Is that the story you’re telling me?” 
 
    “It’s not a story.” 
 
    “It is a story!” the colonel shouted back. “It’s a damned fabrication and you know it!” 
 
    “You’ve done nothing but convince me that I’m not a part of this town, then you act surprised that I want to leave?” Jack asked. 
 
    Colonel Carter thrust his arm out to his left, a finger extended. 
 
    “The gate is right there, Jack! All you had to do was ask!” 
 
    Jack glanced over at Laura, who was looking at him questioningly, a feeling almost like betrayal in her eyes. 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me I could have walked out of here any time I wanted?” Jack asked. “With the air of secrecy you’ve built around this place? Am I supposed to fall for that?” 
 
    “You see conspiracy where none exists,” Carter replied, shaking his head. “We’re a quiet community. One that works together. Helps each other. We’re not some sinister organization with a secret lair, some society of super villains dedicated to bringing down American democracy!” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse my skepticism, Colonel,” Jack replied. “Perhaps I was confused because I’ve been treated like a pariah since the moment I showed up at the western gates.” 
 
    “You were treated as an outsider because that’s what you are,” Carter replied, “and your actions have only served to reinforce that belief.” 
 
    Jack slammed his fist on the metal bars, gritting his teeth into an angry snarl. 
 
    “Dammit, Colonel, I was just trying to save a woman’s life!” 
 
    Colonel Carter looked at Laura, then looked back at him. 
 
    “Well then, mission accomplished,” he replied. “And to hell with the collateral damage?” 
 
    “Colonel, I don’t—” 
 
    “Save it,” Carter replied, holding up a hand. “You win. Due process. We’ll do this your way if that’s what you want, but you’re staying locked up in that cell until we’ve put this all together.” 
 
    Jack rested his forehead against the bars, letting out a soft, choked chuckle somewhere between a laugh and a sob. 
 
    “Just let me go,” Jack said quietly. “You’ll never see me or hear from me again.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that now.” Colonel Carter turned on his heels and strode out of the small police station, leaving Jack alone in the cell. Trevor lingered behind, taking up guard duty, standing against the wall, a rifle in hand. Lindsey started to leave, putting a hand on Laura’s shoulder and squeezing gently, before pulling away and following the group outside. 
 
    “Jack, why didn’t you say something?” Laura asked. “About not feeling welcome here. About wanting to leave.” 
 
    “You haven’t exactly been in the best of health,” he replied. “And—I felt—I didn’t want to leave you behind.” He could feel his cheeks flush hot at the spoken words. 
 
    Laura smiled sheepishly, seeming to understand what he was saying. She reached out and touched his hand, which was still wrapped around one of the iron bars. Slowly she closed her hand around his. 
 
    “You need to do what’s right for you,” she said. “Stop worrying about me. You got me this far. Your job is done.” 
 
    “Is it?” Jack asked, looking up from lowered eyes. “What if I don’t want it—what if I don’t want my job to be done?” 
 
    Laura looked away, which gave him all the answer he needed. It didn’t much matter what he wanted. They’d been through a lot together, they had worked well, overcome the odds, and finally gotten where they’d wanted to be. 
 
    Whether he wanted it or not, his job was over, and their time together was done. He understood. It was all right. Or it would be eventually, as long as Colonel Carter didn’t put him in front of a firing squad. 
 
    “I’ll come check on you later, okay?” Laura asked, turning to meet his gaze again. He smiled and nodded, and she pulled her hand away, then turned around and walked from the small room, leaving only Trevor and his AR-15 behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    Joel had slept soundly, allowed his own cot in a private room within the high school, and he’d awoken to the smell of cooking eggs and frying bacon, a smell eliciting emotion that he could not quite quantify. For over a month he and Helen had been on the road, spending most of their time sleeping on hard dirt or only slightly less hard patches of grass. 
 
    The cot would have felt like heaven on its own, but to get a solid seven hours of sleep and awaken to the smell and sounds of actual food? Joel struggled to wrap his mind around it. 
 
    “You ever going to wake up, old man?” a voice called out, and Joel looked up from where he sat on the edge of the cot. Helen had leaned into his small bedroom and was smiling as she looked at him. “You’re going to miss the good stuff.” 
 
    “Smelling it is half the battle,” Joel said softly, then stretched his arms above his head. 
 
    “Trust me, it tastes even better,” she remarked. 
 
    “You’ve eaten already?” Joel stood and put a hand to his back, stretching again. The cot was great, sure, but his body was no longer accustomed to actual mattresses and bedframes. 
 
    “Lotta work to be done, lazy bones,” she replied. “I’m joining a group that’s going out to the shooting range.” 
 
    “Shooting range?” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “I guess the younger girls go out once or twice a week. According to Cody, Bobcat’s crew targets females especially. They want to be sure we can defend ourselves.” 
 
    “Have they seen you?” Joel asked. “I think you’ve got a leg up.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Hurry up and get breakfast. Cody was looking for you. If he finds out you slept half the morning, he might not let you eat.” 
 
    “Let him try and stop me,” Joel said. He walked across the room to a little metal basin set within a waist-high counter against the wall. Helen left, closing the door behind her, and Joel was alone in his small room, looking at his haggard face in the makeshift mirror. Not for the first time, he noticed how rough and unclean he looked, his hair growing long and untamed, his beard tangled, dark, and bushy. Both eyes were sunken caverns of darkened, discolored skin, thick bags beneath each, the pupils strangely dilated, as if they had witnessed a thousand horrors and had not yet recovered from the shock. He could still see the faint outlines of scrape scars on his face, a result of the fight in the parking lot outside Holbrook’s Market what felt like two lifetimes ago. 
 
    Holbrook’s had been a landmark in South Brisbane, a place where friends and family converged. It was now a lost memory in a lost town, destined for the scrap bin of history. He wondered how his hometown had been holding up over the past month. The hurricane had swept through it like a thresher hacks through grass, chewing up buildings, smashing them apart, and scattering their remains. People and places lost forever, and he couldn’t even remember all of their names. 
 
    Almira Schmidt. He remembered her name. He’d gone to school with her and knew she had a crush on him for the better part of their adult lives. Owned and operated the small family tavern, refused to leave it, even after the hurricane decimated the town and knocked out their power. She’d gone to work, volunteering to bring emergency personnel food and water and whatever help she could muster. 
 
    Until she’d been shot dead behind the bar, killed for the crime of being close to Joel. One of many over the past several weeks, just one person in a line thousands long. 
 
    Was it only thousands? Or was it millions worldwide? The scale and scope of the disaster was almost impossible to appreciate. 
 
    Joel twisted the faucet, letting a trickle of cold water run down into the metal basin, cupping his hands and splashing his face, using it to slick back his unkempt hair and to try and neaten his uneven scrag of a beard. A desperate attempt to try and look remotely presentable. He had no deodorant or toothbrush, and though he did have a bar of soap in his EDC bag, he wasn’t eager to fish it out. The smell of bacon wafted through the slim gap under the door, and he felt the sudden urge to forego his pitiful attempts at hygiene and just enjoy the bacon and eggs. 
 
    It wasn’t like he’d be alone. If there was one thing he hadn’t thought of before the disaster happened, it was how different the world would smell after Armageddon. How the lack of hot, running water, soap, and other critical cleaning supplies would leave every room in a musty, fetid funk, the combined force of everyone’s body odor forming into a single haze of smell. 
 
    After so many weeks, it was no longer overpowering, but it remained ever present, and he didn’t feel too committed to being the exception. Sighing, he stepped away from the mirror and flexed his shoulder, wincing a bit at the lingering pain of his injury, not just in the shoulder but the bicep as well, both of them mended by Helen, and with surprising success. He’d have nasty scars in each spot, but between her and Wanda, they’d staved off infection in his shoulder, and the butterfly sutures across the knife wound in his bicep almost looked professionally done. Rubbing absently at his arm, he pushed through the door and left his room, walking down the hallway. 
 
    Outside of his small one-bed residence, the smell was even more overpowering, a pleasing assault on the senses. And to go along with the bacon and egg smell, he could hear the murmur of voices, actual pleasant conversation, happening in the rooms beyond. Moving from the hallway into the large gymnasium, he couldn’t help but notice several heads turn, eyes looking in his direction, some of them with suspicion and derision. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, tugging at the bottom of his shirt, then drew in a breath and continued forward, joining a line waiting for the breakfast offerings lining along the far wall on top of hot wood stoves. The murmuring grew quieter all around him, an obvious shift in mood that was palpable. 
 
    Smiling softly, he kept to himself, wondering if there would ever be a time when he didn’t feel like an outsider. Joel had already committed to moving on from the place shortly, a decision that he was sure Helen wouldn’t like, but as he stood in line, watching the eyes of the men and women around him and hearing the tone of the conversation, he knew it was the right decision. He was best on his own. He always had been, and this would be no exception. Arrangements with Helen were only temporary—a means to an end, so it would be best to not get too attached. That had been his mentality ever since his family had died in the fire, and it had worked. 
 
    A hand slapped his back and he jerked his head around, muscles tensing like he might throw a punch. 
 
    “Woah, there, easy, tiger,” Cody said, holding up his hands, palms facing him. “Just saying good morning. About time you dragged your ass out of bed.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Joel replied. “I guess I’m permanently on edge these days.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about here. We’ve all got each other’s backs.” 
 
    Joel looked around the room, meeting a few sets of eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not all staring at you.” 
 
    The two men stood shoulder to shoulder as Joel waited in line, now down to three people between him and satisfaction. 
 
    “Don’t let it bug you. They’ll get used to you. We don’t get a lot of visitors here.” 
 
    “You’re speaking like I’m going to be here forever,” Joel replied. 
 
    Cody didn’t reply at first, seeming to chew over those words in his head. 
 
    “I guess that’s kind of what I figured. Or if not forever, at least a little while. You look pretty beat up, no offense. I think you could stand a little down time where you don’t have to look over your shoulder constantly.” 
 
    A person ahead of them accepted his rations of bacon and eggs and moved along down the line, the others stepping up ahead. 
 
    “I’ve been looking over my shoulder since I was seven years old,” Joel said. “Sorry, not going to stop now.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Cody replied. “Just wanted you to know, no matter how strangely people look at you, you don’t have to be concerned. We’re not a violent group. We’re homesteaders, just happy growing our crops, butchering our meat, and living off the land.” 
 
    “And you speak for every member of your town?” Joel asked. 
 
    “I like to think so,” Cody replied. Joel saw a note of apprehension in his expression. “Obviously I can’t speak for everyone,” he continued. “But I’ve known most of these people my whole life, and they’re good, kind people.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen too many of those since this all began,” Joel said. “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m dubious.” 
 
    “It’s understandable,” Cody replied. “But I do hope you give us the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Joel looked the man in the eyes, searching them for any sign of hesitation or dishonesty. But he couldn’t find any. 
 
    “’Scuse me?” a voice said from behind him and Joel turned around. A person who was in line behind him gestured toward the food and Joel looked, seeing that he was next in line and was holding things up. 
 
    “Sorry,” Joel said and stepped forward, accepting his plate with its carefully measured pile of eggs and exactly two strips of crisped bacon. Cody followed him over to a free section on a bench, both of them sitting across from each other. 
 
    “Did you already eat?” Joel asked and Cody nodded. Joel eased a forkful of egg into his mouth and chewed it, trying not to appear too aggressive, though the slightly salty taste was like heaven on his tongue. 
 
    “I’m just waiting for you,” Cody replied.  
 
    “Waiting for me?” 
 
    “Hell yeah. After you’re done with breakfast, we’re heading up to my farm. I’ve got some work to do, and I’ve got a little ‘thanks’ in store for sharing your cigarettes.” There was a strange glint in his eye that Joel tried to identify but couldn’t. 
 
    “No thanks necessary,” Joel replied. “One less step toward cancer for me, I guess.” 
 
    “You have one left, right?” 
 
    “Only one,” Joel confirmed. “Thanks for the reminder.” He took another bite of egg, then picked up a strip of bacon and snapped off a small piece, crunching it in his teeth. 
 
    “Well, finish your breakfast and we’ll head up to my place. Maybe we can forget about your cigarette troubles for a couple of hours.” 
 
    Joel shrugged, swallowing his bacon, then went in for more eggs, closing his eyes to block out his senses, so he could be fully immersed in the delectable smell and taste. 
 
    # 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Joel said, looking at the glass mug he held in his hands, fingers curled around the contoured edges of the glass. 
 
    “No joke,” Cody said with a smile. Joel brought the mug up and smelled it, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Smells like it,” he said. 
 
    “Take a sip,” Cody said gesturing toward the glass. “I promise there’s no horse piss in it or anything.” 
 
    Joel eased the glass to his lips and took a quick sip, draining a bit of the amber liquid, his Adam’s apple bobbing gently. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he whispered. “This is fantastic.” 
 
    “It probably tastes better since you haven’t had any for a while.” 
 
    “No, for real,” Joel said, sounding almost enthusiastic. “This is the best beer I’ve ever had.” 
 
    The two men were standing on Cody’s farm, a large and sprawling property with a simple farmhouse, small barn, and acres of wheat, corn, and other plants. Two cows mooed softly in a pasture not too far away, though Cody had been quick to point out that they were dairy cows, not beef cattle, and he considered them part of the family. 
 
    In a small section of his backyard, he’d set up a makeshift brewery, and in a building that had once been a toolshed, he had bottled and stored several gallons of various brews, all poured from his own home brew recipes. 
 
    “And this is home brew. You’re not kidding me? I’m not usually a craft beer guy, I gotta be honest. It’s all about Corona—” 
 
    Cody drew his head back. 
 
    “Corona? Seriously? That barely qualifies as beer. That’s, like, one step above a Bud Light.” 
 
    “Don’t trash talk my Corona,” Joel replied. “I haven’t had one in over a month and it’s no joking matter.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Cody said, lifting a hand. “I’ll call a truce on the beer snobbery.” 
 
    Joel took another sip, closing his eyes as he audibly gulped a long swallow of beer. 
 
    “Slow it down a bit,” Cody laughed, “it’s the middle of the morning, for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Yeah, I used to pound three Coronas by nine,” Joel admitted, realizing how bad that sounded as soon as he said it. 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “Yeah, forget I said that,” Joel quickly replied. “Makes it sound like I had a problem.” 
 
    “Maybe you did?” 
 
    “Only problem I’ve had,” Joel said, “was no access to reliable beer for the past five weeks.” 
 
    “Problem solved.” 
 
    Joel took another long swig, draining the rest of the cup in two deep swallows, completely ignoring Cody’s suggestion to slow down. 
 
    He exhaled loudly, lowering the cup from his lips. 
 
    “So, what’s your secret?” 
 
    “Secret?” 
 
    “I’ve never home-brewed, but I knew a couple guys in the Army who did. Always sounded like a really complicated thing. And something that requires equipment and power, right?” 
 
    Cody shrugged, taking Joel’s empty cup and returning to the shed to refill it. 
 
    “Back in the day, yeah. But you know how it goes. Get desperate enough and you’ll adapt.” He handed Joel the mug and then opened the door to his beer shed wider, showing Joel what was inside. There were a few large plastic pails, a portable stove, some rubber tubing, and other various metal pans and containers, along with several large bags of various grains. 
 
    “I had quite a few supplies left over from my home brew days,” Cody said. “Just a matter of boiling some water, using milled barley to make some malt extract, then add the malt and the hops to boiling water. Use a little sugar for taste and make sure you filter out the sediment. It’s a little more complicated than it sounds, but I figure between the two of us we can make it work.” 
 
    Joel took another swallow of the offered beer and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” he replied, nodding firmly. “Just tell me where to start.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    The group of four men walked carefully along the sidewalk, trying to remain in the shadows of tall buildings running along the edge of the road heading north toward downtown Kansas City. 
 
    Brian held up a hand, signaling a pause to the three other men, hand-selected Deadbolt Security staff who he trusted implicitly. Everyone gathered next to the squat, brick building. At one point in history it was a liquor store, but now it stood dark and empty, the two front windows smashed in the early days after the disaster, the contents within looted. Brian had always found it humorous that the liquor store had been one of the first shops to be hit, while the sporting goods store around the corner had been left relatively untouched. 
 
    At least, it had until Eagle Atmospheric hit it two days after the first planes fell from the sky. They’d found weapons, ammunition, tents, kerosene heaters, and a number of other invaluable supplies that they’d gathered up and taken back to the corporate offices, many of which they were still using to that day. 
 
    “So far, so good,” Brian said, looking at Blake and the other two men. All four of them were dressed in the familiar navy-blue uniforms of Deadbolt Security, all of them wearing layered tactical vests they’d acquired from the corpses of law enforcement riot officers they found on the streets along the way. Blake stood in the middle of the three other men, looking narrow and wiry, his helmet fitting loose over his head, a rifle held in his right hand. He was flanked by Lester, a six-foot-something bruiser with wide shoulders and a thick skull. Not the sharpest tool in the shed, but he was as tough as they came, and followed orders meticulously. The last man, a three-year veteran who went by Charest, was ex-military, recently retired and looking for a way to keep his skills sharp. 
 
    Deadbolt hadn’t really given him what he wanted, and Brian had been afraid that he was going to lose interest and quit, but for some reason, he kept coming in. As things ramped up after the disaster, he grew more and more focused, and unlike many of the survivors, actually seemed to relish the new reality where law and order were decided by who had the bigger guns and the stronger skill set. 
 
    “Slocomb, you’re our lead,” Brian said, nodding to Blake, who gave an abrupt nod back. “Quick and quiet; the farther north we move, the more dangerous things are going to get.” 
 
    “Gotta admit, boss,” Charest said, his voice low and gruff, “not a big fan of this daylight surveillance.” 
 
    Brian eased his shoulders left, glancing around the corner of the building, out onto the road next door. 
 
    “You and me both,” he replied, “but we need long-range visibility. Last I looked, we don’t have any night vision, unless you’re holding out on me.” 
 
    “Man, I’d give my left foot for some GEN III OMNI-IV specs right about now,” Charest replied. “We could light them up and they’d never see us coming.” 
 
    Somewhere in the distance they could hear the shrill shouts of voices, though Brian couldn’t tell if they were scared, angry, or both. A series of swift pops indicated what sounded like gunfire, the shouting continuing on, though growing fainter with each second. Shattering glass sounded from a couple blocks away, followed by even more shouting. 
 
    “Place is a damned war zone,” Lester snarled. “We’re sitting ducks out here, man.” 
 
    “Not for long,” Brian replied. “We just need to get eyes on the FEMA Region VII headquarters. See if we can get a head count, then get our asses back to Eagle. I’m not in the mood to trade bullets with a city full of gangbangers.” 
 
    “I’m always in the mood to trade bullets,” Charest replied, a crooked smile above his fuzz-covered chin. 
 
    “Just remember when they’re trading back, those things are usually addressed ‘to whom it may concern’, so be careful. One of your buddies might be on the receiving end of your trade.” Brian gave Charest a hard look. 
 
    “It’s cool, man, don’t worry,” Charest replied. “I served for ten long years, man, I’m used to operating with a team. I got your backs and I won’t put no bullets in ’em.” 
 
    "Well, our backs appreciate that,” Brian replied. He took one more look around the corner then gestured to Blake, who lowered himself into a crouch and swung around, making his way across the street, weapon in hands, head swiveling back and forth. Brian gestured again, and Charest and Lester fell in behind Blake, moving with the same likeminded purpose. 
 
    As a security company, Deadbolt had provided a minimum of training in regard to actual combat operations, though in recent weeks, Brian and Charest had worked together to enhance that training, turning what had been a relatively sloppy and makeshift security contingent into a bit more of a fighting machine. Basic combat tactics, weapons use, and other field operations now came somewhat second nature to a small group of former security personnel. It would be a long time before they were a full-blown militia movement, but they’d started down that path. 
 
    Brian pushed himself off from the wall, falling in behind the other three, then twisting around to ensure nobody was approaching from the rear. 
 
    Even south of downtown, the city was a disaster. Streets were completely empty of human activity from what Brian could see, though abandoned cars were scattered about, many of them left askew at the side of the road as drivers halted to gawk at the crashing airplane within the confines of the city. Several neighborhood apartment buildings had piles of trash discarded outside, black plastic bags filled to bursting, stacked on sidewalks, piled up and spilling over, paper, cans, and other refuse spreading out over the pavement. 
 
    There was a putrid stink in the air—the underlying smell of burning city entangled with the rotting, sour miasma of month-old trash. Many of the bags had been ripped open, trash thrown across the road as refugees desperately searched for food to eat or other potential jewels in the rough. 
 
    Initially, there had been a police and Army presence throughout all of Kansas City. But as the violence got more intense deeper downtown, the foot traffic had pulled back, focusing on the central hub before finally scattering, either being reassigned to the more desperate city of Chicago or decimated by the influx of gang members and armed civilians waging turf wars. 
 
    It had been a bloody, ugly month, and though he couldn’t see any corpses rotting in the streets from where they currently were, Brian knew they were there. Not just there, but close. He thought about the countless apartments in the multi-story brick tenement buildings throughout the city and wondered how many bloated, rotting corpses filled those buildings. His stomach clenched with nausea as the thought crossed his mind. 
 
    “Heads up,” Blake whispered as they came to an intersecting road, the young, scrawny man peering around the corner. “Bodies in the street.” 
 
    Brian scowled, but joined the other three men as they came around the edge of the next building and made their way down the side street, which was free of any living traffic, but was littered with half a dozen bodies, sprawled out on the pavement. Four of them were on their backs, staring aimlessly into the cloud- and lightning-filled sky, while a fifth was facedown in the gutter at the edge of one of the sidewalks, his arm laying on it as if draped over a sleeping lover. 
 
    The sixth one was back-first against a vehicle, head lolling, chin tucked low, a mask of dried blood covering the bottom half of its face, drenching the previously light-colored shirt he wore. 
 
    “Lord have mercy,” Brian whispered. 
 
    “Not like we haven’t seen this before,” Charest replied. 
 
    “Never gets easier,” Brian said. The group progressed down the street, two of them covering each side of the road with their rifles as Blake and Brian moved toward the first corpse, a man in sweatpants and a loose-fitting T-shirt, narrow arms splayed on the pavement, head resting to one side. His shirt was covered in rust-colored stains that soaked through the cloth and dried to a thick, caked-on substance. Beneath him the pavement was discolored in oblong splotches, gathered into a blackened pool. 
 
    Brian dropped to a knee next to the sprawled body, using the barrel of his rifle to prod at the tacky fabric of the man’s shirt. Moving it up and around, he could see familiar, distinct holes in the fabric and matched them up to puckered perforations in the mottled, decaying flesh of the body within. 
 
    “Bullet wounds,” he said, looking at Charest, who nodded back at him. 
 
    “Don’t act surprised, Mr. Genner,” he replied. 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    Brian pulled back his rifle, letting the shirt cling back to the man’s narrow body, then stepped over the corpse.  
 
    “Follow this street down to the next right, then we’ll start moving north again. FEMA headquarters is about twelve blocks—” 
 
    “Hold up!” hissed Charest, his rifle ramming to his shoulder as he drew and aimed down the barrel, pointing his weapon at the corner of a brick building ahead. 
 
    “What is it?” Brian asked, getting his own rifle into position. Next to him, Blake did the same while Lester followed their lead from ten feet away. All of them faced the same spot at the corner of the building where Charest was aiming. 
 
    “I saw something moving,” he said quietly. “Looked human.” 
 
    “Moving how?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Standing at the corner. I could have sworn they were leaning out, looking at us.” 
 
    “A lookout?” Lester asked, his eyes darting nervously around the street. 
 
    “Fan left,” Brian said, looking at Lester. “Hug the wall.” He turned toward Blake. “Move right, wide circle, keep your weapon pointed at that spot. Get ready to provide cover fire.” 
 
    Blake nodded, moving to his right, one foot crossing over the other as he stepped sideways, keeping the rifle facing front. Brian came up behind Charest and tapped him gently on the left shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve got your back, move forward.” 
 
    Charest nodded and stepped forward, moving slow and even, one footfall at a time, crossing the road and heading toward the corner of the building ahead. The world around them was quiet—more than just quiet, it was downright silent, almost disturbingly so. No sounds of planes flying overhead, no car engines or sirens, no crowd noises or other human contact. It was like they were walking through a void, the only sounds the gentle scuffling of their boot soles on the rough pavement below. 
 
    Brian stayed back a few paces, keeping his AR-15 raised and leveled as Charest walked straight ahead, angling toward the corner of the building. Lester pressed his shoulder to the brick and moved horizontally along the exterior wall while Blake silently sidestepped, giving the space a wide birth. 
 
    Lester stopped at the corner, keeping his weapon low as Blake circled right and shook his head, indicating there was nobody there. He started to step forward, then halted, a quiet shuffling sound catching his ears. 
 
    “Movement!” he shouted. “Movement in the left alley, cutting behind the apartments!” 
 
    “Dammit!” shouted Charest, breaking into a run. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Brian shouted. “This is not a free-fire zone!” 
 
    “How will we know when it is? Once one of us has a bullet in us?” Charest asked, curling around the corner and charging toward the alley. Lester had already pulled back, spinning around and running toward the opposite corner. The alley cut between the two apartment buildings, running parallel to the main street, and Lester followed that track, heading back to the other corner. 
 
    Brian and Blake ran forward, their feet slapping the pavement, weapons elevated as Charest vanished into the darkened alley to the left. Brian followed the length of the building with his eyes and saw Lester at the far side swinging around the opposite corner, shadows swallowing him. 
 
    “Cover at the alley!” Brian said. “Don’t go in, stay out; I’ll go around the back of the building!” 
 
    “On it!” Blake shouted, putting on the brakes and stopping by the alley, pressing his shoulder to the brick and holding his position. Brian ran past the alley, then the second building, then cut into a narrow street just north at a full clip. He could hear the scuffling of boots from the alley, the murmur of confused and questioning voices. A flash of motion caught his eye and a figure charged ahead of him, crossing the street and plunging into a gap between the buildings ahead. 
 
    “Movement!” Brian shouted. “On me!” He heard muffled cursing as he ran toward the mouth of the second passage, then charged by, sprinting toward the other corner. He swung back around and picked up his pace, pushing himself to his limit, running as hard as his layered tactical gear would allow. Suddenly the figure burst free of another side street, moving perpendicular to him, arms pumping. 
 
    “You there!” he shouted, and charged faster, the figure’s head spinning toward him. It was a woman and she was running hard, her bare feet slapping against hard asphalt. He was bigger than she was. Younger and likely faster, and he turned on the gas, matching her stride for stride. He heard the others charging behind him and knew he had to hurry and take her down. Charest was likely to bust her head open on the concrete. 
 
    “Stop!” he shouted. “We’re not going to hurt you!” 
 
    She kept running. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he threw himself forward even faster, legs thrashing. Slowly he closed the distance, but he was wearing down. Barely thinking, he tossed away his rifle, discarding the extra weight and lunged, making wide, swift strides, finally launching himself into a sprawling football tackle. His gloved fingers clawed at her shirt, pulling hard. Both of them went crashing down to the street in a hard, twisting tangle of limbs. She gasped and grunted as he fell on top of her, then they rolled awkwardly, her trying to pry herself away so she could run. He wrapped his thick arm around her waist and dragged her back down, shoving her to the pavement and crossing his arm over her neck, holding her there. 
 
    “Stop fighting!” he shouted. “I don’t want to hurt you!” 
 
    Footfalls thundered around them, and the other three men converged, pointing their barrels at the woman on the ground, who still squirmed under his grasp. 
 
    “Please!” Brian shouted. “Hold still!” 
 
    She thrashed, her narrowed, angry eyes glaring up at him. Then they widened slightly, relaxing, focusing on something. She was looking at his jacket. 
 
    “Eagle?” she gasped through a hoarse, choking breath. Brian relaxed his grip a little. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    She moved her hand from beneath him, gesturing toward the logo embroidered on his jacket. 
 
    “Eagle Atmospheric. You’re from Eagle?” 
 
    Brian nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. Brian Genner. I’m in charge of their security and facilities.” 
 
    “My name is Selanda Lopez,” the woman said in a thick voice. “I’m looking for Edmond Gossett. He’s going to want to talk to me.” 
 
    # 
 
    Gossett crossed his arms, looking up at the demonstration launchpad constructed in the vast rear parking lot of the research and development office at Eagle Atmospheric. It had been a spur of the moment thing. Their main launch systems were in various places throughout the United States, but all of them were somewhat difficult to get to, and as he tried to lure more commercial enterprises into using his satellites, it became clear that having something physical for the executives to look at went a long way toward selling his services. 
 
    Orbital satellites were an interesting market. Execs couldn’t see or touch them, they could only verify they were there by communicating through them or looking at their imagery, and he’d found that showing them a scale model of a launchpad and satellite really helped seal the deal. 
 
    Ergo, they’d constructed one at the corporate headquarters so any of the bigwigs could take a short walk and check it out. 
 
    It had never been functional. They hadn’t built it to be. It had always been for demonstration purposes only and as far as Gossett was concerned, that’s all it would ever be for. But the world had changed in the years since they’d constructed it. Things were different now. 
 
    The question was: could the launchpad be adapted to function as one of the real versions did? 
 
    “So, you really think this might work?” he asked, looking over at Jasmine, who held a clipboard with a thick stack of paper that she was jotting notes on. 
 
    “No way in hell,” she replied. “But what else have I got to live for?” 
 
    “I admire your honesty,” Gossett replied, though he showed no sign of that admiration in the scowl on his face. 
 
    “Mr. Gossett, I’m not going to blow smoke up your ass. You know me better than that.” Jasmine walked up to the demo launchpad and eyeballed it, leaning left, peering around some of the support columns. “We don’t have a magic shrink ray,” she continued. “If we want to make a smaller satellite it will have to be fabricated from scratch.” 
 
    “And without power,” Gopal continued. 
 
    “The good news is we still have almost half of our engineering personnel. We moved all of their families into the residence hall shortly after the disaster, which earned you some loyalty points.” She nodded toward Gossett, and he silently accepted her praise. “So, we’ve got the skills.” 
 
    “We’ve got the materials, too,” Gopal said. “Hell, we have some prototype orbitals in our warehousing facility on the eastern campus. We can probably retrofit a smaller-scale version and might even be able to work in the existing controls and computer systems.” 
 
    Gossett crossed his arms, tapping at his chin with one hand. 
 
    “This is sounding more and more plausible by the minute.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up,” Jasmine insisted. “We’re talking about building twenty-second century technology with nineteenth century methods. There’s no way this will work.” 
 
    Gossett uncrossed his arms and patted her on the back. 
 
    “And there’s that relentless optimism I love about you, Ms. Trevor.” He turned to walk away, then stopped, narrowing his eyes as a group of figures emerged in the distance. He could see them walking over the smooth pavement of the parking lot, five people approaching. For a moment, he figured it was Genner and his crew, but he’d only sent four men out. 
 
    Five had returned. 
 
    “Mr. Genner?” Gossett asked, striding forward, watching the group as they approached. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The group drew closer and Gossett stopped walking, his eyes focused on the figure in the center of the group. A woman, slender and graceful, in spite of the fact that she wore no shoes. She appeared almost elegant. 
 
    “Edmond,” she said coolly, her voice strangely familiar and feeling wholly out of place in their current situation. She pulled away from the others, extending her hand. “So good to see you again.” 
 
    Gossett moved in, extending his own hand. The woman jerked her hand back, his offered greeting hanging there, limp. She closed her fist and shot it forward in a swift left hook, smashing him in the jaw, snapping his head back, and sending him reeling to the pavement. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice cried out and as he went down, he could see Genner and the others converging on the wild-eyed woman, both of her fists closed into twin hammers, desperately trying to lunge back at him as he lay on his left shoulder, his jaw radiating heat and pain. 
 
    “Do you recognize me?” she bellowed. “I’m Selanda Lopez! Atlas was my company, and in your haste to ruin me, you destroyed the entire world!” 
 
    # 
 
    They sat in the conference room, Selanda gently massaging the knuckles on her hand as Gossett methodically shifted his jaw back and forth, his dark eyes glowering at her over the conference room table. 
 
    “Did that make you feel better?” Gossett asked, gesturing toward her. 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Can you at least admit it?” Selanda asked, leaning forward and pressing her palms into the table. “Can you admit that you sabotaged Atlas-One, which caused the crash in Chicago? It’s not like there are any judges or juries left alive to try you for it.” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I denied it?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why bother? You’ll believe what you want to believe, regardless of what I say. Why waste any energy on it, when there’s precious little as it is?” 
 
    “You really are a smug son of a bitch,” Selanda replied. 
 
    “It wasn’t my orbital prototype that killed thousands in Chicago.” 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t jump over this table and strangle the life right out of your miserable, pathetic throat.” 
 
    Gossett chuckled, but it was a dry, lifeless sound, like twigs snapping. 
 
    “My highly trained security team may have—” he looked scornfully at Brian, “made an error in judgement when they brought you here, but you can trust me when I say they won’t let you get within two feet of me. I think I can at least trust them with that.” 
 
    Selanda sighed and leaned back slightly, looking long and hard at him across the table. 
 
    “So, tell me,” Gossett replied, “there must be some reason why you were looking for me. You wouldn’t have walked all the way from Chicago in no shoes just so you could punch me in the face.” 
 
    “It would have been worth it.” 
 
    “Very well,” Gossett said, obviously losing patience. He pushed himself up from his chair. “Mr. Genner, can you show our guest out please—” 
 
    “No,” Selanda interrupted, holding up both palms. “That’s not it, really.” 
 
    Gossett stood, crossing his arms again and looking down at her. 
 
    “In spite of our differences,” Selanda said, “I was optimistic to think that, considering the circumstances, perhaps—” she drew in a long, strangled breath, obviously battling with the next few words. “Perhaps we would be stronger together.” 
 
    “Together.” 
 
    “Yes. Together. Whatever happened with Project: Heatshield, it’s—it’s still happening. Lightning has started striking the ground, and it seems like it’s happening more often.” 
 
    “That’s because it is,” Jasmine interjected. 
 
    “We thought—I thought that maybe you had some resources at your disposal to see if you could right what went wrong.” 
 
    “The thought has crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Ultimately, we need to get to Wyoming, but— we thought it might be prudent to at least come see you and see if—” 
 
    “We,” Gossett said simply, interrupting her chain of thought. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You keep saying ‘we’ and ‘us’. I see only you.” 
 
    Selanda nodded. 
 
    “I came to Kansas City with two others. People who helped me in Chicago. Saved my life more than once. We got— separated in the city. Attacked by gang members. I ran south, they went into the maintenance tunnels. That was over a day ago, I haven’t seen them or heard from them since.” 
 
    Gossett looked at her. 
 
    “Over a day ago?” he asked. “You were in the city for over a day and you’re still breathing?” 
 
    Selanda nodded. 
 
    “I had a hard childhood,” she replied. “Harder than anyone knows. Raised in the grip of a generations-long civil war. You learn how to navigate a battlefield when you grow up in the middle of it.” 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    “You’d be surprised what one can learn trying to dodge patrols for twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “And your friends? They’re still in the city somewhere?” 
 
    “I’m hoping,” Selanda replied. 
 
    “If they’re still in downtown,” Brian said, “they’re as good as dead. I’m sorry. The gangs run the city now and they show no mercy.” 
 
    “I know,” Selanda replied. “We’ve seen some of their handiwork.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friends.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Selanda replied. “I’ve seen their handiwork, too. They’re very resourceful. I’m betting they might still be alive.” 
 
    “Two people. What good are two people to us?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “You might be surprised. Shawna—she’s one of them—she helped build out an entire community in Chicago in the ashes of the disaster. Set up a stronghold, established a security force, supply chain, gardens, all sorts of things. She’s street-smart and isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. Tristan, he’s the other one, he’s a sweetheart on the outside, but a proud member of the United States Marine Corps on the inside. He’s fierce and brave, but also kind. I think they could both help with planning and morale.” 
 
    “It’s not going to happen,” Brian said. “Downtown is a war zone. Even if I sent a team in there looking for them, we’d be chewed up and spit out—” 
 
    “Mr. Genner, I thought we discussed this.” 
 
    Brian turned toward Gossett, clenching his teeth closed. 
 
    “They have a warehouse full of supplies at the FEMA regional headquarters. We need those supplies.” 
 
    “I know, sir,” Brian replied. “Our first surveillance run got…interrupted.” He looked over at Selanda. 
 
    “Seems to me, with her help you might have the inside track now,” Gossett said. “Maybe you should consider putting a larger team together. Take the fight to the FEMA building itself.” 
 
    “Mr. Gossett, why are we—” 
 
    “Because, Mr. Genner, if we don’t get those supplies, everyone on this campus will die. And not in a matter of years or months; it will start in a matter of days and weeks. It won’t be quick. It’ll be long, drawn out, and painful, and God help me, if me and mine wither away and die while those thugs and punks sit in that city on a throne of MREs—” His face was a mottled red, his jawline clenched tight. 
 
    “Point taken,” Brian replied with a curt nod. 
 
    “I hoped you’d see it my way,” Gossett said. He looked at Selanda. “Keep in mind, we’re doing this for us, not for you. But I want you to go with Brian and his team. A larger team this time.” He looked at Brian, who nodded. “He’s going to put together a strike force and see if he can get access to those supplies. If you find your friends, then we’ll consider that a bonus.” 
 
    “Besides,” Selanda replied, “two more people to stop bullets are two more people who die instead of you, right?” 
 
    Gossett shrugged, clearly not denying her accusation. 
 
    “So, while they work on that,” Selanda said, “tell me about what you’re building in the back parking lot.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    He smiled as he stepped over the uneven rocky terrain of the southern slope of mountains, just north of the small downtown area of Malcolm, Wyoming. There had been quite the hubbub in the town a short time ago, and while he’d regretted the need to kill the two sentries who had stumbled upon him, it turned out that the chaos that ensued afterwards was certainly working to his advantage. 
 
    It was also humorous. Delicious. There was nothing he liked more than orchestrated chaos. The feeling of setting enough things in motion to create disharmony and disorganization, the fact that he walked the line between normal and disastrous and whatever move he made could topple things one way or the other. 
 
    That was part of the reason why he relished his job. Any contract he received had the potential to send a third world nation spiraling into rebellion, and he held that power at the tip of his trigger finger. One pull—one gentle press, and a nation was plunged into years-long upheaval. It went far beyond the single life he took; that single life being snuffed out could lead to dozens more. Hundreds. In the right circumstances, perhaps even thousands. 
 
    By comparison, this was small potatoes. His original mission had just been the woman, a simple snuff job, one he’d done a thousand times without even thinking about it. Now, even as the world around him plunged into delectable chaos and ruin, he had other prey. 
 
    The woman had been headed here, he suspected, and then that pain-in-the-ass soldier stepped in the way of his finishing the job. He believed in being thorough. If there was even a chance the woman survived and continued on to the compound, he needed to know, and he needed to report back to Willoughby. Anything other than a confirmed kill was not acceptable. 
 
    He hadn’t expected to be found in those woods, even though he had stolen the pig for a last-minute desperation meal, but it had happened, and he was nothing if not flexible. Killing the two sentries had not been in his contract—they had essentially been freebies—but in killing those two men, he had sown distrust and chaos throughout the town. 
 
    A lovely side effect. 
 
    Stepping over a series of jagged rocks, he rested his hand on the pistol in his holster, feeling the satisfying movement of the hunting rifle slung over his other shoulder. There hadn’t been a need for a long gun on the operation originally, but he was adapting to changing conditions on the ground, which was one of the things Willoughby loved about him. 
 
    He loved it about himself. 
 
    Voices had called out from the town below, grabbing his attention, and he had seen a man in camouflage being chased down through a collection of small residential houses. He’d been tackled to the ground and dragged away, forcibly thrust into what looked like a small-town police station, all within the span of moments. 
 
    It had sounded like he was being accused of killing the two men, a fact that brought the man in black much joy and sinister satisfaction. 
 
    Now, he crept down a steep slope of jagged rocks, balancing himself on the uneven edges, settling into a ledge overlooking the town. Slipping off his backpack, he rested it on the rocky ground and reached inside, fishing out a pair of long-range binoculars he had acquired along the way from the woman’s house to there. 
 
    Settling in, he crouched low among the rocks, making sure nobody could see him if they happened to glance in his direction. Pressing the binoculars to his eyes, he scanned the streets below, looking at the gathered masses. 
 
    Quickly, he identified the man who appeared to be leading efforts on the ground, a tall man with graying hair, close cropped, his chiseled chin clean shaven. He wore a dark-colored bomber jacket and camouflage pants, his back at rigid attention, hands clasped behind it in a typical “at ease” posture. He was military, or former military, the man in black was sure of it. 
 
    Other camouflaged sentries were milling around, talking amongst themselves, some of them laughing, others gesturing with their hands, all talking about a successful capture and lamenting their lost comrades. He couldn’t hear the specific words, but he could hear the tone and tenor and knew that some of the men below were angrily bemoaning the fact that the man they captured was behind bars instead of dead like their friends. 
 
    He smiled softly as he moved the binoculars throughout the downtown area, getting a feel for the layout of the buildings and the professionalism of their operation. It was impressive, that much was sure, and he could tell the man in the bomber jacket was a large reason why. 
 
    Then, the movement of the binoculars froze. 
 
    The small-town police station remained in the middle of his viewfinders, its enhanced focus centered on the front door as it slowly eased open. A woman on crutches hobbled out, navigating the steps with the help of another woman, both of them looking disappointed in the turn of events. 
 
    “No,” the man in black hissed angrily. His finger navigated the dial to zoom the binoculars in, enhancing the focus as he went. 
 
    Laura Park filled his vision, a pair of crutches stuffed up under her arms, a wrapped bandage visible beneath her cotton shirt. Her face was stricken, her eyes cast downward, but he could tell immediately that it was her. The woman next to her could only be her sister, the woman whose house he had infiltrated in an attempt to ambush and kill Park. 
 
    The ambush had been successful. 
 
    The kill had apparently failed. 
 
    He felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his chest, a sudden flare of white-hot rage, and for a brief moment, he considered unslinging the long gun and taking the shot right there and then. 
 
    But he held back. Wind cut through the valley created by the mountains and there were a dozen people, if not more, down on the street. Now was not the time. 
 
    Besides, he had sown discontent and mistrust, many of the men walking around looking sideways at Laura Park, some even glaring at her. She was a newcomer, and suddenly the man in black knew who they’d thrown in jail. It must have been her friend, the soldier, the one who had stopped him from killing her back at the house. They were the new people in town and, therefore, not to be trusted. 
 
    His fingers tightened around the gentle curve of the binoculars, teeth pressed tightly together, lips peeling back. He had failed. He would have to tell Corvan and Willoughby that he’d failed. 
 
    But he knew where the woman was, and even if she was surrounded by soldiers and local militia, he would not fail again. A plan began forming in his mind and he lowered the binoculars, the narrow, crooked smile once again returning to his lips. 
 
    # 
 
    The door to the room opened, a thin, creaking sound and Jack looked up from the bench where he sat, watching as Mayor Phillips entered the room. Trevor was still standing guard, and he straightened slightly as the mayor entered, nodding respectfully to the man. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips,” he said curtly. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Give us some privacy,” the mayor replied. 
 
    Trevor looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m…supposed to stay here,” he said, eyes darting between the mayor and Jack, who remained seated on the bench inside the jail cell. “Colonel Carter’s orders.” 
 
    “Who is in charge of this town?” the mayor asked. “Me or Colonel Carter?” 
 
    Trevor hesitated to reply, which spoke volumes to Jack. 
 
    “Please,” the mayor reiterated. “I don’t want to ask again, son.” 
 
    Trevor cleared his throat quietly, nodded, and then stepped past the mayor, slipping through the opened door behind him and out into the police station beyond. Kramer Phillips softly shut the door behind him, standing still for a moment with his hand on the knob, seeming deep in thought. 
 
    “Mayor Phillips?” Jack asked, standing from the bench and walking to the bars, wrapping his fingers around them. 
 
    “You can call me Kramer,” the mayor said with a soft smile, looking back over his shoulder. “Not everyone in this town is an ex-military hard-ass.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t help but chuckle softly in spite of his current predicament. Latching the door, Kramer walked to the middle of the room, looking through the bars at him. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Colonel Carter,” Kramer said. “He’s an old-school survivalist, which has indoctrinated him not to trust outsiders. In his worldview, anyone he doesn’t know is not to be trusted.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him,” Jack said. “I mean—I’ve seen it for myself.” 
 
    “We have to protect this town,” Kramer said, “first and foremost. That must be our top priority.” 
 
    “Again,” Jack replied, “I don’t disagree. But that doesn’t change the fact that I didn’t kill those men.” 
 
    Kramer crossed his arms, looking at Jack through the bars. Jack wanted to think that the mayor would at least give him a little benefit of the doubt, but there were questions in his eyes that told him otherwise. 
 
    “Three generations,” Kramer said, his fingers drumming on his arms. “Three generations born and raised and grown up in this area, and do you know how many double murders we’ve had?” 
 
    Jack sighed, his eyes closing. 
 
    “Let me guess—” 
 
    “None,” Kramer replied. “Zero. In fact, in three generations we haven’t had a single premeditated, purposeful gunshot wound. A few hunting accidents, for sure, and one ended in an unfortunate death, but premeditated murders? Zero.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Jack replied. 
 
    “So, I’m sure you can appreciate why the focus of attention would turn to a new resident, can you not? A resident with no history and no connections to this town and this organization?” 
 
    Jack sighed again, turning away from the bars and moving back to the bench. Slowly he lowered himself to it, crossing his arms over his bent legs, looking toward the floor. 
 
    “How exactly did those men die?” Jack asked, looking up at the mayor from beneath his eyebrows. 
 
    “They were shot. Just as Colonel Carter said.” 
 
    “But how. What weapon? Where were the bullet wounds?” 
 
    “I fail to see how that matters,” the mayor replied, looking at him skeptically. “And if you think by asking these questions it miraculously makes me realize that you couldn’t possibly be the killer, please—” 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    “Fine. They were each shot twice. Once in the chest, once in the head. First victim in the forehead, the second victim in the side of the head, just above the left temple.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Professional,” he said simply. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose Colonel Carter passed along my warning, did he? Shortly after I arrived here, Laura was still recovering.” 
 
    “Your warning?” Kramer asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “About the assassin? The man who was sent to kill Laura? The man who shot her?” 
 
    “He didn’t share anything about that, no,” Kramer said, stepping closer to the jail cell. 
 
    “This stuff that’s happening,” Jack said in a low voice, even though he was sure nobody was listening, “the lightning, the plane crashes, all of it. Like Laura said during the town meeting the other day, she was a part of it. Helped design some of it. Worked with the government.” 
 
    “Right, she did say that. Caused quite a stir. Because of her, I’ve got a whole team of engineers putting together specifications for a lightning rod in town, for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Jack replied. “If Laura talks, I listen.” 
 
    “So I gathered.” 
 
    “We believe there are people in the government who are afraid of what she knows and what she might tell. They sent someone after her. That person was waiting for her in Lindsey’s house when we arrived and gunned her down in cold blood. I barely got her out of there in time.” 
 
    Kramer glared at him. 
 
    “You’re telling me she was shot by a secret government assassin?” 
 
    “That’s what I already told Colonel Carter. Obviously, he didn’t buy it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can appreciate how ridiculous that sounds.” 
 
    “Does it sound as ridiculous as lightning-spewing satellites causing thousands of airplanes to fall from the sky simultaneously? Does it sound that ridiculous?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Kramer seemed to be working to digest the words that Jack had said, chewing them carefully in his mouth. Jack wasn’t sure if he was doubting the validity of his statements or questioning why Carter hadn’t revealed the information to him. 
 
    Perhaps a little bit of both. 
 
    “So, you’re intimating that this government assassin may have followed you here? To my town?” 
 
    “I don’t know that for sure,” Jack replied, “but he’s still out there somewhere. I shot at him, scared him away so I could rescue Laura, but I didn’t kill him. It wouldn’t surprise me if he discovered where this place was and chose to pursue us. And the way you describe the sentries’ injuries—it sounds like the MO of an assassin, doesn’t it? Execution-style head shots?” 
 
    “You’ve watched too many movies,” Kramer said, shaking his head. “Played too many damned video games, just like the rest of the kids in this town.” 
 
    “Whether you believe me or not,” Jack said, standing again, grabbing the bars of the cell, “if he’s here, he’s here for Laura. I don’t care if you set me free, but please, get some guards posted around her or something. Do whatever you can to protect her.” 
 
    Kramer looked at him, uncrossing his arms and letting them hang by his side, his fingers slowly flexing into fists, then relaxing again. 
 
    “Seriously,” Jack continued. “This isn’t even about me. It’s about her.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Kramer replied. He turned away and walked back toward the door, unlatching it, and easing it open. Trevor stood right outside, and Kramer stepped aside so he could enter again. 
 
    Jack and Kramer’s eyes met, holding each other’s gaze, and he could feel the mayor silently testing his resolve, gauging his belief and his honesty. Finally satisfied, he broke away and stepped into the station beyond, the door closing behind him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Tristan was one to look on the bright side, and at least his stomach felt a little fuller than it had the previous day at that time. The racoon meat had been greasy and tough, hard to chew, and not the most appetizing meal, but it had been food, and where they’d had emptiness in their stomachs they now had—something, at least. 
 
    Stepping carefully along the curved maintenance tunnels, he paused for a moment, the tunnels branching off to the left from where they stood. Light shone through an opening far ahead, the circular mouth of the tunnel looking out upon the Kansas City streets. 
 
    But he’d heard voices from somewhere, and they hadn’t been from the streets outside, but from somewhere deep within the labyrinths. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he asked, looking back at Shawna. He adjusted the backpack on his shoulder and gently touched the Bible in his pocket, looking back at the woman following him. Shawna was pale and gaunt, her eyes ringed by dark circles, and her movements had grown noticeably slower over the past day or two. She was suffering, that much was clear. Tristan had become accustomed to living on the streets, his feet, legs, body, and mind all used to that sort of life, but Shawna clearly wasn’t. 
 
    She was tough—she had guts of iron and nerves of steel, but the constant wandering without a central place to call home…if you weren’t used to it, it could wear you down. She still held her M4 tactical rifle in one hand, her backpack slung over both shoulders, and she tilted her head slightly, listening for whatever Tristan had heard. 
 
    “Voices,” she whispered, easing her eyes partially closed. 
 
    “Thought I was imagining it for a minute,” Tristan said. “Back when I was usin’…I used to hear the craziest stuff in my head.” 
 
    “You’re not hearing things,” Shawna said. “There are voices down that passage.” 
 
    Tristan got the message and took a step to the left, working his way down, careful to avoid the shallow stream of water running along the floor. Shawna followed him, proceeding cautiously as the voices got slightly louder with each step they took. 
 
    Up ahead they could see the passage intersect with another, wider tunnel heading east to west, and Tristan slowed as they approached the junction. The voices were even louder here, and they could actually hear some of the words. 
 
    “Man, dude doesn’t pay me enough to hang out in the sewers for days on end.” 
 
    “You get paid for this?” 
 
    “It was just a figure of speech, you moron.” There was some quiet laughter. “But, man, yeah. Causing mayhem, shooting shit up, that’s all the payment I need, you know? This new world is straight up Mad Max, brother. Love it.” 
 
    Tristan and Shawna looked at each other, listening to the two men talk. 
 
    “You shoulda seen it yesterday,” the second man said. “We were down near Midtown, down on 39th, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Buncha rich bitches ’round those parts.” 
 
    “Right? Stumbled across like six people, walking from one of those ritzy apartment buildings, goin’ toward Hyde Park. I don’t know what they was doing, but man, they had some bad timing.” 
 
    “You guys mess ’em up?” 
 
    “You don’t even know, brother!” 
 
    Laughter filtered through the tunnels and Tristan heard the two men slapping their palms together victoriously. Slowly and carefully he lowered himself to a crouch, leaning out from around the curved wall and glancing down the tunnel. 
 
    The two men were standing and talking in front of a rectangular door set against a gate across the maintenance tunnel. There were signs on the wall cautioning people. One read Authorized Personnel Only while another read Property of the United States Government with several lines of small print he couldn’t read. 
 
    Both men were young, one wearing a sweatshirt, his dark hair pulled into tight cornrows. The second man wore a rap star T-shirt and baggy cargo pants, both of them with semi-automatic rifles dangling from straps over their shoulders. As Tristan watched, they chatted, smiling and nodding, bonding over the misery they’d put innocent people through just because they could. 
 
    After a few moments, he slowly drew back out of view, then turned to join Shawna again. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered, gesturing toward the tunnel they had just come from. “Nothing for us to see there.” 
 
    Shawna glanced back, but followed him, moving out to the main tunnel, then turned left, heading toward the light showing through the entrance ahead. 
 
    # 
 
    “Okay, so we’re going to ramp this up,” Brian said, looking at the men in front of him, gathered together for the second time in less than twenty-four hours. Blake, Charest, and Lester all looked at each other with crooked smiles, then shrugged and looked back at him. Selanda Lopez stood at the rear of the group, looking remarkably uncomfortable, but sticking with them just the same. 
 
    She had, at least, been given some sneakers and fresh clothes and looked a little more aligned with the rest of the group. 
 
    “Whatever we gotta do, boss man,” Blake said. 
 
    “Keep feeding my family and putting a roof over their head, and I’m yours to command,” Lester said. 
 
    “I just want someone to shoot at,” Charest said, pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Brian replied. 
 
    “How about you tell us something we don’t know,” Charest said, then looked over his shoulder. “Like what’s she doing here?” 
 
    Brian looked at Selanda and she looked right back at him, not flinching a bit. 
 
    “Boss’s orders,” Brian replied, not letting his eyes divert from hers. “She and her friends made their way through the city. They got eyes on the gangbangers’ HQ, and she survived on the streets for over twenty-four hours by herself, no backup, no support, nothing. So, Mr. Gossett’s hope is that she gives us some valuable intel along the way and leads us back to the FEMA office.” 
 
    “Lead us back there to do what?” 
 
    “To take their supplies.” 
 
    “What?” Blake asked, eyes widening. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “As a heart attack,” Brian replied. 
 
    “Yo, come on,” Charest said, holding up his hands, “I’m as bloodthirsty as anyone, but that seems sort of…I dunno…suicidal?” 
 
    Brian looked at the group before him. 
 
    “I think we can all agree that yes, this is a tall order. But we’ve also got a few dozen people in this compound who owe Mr. Gossett their lives. And not just their lives, but their families’ lives as well. Several of us Deadbolt employees are military veterans, and yes, these gangs run the city, but they’re still punks who stumbled upon a cache of weapons, nothing more.” 
 
    “Those punks took out a National Guard patrol,” Charest said. 
 
    “They took them by surprise. Just like we’re going to take them by surprise.” 
 
    “This seems ill-conceived,” Blake said, shaking his head. 
 
    “She’s seen their headquarters,” Brian said, nodding toward Selanda. “She and her friends threw down right outside the FEMA regional headquarters and lived to tell the tale.” 
 
    “Her?” Charest asked. “Wasn’t she the CEO of Atlas? Some prim and proper corporate exec?” 
 
    “I’m standing right here,” Selanda interjected. “Yes, I was the CEO of Atlas. But many years before that I grew up in Guatemala in the midst of a long, painful civil war. I’ve seen violence. I’ve lived it. It doesn’t intimidate me.” 
 
    Charest shrugged. 
 
    “If you say so, lady.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And what are your thoughts on the FEMA building?” Brian asked. 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “It’s well guarded, but not well staffed, if that makes any sense. At least from what I’ve seen. Lots of big guns, but not a lot of people manning those guns.” 
 
    Brian nodded. 
 
    “Look,” he finally said, “we’re going to take this carefully, okay? We’ll do some surveillance, get the lay of the land, then plan out the attack. But we need to move out as if we’re going forward with this and keep that in the front of our minds.” 
 
    “Do you really think we’ll get enough others to go along with us?” Blake asked. 
 
    Brian nodded. 
 
    “I’ve already talked to most of them. We should have at least two dozen men, semi-automatic weapons, and we have a dozen tactical vests. We’ve even got the van in the back parking lot that we can layer with sheet metal. It’ll take some prep work, but I think we can do this.” 
 
    The men all looked uncertainly at each other, then back at Selanda, who stood firm, showing no sign of fear or hesitation. 
 
    “All right,” Brian said. “She doesn’t look scared, why should we be? Move out and start getting your gear ready. We move out tomorrow.” 
 
    Everyone nodded curt acknowledgements, then broke free, heading back to the building to gather their supplies. Selanda and Brian stood in the parking lot, watching them leave. 
 
    “So, why do you do it?” Selanda asked, looking at him. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Serve as Gossett’s lapdog.” 
 
    “Be careful where you’re going with this, Ms. Lopez,” Brian warned. “Mr. Gossett has helped a lot of people in this organization.” 
 
    “I’m sure whatever generosity he’s shown was in his own best interests.” 
 
    Brian shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. Fact remains, a lot of Eagle families are alive and well thanks to him. Our residence halls are filled with husbands, wives, and children. That’s earned a fair amount of loyalty from us, regardless of what people might think of him.” 
 
    “You know he’s the cause of all of this, right?” Selanda asked. 
 
    “It wasn’t his prototype ship that slammed into Chicago,” Brian replied curtly, echoing his boss’s words. 
 
    “He caused it. He sabotaged me.” 
 
    Brian lifted his hands. 
 
    “Look, I have no interest in getting in the middle of whatever pissing match this is,” he said. “My loyalty lies with Mr. Gossett. If you’re trying to turn me against him, just give it up. It’s not going to work.” 
 
    “But why? He’s a backstabbing, opportunity-thieving weasel,” Selanda said. “Certainly, you must have seen that along the way?” 
 
    The truth was, he had seen it along the way. Gossett had a quick temper and a slimy demeanor, and in another life, perhaps that would have been enough to turn Brian away. But Brian had his own share of skeletons in his closet, and he couldn’t help but think that part of the reason he clung to Gossett was because his boss’s failings masked some of his own. 
 
    “No, he’s not perfect,” Brian replied. “But who is? I’m sure as hell not. We all have our failings, Ms. Lopez, and for now at least, I’m firmly in Mr. Gossett’s camp. I have too many coworkers and friends who are alive because of his generosity, whatever the motivations might be.” 
 
    Selanda shrugged and nodded. She had a hard time arguing with his logic. When the world was burning down around you, there wasn’t a whole lot of time to consider your conscience. At least Brian could admit that, which generated some legitimate respect in her eyes. He wasn’t a typical sycophant, and for sure he seemed to have his own secrets, but in this day and age, who didn’t? 
 
    “Are we done here?” Brian asked. “Because I’ve gotta get my gear ready, too. Mr. Gossett wants us on the road tomorrow and working to complete the job we didn’t get done earlier.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Selanda asked. “I’m ready whenever you all are.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, like I said,” Brian repeated. “We spend today getting ready and we set out tomorrow.” 
 
    # 
 
    There was a bustle of activity in the rear parking lot behind the research and development wing of Eagle Atmospheric. To Gossett’s credit, he hadn’t assigned anyone to follow Selanda around, to watch her every move. She had more or less free rein of the place, not that she’d had much time to check it all out as it was. 
 
    There was an old brown van parked in the rear parking lot, in the shadows of what looked to be a scale model of a satellite launchpad. She’d seen the launchpad already when Brian and the others had brought her to Gossett, but after knocking him on his ass, she hadn’t gotten a lot of opportunity to see exactly what it was. 
 
    There were several people in the rear lot, what appeared to be a portable generator parked on the pavement next to the old van. Where she’d seen a number of engineers working on the launchpad before, they were now huddled around the van, a few of them with clipboards, another one checking a welding torch. A pair of men carried a few chemical fuel tanks, struggling with the heavy, metal containers before finally setting them down next to the kneeling man with the acetylene torch. 
 
    “Who would have thought?” a voice said to her right and she turned to see Edmond Gossett walking toward her across the parking lot. 
 
    “Thought what?” 
 
    “That we’d be working on the same side.” 
 
    “Not me,” she replied. “Though, to be honest, we probably could have accomplished a lot more if we’d put our differences aside and worked together before this all happened.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced,” Gossett replied. “The entire world worked together in supposed harmony on this Project: Heatshield global geological engineering project and look where that got us.” 
 
    “Point taken, I suppose.” 
 
    Near the van, the crouching man fired up the torch and it scorched to life, shining a blinding light across the parking lot, so unexpected and vibrant that Selanda had to turn away. 
 
    “What exactly are they doing?” she asked. 
 
    “We took them off the launchpad project,” Gossett replied. “They’re putting together some transportation for Mr. Genner’s crew. Four wheels are better than two legs, right?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the one who was in their backyard for twenty-four hours and made it through unscathed. What’s your perspective?” 
 
    “Driving is more dangerous,” Selanda replied. “I saw too many abandoned cars to count. I suspect they need fuel, like everyone else, so they see a car and it’s immediately a target.” 
 
    “So, this is a fool’s errand?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. If we ride it into the city and find a place to stash it, it could be a good base of operations to run surveillance from. Give us all a place to return to if things go sideways.” 
 
    Gossett turned and looked at her, his gaze edged with what almost seemed to be an ounce of respect. 
 
    “You were really raised in the midst of a Guatemalan civil war?” 
 
    “I was. Even though I was able to escape that world, it shaped most of my life. I think my childhood is one of the few reasons I’m still breathing right now.” 
 
    “Everything happens for a reason.” 
 
    Selanda laughed softly. 
 
    “You really believe that?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit.” 
 
    The two of them laughed as they looked out over the rear parking lot, the acetylene torch shining a splitting, white light as it moved along the contours of the passenger van. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    The repeated bang of metal on metal filled the normally quiet air, which was enough to distract Laura, at least a little bit. Her eyes lingered on the small police station as if she could see through its walls and see Jack sitting in the jail cell within. 
 
    How had it all happened? The last week felt like a twisted blur of sharp edges and jagged stabs of mixed clarity. Events shifted between cloudy haze and a rigid sharpness, though she struggled to put all of the pieces in the right order. Balancing on her crutches, she looked at the building, feeling the persistent, jabbing pain in her chest. A pain she sometimes wondered would be with her forever. There were moments it was nearly unbearable, forcing her to sit, struggling to catch her breath, desperate to push past the shards of glass that lined her lungs. 
 
    “He’ll be okay,” a voice said softly, almost inaudible among the metal banging. Laura turned and looked at Lindsey, smiling softly at her sister. Over her sister’s right shoulder, she saw the rough framework of a tower being constructed. Not a tower so much as a rod, a thick and rigid structure that Laura had spoken about to the mayor and Colonel Carter. A tall lightning rod designed to attract the seemingly random downward bolts of powerful electricity that had started coming earthward with more regularity in recent days. A desperate, last-ditch effort to try and make sense of a world that was quickly falling apart around them. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Laura replied. “I haven’t told you everything that we went through over the past month. He’s been through…a lot.” 
 
    “Haven’t we all?” 
 
    “Well, yes, of course we have, but we were taken captive by a guy—he was a park ranger up by Yellowstone, and Jack really bore the brunt of his abuse. It was really bad.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying he might be a bit sensitive to being in captivity?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Not sure there’s much we can do about it,” Lindsey said with a sigh. “Colonel Carter isn’t the easiest guy to negotiate with.” 
 
    “What is up with him, anyway?” Laura asked. “You never struck me as being the prepper survivalist type.” 
 
    Lindsey laughed softly. 
 
    “That’s not what it’s about here. At least not totally. I mean, sure, there is some of that here and there, but mostly it’s about the community. When Patch was dying, he was really worried about how I’d get along, alone out there on that big farm. I mean, he was my whole life, right?” 
 
    “How long were you guys married?” 
 
    “Twelve years,” Lindsey replied, “which doesn’t seem like a lot, but we were in the middle of nowhere. I can’t have kids, so it was just me, him, and the farm animals. I guess it’s a good thing we liked each other. He mostly took care of the farm while I got my nursing degree, then I worked the late shift at the hospital those last couple of years,” her voice choked slightly. 
 
    “Sis,” Laura said. 
 
    Lindsey smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I just wish I’d worked less and spent more time with him before the cancer got him. If I’d known, I would have—” 
 
    “You didn’t know. And Patch would have wanted you to live your life. To do what made you happy.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They stood for a moment, watching the two workers bang relentlessly on the framework for the lightning rod. 
 
    “That’s when I discovered this place,” Lindsey continued. “After he died. He was afraid I wouldn’t be able to handle the farm and he was looking for some resources to help me. We came across Stone Sword, mostly because we were both into staying as much off the grid as possible. I got connected with Kramer Phillips and started going to their meetings. Patch had quite a nest egg stashed away that he never really told me about. I would have been pretty pissed if it hadn’t saved my life. Allowed me to hire on a couple of farmhands part time so I could travel here to Malcolm for the monthly meetings. Learned a lot.” 
 
    “And made some valuable friends.” 
 
    Lindsey nodded.  
 
    “As soon as things fell apart, I loaded up the truck with everything I could and came on over. Mayor Phillips welcomed me with open arms—said my clinical skills would be invaluable. He’d never been more right about anything in his life.” Her eyes glassed over slightly, as if she were looking back in time, staring at something horrific that she didn’t quite know how to explain. 
 
    “Seems like it’s been good, but also scary.” 
 
    “Very scary,” Lindsey replied. “I spent some time in the ED at the local hospital in town, and it was nothing compared to what we’ve been dealing with here. Routine accidents have suddenly become a battle between life and death.” 
 
    “And then I come strolling in with a damned bullet in my chest.” 
 
    Lindsey smiled and put her arm around Laura’s shoulder, hugging her close. 
 
    “That’s my sis, always causing trouble.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “So, tell me.” 
 
    Laura drew in a deep, ragged breath, wincing slightly at the pain. 
 
    “I’m not even sure where to start.” 
 
    “Wherever you want. It’s been tough keeping track of you, kiddo. I’d like to know what you were up to.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you do.” 
 
    Lindsey turned to look at her, stepping back slightly. 
 
    “C’mon. It’s not like you were a serial killer. I mean, yeah, you played a role in the technology that has effectively ended the world, but—” 
 
    “Gee, thanks for the reminder.” Laura’s expression darkened. 
 
    “Stop that,” Lindsey said. “It was a joke. And I’m pretty sure you were just doing your job.” 
 
    “Mostly. But there was a man involved, too.” 
 
    “There always is, isn’t there?” 
 
    The two women laughed at that, the sound a stark juxtaposition with the clanging metal of construction. 
 
    “Yeah, this was one of those men all right,” Laura said. “Terrible for me, but only in all the best ways.” She actually felt a little swell of emotion thinking back to Cameron Pike. A feeling filled her chest, but not feelings of anger and remorse. Instead, she felt a brief moment of longing for the days of old. Not just before the apocalypse, but before she and Cameron had broken up. Before she found out what kind of man he really was. Back in her days of innocence when she’d actually managed to score herself a bona fide man of mystery, and he seemed into her as well. 
 
    There had been some good days. Somewhere, buried in her past. 
 
    Guilt knotted her guts. Yes, there had been good days, but she’d had to abandon her husband and daughter in order to experience them. How selfish did that make her? How pathetically self-centered was she, that her fond memories came on the back of the ruination of two lives? 
 
    She lowered her chin and closed her eyes, struggling to fight back the unexpected brimming of tears. 
 
    “Laura?” Lindsey asked. “What’s wrong, honey?” 
 
    “Just—the past,” she said quietly. “Good memories always chased away by bad.” 
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    “That is a lot harder than it sounds.” 
 
    “Why?” Lindsey asked. She walked over to a nearby bench situated on the edge of the village green which overlooked the construction site. Laura hobbled along after her, settling into place on the wooden slats beside her. 
 
    “Why?” Laura asked. “Because. Because it only goes to show what a bad person I am. What a terrible mother I was. And I never wanted you to see that part of me.” 
 
    “Laura, come on,” Lindsey said. “We all go through things in our lives. We can’t always control what our hearts and minds tell us.” 
 
    “What? That I didn’t want to be a mother, so I just…left? How do I explain that to a young girl?” She choked out a cough and looked out over the construction site where the two men had set up ladders to continue their work. “Do you know—she’s fourteen years old now?” 
 
    “Helen?” 
 
    Laura nodded.  
 
    “How much do you think she hates me?” 
 
    “I’m sure she doesn’t,” Lindsey said. “Though, from what I’ve heard, teenage girls all across the world generally carry some hate for their parents. It would hardly be unique to your situation.” 
 
    “Wayne was such a good man. A good husband. He deserved better.” 
 
    “Are you—” Lindsey started to say, but wasn’t entirely sure where she was going with the question. 
 
    “Am I what? Going to look for them?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Eventually, I think,” Laura said. “I know New Orleans got slammed pretty hard by the plane crashes, but they lived in a little town called South Brisbane. I’m hoping they made it through unscathed.” 
 
    “Have you tried to reach out to them?” 
 
    “I did at first,” Laura replied. “When I was at Aurora. Tried calling Wayne’s restaurant a few times, but he never answered. Now, I don’t even know when I’ll be able to make a phone call again.” 
 
    “They have some landlines here,” Lindsey said, “but there are a lot of variables between one place and another when you’re making a phone call. Besides, most of the central offices are out of power these days and their equipment is down, even if the lines are running over resilient copper.” 
 
    “For now, I just need to hope they’re still alive and okay. Obviously, I’m not going too far until this surgery is healed up.” She stopped speaking for a moment, then looked at Lindsey through narrowed, skeptical eyes. “Do you think they’ll just…let me leave? You heard what Jack said. He feels like a prisoner here.” 
 
    “Well, he is a prisoner,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “I mean before that.” 
 
    “This isn’t a correctional facility, Laura. I’m sure when you want to go, you’ll be free to go.” 
 
    “Colonel Carter seems pretty protective of the place.” 
 
    “Of course, he is. He taught here for years and has lived here ever since. This is more than a town to these people. It’s their homeland, if that makes sense. They have a bond to this place. I’m sure the colonel will have some choice words for you to ensure that you don’t go blabbing about the location of this place, but besides that, there’s nothing keeping you here.” 
 
    “Well, there is at the moment,” Laura said, turning and glancing over her shoulder, looking at the small police station in the distance. Her eyes lingered there for a moment, then she turned back around and looked at her sister. “Do you really think they’ll keep him in there? He didn’t do this. Jack’s not a killer.” 
 
    “I have no idea what to think,” Lindsey said. “With what’s happened in the past five or six weeks—it’s changed everything. Colonel Carter has become a bit of a different person. Even more protective and insular than before.” 
 
    “I can believe that.” 
 
    “But,” Lindsey continued, “at his heart, he is a fair man. A just man. I find it hard to believe he would do anything to Jack without a fair trial of some sort.” 
 
    “With who as the judge? Or the jury?” 
 
    “Laura, I don’t have all of those answers right now. I’m sorry. I wish I did.” 
 
    “I know,” Laura replied. “It’s not your fault. It’s not even Carter’s fault. It’s just—whoever did this…if it’s the person who shot me—” 
 
    Lindsey’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You really think it might be?” 
 
    “I’ve heard stranger things,” Laura said. “And if it is, then the whole reason they’re here is to finish the job.” 
 
    “Are you legitimately worried about that?” 
 
    “I have no reason not to be.” Laura hesitated for a moment, trying to untangle the thoughts in her head. To decide just how much she wanted to share. “Lindsey, I saw a kill squad murder two dozen people just to try and get to me. Friends. Coworkers. People I knew and cared about. Riddled with bullets and left in their own blood on the streets of Seattle.” 
 
    “My God,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “Exactly. These people don’t mess around. I have knowledge of Project: Heatshield, knowledge that they don’t want getting out, and there isn’t a whole lot they won’t do to make sure I don’t share it.” 
 
    “And these are people from our own government?” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “It sounds like some Tom Clancy novel, but it’s not,” she said. “I’ve seen it firsthand. The man who shot me, I looked him right in the eyes. He said my name, he knew exactly who I was. He—” A brisk chill ran up the length of her spine and she clutched her arms tight to her body, pushing back the fear. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Lindsey said, reaching out and putting a hand on her thigh. “It’s okay. You’re safe here.” 
 
    “If Jack didn’t kill those men in the woods, do you really think that? If that assassin is here somewhere, and he did kill those guards, can you sit here and tell me I’m safe? Malcolm isn’t a big town. He could be watching us right now.” 
 
    “He’s not,” Lindsey said. “And even if he were, you’ve met Colonel Carter. He is grade A badass, and he trains all of his men to be the same. You’re surrounded by militia members. Young men who have been trained since they were old enough to walk. Let him try something. It’ll be the worst mistake he ever makes.” 
 
    Laura sat hunched over slightly, her arms against her thighs. 
 
    “He killed two of those highly trained militiamen without breaking a sweat,” she said softly. “Then vanished into thin air.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we do. Because Jack didn’t do it, and if he didn’t, that’s the only other option.” 
 
    Lindsey started to reply, but closed her lips, unsure of what to say. So instead they both sat there in silence, listening to the metallic banging of hammers on framework, watching as the lightning rod took shape before them. 
 
    # 
 
    “So, what would you have me do, Mayor?” Colonel Carter snapped, scowling at the other man standing across the table from him. “Just set him free?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying,” Kramer replied. “I’m saying in this nation we used to believe in innocent until proven guilty. What happened to that?” 
 
    “What happened is that our justice system went up in flames. Planes dropped from the sky on top of it!” 
 
    “And that gives us the right to subvert the very nature of what it stood for? The best way we can honor the way things used to be is to continue supporting that philosophy!” 
 
    “Give me a break, Kramer. This isn’t some cold case criminal exonerated through DNA analysis. This is a man in our town who we don’t know, who may have been responsible for murdering two of our citizens in cold blood. This isn’t an innocent-until-proven-guilty scenario. He admitted he was walking around in the mountains looking for a way to escape!” 
 
    “Trying to get out from under your bootheel is a whole lot different than trying to escape a double homicide, Colonel.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s what this is about,” Carter replied. “You think I’m too tough on people. Is that it?” 
 
    “That’s not what this is—” 
 
    “My toughness is the only thing getting us through this right now, Mayor. That’s it. Your gentle compassion sure as hell isn’t doing the job.” 
 
    Kramer smiled, shaking his head as he pressed his palms into the smooth surface of the table between them. That’s the way their conversations always went. Good cop versus bad cop. Gentle compassion versus tough-as-nails hardass. The majority of the time, their balance worked out and they managed to find a middle ground between their two personalities. 
 
    But it didn’t always. 
 
    Carter crossed his arms over his broad chest. 
 
    “So, what are you saying?” he asked. “We just unlock the door and let him walk free?” 
 
    “I never said that once,” Kramer replied. “I just think we need to try and collect some evidence. Get some more information. Do we even know what kind of weapon killed Max and Charlie? Do we know if Jack had access to such a weapon?” 
 
    “I apologize, Mayor,” Carter said, spreading his hands out in front of him, “I can’t seem to locate my forensics department right now.” 
 
    “Carter, I know you’re in a tough spot.” 
 
    “I’m in charge of protecting this town against an entire world that now poses a potential threat,” Carter replied. “That’s not a tough spot, it’s an impossible one. And all I ask is a modicum of respect for my authority and understanding about the hard decisions that I have to make to keep us safe.” 
 
    “I respect that,” the mayor replied, “and I can’t think of a single person I’d rather have in charge of that task than you. I trust you implicitly. But in this case, I just want to proceed with an abundance of caution. Executing a man before we provide a fair trial sets a dangerous precedent that I’m not sure we want to set.” 
 
    “We don’t have the luxury not to,” Carter replied. “That man sitting in that jail cell takes precious resources. Food to feed. Water to hydrate. Manpower for guarding him, allowing him bathroom breaks, and meanwhile, he does nothing to help the town. He’s taking up space. Valuable space that we cannot afford to give up.” 
 
    “So, put him to work.” 
 
    “Doing what? Gardening? With two more men watching over him, keeping them from doing their own jobs? This isn’t the America you once knew, Mayor Phillips. This is a different world. A darker world. A harder world. We need to be just as hard.” 
 
    Kramer closed his fist, resting the side of his hand against the table, taking deep, steadying breaths. 
 
    “I’ll give him twelve hours,” Carter said. “Twelve hours to explain himself, twelve hours for you to find your precious evidence if that’s what you want to do. But if twenty-four hours pass and we’re still in this same place, I’m really not going to have a choice, Mayor.” 
 
    “Just remember,” Kramer replied, “the woman he came here with—the woman whose life he saved. She’s pretty important to us right now. We put him up against the wall in front of a firing squad, we can kiss any help she offers us good-bye.” 
 
    “If she’s unwilling to help the town that supported her sister when she needed it most, then I don’t want her help at all.” 
 
    Kramer chewed his lip, tucking his chin to his chest. Slowly he unflexed his curled fist and patted his palm on the table, nodding. 
 
    “All right,” he said, “twelve hours. Have it your way.” 
 
    He turned and walked from the room, his steps echoing in the quiet interior. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack leaned against the bars, his back pressing into the iron, eyes closed, trying to steady his raspy breathing. The first few hours had actually not been bad, even though he was confined in a jail cell far smaller than the room in the ranger’s cabin he’d been imprisoned in previously. The open bars between him and the larger room beyond actually gave off a feeling of a wider open area and he’d chatted off and on with Trevor, who was desperate to please Colonel Carter, but couldn’t help engaging him in friendly conversation from time to time, mostly about Xbox games and things about the old world that they missed. 
 
    Now, though, they were silent, Trevor standing watch by the door, Jack sitting on the floor, trying to steady his hammering heart into some semblance of normal rhythm. The panic attack had come from nowhere, driving the strength from his legs and sending him to the floor, his fingers clasped together. 
 
    He could hear the low scuffle of Trevor’s boots. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Jack replied. “I spent most of the past week or so locked up in a ranger’s cabin with a psychopath. Not a big fan of being locked up again.” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Trevor replied. “I’m sure they’ll get this squared away.” 
 
    Jack laughed and leaned back a bit further, the cool metal bars touching the back of his head. 
 
    “I know you think the colonel is a bad man,” Trevor said, “but he’s not. He’s just looking out for the best interests of the town.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Jack replied, “while you’re on that side of the bars.” 
 
    “It’s not like any of us wants to see you locked up,” Trevor said. “I mean, what were you doing all that time, anyway? If you’d told me where you were going, I wouldn’t have had to—” 
 
    “Wait,” Jack interrupted, lifting his head and glancing through the bars. “You were the one who told the colonel I’d gone missing?” 
 
    Trevor’s cheeks flushed and he looked down at his combat boots for a moment. The young man looked almost comical, his youthful face underneath the Kevlar helmet, wearing the camouflage Army Combat Uniform and tactical vest. He almost looked like a child playing dress-up, though Jack had gone through some training with him and knew he had the skills to back up his place in the local militia. 
 
    “I had to,” Trevor replied. “That’s how we live our lives here. No secrecy, always operating in the best interests of the town’s security. We’re a community, Jack, everything we do is to watch each other’s back.” 
 
    “What about watching my back?” 
 
    “I’ve known you for a couple of days,” Trevor replied. “I’ve been in this town for my entire life.” 
 
    Jack looked back forward, sighing loudly. Everything within the confines of Stone Sword felt so alien to him. So different. Like some sort of lost civilization. 
 
    But he couldn’t help but wonder—was that such a bad thing? What was wrong with everyone in the town looking out for each other? Every civilian had a job, a clear responsibility, comfortable in the fact that they knew their role and knew everyone else around them would have their backs. 
 
    To an outsider it felt insular and foreign. But to someone born into it, it must have been a very comforting feeling indeed. He was having a hard time finding fault with Trevor, and the young man was right; he didn’t really know him that well, and to him, the security of his friends, neighbors and family took priority over a man he had literally just met. 
 
    What was so wrong with that? 
 
    The doorknob rattled, then with a soft squeak it eased open and Jack turned again, smiling slightly as he saw Lindsey pushing the door open so Laura could hobble in on her crutches. Her face lit up slightly as they looked at each other, then Jack felt that tight fist of guilt buried deep within him again. Laura knew that he’d been trying to leave without telling her. That he’d wanted to leave without her. 
 
    He wondered how that made her feel. Did she even care? 
 
    “Hey, Laura,” he said softly, turning and grabbing the bars to help hoist him to his feet. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Laura looked over at Trevor uncomfortably. 
 
    “Trevor?” Lindsey asked, coming up behind her sister. “Can we have a few minutes alone?” 
 
    Trevor looked nervously between them, chewing on his lower lip. 
 
    “Colonel Carter won’t like that,” he said. “I have strict orders.” 
 
    “Only a few minutes,” Lindsey said. “Please. I won’t tell the colonel if you don’t.” 
 
    Trevor looked like he just might crawl out of his skin, biting on his lip so hard that Jack thought he might draw blood. 
 
    “Trevor,” Lindsey said, taking a step toward him. “Please.” 
 
    He sighed and nodded, walking past her toward the door, then slipped through and closed it behind him without a second word. 
 
    “What are you hearing?” Jack asked, coming close to the bars. Laura made her way there, slowly and clumsily on the crutches, wincing slightly with each movement. She lifted a hand and touched his fingers gingerly as they wrapped around the slender iron bar. He felt a soft, warm glow inside of him and felt the blood rushing to his cheeks as he smiled back at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “That I was trying to get out. Without telling you. That I was trying to leave without you.” 
 
    Laura shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” she said. “You absolutely must do what’s right for you. And you have family in Nebraska to get to.” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” Jack replied. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He lowered his head, looking at the ground for a moment and she lowered her hand, balancing herself on her crutches. 
 
    “We’re going to get through this,” she said. 
 
    Noting a strange tenor in her voice, he lifted his eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Wrong?” 
 
    “The way you said that. Something’s happened.” 
 
    Laura chuckled a low, dry chuckle, her breath catching. 
 
    “Am I that transparent?” 
 
    “We’ve spent twenty-four hours a day together for the past six weeks, almost,” Jack replied. “I probably know you better than I know my stupid parents.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can think of that you might have overlooked in the past twenty-four hours?” Laura asked. “Any small nugget of detail that might convince the colonel that you didn’t do this?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying,” Jack replied. “But I mean—the whole reason I went off was to be alone. I purposefully tried to not run into anyone and not be seen. That was kind of the point.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Why? What’s happening?” 
 
    Laura looked back at Lindsey for a moment, then turned back to Jack. 
 
    “He’s giving it twelve hours,” she said. “According to Mayor Phillips.” 
 
    “Giving what twelve hours?” 
 
    “Giving us twelve hours to find some sort of evidence that clears you of this.” 
 
    “And what happens then?” Jack asked, his voice getting frantic. 
 
    “You’ll be tried for murder,” Laura said softly. 
 
    “Tried,” Jack said simply, speaking the word like it was bitter and distasteful. “That’s bullshit and you know it.” 
 
    “I know,” Laura replied, “which is why I’m probing you for any information you might have. Anything you remember that might prove you weren’t there when those two men were killed.” 
 
    Jack sighed, gripping the bars so tight the skin pulled white around his knuckles, the smooth metal pressing against his palms. 
 
    “I told you,” he said in a low, frustrated voice, “I went off alone for a reason. I avoided human contact for a reason.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “Up into the hills north of downtown,” Jack replied. “I followed some of the mountain trails through that region, looking to see if any of them bypassed the eastern gate. I spent a few hours doing that, discovered that they didn’t unless I was a professional mountain climber, and then came back to town. I saw no one. I did nothing out of the ordinary besides walk and look.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said, then turned to Lindsey. “Do you know anyone who lives near that area? Anyone who might have seen him or heard him?” 
 
    Lindsey shook her head. 
 
    “That’s a pretty remote stretch,” she replied. “Most of the farms and rural houses are to the west, not northeast.” 
 
    There was a lingering, palpable silence in the room, nobody speaking or moving, until the doorknob sounded, a low, metallic rattle and twist. Their eyes all tracked to the door as it opened, Trevor stepping back through it. 
 
    “You’ve had a few minutes,” he said tentatively. “I really need to be in here. I don’t want to get in trouble.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Laura said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Trevor nodded, once again his eyes moving to each one of them, trying to gauge what they might have been talking about. Finally, he returned to his place. He hooked his thumb on his belt, near where a large ring of metal keys was hooked to his loop on a metal carabiner. 
 
    Laura stepped toward the cell again, and again placed her hand over Jack’s. 
 
    “Keep the faith,” she whispered. “Please?” 
 
    Jack nodded, watching the two women as they crossed the floor and exited the room, the door easing shut behind them. He looked at Trevor, but the young man stood rigid, eyes facing away, refusing to meet his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, D.C. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me again,” Corvan growled in a low voice, standing over the radio console, his palms pressed to the desk beneath it. “Tell me again.” 
 
    There was scratchy static in the headset, a voice speaking that Pike could not hear from the hallway. He’d taken to trying to follow Corvan almost everywhere he went, getting an idea of his routine so he could choose the right time to corner him and pressure him for details on Laura’s assassination. 
 
    He’d been just about to confront the man when he got the news that he had another incoming call from Wyoming. 
 
    Corvan’s fingers curled into half-clenched fists, tips pressing into the table. 
 
    “How did this happen?” he asked, and Pike inched closer to the open door, canting his ear toward the conversation. Something was wrong. “No, tell me exactly.” 
 
    Pike’s mouth narrowed to a thin, hard line as the voice spoke in the headset, too low and surrounded by static for him to hear it. 
 
    “So, she’s alive,” Corvan said. 
 
    Pike’s heart clutched in his chest. 
 
    “She’s there? Right now? In the town?” 
 
    Corvan stood, quiet for a moment, listening to the conversation on the other end of the line. He pressed his fingers to the headset over his ears, a long coil of black cable connecting it to the radio console. 
 
    “I don’t care if she’s on crutches!” Corvan shouted. “I don’t care if she’s gravely injured! If she’s alive, you failed!” 
 
    Pike focused on his breathing, which had accelerated in his excitement, though he desperately tried to keep it under control. The assassin had failed? Laura Park was still alive? 
 
    “Okay, listen to me right now,” Corvan said clearly, still standing, hunched over the console. “I don’t care what it takes. I don’t care what it costs. I don’t care about collateral damage. You will finish the job.” 
 
    More speaking from the headset that Pike couldn’t hear. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it!” Corvan shouted. “You’re afraid of a bunch of glorified homesteaders with guns? What the hell am I even paying you for?” 
 
    The voice in the headset was louder and more urgent, but Pike still couldn’t make out any individual words or speech patterns. He watched Corvan’s body language, the subtle tensing of his muscles, the tightening curl of his left fist. Each movement of disappointment made him happier and happier, because it meant Laura Park was alive. 
 
    Pike thought back to the days almost six weeks ago, days full of fear and fury, panic that Laura might tell the world what they’d done, that she might sacrifice national security and bring their fragile government to a screeching halt in the aftermath of the worst disaster the world had ever seen. He’d made some rash decisions, decisions that he wished he could take back. 
 
    But now, he had a second chance. The past six weeks had confirmed that his government was fragile, very fragile indeed, but it had also now broken, even without Laura’s help, and the ones in charge of picking up the pieces had crawled from the depths of the political swamp. He’d been right about what could happen if they didn’t do things just right to recover from the disaster, but he’d been very wrong about what those things were, and Laura had almost paid the price. 
 
    The former President had paid the price. And if they weren’t careful, the entire nation would pay it next. The price was steep, significant, and would put American citizens in a debt too deep to repay. 
 
    “You heard me,” Corvan snapped, bitter venom dripping from his words. “Finish the job. I don’t care how, but finish it. We’re too vulnerable. Too close to teetering over the edge. If Park reveals what she knows, the fragile backbone of our entire nation will snap in two.” 
 
    Pike didn’t disagree. But unlike Corvan, he felt America could use a good backbreaking right now. Maybe it needed one. 
 
    Corvan pounded the console, cutting off the communication, then ripped the headset from his ears and let it crash to the table in disgust. Placing his hands on his hips, he glowered down at the console, as if the array of lights and levers had somehow personally offended him. 
 
    “Pathetic,” he muttered. “Completely and utterly pathetic.” 
 
    “You want something done right, you have to do it yourself, I suppose,” Pike said and Corvan wheeled toward him. 
 
    # 
 
    He stepped around the corner of the open doorway, looking at the man who had, at one point, he thought, actually worked for him. But he hadn’t, not really, and his true allegiance had long since been revealed. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Pike said quietly. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Have her killed. She’s no threat to us, not anymore.” 
 
    “Were you listening to that entire conversation?” Corvan asked, glaring at him. 
 
    “I heard enough.” 
 
    “And now you think you’re taking the high road, is that it?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, there’s been enough death out there. We don’t need to add to it.” 
 
    “And this has nothing to do with her being your old girlfriend.” 
 
    “Does it matter if it does?” 
 
    “Of course, it does!” Corvan replied angrily. “You’re not thinking straight. You’re not prioritizing. If she tells people what she knows, it will mean the end of us.” 
 
    “The end of what?” Pike asked. “This sham of a political structure? I hate to break it to you, Corvan, but any semblance of American democracy died the day you strangled the air from the President’s lungs. Laura Park had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    Corvan grinned, shaking his head. 
 
    “You are,” he said. “You really are. The moral high ground after Project: Heatshield doomed the planet to a slow, agonizing death. Unbelievable.” 
 
    “That’s my point,” Pike replied. “We’ve got a lot more to worry about here. Whether Park lives or dies, we are on the edge of catastrophe, even more than we have been. Lightning bolts are striking the ground now with increasing regularity. Heatshield is dangerously unstable, and if it comes crashing down, it’ll finish the job the plane crashes started.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    “Then why the hell are you focusing on one woman?” 
 
    "She poses just as much of a threat as that damn nanotechnology floating in the atmosphere. She could bring down this administration!” 
 
    “Maybe this administration should be brought down!” 
 
    Corvan narrowed his eyes, glaring at him with a hot, angry intensity. 
 
    “This administration handpicked you to be a part of it, Pike,” he said. “We didn’t have to do that. We could have left you bleeding out on the Washington, D.C. streets along with the rest of the oversight committee. Maybe we should have.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have,” Pike agreed. “Because if you think for one minute that I’m on your side in all of this—” 
 
    “Give me a break!” Corvan shouted, throwing up his hands. “You’re really doing it; you’re standing there and acting all high and mighty, as if you weren’t ordering Park’s death yourself a month ago!” 
 
    “A lot has changed since then.” 
 
    “Nothing has changed since then,” Corvan spat. “She still knows things that will harm national security. We’re still living under an umbrella of imminent destruction. We still need to do whatever we can to hold together the tearing fabric of this great nation. Those things are just as true now as they were six weeks ago, Pike, even if you don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Pike replied, taking a step forward. “I don’t see it that way.” 
 
    Corvan watched him carefully as he drew in closer, analyzing him with his eyes. Pike could see his muscles tensing slightly beneath his black sweater. Pike grew suddenly nervous. He didn’t know much about Corvan, but he knew he had spent an entire military career walking a fine line between white and black, firmly in the camp of gray. Every step he’d taken into black ops territory had taught him something, either physically or mentally, and he had no doubt the man was counting how many different ways he could incapacitate or kill him right then and there. 
 
    “Just call him off,” Pike said. “Nobody needs to know.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Corvan asked. “You think I’m just doing this for Willoughby? Because I’m his lapdog or something?” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m ordering Park’s death because it needs to be done, and you’re not going to convince me otherwise.” 
 
    “I’m thinking that maybe I could.” He took another step forward, close enough that he could smell the sour sweat lifting from Corvan’s body. The familiar stink of unshowered human, fabric damp with sweat, his fetid breath clouding the small room. Tension connected them both, a physical presence, taut and rigid, and Pike drew in a quiet breath, then held it, waiting for what would happen next. 
 
    # 
 
    Corvan moved with a sort of brutal, electric grace, his arm slicing up and left, knuckles cracking hard into Pike’s chin, his head snapping back. Pike stumbled to the right, his skull bursting with sudden pain. The only thing stopping him from toppling over was the wall next to the opened door. His shoulder hit and Corvan came toward him, both fists clenched at his side. 
 
    “Worst mistake you could have made,” he snarled. 
 
    “Worst mistake I made was trusting you and Willoughby,” Pike replied and started to come forward. Corvan’s leg swept out in a dark blur, striking Pike in the left ribs and bending him over. 
 
    Air burst from pursed lips as he doubled, clawing to the right to grasp the communications console and keep himself from going over. Corvan descended upon him, but Pike threw himself forward into a rough football tackle, striking the other man in the chest and shoving him back against the far wall of the small, enclosed room. They both crashed with a sudden, bone-jarring impact, then Corvan’s elbow drilled hard into Pike’s shoulders, loosening his grip and sending him to the floor. 
 
    Both palms burned as they struck concrete, the man barely breaking his fall. A foot lanced forward and drove hard into his left clavicle, pain jolting throughout his left side, his arm giving way and sending him crashing to the floor. 
 
    The other foot lifted and prepared to stomp on his face, but Pike rolled left, barely slipping out from beneath the downward motion of the heel. The sole thudded on the floor and Corvan hissed in pain, his knee twisting strangely. 
 
    Immediately, Pike rolled back to the left, lashing out with a hard fist, slamming his knuckles into Corvan’s already unsteady knee. It was a bone-on-bone impact, both men grunting in pain, but Corvan’s joint gave way a bit more and he stumbled to the right. 
 
    Pike was up and moving, thrusting a closed fist into a tight sideways arc, burying his knuckles in Corvan’s ribs. Air burst from lungs and he went over forward, and Pike followed with a swift left cross. Shifting, Corvan narrowly blocked the blow then moved into Pike’s range, thrusting out with extended fingers, ramming the tips of them into Pike’s throat. 
 
    He gasped and choked, the air suddenly vacating his lungs and he struggled to catch it, taking an unsteady step backwards as Corvan advanced on him. Pike fell forward instead of back, bringing a knee up and slamming it into Corvan’s solar plexus, slowing his forward progress. Stumbling backwards, Pike barely caught himself against the communications console, the hard edge of the metal box driving into his spine. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Corvan gasped, clutching at his diaphragm, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Just—had to call him off,” Pike gasped. He could taste the coppery tinge of blood in his mouth and felt a slick wetness across his left jawline. Corvan’s first punch had cut him open good. 
 
    Recovering surprisingly quickly, Corvan lifted his foot and lunged with a front kick, the flat sole of his boot driving into Pike’s chest. He felt his feet leave the floor as he went backwards, spine ramming hard into the wall of radio equipment, his elbow driving back, shattering something covered in glass. 
 
    Corvan didn’t let up. He surged forward again as Pike slid toward the floor, but desperately Pike kicked out a hard foot and struck the same weak knee Corvan had already been favoring. There was a sickening pop and he grunted in agony, clutching at the joint as he went down to his right, shoulder striking the wall. 
 
    Pike threw himself forward, but Corvan recovered quickly, pushing off with his good leg into a lunging tackle, hitting Pike in mid-approach and driving him back against the metal console again. 
 
    Stars burst in Pike’s head, temporarily obscuring his vision with fireworks of pain and Corvan descended upon him yet again, unrelenting. Pike rolled left as Corvan plunged, then pressed his palm to the other man’s head and drove it hard. 
 
    Corvan’s forehead struck the metal communications console with a metallic clatter, another glass-covered dial bursting open and showering twinkling crystal shards all across the man’s sweater and the floor. Tangling his fingers in Corvan’s hair, Pike pulled back again and shoved a second time, driving his forehead into the console again, with another hard bang. Corvan struggled, starting to twist right, but Pike drove a fist into his ribs, and Corvan coughed a wet gasp of breath and bloody spittle, his body relaxing. 
 
    Using both hands he clutched at his head again, drawing it back and slamming it forward, leaving a streak of crimson across the metal surface. Corvan suddenly pushed off, lashing back with an elbow and drove it into the bridge of Pike’s nose, splitting skin. 
 
    Pike’s fingers clawed at the console, closing around something, but it lifted with him, not helping to stop his backwards scrabble. 
 
    Corvan wheeled around, his face a mask of blood, a pair of ragged, diagonal gashes splitting the tender flesh of his forehead, dark red streaming into his eyes and throughout his hair. 
 
    “I am going to kill you slowly,” he gasped, sneering an angry, toothy grin. Blood flecked his yellowed teeth. He lunged and Pike lunged back, finally realizing what he had in his hand. 
 
    He brought the headset up and around, the coil of black cable slipping above Corvan’s shoulder as he lunged forward. Moving quickly, almost instinctively, Pike grabbed the headset with his other hand and pulled, feeding it around, the cable finally catching on Corvan’s neck. Corvan pushed him back, lunging forward, not realizing what was happening until Pike had wrapped the coiled cable around him twice more. 
 
    “What—?” Corvan asked, finally looking down, brow furrowing, his fingers clawing at the cord. 
 
    “How slowly?” Pike gasped, blood flying from his lips. He struck with a firm downward kick, his heel striking Corvan’s already weak knee, driving him down to the hard ground in a kneel. Sweeping around him, he twisted the cable around his neck twice more, then pulled as hard as he could. 
 
    The man in the black sweater made a choking, gasping, wet, rattling sound as he clutched at the cord, but Pike put all of his weight into his knee, pressing it down between Corvan’s shoulders as he pulled back with all of his strength, the cord twisting and tightening around the other man’s throat. 
 
    For several agonizing, sickening moments, Pike could hear the catch of Corvan’s breath as the man tried to struggle his way past the strangulation. There were sounds, noises, and motions that Pike had never seen nor heard before the man finally clenched like a tightened rubber band, thrashing twice in last-minute desperation, then choking and gasping, falling forward. 
 
    He struck the concrete cheek first, blood spraying in a tiny mist onto the gray floor as Pike landed on top of him and remained there, crushing his shoulders into hard ground, pulling until he was completely certain the man was no longer breathing. 
 
    Pain raced through his head and arms. His ribs were on fire, and every breath was a metallic rattle in his mouth. He stayed on the floor for a while, listening for any sign that someone had heard the commotion, that they would come running, but after several minutes, the two men remained in the small room alone. 
 
    Using the console as a prop, he helped himself to stand on shaky legs, looking down at the corpse on the floor. The man in the black sweater lay on his left shoulder, bulging eyes staring out into nothing, a purpling bruise already forming at his throat. 
 
    He’d done it. He’d beaten him. 
 
    But now what? The order to kill Laura Park was still in place. None of that had changed, and now, he had killed one of Willoughby’s trusted partners while trapped in the middle of the serpent’s lair. 
 
    He had to clean this up, and he had to clean it up fast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you’re drinking that,” Helen said, looking at Joel as he tipped back the glass bottle of amber liquid. He’d spent almost the whole day prior helping Cody with his brewing, working around the farm, getting to know him and his family, and upon waking that morning, they’d asked him and Helen to go back to the lake. 
 
    Cody had insisted that Joel take three glass bottles of beer with him, but only if he promised to bring the bottles back when he was done. Joel had agreed wholeheartedly. 
 
    The air was warm in spite of the clouds, and they’d been at the lake for a few hours without seeing a single lightning bolt strike the ground. 
 
    “It’s good stuff,” Joel said with a smile. “Another seven years, maybe I’ll let you try some.” 
 
    Helen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the twenty-one regulation is up in smoke at this point,” she said. “What are they gonna do, arrest me?” 
 
    Joel smiled, lowering the bottle, and he looked at her for a moment. 
 
    “Want to try it?” he asked, holding it out toward her. There was maybe a quarter of the bottle left, not enough to make her drunk, and she was right, the whole idea of an age limit for drinking was almost laughable at that point. What was the harm? 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Hey, I had my first beer at twelve years old and look how I turned out.” 
 
    Helen looked at him skeptically. 
 
    “Okay, bad example.” 
 
    “Dad used to drink one once in a while,” she said quietly, thinking back to her old life. “It smelled gross.” 
 
    “Offer’s on the table,” Joel said, holding the bottle out. 
 
    “Fine,” Helen said with a sigh, extending her hand and taking it from him. “I spent my whole life being told that I was too young for this stuff,” she said. 
 
    “You’re too young for a lot of the things you’ve done over the past six weeks,” Joel replied, realizing too late the true meaning of what he was saying. 
 
    Helen’s expression darkened slightly, but she looked into the bottle, shrugged, then took a long swallow. 
 
    She lowered the bottle, glowering down at it through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “This tastes like shit,” she said simply, handing it back to him. 
 
    Joel barked out laughter and took the bottle back. 
 
    “I thought you might say that.” He took another sip himself. “My grandfather always said the best way to curb childhood drinking was just to let them have some.” He looked at the bottle with a soft smile. “Didn’t really work for me, though.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you drink that stuff,” Helen said, shaking her head and pretending to gag. Not far away their two horses grunted and whinnied and the little stray dog who’d befriended them ran around their legs in the grass, yipping excitedly. Another basket of fish rested on the grass-covered shore as they stood by the edge of the lake, looking out over the shimmering water. 
 
    “So, how long?” Helen asked, purposefully not looking at Joel. 
 
    “How long what?” 
 
    “How long do we get to stay here?” 
 
    Joel tipped up the bottle and took another swallow. He breathed in and out through his nose, the bottle pressed to his lips. 
 
    “Joel?” 
 
    “You make it sound like a theme park or something. Like we’re taking a family trip to the local swimming hole.” 
 
    “I like it here,” Helen said softly. “It’s peaceful. There are kids my age. We’ve got jobs to do. Everyone seems really nice.” 
 
    “Everyone always seems really nice until they’re not,” Joel replied. “You have family in Wyoming.” 
 
    “Family I don’t know.” 
 
    “They’re still family.” 
 
    “Can’t I make my own decisions about who I want to live with?” 
 
    “Not when you’re fourteen you can’t.” 
 
    Helen scowled, closing her eyes slightly. 
 
    “It’s not like you’re really my dad,” she said. “Or even my guardian. I’m only with you because I choose to be.” 
 
    “I thought I was helping you.” 
 
    “You are,” Helen replied. “You’ve helped me get this far. But maybe we just stop here. We have a place to stay, people who seem to appreciate our help. No danger around every corner.” 
 
    “There’s always danger around every corner,” Joel said. “Just because we haven’t seen it yet doesn’t mean it’s not there.” He actually thought they had seen it, he just didn’t mention it. They’d been there for the better part of two days and had run into Bobcat’s gang twice. There was trouble brewing there, he knew. Big trouble, no matter how deep Cody stuck his head in the sand about it. 
 
    “Besides,” he replied, choosing his words carefully, “Bobcat’s crew is just up the road and it sounds like they’re itching for a fight. I’m not sure we want to be here when they scratch that itch.” 
 
    “Cody didn’t seem that worried.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it’s not a threat.” 
 
    Helen blew out a fierce breath, exasperated. 
 
    “Helen, I’m just trying to protect you.” 
 
    “Your protection has gotten me shot at a few dozen times since we left. Maybe your protection isn’t cutting it.” Her words were hard, chiseled by a hammer of anger, and he tried not to take them to heart. Hadn’t they just been cordially talking about beer-drinking age? 
 
    How quickly things turned when teenage emotions were in the mix. 
 
    “All right, clearly you’re not in a place to discuss this like adults,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Let me know when there’s one around to discuss this with,” she replied sharply, turning away from the lake and walking back toward the horses. The small dog was sitting in the grass, looking at her, his head cocked playfully to one side. 
 
    “Helen, come on. Don’t take this so personally.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to take it?” Helen barked back. “We’ve spent six weeks riding through the woods, supposedly taking me back to my ‘family’, even though I’ve said time and time again I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Children don’t always know what’s best—” 
 
    “Oh, give me a break, Joel! You’re slowly smoking and drinking yourself to death and telling me I don’t know what’s best?” 
 
    “That’s a low blow, Helen,” Joel replied. 
 
    “You’re right,” she replied, “it is. I like it here. I want to stay and I’m tired of people not listening to me when I tell them what I want. Yes, I’m fourteen years old, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s best for me.” 
 
    “Helen, you are a child,” Joel said in clear, simple finality. “By that very definition, you don’t know what’s best.” 
 
    She glowered at him, standing next to her horse, tears glistening in her eyes. Joel still couldn’t believe how fast it had all escalated. One simple question and suddenly all of the bridges they’d built over the past week were fragile and breaking. 
 
    “Go to hell, Joel,” she whispered. 
 
    “Helen—” 
 
    She swept her backpack from the grass and slung it over both shoulders, reaching up to climb up onto Maggie’s back. The basket of fish remained on the shore, but she made no motion to pick it up, simply jabbing the horse in the ribs with her heels and holding on as she galloped forward, hoofs beating at the ground, kicking up dirt and chewed grass. 
 
    “Helen!” Joel shouted more loudly. “Dammit!” He grabbed his own backpack and the AR-31, throwing them both over his shoulders, and vaulted up onto the back of Dirtbag. Tugging the reins and thudding his own creature’s sides, he guided the horse to the dirt access road from the lakeside and sent it into a swift, thrashing charge, tugging and prodding it to run faster. The creature snorted and lowered its head, hurtling forward at a swift pace. 
 
    Up ahead he could see Helen and Maggie angle around a sharp turn, veering left to follow the path of the road, the thudding of hooves getting quieter as they took off into the distance. Before he even reached the turn, he could no longer hear them, the crashing of her horse’s charge now inaudible even in the quiet air of late afternoon. 
 
    How fast were they going? 
 
    Up ahead the road twisted around the trees and he kept his horse moving, running as fast as it could, the backpack and rifle bobbing along on his back as they moved. Circling the turn, he and the horse came around at a breakneck pace. 
 
    Helen and Maggie stood stock-still in the middle of the road, Helen’s eyes affixed somewhere in the distance. Joel yanked on the reins, following the path of Helen’s eyes, guiding his own mount to slow down to a trot, then finally stop, easing to a rest beside Maggie and Helen. 
 
    They both looked at a particular spot in the distance, a place over the trees beyond, in the direction of downtown Tetrault. 
 
    The clouds were in the sky above them as usual, but they were high and spread out wide, gently throbbing with the undercurrent of constant atmospheric lightning. But in the distance, there was something else. A thick, curdling, twisting column of smoke, deep and wide, rose above the trees before them, long tendrils of slate gray and black blotting out what little bit of the horizon there was. 
 
    It was a massive wall of churning smoke, the kind of smoke that came from only one thing—a fire. 
 
    “That—” Helen stammered. “That’s coming from the direction of the town, isn’t it?” Her voice was low and sounded very fragile. On the verge of breaking. 
 
    “Yeah,” Joel replied just as quietly. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    Somewhere beyond the trees, something was burning. Something big and hungry, belching out fire and dark, smoldering ash into the sky. 
 
    # 
 
    Crashing hooves thundered in his ears as Joel lowered himself over the neck of the horse, yanking on the reins and urging the creature into a faster gallop. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Helen just on his right flank taking up a similar position, dirt flying from the road as the two mounts charged toward downtown. 
 
    The lake where they fished was several miles from downtown through a meandering network of back roads, and it felt as if it were taking forever to return, even with the horses at a full charge. Smoke clouded the sky, twisting pillars of gray ash stretching up to meet the low cloud cover, a steady red-orange hue shifting the lower portions of the smoke into a look not unlike lava. 
 
    A dark, red mist shrouded Joel’s vision, his narrowed, angry eyes glaring at the road ahead. The hints of the familiar seething rage worked their way in, clawing at his mind, wrapping jagged talons around his heart and gently squeezing. 
 
    Everyone in town had been so kind, so welcoming, so uninterested in the drama that had greeted them through every step of their journey. They’d finally found a place where they could truly relax, perhaps let their guard down and find a way to— 
 
    To what? Live? Had Joel started to consider that? He’d been adamantly against it when they’d first arrived and had committed to keeping himself and Helen detached, but in spite of that, something had happened inside, something that had begun to turn him around. Still, Helen’s questions today about staying had taken him by surprise, and he acknowledged that he hadn’t answered them well. 
 
    But then they’d seen the smoke, and everything had changed. 
 
    At the lake, they were far enough away from downtown Tetrault that almost anything could have happened, and they wouldn’t have heard a thing. That day the lake had been especially tranquil, a pocket of remarkable peace within the violent torrent of death and destruction all around them. He’d thought Tetrault itself was in that same pocket, but now as they raced down the access road on their horses, heading toward the ever-broadening cloud of ink-smothered smoke, he feared that he might have been wrong. 
 
    On either side of them, the trees began thinning out, getting sparse and broader spaced, the road widening as they neared the town, and already the chalky stink of fire and burning filled Joel’s nostrils and stung his eyes, a lingering putrefaction filling the air. 
 
    The road bent around to the right, and he leaned into the horse’s flank, guiding it around the turn, feeling as though controlling the beast was now second nature after nearly six weeks on the horse. Helen followed his lead and the road opened up onto downtown, the outskirts of homes appearing in the near distance. Things still looked normal from that angle, but the smoke was thicker now, and no longer some strange image in the distance. It was now swarming and swirling, tendrils coiling around them as they rode forward, a blanket of fog and soot embracing them. 
 
    Joel slowed the horse slightly as they joined the main road, Helen coughing a haggard, choking hack from just behind him. Their field of vision was through a cloudy gray haze, smoke filling the streets as they approached the center of town, and the pungent smell of burning wood now filled the air, making it almost impossible to breathe. 
 
    Joel could hear the low, sizzling crackle of flame and closed his eyes, knowing what it likely meant, easing Dirtbag into a slower trot. He turned toward Helen as they approached, and he could see the churning orange glow of an inferno. 
 
    “You should hang back,” he said. “I don’t know what we’re going to find.” 
 
    “Like hell,” she replied, scowling at him. “Where you go, I go.” 
 
    Joel sighed, turning back ahead, then tugged on the reins, slowing his horse even more. There were two bodies on the road ahead, prone on the dirt passage, one of them on its right side, the other on its back. They both wore camouflage uniforms, looking almost military in nature, though their equipment was cobbled together, not the normal uniform appearance of official government-issue dress. 
 
    Joel halted the horse as they came upon the two bodies, looking down at the corpses, and realized he didn’t recognize either of the two men. One of them had a long chest-length beard, his face covered in a rust-colored mask, flecks of crimson tangled in his unkempt facial hair. The second body looked just as unshaven, and though Joel could only see half of his face, he could see a wide, opened eye, staring into the abyss. Blood soaked through the left side of his camouflage and two weapons lay on the side of the road, discarded. 
 
    Shell casings were scattered about the dirt as well, thick chunks of ground torn up by what seemed to be weapons fire. 
 
    “Do you recognize them?” Helen asked in a small voice. 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think they were from town,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think—someone attacked?” 
 
    “Sure looks that way,” Joel replied, continuing on past the lifeless bodies, closer to downtown. He removed the AR-31 from his shoulder, moving it to his right hand as he used the left to guide the horse’s reins. Helen slipped the SIG from her belt and carried it as well. 
 
    More bodies appeared, scattered along the road as they moved forward, a few of them in camouflage, but a few others dressed in more normal attire—civilian attire, clothes that the townsfolk of Tetrault typically wore. He didn’t want to take too much time to stop and examine each body, choosing instead to continue forward into the thickening smoke and roiling fires ahead. 
 
    # 
 
    “No,” Joel whispered as he passed through the wall of smoke, venturing deeper into downtown Tetrault, his greatest fears now realized. 
 
    The old white church, the symbol of everything the town had to offer, was engulfed in a hungry fist of orange fire. Fingers of aggressive flame crawled up the walls and ate through the insides, the beautiful stained glass windows now empty except for jagged teeth of broken glass. Dark smoke unfurled from charred holes in the wall, the steeple barely visible through the fire and charcoal. 
 
    Bodies littered that part of the street, shell casings everywhere. Two pickup trucks were at the side of the road, one smashed into a small building, the walls broken and shattered around its blunt front hood, the back half of the vehicle exposed. Two men lay dead in the flat bed, the driver’s side door opened with another man in camouflage sprawled face-first on the ground next to it. 
 
    Joel could see another body facedown on the steps of the burning church and he recognized the form of the church’s pastor, the kind old man he’d met two days ago, a man who had welcomed him to service, a man who wouldn’t have hurt a fly. 
 
    Several other bodies were around the large building and through the haze of smoke, Joel could see that the school building ahead was on fire as well. The high school that had been repurposed as their mess hall, a broad, brick structure, sat blackened and vomiting smoke and fire, the streets near it choked with dead bodies. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Joel said, closing his eyes and shaking his head. Two more trucks were there, one smashed into the side of the school, its hood crumpled and windshield shattered. A second was abandoned on the opposite side of the road, the tailgate open, but flatbed empty. Here, near the school, there were some other people as well, people up and moving, wandering along the street like zombies, barely able to comprehend what was going on around them. Still others crouched near bodies, talking to people, comforting them, some even offering some sort of rudimentary first aid. Cries of the injured and dying filled the air, the warbling moans of the stricken and there, in the thick of it, the air was laden with fire, smoke, and the coppery hint of spilled blood. 
 
    Joel hadn’t spent long in the United States Army, but he’d been to two combat zones and neither one had been as violent or bloody as the scene before him. 
 
    As they moved through the town, it became clearer and clearer what had happened. He could tell by the direction and condition of the trucks that some sort of group had barreled into town in the pickups, shooting up civilians, setting buildings on fire, and eviscerating the entire town. 
 
    They hadn’t expected resistance. Tetrault had put up a hell of a fight, and there had been significant losses on both sides. But at the end of the day, the church and the school were burning, and they represented the town’s heart and lungs. The invaders had been dealt a serious blow, but the entire town had been fatally wounded in the process. 
 
    “Joel?” a voice said from the school and a woman stood, waving her hands. Joel recognized her. She’d been the first person they’d met on their way into town, the woman carrying the apples who had been confronted by Bobcat and his crew. The woman who had been less than appreciative of their help. 
 
    “I’m here!” he shouted and leaped down from Dirtbag before the horse even stopped, running over to where the woman was crouched. 
 
    His stomach lurched as he drew closer, seeing what she was crouched over. 
 
    More appropriately, who she was crouched over. 
 
    Cody’s back was pressed against the hard brick wall of the burning school, his eyes open, his face ashen, lips moving slowly into a strange grin as Joel approached. 
 
    “Cody?” Joel asked, picking up the pace and lowering himself down next to the man. “Who did this, Cody?” 
 
    Cody chuckled a low, croaking sound, his hand pressed hard to his stomach, which was stained a deep, dark color. His hand was coated in red and the woman was trying to pull it away so she could look at his wounds. 
 
    “Bob—Bobcat,” Cody gasped, his voice a strangled sound. “Never would have—thought.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Joel whispered, shaking his head. “What happened?” 
 
    “Just another day,” Cody said. “Church service. Breakfast. Then the trucks came. Men in camouflage with guns.” 
 
    “What were they after?” 
 
    “Food, mostly,” Cody replied in a low, strained voice. “Supplies. Emptied—took everything in the school.” 
 
    “Oh, Cody,” Joel said. “We should have been here.” 
 
    “Why?” Cody asked. “So, you could—die, too? You’re a badass, Joel, but—you and Helen—just would have fallen like—like the rest of us.” 
 
    “You’ll be all right,” Joel said, then turned and looked over his shoulder. “Helen! Get the med kit! It’s in your EDC!” 
 
    Helen nodded, seeming to snap out of her temporary shock, and slung the backpack from her shoulder to the ground, dropping to her knees next to it. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Cody said, lifting his blood-caked hand. “Ain’t nothin’ in that bag can save me.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Joel replied. “We’ve got suture kits, pain killers, even some antibiotics left, I—” 
 
    “Save ’em,” Cody gasped. “Bullet tore up my guts.” He coughed, turned his head, and spat a thick glob of blood onto the ground. “It’s still in there. Without an actual surgeon—ain’t nothing helping me.” 
 
    “Dammit, I won’t accept that,” Joel hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Cody chuckled, his eyes going wide and vacant as he looked around the street running alongside the school building. 
 
    “Man,” he said. “We put up a hell of a fight, huh?” 
 
    Joel pressed a hand to his shoulder as Helen came up next to him and set the medical kit on the ground. 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” Joel said. “You really did.” 
 
    “Not—not quite enough.” Cody’s brief moment of pleasure seemed to cave in upon itself, a fresh grimace of pain and regret carving his features. “They got the food. Bobcat—took it away.” 
 
    “You all did the best you could,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    “Cody—” 
 
    “Shoulda spent less—time farming. More time—training. All for nothing.” His voice was dwindling, almost inaudible now, more of a strangled whisper than actual speech. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Joel said. “You all survived. A lot longer than most. What happened here was Bobcat’s fault, not yours.” 
 
    “Fault—doesn’t matter,” Cody gasped back. “What’s done—is done.” His eyes rolled back slightly, and he rested his head against the brick wall. Blood caked the lower half of his face, and his lips moved gently. 
 
    “Joel,” Helen said, tugging his shirt. He looked as she gestured to the med kit. 
 
    Joel shook his head, his eyes easing closed as he lowered his chin. Cody was right. There was nothing in that med kit that could save him. Even if there was an emergency department right next door with a full-time surgeon, he was already a dead man. Joel squeezed his hand on Cody’s shoulder and Cody moved his hand to cover his, holding it like an old friend or brother, sandwiching Joel’s hand between his own and his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re—a good man,” Cody said weakly. “This wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    Joel pressed his teeth tightly together. It was as if Cody had read his mind. Twice in the past few days he’d confronted men from Bobcat’s camp, and twice he’d sent them packing, threatening violence along the way. There had been a delicate relationship between Tetrault and the crew at the distribution center not far away, he couldn’t help but wonder—had he tipped the balance? 
 
    What if he’d just continued along past the town? Would Tetrault and Bobcat’s crew have come to some sort of tentative agreement that suited both sides? Or were they destined for bloody, violent conflict regardless of his involvement? 
 
    He didn’t know. But what he did know was that he’d gotten involved and now the town was burning to the ground and many of its residents were dead. 
 
    “Just—go,” Cody said. “Don’t worry about—about us. Just get Helen to her family.” 
 
    Joel nodded, squeezing the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Cody smiled, his cracked and bloodied lips separating into a satisfied grimace.  
 
    “Good—good man,” he gasped, then coughed, red spittle flying. His eyes moved to the woman who had been carrying apples what felt like a lifetime ago. “Take—care—of my—family,” he said. 
 
    “Shhh,” the woman replied, a voice far kinder than she’d had before. “Just wait. They’re coming. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    She clasped his other hand in hers and held tight. 
 
    “Tell—” he started to say, struggling with the words. 
 
    “They know,” she replied softly. 
 
    He nodded again and opened his eyes, acting as if he might say one final word. But no words came. No exhalation of breath came. Like a whisper in the wind, Cody had passed from this world to the next, as silent as a ghost. 
 
    Joel lowered his head, feeling Cody’s grip on his hand relax, until it finally fell away. He wasn’t sure how long he knelt there next to the man, crouching in silence, his eyes pressed closed against the stinging smoke. 
 
    At some point, he didn’t know how many minutes later, he felt a hand on his shoulder, and he looked up, turning to Helen, who stood above him. He nodded and released Cody’s shoulder, struggling to rise, the lingering pain in his muscles suddenly far sharper than they had been previously. He felt mentally and spiritually exhausted, any ounce of outer strength seeped from him, while at the same time he felt a quick hardening of an invisible shell within him, a tightening of muscle slowly cascading from deep inside, spreading out throughout his body.  
 
    “Cody!” he heard a woman cry, a loud, shrill sound. It occurred to him that he’d spent most of the day helping Cody brew his beer but hadn’t been fully introduced to his family. 
 
    “My God, Cody!” 
 
    He and Helen walked from the school, making their way through the smoke and crackling flames, watching as men and women scattered throughout the town, realizing what was happening then scrambling to find their loved ones or to find the living amongst the dead. 
 
    “Gather whatever weapons you can find,” Joel said quietly, his mouth a narrow line. “Ammunition, too. Load absolutely everything you can.” 
 
    Helen nodded, already knowing and half-expecting that response. 
 
    “Medical supplies if you can find them; put them in our existing med kit.” 
 
    Helen nodded again. 
 
    They approached the horses, and the mangy stray was there with them, sitting in the dirt and looking at them as they approached. 
 
    “If what Cody said was true,” Joel said softly, “Bobcat’s crew is at a distribution center about twenty miles northwest of here. Shouldn’t be too hard to find.” 
 
    “Didn’t he say they had a bunch of soldiers there? Deserted National Guard?” 
 
    “Look around,” Joel replied. “See how many dead men in camouflage there are? I’m thinking they paid a heavy price in this attack. I’m going to make them pay an even heavier one.” His face was carved stone, a rigid expression of determined rage and resolve, a swirling tidal wave of grief hewn down into one sharply sculpted expression. 
 
    “You’re going to make them pay?” Helen asked. 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “We’re going to make them pay,” Helen corrected, her small fists clenched at her sides. 
 
    Joel looked her in the eyes, an exchange of penetrating glares, hot and intense in the smoke-filled afternoon. He opened his mouth to speak, to refuse her offer, to tell her to stay where it was safe. 
 
    But there was no safe space. Not anymore. The entire world was a battleground, and Helen was vulnerable wherever she was. 
 
    “Guns, ammunition, and medical supplies,” he reiterated. “Meet me at Cody’s farm in an hour.” 
 
    Helen nodded and the two of them climbed onto their horses and moved in opposite directions, the smoke swarming around them, consuming them as the cries of screams of the townsfolk faded into ether. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    On any normal day, the brown van would have looked completely inconspicuous, a mud-colored, twenty-year-old passenger vehicle rolling along the Kansas City streets among the other hundreds of vehicles going through their daily routine. 
 
    But there were no normal days anymore, and the two people in the front seat had their muscles tensed and eyes narrowed and alert, scanning the road ahead. Unlike the streets north of downtown, there had been no real efforts to clear the roadways in that part of the city, and the van moved slowly and purposefully, finding narrow gaps and pushing its way through stalled cars. Selanda sat in the front passenger seat and she dug her nails into the dashboard every time the vehicle gently scraped the side of another, forcing it out of the way with brute force. The crunch and scrape of metal and plastic seemed almost deafening in the otherwise quiet city. 
 
    On several occasions they’d stopped the van, hearing shouts somewhere in the distance and the faint fusillade of gunfire, each of them holding their breath for several moments as the vehicle stood still, waiting for gang members to approach from within the shadows or behind buildings. 
 
    In each case, however, nobody had come and eventually the noises had eased back into silence and they’d continued on, slowly and cautiously. 
 
    “Up here,” Selanda whispered, pointing to a gap between two buildings on her right. Most of the windshield was obscured by a welded piece of sheet metal that had been attached by the Eagle engineering team prior to departing. However, they’d made sure to leave a wide enough gap along the center of the front window so they still had decent visibility. 
 
    Blake was driving and he followed the direction of her pointing finger, nodding softly as he hooked the van around the hood of a halted Mercedes, then drove at an angle across the lane of traffic, heading toward the space she indicated. 
 
    “I spent four hours hiding in this parking lot on my way through the city,” she said. “My feet were killing me, and I had to rest. I never saw any hint of anyone in those four hours.” 
 
    Blake looked over his shoulder, back to the middle row of seats where Brian, Charest, and Lester were sitting. Behind them, within the cargo space of the van, there were several more faces staring back at him, the gathered team of about a dozen men, most of them former Deadbolt employees, but almost all of them with military experience of some kind. 
 
    “Do it,” Brian said, nodding, and Blake turned back to the windshield, easing on the accelerator, the van growling as it made its way forward, slipping between the two buildings into a square spot of pavement painted with white parking lines. 
 
    Several signs were bolted to the walls of the surrounding buildings, identifying the space as Employee Parking Only, and there were three other cars resting in their spaces, but Blake quickly found another empty spot and slotted the van into it with little trouble. 
 
    Blake cut the engine and everyone inside sat still, listening to the soft ticking of the mechanical components, the vast silence of the surrounding city amplifying even the slightest noise. 
 
    “All right, you all know the plan,” Brian said, turning to look at the passengers. “We’re taking a small advance team into the streets to do some surveillance. The rest of you shelter in place and stay hidden. It doesn’t look like anyone has bothered the surrounding vehicles here yet, no reason to think they’ll come hunting now. This van blends in well.” 
 
    Everyone in the cargo area nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Take this time to develop your attack strategy. Lock and load all weapons, make sure we’ve got all supplies nailed down. Be ready for anything. When we come back, we’ll expect to move out at a moment’s notice—I want you all to be ready to go!” 
 
    The heads all nodded again. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” one of the men replied in a brisk, no-nonsense bark. Brian turned back around. 
 
    “Selanda, Blake, Charest, and Lester. You’re all with me. We know how this works.” 
 
    “We do,” Charest replied, and Selanda thought that, just for a moment, she actually saw a flicker of concern on his face. 
 
    “Then, let’s move out,” Brian said and slid open the door of the van, hopping down onto the pavement. 
 
    # 
 
    “Yo, Biz. It paid off. It actually paid off!” 
 
    “The hell you talking about, K-Bull?” Biz asked, turning away from the two men he was speaking with as K-Bull pushed open the door, a wide, gold-gleaming grin on his face. 
 
    “Sorry, boss,” K-Bull replied, looking at the two men in Biz’s office. “Didn’t mean to interrupt, but holy shit, brother, I knew putting a dude on the roof was going to be the right call.” 
 
    Biz waved to the other two men and ushered them out the door. They pushed past K-Bull as he wormed through the doorway and ventured into the office. 
 
    “We have a guy on the roof?” Biz asked. 
 
    K-Bull nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, man. Trigger and Shotty, they weren’t on board with it. Tried to tell me it was stupid. But we found that M24 sniper rifle in the National Guard Humvee, and I told them both we should put someone on overwatch. You know, man? Overwatch.” He amplified the final word with finger-hooks signaling air quotes. “All those action movies, they’s always talkin’ about overwatch. So, I sent Axe up to the roof with the rifle.” 
 
    Biz chewed his lip, looking down at the desk, slowly and silently counting to ten. 
 
    “K-Bull, that was a really important conversation y’all just interrupted, so please tell me what exactly you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Talkin’ about Axe! He saw somethin’ man! A group coming our way, sneaking up the street just west of our spot.” 
 
    That got Biz’s attention. 
 
    “What? A group? How big?” 
 
    “Five. Four dudes and one chick. They’re all packing heat, bro. Weapons, full tactical gear, the whole nine yards. Sneaking across the street, runnin’ low, like they’re damned Special Ops, you know?” 
 
    “How close are they?” 
 
    “’Bout three blocks south, but they’re headin’ our way.” 
 
    Biz looked up at K-Bull, crossing his arms over his chest, his bronze skin covered by sleeves of ornate interlocking tattoos. K-Bull tapped his foot nervously, almost vibrating in place as he anticipated the order his boss would give. 
 
    “They’re not Posse, I assume?” 
 
    “Like no Posse members I ever seen.” 
 
    Biz nodded. 
 
    “Tell Axe to keep his eyes on them. Watch them approach. Gather together a team, have them on standby. If this group gets close, if it even looks like they pose a threat, we’ll let them get just close enough, then spring the trap.” 
 
    K-Bull smiled broadly, his gold-covered teeth twinkling in the low light shining through the windows. 
 
    “Music to my ears, boss.” 
 
    “Get to work.” 
 
    K-Bull nodded and stepped through the door, moving out into the building. Biz could hear his excited voice barking orders, directing the limited resources they had into some semblance of a coordinated counterattack. K-Bull had been bristling with eager energy, but it was a feeling that Biz did not share. If there was one group brazen enough to march up the street toward them, there were others, and suddenly, his place at the top seemed very precarious. 
 
    # 
 
    Brian pressed his back against the building, tucking his AR-15 close to his chest as he let the shadows fall over him. Charest, Blake, and Lester jogged across the street, weapons cradled in their hands, heads low, and Brian looked to his left where Selanda was already standing, inching closer to the far corner of the structure to get eyes on the FEMA regional headquarters building. 
 
    “What do you see?” Brian asked as the other three made it to the wall next to him, tucking against the rough brick surface, their weapons held close. 
 
    “Same as before. I was northwest of this spot before,” Selanda said, pointing back across the road and up a couple of blocks. “Those cars there are where we had our gunfight. Shawna and Tristan made for the maintenance tunnels running alongside the street that way.” 
 
    Brian followed the direction of her gestures, nodding. 
 
    “The FEMA building itself has an open courtyard with several vehicles parked in it, including a couple of military Humvees. There are two sandbagged gun stations and a third on the second floor, overlooking the courtyard. The one on the second floor has a heavy machine gun stolen from one of the National Guard vehicles.” 
 
    “Heavy machine gun?” asked Charest. “Like a fifty caliber?” 
 
    Selanda shrugged and Charest crept up to her, keeping his head down as he approached the corner. Leaning out around, he scanned the courtyard and the building ahead. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said quietly. “That’s a fifty caliber.” He turned toward the others in the group. “That thing will rip up anything we approach with,” he said. “We could throw thirty guys in a frontal assault and the fifty cal would chew us up and spit us out.” 
 
    “So, what’s our play?” Brian asked, looking at Charest as he withdrew back along the brick wall. 
 
    “Our play?” Charest asked. “We can’t go head-to-head with a fifty-cal gun nest. It would be suicide. Worse than suicide.” 
 
    “The warehouse is in the back,” Selanda said. “Why do we need to go through the front door?” 
 
    “There’s a wall around back,” Blake replied. “I’ve seen it on a few of my runs. It’s, like, twelve feet tall, reinforced concrete. There’s a hole in it—I think the gangbangers plowed something through it when they initially took over the building, but it’s heavily guarded and any attack would be funneled through that narrow gap.” 
 
    “See my previous point about being chewed up and spit out.” 
 
    “So, give me some options,” Brian said. “We can’t go back to Eagle Atmospheric and tell Mr. Gossett that there are plenty of supplies, we just don’t want to risk getting them. He won’t take that for an answer.” 
 
    Charest and Lester glanced at each other, then looked back at Brian. 
 
    “Look, man,” Lester said, “we’re very thankful for what Mr. Gossett has done for us and our families. But we ain’t running headlong into a fifty cal for him. What good are these supplies going to do us if we’re reduced to a fine red mist on the courtyard pavement?” 
 
    Brian nodded. 
 
    “I know,” he replied. “I’m not asking anyone to sacrifice themselves.” He stood, squaring his shoulders slightly. “I’m just looking for anyone who might have some out of the box—” 
 
    There was a swift, sudden sound, a shattering echo that might have been thunder, but it was almost too fast, less of a rumble and more of a whip-crack sound. 
 
    Brian didn’t even have the chance to turn around. Selanda looked at him as a bullet screamed into the back of his skull and burst through the front like a hammer through a ripe melon. He jerked with the impact, then simply fell, as if his bones had burst like his head, collapsing to the ground. 
 
    There were a few beats of stunned silence, then Charest wheeled around, rifle stock pressed to his shoulder. 
 
    “Sniper!” he screamed, and the world exploded into gunfire. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    The image was burned into her mind, even as a deafening orchestra of chattering gunfire ripped apart the city around them. Brick shattered and sprayed, blistering into hurtling chunks at the corner of the building as weapons fire unleashed from the FEMA courtyard, figures darting from seemingly everywhere at once. 
 
    In her mind she saw Brian Genner, speaking one minute, telling them what their options were, and in the next, his head simply burst apart, the impact of a high-caliber bullet tearing his life from his body in one swift strike and dropping an empty shell to the pavement in its wake. 
 
    “Come on!” Charest shouted, grasping her arm and shaking her back to reality. He kept his head low, his weapon cradled in one arm as Blake and Lester backpedaled across the road, their rifles shouldered and firing sporadic cracks of return fire. 
 
    “They’ll be on us in a second!” Charest insisted. “We need to move now!” 
 
    A car parked diagonally in the street buckled as repeated bullets pummeled its metal hide, leaving a ragged line of puckered holes in the surface. A side window burst apart, a shower of sparks leaping from the vehicle as the four of them moved backwards across the paved surface. 
 
    “Where the hell did they all come from?” Lester shouted, swiveling at the hip and squeezing off more shots, ducking behind a car just as several rounds thudded against the trunk. Charest half-pulled Selanda across the street, both of their heads down as they made their way toward another car, ducking low as bullets chewed a ragged trench of holes in the pavement just behind them. 
 
    “Cover! Get to cover!” Blake shouted, popping up from behind a vehicle and punching off a few shots before yanking himself back down just as a volley of rounds screamed over his head. Selanda pressed her back against the smooth metal of the car, closing her eyes as bullets riddled the opposite side, sparks flying over her head and broken glass spraying down into her hair and the pavement she sat on. 
 
    “Brian—” she gasped. “Is he—” 
 
    “Nothing we can do for him!” Charest gasped. “May not be anything we can do for any of us!” 
 
    “They’re pressing their attack!” Blake shouted and Selanda risked a glance around the edge of the car. Sure enough, there were several young men advancing on them, moving from the FEMA courtyard, venturing closer minute by minute. They were outnumbered by enough that the group would likely overwhelm them in a matter of minutes even if they did get some lucky shots. 
 
    “Where did they come from?” she shouted. 
 
    “Must have been hiding,” Charest replied. “Bastards set a trap and we walked right into it!” 
 
    “There’s gotta be something we can do!” Lester said, propping his elbow on the trunk of his car and firing into the approaching group. One of the young men shouted and sprawled backwards, but there were plenty of others still standing and firing back at them. 
 
    “We have to fall back!” Selanda shouted, starting to creep backwards from the car, heading toward the edge of the road. The familiar downward slope leading to the maintenance tunnel entrance was a few feet away. 
 
    “Down there?” Charest asked. “There’s no cover! If they bum-rush us, we’ll be out in the open!” 
 
    “They’re going to bum-rush us anyway!” Lester shouted. He ejected a magazine and retrieved another, slamming it back into place. The trunk of the car suddenly burst into an angular slash of angry sparks, and Lester jerked as a round punched hard into his right shoulder. He went down sideways, sparks spraying and dancing along the metal and pavement. 
 
    “Lester!” shouted Charest, but Blake was already moving toward him, bending low and looping his arm over his shoulder.  
 
    “Just keep moving!” Blake shouted, nodding toward the edge of the road, which dipped into a concrete slope heading down toward the entrance to the maintenance tunnels below. 
 
    “Cut them down!” a voice yelled from somewhere behind them, but Selanda pushed that voice to the back of her head, running as fast as she could, watching to make sure Charest was close behind her. Ducking his head, he was a few paces in back of her, his head twisted around so he could look at Blake and Lester. 
 
    Selanda followed his gaze and saw the other two men, making their way from the car toward the edge of the road, Lester’s large frame barely propped up by Blake’s slender shoulders, the smaller man struggling to help the larger man maneuver. 
 
    “C’mon, Blake!” Charest shouted. “Let’s move, move, move!” He shouldered his rifle and fired a handful of shots into the approaching crowd of gang members, sending a few of them scrambling for cover. 
 
    Suddenly there was another loud crack of thunder from somewhere in the distance, the same sniper rifle that had nearly removed Brian’s head from his body. Blake thrashed, pitching forward with a strangled grunt. 
 
    “No!” Charest shouted. “No no no no!” He started to head toward them as Blake toppled over the edge of the downward slope, Lester slipping from his shoulders and slamming down onto the pavement. “Lester, come on!” Charest shouted, making his way toward him. The large man rolled over and started to climb to his feet, but another rattle of gunfire came from the nearby gang members, chewing up the ground where he was. Showers of broken rock and chunks of concrete pelted Lester as bullets tore at the ground and tore at his flesh, driving deadly slugs into and through him in a barrage. 
 
    He made no noise, he simply tipped over sideways, his shirt puckering with an assortment of bullet holes as rounds ripped at his body, spraying blood on the asphalt. 
 
    “Dammit, no!” Charest screamed and lurched forward, the ground at his boots erupting with more incoming fire. Selanda leaped to her right, wrapping her narrow arm around his neck and dragging him back just as a ragged trench of broken concrete opened up at his feet, bullets digging at the ground. 
 
    She pulled and twisted, yanking him back toward the slope downward, voices growing louder as the gang members continued charging toward them. Her foot hit the edge of the slope and she almost lost her balance for a moment, barely hanging on before shoving Charest forward into a loping run down the steep concrete ramp. She followed him down, barely maintaining her control as they surged toward the bottom, their boots thudding as they moved. 
 
    Glancing left, she saw the lifeless and broken body of Blake on the ground several yards away and felt Charest tugging away slightly as if he might break away from her and run toward the dead man. 
 
    “Don’t!” she hissed and pulled him with her, running along the smooth floor of the sloped culvert. Just ahead, she saw the open maw of the darkened tunnel entrance, but footfalls were close, far closer than she anticipated, and already a few swift cracks of rifle fire threw chunks of rock into the air a few feet to their left. 
 
    “Hug the wall!” she said, moving toward the right wall of the culvert and Charest followed. Feet pounded down the slope behind them. 
 
    “This was a mistake!” he shouted. “I told you it would be! There’s no cover, no place to take shelter, it’s all wide open—” 
 
    Suddenly there was movement to their right, a lunging figure, limbs clutching, hands clasping, grabbing Charest and Selanda, hauling them to the left and dragging them into the entrance to the maintenance tunnels, shrouding them in darkness as bullets screamed just outside. 
 
    # 
 
    “Let me the hell go!” Charest screamed, wrenching his arm free and trying to break loose. 
 
    “Stop!” a voice cried. “You’ll be killed out there!” 
 
    Selanda swung a wild fist, swinging at the figure who had her, but her clumsy punch sailed wide left and high, missing its target entirely. 
 
    “Calm down!” another voice said. “Dammit, Selanda, open your eyes!” 
 
    Selanda halted, twisting around to face their captors. 
 
    Shawna and Tristan glared back at her. Although she’d seen them only forty-eight hours ago, the two of them looked as though they’d aged two years in that time, their eyes sunken, cheeks drawn. Shawna’s flesh especially was milky and pale, her hair a tangled mass. Even Tristan, a man who had been living on the streets for a decade, looked as though he was struggling, his lean figure no longer lean, but now downright gaunt, his shirt swimming over his bony form. 
 
    “Shawna?” she shouted. “Tristan? You’re alive?” 
 
    “Not for long if you don’t snap out of it and come with us!” Shawna hissed. “Now let’s go!” 
 
    Selanda nodded, looking over her shoulder at the bright world outside, hearing the approaching voices and thudding feet. 
 
    “You can trust them, Charest,” she said, putting her hands to the man’s shoulders. He nodded, looking at her with a somewhat vacant stare. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    They all plunged deeper into the tunnels, letting the blackness swallow them. 
 
    # 
 
    For longer than Selanda could track, they followed the meandering labyrinths of tunnels and passages beneath the streets of Kansas City, one dark corridor leading to another until she had no idea which direction they’d come from or where they were going. Coming into an open junction between the tunnels, she could see some signs of life. The residue from some sort of campfire and the grotesque remains of animal corpses, much of the meat torn or cut away, the remnants of carcasses discarded. 
 
    “Is this—this is where you’ve been holed up?” Selanda asked, and Shawna nodded. 
 
    “More or less. It’s quiet. Relatively remote. Found a clan of raccoons a couple of tunnels over. It hasn’t been pretty, but it’s kept us going.” 
 
    Charest looked left and right, his eyes narrowing in the dimly lit chamber. 
 
    “And nobody’s found you?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Shawna replied. “Hoping to keep it that way.” 
 
    “What were the two of you doing out there, anyway?” Tristan asked. “That close to their home base? That’s asking for trouble.” 
 
    “You know the corporation I told you about?” Selanda asked. “Eagle Atmospheric?” 
 
    Shawna and Tristan both nodded. 
 
    “I was right. Their President, Edmond Gossett, has a compound south of the city, the corporate offices he runs.” 
 
    Shawna’s eyes widened. 
 
    “So he has food? Supplies?” 
 
    Selanda and Charest looked at each other uncomfortably. 
 
    “Well, that’s the problem,” she said. “He’s got lots of people living there. The compound has a residential dormitory. Employees and families, maybe a hundred or more.” 
 
    “Sounds promising,” Tristan said. 
 
    Selanda sighed. 
 
    “Not so much. They’re running on fumes. Enough food for a week if they’re lucky. Water is okay, but they are in desperate need of supplies of all kinds. Clothing, batteries. They’ve got some fuel, but not enough. They’re in dire straits and if we don’t do something drastic, entire families are going starve to death.” 
 
    “Something drastic,” Shawna replied, “like attacking the gangbangers holed up above us?” 
 
    Selanda nodded. 
 
    “We were just supposed to be watching them. There was a whole different attack strategy, but we didn’t even get the chance to report back before—” 
 
    “Before what?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “They have a sniper on the roof,” Charest replied, venom dripping from his words. “Sniper killed two of my friends, then those asshole gangbangers killed a third. We sent five in on an espionage run, and there are two of us left.” 
 
    “Those aren’t good odds,” Shawna replied. “So, what next?” 
 
    Charest sighed, sitting down on the stone shelf of the chamber, looking down into the shallow water at his feet. He lowered the rifle from the sling over his shoulder and set it down next to him. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” He looked over at Selanda. “All that bluster? The talk of wanting someone to shoot? It’s all bullshit. I went through boot camp, did four years, but never saw much combat. I just like to talk a good talk. Fact is, I nearly pissed my pants out there.” 
 
    “Brother,” Tristan said, walking over to him and easing his tired body down onto the rocks next to him. “United States Marine Corps here. Spent most of my younger years in combat operations. And you know what? Every time bullets start flying, I feel like I’m gonna piss my pants. Every. Time.” 
 
    Charest smiled softly at the kindly nature of the man’s voice. 
 
    “It’s in man’s nature to fear,” Tristan said. “But as long as you believe in God, you’ve got no reason to fear, my brother. Everything is in His hands.” 
 
    Charest’s smile faltered somewhat, but he didn’t scowl or frown, he just looked straight ahead again. 
 
    “You believe in all that?” he asked. “Even with what’s going on in the world?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “God gave man free will. Best thing He could have done—maybe also the worst. Just because mankind is capable of screwing things up doesn’t mean God’s not up there scowlin’ down at us.” 
 
    “You have a unique way of looking at things, Tristan,” Selanda said, staring off into the distance. She pressed a hand to her stomach. “I don’t suppose you have any more of that racoon meat hanging around?” 
 
    “Not a scrap,” Shawna said. “So, what are we going to do about all of this? I’m sure those gangbangers saw you guys come into these tunnels. They’ve already been looking for us, though not all that hard.” 
 
    “Have you walked most of these tunnels?” Charest asked. 
 
    “Enough of them,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “How far do they go?” 
 
    “Several blocks in all directions is as far as we’ve been,” Shawna replied. “We’ve only been here forty-eight hours, we mostly walked them to keep moving, just to make sure the jerks upstairs wouldn’t find us.” 
 
    Charest looked at her, then shifted his eyes to look at Selanda and she could tell there was a kernel of an idea forming in those eyes, a low glimmer of inspiration. 
 
    “Gather around for a second,” Charest said. “I’ve got an idea.” 
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    Colonel Carter rested back against the table, crossing his arms over his chest and looking at the guests gathered in the room. The large town hall was almost empty, with the exception of Mayor Phillips, Laura Park, and her sister Lindsey, all of them accompanied by a pair of camouflaged Stone Sword militia members. Two more sentries were posted outside, flanking the front door in a rare demonstration of security within the town limits. Typically, the militia was deployed to the gates, positioned in a way to protect the town from outside threats. 
 
    For one of the first times that he could remember, Carter had assigned posted security for potential threats from within the town itself.  
 
    It was a feeling he did not enjoy. 
 
    “We’ve given you the better part of the day,” Carter said, looking at Laura. “What can you tell me?” 
 
    Laura sighed, resting on her crutches. 
 
    “What do you think? We’ve surveyed most of the families along the edge of the mountains, we’ve sent a few sentries up and down the access road, and you’re right. We cannot find any evidence that Jack was where he said he was.” 
 
    “So, you’re prepared to accept the fact that he may have done this?” 
 
    “No, I’m not prepared to accept that fact,” Laura replied. “He spent several hours walking along a nondescript dirt road away from prying eyes; it doesn’t surprise me that there would be no evidence left behind. We’re not forensics officers and neither are the sentries. We’re looking for a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    Carter’s face remained stoic, hard and impassive, showing no signs of sympathy. 
 
    “The way you’ve posted guards here, it seems like you’re taking the potential threat at least somewhat seriously,” Lindsey said, her tone of voice considerably gentler than her sister’s. 
 
    “We have to prepare for any eventuality,” Carter replied. “That does not mean that I believe what Jack claims for one second. Being prepared is not an acknowledgement of innocence.” 
 
    Laura opened her mouth to bark a reply, but Lindsey held up a hand to silence her. 
 
    “We understand that, Colonel, and I speak for both of us when I say how much we appreciate you taking this seriously. After all, if Jack is correct, there could be an intruder in our town who is looking to do harm to my sister. Both of us are thankful for your preparations.” 
 
    “Did you finish searching Jack’s barracks?” Laura asked. 
 
    The colonel nodded succinctly. 
 
    “You didn’t find it, did you?” she said. 
 
    Lindsey looked at her, confusion on her face. 
 
    “No, I didn’t find it,” Carter replied. “But that hardly proves anything.” 
 
    “Didn’t find what?” Lindsey interjected. 
 
    “One of the sentries’ rifles was missing,” Laura said. “A bolt-action long gun. A hunting rifle, really, but it had a long-range scope. You know, the kind of gun someone might use for assassinating someone at long range?” 
 
    “Good lord,” Lindsey said quietly. “Why didn’t you tell me this, Laura?” she asked, turning to her sister. 
 
    “I didn’t want to worry you.” 
 
    “Well, too late for that now.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered slightly, eyes darting to the windows overlooking downtown Malcolm. “So, we might have a man running around town with a sniper rifle who wants my sister dead, and we’re wasting time and resources locking up the man who saved her life?” 
 
    “Lindsey, I figured you would understand my stance on this,” Colonel Carter replied. 
 
    “With my sister’s life at stake?” Lindsey asked. “Gotta admit, Colonel, I’m struggling.” 
 
    “Dammit, I’m trying to protect this town!” Carter shouted, pushing off from the table he was leaning on and slamming a closed fist on its surface. “Nobody complained about my tactics while we lived crime free for two decades!” 
 
    “Things are different now, Colonel,” the mayor said, finally injecting himself into the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, Mayor, they are different. They’re very different. If anything, the safety and security of our town is even more paramount now than it was. My tactics should be even more aggressive now. Surely you all can understand—” 
 
    Thunder tore through the night air outside, and the colonel’s words halted in his mouth, his eyes firm on the outside door. 
 
    “Was that thunder?” the mayor asked, but Laura saw the look on the colonel’s face and knew that it wasn’t. A second bark of noise, swift and sudden, then a thump echoed on the wall and both men covering the inside door spun toward it, shifting into alert mode. 
 
    “That wasn’t thunder,” Carter hissed. “That was—” 
 
    Before he could finish, one of the windows blasted in, a shower of spraying fragments, which engulfed the gaping face of one of the inside guards. He shouted in surprise and pain, jolting backwards, his weapon falling as he clutched desperately at a wound torn open at his throat. 
 
    “Take cover!” Colonel Carter shouted. “We’re under attack!” 
 
    # 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jack asked, rising from the cot in his jail cell and making his way to the iron bars. Trevor had already raised his weapon, holding it close to his chest as he advanced toward the door into the outer area of the police station. 
 
    “You heard it, too?” he asked. “Thought it was a trick of the wind.” 
 
    “Didn’t sound like it,” Jack replied, his fingers closing around the bars. He knew exactly what it sounded like. It sounded like high-caliber rifle fire. Single shots, traveling a long distance, the sonic boom rolling over the mountains. 
 
    If that’s what it was…the assassin was there. He was there and he had a weapon, and if Carter wasn’t taking him seriously, Laura was a sitting duck. 
 
    “Trevor,” he said, “get me out of here! I can help.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what that was,” Trevor replied. 
 
    “You know damn well what that was!” Jack shouted. “That was a rifle shot! Sounded like two or three of them. If it was, then that proves my innocence! Let me out!” 
 
    “No way Colonel Carter would sign off on that,” Trevor said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Who gives a shit what he’d sign off on? You heard it as well as I did! There’s someone out there firing a rifle. He could be firing it at a friend of mine. Hell, the whole town could be in danger!” 
 
    Trevor shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry, Jack. We’ve got a well-trained militia; they can handle anything. No offense but you won’t help, you’d probably just cause extra confusion.” 
 
    “Dammit, Trevor—” 
 
    Trevor turned away, moving toward the door. 
 
    “Wait!” Jack said, then sighed, exasperated. “Before you go.” 
 
    Trevor looked at him warily. 
 
    “I just want you to tell Laura something, okay?” He lowered his head and drew in a deep, struggling breath. Leaning forward, he rested his head on the bars and blew out the breath he was holding, making a low, choking sound. Trevor hesitated slightly, then strode forward. 
 
    “Jack, I don’t like this any more than you do, okay? You’re a good man, I know that. If circumstances were different—I mean, they will be different once we figure this out.” He came up to the bars, standing a short distance from them. 
 
    “What do you want me to tell her? It better not be that you love her or some romantic—” 
 
    Jack lunged, shooting his arms through the bars, fingers closing on Trevor’s collar, tangling the cloth uniform and gripping it tight. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted, trying to step back. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack said quietly, then pulled toward him as hard as he could, ramming Trevor’s forehead into the metal bars with an echoing, metallic bang. The young man stiffened, his eyes rolling slightly, and his entire body went limp, threatening to slip from Jack’s grasp. He lowered himself to a knee in a controlled drop under the weight of Trevor’s unconscious body, laying him on the floor outside of the cell. 
 
    He fished around on his belt, working to his left hip where he’d seen the carabiner with keys attached. It took some effort, but he got the metal clip undone and removed the keys, snaking them out from under Trevor’s limp form, then stood, moving to the lock on the outside of the cell. 
 
    Quickly, but carefully, he tested several of the keys, finally finding the right one, which slid seamlessly into the lock, allowing him to twist and unlatch the door, easing out from the cell. Taking a few minutes to grab Trevor’s rifle, any ammunition he could find, and then unbuckling the tactical vest and slipping it down over his own head, he strode toward the exit door leading to the outside. 
 
    Somewhere, out in the town of Malcolm, Wyoming, gunfire shook the night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    It was all Corvan’s fault. Putting him in an impossible position. Forcing his hand, making him do it the messy way. He’d get to Laura Park, he’d finish the job, and then he and Corvan would have a little conversation about the way the operation all shook out. 
 
    After that, maybe he’d even go straight to Willoughby. The Secretary of Defense might be a high and mighty political bigwig now with the President gone, but the man in black had his own share of dirty laundry on Drydan Willoughby, and he wouldn’t hesitate one second to hold it over his head. 
 
    Cradling the bolt-action close to him, the man in black charged through the trees, down onto the road leading into downtown. He could hear the frantic shouts of men and women throughout the buildings around him, the curious cries, wondering about the sounds of gunfire. His legs pumped with a rigid fluidity, pressing him forward into a low-headed sprint. 
 
    Racking a bolt, he loaded another round in the chamber, feet slapping on tightly packed dirt. Up ahead he could see the prone forms of the two guards outside the town hall, both lying in the gravel parking lot outside the front door. Indistinct figures ran back and forth, voices yelling, calling for security and backup, ordering a response team to the town hall immediately. 
 
    He’d seen four sentries, two outside and two inside. Three shots, three kills, but the fourth sentry had disappeared from the window before he could load another round and fire. He’d been watching the building all day, and he’d seen the woman enter with another woman and two men. He had no idea who they were and didn’t much care, but Corvan had given him his orders, and he couldn’t let it linger any longer. 
 
    The time had come to act. 
 
    “Get outside!” he heard a voice shout from inside the town hall and the door burst open, the second sentry stomping down the short stairway to the gravel. The man in black skidded to a halt, shouldering his rifle and squeezing off a swift single shot. There was an echoing crack in the approaching dusk, the bright muzzle flash standing out against the dim coat of gray. A muffled grunt coughed from the sentry’s pursed lips and he pitched over forward, toppling down the rest of the stairs, thudding face first into hard gravel. 
 
    Somewhere in the town the shrill whine of a red alert siren blared to life, spotlights bolting a blinding white, the voices getting louder and closer all around him. 
 
    “Dammit, dammit, dammit,” he growled as he approached the town hall. It was all wrong. Corvan had forced his hand and caused all of it. He’d have that little conversation with him when he got back to Washington, and he’d make sure to appropriately express his disappointment. 
 
    His booted foot hit the stairs and carried him up at a fast pace. Once he reached the top, he tossed the door open and plunged into the large room inside the town hall. 
 
    Two gunshots echoed and he lurched right, chunks of wood splintering from the doorframe to his left. His rifle was up, bolt racked and barrel punching with a recoil, the shot almost deafening in the now-confined space. 
 
    An older man with a pistol shouted in pain and pitched back,  going backwards over a chair behind him before spilling onto the wooden floor, his pistol launching from splayed fingers. 
 
    A second older man was across the room, also holding a pistol, but in a far more confident, well-executed two-handed grasp. He wore a neatly pressed shirt and camouflaged pants, and every inch of him exuded military precision. He squeezed off three shots almost immediately, sending the man in black diving toward the ground as he threw the rifle aside. 
 
    They were in close quarters now, he had to be quick. Nimble. The rifle wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    In a flash his silenced semi-automatic was in his hand, his shoulder striking the floor, both arms swinging around, lock-straight, centering the blunt barrel of the pistol on the military man’s chest. The man in black held his breath and pulled the trigger. 
 
    # 
 
    Laura’s breath caught in her throat, her mouth pried open in a silent scream as the sentry stumbled back from the broken window, clawing at his face, dropping to the ground with a dull thud. 
 
    “He’s here!” someone hissed, and she thought it might have been her. The second sentry moved to where the first sentry had fallen, dropping low to check for vitals. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Colonel Carter whispered, a pistol already out and in his hands. 
 
    “He might be alive—” 
 
    “Get outside!” Carter screamed, pointing at the door, and the young man’s face looked at him, stricken and pale. Mayor Phillips drew his own weapon, holding it in two unsteady hands, and Laura looked at Lindsey with wide-eyed fear. 
 
    “He told you,” she whispered, glowering at the colonel. “He told you someone was here!” 
 
    “We need to get you to safety!” Lindsey said in a hushed tone as the second sentry leaped to his feet, shouldering his rifle and heading for the front door. Lindsey grabbed her sister’s arm and pulled her toward her, forcing her to hobble quickly but clumsily on her crutches, barely maintaining her balance as they headed for the side door leading out behind the building. 
 
    Outside, the warble of an alarm wailed, the staticky screech filling Laura’s ears, drumming into her skull. Everything was moving too quickly, her brain struggling to catch up to the speeding events. Another cracking gunshot splintered through the earsplitting alarm and she heard the low thumping of someone falling down the stairs outside. 
 
    The young man, the one almost paralyzed with fear. Was he dead? Another victim caught between her and the assassin? Her fault, it was all her fault. Her twenty-four coworkers at Aurora first, and now this— 
 
    “Laura, get yourself together!” Lindsey said. Boots slammed on stairs and the door blasted open, Laura twisting around to glare at the man who had tried to kill her once and would certainly try again. 
 
    He was dressed all in black, moving too quickly for her to clearly see his face, though she knew it was the same man from her sister’s living room. There was no doubt in her mind. Mayor Phillips lifted his weapon, but the man in black was inhumanly fast, racking a bolt and putting a round from the rifle into the mayor first, driving him back and down with a muffled grunt. 
 
    Colonel Carter’s arms were out lock-straight, his gun barrel jerking as he fired, but the man in black dove to the ground underneath the volley, discarding his rifle and pulling out a silenced pistol. The world itself felt as though it were moving on a canted axis, her sense of balance tilted and distorted, the planet rotating too quickly, while everything within the town hall moved in laborious slow motion. His shoulder striking the floor, the man in black fired his silenced pistol. The weapon snapped twice, though Carter was already dropping behind the table, lowering to a crouch. Then, using his shoulder as leverage, he threw himself up, catching the underneath of the table and flipped it sideways, slamming it down on the floor. 
 
    He dropped low, using the upended table for cover as the man in black drew up on one knee, reorienting the aim of his pistol. Carter’s elbows were bent, his weapon tucked to his chest, his alert eyes meeting Laura’s as he planned his well-calculated counterattack. 
 
    The man in black adjusted his aim and fired three times through the table. It was an old table, made of wood, and in reality, not even a little bit sufficient for shelter. The first round struck, splintering wood as it punched through, whizzing just to the right of the colonel huddled behind. The second round struck the top of the table, hacking a large whack of ragged surface from the table, throwing jagged, splintered shrapnel into the air. 
 
    Adjusting after the first two rounds, the man in black sent the third round into the table as well, and that one rammed through the narrow wood and drove hard into Carter’s right shoulder, ripping through his camouflage uniform and the flesh beneath. A red cloud burst free from his right arm and he grunted, jerking forward with the impact and lurching toward the ground, his pistol clattering out of arm’s reach. 
 
    He held himself up with his good arm, wincing in pain, looking over at Laura apologetically. His eyes drifted to the discarded pistol on the floor, but it was several feet away, and he’d have to move out from cover to go for it, which would inevitably result in a bullet in his head. 
 
    “Stay right where you are,” the man in black hissed, glowering over at the tipped-over table where he knew the colonel was lurking. His narrow eyes darted back over to Laura, and she felt a bone-deep chill run through her. She knew, without a doubt, that she was looking into the eyes of the man who had put a bullet in her chest and very nearly killed her. 
 
    The eyes of the man who would not hesitate to do it again, and this time, she knew, he would likely succeed. Men like him rarely failed once, and if they did, would be certain they didn’t fail a second time. 
 
    “Don’t hurt her,” Lindsey said, stepping around Laura, putting herself between the man in black and her sister. 
 
    “Lindsey, don’t be stupid,” Laura breathed. “He’ll just kill us both.” 
 
    “Listen to the woman,” the man said, his voice like low-grade sandpaper rubbing over metal. He took a step toward them, pistol raised at Lindsey’s chest, finger touching the trigger guard, the cylindrical silencer remaining steady and level. Freezing a few yards away, he smiled crookedly, the motion twisting his face into an unnatural grimace. 
 
    “You ran away before I could finish my work,” he said. “I always finish my work.” 
 
    Laura and Lindsey clung together, waiting for the inevitable trigger pull, the sudden snap of a silenced gunshot, the punch of bullets. Laura flashed back to her sister’s living room and could almost feel the mule kick to her chest, the strange feeling of something burrowing inside, the scorching heat of ripping flesh and metallic smell of spent blood and cordite. 
 
    The man smiled, his finger moving from the trigger guard to the trigger. 
 
    # 
 
    There was a quiet creak behind them, Laura turning slightly as a sharp bang blew the side door open, swinging it swiftly inside with the kick of a combat boot. 
 
    Framed in the doorway, Jack landed in a shooter’s stance, the AR-15 wedged tight to his shoulder, glaring down the barrel of the tactical semi-automatic, aiming it directly at the assassin. Laura’s mouth gaped, but before she could even yell a thank you or a warning, the man in black lunged to his right, shifting his aim and pulling the trigger, the thudding of silenced gunfire echoing in the small room. 
 
    Jack ducked and moved forward, the doorframe splintering where he’d been standing a moment before, chunks spitting free from the wood. He fired back, sharp thwacks bursting in blinding light from the barrel, but the assassin was already moving the other direction, thin geysers of wood shards spewing from the ground where he’d been. 
 
    Shifting to a two-hand grip, he angled right and returned fire, two more rounds whistling past Jack’s left shoulder and drilling holes in the wall, Jack tracking his movements with the rifle. Twisting and leaping, the man in black threw himself over the top of a table near the head of the room, his shoulder colliding with the podium that Colonel Carter had stood behind two days before. Two rounds struck the podium with shattering impacts, blasting it apart in a shower of fragments as the man in black slid over the table and tumbled down to the floor on the other side. 
 
    Desperately, Jack’s finger yanked the trigger several times, the rifle barking with each squeeze, a loud report throwing 5.56-millimeter rounds down the length of the meeting hall, striking the table, knocking free small chunks of unpolished surface. 
 
    Bending his knees, he kept his head low and crept forward, trying to track the man in black, who was barely visible on the opposite side of the table. He centered the man’s torso in his iron sight, clenching his teeth together as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The weapon clicked on an empty magazine. 
 
    “Shit,” he hissed quietly and the man in black threw himself up over the table, swinging his arms around, pistol clamped in both hands. “Down!” Jack shouted, lunging to the right and sprawling forward, hitting Laura and Lindsey and knocking them both from their feet, sending all three of them crashing to the wooden floor as a gunshot ripped above them. 
 
    He heard the sound of the magazine being ejected and the soft rustle of the man in black retrieving a spare and he scrambled to his hands and knees, crawling over the floor, keeping his head down. The replacement magazine snapped into place and the slide racked back. 
 
    Jack lunged forward, sprawling, reaching for what he’d seen laying on the floor. His fingers wrapped around the colonel’s discarded pistol, struggling to gather it into his hand, but the assassin’s next shot plowed into the floor just next to him, spraying his face with hot wooden fragments and dust. 
 
    Rolling desperately to the right, he cocked his arm back and threw the weapon, knowing there was no way he could get into a firing position, then scrambled away as two more rounds plowed into first the floor, then the wall where he’d been mere seconds before. 
 
    His thrown weapon came nowhere near the gunman and he brought himself around the table, foot over foot, centering the weapon on the three of them. Jack sat with his back against the wall, looking over at Laura and Lindsey, who were entangled on the floor, trying to scramble away, though Laura was physically pained by the motions, obviously still struggling with the aftermath of her emergency surgery. 
 
    “Idiot,” the man hissed. “You should have stayed in your jail cell. I would have left you alone.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” Jack spat back. 
 
    Any trace of the man’s pleasant demeanor went away, and he lowered the weapon, choosing Jack instead of Laura as his first victim. He said nothing, he wasted no time, he simply aimed the weapon and put his finger to the trigger. 
 
    There was a deafening blast in the small room, the sharp smash of thunder. 
 
    A sound far too loud for the silenced pistol the assassin held. 
 
    The man in black whirled left, stumbling, caught off guard, one hand coming from the weapon’s handle and clutching at his ribs. Colonel Carter came around the table, holding the pistol that Jack had thrown back to him clutched in his hands with practiced precision. 
 
    “No!” the man in black hissed, starting to bring his weapon around in one hand, fingers already loosening. Carter moved his weapon slightly and fired again, then again, a classic double-tap maneuver, each round finding its target in the thickest part of the man in black’s body, his upper torso. He twisted left with the first shot, then jerked back with the second, his already weakened legs giving way entirely as he toppled backwards, the silenced pistol tumbling from relaxed fingers. 
 
    Seconds later, he and his weapon struck the floor at almost the same time, him striking hard with his left elbow, grimacing in pain. Carter took two more steps, moved the weapon again, and put a fourth round into the man, that time into the side of his head. 
 
    The fading echoes of the gunshots lingered inside the meeting hall with the faint traces of smoke, the man in black still and lifeless on the wooden floor, quickly covered in a growing pool of dark blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    FEMA Region VII Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    “Biz, come on, man, they was in those tunnels. I hate those tunnels.” 
 
    Biz clamped both fists tightly together, standing out in the parking lot in front of the FEMA Region VII Headquarters building. 
 
    “You think I give a shit if you like those tunnels or not, K-Bull? I don’t care if it smells like a slaughterhouse or your old grandma Francis, get a team, get your asses in there, and flush those guys out!” 
 
    “What are you worried about, anyway?” K-Bull asked. He gestured toward the piles of sandbags near the front door. “We’ve got gun nests at the front parking lot and a damned fifty cal on the first floor. We are covered, bro. Ain’t nothin’ to be afraid of here.” 
 
    “You think this is fear?” Biz hissed, looking at him through narrowed eyes. “K-Bull, there ain’t an ounce of fear in me. This ain’t about fear, it’s about respect, you get me? These people ain’t showin’ me the respect I’m owed.” He hesitated for a moment, looking at the other man long and hard. “And I gotta be honest with ya, K-Bull, neither are you.” 
 
    Those final few words settled into the other man, seeping into his brain and festering there, darkening his expression. Thin coils of sweat formed on his broad forehead, then slowly crept down his bronze flesh. 
 
    “It’s good,” he said briskly, holding up his palms. “It’s all good. We on the same side, man.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” Biz asked. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to get a group together and go into those tunnels?” 
 
    “I’m on it, Biz, okay? I’m all over it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Biz started to turn away from the man, then stopped, tilting his head slightly. K-Bull was a few feet away, walking the other direction, and he’d stopped too, also tilting his head as if listening to the shrill call of a distant bird. 
 
    But it wasn’t a bird they heard. It was the roaring, diesel chortle of a powerful gas-powered engine. And it was coming closer. 
 
    “The hell is that?” Biz asked. Voices murmured throughout the courtyard in front of the building, the scattered young men starting to converge, many of them holding weapons, looking out toward the street passing by. “Something’s coming,” Biz said. He turned, pointing to a gathered group of gang members, all of them holding rifles. Two of them actually held military-style automatics, M4 carbines that they’d stolen from the National Guard members they’d killed over a month ago when they took over the regional headquarters. 
 
    “Go to the street,” Biz barked, waving them forward. “See if you can see what the hell that noise is!” 
 
    The men nodded and broke into a run, charging over the pavement, angling their direction to head toward the street as the roaring motor grew louder. They burst out onto the road, turning south, one of them raising a weapon. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Biz heard one of them shout, the other two suddenly scrambling to pick up their own rifles. 
 
    A thick brown blur leaped around the corner, plowing into the three men headlong like a raging bull made of Detroit steel with tires instead of legs. It was a passenger van, a big one, and it came screaming into the courtyard at full tilt. One of the men pitched over the blunt hood in a clumsy forward cartwheel, legs sweeping, while a second surged backwards, struck by the front corner of the racing vehicle. 
 
    The third twisted around to try and run, but was dragged under the front bumper screaming, his arms splayed as the van chewed him up in its forward progress. As he was swept swiftly under the front wheels, the vehicle thudded and bumped, jerking as it ran over the body, slowing dramatically with the unexpected resistance. 
 
    It had been violent and gruesome but had likely turned the tide of battle. The van stalled out as it tried to finish rolling over the body, the engine revving, clanking, then choking as it tried to turn over. 
 
    “Kill them!” Biz screamed. “Kill them all!” 
 
    There was a sudden tumultuous roar coming from the headquarters building, a large gout of yellow-white muzzle flash throwing a whizzing streak of red tracer fire toward the vehicle. Huge fifty-caliber shells drilled into the engine block and front windshield of the van, exploding in a shower of bright sparks even as the metal hood and frame buckled and twisted under the barrage. 
 
    “They got some kinda armor in front!” a voice shouted, and suddenly the rear doors flew open and men charged out. They were wearing blue and black tactical uniforms, vests full of pouches pulled over their broad shoulders. Some of them wore uniforms emblazoned with the logo for Eagle Atmospheric and Biz narrowed his eyes at them, wondering what the hell glorified security guards were doing in a full combat assault on his building. 
 
    But before he could spend too much time wondering, the world exploded in a splintering orchestra of automatic fire, and the best he could do was scramble for cover to avoid getting caught in the crossfire. 
 
    # 
 
    “That’s our signal!” Shawna shouted, waving Selanda and Tristan on ahead, deeper into the maintenance tunnels. Somewhere above them they could hear the rattling chatter of a full-blown war zone, which had been just the noise they were waiting for. 
 
    She only hoped the Deadbolt Security team could hold their own long enough. 
 
    They ran through the tunnels, feet splashing in water, then Shawna turned and put a finger to her lips as they came to a gap in the right wall where another passage connected. 
 
    Shawna stood at the head of the group, carrying the M4 she’d taken from the motorcycle gang on the interstate outside Des Moines, Iowa what felt like half a lifetime ago. Tristan had the second M4 and Selanda carried a semi-automatic pistol, a Glock G17. She looked ridiculous handling it as if it were made of fine china, but she held it gingerly in her hands anyway. 
 
     None of them had enough time to grab the ammunition from the two other members of their party who had been killed in the initial attack, so they just had what they’d been carrying on them. 
 
    Shawna desperately hoped that would be enough. She desperately hoped that Charest and the others up on the streets above could keep them busy. 
 
    Pressing her back to the slick, moss-covered wall of the tunnel passage, she crept slowly, step by step, through the ankle-deep water, making her way warily toward the intersecting passage. She could hear the others close behind. Leaning left, she inched toward the corner of the passage, moving her way toward the next circular tunnel, listening for any sign of noise.  
 
    It had been the tunnel, she was sure of it. The long, broad corridor had led to the gated entrance with the Property of the United States Government signs and the gangbanger guards who had been complaining about the smell. It was darker now and more difficult to see, the corridor she approached plunging down into an inky blackness with no visibility deep into the tunnel. “The hell is going on up there?” a voice barked, carried over the quiet air, echoing faintly within the tunnel walls. 
 
    Shawna waved her hand frantically, halting both Tristan and Selanda in their tracks. 
 
    “World War III or somethin’,” another voice said. “We should go up there, man.” 
 
    “Biz told us to stay right here,” the other voice growled. “You don’t cross Biz. You just don’t.” 
 
    “Even when they’re throwin’ lead up above us? Come on! I’m itching to shoot at something!” 
 
    “Join the club,” the other voice replied, “but I’m not real eager to get on Biz’s bad side. Don’t be stupid, man. Shit’s not worth it. We’ll have plenty of chances to bust caps later.” 
 
    Shawna lowered to one knee, peering around the corner, her eyes narrowed, trying to see into the pitch blackness. She could hear the voices and the low scuffle of feet on rock, but she couldn’t see either of the two men speaking, nor the gated entrance they guarded. It was a dangerous situation, and the adjoining tunnel was fifty yards from the end, which would leave them exposed, the light from the tunnel opening revealing them as soon as they entered it. 
 
    “It’s too dark down there,” Tristan said softly, coming up next to her. “We’ll be exposed.” 
 
    “I know,” Shawna replied, her mind working as she scanned the tunnel, looking for anything they could use for cover. The tunnel walls were gently curved into an almost cylindrical shape, a low stone shelf running along the edge with metal piping running along the top, near the stone and concrete roof. 
 
    Above them, the barely muffled cacophony of gunfire continued to sound, and she could hear a low, rattling growl and she glanced back at Tristan, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Fifty caliber,” he replied solemnly. “They won’t last long against that thing. We need to do something fast.” 
 
    Shawna closed a fist, pressing her shoulder against the wall. “Give me your flashlight, Big T,” she said, gesturing to the backpack Tristan was wearing. He nodded and slid the pack from his back, unclasping it and reaching in to retrieve the flashlight he’d brought from the basement beneath the Stronghold back in Chicago. It was a thick, box-like flashlight with a curved handle, and she took it from him, testing the weight and looking at the thick glass covering the bulb. 
 
    “Selanda, come here,” she whispered, looking at the woman, who took a step forward, nodding. Shawna handed over the flashlight. “I want you to turn this on. When I say go, you chuck it as hard as you can down the hallway, okay? Throw it toward the end of the corridor, as hard as you can. But wait until I give you the word.” 
 
    Selanda nodded, taking the flashlight and moving between Tristan and Shawna, toward the edge of the intersecting hallway. 
 
    “Weapons hot?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “If that means be ready to shoot at stuff, then yes,” Shawna replied, checking the magazine in her M4. Tristan did the same, setting the selector switch to full auto. 
 
    “Hit that switch,” Tristan said, pointing at the selector and Shawna nodded, following his direction, easing it from SAFE to SEMI and then finally to AUTO. 
 
    “It’s going to get noisy in here in just a minute,” Shawna said, looking at Selanda, who nodded. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Shawna and Tristan looked at each other, both pulling their weapons close. Selanda drew back her arm and they lifted their rifles. Shawna nodded softly and Selanda thumbed the switch on the flashlight, a thick beam of light punching through the darkness, shining a spot on the ceiling in the center of the corridor. 
 
    “The hell is that?” a voice asked from the darkness and they could hear the shuffling of feet on rock followed by the splash of shallow water. 
 
    “Who’s there?” the second voice called. “Show yourself or we start shooting!” 
 
    “Go!” Shawna hissed. Selanda drew in a breath and lunged around the corner, sweeping her arm forward and throwing the flashlight, sending it tumbling end over end, the light, moving in a strange somersault, splashing illumination along the walls, ceiling, and water-covered floor as it tumbled. Tristan moved first, ducking and lurching, swinging his weapon up and around as the twisting column of light revealed the shadowed figure of someone holding their own rifle at the end of the corridor. Immediately Tristan shouldered his M4 and opened up in full auto, spraying the area with 5.56 millimeter, the weapon chattering loudly within the confined space. 
 
    There was a muffled grunt and as the flashlight crashed to the ground, he saw the faint blur of the figure going over backwards. The figure’s rifle barked loudly a single time, but it was aimed at the ceiling, blasting a round into the surface above the falling man. 
 
    A second shadow stepped over the flashlight, which lay on the ground, surprisingly still working after crashing to the stone.  
 
    “Dammit!” he shouted and fired a handful of single shots at Tristan, each muzzle flash illuminating him against the darkened end of the tunnel. Water splashed from the floor, throwing wet chunks of shattered rock into the air as Tristan backpedaled away, lunging for cover. Shawna tracked the gunman’s motions with her own M4, centered the barrel, and fired a quick automatic burst. 
 
    Sparks danced along the wall and platform to the man’s right, but he was still upright and moving, turning to bring his weapon to bear on her. She adjusted her aim slightly and fired again. That time her volley caught the charging gunman front and center, sending him tumbling awkwardly to the left. He went over sideways, striking the raised platform with his left ribs, dropping his weapon, then splashing into the shallow water at his feet. 
 
    “Target’s down!” Shawna shouted as Tristan and Selanda readied themselves, weapons drawn. 
 
    Only silence greeted them. Shouldering his rifle, Big T crept forward, passing by Shawna and taking the lead, his Marine Corps instincts taking hold. Slowly he let the barrel of his weapon drift left and right, covering the area within the tunnel as he approached the first gunman facedown in the water. Using his rifle, he levered the man over onto his back, the scant light from the tunnel opening casting a faint pallor over his stricken features. 
 
    His eyes were open, his mouth contorted into a pained snarl, but there were no other signs of life. 
 
    “Check him for ammunition,” Tristan said, turning back to Selanda, who nodded and moved forward, lowering herself to a crouch in the water, carefully fishing through the man’s coat. 
 
    “Can I get a light?” Tristan asked, looking at Shawna, who slipped her pack off, reached in and grabbed her own flashlight, then tossed it underhand to him. He managed to catch it in his open hand, then clamped it to the rifle’s foregrip, putting pressure on it with his palm. Turning the light on, he used his rifle to shine illumination down the remainder of the tunnel and soon found the second body splayed out on the stone platform, back pressed against the wall, head lolled over forward. The man’s chest wasn’t rising and there was no sign of motion. 
 
    Big T spent the next few moments walking along the darkened end of the corridor, shining his light in the corners, and Shawna watched as the familiar government signs reflected the light, along with the chain-link gate that had blocked the way into the basement of the FEMA headquarters building. 
 
    “We’re clear!” Tristan reported back, looking over his shoulder before walking to the fallen flashlight and picking it up. 
 
    Shawna approached, retrieving it from him with a nod, dropping low and placing it back in her pack. Selanda stepped from the water up onto the platform, a rifle slung over her shoulder and several magazines clutched in her hands. 
 
    Tristan sighed, sliding the M4 up onto his shoulder, shining the flashlight on the pile of magazines that Selanda set on the stone floor. 
 
    “Gate’s open,” he said. “We’re in.” 
 
    “That’s just the first step,” Shawna replied. “Something tells me there’s a long way to go.” 
 
    As if to punctuate her point, another long, chattering barrage of gunfire sounded above them on the streets, interspersed with the shouts of the injured and dying. 
 
    “God help us all,” Tristan said in a low voice, reaching into his pocket with a free hand and removing the Bible, which he then moved to a two-handed grip, squeezing it as if added pressure would somehow increase the book’s power. 
 
    He whispered a silent prayer that Shawna couldn’t hear as she gathered up the magazines, comparing them to the M4, glad to see that they should be mostly interchangeable with the M4’s. 
 
    “STANAG mags,” Tristan said, looking at her, apparently done with his prayer. “Should work seamlessly.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Shawna said, distributing the other magazines. Selanda took one of the gunman’s AR-15s and a couple of the magazines, holding the weapon carefully in both hands as Shawna checked the gate. “Gate’s unlocked, the door is officially open.” 
 
    The other two followed her as she entered the darkened corridor leading to the basement and the FEMA building standing above them. 
 
    # 
 
    “Head down, Boyd, get your damn head down!” Charest swung around the rear of the van, lurching forward as the fifty-caliber heavy machine gun unleashed a torrential cascade of fire toward the brown van. The group of Deadbolt Security operatives swung behind the vehicle as the pavement where they’d stood was eviscerated, chopped into swirling fragments by the roaring weapon. 
 
    “We don’t stand a chance with that thing there!” one of the men shouted, popping a spent magazine from his AR-15 and slamming a fresh one home. The van was parked diagonally near the north edge of the front courtyard of the FEMA building, and a handful of dead gangbangers were strewn about the pavement near the idle vehicle. Some had taken strategic positions behind sandbagged barricades, with others huddling behind other parked vehicles in the lot. Gunfire popped and chattered in the fading echoes of the fifty caliber, small pockets of back-and-forth exchanges of smaller caliber weapons preventing the silence. 
 
    Charest leaned against the rear of the van, keeping himself pressed tight as a scatter of sparks danced along the edge a few feet from where he stood. 
 
    “Three o’clock! Two of them behind that sedan!” 
 
    Behind him and to his left, three security operatives emerged from cover behind the corner of a building, sending a burst of gunfire downrange. The windows shattered in the side of the sedan and a ragged line of uneven bullet holes stitched the metal. One of the gangbangers shouted in pain, pitching over backwards as the other two dove for cover. Gunfire chewed back at the men who had removed themselves from cover and one of them clutched his mid-section and went down as the other two scrambled away. 
 
    “Don’t leave him!” Charest shouted, aiming at the sedan himself and firing off several single shots to keep heads down. Glancing to his left, he saw one of the men come from behind the building and grab the injured security guard, pulling him back to safety. 
 
    “We’re outnumbered two-to-one, Charest!” Boyd said between gasps of breath. “We can’t hold out forever!” 
 
    “We need to give ’em time!” 
 
    “Give them time?” Boyd asked. “You mean those three civilians? Why the hell are we trusting this to them, anyway?” 
 
    “One of them is a United States Marine!” Charest replied harshly. “The other two survived out here for forty-eight hours, which is a damn sight better than we’d do without ’em. I’ve seen them in action, I trust ’em.” 
 
    “How well did that work out for Brian and Lester?” 
 
    Charest wheeled toward him, glaring angrily, harsh words on his tongue. But he bit them off at the last minute and just shook his head. 
 
    “We got bigger problems than fighting amongst ourselves,” he spat at the younger man. “Get your head on straight and focus on the real bad guys, will ya?” 
 
    “I get it,” Boyd replied. “Sorry, man. Feelin’ the pressure is all.” 
 
    “We all are,” Charest replied, “but just think. We pull this off and get these supplies for the group? We’ll be heroes, man. We’ll be damn heroes!” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Boyd shouted. He tracked the movement of a gang member and fired a few shots in his direction. “Let’s be heroes!” 
 
    More gunshots barked in the distance, rounds punching into the side of the van, which was already riddled with jagged holes. Charest knew he could talk a good game, but Boyd was right. They were trusting the future of their whole population to three civilians, one of them a fifty-year-old homeless dude. Meanwhile they were going head-to-head with a well-barricaded fifty caliber, and he’d lost two of his small group already. 
 
    One way or the other, it would all be done in a matter of minutes. He just hoped he’d live to see the end result. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    Joel stood by the outbuilding at Cody’s farm, looking at the shed where he’d been a day before, happily talking about the method he used to brew his homemade craft beer. What had the world been like then? More or less the same, lightning crossing through the clouds, millions of dead across the globe, the broken wreckages of aircraft embedded into cities and towns, corpses rotting in the warming summer air. 
 
    None of that had mattered yesterday. Yesterday, he was talking to Cody, marveling at the fresh hops and the stockpile of malt he’d spent months collecting before the world began its downward spiral. They’d spent hours talking about life and family, drinking cold beer on a hot afternoon. For that small window of time, things felt almost…normal. 
 
    But they were far from normal, and every time Joel allowed himself to think otherwise, something horrific happened. 
 
    Not again. Never again. 
 
    He could feel the white-hot blossom of rage flaring inside, a burning so scalding that he could feel it in his face, a pressure behind his eyes, a physical force trying to push its way out from inside. Bobcat’s face filled his head, the man he’d first met as he tried to steal apples from a young woman carrying a basket down the dirt road. 
 
    A simple enough thing. Stupidly simple, in fact. Stupid simple which had cascaded into something far worse. It had avalanched to a town on fire and a dozen people dead, blood staining the road running between the old high school and the church. Orphans left behind. Food stolen, leaving only bare shelves and death, a town abandoned to their eventual starvation. 
 
    Joel closed both fists as he looked at the large duffel bag on the grass before him. He’d found it in the shed and quickly went to work, spending a few hours getting things ready while Helen took care of the horses and looked for Cody’s family, who wasn’t home, likely downtown mourning over their lost father and husband. 
 
    Just as well. He preferred having free rein. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Joel?” Helen asked softly, coming up next to him. “I mean, are you really sure?” 
 
    Joel didn’t answer, he simply stood there, fists closed, looking down at the bag on the ground. 
 
    “I’m upset, too,” Helen whispered. “Cody’s daughter was one of the girls I was hanging out with. She loved her dad. Loved him—a lot. I bet I could help her deal with her problems if—” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Helen stopped talking, hearing the edge in his voice. 
 
    “W—when?” she asked. 
 
    “Now,” he replied coldly. Turning to her, he held her gaze with narrow, firm eyes. “Stay here,” he said. “You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she replied. “I’m coming too, whether you want me to or not.” 
 
    “You don’t want to see what’s going to happen,” Joel replied, his voice a dry, even monotone. “Even if you want to, you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I’ve seen worse,” Helen replied. “I saw my dad pulled underwater and drowned. I’ve seen you stab and kill men with your knife. Arrows ripping out flesh and muscle. You keep talking to me like I’m a kid, but I’m not.” 
 
    “I’m not having this conversation right now.” He swept the duffel bag from the ground and hoisted it over his shoulder, turning away. 
 
    “Fine,” Helen replied, her voice just as cold as his. “But I want you to remember something.” 
 
    He stopped walking, standing and listening to her. 
 
    “I may be fourteen years old. I agree, that’s young. But what’s going on in the world right now? What we’ve been through? That’s like dog years, okay? Seven years for every one. On the outside I’m fourteen, but on the inside, I feel like I’m an old woman.” 
 
    “An old woman?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied, “like, forty, at least.” 
 
    Joel’s mouth shifted a little and he had to struggle not to smile. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “An old woman.” 
 
    “What I mean is you don’t have to protect me anymore. I can take care of myself. I can handle this.” 
 
    “I’m not even sure I can handle this,” Joel replied. Helen stepped forward, reaching out and gently touching his arm. 
 
    “We’ll handle this,” she replied quietly. “Together.” 
 
    Joel swallowed hard, still feeling the seething heat of anger settling over him, though her touch was like a piece of clean, cold ice, pressing through the anger, if only just in a small space and for a short moment. 
 
    “Together,” he replied, though his voice was faint, as if from a long distance. Somewhere behind them one of the horses chuffed and whinnied, and Joel nodded, turning back toward the animals and striding forward, Helen falling in behind him. 
 
    # 
 
    Night had fallen in western Kansas, a dark canvas settling over the stoic, rectangular silhouette of the distribution center. Low-hanging clouds only served to further obscure the night moon, creating an even deeper sense of palpable darkness, though the ambient light from the surging lightning illuminated the structure. 
 
    A few isolated parking lot lights were still functional as well, casting down upon the broad building in pale, off-white luminescence, a drastic waste of fuel and power, but some small sliver of normalcy among the disaster and chaos. 
 
    “Bobcat’s freaking paranoid, you know that?” Booker asked, shaking his head as he walked along the narrow culvert just south of the distribution center. 
 
    “I don’t care how paranoid he is,” Garrison replied, shouldering his AR-15. “Dude just came back from Tetrault with three trucks of food. He earned benefit of the doubt in my book.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Booker replied. “He’s still some trumped-up hillbilly. Sarge should have taken the lead when we first showed up from Denver. We woulda had this food weeks ago. Flattened the damn city and just took it. We’re all Army, anyway; we can claim that shit on account of martial law.” 
 
    “That ain’t the way it works, Booker.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit how it works,” Booker replied. “We got the guns, we do what the hell we please.” 
 
    Garrison laughed.  
 
    “Sometimes y’all crack me up.” 
 
    “You disagree?” Booker asked. “It’s the way of the world. Always has been, even before all this shit went sideways. Only the size of the guns were measured in megatons and not caliber, right?” 
 
    “If you say so,” Garrison replied. The two men stopped near the culvert, looking over to the entrance of the small drainage pipe running into the ground nearby. 
 
    “You got any cigs left?” Booker asked. “I’ve been dyin’ for some. I kinda hoped they might have brought back some from Tetrault, but no such luck. Piece of shit little run-down town. Wasn’t good for any—” 
 
    There was a soft, subtle hiss in the air, a slicing noise followed by a dull, wet thunk and Booker’s voice choked off in his mouth. 
 
    “Booker?” Garrison asked, turning to look at the other man. Booker was standing there, a curious look on his face, staring down at himself, looking at the narrow shaft embedded in his chest, thrusting out from his flesh and muscle, narrow and rigid. Blood pumped from the wound and he looked at Garrison with a pleading, questioning glance. 
 
    “Wha—what happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Is that an arrow?” 
 
    There was a quiet noise behind him, and he whirled to the left, bringing his rifle up and around. A small figure ducked low and swung, a narrow arm slashing forward. Sharp pain bit his leg in a ragged, hot gash and his knee buckled, sending him down to one knee, grunting in pain. The shadowed figure moved swiftly, almost too swiftly for him to follow, kicking his rifle away, then bringing a sharp knee into his jaw, hard and fast. 
 
    Behind him, Booker slumped lifeless to the ground and he hit just next to him, landing awkwardly on his left shoulder, a hot flood of liquid pain running down his leg. 
 
    The shadowed figure moved toward him and his eyes widened. 
 
    It was a girl. A young girl, and she held a knife in one hand, her face twisted into a mask of anger. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Garrison asked, biting his lip in pain, reaching for the wound on his leg. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” another voice growled, and Garrison turned, seeing a man come from the darkness, a tall man with broad shoulders, his hair and beard a tangled mess, his eyes burning with anger. “You’ve gotta worry about me.” 
 
    “Fine,” Garrison hissed through clenched teeth. “Who the hell are you then?” 
 
    The man strode toward him and lifted a booted foot, pressing it down on his wrist and grinding it into the gravel and grass. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel pressed down hard on the man’s arm, putting his full weight into it, feeling the muscle contract, the bones pressing together between the contoured sole of his boot and the hard gravel beneath. 
 
    “Ah!” the man shouted, trying to wrench his arm free, but unable to. 
 
    “I’ve got a few questions for you,” Joel hissed. He held the bow in his right hand, one of the arrows clenched between two fingers closed around the contoured handle. “I put an arrow in your friend’s heart, I can put another one anywhere I damn well choose.” 
 
    “Seriously, man,” the guy on the ground groaned. “Who the hell are you and what do you want?” 
 
    “Who am I?” Joel asked. “Doesn’t matter who I am. What matters is where I’m from, and for the past few days I was living with some of the best people I ever met. Kind people. Gentle. Friendly. And you and your asshole friends burned their town to the ground and killed a dozen of them.” 
 
    The man groaned. 
 
    “I had nothin’ to do with that, man.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me,” Joel replied. “I heard you talking with your dead friend. Talking about how you would have done it weeks ago.” 
 
    “It’s every man for himself, dude. You must know that—” 
 
    “Just because you and your group are so damn stupid, you burned through your food in weeks, doesn’t give you the right to take it from others.” 
 
    “We got the guns, we got the skills,” the man replied through gritted teeth, “that’s all the rights we need.” 
 
    Joel pushed down on his boot, shoving with added pressure, twisting his foot back and forth to grind the force down onto the man’s extended arm. 
 
    The man shouted, his face contorting as he instinctively tried to pull away. 
 
    “You’re going to snap my arm!” he shouted. 
 
    “Does it look like I give a shit?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Maybe you should!” the man shouted back. “This ain’t no way to raise a kid, man!” 
 
    “Like you said,” Joel replied, “every man for himself.” 
 
    “All right, fine,” the man growled. “What do you want from me? Yeah, we went to your damn town and yeah, we burned the place up and stole some food. Nothing I tell you is gonna take that back.” 
 
    “There are things you can tell me,” Joel replied. “Like how many are in the warehouse? What sort of weapons they got? Any back doors?” 
 
    “You can go straight to hell,” the man replied. “Y’all are going to kill me, anyway.” 
 
    Joel brought his free hand over and took the arrow from his clenched fingers, then strung it into the bow, but left the bow string slack. 
 
    “Nobody has to die,” Joel replied. “I just want a little information.” 
 
    “Go screw.” 
 
    Joel sighed, then leaned forward, applying even more pressure on the sole of his boot, crunching down into gravel. Somewhere in the man’s arm, bones ground together, and he clamped his teeth tight in agony. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” he hissed, his fingers clawing at nothing. 
 
    Joel stood a bit straighter, lifting the bow and hooking his fingers in the string. 
 
    “I don’t really want to ask you again,” he said. 
 
    “Man, we thought that town was gonna be a pushover,” the man groaned. “Marched in there with pickup trucks and rifles. I tell you what, we were just gonna take what we wanted.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out that way?” 
 
    “Hell no, it didn’t. They fought back.” He grimaced in pain as he spoke. “Fought back hard. A lot of us didn’t make it.” 
 
    “So how many did?” 
 
    The man gritted his teeth and glared back at Joel in white-hot anger. 
 
    Joel pulled the bow string back, lifting the weapon so the razor-sharp broadhead was pointed at the man’s face. 
 
    “This won’t just kill,” Joel said. “This’ll hurt. You ever seen the kinda mess a broadhead arrow makes? It ain’t pretty.” 
 
    The man glowered back at him. 
 
    “Why are you throwing away your life?” Joel asked. “You lie there acting like you’re some tough special forces operator in enemy territory. You’re a damned National Guard deserter, nothing more. Scum. Lying there, acting as if you have some sort of moral code. Some kind of honor. You’re a piece of shit, nothing more. Whatever you tell me or don’t tell me won’t make a bit of difference.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Helen take an uncomfortable step away, her eyes darting to him, then back to the man on the ground. He pulled the string back farther, the fibrous material creaking slightly as he did. The arrow was straight and level, the wide head still pointed at the man’s face. 
 
    “Shit, man,” the guy replied. “Fine, okay? There are like ten of ’em in there. That’s it. We had thirty at one point, but a few got pissed and took off and like six or eight others died in the town. Ten! That’s all of us that are left.” 
 
    “Weapons?” 
 
    The man smiled crookedly, as if taking some satisfaction from the answer. 
 
    “When we came, we brought an arsenal, brother. At least a dozen M4A1s. I think Booker even brought his 203 grenade launcher attachment. That warehouse is a damned bunker. Poured concrete, loading dock is the only accessible entrance, but they’ve got eyes on it twenty-four seven. You take that bow and your kid up there, they’re gonna chew you up and spit you out.” 
 
    Joel looked at him, his eyes following the length of the arrow’s shaft, moving to meet the man’s glare. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Joel said. 
 
    “Whatever you say, man,” the guy said, shaking his head, his face still sculpted into permanent agony. Joel lifted his head slightly, looking out over the grass hill toward the building in the distance, a flat, unremarkable rectangular structure beneath the streaks of lightning through the clouds. He studied it for a moment, Helen coming up next to him. 
 
    “So, what now?” she asked. 
 
    “We find a way in,” Joel replied. 
 
    The man on the ground chuckled, a wet, lifeless sound, then moved gently, trying to alleviate the pressure on his arm. Joel looked back at him. 
 
    “No back doors?” 
 
    “Nothin’ man, I’m tellin’ you,” he said. “Wouldn’t matter if there was. Like I said, they’ve got full auto in there, tactical battle rattle. You ain’t just gonna stroll up on them and enact some ridiculous Dirty Harry vengeance.” 
 
    “Dirty Harry?” Helen asked. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Don’t make me feel any older than I already do,” growled Joel, though his face showed no sign of humor as he glared down at the man on the ground. 
 
    “I told you,” the man said through the pain. “Told you what you wanted.” 
 
    “Come on, Joel,” Helen said, touching his shoulder. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Joel looked at the man, their eyes meeting in lock, as if testing one another. He tried to see something else in the man on the ground, some sense of humanity, some suggestion of him being a person with emotions, with feelings, with some sort of soul. 
 
    All he saw was a killer, a lifeless shell who had marched into Tetrault and burned down the church, shot Cody dead in the street, stolenthe food out of the mouths of children and whisked it away to their personal stores. 
 
    Maybe he’d told the truth. Maybe he really didn’t have anything to do with it. Maybe he was as much a victim in all of that as they were. 
 
    Joel didn’t think so. He drew the bowstring back even farther, staring hard at the man. 
 
    “Joel?” Helen asked quietly, her voice shaking. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the man breathed, his voice suddenly tinged with a hint of frantic energy. “I told you, I had nothin—” 
 
    Joel’s fingers released, launching the arrow at short range. The broad, triangular head punched into the man’s face, with a swift crunching sound, plowing through his brain and pinning him to the earth beneath him like an insect. 
 
    Helen sucked in a breath and turned away, putting a hand to her mouth. 
 
    Joel stood there, looking down at the man’s corpse, his face a ragged mouth of blood, shorn flesh, and broken bone. Without hesitation, without question, and without feeling, he moved the heel of his boot from his arm and thrust it against the man’s neck, just beneath his chin, then grabbed the shaft of the arrow and ripped it free. 
 
    He shook it in his hand, tossing the loose matter from the head of the arrow into the grass before he wiped the rest of the arrow tip clean and held it in his hand. 
 
    Helen was bent over a short distance away, lowered into a bent knee crouch and Joel thought she was probably trying not to throw up. For a brief moment he felt a nugget of guilt for the brutal method he’d used to dispatch the man right in front of her, but on the other hand, she’d been right. It was a new world. A new, hard world, and it aged people far faster than the normal passage of time. 
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
    Helen nodded softly but made no noise. 
 
    “Sorry you had to see that.” 
 
    She shook her head, but still said nothing, remaining hunched over, low to the ground, rocking gently back and forth. 
 
    “I can handle this if you—” 
 
    “No,” she choked out, her voice low and somewhat strained. “No.” She pressed her palms to her thighs and pushed herself up into a standing posture, clearing her throat. Standing next to him, they both looked over the grassy hill, toward the warehouse structure beyond. 
 
    “Ten men with automatic weapons,” she said softly. 
 
    “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do this. We can just walk away. Whatever we do here won’t bring Cody back, Joel, it won’t bring any of them back.” 
 
    Joel closed his fist around the handle of the bow. 
 
    “It won’t bring your family back either.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
    “Stay here if you want,” he said quietly. “But I’ve got to do this. Otherwise, they win. They win and they can wait six months and do it again. The world is a shit place right now, I know that, and I’m not stupid enough to think that anything I do will change it. But I can try. I can try to prevent little bad things from happening again, and if I have that chance, but do nothing, what sort of person am I?” 
 
    “A living person?” 
 
    “You and I have different definitions of living.” 
 
    “I guess we do,” Helen replied. 
 
    They stood there in silence, beneath the spiderweb of lightning curling around the thick clouds, flashing gentle strobes of light across the grass and the building in the distance. 
 
    It wouldn’t be easy, Joel knew. It was risky. Damn risky. 
 
    But it had to be done, and if he was the one who had to do it, so be it. Turning, he walked back toward where they’d left the horses and found the duffel bag laying on the ground where he’d left it. Slowly he unstrung the bow, then folded it back up into its compact form, sliding the two arrows he’d recovered from the corpses back into it, then stashing it in the duffel. There was a quiet clanking sound from within, and he peeled open the flaps, looking inside, smiling as he did so. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    FEMA Region VII Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Shawna ripped the door open and Tristan plunged forward, into the stairwell, lifting his M4 and moving the barrel from wall to wall, covering the narrow passage going up to the next level. There was a simple, straight staircase heading up at a forty-five-degree angle, surrounded by walls on both sides, the slanted ceiling giving them about six feet of height up the passage. At the far end of the stairwell was a simple wooden door leading to the next level. 
 
    “Coast is clear,” Tristan said in a quiet voice, taking the first step into the dimly lit passage. Shawna waved Selanda forward, and she fell in line behind Big T, with Shawna bringing up the rear. Somewhere up ahead the thrashing barrage of gunfire echoed from within the building. 
 
    “It sounds like World War III up there,” Selanda said nervously, slowing her pace up the stairs slightly. “Are we sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    “Charest’s crew is up there now buying us time. Are you prepared to leave them to the wolves?” Shawna gave her a hard look. 
 
    “I could be convinced,” Selanda replied, though Shawna could tell that was bull. She was in it for the long haul. They all were. 
 
    Though, judging by the sounds of the combat upstairs the long haul might not be that long at all. 
 
    “Let’s get up the stairs. Hopefully we can slip up to the upper level without being seen and this whole thing gets a lot easier—” 
 
    Before Shawna could even finish her sentence, the door at the top of the stairs tore open, framing a pair of men with rifles. 
 
    “Come on! Let’s go get Plank and Maury! We need all the—” The young man speaking widened his eyes as his glance traveled down the stairs and caught on the three of them advancing up. “Who the hell?” 
 
    Tristan kicked into gear, pushing himself against the wall to his left, raising his M4 and opening fire on the two men immediately. Chunks of splintered plaster burst free under a cloud of sheet rock dust a few inches above the head of one of the men, but neither of them were hit. 
 
    “Tear ’em up!” the second man shouted, both of them lifting their weapons. 
 
    “Get down!” Tristan shouted, throwing himself forward and down, hugging the hard edges of the stairs going up. Bullets tore down the corridor, all three of them ducking just beneath the furious stream of angry hornets, bullets chewing up the wall and railing, showering ragged chunks of sheet rock and dust. 
 
    Wedging his elbow into the stairs, Tristan leveled his rifle at an upward angle and adjusted his aim, staying as low as possible. The selector switch still on auto, he rattled off a quick burst of fire, watching as the lower left leg of one of the gunmen exploded in a shower of broken bone and fine red mist. His knee gave way and he lurched left, tumbling down, the sudden motion catching the eye of the second gunman. Tristan rolled left as Shawna and Selanda launched themselves aside, the injured gunman tumbling end over end down the steep staircase between them, legs flailing. 
 
    Shawna pushed herself up on one knee, leveling the rifle as the second gunner whirled back toward them. Before he could come fully around, she pumped a burst of fire up the stairs, striking him headlong and knocking him backwards out of the doorway. 
 
    With the door open, the sounds of battle were even louder and more aggressive, an earsplitting drumbeat of weapons blistering the FEMA building above. Shawna couldn’t even imagine how Charest’s team was holding out against such an onslaught, but the fire was continuing, so she figured they must still be out there firing back. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” Tristan barked, working his way to his feet, moving with a startling spryness and practiced precision, as if his decades in the Marine Corps had suddenly come right back to him. In a way, they likely had, burned into his muscle memory after being hammered into him by instructors and squad mates. 
 
    Shawna waved Selanda forward, then fell in behind her, all three of them charging up the stairs, heading toward the deafening racket of battle. 
 
    Tristan reached the crest of the stairs and broke left, charging deeper into the upper level of the building, Selanda following his lead with Shawna bringing up the rear. She angled left and twisted right, looking at the wide-open area of the main level of the building. It had been a cubicle farm at one point, that much was clear, but most of the cubes had been broken down and removed, leaving just the skeletons of some fabric barriers behind. Several offices ran along the perimeter of the room and the front windows were broken out, The fifty-caliber heavy machine gun rested on a pile of broken-up desks and chairs by that same front wall. 
 
    A handful of gunmen were spread throughout the main level, weapons shouldered, looking out of the remains of the front windows, rattling off return fire in sporadic installments. Through the smashed remains of the windows, Shawna could see the familiar brown van parked near the rear of the lot, its metal hide puckered and torn with bullet holes, but the main body surprisingly still intact. 
 
    “We’ve got company back here!” a voice shouted, which snapped Shawna out of her daze as two of the young men in the open-concept office spotted them and turned their way, weapons raised. 
 
    “Scatter!” Tristan shouted, opening up with his M4, which blurted a quick burst, then clicked on empty, forcing him to pop the spent magazine and sweep another from his pocket, slamming it in place. He lowered his head as holes stitched the wall behind him, targeting one of the other men and opening fire, his own burst slicing too far left. Shawna targeted the same enemy and opened up with her own M4, trying to track the enemy’s movements, but not managing to do so while she was on the run. 
 
    More gunfire came and she darted right, then heard a muffled shout to her left. Swinging that way, she saw Selanda sprawling backwards, tumbling into one of the vacant offices along the rear perimeter, her weapon flying free. 
 
    “Selanda!” she shouted and moved that way, keeping her head down. At her feet, threadbare, low-budget government-issue carpet split apart in a fuzz-filled torrent of bullet impacts. She dropped into a baseball slide, slipping into the office as more bullets battered the wall above and behind her. Dragging Selanda by one arm, she pulled her behind the interior wall of the office, keeping her head even lower. 
 
    “Talk to me!” she hissed. 
 
    “Am—am I shot?” Selanda gasped in a choking voice as Shawna pressed her back to the front-facing wall, dragging the other woman against the intersecting side of the office. She groped through Shawna’s torso, looking for signs of injury and finally saw the torn cloth and spreading blood stain at her left shoulder. 
 
    She turned the woman over and she gasped in pain as Shawna wrenched her shoulder away from the wall. 
 
    “Sorry,” Shawna whispered, looking at the back of her arm. “It went completely through,” she said softly. “Exit wound right here. Hurts like hell, but shouldn’t be fatal.” 
 
    Selanda nodded, her face pale and her eyes looking milky and vacant. She was going into shock.  
 
    “Just stay with me. We’ll get us out of this, okay?” 
 
    Selanda’s head lolled slightly and she didn’t acknowledge the comment, just looked at some point far in the distance. 
 
    “Stay with me!” Shawna said. She lightly slapped Selanda’s face to keep her alert. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and she nodded. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “I’m here.” 
 
    More gunfire exploded from the larger office, bullets ripping into the wall and spraying white dust, forcing Shawna to drop lower as bullets punched through the thin surface, screaming over her head. She glanced around the corner, seeing that three of the gunmen were now focused on them, leaving one manning the fifty caliber and a few others with their attention focused on the parking lot battle outside. Even with their attention diverted, they were out-manned and outgunned and already on the defensive. 
 
    Automatic fire rattled from the office next to her, where she knew Tristan was sheltered, and scattering ricochets walked diagonally across the floor by the fifty caliber, forcing the gunmen to draw away. She followed Tristan’s lead and opened fire as well, but the targets all took cover behind tipped-over desks and the remains of the cubicles so none of her shots hit their targets. 
 
    Her heart sank, a thick fist of worry churning low in her guts. They didn’t have unlimited ammunition. They didn’t have unlimited time. With every passing moment it seemed as if the master plan they’d devised in the sewers of Kansas City was destined to fail. 
 
    # 
 
    Charest leaned out from behind the corner of the building, looking up at the scattered remnants of the Deadbolt Security team huddled behind what was left of the brown van. It was riddled with bullets, strewn with jagged puncture wounds, and he could smell the spilled gas and floating smoke, the pungent stink of destruction lingering in the air, fresh and nauseating above the month-old backdrop of the burning city. 
 
    “Binoculars!” he shouted, looking back at the two other men huddled behind the wall of the building with him. One of them offered up a set of long-range goggles he’d had with him and Charest took it, pressing the lenses to his eyes, looking out over the makeshift battleground. 
 
    Bodies were strewn across the parking lot, more belonging to gang members than his own crew, but he and his men were still outnumbered. A group of five of them were behind the van, rising up from time to time, taking potshots at the surrounding enemies, huddling low any time the fifty caliber unleashed its fearsome barrage. 
 
    Moving the circular receptacles, he looked at the broken front windows of the FEMA building, what seemed like so far away, peering into the office building beyond. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he whispered. 
 
    “What is it?” one of the other men asked, coming up next to him, weapon tucked close. 
 
    “The backup team is pinned down,” he said. “Taking cover in offices inside the building.” 
 
    “Weren’t they supposed to take out that damned fifty cal?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Charest lowered the binoculars, taking a deep breath and sighing as he scanned the battlefield ahead. 
 
    “So, we’re screwed then?” the second man asked, his voice resonating with a strong hint of panic. “Not just us, but everyone back at Eagle, too. We failed, man.” 
 
    “Calm down,” Charest said, turning toward the man. “This is not over. We can make this work. We’ve come a long way already. We’ve lost men. Their lives can’t be in vain! Not Brian, not Lester, none of them.” 
 
    “So, what are we gonna do?” the other man asked. “Just hope things get better?” 
 
    “No chance,” Charest replied. “No such thing as luck. You have to make your own luck.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Charest turned back toward the building, inching out from behind the wall. He knew what the plan was. What it had to be. 
 
    But his men wouldn’t like it. He wasn’t even sure he liked it. But more and more, it felt like the only real option. 
 
    “The plan is…we attack.” 
 
    # 
 
    “These dudes just won’t die, Biz! They’re like freaking cockroaches!” 
 
    Biz ducked behind a car as bullets chopped the metal and plastic, spraying glass over his shoulders and onto the pavement behind him. 
 
    “You can stomp on cockroaches!” Biz shouted back. “K-Bull, get your boots out, brother. We gotta start stomping!” The car was parked diagonally on the pavement about twenty feet from the sandbagged gun nests, which were perched on either side of the fifty caliber. He’d seen how many attackers were out there. Truth was, they had no chance and he knew it. 
 
    Hell, they knew it. But they kept coming anyway. 
 
    K-Bull popped up from behind the car, weapon shouldered, and unleashed a volley of automatic fire, before ducking back down as bullets hurtled back. Suddenly, more return fire echoed, the sporadic popping of single-shot volleys breaking loose into a stream of hurtling rounds and echoing fire. 
 
    “What the hell?” he asked, leaning back and turning, trying to hear what was going on. Shouts and screams echoed from the parking lot, frantic and surprised. 
 
    “Holy shit,” K-Bull said, peering up over the hood. “They’re attacking. The dumb bastards are heading straight for us!” 
 
    “What about the fifty cal?” 
 
    “They’re reloading now!” 
 
    “Tell them to hurry up. We’re gonna chew these assholes up and spit them out.” 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna squeezed off a quick burst, then ducked behind the wall as return fire hacked up the floor where she’d been kneeling. She ejected the magazine and retrieved another, punching it into place. 
 
    “One more empty mag,” she whispered. “Not many left.” 
 
    “You—you can steal mine,” Selanda said, her voice struggling. “I’m in no—shape—” 
 
    Shawna looked over at her, feeling concerned. Her face was even paler now and quite a bit of blood was on the wall behind her, soaking the left half of her clothes. Her breathing was shallow and raspy, and she struggled to form the words she was saying. In the grand scheme of things, a through-and-through shoulder injury wasn’t life-threatening, but the shock of the injury was taking its toll, and blood loss would become a serious issue if they didn’t wrap it up soon. 
 
    If she lost a significant amount of blood, how would they even do a transfusion? Her stomach knotted further as she thought through the consequences of the plan, which had seemed like a good idea at the time but was quickly spiraling downhill. 
 
    Peeking out from behind the wall, she saw the three gunmen rattle off more shots, that time at the neighboring office, trying to keep Tristan’s head down. They were smart; they’d identified him as the primary threat, which she had to admit, was true. He was a Marine, even if he was fifteen years removed from service and living on the streets for ten of those years. 
 
    She was, for lack of a better term, a punk, and a petty criminal. She’d followed her boyfriend around to the gun range to learn to shoot and handle weapons, and had carried a pistol every day for self-defense, but that hardly put her in the military category. 
 
    Aiming quickly, she fired off two shots toward one of the bad guys, keeping the selector switch at semi to avoid wasting too much ammunition. He ducked low, then popped up and fired back at her and she had to scramble for cover. It wasn’t working. As she’d poked her head out, she’d seen the guy by the fifty caliber, taking out strands of huge bullets and loading them into the ammunition box. They were getting ready to fire again, and— 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she glared out through the windows. She could see out into the parking lot and saw several figures charging from cover. What the hell was Charest doing? 
 
    Gunfire ripped up the office and she ducked again, but noticed one of the three men was facing back out front, looking at the oncoming attack. Glass shattered and one of the other gunmen went sprawling forward, dropping his weapon. 
 
    “They’re attacking!” a voice cried out. “Get that fifty cal ready!” 
 
    More glass exploded inward and another gunman inside the office went diving toward the ground. 
 
    This was their chance. Their window. 
 
    “Big T!” she screamed as loud as she could, hoping the use of his nickname would kick him into military mode. 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” he shouted back, and she smiled. Swinging around the edge of the wall, she plunged forward, breaking into a run, firing from the shoulder. One of the men who had been holding Tristan at bay turned toward her, firing his own M4, but his volley went wide left, his trigger clicking on an empty magazine. 
 
    “Shit!” he yelled, his frantic voice audible even above the shattering sounds of gunfire. Shawna saw Tristan move from the corner of her eye, bolting from cover and opening fire, drilling the young man with a barrage. 
 
    “Watch your six!” one of the young men shouted to the other gang members who had turned their attention back out into the parking lot, seeing the oncoming charge. Shawna saw one of Charest’s men go down outside, struck by a bullet from an unknown direction. 
 
    They were going to get massacred out there. She drew on another gang member and thumbed the selector to full auto, then unleashed, raking him with a salvo that sent him whirling backwards. One of the men by the fifty caliber spun toward them, rage narrowing his eyes, scrambling to grab a weapon on the floor and scoop it up. Tristan adjusted his own aim and squeezed the trigger, but his weapon didn’t fire. 
 
    “I’m out!” he shouted frantically, and Shawna whispered her own silent prayer, one filled with far more vulgarity than Tristan’s ever had been and squeezed her own trigger. Blessedly, the weapon fired, ramming a burst into the man’s chest and throwing him backwards, away from the fifty caliber. 
 
    There were only three left. 
 
    Only three. Three of them with automatics, her with an almost dry magazine, and Tristan completely out. She swiveled left and fired, the rifle bucking in her arms. Bullets struck one of the attackers and threw him back through a partially broken front window, his momentum snapping off the jagged teeth of glass and sending him tumbling outside the building. 
 
    Then there was the dreaded metallic clack of the firing mechanism on an empty magazine and Shawna stood there, alone, out of ammunition, with two gangbangers converging on her, their weapons drawn. 
 
    More fire burst from outside and one of the gangbangers lurched left, his head snapping, a thick cloud of red spraying free. The second one turned back toward the window and took his own share of fire in the upper torso, spasming like a drunk dancer, his back hitting a toppled-over desk and pitching backwards to the floor, legs going over the top of him. 
 
    “Holy shit, holy shit!” Shawna said, looking through the window, seeing the pitched battle outside. Another of the Deadbolt guys was on the ground, but Charest was there on one knee, his rifle raised. He’d taken down the two men, shot right through the windows and saved her life. 
 
    As she watched, another rattling volley echoed from behind a nearby car and Charest took the full brunt of fire in the chest, thrown backwards with the force, like the kick of an angry mule. 
 
    “No!” she screamed. Tristan came up next to her. 
 
    “Where’s the fire coming from?” he asked, looking out over the parking lot. 
 
    “That car!” she shouted, pointing toward the sedan that was parked not too far away, a few heads poking up over the hood, throwing lead at those few who remained from Deadbolt. 
 
    “Outta the way!” he hissed, rare fury in his voice and she moved aside, eyes widening as he wrapped his eager fingers around the handles of the fifty caliber, then grunted hard, leaning left to swivel the weapon. She moved in and pushed his right shoulder, adding enough force to finally twist the massive barrel of the fifty caliber slightly to the right, just enough. 
 
    His fingers yanked back on the trigger mechanisms and the huge weapon exploded into furious thunder, a blinding muzzle flash roaring free from the thick barrel. The weapon jumped and thrashed, but Tristan kept it under control, walking the angry orange tracers along the length of the vehicle, bullets punching and kicking, ripping apart the steel like thin fabric. She saw two bodies jump up and away, then twist unnaturally as huge rounds sheared them apart. 
 
    The whole volley took less than a minute, thick shell casings scattering along the floor like broken, brass-colored teeth. Out in the parking lot, the car was a torn-up, smoldering ruin, several bodies draped over and around it, smoke and steam twisting and curling up into the air. 
 
    But for the first time in hours, the world was draped in a blanket of silence. 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna made her way out into the parking lot, walking quickly toward the fallen form of Charest laying on his right shoulder, arm draped over himself. She could see the gentle rise of his chest even from ten feet away and picked up her pace. 
 
    “Charest?” she asked. “Are you okay? Where were you hit?” 
 
    He smiled faintly, struggling to roll over. 
 
    “Got my vest,” he said in a low voice, through gasping breaths. “Bruised a rib, maybe. But, holy shit, I think I might live.” 
 
    Shawna laughed, a quick burst of humor that threatened to shift quickly to tears of joy. 
 
    “You’re too damn dumb to die—I could have told you that.” 
 
    “Stubborn at the very least,” Charest replied, grimacing. “Hurts like a son of a bitch, though.” 
 
    Behind Shawna, Tristan had ventured toward the brown van, gathering together those who were left, checking on injuries. She looked at him, seeing that he had his Bible out and was softly praying over the men he found. Praying for thanks for the living, praying for eternal rest for the dead. It all came so amazingly natural to him, and she envied his faith and belief. Death likely didn’t scare him. He knew what he’d find on the other side. She could only wish that she’d find such faith at some point in her life before the end, whenever that might be. 
 
    “You’re going to be all right.” 
 
    Charest nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to stand,” she said quietly, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I need to go check on Selanda. She got hurt, too, okay?” 
 
    “She all right?” he asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “Shoulder wound,” Shawna said. “Pretty sure it went right through. She’s a little shook up, but I think she’s okay.” 
 
    “Good. Hate—hate to see Miss Fancy Pants have somethin’ to hold over me.” 
 
    Shawna stood, barely hearing the low scuffle of shoe on pavement before the ice-cold voice spoke to her. 
 
    “You are going to pay for this, bitch. Y’all gonna pay with your life.” 
 
    She turned and saw the man standing there, bronze skin glistening with sweat and blood, tattoos etched up and down his arms, his angry eyes burning out from his dirt-covered face. 
 
    “You don’t mess with Biz’s business. That’s me, you know. Biz. This was my shop, lady, and I’m sorry y’all gonna have to die for this.” He had a pistol in his hand, pointed straight at her face, his finger moving from the trigger guard to the trigger. Tristan and the other men were too far away. They hadn’t even noticed and even if they did, trying to shoot him from there would likely hit her, too. 
 
    “Good night, lady.” 
 
    All she could see was the gaping, dark mouth of the gun barrel, the eternal pit of damnation, a void that awaited her. She wasn’t like Tristan, she didn’t have faith, not yet, and she didn’t know what awaited her on the other side, but suddenly she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that she was on her way there. She’d find out, and far quicker than she wanted. 
 
    There was a swift, sudden bark of a single gunshot and she cried out, a lonely scream, her eyes pressing closed. 
 
    Thunder in the distance. 
 
    Not thunder, but the fading echo of the gunshot, so loud and abrupt, then drifting off into nothing. Shawna dared to open her eyes, prying her lids apart, and saw the man who had called himself Biz sprawled out on the pavement before her. She looked back and saw Charest on the ground, his pistol in hand, still aimed upward where Biz had been not a moment before. A life snuffed out with the single reflexive movement of a trigger finger, the difference between existing and not. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she gasped, and she felt the raw prick of tears in her eyes, the nauseating lurch of her thrashing heart. For one fearful moment she thought she might keel over, faint dead on the concrete, but her weak knees somehow stabilized, keeping her upright. 
 
    “There’s another one y’all owe me, lady,” Charest smiled at her.  
 
    “Tell you what,” Shawna replied. “Let’s load up the supplies I just helped you all get, and we’ll consider it even.” She lowered herself into a crouch, extending her hand, and he took it, letting her help him to his feet. Not too far away, Shawna saw the front door open and saw Selanda easing herself outside, walking with a weak-kneed limp, her injured arm close to her side. 
 
    She was still pale and gaunt, but she was alive and moving better. Shawna thought, for a moment, that things might just turn out okay, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Somewhere Northwest of Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    The duffel bag strap tugged hard on Joel’s neck as he crept low through the long grass just east of the loading dock. It had been a long, arduous journey, even over such a short distance, trying to make his way closer without being seen. 
 
    Now, he was within a few hundred feet, looking out at the building, and realizing it was a bit taller a task than anticipated. 
 
    The concrete loading dock extended out into the rear parking lot, which was a large swath of paved surface, big enough to load up several tractor trailer trucks at once. The long meadow that ran far east of the dock also ran along south, and he was making his way along that path now. The southern edge of the pavement brushed right up against the long grass, and it allowed him to get far closer than he otherwise would. 
 
    Two massive lampposts extended from the pavement of the parking lot, the bright but artificial sodium lights casting a bland pallor on the pavement, but also illuminating the dock itself. There were four large garage door entrances, and one of those garage doors was open, leading into the larger warehouse within the structure. 
 
    Joel couldn’t see inside, but he’d spent enough time in and around warehouses to get an idea in his head of what it very likely looked like. Rows of shelves, three or four separate aisles, tall ceilings, and a broad expanse of floor space. There were likely some administrative offices within the building as well, but most of the supplies would be in the main warehouse area, and he suspected that’s where most of the men would be, too. 
 
    If the sentry had told the truth, and Joel had no reason to believe he hadn’t, there were about a dozen men, though they each likely had military gear, which would provide a steep challenge for him to overcome. There was soft clanking within the duffel bag as he moved, and he tried to adjust it to lessen the noise. 
 
    He saw three men outside on the loading dock, scantly illuminated by the tall lamp posts. Each of them wore camouflage. One of them had a vibrant red beard, while the second man was somehow relatively clean shaven, his blond hair chopped close and tight on his head. The third man’s jacket was unbuttoned, revealing a Def Leppard shirt underneath, straining over the ample bulge of a well-cultivated beer belly. 
 
    All three of them held tactical rifles. It was tough to make out the specific type in the low light, but he was pretty sure they were military-issue carbines. Fully automatic, and if they’d raided a military supply depot like Cody had said, they probably had plenty of ammunition. 
 
    Not great odds. 
 
    But he couldn’t turn back. The heat of rage burned hot in his belly, and he suspected that if he didn’t do something to extinguish that flame, it might very well incinerate him from the inside. He thought of Cody’s family, too, his wife and kids, one of which had become close friends with Helen, even in the short time they’d been there. 
 
    If these guys ran out of supplies again and decided to take another run at Tetrault? Who would be left to stop them? What other terrible things would they do to the wives and children left behind? 
 
    No. Turning away was not an option. Minding his own business was not an option. 
 
    His grandfather would have been furious with him. 
 
    Creeping low, Joel stopped about a hundred yards away, gingerly slipping the bag from his shoulder and setting it in the grass, trying to avoid the clanking sound coming from inside. His Bug Out Bag was on his shoulders as well, the old bag looking beaten and battered after six weeks of rough use. But he’d gone with what his grandfather recommended. It was made from stern stuff, and showed no signs of falling apart. 
 
    Three men outside. Nine or ten inside. A combat assault on a concrete structure with plenty of cover inside wasn’t in the cards. The only result of that would be suicide for him or for Helen, and neither outcome was acceptable. 
 
    He had to draw them out. That was the only way the ploy was going to work. 
 
    Slowly, he removed the compact bow from the holder on the side of his Bug Out Bag, slipping several arrows from the internal quiver and ramming them into the ground. With a few quiet snaps, he unfolded the bow and latched it into its normal shape, then retrieved the composite string and looped it together, tugging it taut using both feet and significant pressure, yet managing to be quiet enough that the men on the dock didn’t hear a sound. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Joel looked back over his shoulder to verify that nobody had snuck along behind him. Indeed, the coast was clear, just as he expected. He’d gone over the plan a number of times with Helen and thought they were on the same page, but with her, as with any young kid, you never knew for sure. He thought that had it been a month ago, he would have been a lot less willing to believe Helen would follow direction, but she’d grown up a lot in the past month. Grown up in more ways than one, and he couldn’t help but feel at least a little bit of pride in how she was turning out. 
 
    He’d known her for around six weeks, so he certainly couldn’t take credit for it, but regardless, she was evolving into a strong, capable young woman, one he trusted, and trust was not free currency in his book. It was hard earned and rarely paid. 
 
    Somehow, though, in a period of six weeks, Helen had worked her way into that narrow gap between acceptance and trust. She’d found her way through and set up shop in a way that made him wonder if he was getting too close. If he cared just a little too much. 
 
    That never ended well for him. 
 
    Lowering himself into a deeper crouch, he looked out over the sodium-infused light of the loading dock, watching the three men as they talked amongst themselves, the familiar juvenile barbs that he’d come to know from his time in the military. He’d partaken in it himself a whole lifetime ago. It was amazing that no matter the state of the world, soldiers could still be soldiers. He supposed it made sense. If they could crack those jokes on the eve of a potentially deadly battle in a foreign land, what was happening in the world today was little different, and it was certainly a better way to deal with the circumstances than some of the alternatives. 
 
    Joel’s mind raced, jumping from one thought to the next, not unlike the streaks of scattered lightning through the clouds above. Closing his eyes, he tried to filter through the noise, to focus on the deep, hot, crimson rage that he felt burning inside of him, the focused energy of anger that he needed to harness to do what was necessary. What he had to do. 
 
    Pinching the fletched end of one of the arrows, he pulled it from the hard ground and nocked the arrow onto the taut string, hooking his fingers around the end and drawing it back. 
 
    His muscles tensed as he drew the string back to his ear, his eyes narrowing as he drew the broadhead slowly right, tracking the movements of each of the three camouflaged men on the loading dock. The man with the open jacket and the Def Leppard T-shirt barked a loud shout of laughter and punched the clean-cut man on the shoulder. Joel held the arrow on his torso, thick and bulging, an easy target from where he knelt. All three men carried automatic rifles, and he knew the minute he took one down, the rest would attack, so he had to plan his movements carefully. 
 
    He had a plan. But his time in the military had taught him that no plan remains intact after the first engagement and adapting the plan was even more important than the plan itself. He could feel the SIG stuffed into his belt, the bulging pocket of magazines at his left hip. He had one of the rifles from the sentries slung over his shoulder as well, pulling gently on the fabric of his shirt. They both had carried semi-automatics, not the M4A1s they claimed were stashed in the warehouse, but that would have to be good enough. They’d only had four magazines between them as well, hardly enough for a sustained gunfight. 
 
    Joel was wading hip-deep into it, outnumbered and outgunned, but wading forward just the same. 
 
    The pyramid shape of the arrow hung there, still pointing at the fat man with the hair band T-shirt, though he no longer laughed, he just stood there, languishing by the far side of the loading dock while the other two chatted quietly about things Joel couldn’t hear. 
 
    There would be no perfect time. No time that was better than any other. He just had to get things started and deal with the consequences. Drawing a deep breath, he held it in his lungs, feeling the gentle strain of a man who had smoked for half his life. Damn, he really needed a cigarette right now. 
 
    The fat man turned toward the other two, opening his mouth to say something. Joel waited a beat, then released the string, sending the arrow hurtling through the dark night. 
 
    Consequences be damned. 
 
    # 
 
    The thin hiss of the arrow zipped through the night and Joel watched its straight path, cutting a razor-thin path through the faint, artificial sodium light. Opening his mouth, the man in the hair band T-shirt smiled crookedly as he prepared to spout some juvenile joke, but no words came out, just the sickening wet thunk of the broadhead punching into his chest, just above the elaborate Def Leppard logo stretched tight across his broad trunk. 
 
    Even from the distance, Joel could hear the snapping of the man’s sternum, the low rip of carbon fiber piercing flesh, and the man’s strangled choke as his tasteless joke remained unsaid. 
 
    “The hell?” the clean-cut man asked, turning toward Def Leppard shirt. The large man was clutching at the shaft embedded in his chest, taking an uncertain step backwards toward the edge of the concrete dock. 
 
    “Is that a damned arrow?” the man with the red beard asked, taking a step toward the stumbling third man. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    Joel had a second arrow strung, aimed quickly and released, the next shaft whistling through the air. 
 
    It missed, slicing just left of the clean-cut man, screaming past his face and thunking into the concrete, knocking chips free as it struck and bounced off, clattering to the dock. 
 
    “Someone in the long grass!” he screamed, dropping to a knee and swinging around, raising his automatic. “Tell the others!” 
 
    The man in the red beard took a step toward the door, eyes scanning the grass as Joel loaded a third arrow in the string, pulling it back and tracking his movements. He lurched forward, heading for the back door to the building, arm outstretched. 
 
    Joel released, cursing his poor aim in the previous shot and hoping the second one went better. 
 
    It did, but only just. He missed his main target, the man’s chest, and instead the arrow drove hard into his extended bicep, ripping straight through the muscle and flesh of the man’s arm and embedding itself into the door he was reaching for. 
 
    The man screamed in pain, loud and long, his fingers releasing the rifle in his other hand. 
 
    “What the hell?” the clean-cut man screamed, turning toward his other friend, who was pinned to the door, grabbing at his arm and wailing like a frightened child. “We got trouble out here!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, moving toward the garage door, reaching down to throw it open. Even before the man reached it, someone from inside began pulling the door open, chains rattling as the corrugated metal slowly rose from the concrete dock. 
 
    Joel smiled.  
 
    “What’s going on out here?” a voice asked from inside as the door rose. 
 
    “Dude with a bow and arrow!” the clean-cut man screamed, stepping back away from the door and shouldering his rifle. “In the long grass!” 
 
    “The hell you waiting for?” the voice asked. “Start shooting!” 
 
    The rattling chatter of automatic fire exploded from the loading dock, but Joel was already moving forward, slinging the duffel over his shoulder and carrying the Bug Out Bag. There was a sudden crack in the air, an echoing gun shot, and the man with the automatic jerked, his head snapping back as he went down like a bag full of rocks. 
 
    Joel smiled. Helen’s aim was getting better. He still felt very conflicted about how readily she was willing to take human life, but at the end of the day, in that new world, that felt more and more like a necessary mindset. 
 
    “Dammit!” a voice screamed from inside. “Get the gear! We’re under attack!” 
 
    Voices shouted from inside the warehouse and Joel could hear the low clatter of gathered weapons as he returned the arrows to their quiver and the bow to its sleeve on his Bug Out Bag, unslinging the rifle from his shoulder. The garage door remained open, casting a pale square of light over the dead clean-cut man who lay sprawled out, a pool of blood collecting on the concrete dock beneath his head. Not far away, the man in the Def Leppard shirt lay lifeless on his left shoulder, while the third sentry was on his knees, his arm still pinned to the door, whimpering like a scolded puppy. Figures moved from within the warehouse, several of them that Joel could see. He’d hoped they’d come charging out onto the dock, but so far, they were staying inside, planning to shoot from cover, taking shelter as they developed their counterattack. 
 
    It was exactly what he didn’t want to happen. He’d hoped, even as deserted military, they would be stupid in the face of combat, but they were playing it smart, which would make their jobs all the more difficult. 
 
    He couldn’t exactly turn back now. 
 
    Gunfire echoed from inside the warehouse and several yards behind him, he could see the long grass hacked from the impact of bullets, dirt and shorn leaves scattering into the air. Joel shouldered his weapon, once again glancing behind him. 
 
    He’d given Helen strict orders. Stay back with the AR-31 and take long-range shots when she had them. But if things started to go south, she was to get on Maggie and head for the hills. So far, she’d kept her part of the bargain. 
 
    But things hadn’t gotten bad—yet. 
 
    The ground burst open a few feet to his right, a volley of gunfire shredding the grass and chewing up dirt, far closer than he was comfortable with. Dragging the duffel with him, he charged forward in a low, bent-leg run, then dropped again, getting back in a firing position at a narrow angle to the open garage door. He saw a shadowed figure, back against the wall just inside the door, rifle held to his chest. Joel aimed his AR-15 and waited for the man to swing out and open fire, then squeezed off three single shots. Sparks jumped from the wall, throwing chunks of wood and stone, and the man drew back inside, adjusted his aim, and fired again. Joel was forced into a sideways lurch, moving right as bullets thudded into the ground to his left, and he returned fire, sending the man drifting backwards, turning and shouting to his friends. 
 
    It was never going to work. They were too tightly covered inside, too protected. He had to flush them out. Moving toward the duffel bag, he tried to ignore the shouting voices from within the warehouse. They were bathed in a pale light and he was set in the darkness, giving him a level of protection. The bag clanked gently as he opened the flaps and dug into it, pulling out one of the glass bottles he’d retrieved from Cody’s stores for the beer-brewing. 
 
    The bottle sloshed gently with the liquid inside and he twisted open the cap and retrieved some torn fabric that he’d prepared. Tipping the bottle, he doused the cloth in some of the gasoline he’d poured into the bottle, a stash he’d also found at Cody’s farm. Working the cloth into the bottle’s mouth, he shook it softly to make sure the fuel had soaked the cloth inside. 
 
    Pressing his fingers into his chest pocket, he retrieved the trusty lighter he’d carried with him since Louisiana, a lighter that he’d used to light the last cigarette he’d smoked, and quite possibly the last one he’d ever smoke. Thumbing the lighter, he ignited the fuel-soaked cloth stuffed into the bottle, then he counted quietly, cocked his arm back, and threw it. 
 
    Gracefully, the bottle arched into the air, trailing a throbbing ember of flaming cloth, traveling in a gradual downward trajectory. He heard men’s voices from inside the warehouse, questioning shouts of surprise. Looking up, Joel saw the Molotov cocktail smash into the loading dock, right where the garage door had pulled open, exploding in a shower of glass and spray of fuel. With a soft whoosh the fire traveled from the cloth into the mouth of the bottle, then flared to life within, spreading a wide pool of crackling, hungry flame. 
 
    Voices shouted in alarm from inside and Joel was already preparing a second cocktail, flicking the lighter and igniting the fuel-soaked cloth. He sent the second bottle tumbling, end over end, letting it smash into the loading dock just inside the opened garage door. It exploded much like the first, sending rippling tongues of flame skittering along the smooth floor. One of the shadowed figures jumped back, emerging into the open doorway of the building. Joel threw a third Molotov, and his aim was true, sending the beer bottle exploding against the wall just above the opened door. 
 
    It burst apart, spreading fire across the surface of the wall, raining down, igniting gasoline splashing on top of the figure’s head and shoulders. He screamed, batting at it and lurching forward, desperately slapping the flames away from his shirt and hair. Another cracking gunshot echoed from somewhere in the darkness and his clumsy forward lope stopped abruptly, the impact of a bullet throwing him down to the concrete. 
 
    “What the hell?” the kneeling man with his arm pinned against the door shouted. He pulled at the arrow, trying to wrestle it free of the metal, desperate to get some space between him and the burning gasoline that was now only feet away from him. Smoke was churning from inside the warehouse, voices shouting above the low crackle of fire. From where he stood, Joel could see a few of the stacked cardboard boxes on shelves start to smolder and generate even more smoke. 
 
    He grabbed another bottle, struggling with the lighter a bit, which was clearly running low on lighter fluid. After a few failed flicks, he finally got some low, blue flame, and lit another cloth fuse, its cotton darkened and charred by the sudden ignition. Getting to his feet, he cocked his arm and threw in a sweeping sidearm fashion, sending the fourth bottle hurtling as hard as he could. His injured shoulder suddenly barked with pain as he threw, a sudden, jarring reminder of his previous injury. 
 
    The bottle sailed into the open door and smashed inside, another shatter of glass and sudden shouting immediately following. Three men charged out onto the loading dock, weapons raised, opening fire into the darkness. Their first volley was far wide and behind Joel where he crouched in the grass. Peeling open the flaps on his duffel bag, he looked inside, and saw there were only a few of the cocktails left. 
 
    Shouldering his semi-automatic, he targeted one of the three men on the loading dock and opened fire, squeezing off a quick pair of shots toward the illuminated slab of concrete. Chunks of broken stone twisted into the air, but he didn’t hit anyone, and the muzzle flashes gave them a clear sign of where he was, shifting their aim and targeting his area. 
 
    “Shit,” he hissed, cursing his own bad aim on the run and his own foolish eagerness to end their lives. Automatic fire rained down toward him and he ducked, running forward as the bullets chewed apart the duffel bag, shattering glass and ripping the fabric to ragged shreds. 
 
    Twisting at the waist, he took quick aim again and fired, that time hitting one of the men in the upper body, picking him up and throwing him from the loading dock, sending him crashing to the parking lot in an awkward sideways dive. Another echoing shot rang out, the sounds of Helen firing the AR-31, but it skimmed past, not striking any of the men on the dock. 
 
    Quickly, Joel tried to do a mental count. Three men on the dock, one burned with a Molotov and shot by Helen, then another one he’d just taken down. That was five total, and two remaining on the dock made seven. 
 
    That meant somewhere inside there were still five others, and his hopes of flushing them all out onto the dock for them to pick off had been effectively dashed. 
 
    The two remaining men fired at him again, throwing fountains of wrecked dirt and grass into the air, spraying his face with grit and broken rocks. Turning away from the scatter of debris, he took a crouching stride to the right, then came back around, firing his AR-15 again, letting loose the last three rounds in the magazine. A second man sprawled backwards on the loading dock, striking the concrete with a muffled grunt as the last man opened up again, targeting him with a full automatic burst. 
 
    Joel had the advantage, but barely, concealed in the darkness with the dock bracketed by light, but a fully automatic carbine against his civilian AR-15 wasn’t much of a competition. 
 
    It wasn’t going to end well, he could tell. The man on the dock vaulted down to the parking lot, ducking low and running toward the grass. Joel tried to get a bead on him, slamming a fresh magazine into his AR-15, knowing that he only had one left. Somewhere near the building he thought he heard the thudding slam of a door, or some sound like it, a noise that sounded strange and foreign against the unending din of automatic weapons combat. 
 
    Then he turned back toward the parking lot. 
 
    The man with the automatic was gone. He’d been swallowed by the same darkness that Joel had used to hide, and now, quite abruptly, Joel was on the defensive. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Somewhere Northwest of Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    Helen snarled, racking the bolt of the AR-31 and loading another round, crouching in the grassy hills about three hundred yards east of the warehouse. 
 
    Joel had ordered her to stay in place. Not to come with him, to hang back and provide cover while he did the dirty work. Part of her knew he was just trying to protect her, trying to do whatever he could to let her maintain some degree of safety, not to mention some small portion of her innocence. 
 
    Fat chance of that happening. 
 
    She pressed the scope of the AR-31 to her eye and lowered the weapon on the loading dock ahead. Smoke rolled from inside the opened garage door, boxes on the shelves within already swarming with crackling fingers of fire. As she watched, fire fell down on top of a man stumbling through the door and he lurched forward, slapping at himself, desperately trying to extinguish the flames. His screams of anguish could be heard all the way across the grass-covered hills. 
 
    At least in his case she could rationalize what she was going to do. Justify it as mercy, though she knew what they were doing was anything but. 
 
    Holding the circular scope in place, she followed the trajectory of his clumsy movements, drew in a long, steadying breath, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The man jerked and went down, his screams choking off with the impact of the bullet. 
 
    Moving the scope back and forth, she monitored the loading dock, starting to count off the bodies she saw lying there, making mental notes of how many were down and how many were likely remaining. 
 
    As she watched, one of the men on the loading dock was hit by fire, a muzzle flash ripping from the darkness to her left. Joel. She could see where he was now, which part of the long grass, and from her angle, she could see just how open and vulnerable he was. 
 
    It would never work. If the remaining six or seven men, all armed with automatic rifles, found where he was, they’d converge on him and he’d be done for in a matter of seconds. The plan wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Perhaps it never was. 
 
    Maybe that was Joel’s plan all along. 
 
    A flash of movement caught her eye and she moved the scope again, watching as a man jumped down from the dock, landing in the parking lot and darting toward the long grass. He moved too quickly and was shrouded by darkness before she had a chance to center the scope and take a shot. He had been running right in Joel’s direction. 
 
    It was all falling apart, and she was stuck here, a hundred yards away, following Joel’s orders while he waded deep into the waters of death. 
 
    She held her rifle, level and firm, following Joel’s directions, watching and waiting for a chance to help. 
 
    # 
 
    The man stalked quietly through the grass, moving in a low, crouching walk, his M4 raised, barrel drifting left and right. He saw a shadow in the near distance, black against blue. The dark, rumpled form nestled in the grass, a barrel extending from the shape pointing upwards toward the sky. 
 
    He was there. A man in the grass, holding a rifle. He was there, looking away from him, oblivious to his approach, thinking he was safe, huddled in the night, away from the brightness of the illuminated parking lot. 
 
    Taking a step forward, the man lifted his rifle, drawing aim at the shape next to the weapon, the shape that resembled a man lying prone in the long grass. The man aimed, letting the barrel rest even, drew in his breath, and fired. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel saw the rounds strike his Bug Out Bag and he scowled at the thought of his trusty storage sack being destroyed by an idiot with a carbine. But sacrifices had to be made, and once the man opened fire, Joel knew where he was. He’d set up the decoy, hoping it would do the trick and it had, drawing the man out. Now he lunged forward, running through the grass, his knife drawn and head low. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the man heard him, wheeling in his direction, but it was too late, the barrel of his weapon still off target as Joel descended upon him, thrusting his knife up and in, burying the blade deep beneath the man’s ribs. The man gasped, a wet ragged exhalation of life, and Joel ripped the blade free then rammed it back again, swinging it in a sideways arc and slamming it into the man’s neck, just below his jaw. 
 
    Taking the weapon from his hand and guiding him down into the grass, Joel remained in a crouch, hunched over the man, whose last, desperate clutches for breath were loud and wheezing, but—he hoped—not quite loud enough to draw attention. 
 
    Waiting for just a moment, he searched the man’s vest and retrieved a few more magazines, carrying them over to his Bug Out Bag, its fabric torn and frayed, but still amazingly intact. Stuffing the magazines into the bag, he slung it over his shoulder, cradled the rifle, and moved forward, heading toward the side of the building where he’d heard the door slam moments before. 
 
    Suddenly, gunfire tore the night, muzzle flashes bursting from his right and he dove forward as bullets stitched a ragged line in the dirt just at his heels. Turning, he unloaded a wild volley of gunfire, sweeping left to right, spending the last half of the magazine in one swift burst. 
 
    More flashes to his left, more thudding impacts of bullets on the ground and whizzing of subsonic rounds sweeping past him. He slammed a spare magazine into place and tracked the muzzle flashes, opening up again on full automatic, unsure if he actually hit anyone. 
 
    Suddenly there was movement to his right from a charging silhouette and he swept that way, trying to bracket the approaching man with weapons fire, but he was too quick, and Joel hadn’t seen him in time. The shadow leaped and struck him headlong, pounding into him with a football tackle, lifting him from his feet and throwing him hard to the ground, the impact jarring his teeth and sending the rifle flying from loosened fingers. 
 
    “Hold him there, man, hold him there!” a voice shouted, and other figures began converging on them, moving in his direction with weapons raised. 
 
    “Who is it?” another voice called out. “Someone from town? Who the hell would do this?” 
 
    Joel felt hands clutching at his arms, twisting them up and back, pinning them behind him as he was leveraged to a standing position. Two men flanked him, pressing tight on his arms, holding him there, freezing him in place as they moved in close. 
 
    Three other men approached, two of them with rifles, one of them appearing unarmed, all of them glowering at him in the low light of surrounding dusk. 
 
    “What exactly were you thinking, psycho?” one of the men asked. “Y’all got a death wish, dipshit?” 
 
    Joel struggled against the iron grips of the two men. The unarmed man in the center brought out a flashlight and turned it on, the beam nearly blinding Joel with its sudden incandescent illumination. 
 
    He turned his eyes and faced away, trying to shield himself from blindness. 
 
    “Who is it, Bobby?” a voice asked. 
 
    Joel clenched his jaw. 
 
    “You,” a familiar voice said. “I recognize you.” 
 
    Fingers clamped around Joel’s chin and forced his head to turn, twisting his neck painfully so he faced the man who was speaking. 
 
    He saw the man’s narrow, dark eyes; his baseball hat. The unruly, long tangle of beard. He’d known who it was even before he looked him in his dead eyes, but now that he saw him face-to-face, the warm flare of rage inside him threatened to churn into a raging inferno. 
 
    “You’re that son of a bitch who wouldn’t let me take that basket of apples,” the man hissed. “The stranger who couldn’t help himself.” 
 
    Joel clenched his teeth together, refusing to speak. 
 
    “It’s your fault, ya know,” the man replied. Bobcat, he knew. “You stepped into our business. Shoulda just kept yourself to yourself. Cody’s death? The burned town? That’s on you, not me.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Joel growled back, his shoulder burning in agony from the force of his arm being twisted back. 
 
    “No bullshit,” the man replied. “Tetrault’s blood is on you.” 
 
    “Have your toadies let go of my arms, then try and tell me that,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Nah,” Bobcat replied, shaking his head. “I got nothin’ to prove.” 
 
    Joel struggled, his arms straining against the fierce grip of the two men next to him. 
 
    “So, I guess the question now is, what the hell do we do with you?” Bobcat asked. 
 
    “Let me go,” Joel replied. “I’ll give you some ideas.” 
 
    Bobcat lurched forward, burying his fist in Joel’s ribs, bending him over, a coughing burst of air escaping from his mouth. Twisting, Bobcat hurled a second punch in a swift uppercut, his second blow blasting underneath Joel’s chin, snapping his head back painfully. 
 
    His knees buckled and he almost fell, but the gripping hands kept him somewhat upright. 
 
    “Get him against the wall,” Bobcat said, gesturing toward the concrete wall of the warehouse, looking warily out into the darkness around them. “Who’s with you?”  
 
    “Just me,” Joel grunted as he was moved through the grass none too gently. 
 
    “Bull.” 
 
    “No bull. As much as you might hate to admit it, it really was just me who killed half your dirtbags here.” 
 
    Bobcat lunged forward again, driving another hard punch to his gut. That time Joel’s legs did give out, his knees bending and driving him to the ground, his arms pulled painfully backwards. 
 
    “Get him against the damned wall!” Bobcat shouted, turning toward one of the men who had almost lost his grip on his arm. The two of them yanked him hard to his feet, dragging him back, then finally shoving him hard against the rough surface of the warehouse wall, his shoulders screaming in pain as they forced him back against it. 
 
    Bobcat handed his flashlight to one of the other men and retrieved an automatic rifle in exchange, holding the weapon in both hands, looking at it almost longingly. He glanced back up at Joel. 
 
    “I ain’t gonna lie to you,” he said, looking at him. “I’m gonna kill you.” 
 
    Joel was bent slightly at the waist, resting against the wall, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “This—” he breathed, “this is my surprised face.” He glowered up at Bobcat, stoic and firm, his mouth a narrow, straight line. 
 
    Bobcat lifted the rifle and aimed it at him, his finger resting on the trigger guard. 
 
    “Who’s with you?” 
 
    “Booker and Garrison,” Joel said. “Oh, wait. They’re yours. I killed them, too. Put an arrow right in Garrison’s face. That was a damned mess.” 
 
    Bobcat’s already serious face darkened further. There were five of them. One at each shoulder, both with M4s. Bobcat and one of his other men each had an M4 as well. The second man, the one who had donated his rifle, had pulled a pistol from his belt and now held that in one hand. 
 
    Five against one, and he was against the wall. 
 
    Not good odds. 
 
    So much for his brilliant plan. So much for his foolish quest for vengeance which accomplished little other than taking his life. These men would kill him, then would go back to Tetrault eventually anyway, and do what they did all over again. 
 
    All for nothing. 
 
    Story of his life. 
 
    “Just do it,” he said in a low voice, dropping his chin so he was looking at the ground. “If you’re going to do it, just get it over with. I’m—I’m done with this. It’s over. I’m ready.” 
 
    Bobcat’s beard moved slightly with the flex of his mouth, which shifted into a sly, crooked grin. 
 
    “Is that a fact?” he asked. “That why you did this? You got a death wish, boy?” 
 
    Joel didn’t reply, he just closed his eyes and waited for the final shot, the bang that would finally close the door on what his life had become. The world was draped in silence, a sudden quiet almost as pervasive as the darkness that surrounded them. There were no engines running, no sounds of planes flying overhead, just the low chirp of nocturnal insects and a vast ocean of quiet. 
 
    Not a bad way to die, all things considered. Standing in long grass, the sounds of nature the only thing in his ears. 
 
    What more could he wish for? 
 
    Bobcat chuckled softly. 
 
    His chuckle faded almost as quickly as it started. Joel’s eyes shifted beneath his lids. 
 
    It wasn’t as quiet as it had been. Against the quiet backdrop of night, he heard something…a steady series of muffled thuds, slowly getting louder as they approached from the east. They sounded almost like— 
 
    “No,” he said quietly, his head shaking. “Please, no.” 
 
    “You hear that, boss?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I hear it,” Bobcat replied. He turned back to Joel. “Sounds like a horse, don’t it?” 
 
    Joel stayed where he was, head lowered, staring at the grass, unmoving. 
 
    “Weapons hot, boys!” Bobcat screamed. “It’s comin’ from the east! Follow those hooves!” 
 
    “Time to finish this,” Bobcat said to Joel and lifted his rifle to fire. 
 
    # 
 
    The rifle cracked, loud and sudden, splitting the night, barking above the sound of clopping hooves. Bobcat’s head snapped to the left, the sudden jerking motion nearly breaking his neck, a cloud of red bursting from the side of his skull as he dropped, slipping from one life to the next. 
 
    “The hell?” one of the men shouted, turning toward him. 
 
    “There it is!” another voice shouted, and Joel could see it, too, a horse charging through the darkness, running full tilt, hooves kicking up dirt and grass as it barreled forward at top speed. 
 
    “You heard what he said! Weapons free!” 
 
    Joel bolted into a sprint, running toward the nearest gunman. 
 
    “Prepare to fire!” another man shouted. 
 
    Joel knew he’d never have time to take them all down and he could see the horse getting closer. Helen was on that horse, and they would chop her to pieces if he didn’t— 
 
    Lashing out with a swift side kick, he smashed the side of one of the gunman’s knees, bursting his kneecap like an unripe melon, splitting tendon and bone, sending him to the ground, screaming in agony. Sweeping the rifle from his flexed fingers, he turned toward Bobcat’s other right-hand man, the one with the pistol, who was already turning back toward him. 
 
    Joel was an instant faster, roaring an automatic burst from the stolen M4, pummeling the man with an onslaught of weapons fire, throwing him flailing to the ground. 
 
    “Take it down!” a voice screamed, and Joel spun. 
 
    “No!” he shouted.  
 
    The horse was charging from the darkness, finally illuminated by the pale, sodium lights. 
 
    “What the hell?” one of the men barked. “Ain’t no one on it!” 
 
    Dirtbag, Joel’s familiar brown steed, was running full speed, but the man was right. There was no rider, it was just the horse charging across the grass, running as fast as it could. 
 
    The AR-31 snapped, another echoing crash, and one of the gunmen grunted dropping to the ground, clutching his chest. Joel spun to the left with his M4, tracking the movements of the last man standing, a man who was tracking the horse, ready to shoot it whether or not someone was riding it. He held a breath and pulled the trigger, the M4 jumping in his hand as he stitched a burst of ten bullets across the man’s shoulder and back, throwing him face-first to the grass. 
 
    Dirtbag galloped toward him, slowing his pace, chuffing lightly as he eased, coming up next to Joel who stood there in the dim light holding the automatic, his breath coming in pained, ragged gasps. 
 
    The faint echoes of gunfire drifted up into the night and he saw Helen emerge from the long grassy hill to the south, pushing her way through a row of trees, her own mare walking behind her, the stupid stray dog plodding along as well. 
 
    She stopped halfway down the hill, looking at him as he looked at her, their eyes meeting, acknowledging that she ignored his directions, blatantly defied his orders. 
 
    But she’d saved his life. 
 
    Again. 
 
    How could he ever tell her that he wished she hadn’t? 
 
    “Good timing,” he said instead, his voice hoarse and ragged. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I’m not so good at following directions.” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “You’re a teenager. How could I expect anything less?” 
 
    She walked down the hill, pushing through the tall grass and they came together in a rough embrace, Helen throwing her arms around his torso and squeezing tight, holding him close. He hesitated for a moment, keeping his arms elevated, unsure what to do, then finally relented, letting them come down over her shoulders and returning the affection. 
 
    Smoke lingered in the air, floating listlessly in the sterile light, and Joel tried to tell himself it was the smoke stinging his eyes instead of the tears that he was desperate to keep from coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
   



 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    “So, I hear I have you to thank for this?” 
 
    Shawna turned away from the pickup truck, which had just stopped in the Eagle Atmospheric parking lot, facing Edmond Gossett, who stood just to her right. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “We all played our part. If anything, Charest deserves much more credit than I do.” 
 
    A second truck eased its way into the parking lot, stacks of boxes in the bed as it threaded through a group of volunteers eagerly waiting to unload the merchandise. They’d found three pickup trucks in the rear parking lot of the FEMA regional headquarters and had loaded them all up as full as they could with the acquired supplies. They had found more crates of military MREs than they could count, cases of bottled water, batteries, even several cans of fuel, blankets, and clothes. It had taken them almost three hours to load everything in the trucks, then had taken another hour to carefully navigate the southern part of the city, finally arriving at Eagle Atmospheric as dusk settled over the compound, dozens of eager volunteers waiting to help. 
 
    “How is he doing, by the way?” Shawna asked. “And Selanda?” 
 
    “We have pretty limited medical facilities here,” Gossett replied. “That’s one of our weaknesses, unfortunately. But we do have some first aid capabilities, and from what I can tell, they will both live. Charest has some bruised ribs, but nothing’s broken, and Ms. Lopez is getting stitched up as we speak.” 
 
    “What about the other injured?” 
 
    Gossett lowered his chin.  
 
    “There were several dead,” he replied quietly. “Including, as you know, Mr. Lester and Mr. Genner. Two of the victims from the battle are…alive. But their prospects aren’t good. We’re just too limited in what we can provide for clinical care.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, her fists closing at her hips. 
 
    “The best we can do is perhaps try and make them comfortable. But…there’s really little else.” 
 
    “This damn world,” Shawna whispered, looking up at the clouds overhead, faintly glowing with the streaks of atmospheric lightning. 
 
    “This damn world, indeed,” Gossett replied. He looked past Shawna for a moment, watching as Tristan assisted the volunteers in unloading the supplies from one of the trucks. “I’ve heard good things about him as well. How do you know him?” 
 
    “He’s saved my life more times than I can count,” Shawna said. “United States Marine. Homeless for ten years. Devoutly religious. Somehow, in the middle of all of this, he’s kept clinging to his faith and his beliefs, and I honestly think that’s kept him going. Hell, it’s probably kept all of us going.” 
 
    “Everyone believes in something, I suppose,” Gossett replied. 
 
    “Only if you’re lucky,” Shawna said. She remembered coming face-to-face with what she thought was certain death back at the FEMA headquarters. Her desperation, her hopeless abandonment to the void of what lay beyond. She resolved to spend some time talking to Tristan now that they were here. Talk to him about his faith, see if she could carve off some of that faith for her own. 
 
    She suspected that now, more than ever, she’d need it. 
 
    # 
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
    Jack hated the hospital with a blinding passion, and for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why he always seemed to end up here. He stood in the hallway with Laura, both of them resting their backs against the wall, saying nothing, just appreciating the sparse moments of calm in the midst of chaos. 
 
    “He’s going to live,” Lindsey said, emerging from the hospital room, wearing a gown covered in dried streaks of rust-colored blood. Slowly, she peeled the clinging nitrile gloves from her hands, sighing deeply and sadly. 
 
    Mayor Phillips had been rushed into emergency surgery after the gun battle in the town hall, and amazingly, his injuries had not been fatal. Colonel Carter had been equally fortunate, actually refusing medical care. Instead, he’d simply tied a tourniquet around his arm and promised to get it stitched up eventually. 
 
    It wasn’t the physical wounds that had been the most serious. 
 
    The door banged open and all three of them turned in that direction as Colonel Carter walked into the triage center, his arm in a makeshift sling, a torn section of bed sheet wrapped around his arm, blood already starting to stain through. 
 
    “The mayor?” he asked curtly as he stepped into the entryway, his eyes lingering on the copious amounts of dried blood on the front of Lindsey’s gown. 
 
    “Stable,” she replied. “We removed the bullet, and thankfully he didn’t lose a lot of blood. We were able to patch the wound, gave him something for the pain. He’ll be out of it for a day or two, but should pull through, amazingly enough.” 
 
    Carter nodded. He cleared his throat softly, then looked in the direction of Laura and Jack. 
 
    “I owe you an apology, son,” he said. “I doubted you, and it almost cost several of us our lives.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jack replied. 
 
    “It’s not,” Laura spat, glaring at the colonel. “It’s really not. It was me he was after, Colonel. Your stubborn actions put me at risk.” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “They did,” he said. “I acknowledge that, and I am sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry isn’t damn good enough,” she replied. 
 
    “It’s going to have to be,” Carter replied. “I’ve got nothing more I can offer you.” 
 
    Laura chewed her lip, but looked away from him, balancing on her crutches and looking vacantly at the empty wall across the hall from her. 
 
    “He’s dead now,” Jack said. “He won’t come after you again.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Laura agreed. “What about others? He’s not the first. I’m starting to think he won’t be the last.” 
 
    “We won’t let that happen,” Carter replied. “You’re one of us now,” he said, his eyes moving from her to Lindsey and back again. Then they moved from Laura to Jack and held even with his own. “You, too, Mr. Prescott.” 
 
    Jack sniffed slightly but didn’t acknowledge the words. 
 
    “Listen,” Carter continued. “I won’t pretend to know it all. I won’t pretend to have all of the answers, or to be an authority on how to live in this world. But know this: when you are one of us, you are one of us. I will protect you with my life and I fully expect everyone else in this town to do the same. Do you understand that?” 
 
    Laura blinked, a single tear breaking loose and rolling free down one cheek. 
 
    “Do you understand that?” Carter repeated. 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “I do, sir,” he replied. 
 
    “Good,” Carter said. “This town is your town for as long as you’ll have it.” 
 
    Without another word, he turned on his heels and strode toward the door, sweeping it open and disappearing into the night. The triage center was quiet except for the gentle hiss of machinery; the faint, copper smell of blood lingered in the air. 
 
    “Come on, sis,” Lindsey said, reaching out and touching Laura’s arm gently. “Let’s get you to bed.”  
 
    Laura nodded, hobbling forward on her crutches alongside her sister, leaving Jack standing in the hallway alone. They stopped by the front door and Laura looked over her shoulder, meeting Jack’s gaze. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said in a low, sincere whisper. “You saved my life. Again.” 
 
    Jack felt warmth flush his cheeks and looked away, but not fast enough to prevent her from seeing a sheepish smile crease his face. 
 
    “I think you’re still ahead on that score,” he said. 
 
    “I am,” she replied. “But who’s keeping track?” 
 
    Jack chuckled softly. 
 
    “Come on, soldier,” Lindsey said. “I think it’s past time for you to return to your barracks as well. I think you’ll find the others a bit more welcoming now.” 
 
    Jack nodded and pushed himself from the wall, following along behind them. 
 
    # 
 
    Somewhere Northwest of Tetrault, Kansas 
 
    The sun rose, such as it was, the purple sky of dawn partially obscured by clouds. Walking at a slow, methodical trot, the two horses reached the crest of a hill, moving northwest from Tetrault, heading toward the border of Colorado. 
 
    After the gunfight at the warehouse, they’d loaded up a few of the trucks that were there and had brought the supplies back to Tetrault, leaving the trucks parked outside the school, where they’d been greeted by townsfolk conflicted by their loss, but happy to see the return of some of their much-needed supplies. 
 
    Many of the townsfolk had begged them to stay, especially Cody’s wife and daughter, but in the end, they’d decided it was time to move on. In truth, neither one of them could bear to walk around the town anymore after what had happened, the burned-out church and bloodstained dirt a constant reminder of what the town had been before they’d arrived, and what it now was after they’d come. 
 
    What had happened to Tetrault wasn’t either of their faults—they knew that, but knowing it didn’t stop the hard stab of guilt in their guts, the persistent knowledge of what their arrival had cost the residents. 
 
    What it had cost them as well. 
 
    They hadn’t said more than three words since leaving Tetrault for the last time, taking the horses and their Bug Out Bags, and a few offered supplies. They’d been able to replenish their supply of MREs, courtesy of some scraps they’d found in the warehouse, and they’d taken fresh socks and boots, as well as two changes of clothes each. They still had some of their original supplies, flashlights, solar blankets, the portable radio. Water filters and bladders, Joel’s trusty bow, arrows, and knuckled trench knife. They’d left the M4 Carbines with the townsfolk, telling them that they needed them, and they needed to learn how to use them, taking the AR-31, one of the AR-15s and a good selection of ammunition magazines with them. 
 
    Then they’d continued their ride. 
 
    As dawn approached, they were both near exhaustion, but both felt the need to get as far away as humanly possible, to ride until they simply could not ride anymore. 
 
    “Did you mean what you said?” Helen asked. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be more specific,” Joel replied, bumping along with his horse’s movements. 
 
    “At the warehouse. I was hidden in the trees for a little while. I…heard you talking to Bobcat.” 
 
    “Ah,” Joel said. “That.” 
 
    “Yeah, that,” she replied. 
 
    Joel closed his eyes, hoping for a minute that when he opened them the conversation would be nothing more than a fading dream. 
 
    “Did you mean it? You’re ready to die?” 
 
    He took a deep breath, his shoulders heaving. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “I was just trying to throw him off.” His voice was steady and even. 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Guess I can’t help that.” 
 
    For a few moments they continued riding, horse hooves thudding on the ground, making their way toward the thickening trees. 
 
    “Do you really have nothing left to live for?” Helen asked. 
 
    Joel hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Honestly? At that point? I wasn’t sure I did.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “I told you to run if things got bad. I thought you were long gone. As long as you were safe, my job was done.” 
 
    “That’s such crap,” Helen replied. “You lost your family, Joel—it sucks, I know. It was the end of their lives, but not the end of yours.” 
 
    “I was a father,” Joel replied, his voice breaking slightly. “A husband. Those aren’t just titles, they become a part of you. They make up who you are. When that’s—” He cleared his throat slightly. “When something like that is taken away, then it does feel that way. Two core elements of your existence are gone. Wiped off, like snow from a windshield. It messes with your head, Helen. God knows it messed with mine.” 
 
    “Never would have guessed,” Helen replied, trying but failing to inject a little humor into the morose conversation. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to hear that,” Joel said. “I’m not proud of it.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Joel,” Helen said. “I know Cody told you that, and I know you don’t believe it, but maybe you should, just a little.” 
 
    “How can you think that?” Joel asked, finally turning to look back at her. “You saw what I did back there. I shot a man in the face with an arrow. I killed—how many men?” 
 
    “You weren’t alone,” Helen replied. “If doing all that makes you evil, then what the hell does it make me?” 
 
    “That’s different—” 
 
    “It’s no different and you know it.” 
 
    Joel closed his mouth, biting his lip gently. Helen tugged at Maggie’s reins, picking up the speed a little, coming up next to him. 
 
    “We’re in this together, Joel. And I don’t mean just until we get to Wyoming, okay? We are in this together.” 
 
    Joel looked over at her, and in spite of his efforts, he could feel tears starting to form. Instead of replying, he cleared his throat roughly and nodded, blinking the formed tears away, hoping no sign of them ran down his cheeks. 
 
    Maggie kept trotting, drifting ahead of the other horse, heading toward a path entering the trees. 
 
    “Now hurry your old man ass up,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m so starving even these stupid MREs are sounding good.” 
 
    Joel laughed softly, easing Dirtbag into a swifter trot, entering the trees, the low scritch of the dog’s claws on dirt closing behind them. Above their heads the sky was a beautiful blend of purple and orange, the streaks of lightning an eerie but pleasing complement to the canvas of breathtaking color. 
 
    # 
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, D.C. 
 
    “Where the hell is he?” Secretary of Defense Willoughby leaned over his desk, resting his palms on the wooden surface, his cold, hard eyes burning into the Secret Service agent’s hapless gaze. 
 
    “We’re not sure, sir,” he replied. “Last time anyone saw Corvan was nearly twenty-four hours ago. Nobody seems to know where he is.” 
 
    “We’re in an underground bunker, Agent Grissom. This isn’t exactly a major metropolitan area. Expand the search. Check personnel quarters. Find him and come back to me within the hour, do you—” 
 
    A soft knock echoed at the door and Willoughby glanced up from where he was leaning. 
 
    “In,” he barked, and the door slipped inward, revealing another Secret Service agent on the other side. 
 
    “Sir?” he said quietly. “Apologies for interrupting.” 
 
    “Apologies or not,” Willoughby snapped, “you’re interrupting, so might as well tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “The communications officer reported for his morning schedule. We—we found Mr. Corvan, sir.” 
 
    Willoughby furrowed his brow. He could tell just by the tone of the man’s voice what his report was going to be. 
 
    “Found him?” 
 
    “Yessir. We found his—” The man started, then cleared his throat. “We found his body, sir.” 
 
    Willoughby’s eyes eased closed and his jaw clenched, pulling the wrinkled flesh taut around his cheeks. 
 
    “He’s dead, then.” 
 
    “Yessir. He’s dead.” 
 
    “Cause?” 
 
    “We suspect foul play, sir.” 
 
    “I feel pretty certain he didn’t keel over of a heart attack at forty years old, Agent, so yes, one would think foul play might be involved!” he shouted, glaring at the man. “What was the cause?” 
 
    “Apparent strangulation, sir. The cord from a set of headphones. Wrapped around his neck and pulled until he expired, sir.” 
 
    Willoughby drew in a long breath, then exhaled through his nose, both the inhale and the exhale loud amidst the relative silence. 
 
    “We have a murderer among us,” he said quietly. 
 
    “It would appear so, sir.” 
 
    “Tell me we can find who did this,” Willoughby said, standing up straight and crossing his arms over his chest. “Tell me we can get some sort of evidence.” 
 
    The Secret Service agent looked a bit uncomfortable, shuffling slightly near the doorway. 
 
    “Sir, we don’t exactly have forensics personnel down here, not to mention a crime lab. We’ve got three agents in the comms room now—they’ve sectioned it off and have preserved the crime scene, but their capacity for deep forensics may be limited.” 
 
    “Do what you can. I want to know who did this.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the agent nodded, then stepped away, shutting the door behind him. Agent Grissom turned from the desk and started to follow him. Willoughby turned to face the back wall of his office, then looked over one shoulder. 
 
    “Agent Grissom,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes?” Grissom asked, turning back as he approached the door. 
 
    “Let them deal with the forensics. I want you to find someone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Grissom replied, waiting for the word. 
 
    Willoughby turned back around to face the man. 
 
    “I want you to find Cameron Pike. Find him and bring him to me. I have some questions I’d like to ask him.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir,” Grissom said, making his way from the office and shutting the door, leaving the man who used to be the Secretary of Defense alone in his office with his thoughts. 
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    I began writing this series in late 2019 and as I wrap up work on book 6, I can’t help but marvel at how different the world is now than it was then.  As a reader and now author of post-apocalyptic fiction, I’ve spent a lot of hours and years wondering how society might truly react to crisis, and as I watch the world, I can see both parallels and divergent paths from the words I’ve spent hours putting down to digital paper. 
 
    Still, I write.  Because now, more than ever, I believe people need to lose themselves in fantasy worlds.  Yes, there are heavy topics within these books, topics that might feel a little too close to life, but in my opinion, I don’t write these books to immerse myself in disaster, I write these books to experience human triumph in spite of overwhelming odds.  I write these books to put my characters in situations they couldn’t possibly withstand, then watch as they do.  They don’t just withstand, but they thrive, looking certain death in the face and marching forward in spite of it. 
 
    That has never been more true than it is with Storm’s Fury.  There have been times in this series that I felt as though it were almost too much.  So many characters, so many locations, so many intersecting plot lines, but now, as I finish the rough draft of book 8 and start the outlines for book 9, I can see and feel everything coming together. 
 
    I believe you all, as readers, will enjoy watching the loose ends slowly grow closer together, finally knotting as one before everything comes to a head.  In my mind, that “head” will be in Book 10, so for those of you reading this, still a long way’s to go before we’re done. 
 
    Thank you all very much for your continued support and I wish only the best for you and your families.  As long as you keep reading, I’ll keep writing. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    South Brisbane, Louisiana 
 
    Thirty-Two Years Ago 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kid! Saints are on Monday Night Football tonight. Get a couple Buds outta the fridge, would ya? One for you and one for me!” 
 
    “Dad, they taste gross, I don’t want—” 
 
    “Shut your damn mouth!” the man growled from the living room. “I didn’t raise no beer snob. Get the damned beers and bring ’em out here!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the young boy said meekly, his voice quiet as he shuffled across the dirty linoleum. 
 
    “C’mon!” the man shouted. “I want a Bud in my hand before I hear Al Michaels’ voice, you hear me?” 
 
    Young Joel picked up the pace, moving quicker along the floor in his bare feet, tugging on the chrome handle of the refrigerator until the door suction released. The fridge itself was mostly empty: a scattering of take-out boxes, a plate with half a stick of butter, and some food that he didn’t recognize wrapped in discolored plastic. The faint smell of rotten milk wafted free of the refrigerator and on the bottom shelf, he located the torn-open case of Budweiser beer. The familiar theme music for the weekly sports show blasted from the living room and he could hear the growling voice of his father, so he slipped two cans free, kicked the door closed, and spun, moving quickly across the floor toward the living room. 
 
    “Coming, Dad,” the boy said eagerly, his pants a bit too long and dragging beneath his shuffling feet. “Grandpa coming over tonight?” 
 
    “Nah,” his father said dispassionately, reaching out to retrieve one of the cans, quickly popping the tab and shooting a fine mist of carbonation into the air. Joel’s stomach lurched slightly at the smell of it, the sudden burst of beer stink that he should, by all rights, be used to by now, but wasn’t. “Old man’s got more important things to do. Spends all his days working on that damn cabin.” 
 
    Joel didn’t dare tell his father that he actually liked his grandfather’s cabin and he enjoyed spending what little time there that he did. He learned more in those few hours by the lake than he ever did at that stupid school. His grandfather didn’t come by his dad’s place often, but when he did, Joel always enjoyed the company. 
 
    “You gonna drink that or what?” his dad asked, looking over at him. He stood on the thick, dirty carpet, his narrow fingers curled around the can. 
 
    “I’m not thirsty,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Dumb son of a bitch,” his father laughed. “You don’t drink beer because you’re thirsty. Pop that damn tab, kid, I ain’t gonna waste it. Nothin’ worse than a warm beer.” 
 
    Joel thought there were a lot of things worse than a warm beer. A cold beer, for instance. But, not wanting to enrage his father, he hooked his finger in the tab and popped the can open with a low fizz. 
 
    He stood next to his father’s easy chair, a piece of rental furniture that took up the majority of the floor space in the small living room. It was a leather La-Z-Boy, and Joel was fairly sure it had been surgically attached to his father’s backside. Whenever his father did actually go off to work, which wasn’t often, he almost always came back and immediately sat in the chair, turning on the old TV and barking orders at Joel nonstop until he passed out, still in his chair. 
 
    The living room was dimly lit, a single floor lamp with one low-wattage light bulb shining a faint, yellowish glow across the dark faux-wood walls. There were no decorations on those walls, no family portraits or reminders of past adventures, just slatted fake wood, absorbing the light and leaving most of the room in various shades of gray and black. 
 
    “Ain’t seen you drink any yet,” his father said, jerking his head toward the beer in Joel’s hand, a crooked smirk on his face. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Joel whispered and tipped the can up, taking the tiniest little sip, but swallowing as if he’d chugged back a quarter of the can. His father smiled broadly and clapped him on the back so hard, he almost stumbled forward. 
 
    He’d learned long ago not to show that sort of weakness, so he planted his feet and remained upright, determined not to falter. As the broadcast started on the television, he lowered himself down, preparing to sit on the floor by his father’s chair. Since the La-Z-Boy was so large, it took up most of the floor space, leaving little room for other furniture. As a result, young Joel had to either stand or sit on the floor when he watched television with his father. He didn’t really mind all that much. At his young age, his muscles didn’t stiffen up very easily and he knew his father deserved the comfort more than he did. 
 
    As he sank down next to the chair, something caught his eye. Through the slats of the blinds covering the windows, he thought he saw a swift flash of blue light, a quick burst just slipping between the blinds. His fingers clenched on the arm of the chair and he halted, halfway into his crouch. 
 
    “What is it, kid?” his father asked, looking at him, then following his gaze toward the window. “You see somethin’?” 
 
    “Just a light,” Joel said quietly. 
 
    His father continued looking at the window, though it now remained dark. Whatever light had been shining through the blinds was no longer shining, as far as Joel could see. Sighing heavily, his father reached over the arm of the chair and put his half-full can of beer on the floor, resting it on the carpet. 
 
    “Don’t tip that over or I’ll whip ya,” he snarled, then levered himself up into a standing posture. The man was well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and an even broader midsection, his torso pressing against the stained cloth of his shirt so forcefully, Joel thought it might rip open. His blue jeans were faded, or would have been, had they not been covered with grease stains, paint, and other discolored marks that Joel didn’t want to think about. 
 
    There was about a twelve-foot distance between the chair and the front door, and his dad’s feet pressed thick divots into the stained carpet. An old, chip-ridden and scratched-up wooden baseball bat sat leaning against the front wall, just next to the door, and his father angled toward it. Joel rose from his crouch, his young heart hammering. He’d told his father he hadn’t seen anything, but he had, and it had looked almost like a police light. 
 
    Why would the police be here? Had someone called them? He was old enough to know that every time his father smacked him, a law was broken, but he would never dream of calling the police. If he called them and they came, but didn’t end up taking his father with them, the beating would be legendary. Joel didn’t want to even think about it. 
 
    And what if they did take him? What would happen to Joel? His mother was dead, his grandfather seemed mostly uninterested—he had no other family. His father was an angry, belligerent, violent drunk, but he was also all that Joel had. 
 
    “Dad, be careful,” Joel said in a tired voice. The man turned and shot an accusatory look over his shoulder, his grip tightening around the slender handle of the baseball bat. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, a series of quiet rapping sounds. 
 
    “Mr. Robertson?” a voice came from the other end. “Mr. Robertson, this is Denise Williams from social services.” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of God,” Joel’s father said, shaking his wide head. He ran a hand through his thinning hair and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “Whaddya want, Denise?” he barked through the door. “We’re tryin’ ta watch football in here!” 
 
    “Mr. Robertson, we just need to talk for a minute.” 
 
    “We’re talking now.” 
 
    “Please let us in, sir.” 
 
    Joel saw his father’s expression darken. 
 
    “Did you say ‘us’, Denise?” 
 
    There was a hesitation on the other end. They’d screwed up. If he’d thought it was only Denise on the other end, he might have opened the door more willingly, been okay with talking with her.  
 
    But she’d said “us”. Us wasn’t good. Us was very, very bad. 
 
    “Mr. Robertson let’s not make this more difficult than it needs to be,” the voice came through the door. 
 
    “Ain’t difficult at all,” Joel’s father replied. “Just turn around and put your ass back in your car. Sounds pretty easy to me!” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Denise’s voice replied. “You have to let us in. We need to talk about your son.” 
 
    Joel’s father wheeled on him, eyes narrow and yellowed teeth bared. 
 
    “Did you do this?” he hissed, jabbing at the door with the baseball bat. “Did you call them?” 
 
    “Nossir,” Joel replied briskly. “No, no sir.” 
 
    “You best be tellin’ the truth, you little shit. If I find out otherwise, I’ll—” 
 
    There was a series of harder, more urgent bangs on the door. 
 
    “Mr. Robertson,” another voice said, this one deeper and decidedly more aggressive. “If you don’t open this door, we’ll force our way in.” 
 
    “The hell you are!” Joel’s father barked back. 
 
    There was another brief moment of silence before the gruff voice spoke again. 
 
    “Deputy Masterson, sir. It’s me. Blake. We just need to talk.” 
 
    “Blake?” Joel’s father said. “Damn, boy, we’re in the bowling league together. What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m here on official business,” Deputy Masterson said. “Please, listen to Denise. Don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be.” 
 
    “Dammit, Blake, I don’t care if you’ve got that shiny new badge or not, you step foot in this house, I will knock that hat off your damned head.” 
 
    There was a quiet murmur of conversation from the other side of the door. Low, whispered words that Joel could not quite make out. 
 
    “Dad, maybe you should let them in,” he whispered. 
 
    “And maybe you should shut your fool trap,” his father hissed back, thrusting the broad end of the baseball bat at him. 
 
    Joel clenched his teeth and took an uncertain step backwards. His world seemed to close in around him, the entire universe now contained in a tiny bubble that was getting tinier every moment. Suddenly he could see the blue lights again, a swirling siren, blinding and piercing, the sounds of his father’s voice almost deafening. Banging on the door threatened to burst his ear drums, and he could see every single jagged splinter sticking out of the old, worn Louisville Slugger. His senses were too sharp, too keen, too acute, and they stabbed at him from a dozen directions, twisting his chest into a gnarled fist of fear. 
 
    “I—I don’t like this, Dad,” he gasped, taking another step backwards. “This is bad.” 
 
    More pounding on the door. 
 
    “Mr. Robertson! This is your last chance!” 
 
    “D—daddy,” Joel stammered. “Please, Daddy—” 
 
    “Y’all don’t want to do this!” his father shouted, bringing the bat into a two-handed grasp, bending his knees as he stood by the front door. “This ain’t gonna end well!” 
 
    Joel nervously stepped to the side, and he felt the soft bump before he could stop it. 
 
    “No,” he hissed, looking toward the ground. His foot had struck the can of beer and knocked it over, a thin dribble of amber liquid spilling onto the carpet. “I’m sorry, Daddy!” he said, his face contorted in a look of pure fear. 
 
    His father glared at him. 
 
    “Sorry about what?” he asked. “You did do this!” he shouted. “You called them! You brought them to my house!” 
 
    “No, Daddy, no!” 
 
    “Dammit, boy, I’m gonna—!” 
 
    There was another muffled pound at the door, but the impact wasn’t a fist—it was the heel of a boot. The flimsy lock holding the door closed tore apart and the front door lurched open, sending Joel’s father scrambling backwards out of its path. A man in a police uniform charged in, nightstick in hand. 
 
    “Damn you, Blake!” his father cursed and twisted, swinging the baseball bat as hard as he could. Deputy Masterson stepped to the side, the bat hurtling over his ducking head, then he moved forward and rammed the end of the nightstick into his father’s ribs, punching the air from his lungs and doubling him over. A second officer charged through the opened door after Masterson and converged on the wild-eyed man. Joel’s father thrust an elbow up but missed, and the second policeman drove his own nightstick hard into the back of his neck. 
 
    Both of them descended upon him, buckling his knees and pressing him down into the carpet, grabbing his thinning hair, shoving his forehead into the stained fabric.  
 
    Joel’s father turned toward him as his left cheek was wedged between a cop’s knee and the floor, his eyes glaring, lips curled back into a snarl of eternal rage and fury. 
 
    “You did this!” he screamed, red-specked spittle flying from his lips. “This was you, dammit! You!” 
 
    Hands grabbed at him, pinned his arms back, and snapped cuffs around his thick wrists. He strained and squirmed, desperately trying to worm free as the two officers dragged him roughly to his feet, hauling him back and out the door, the flashing blue lights of their cruiser now sweeping through the opened front door. 
 
    “Where are you taking him?” Joel screamed, scrambling forward. “Bring him back! Where are you going with my daddy?” 
 
    Denise stepped into the opened door, a woman he had met twice, but didn’t really know. 
 
    “Shhh,” she coaxed, “it’s okay.” She opened her arms and stepped toward him, lowering herself down to his level. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “That’s my daddy!” Joel screamed so hard and loud that his throat hurt. “Leave my daddy alone!” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Denise said, drawing closer, bringing him into a rough embrace, holding him back from rushing out the door. “He won’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    “Daddy!” Joel screamed, loud and long, the most violent scream he’d ever voiced. There were times, thirty-two years later, it felt like he was still screaming. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Somewhere just past the border between Kansas and Colorado 
 
    Present Day 
 
      
 
    The notion of childhood was a foreign one to Joel Robertson, and in fact, always had been. For as far back as he could remember, his early years were spent mostly fetching cans and bottles from the fridge for his father, riding in the back seat of his father’s old ’70s Nova as he hurtled down the darkly lit back roads of South Brisbane, Louisiana, all of it intermixed with the occasional dodging of angry and drunken punches. 
 
    His father, during happier days, had shared his beers with him, told him dirty jokes, and laughed at R-rated movies he watched in the living room with young Joel sitting on the floor by the old, threadbare, rented recliner. 
 
    During happier days, Joel hadn’t really been his father’s son, he’d been a younger, more innocent friend. Someone it was okay to get drunk with, someone a belligerent man might pick a fight with. A fight that man would always win. 
 
    Those early days were a fog-covered swirl in Joel’s mind, a collection of scattered jigsaw pieces of memories, mixed with dirty cotton and blended into something barely recognizable, a murky fog with scant fragments of familiar shapes and images. It wasn’t a childhood at all, but a collection of strange events taped together like an elementary school collage of random magazine clippings. 
 
    However murky most of his childhood memories were, however, his recollection of the day his father was taken from him were etched in painful clarity. He could still smell the Budweiser beer on his father’s breath and in the open cans, the foul stink of spoiled milk in the refrigerator. The flashing blue police lights were so bright they started a hint of a headache three decades later, and everyone sounded like they were shouting through loudspeakers. It had been a sudden and swift barrage of sights, sounds, and smells, a sensory overload so fierce it had permanently engraved itself into his memory. 
 
    It had been the last time he’d seen his father outside of prison, and one of the last times he’d seen him alive. 
 
    “You still here, Joel?” 
 
    The images faded from view, the lingering memories transitioning from a point of clarity to a fading fog, whisking away on the wind, revealing the sprawling Colorado countryside around them. Helen’s voice was gentle but cut through his haze and he turned to look at her as they both trotted along the flat prairies on horseback, moving west across the Colorado wilderness. 
 
    “Sorry?” he asked. 
 
    “You looked like you were lost in something,” Helen said. 
 
    Joel turned and looked forward again, the meadows and farmlands spread out before him like a patchwork quilt of greens and browns. There were clusters of trees and the faint shadows of buildings far in the distance, all under the blanket of clouds and faint streaks of atmospheric lightning above. 
 
    “Just—remembering,” he said. 
 
    “Anything specific?” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    He hadn’t kept close track of the time since they’d headed out of Tetrault that last time, dropping off the supplies they’d acquired from the warehouse of the raiders who had stolen them in the first place. Joel had preferred to lose himself in the monotony of the horseback riding rather than think too hard or too deeply about the events of those few days. 
 
    For a short time, they’d both felt like they’d found some place special in Tetrault, a place where they had a purpose, some reason for being, an existence that went beyond mere survival. But everything had turned upside-down, as it always seemed to. 
 
    Joel’s life had been one upside-down event after another, and now, as he entered his fourth decade of life, he was ready for some stability. With the world in its current state, he wouldn’t be getting that stability any time soon. 
 
    A soft glow churned in the clouds ahead and Joel’s muscles tightened. The sight was a familiar one these days, happening more and more often, but each one injected a fresh flush of fear into them both, especially Helen. He heard her sharp intake of breath as the roiling glow crystalized, then fired downward, a swift bolt of fractional lightning stripping the darkness away like a ragged, angry gash into dark flesh. 
 
    It struck somewhere in the distance, a soft glow following the ground impact, then immediately faded, leaving the scant, crooked afterimage etched into the canvas of night. 
 
    “Was that closer?” Helen asked in a low, almost frantic voice. “That looked closer.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Joel replied. “We’re safe, though. No trees, no tall metal structures around. We’ll be all right for a few minutes.” 
 
    “It is getting late,” Helen said. “Should we find shelter?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Probably a good idea. I was hoping to make it to Sterling tonight, but tomorrow will be just as good.” 
 
    Sterling wasn’t a metropolis by any stretch of the imagination, but it was the closest thing to a city that far out in the northeast Colorado farmlands. Joel didn’t necessarily want to travel into Sterling—they’d taken great effort to steer clear of populated areas since the disaster had all begun—but he was using Sterling as a reference point. A way to tell how far they’d come and how far they still had to go to get to Wyoming. 
 
    It had occurred to Joel that while he knew that the Stone Sword compound was in Wyoming, he wasn’t sure precisely where in Wyoming it was. Cheyenne was right over the border between Colorado and Wyoming and seemed like the most logical place to start. Meanwhile, he planned to continue using the radio they’d brought with them to reach out and see if he could make contact with someone in the compound. 
 
    Every night that they’d stopped, he’d set up the radio, being sure to only use it sparingly. During daylight he removed the solar blanket from his bag and draped it over the back of the horse, letting the ambient sunlight charge it as they rode, the battery storing it so he could plug in the radio and attempt communications. 
 
    It was a routine they’d gotten accustomed to over the past nearly two months of travel time, even with the violent interruptions that tended to get in the way. Another bolt of jagged lightning broke free, streaking down through the sky and disappearing behind some trees to their north. 
 
    “There’s a town up ahead,” Joel said, nodding toward the cluster of buildings, a series of black shapes against a slightly lighter backdrop. From that distance it was impossible to tell what the buildings were, but they were approaching some sort of civilization, that much was clear. 
 
    He nudged the ribs of his horse, encouraging Dirtbag to pick up the pace from a trot to a gallop, hooves beating at the ground. Travel was slow, and they stopped frequently to give the horses a break, knowing that trying to ride them at speed for hours at a time would tire them out, or even worse, potentially injure them. So, they’d been going at a slow, but steady pace, giving them frequent breaks throughout the day. 
 
    With the afterimages of lightning currently carved into the night sky, however, Joel figured it was time to pick up the pace. Helen followed his lead and the two horses were soon charging over the grass-covered ground, the buildings ahead growing larger as they approached. As they came closer to the first group of buildings, Joel could see even more beyond, some taller structures, more tightly gathered together. 
 
    “That looks like Sterling in the distance,” he said, turning to Helen, speaking above the pounding gallop of the horses’ hooves. 
 
    “I thought we were staying away from populated areas,” Helen said.  
 
    “As far as cities go, Sterling is pretty low-key,” he replied. “I think we’ll be all right, as long as we stay off the radar. Good thing about cities like Sterling is that we should go relatively unnoticed, but it’s not so large that the military should be gathered there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Helen replied. As they moved through the small gathering of buildings, Joel looked to his left and saw a few groups of people in the shadows of the dark structures looking curiously out at them as they rode through. It was a farming village, by all appearances, an insular and protective place. The sooner they were through it and on to Sterling, the better. 
 
    “What’s that?” Helen asked, gesturing toward a looming structure to the south, a big, dark shadow rising from the flat pastures like some sort of stone-encrusted sentry. Joel narrowed his eyes at the monolith. It was cast in an eerie hue as they rode along the street, the lightning in the clouds above blanketing it in a strange amber glow. From a distance he could tell it wasn’t just a single structure, but a compound with several different buildings, and as another searing bolt of lightning ripped through the sky, briefly illuminating it, he saw precisely what it was. 
 
    Worry burrowed deep inside of him, worming into his guts like a parasite, digging claws and setting up shop. 
 
    “What?” Helen asked, seeing his expression darken. 
 
    “It’s a prison,” Joel said as they rode past, barely loud enough for her to hear. 
 
    “A…prison?” she asked, following the direction of his gaze. 
 
    “A big one, by the looks,” Joel said. 
 
    “This close to Sterling?” 
 
    “Probably one of the main sources of the city’s economy,” Joel replied, “for better or worse.” He could see her eyes lingering on it as they rode forward and silently wished he hadn’t said anything. “Don’t worry about it, all right?” he said. “We’re spending one night here, then moving on. Quick and quiet.” 
 
    “How often have we been quick and quiet with anything we’ve done since leaving South Brisbane?” Helen asked.  “I don’t really like this idea.” 
 
    Joel gently patted Dirtbag and looked at her. 
 
    “It’s not just about us.  Dirtbag is moving real slow.  Maggie looks like she is, too.  They need to rest.  If we push them too hard—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Helen replied.  “I get it.  I’m still not convinced this will be quick or easy, though.” 
 
    “First time for everything,” Joel replied, and they continued west toward Sterling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Colorado 
 
      
 
    The city of Sterling, such as it was, greeted them with a row of darkened buildings as they approached, reluctantly guiding the horses onto Interstate 76. Unlike most of the major metropolitan areas they’d come across, there was no glut of stalled cars on the highway here. In fact it was just the opposite, a stark emptiness greeting them along what would have normally been a busy throughway. Passing a few hotels and a small museum, they cut through some trees and came upon a roadway running through the city, several car dealerships along the left-hand side. 
 
    Joel eased his horse off the main road, slowing its pace and bringing it into one of the parking lots of a large Chrysler dealership still littered with vehicles, though several of them had opened gas caps and broken windows. Signs that many of them had been vandalized and quite a few had fuel taken, likely in order to refill generators. 
 
    The large building housing the dealership sales floor was dark and from the outside appeared abandoned, but Joel slipped the SIG from his pocket and held it across his lap as they drew closer. He still wore his torn-up Bug Out Bag over his shoulders, weighed down by supplies, his fold-up bow and arrow still slipped into its sleeve. Helen carried the AR-31 bolt-action rifle and Joel had an M4 carbine slung over his shoulder, one of the weapons stolen from the group of National Guard deserters he and Helen had faced off against after they’d raided Tetrault, Kansas. 
 
    The entire front side of the sales floor was filled with windows looking out upon the parking lot and Joel could see three high-end cars parked inside. A few of the windows were broken and the front door of the building stood ajar, though from what he could tell, nobody appeared to be inside. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Helen said softly. 
 
    “We need a roof over our heads,” Joel replied. “I’d prefer to find one out here rather than venturing too deeply into the city on horseback this time of night. We need to stay invisible.” 
 
    Easing the horses to a stop, Joel looked at her and gestured toward the rifle on her shoulder. 
 
    “Cover me, okay? I’m going to go inside and make sure the coast is clear.” 
 
    Helen nodded, sliding the rifle from her shoulder and moving it to a two-handed grip as she slid from the back of her horse. Claws clicked on pavement and the stray dog that had taken to following them ever since they found him in Oklahoma skittered across the pavement, managing to catch up to them. Most of their travel by horseback was slow and plodding, but Helen was impressed the dog had still managed to stay with them even as they galloped into the city. 
 
    “This little shithead must like us,” Joel said with a chuckle. The dog cocked its head, one of its half-eaten ears twitching slightly. His eyes grew narrow and serious and he looked at Helen again, and she nodded in silent acknowledgement. Clasping both hands around the handle of the SIG, Joel eased his way through the opened door, looking at the bent and twisted lock which had apparently been pried open with a crowbar or some similar tool. 
 
    Stepping foot over foot, he made his way into the showroom, a large, wide-open space with three cars parked at various angles. There were two Chrysler 300s, one cherry red and one black, along with a blue Voyager minivan all parked in the show room. Several freestanding desks with stools were arranged around the open area, individual stations for the sales folks tasked with suckering customers into overspending. 
 
    Joel had little patience for car dealers, having bought any car he ever owned from local garages or private individuals. He’d never seen the point of buying a brand-new car, and certainly not going to a place like that to do it. 
 
    He’d set foot in car dealerships before, mostly with his wife, and he’d been tense the whole time, the insides of the large, elaborate buildings too clean and too sterile, a feeling of strange, artificial hospitality prevalent throughout. Salesmen being too nice, floors too well vacuumed, everything set and designed in a way that encouraged the hapless customers to spend time and money inside. 
 
    To be fair, the Chrysler dealership did not suffer from those same issues. The building was empty, with no crisply shaven and immaculately groomed salespeople milling around. There was trash littering the floor, the snack wrappers and empty cans and bottles most likely stolen from the vending machines and employee cafeteria. Gas tanks were pried open on the three vehicles inside as they were in all the vehicles outside and spilled fuel had stained the carpet in multiple places. The desks were all intact, but the cables were laying forlornly on the desks, the computers and fancy technical equipment all ripped from the walls and stolen. 
 
    Along with the main showroom itself, there were a few enclosed offices and Joel passed through each one, his weapon held tight in two hands as he cautiously moved from room to room, checking to make sure nobody had lingered behind. 
 
    A wide corridor cut through the center of the building, heading deeper into the structure where Joel found the cafeteria and break room as well as the service desk and a large, multi-car garage. Wall racks had been tipped over, their contents spilled across the concrete floor, several of the shelves cleared out of fuel cans or other supplies. There were no vehicles in any of the stalls and also no people either, just a vast, quiet emptiness. 
 
    Joel took some time to stop at each of the three vending machines he came across, checking them over to make sure they’d been cleaned out, then did the same exercise in the cafeteria and break room. Though they had a generous supply of MREs in their two Bug Out Bags, courtesy of the warehouse outside of Tetrault, they’d come dangerously close to running out of food as they moved through Oklahoma, and Joel didn’t want to risk that again. 
 
    Joel exited the corridor, went back into the showroom then through the door to where Helen waited in the parking lot, gently stroking Maggie’s mane. Her horse lowered its head, chuffing slightly as she stroked it, then Dirtbag nudged her with his nose, looking for the same treatment. 
 
    “We’re clear,” Joel said, gesturing toward the building. “Let’s get the horses inside.” 
 
    “Inside?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Joel replied. “I don’t want to leave them out here in a populated area. That’s a good way to attract trouble. They should have plenty of space to walk around in the service garage out back, and it’ll keep them out of sight.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Helen replied, “but I am not cleaning up after them tomorrow.” 
 
    “The place is already a mess. Nobody will notice a few piles of horse shit on the floor.” 
 
    Grabbing the reins, they led the horses toward the door, guiding them inside. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The horses shuffled around the service garage, the small dog prowling the corners and walls, watching them warily, as if knowing that they didn’t belong there. Joel and Helen made their way down the corridor toward the employee cafeteria, slipping through the narrow doorway and venturing into the tile-floored room. It was a medium-sized room with a few circular tables and chairs, and four vending machines lined up along the far wall. Two of them were apparently for snack foods, chips and such, one had once been dedicated to beverages, and the fourth had been for sandwiches and other all-purpose meals. 
 
    All of the vending machines had been smashed open, without a single ounce of drink or food left within. 
 
    Joel hefted the pack off his back and set it in one of the chairs, pulling it toward a circular table so he could lay out the remaining contents and get things organized again. While on the road, he’d been a bit fast and loose with the sorting and placement of his gear, and he wanted to take this opportunity to get things straightened out. Next to him, Helen put her own bag in a chair next to a separate table in preparation for her own organization. 
 
    Just looking at the two bags, Joel could see how much mileage they’d already gotten out of them after nearly two months on the road, crawling through every obstacle along the way. His pack had been shot at by raiders several days previously, and still bore the scars of bullet impacts. The nylon bag came double-stitched with the MOLLE system for attaching other pouches and additions, and he’d taken advantage of that customizability in several instances. None more so than with the sheath on the side of the Bug Out Bag where his collapsible bow with contained arrows was held. That trusty bow had gotten them out of several tight spots already, and as he removed it from the torn sheath, he held it and looked at it for a period of time, trying not to focus too much on the damage that he’d done with it. 
 
    Most recently, especially, during the interrogation of one of the raiders, he’d felt compelled to do something stark and brutal and the imagery lingered with him, etched on the inside of his lids, always there whenever he closed his eyes. 
 
    The harder he tried not to think of what he’d done and the grisly results of the arrow he’d fired into the man’s head, the more he seemed to focus on it. Not just the vision of it, but the sound of it, that splintering of bone under the splitting impact of the broadhead arrow. 
 
    Unzipping the pack, he began removing the items loaded inside. First were eight military MREs, his share of what they’d received from the raiders’ warehouse when they’d attacked, and he knew at least eight more were in Helen’s pack as well. He figured they had perhaps another week’s worth of traveling to get into Wyoming, and sixteen MREs would do them fine until they reached their destination. 
 
    The ponchos and raincoats they’d brought with them had been discarded long ago, used with lean-tos and to weather the storms of thunderous rain and wind they’d experienced during the journey through Oklahoma. He was sorry not to have them, but not sorry about the free space their absence left in the pack, and they’d been traveling closer to civilization these days, allowing them more opportunities to find shelter without making it with discarded trees and leaves. He had his solar blanket still inside, woven of solar panels which provided a limited charge for a self-contained battery, plus a tail allowing for a relatively low-power device to be plugged into it. They’d been using the blanket throughout their trip, mostly to plug in the portable radio. 
 
    There were still a few water bottles with built-in filtration straws in Helen’s pack, and digging deep into his Bug Out Bag, he retrieved the Smith and Wesson revolver he’d packed in case of emergencies. 
 
    The boxes of batteries had been dipped into several times along the way, but each box was still partially full, one box in each of their packs, and they each had a set of flashlights and headlamps to find their way in the dark. Several pairs of socks were in each pack as well, courtesy of the residents of Tetrault, Kansas, who had let them take what they felt like they needed prior to their departure after returning the food and supplies that the raiders had stolen. 
 
    Helen’s pack held a pair of guides, one on identifying herbs and edible plants as well as a survival guide that Joel had found in his grandfather’s stash before they left. The portable radio was in Joel’s bag and he lifted that out as well, setting it on the table next to the folded-up blanket, silently taking inventory as the items were all laid out. 
 
    Folding back the flap of his pack, he also located a folding portable stove and two utilitools, each of which included a firestarter and a small bundle of tinder. Since they’d spent so much time in the woods, they’d been able to use twigs and branches as kindling for the fire, so the tinder was relatively unused. 
 
    He didn’t have his checklist, but he had a good part of it committed to memory and thought he’d have a pretty good idea of what they had and what they’d need. He felt surprised by how few items were sorted around on the table, compared to where they’d been when they’d started. Was it really enough to get them through the next week? 
 
    What if they didn’t get where they wanted to go? Wyoming was a huge state. As long as the Stone Sword compound was in or around Cheyenne, they’d be fine. But if it was in central or northern Wyoming? A week might not give them enough time. It might not give them nearly enough time. 
 
    He pushed those thoughts from his head, trying to focus on the materials spread across both tables, his eyes moving from item to item, silently gauging the fit and weight of each, mentally calculating the space filled and remaining in each bag. 
 
    "Grab one of the MREs,” Joel said, looking at Helen as he started sorting the items to load them back into the bags. He kept the radio and the solar blanket out. “Let’s split that one for dinner and see if we can get anyone on the horn.” 
 
    Helen nodded, grabbing one of the Meals Ready to Eat, complete with a flameless ration heater, the main meal, plus a mix of nuts and fruit. The main meal of the MRE was beef tacos, with rice, beans, and cheese spread and plain tortillas. Helen ripped the main bag open, removing the items, including the pouch containing the main meal components. 
 
    She tore the flameless ration heater pouch open, then slipped in the meal components and gestured to Joel. He handed her one of the water bottles, which still had a little water in it, and she gradually poured some into the ration heater to the fill line, then folded the pouch over and slipped it into the thermal sleeve. 
 
    Placing the heater on the table, Helen and Joel separated some of the other items and shared the nuts and fruit as a small appetizer, then washed off a section of table and placed a tortilla on it. 
 
    The smell of beef and rice filled the air and Helen moved the ration heater from a horizontal position, elevating it slightly to lean against the Bug Out Bag, which helped cook the meat the rest of the way. After another minute, she opened it back up and spread the steaming mixture on the tortilla, gently wrapping it into a soft taco shape. 
 
    Using one of the included pieces of plasticware, Joel cut the soft taco neatly in half so they each had their own. 
 
    Without speaking, they ate their meager dinner, washing it down with a mixture of their remaining water and some powdered orange drink mix that came with the MRE. 
 
    Joel finished his half of the meal first and moved back to the solar blanket, spreading it out on another table, then lifted the portable radio and carried it over, plugging it into the outlet within the battery woven into the blanket. 
 
    Turning on the radio, he listened to the low crackle of static, lifting a handset from its cradle and slowly adjusting the dial to the same frequency he’d been trying since they’d left. His grandfather had left a number of different contacts in his cabin, and Joel had brought a list with him, but the one he’d tried most often was the one he thought terminated at the Stone Sword headquarters. 
 
    Speaking into the handset, he recited the call sign he’d memorized nearly two months ago and radioed out to the frequency, taking his thumb from the speak button and waiting for a response. 
 
    Static was all that greeted him. Joel sighed, breathing out through his nose and adjusted the dial slightly, repeating his identification code and request for a response. 
 
    Nothing but static came back. 
 
    “What if we don’t reach them?” Helen asked. “Wyoming is a big state—I know the compound is there, but I don’t know exactly where.” 
 
    “Cheyenne is right over the border,” Joel replied. “I think that’s going to be our best starting point. As much as I hate the big cities, I think we need to start there.” He stopped for a moment, listening to the hiss of static, waiting to see if a voice spoke through it, then finally shook his head and returned the handset to its cradle. He left the radio on, just in case anyone else called in, but pressed his palms onto the table, breathing evenly. 
 
    “Before we go to Cheyenne, though,” he said, “we’ll need to go into Sterling, I think.” 
 
    “Into Sterling?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Tomorrow. In the morning.” He gestured to their two packs. “We’ve got enough supplies for a week. I’m not worried about that.” 
 
    “So, what are you worried about?” 
 
    “Exactly what you said. What if we can’t find it within a week? What if it’s in northern Wyoming and it takes us more than a week to get there? Preparing to bug out is one thing, but you need to continue supplying yourself on the way. When we were in the woods, it was as easy as hunting and butchering. That’ll be tougher between here and Cheyenne.” 
 
    “The planes all crashed almost two months ago,” Helen said. “You really think there are any supplies left to be had here?” 
 
    “We may have to think outside the box,” Joel said. “We may need to be prepared to trade instead of steal. But we have to try.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Let’s get to sleep. First thing in the morning, we’ll set out on foot. I want to leave the horses here—too much temptation for any potential bad guys we run into along the way.” 
 
    “Okay,” Helen replied, nodding her head before standing and moving toward the scraps of the MRE pouches. She began gathering up the trash, looking around for a garbage can, though she knew there would be no cleaning services to take care of it. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked, turning to look at him. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What are you going to do once we get there?” she asked. “To the compound, I mean. If my aunt’s there.” 
 
    Joel shifted uncomfortably, not meeting her eyes. Helen refused to look away. “Joel?” 
 
    “Yeah?” he asked, his voice a little softer. 
 
    “Are you going to leave me once we get there? Leave me with my aunt that I hardly know? Or are we going to keep going to Seattle like you said?” 
 
    “I…don’t know yet,” Joel replied, as honestly as he could muster. 
 
    Helen cleared her throat and nodded. 
 
    “We’ve been through a lot,” she said quietly. 
 
    “We have,” Joel agreed. “The things we’ve done. The things I made you do. I—” 
 
    “You didn’t make me do anything,” Helen interrupted, her soft voice hardening. “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    Joel still would not meet her eyes. Instead he looked off, somewhere in the distance, trying to focus on anything but her face. 
 
    “If it’s a nice place,” she finally said, “the compound, I mean. This Stone Sword place.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “If it’s a nice place,” she repeated, “I hope you think about sticking around. Even if my aunt is there to—to take me. I hope you stick around.” 
 
    Joel sighed deeply, his tongue working the inside of his mouth. He was quite sure there had never been a time in his life when he wanted a cigarette more. Or a beer. Anything that would take his mind away from what he was doing. What he was talking about. 
 
    Who he was talking to. 
 
    “There are times,” Joel mused, “I think you would have been better off without me.” 
 
    “Without you?” Helen asked. “Without you, I’d be at the bottom of the stream, buckled into a seatbelt. A bloated corpse next to my dead father.” 
 
    She said the words with such stark clarity that Joel had to catch his breath, feeling as though he’d been punched in the solar plexus. 
 
    “I mean after that,” he finally said. 
 
    “I had no one in South Brisbane,” she replied. “After my dad died. I was alone. You think I would have been better off fending for myself?” 
 
    Joel smiled crookedly. 
 
    “I think you’ve proven that you’re capable of fending for yourself just fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, because you taught me what I needed to know.” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t want to have this discussion,” he said. “We’re going to play it by ear. I don’t want to think too far ahead, considering we don’t even know where we’re going.” 
 
    He felt a stab of heat in his chest, and immediately recognized what he was doing. When he felt trapped or cornered, he often lashed out, either verbally or physically, so he clamped his teeth together and stopped speaking, knowing whatever he said next would only further sever the delicate relationship he and Helen had forged. 
 
    Glancing out of the corner of his eye, he saw Helen’s cheeks flush, though he couldn’t tell if it was out of anger or embarrassment, and he quickly looked away, not wanting to get caught. 
 
    “I know you don’t like to believe it,” Helen said, her voice tinged with a hint of anger. “But you saved my life, Joel, and from more than just drowning. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I can take care of myself. But you know what?” Her voice was a bit louder and more forceful as she spoke. “I’m a fourteen-year-old kid. Maybe I don’t always want to.” 
 
    At that, Joel did turn to look, but Helen had turned away and she was striding from the room, brushing at her long hair with her right hand, sliding it free from her face. She walked through the doorway and was gone. 
 
    Joel took a half step to follow her, but stopped, deciding that letting her have her space would solve more problems than trying to convince her of anything. For a long moment he stood there, hands at his sides, then he turned back toward the bags and walked to the solar blanket, folding it up and putting it away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming had undergone a bit of a facelift in the past few days, with a renewed focus on design and construction in the center of town, near the town hall. 
 
    For generations, the small town had served many roles, first as a military fort, then as a prestigious military academy, and finally as a survival community, an entire town of homesteaders and preppers gathered together in a single reinforced compound. 
 
    As more of an agricultural center, the town’s schedule mostly went with the sun, rising early to farm and tend to fields, the lack of power throughout most of the town keeping people operating only during sunlight. 
 
    But the world had changed. As lightning interwoven within the clouds became more potent, and strikes searing the ground became more frequent, schedules were shifted. 
 
    Laura Park, a one-time weather researcher and a contributor to Project: Heatshield was now a resident of the small community and had encouraged Mayor Kramer Phillips to accelerate construction on a lightning rod as a way to both contain the lightning strikes and allow analysis of them. 
 
    So, they’d hooked up several battery-powered spotlights and rigged stands for them so construction could continue after dusk, and now, on the fourth day of work, the frame of the rod had been completed. 
 
    She stood, not too far away, watching the men fold up the ladders and stash them away, picking things up in preparation to continue the work tomorrow. Laura hadn’t been there for long, but stood in silent observation. She didn’t even notice the man coming up next to her until he was right beside her, standing almost an entire head taller than she, his left arm held tight to his body with a makeshift sling. 
 
    “Colonel Carter,” she said quietly with a curt nod. The air felt visibly chilled in the narrow space between them. 
 
    “Making progress?” he asked, his voice low and curt. 
 
    “Indeed,” she replied. “Working long hours.” 
 
    Even out of the corner of her eye, she could see the slow, disapproving shake of his head. 
 
    “Problem, Colonel?” she asked, looking over at him. 
 
    “This was a plan hatched between you and the mayor,” Carter replied. “Not high on my list of priorities.” 
 
    “Yes, you’ve made that abundantly clear.” 
 
    “There are young men working on this project. Strong men. Men you’ve taken away from my security detail on this fool’s errand.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the lightning strikes. Bolts have been shooting down to the ground more and more often lately.” 
 
    “Lightning has been happening since this planet was a ball of twisted rock surrounded by a thin layer of gasses, Ms. Park.” 
 
    “Not this sort of lightning.” 
 
    The colonel chuffed lightly, yet another signal of evident disapproval. 
 
    “You’re scaring the townsfolk,” Carter continued. “Everyone has been asking me about our underground shelters. We don’t have enough room for everyone underground. The shelters are sixty years old, back when the population was a quarter of the size it is now.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate, Colonel, but I’d rather the population be scared and informed than content and ignorant. Ignorant contentment is what got us here.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I appreciate your tone, Ms. Park.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how sorry I am to hear that,” Laura replied sarcastically. 
 
    She could see the colonel close his fist, then flex his knuckles slowly together and apart. 
 
    “We’re on the same side here,” he said calmly. “We all want to survive.” 
 
    Laura closed her eyes, trying to form an appropriate reply in her head before speaking it out loud. That had been one of her biggest failings throughout her life, not just professionally, but personally as well. In most people there was a filter somewhere within them, something that processed what their brain told them to say and removed the offensive components before those words reached their mouth. 
 
    Laura’s filter was either severely damaged or non-existent. In moments like this, she struggled with that. 
 
    “I agree,” she replied calmly. “In your mind, that means guns and grease and firepower. In my mind that means information, data, and analysis. We’re both working toward the same goals.” 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me,” Carter replied, “but I believe your approach is what brought us here. You tell me it was content ignorance or however you put it, but I’d argue it was the opposite. It was humanity’s certainty that we have all the answers and that our scientific experience is somehow sufficient to overcome Mother Nature herself. That is what brought us here, Ms. Park, not ignorance. Just the opposite, in fact.” 
 
    Much to her surprise, Laura was having a difficult time forming an effective counterpoint to his statement. As a climatologist and weather systems analyst, she’d seen the effects of climate change firsthand and knew the threat it posed to the world. But on the flip side, she’d also personally witnessed the organizational hubris involved in the Project: Heatshield operation, the absolute certainty that scientific prowess could somehow overcome the raw power of nature itself. 
 
    In truth, it was some of both that had led them to that point. If she were to speak honestly, she would have admitted both she and the colonel had their roles to play. 
 
    “Can’t we both be right?” she asked simply. She could see him physically unclench. Her honest and simple statement had managed to release at least some of the tension in the conversation. 
 
    “The world is not black and white,” he agreed. 
 
    They stood there for another few moments, watching the men work under the shifting colors of the sky. 
 
    “How is Mayor Phillips holding up?” she asked. Like Carter himself, the mayor of the small community had been caught in the crossfire as a government-sponsored assassin had traveled to Wyoming to try and silence Laura. Carter had been shot in the arm and the mayor had taken a round to the left side. Both of the wounds had been relatively minor, and in the civilized world would have been quick and easy surgeries and a short recovery period. In truth, Carter’s had been just that, even with the limited resources available at the Stone Sword compound. 
 
    The mayor’s recovery was going slightly slower, but progressing just the same. His removal from a position in power had unfortunately given Carter a bit more leverage in the town, though thankfully construction on the lightning rod had begun before he could put a stop to it. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Carter replied. “Looking forward to running the town meetings again, but I think it will be a little longer before that happens.” 
 
    “Probably the right call.” Laura leaned slightly on her crutches, which she still used, though was a little less dependent on these days. The government assassin who had shot both Carter and Phillips had shot her in her sister’s home a week or so ago, and Jack, her partner in crime during their escape from Seattle, had gotten her to the compound, where her sister now lived, just in the nick of time. The bullet had been removed, and she’d received a makeshift blood transfusion, leaving her alive, but in a weakened state. 
 
    She was slowly getting stronger. 
 
    “You’re right,” Carter finally said, straightening slightly. “We are on the same side and working toward the same goals. But my first priority is the safety and security of this town, and if your pet projects get in the way of that, we will have a conversation.” 
 
    “I thought we were having a conversation?” Laura asked. 
 
    “A much—firmer conversation.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    The colonel took a step away, heading back toward the makeshift barracks building, but hesitated in midstride. He cast a look over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hunting party tagged two bison earlier tonight,” he said. “Big meal tomorrow. I hope you’ll be there.” 
 
    “Bison?” she asked. “I thought they were endangered.” 
 
    Carter laughed. 
 
    “Ms. Park, after the events of the past two months, I’d wager humanity is the endangered species now.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he strode off into the dim light of dusk toward the barracks, leaving Laura alone, leaning on her crutches. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack sat on the cot in the large barracks, bending over and organizing the items in his backpack. All around him were more of the local militia members, some of them talking quietly amongst themselves, others going through their own gear, still others getting ready to sack up for the night. 
 
    Working with the local militia in Malcolm had been an interesting experience for Jack so far. He’d had a short stint with the United States Army before deserting his squad to help Laura during the chaotic first days in Seattle. When his squad leader led an attack, which had killed two dozen civilians, Jack had started questioning his place under his command. When he’d been part of a smaller kill team sent after Laura herself, that had been the last straw, and as members of his team prepared to gun her down in cold blood, he’d ended up saving her life. 
 
    The whole thing had twisted him up inside, turning his perspective on the military life upside-down and screwing with the sense of loyalty and patriotism that the Army had spent a long time beating into him throughout his initial training days. 
 
    His first responsibilities were to his brothers and his country, and in a way, he’d felt as though he’d violated both, even though he knew it had been the right call. His uneasiness about the course of his life over the past two months was only amplified by his surroundings. Shortly after arriving in town, the same government-sponsored assassin who shot both the mayor and Colonel Carter had killed two patrol sentries in the hills. As insular as the Stone Sword compound was, blame had naturally gravitated toward the “new guy”, which was him. 
 
    Even though the assassin had been killed in the skirmish afterwards and Carter had informed everyone who the real killer had been, the seeds of distrust had been planted, and the roots still remained. He’d become fast friends with one of the other militia members, Trevor, and he’d been forced to knock him out and steal his keys to escape his cell when the assassin had launched his attack. 
 
    Everything had ended well enough, but Trevor had still ended up on the colonel’s naughty list, a fact that he still resented Jack’s role in several days later. Looking up from his pack, he saw Trevor standing by his cot across the aisle, his own backpack on the mattress as he prepared it for the next day. There was a rotation of active-duty militia, typically one week on, three weeks off throughout the month, though rumors persisted that they’d be going to two weeks on, two weeks off shortly. The colonel seemed to be increasingly anxious about the state of the world, and the infiltration of the assassin had done nothing to ease his fears. 
 
    “Hey, Trevor,” Jack said quietly, nodding at the young man. 
 
    “’sup?” Trevor replied, somewhat coldly. Jack hoped he’d get over things shortly. Trevor had been the only other man in the town that he’d forged even a slight bond with. As Laura was spending more time with her sister and with the lightning rod project, he’d seen her less and less and a sense of isolation had started setting in. 
 
    Jack had been raised on video games, social media, and streaming services, and the majority of his friends were ones he’d met and interacted with online. In a world where connectivity had been suddenly and aggressively severed, he’d had a very hard time adjusting. 
 
    Meeting Laura and spending so much time with her during the journey from Seattle to Wyoming had helped, but now he, once again, found himself emotionally alone. 
 
    “Hearing anything about the rotations?” Jack asked. “Still talking about going two by two?” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. 
 
    “They don’t tell me shit, man. Especially not since the jail thing.” 
 
    “Dude,” Jack replied, “I know I’ve said it before, but—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Trevor replied, holding up a hand. “You did the right thing. Likely saved the mayor and the colonel’s lives. It just happened to be at my expense. If it wasn’t me, it woulda been someone else.” 
 
    “I know, but I still feel shitty,” Jack said. 
 
    “Good,” Trevor replied, actually smiling slightly. The look of good humor on his face settled Jack’s nerves and he exhaled a low breath, feeling just a little bit better than he had before. 
 
    “Officer in the barracks! A-ten-HUT!” a voice shouted from the doorway. 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. They were a makeshift militia, hardly a real-life military, but some of his peers took it to the extreme. All that being said, he snapped himself up into straight-backed attention and next to him, Trevor did the same. 
 
    Colonel Carter was walking through the door, already lifting his hand before everyone had even stood. 
 
    “At ease, everyone, at ease,” he said, looking just as annoyed as Jack felt at the over-exuberance of whoever had announced his presence. Carter settled into place at the front of the barracks building, three dozen men standing and watching him, waiting for whatever words of wisdom he had. 
 
    “Good evening,” he said, his voice low, but crisp and clear within the large barracks room. Jack wasn’t sure what the building had been before it had been cleared out for cots and freestanding closets, but it was a large and open room with good acoustics. 
 
    “Thank you all, as always, for your dedication to the safety and security of this town.” 
 
    This statement was met by muttered acknowledgements and nods around the room. 
 
    “Your jobs aren’t easy, I know, and they don’t exactly pay well, so your continued service is noticed and appreciated not just by me, but by the town’s residents as well.” He cleared his throat softly. “Now, I want to talk about a few things. Anyone who has been in and around town within the past week knows that there is a palpable sense of fear and foreboding. These ground-based lightning strikes have created unprecedented anxiety among our town’s residents, an anxiety that we need to be equipped to deal with.” 
 
    “Sir,” a voice said, hand raising in the air, “with all due respect, we’re all feeling a little anxious ourselves.” 
 
    “Understandable,” the colonel replied. “Nothing to be ashamed of. You’ll no doubt be hearing more and more about our underground shelters, possibly even from friends and family who think you might have some golden ticket to get a space in the bunker.” 
 
    The voices raised somewhat, heads turning to look at each other curiously. 
 
    “Let me say right here and now, we have no immediate plans to open up the bunker for residents or for military personnel. I will not have this town fighting amongst themselves or trying to call in favors so they can feel safe underground.” 
 
    He looked across the room. 
 
    “That being said, we do need to be prepared. Starting tomorrow, we will be sending maintenance and construction crews into the underground bunkers in an attempt to expand and reinforce them for emergency use. This work will include wiring secondary generators, adding more residence clusters, refrigeration rooms, and sanitation facilities. This work will not be easy, and it will not be fast. We’re talking about years of work involved. This is very much a long-term goal, not a short-term fix.” 
 
    “Sir? Are we really that concerned about this lightning?” a voice asked. 
 
    The colonel sighed. 
 
    “Some are, yes. Once construction of that ridiculous lightning rod is finished, we’ll be taking some of that crew to begin this work. I will be setting up further rotations, increasing everyone’s duration to two weeks and shifting the alternating cadence to every two weeks.” 
 
    There it was. Jack drew in a breath, anticipating a flurry of angry complaints. Nobody spoke up, however. Everyone had clearly been expecting this. 
 
    “As part of this, we will be designating small groups to bunker security, standing watch at the two different entrances to ensure that no residents try and sneak inside. Typically, I have the utmost faith in our town’s residents, and I remain convinced that our biggest threat comes from outside, not from within. However, tensions are at an all-time high, and frightened people can be driven to extremes, and we owe it to ourselves to be prepared for this eventuality.” 
 
    More voices of acknowledgement rippled throughout the crowd. 
 
    “Of course, all of this work we need to do requires fuel. We have our half-dozen underground tanks and still have a good amount of our hundred thousand gallons of reserve fuel available. Our hopes were to ration that carefully and to keep much of it available for winter, but things have changed, and we may need to re-prioritize.” 
 
    “Sir?” another voice asked. “If we burn through our reserve fuel, where will we get more?” 
 
    Colonel Carter nodded slightly. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure,” he said. “We’d anticipated a hundred thousand gallons would last us a few years, as long as we rationed carefully and used most of it to supplement wood-burning stoves during the winter. But if we need to do some serious digging and construction on our underground bunker, we will need that fuel to power our tools, or this is going to take decades, not years.” 
 
    “My uncle knows the guy who owns that chain of propane storage facilities outta Casper,” a young man said. “It’s farther east and north of us, but it’s an option.” 
 
    “Casper is pretty well-populated,” Carter replied. “I’m not sure we can depend on any of those facilities still being intact, but I’ll keep that in mind, thank you.” 
 
    There were more murmured acknowledgements as Carter stood before the group, his eyes moving among the young men looking toward him for leadership. 
 
    Jack felt none of their reverence or admiration for the man, though he knew he had a difficult job and was likely doing the best he could. Jack’s interactions with him thus far had been adversarial, and his negative impression of the military in general had only been further emphasized by Carter’s presence and demeanor. 
 
    There were days he wondered why he’d volunteered to be a part of the local militia, but he still felt as though he was doing good work, regardless of how he felt about the man in charge. 
 
    Besides, somewhere in the back of his head, he was still working out how to pry himself free of this place. To leave Stone Sword and venture to Nebraska, make his way back to his own home and his own family, such as it was. 
 
    There was only one thing really keeping him here—one person, in actuality, and as the days went on, he saw her less and less and it felt like there was little holding him in place. Looking around the room, and in spite of their feelings about his allegiance, he still felt a lingering responsibility to the other young men around him. He was part of a brotherhood, even if most of his brothers turned their noses up at him, and it was his responsibility to hold on to that brotherhood. 
 
    “Keep up the good work, gentlemen,” Carter said with a nod, then he turned and walked from the barracks, the door clunking shut behind him. The barracks immediately devolved into whispered conversation, many of the young men turning and chatting with each other. 
 
    “The hell do you make of that?” Trevor asked, stepping toward Jack. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “Sounds like people are a little freaked out about this lightning.” 
 
    “You think your lady friend can figure it out?” 
 
    Jack felt some warmth flush his cheeks. 
 
    “If anyone can, she can,” he replied. He looked at Trevor for a moment. “Hey, can you cover me for a bit?” he asked. “I want to go find Laura. Chat with her for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sure,” Trevor replied hesitantly. “Just get back before lights out, okay? I’m not gonna stuff pillows under your blanket or anything.” 
 
    “Thanks, bud,” Jack said, patting Trevor on the shoulder. He made his way through the crowd of men and toward the door where Carter had left moments before. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Laura hobbled forward, using her crutches to propel her, the sounds of metal on metal fading into the background. 
 
    “Hey, sis, wait up,” a voice said from her left, and she hesitated, slowing her forward progress so Lindsey could catch up. Laura’s sister, Lindsey, had left home around the same time she had, only she’d traveled to Wyoming to go to college and had met a local boy, whom she married shortly after graduation. Living on her husband’s sprawling farm, she’d made friends and connections in the neighborhood and had grown accustomed to the wilderness life, but had still longed to be a nurse. Working on the farm during the day and going to nursing school at night, she seemed to have everything figured out. 
 
    Then cancer had reared its ugly head. Her husband had been taken away from her and, desperate for some sense of purpose, she connected with the group he’d been close with for almost his entire life. Stone Sword had reached out to her and welcomed her with open arms, sending representatives out to help her on the farm, providing teaching and resources that she simply couldn’t find elsewhere. They had, at the very least, saved her farm, and quite possibly saved her life. 
 
    When things went sideways after Chicago, she’d known exactly where to turn, and her nursing knowledge had made her valuable. It had been a match made in heaven. 
 
    Laura often wondered if Colonel Carter regretted that now. Was Lindsey’s nursing acumen worth the hassles that had emerged upon her and Jack’s arrival? 
 
    Laura smiled broadly as Lindsey approached, seeing Bruiser, her German Shepherd, tagging along behind her. Bruiser had spent his fair share of time at the dog kennels within the compound but had recently been allowed out as long as he was supervised. 
 
    In Malcolm, dogs weren’t pets, dogs were tools. They were members of the society, undoubtedly, but they were functional members. Some of them were patrol dogs, some of them hunting dogs, and others service dogs for any number of citizens who needed them. 
 
    Bruiser, God love him, was mostly useless, but the colonel had allowed him to stay, and allowed him to live outside of the kennels as long as Laura and Lindsey kept their eyes on him. 
 
    “How are you, big boy?” Laura asked, lowering to a crouch, almost falling backwards as Bruiser bounded to her and jumped up, barreling into her. “Ouch! Easy, you big fur ball!” 
 
    “C’mon, Bruiser,” Lindsey said, bending down and grabbing his collar to ease him backwards. “She just got better, don’t kill her again.” 
 
    Laura laughed and pushed herself up on her crutches, managing to get back into a standing posture. 
 
    “It’s fine, Lindsey,” she said. “These are mostly ornamental at this point. I’ll take whatever help I can get.” 
 
    “Seems like work on the lightning rod is going fairly well,” Lindsey said. 
 
    Laura nodded, sighing slightly. 
 
    “What’s up?” Lindsey asked. 
 
    “Same old stuff,” Laura replied, shaking her head. “Colonel Carter came by just to remind me of how terrible he thinks this idea is and how everyone working on it would be better served wearing guns and camouflage.” 
 
    Lindsey smiled softly. 
 
    “Carter is a good man,” she said. “He focuses too much on the security side of things, but deep down, he has a good heart. There’s a tough shell around it, but it’s there.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “What else is bothering you?” Lindsey asked. Laura wouldn’t look at her, her gaze sort of shifting down and away. 
 
    “What do you know about the radio broadcasts Mayor Phillips was organizing?” 
 
    Lindsey stopped walking. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Laura chewed her lower lip, considering how to reply. 
 
    “Laura? Why are you asking?” 
 
    “That asshole who tried to kill me,” Laura said firmly. “You know who he was sent by, right?” 
 
    “I know who you think he was sent by.” 
 
    “It’s not think,” Laura replied. “It’s know. I dealt with them for several years, I know what kind of people they are.” 
 
    “Laura, this is venturing close to conspiracy territory—” 
 
    “I was there when they lined up and shot down over twenty of my coworkers, Lindsey,” her voice was low but firm, with a hard, cutting edge. “Then they sent him after me in Seattle and he followed me to your damn house. He shot me in your living room, Lindsey. If you ever decide to go back home, you’re going to have to clean up your broken coffee table and shampoo my damned blood out of your carpet.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Lindsey said, holding up her hands. “I know you’re angry.” 
 
    “I’m not sure angry covers it,” Laura replied. “The United States government is trying to cover their ass. They know what they did and they’re trying to protect themselves.” 
 
    “From what?” Lindsey asked. “Any sort of oversight is history. It will likely take a decade to get any sort of infrastructure back together again. By then these people could be out of office or there could be any number of bigger problems to deal with.” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” Laura said. “People will move on. The twenty-four dead scientists from the Aurora Institute will never be remembered. What the government has done—and is still doing, by the way—will be lost to the sands of time.” 
 
    “And you think you can fix that?” 
 
    Laura glanced to her left, her eyes roaming past the lightning rod and focusing on the radio antenna a short distance beyond. 
 
    “One broadcast,” she said quietly. “That’s all it would take. Just to tell the American people what happened. What these people did.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “So, what? We just move on? Forget it? Let the rest of the nation toil against an oppressive regime that is likely looking to clamp down even tighter? You know people in control are going to be using the catastrophe as a way to muzzle the population. Establishing curfews, closing nonessential businesses, imposing martial law. It’s all just a means to an end.” 
 
    “Those broadcasts drove Colonel Carter nuts,” Lindsey said. “You think he’s not your friend now, just wait until you pitch something like that.” 
 
    “Most of the major metropolitan areas in America are under martial law right now,” Laura said. “How long until they start confiscating weapons and infringing on the Second Amendment? What do you think Colonel Carter will say when that order comes down?” 
 
    “We’re a long ways from that,” Lindsey replied. 
 
    “You say that now,” Laura replied. “While your little perfect society sits here in the mountains. If you saw what I saw in Seattle and Redmond, Washington, you would know I’m not exaggerating.” 
 
    “Redmond, Washington has been established as a safe zone,” Lindsey said, shaking her head. 
 
    Laura drew back, surprise on her face. 
 
    “If that’s true, then it’s because the military brought their full force to the population there and violently snuffed out all resistance. I was there, Lindsey. I saw shooting in the streets. Civilians being gunned down by soldiers with superior numbers and armored transports. You can tell me all about what you’ve heard, but I’m here to tell you what I saw.” 
 
    Lindsey started to reply but closed her mouth. 
 
    “Say it,” Laura said quietly. “I know you want to say something. You always had a better filter than I did, but sometimes that filter needs to be removed.” 
 
    Lindsey lifted her hands and put them on her sister’s shoulders, squeezing gently. 
 
    “I love you, Laura. I missed you.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Lindsey tucked her chin down toward her chest for a moment, then lifted it again, looking her sister in the eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not just looking for payback?” she asked. “Just a way to get some measure of revenge against the people you think tried to harm you?” 
 
    There was a few moments of considered silence, then Laura finally nodded slightly in seeming agreement with her sister’s point. 
 
    “That’s fair,” she replied. “And true. Yes, I’ll fully admit that some of this is about payback. But more of it is about telling the citizens of the United States of America what’s happening in their country. We know the truth,” she said. “I think these people deserve a measure of that truth. Lord knows they’ve suffered for it.” 
 
    Laura could almost taste the tension in the air, a thick web of static electricity, a soft hum connecting her and her sister. 
 
    “Colonel Carter won’t like it,” Lindsey reiterated. 
 
    “I don’t much care what Colonel Carter does and does not like,” Laura replied. 
 
    “I knew I liked you for a reason.” 
 
    Laura turned at the sound of the voice and smiled softly as Jack appeared, walking through the dusk from the entrance of the barracks. 
 
    “Hey, Jack,” she said. “Sorry, we were just having a—” 
 
    “An argument?” Jack added. 
 
    “A…spirited discussion,” Lindsey said with a smile. “As sisters sometimes do.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d be here,” Jack said. “Some crazy stuff going on in the town.” 
 
    “Truer words have never been spoken,” said Lindsey. 
 
    “What’s up, Jack?” Laura asked. She looked over his shoulder toward the barracks building behind him. “It’s your rotation, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack replied. “We got some guys inside—they’re really freaked out about this lightning.” 
 
    “They’re right to be,” Laura replied. “I’m hoping the lightning rod will at least give us a fighting chance in figuring out what to expect.” 
 
    “What’s your gut telling you?” Jack asked. 
 
    “My gut?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack replied. “Your gut. All that time we spent together—you have good instincts. What do your instincts say?” 
 
    Laura blew out a breath of air, her eyes darting right and left to make sure nobody was lurking. Lindsey had let go of Bruiser and he was jumping up on Jack, who was rubbing his head hard between his ears. 
 
    “My gut tells me that the shit hit the fan two months ago, and that it’s about to hit the fan all over again.” 
 
    “Honestly?” Jack asked. “Is it that bad?” 
 
    Laura shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know how bad it is, but we’ve got deadly bolts of electricity, the same stuff that brought down thousands of flights and burned many cities to the ground. Those bolts of lightning are now hitting the ground instead of staying in the lower atmosphere. I’m not going to tell you that life is over, but it ain’t good, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “And you think this lightning rod will help?” Jack asked, easing Bruiser down, then lowering himself and continuing to pet him. 
 
    “I—” Laura stammered slightly. “I don’t know what else to try. We can’t exactly launch weather balloons into the sky, and if we did, they’d just get caught in that web of lightning and destroyed.” 
 
    “So, what do you think the lightning rod will do?” 
 
    “If it works like other lightning rods, it’ll attract some of the stray strikes. So far, most of them have descended pretty far outside the town’s borders. But they’re happening more frequently now, so it’s just a matter of time before they start getting closer. Once that happens, it would be good to have something ready to absorb them and attract them and keep the rest of the town as safe as possible.” 
 
    “So, it’s purely a defensive measure?” Jack asked. 
 
    “More or less,” Laura replied. “But it should help in the analysis. Typically, in the science of lightning detection, you’re either working with optical detection, acoustic detection, or by tracking the electrical fields. We don’t have any fancy equipment to do any of this with these days, so we’ve gotta go with the primitive. Mainly means setting someone up to watch the rod and mark when it’s struck and where.” 
 
    “Do you really think that will work?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Laura replied. “We’re in uncharted territory. Back in Aurora, I had access to the NOAA’s Geostationary Lightning Mapper satellite system, which would help track and analyze lightning storms. Obviously, I don’t have that anymore. This is all a shot in the dark. Not to mention the fact that if this really is related to Project: Heatshield, there’s a good chance this lightning will behave completely different than the lightning we find in nature. I just—I don’t know, Jack.” 
 
    Jack stood as Bruiser rubbed up against his leg. 
 
    “I was hoping this conversation might help me feel better,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    Laura didn’t return the smile. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” she said. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Jack replied. “It—it’s good to talk to you, no matter what.” 
 
    That time, Laura did smile, and her cheeks felt a little bit warm as she nodded. 
 
    “You, too, Jack. We don’t see each other much these days.” 
 
    “Running in separate circles, I suppose.” 
 
    Laura nodded. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” she said, “I need to get going, okay? I’m sorry I couldn’t help you feel better. But we’re on the right track, I really believe that.” She patted Jack gently on the shoulder and looked back at Lindsey. “Thanks, sis,” she said. “I’ll remember what you said.” 
 
    “Okay, hon,” Lindsey replied, watching as Laura wedged her crutches into her armpits and lumbered onward, back in the direction of the lightning rod. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack turned to look at Lindsey. 
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” he asked. 
 
    Lindsey shook her head. 
 
    “She’s hurting,” she said. “The assassination attempt shook her. It shook her the first time it happened, and I think it shook her worse the second time.” 
 
    “She’s been through a lot,” Jack replied. “I think she still bears the weight of those people in Seattle.” 
 
    “She mentioned them,” Lindsey said. 
 
    “I mean, think about it,” Jack continued. “Essentially, they were looking for her. In her mind, their deaths are on her shoulders. They died because of her, yet somehow she survived to bear the weight of those deaths.” 
 
    “I guess I never really thought about that,” Lindsey said. “She hasn’t shared much about what you’ve both been through.” 
 
    Jack lowered his head. 
 
    “It’s…a lot,” Jack finally responded. “A few lifetimes of trauma crammed into six weeks. I think she’s been trying to keep busy because if she stops to think about it too much, it might just break her. Lord knows it’s almost broken me.” 
 
    “But you’re both still here,” Lindsey said. “Still alive. That’s a victory, right? A good thing?” 
 
    “I guess,” Jack replied, “but your head goes to weird places. You see so much destruction—so much potential loss of life, and you really start wondering why you were spared, and they weren’t. What makes you so special? Shit gets pretty existential, you know?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded. 
 
    “Indeed. Existential.” 
 
    Jack watched Laura continue to hobble away on the crutches, moving faster than she had been a day or so ago, but still not moving very well. 
 
    “So, what else were you talking about? That wasn’t just about the assassination attempt.” 
 
    Lindsey chuckled softly. 
 
    “It mostly was.” 
 
    “Spill it.” 
 
    Lindsey crossed her arms over her chest and seemed to shiver slightly. 
 
    “She wants to broadcast. To use the main radio tower.” 
 
    “Broadcast?” 
 
    Lindsey nodded. 
 
    “To tell America what happened. Exactly what the government did and how they’re trying to take control of the population. How they’re using the catastrophe to further their own nefarious ends.” 
 
    Jack whistled softly. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like it will end well.” 
 
    “Colonel Carter will have a cow,” Lindsey said. “Like, right in the middle of downtown. He’ll squat and birth a damned moo cow right on the sidewalk.” 
 
    Jack laughed in spite of the serious nature of the conversation. 
 
    “So, I assume you talked her out of it?” 
 
    Lindsey looked at him, eyebrows lifted. 
 
    “You’ve spent enough time with her in the past two months,” she said. “Do you really think I can talk her out of anything?” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    They stood shoulder to shoulder watching her swing away, moving quicker and more smoothly now. Bruiser was trotting along after her, his tail eagerly swishing back and forth. 
 
    “So, how did you leave it?” Jack asked. 
 
    “We left it with me telling her it was a bad idea and her telling me she was going to do it, anyway. In other words, pretty much like any argument we’ve ever had throughout our lives.” She shook her head. “I love that girl so much, but man, she drives me crazy.” 
 
    Jack opened his mouth, almost ready to agree with the sentiment, but he jerked his lips closed before he could say something he might regret. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” he finally asked. 
 
    “What’s your track record for talking her out of stuff?” 
 
    Jack looked pensive for a moment, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Hmmm, let me think. Probably like…zero out of twenty? Something like that?” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” Lindsey laughed and patted him on the back. “Better get back to the barracks; don’t want Carter to think you’re AWOL.” 
 
    “Yeah, he hates me enough already,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lindsey said, looking at him. “I mean it, okay? What you’ve done for my sister…just…thanks.” 
 
    Jack nodded quickly, then turned and walked back toward the barracks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Underground Bunker 
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    Drydan Willoughby stood behind his desk, arms crossed, looking down at the map he had spread out over the smooth, flat surface. There were actually four separate maps on large paper, each one representing a current “hot spot” in the United States. Currently the map for Seattle, Washington was on the top, with several red circles drawn around a few scattered population centers in and around the city. 
 
    Soft rapping echoed at the door and without even taking his eyes from the maps, Willoughby spoke. 
 
    “In,” he said in a flat monotone, then reached down, lifting the corner of the map and peering beneath it. 
 
    “Mr. Willoughby,” a man said, stepping into his office. He wore a black suit coat and blue shirt, though he’d taken his tie off a while ago and had neglected to put it back on. 
 
    “Agent Grissom,” Willoughby replied. “Any news for me?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, sir,” the Secret Service agent said, “we do have some news. Some good, some…not so good.” 
 
    Willoughby nodded to him. As the secretary of defense, Drydan Willoughby had earned his reputation for hard-edged no-nonsense military leadership. An approach that rubbed some the wrong way, though many current and ex-military thought it might be just what the country needed, especially after what had happened nearly two months ago. 
 
    The president had disagreed, but then again, the president had disagreed with Willoughby often during his tenure. 
 
    Now the president was gone, and Willoughby was in charge. He hadn’t gone through the rigamarole of any sort of inauguration or any official process to take the title he knew he deserved. Such things would garner scrutiny and oversight, two things he didn’t need right now. Getting America back on its feet was the priority; the rest of the administrative bullshit could be dealt with later. 
 
    “Not so good news first,” Willoughby said. 
 
    Grissom nodded curtly. 
 
    “Still no sign of Cameron Pike. We’ve had boots on the ground throughout the greater metropolitan DC area, as much as we can, given the current climate up top. We’ve notified border crossing in the surrounding states, though considering it’s been a few days since he disappeared, we suspect he’s gone to ground.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Willoughby replied. 
 
    “Should we be worried, sir?” Grissom asked. “About what he knows?” 
 
    Willoughby chewed his lip, his brow furrowing deeply. After a few moments of consideration, he shook his head slowly back and forth. 
 
    “I don’t think so. He’s neck deep in this mess, too. I don’t think he’ll want to stir anything up.” 
 
    “Then why kill Corvan in the first place? If we still believe he did.” 
 
    “We do still believe he did,” Willoughby replied. “As for why—your guess is as good as mine. His relationship with Corvan goes back even further than mine. Pike spent a good part of his intelligence career walking a thin line between light and dark, and whenever he stepped toward the dark, Corvan was right there with him.” 
 
    “We’ve found no direct evidence or link to motive,” Grissom said with a shrug. “Granted, we’re not investigative officers, but we’re not finding much to drive Pike to murder.” 
 
    Willoughby nodded slowly, his arms still crossed over his chest, looking at the Secret Service agent through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “What’s the good news?” he finally asked. 
 
    Grissom reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a folded piece of paper, then shook it slightly, stepping toward Willoughby and handing it to him. 
 
    “We’ve turned Corvan’s quarters upside-down,” he said. “Didn’t find much. He was pretty meticulous about cleaning up. We did, however, find that piece of paper.” 
 
    “And what is this piece of paper?” Willoughby asked, taking it in two hands and gently unfolding it. 
 
    “We’re not sure,” Grissom replied. “But it’s the only thing we found in his quarters that wasn’t a hygiene product or clothing. It’s the only remotely personal item that we were able to dig up.” 
 
    Willoughby finished unfolding the paper and looked down at it. There were some scrawled words, more or less a note, nothing more—a short note at that. But even as a short note, it spoke volumes to him. It spoke to him in ways the Secret Service would not understand. 
 
    He smiled slightly, reading the words. 
 
    “You make sense of that?” Grissom asked. 
 
    Willoughby nodded. 
 
    “I do, indeed. This note…explains some things.” Willoughby tossed the unfolded paper on his desk and looked down at it. Two words were written at the top of the paper. Not words so much as a name. 
 
    Laura Park was sketched in neat block letters. Below the name was a single word: Wyoming. The state was circled in red pen, the oblong oval drawn around the state’s name several times, written so hard it left grooves in the paper. Below these three words were two more words written. 
 
    Stone Sword. 
 
    The notes were written as if Corvan had been on the phone or radio, jotting down important details that he didn’t want to forget. Willoughby wondered if maybe he had written the note intending to share it with him at some point but never got the chance. 
 
    “Should we be doing something, sir?” Agent Grissom asked. 
 
    Willoughby nodded. 
 
    “We should indeed,” he replied. “Follow me to the communications room. I need to have a word with Captain Lancaster.” 
 
    # 
 
    Chicago, Illinois 
 
    By all accounts, Chicago remained a city holding on by a thread. Nearly two months after the impact of Atlas-01 just west of Wrigley Field, major metropolitan Chicago was tangled in a permanent embrace with clouds of dark, churning smoke. The sudden destruction had ravaged the city, the impact annihilating a major section of the city northwest of the Loop, near enough to the financial district to thrust the entire region into upheaval. 
 
    Even if the plane crashes across the globe hadn’t immediately followed the impact of Atlas-01, Chicago’s landscape would have been irreversibly altered, both in appearance and function. 
 
    The weeks after the biggest disaster America had ever witnessed had burst the city wide open, rioters, looters and criminals spewing free like germs, consuming whatever was left. 
 
    It had been up to Captain Lancaster to lance those boils and heal the wounds. It was messy, brutal, unforgiving work, work that required moral fortitude, and in some cases, moral ambiguity. 
 
    Two months later, a vast number of the city’s unseemly inhabitants had been hammered back down into their holes, the gaping wounds sealed up over them, putting a foundation in place for the city to rebuild. 
 
    FEMA had designated Chicago as ground zero, not just for Atlas-01, but for the disasters that had followed, thousands of airliners plummeting to Earth in one fell swoop, decimating cities, taking thousands, if not millions of lives, and bringing human existence as he’d known it to a shuddering, violent halt. 
 
    Lancaster couldn’t worry about that. He had one mission and one mission only: to save Chicago. 
 
    It was a mission he considered almost accomplished. FEMA had been able to set up massive camps throughout the city in many of the parks and open spaces, even cleaning up the wreckage of Wrigley Field and setting up some recovery stations there. Sirens, voices, and construction equipment now filled the air where before there had been a pervasive and unsettling silence. 
 
    The compound in South Chicago had perhaps been Lancaster’s most decisive victory. A reinforced company-sized group of armed insurgents, a group that had been a major blip on Washington’s radar, a group that Willoughby had specifically identified as hostile. 
 
    Lancaster had been given their location, had assembled a team, and within the span of twelve hours had decimated the entire compound and sent the roaches scattering back to the shadows. His success there had given him more leverage, allowed him to call in reinforcements from surrounding cities and states, to put together hourly patrols, to suggest increased protocols for curfew and martial law. 
 
    Somewhat to his surprise, Washington had agreed to it all. Not only had they agreed to it, but they’d started rolling out his suggestions elsewhere throughout the nation, targeting isolated pockets of militia resistance and slamming down the fist of law. He’d known of Drydan Willoughby from his time as secretary of defense, and more and more it seemed evident that Willoughby was now the acting president, though no one had said as much and there certainly had been no official announcement. 
 
    That suited Lancaster just fine. Now was not the time for pomp and circumstance, now was the time for action, and if nothing else, Willoughby had proven himself to be a man of action. 
 
    Southwest of the center of Chicago’s financial district, Captain Lancaster stood at the edge of a sprawling forest preserve, a stark difference from the urban congestion of downtown metropolis. Even this far outside of the impact zone, he could smell the lingering smoke from persistent fires and hear the faint sirens of emergency vehicles as they continued working, almost day and night, to try and put the puzzle back together again. Looking over his shoulder, he could see a large crane suspended above the city, slowly lowering a large piece of snapped-off gridwork. Logistics were a nightmare within Chicago, and already Lancaster’s group had to accompany various different recovery operations as they moved through the city, taking control of whatever meager fuel repositories they could find. The institution of martial law had given them the underlying rights to acquire individual companies’ resources for emergency use, which had generated a mountain of ill will for those still struggling to climb out of the wreckage. 
 
    Already they’d begun going street by street, confiscating weapons, ammunition, fuel, batteries, and a wealth of other supplies, using little-known search and seizure regulations. They’d faced resistance, and in some cases that resistance had been violent, but Lancaster’s group never hesitated to fire first, and recovering supplies from a corpse was far easier than working around the spaghetti of legal rules and regulations. 
 
    Lancaster hadn’t kept track of a body count—he wasn’t sure he wanted to—he just knew that Willoughby expected results, and he would be damned if he’d be the one standing in the way of that. The grass in the park ahead of him was littered with FEMA trailers and a makeshift compound, prefab walls, rooms, and structures set up into a thick scar of residential housing and first aid centers. 
 
    Hundreds of Chicago residents milled about this compound, which was like several others established throughout the city in recent weeks, first responders and Red Cross personnel doing their best to triage the injured and offer up much needed food and water. 
 
    There were several military bases within the greater Chicago city limits and a number of them had stockpiles of military rations, which had been collected by Lancaster’s group as well as the National Guard, FEMA, and the Red Cross, and distributed evenly across the numerous camps. It wasn’t a perfect situation, but they’d managed to cobble it together relatively quickly, all things considered. 
 
    “Captain Lancaster!” a voice called out and he turned back toward the park. A corporal in camouflage jogged toward him, a backpack communications system slung over one shoulder, the handset removed and held in both hands. “You have a radio call, sir!” she huffed as she approached, evidently sprinting from within the FEMA camp to where he stood. “I think it’s important.” 
 
    “Thank you, Corporal,” he replied with a nod and offered his hand, taking the handset. 
 
    “Lancaster,” he said, his voice firm and clipped. Communications throughout Chicago had been a challenge to say the least, though they’d erected several temporary antennas throughout each FEMA camp, mostly to communicate within the camp’s boundaries. In some cases, they were able to receive long-distance calls, and apparently this was one of those cases. 
 
    “Captain, good to talk to you,” the voice said on the other end. “It’s Drydan Willoughby.” 
 
    “Mr. Willoughby,” Lancaster said. “To what do I owe this honor?” 
 
    “You’re the savior of Chicago,” Willoughby replied, his voice accented by the low hum of static. “The honor is mine.” 
 
    Lancaster bristled at the words. He didn’t see himself as the savior of anything. Over the past few weeks, he’d made some very difficult choices, and many of those choices had cost American lives. That was not something to be celebrated, no matter how necessary the actions. 
 
    “What can I do for you, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “I have a bit of an inquiry for you, Captain, and a proposal.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” Captain Lancaster could hear the rustle of something on the other end of the line, almost like Willoughby was unfolding a piece of paper. 
 
    “Over the past couple of weeks, have you heard anything about the group called Stone Sword?” 
 
    Lancaster furrowed his brow, his fingers tightening a bit around the handset. 
 
    “They’re the ones doing those ham radio broadcasts, right?” 
 
    “One and the same.” 
 
    “That’s been my only exposure to them. I’ve only heard snippets of their reports and have not seen or heard anything direct from boots on the ground.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this, sir? Should they be considered a threat?” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence on the other end. 
 
    “I think we’re still sorting that out,” Willoughby finally replied. “But yes, I think they have the potential to be a threat.” 
 
    “What is their background?” 
 
    “A bit unknown,” Willoughby replied, “but from what we’ve gathered, they’re a national group of homesteaders and survivalists who primarily focus on instructing the local population on the benefits of living off the grid and being self-sustainable.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound too threatening to me.” 
 
    “Well, at some point along the way over the past two months, it would appear those priorities have shifted a bit. They are not just teaching self-sustainability, if some of my reports are accurate. They are installing a makeshift civilian militia in many of their local establishments.” 
 
    Lancaster’s mouth thinned to a single, narrow line as he tightened his grip on the handset. 
 
    “That would certainly present a potential problem.” He couldn’t help but think back to the battle with the compound in South Chicago, the one that residents had referred to as the Stronghold. What Willoughby was describing was essentially what they had been. A group that had started out growing their own food and learning to survive, who then started stockpiling weapons and establishing their own local security measures. 
 
    Lancaster was an American. He loved his nation and he served those who lived within its borders. However, he’d seen firsthand over the past couple of months just what could happen if these civilians were allowed to go unchecked. His team in Indianapolis had paid the ultimate price, and the young men and women dedicated to serving this country had been continuing to pay that price ever since. They were Americans, too, and they deserved his unwavering support. 
 
    “I need you to help me,” Willoughby said. “We need someone able to coordinate field operations in the various recovery cities we’ve begun establishing. Again, if the reports are accurate, there is a Stone Sword compound in Wyoming that could present a more specific problem. I’d like you to talk to Major Valley, who is in charge of recovery operations there, and see if we can coordinate some sort of response.” 
 
    “Sir?” Lancaster asked. “Paul Valley is a major. I’m a captain. I’m obligated to follow the appropriate chain of command—” 
 
    “Well, now we’re getting to the proposal part of this conversation,” Willoughby replied. 
 
    Lancaster stopped speaking. 
 
    “I’m offering you a battlefield promotion, Captain. If you accept, I’ll move you immediately to the rank of colonel and put you in charge of all domestic field operations around the recovery from this disaster.” 
 
    “Sir?” Lancaster repeated. “I’m not sure I understand. We haven’t offered brevet ranks in nearly a hundred years. I don’t believe there is a modern precedent for this.” 
 
    “There isn’t a modern precedent for anything that’s happened over the past two months, Captain Lancaster. It’s our job to be observant of the situation as it evolves and to be flexible enough to adapt. The world has changed, and we need to change with it. I need you in command, and I think we can agree, if we need to reinstate brevetting to make that happen, then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Lancaster drew in a deep breath, trying to be subtle so Willoughby wouldn’t hear it on the other end. 
 
    “I need an answer, Captain,” Willoughby said. “Time is of the essence.” 
 
    Before he’d even thought through the appropriate answer, Lancaster spoke. 
 
    “I accept, sir, and I appreciate the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “Excellent, Cap—” Willoughby stopped, almost comically and Lancaster could tell it was simply for effect. “Colonel Lancaster. Your service to our fine nation has been and continues to be exemplary in the face of such dire circumstances.” 
 
    Lancaster smiled thinly but didn’t respond. He wasn’t a fan of overt flattery and preferred to demonstrate his thanks with action. 
 
    “So, what are our next steps?” Lancaster asked. 
 
    “Reach out to Major Valley. He should be in charge of the Cheyenne recovery operation. See what he knows about Stone Sword. If he does know of them, see if you can coordinate an appropriate response for their local chapter. We have reason to believe there is a location in Wyoming that could be harboring a fugitive and using her as a weapon against American interests.” 
 
    Lancaster stopped for a moment, suddenly considerably more interested in the nature of this conversation than he had been moments before. 
 
    “A fugitive?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “What sort of fugitive?” 
 
    There was a quiet sound on the other end, a noise not unlike Willoughby clearing his throat. 
 
    “Sir, you just granted me a dramatically unusual increase in rank and responsibility. If you genuinely believe I’m worthy of that, then I’m worthy to know exactly what sort of proposal you’re making.” 
 
    “That was never in doubt,” Willoughby replied, “though typically conversations of this sensitive a nature are handled in person or over encrypted channels. The insecure nature of this communications system leaves me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “Suffice it to say, a previous asset of our intelligence community has more information regarding our current situation than we’re comfortable with. We believe she is conspiring with the Stone Sword organization to use that information as a weapon against us at a time when the nation should be unified, not divided.” 
 
    “Understood,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “If that’s the case, I’d like you to coordinate with Major Valley on putting a strike team together. Approach it like you did the operation in South Chicago a couple of weeks ago. We believe these people are armed insurgents with a desire to undermine America’s ability to recover from this disaster. We’d like this fugitive located and recovered, but if recovery is impossible, direct military action is authorized.” 
 
    “Direct military action,” Lancaster repeated. “Deadly force?” 
 
    “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Lancaster said with a curt nod. 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel,” Willoughby replied. “Keep me updated.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Lancaster replied. There was no official good-bye, no sound off, just an abrupt metallic click and the line cut out to static. 
 
    Lancaster stood there for a moment, holding the receiver in his hand, looking at the corporal, who simply looked back at him, a questioning look on her face. 
 
    “Apparently, I’m a colonel now,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Well deserved, sir,” the corporal replied. 
 
    “Time will tell,” Lancaster replied. “How easy is it to get Major Valley from Cheyenne on the line?” 
 
    “From here?” the corporal asked, looking a bit concerned. “Should be fine. I’ll have to run back to the central comms station and get the channels and freqs, but once I have that, should just be a hop, skip, and a jump.” 
 
    “Make it happen,” Lancaster said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied, then turned and made her way over the grass, back in the direction of the FEMA encampment several yards away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Technically, the Eagle Atmospheric regional office was part of major metropolitan Kansas City, Missouri, though it was on the southern outskirts of the city, away from the main downtown area that had been decimated by one of the thousands of planes that had come forcibly to the ground nearly two months ago, courtesy of Project: Heatshield. The campus at large had remained relatively unscathed, the president and CEO of Eagle Atmospheric initiating an on-the-fly reorganization of the compound into residential halls and a makeshift command center. 
 
    Edmond Gossett wasn’t typically a philanthropic man, at least not unless it benefited him in some hidden way. On the surface, donating his office and research facility to allow the families of his employees to live in relative safety seemed like a generous thing. An offering of solidarity to his employees. In reality, however, he knew it would generate loyalty and servitude, elements that would be invaluable as the days grew harder and longer in the aftermath of the worst disaster the world had ever seen. 
 
    He’d been right, of course. Gossett was a smart and cunning man and made most of his decisions based on a sort of cutthroat logic. His true motivations were not generally altruistic, but on those rare occasions when his real motives aligned with the common good, he had the power to change things for the better. 
 
    Gossett stood in the rear parking lot, a vast section of pavement behind the research and development laboratory, complete with a scale model of one of Eagle Atmospheric’s proprietary launchpads. 
 
    Gossett had found that his capacity to sell his satellite services were far more effective with a physical manifestation of what the customer was buying, and his scale model of the launchpad had its desired effect. 
 
    Now, it might very well serve another purpose. 
 
    “So, what exactly do you think of this idea?” Selanda Lopez asked, coming up behind him. Selanda was the CEO of a competitive orbital technology firm, a company called Atlas. Her company owned the prototype craft that crashed into Chicago, effectively launching the first body blow in the apocalyptic boxing match that had been going on for nearly two months. 
 
    Selanda was pretty certain that Gossett had conspired with high-ranking government officials to sabotage her launch, an attempt that brought the aircraft crashing to Earth, and may have indeed kicked off the events that had brought the world to its knees. For most of her career, she and Gossett had been at odds, but now, trying to rebuild civilization, they found themselves working hand in hand, whether they liked it or not. 
 
    “I’m not sure what to think,” Gossett replied. In the distance several large pieces of sheet metal had been set aside, a few sparking welding torches illuminating the darkness. The murmuring voices of those hard at work floated over the pavement, occasionally interrupted by the searing hiss of the torches. “We have a launchpad, but no satellite to fit it. That’s what Gopal and his team are working on now, trying to retrofit a satellite at forty percent of the size. The launchpad isn’t a full-sized launch system, and we don’t keep full-sized satellites on site. So, we’re having to re-engineer the whole thing.” 
 
    “It’s a little more than re-engineering, Mr. Gossett,” an accented voice came from their right and the two of them turned as Gopal approached, wiping sweat from his forehead. “We have good men and women here,” he said, nodding. “We are fortunate. But this is a tall order. This is more than re-engineering; this is nearly an entirely new proof-of-concept.” 
 
    “What does Jasmine think?” Gossett asked. While Gopal was the lead technical engineer, Jasmine was the conceptual person. She was the one who decided what the equipment needed to do, then Gopal had to figure out how. 
 
    “She appears confident,” Gopal replied, “but I do not know how she really sees this. She wants to keep the workers engaged and motivated. Often she conceals her own doubts and fears.” He hesitated for a moment, looking over his shoulder at the framework of the launchpad. “She has some concerns, however,” he continued, then looked back toward Gossett and Selanda. “Even though this launchpad is smaller than our actual launch system, it’s still a very tall, metal structure.” 
 
    “And?” Gossett asked. 
 
    Gopal pointed at the clouds. 
 
    “We’ve been seeing more and more ground-based lightning,” he said. “That launchpad is basically a glorified lightning rod. It could be dangerous, and Jasmine is rightfully concerned.” 
 
    Gossett crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “What does she propose?” he asked. 
 
    “Jasmine is demanding. She expects the team to work ridiculously hard and very long hours in hopes of getting construction completed quickly to minimize the risk. She is asking a lot, but the group knows it’s in their own best interest to get this done quickly. She cares deeply about the team.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s the mark of a good leader,” Selanda said. 
 
    “As long as she doesn’t ask the impossible,” Gossett interjected. He turned and looked at Gopal, frowning slightly. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I am tired. I am working more hours than I did even at that call center in Bangladesh.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gopal,” Gossett said, showing some rare affection in his voice. “I promised you when we got you out of that situation that you’d never be in that position again.” 
 
    “Please, do not apologize, Mr. Gossett,” Gopal replied. “My family home is in Dhaka, a large city in Bangladesh, and I suspect were I, my wife, and my children still there, things would be going very poorly for us now. As it is, my mother, my cousins, my two sisters—I have not spoken with them. I do not know if they are even—” His voice cracked slightly as he spoke, and he looked away. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “No,” Selanda replied, her voice gentle. “It is we who are sorry. Gopal, you are doing particularly important work here. Work that could certainly serve the common good. Perhaps even extend humanity’s existence. It may not feel like it now, but in a year, maybe two, you will look back on this endeavor and be proud of what you’ve accomplished. What you gave up making the world a better place.” 
 
    “Are you certain of this?” Gopal asked, looking at her. “We do not know. This is all hyperbole and conjecture. Even if we do build a satellite that we can launch into the atmosphere…” He gestured up vaguely, pointing toward the thick cloud cover, softly throbbing with lightning. “Even if we do, we do not know what it will accomplish.” 
 
    “We have to start somewhere,” Selanda said. “And getting a satellite into orbit that we can control is a starting point.” 
 
    “But what happens once it’s there?” Gopal asked. “How do we even know Heatshield will not simply fry it like it has everything else?” 
 
    “Jasmine is working on that piece of the equation,” Gossett replied. “A Faraday cage of sorts, built within the satellite’s infrastructure. Shielding it from the active EMP net that surrounds the Earth.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Gopal asked. “Especially at this smaller scale?” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll find out,” Gossett replied. “You probably before the rest of us.” 
 
    Gopal nodded, seeming to accept this response. Turning away, the young man strode toward the middle of the parking lot where the welding and assembly was happening, his shadowed figure faintly illuminated by the blinding sparks of acetylene. 
 
    “He seems like a good man,” Selanda said. 
 
    “One of my best,” Gossett agreed. 
 
    “How the hell did he end up with you?” 
 
    Gossett turned, scowling, preparing to rebuff her thinly veiled insult, but Selanda was already walking away, a few strides behind Gopal, apparently uninterested in whatever response he could craft. 
 
    # 
 
    In the distance, the sky split open, the bright slice of lightning searing earthward, glowing as it passed behind the shadowed skyline of Kansas City. 
 
    Tristan sat on the ledge of the main office building for the Eagle Atmospheric compound, his knees bent, the trusty, ratty Bible laid open on his lap. A finger was pressed mid-page on a passage he’d been struggling to read in the low light of dusk, but the lightning grabbed his attention, its sudden illumination drawing his eyes from the pages. 
 
    Tristan had lived a long and exciting life, seeing and experiencing far more than one would think possible in his over five decades of existence. An almost full career in the Marine Corps, a decade of living on the streets of Chicago, being at ground zero for the catastrophe involving Atlas-01. He was there when the first domino fell in the series of them that had brought the world as everyone knew it to its knees. 
 
    He’d helped Shawna put together the Stronghold, a thriving community of survivors in South Chicago, a group of very different people coming together for a common goal. A goal which lasted only as long as the United States military allowed it. They’d brought their full might against them, for reasons Tristan still did not truly know, and they’d been forced to run. 
 
    Initially, they’d planned to head to Wyoming, to a survivalist compound that Tristan had heard about through an old veteran friend. A veteran friend named Eric, who had been among the first to die when the Stronghold was overrun. Just one more death amidst an entire planet of them over the past two months. One more name. One more body. One more soul. 
 
    He smiled and closed his eyes. Unlike many around him, thinking of death did not bring him sadness, it brought him relief. 
 
    Eric had lost much of his leg when serving with the United States Army, and had suffered from PTSD and flashbacks ever since, greeting each day with a rigid toughness and fragile smile, the narrow perspective that only ex-soldiers seemed to possess. Since returning to America, and as long as Tristan had known him, he’d never really been happy. Never gotten over his disability, and never been able to rejoin normal society. 
 
    Those problems were gone for him now. He was now at peace, sitting by Jesus’s side, and that thought brought Tristan comfort. So many previously lost souls were back where they belonged, sitting at the feet of God Himself. How could that be seen as bad? 
 
    But, in spite of his faith and his belief in an eternal afterlife, Tristan felt a thick fist of dread in his guts, a sense that all was not right, not just with the planet, but with reality itself. Mankind had taken a step too far and consumed itself in its own greed and desperation to rise above nature and above God. 
 
    Surely, He wouldn’t be happy about this. 
 
    “Quite the spectacle, eh?” a voice spoke behind him, and his eyes opened, immediately recognizing it. He glanced over his shoulder as Shawna appeared, walking across the gravel-covered roof. 
 
    “I suppose that’s one way to put it,” Tristan replied. Shawna eased herself onto the ledge next to him, letting her legs dangle over the edge. Down in the parking lot they could see the construction happening, the welding torches and sheet metal, sparks flying, bright against the dim light of the approaching night. 
 
    “And how would you put it?” Shawna asked. Tristan felt immediately comfortable with her presence. Ever since he’d found her trapped in a jail cell within the inferno of Chicago after the crash of Atlas-01, he’d felt a connection with the young girl. She had been a criminal, she’d had a hard edge to her, but she’d agreed to testify against her boyfriend, a man who had been a cold-blooded murderer. Ruthless and evil. She’d been given a choice—and ultimately chose correctly. 
 
    Without her the Stronghold never would have come together. She’d risen to the occasion time and time again since they’d met, and his affection for her had only grown stronger. Not love, but a certain familial attachment. She was like a younger sister to him. Not quite a daughter, he didn’t want to think of himself as that old, but certainly they felt connected by blood. 
 
    Perhaps that connection was more from spilled blood than shared blood, but it was blood, just the same. 
 
    “How would I put it?” Tristan repeated, trying to choose his words carefully. He hesitated for a moment, softly closing the Bible in his lap. “Icarus,” he finally said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Icarus?” 
 
    “Greek mythology,” he replied. “A young man who built wings so he could rise above his place in humanity. And it worked. He flew high above everyone and everything, so high that his wings were melted by the sun and he plummeted to his death.” 
 
    Another ragged bolt of lightning ripped through the dark sky and landed somewhere beyond their view. 
 
    “See that?” he asked. “Mankind made that. We tried to mimic Mother Nature. To take God’s creation and bend it to our will.” He shrugged. “We flew too high and now our wings have melted.” 
 
    “So, humanity is now falling to its death?” 
 
    Tristan sighed. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Tristan replied. “There is still good in this world. In some of us, still a sense of right and wrong. Maybe even some hope.” 
 
    Shawna chuckled, a dry, twig-cracking chuckle. 
 
    “Hope,” she said. “Even before this all happened, I’m not sure I ever possessed much of that.” 
 
    “Yet, here you are,” Tristan said. “Still alive when millions are not.” He looked over at her, watching as her eyes settled upon a point somewhere in the distance. “You saved lives,” he said. “The Stronghold…even the weeks since. You are responsible for me and Selanda still being here.” 
 
    “Fat lot of good I did all those others in the Stronghold,” she said. “Dozens dead. Chad. Bruce. So damn many others.” 
 
    “Don’t dwell on that,” Tristan warned. “You’ll drown in despair.” 
 
    “I’ve been slowly drowning my whole life,” she said. “Why should it be any different now?” 
 
    Tristan leaned back slightly, looking vaguely toward the sky. 
 
    “So many people see nothing but the end,” he said quietly. “End of the world. That’s what this is, right? The end of humanity. The end of technology. The end of civilization.” 
 
    “You trying to say it’s not?” 
 
    Tristan shook his head. 
 
    “To some it is. But it’s also a new beginning. A new opportunity to shape your life and the lives around you. Humanity is at its lowest right now, a downward ebb. Lady, we got nowhere to go but up.” 
 
    Shawna couldn’t help but smile slightly. 
 
    Truth was, Tristan wasn’t sure he shared the optimism that he spoke of. In reality, the past two months had shaken his faith to its core. It had rattled him. Would a benevolent God truly have allowed this to happen? 
 
    Of course he would. The greatest gift and greatest curse He gave mankind was free will. Even if free will led toward humanity’s own destruction, we could at least still say we chose that path. No one and nothing forced us down that road. 
 
    “I’ve been worried about you,” Shawna said softly. “You speak of hope, but I’ve noticed a bit of a change in your mood lately. This conversation aside, you seem more withdrawn. More cautious with your words.” 
 
    “Fair,” Tristan replied. “And true.” He turned and met her eyes, his own vision slightly clouded with tears. “The past two months have been difficult. The hardest of my life. I would say highly likely the hardest of anyone’s lives. There have been dark moments, and every single minute of each day I feel like I’m pushing back against the darkness.” 
 
    “Tristan, I—” 
 
    He held up a hand. 
 
    “But the important thing is that I have been pushing back. I don’t let the darkness in. I won’t. There is still hope in this world, dammit, and I refuse to stop believing that.” 
 
    Shawna reached out and closed his hand in hers, pressing gently, holding tight. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said firmly, her own eyes glistening. “Don’t stop believing it. Some of us—” She hesitated for a moment, drawing in a ragged breath, “Some of us don’t have that sort of hope. We need to see it in others, or everything falls apart.” 
 
    Tristan brought his other hand together, holding both of hers in his, smiling weakly and nodding. 
 
    “I won’t let you down,” he said. “We will fight the darkness together, you and me.” 
 
    Shawna nodded, a single tear breaking free and rolling over her cheek. She pried her hands apart and brushed it away, still nodding, until they finally both returned to their seated posture, looking out into the night. 
 
    # 
 
    Tristan stepped down from the fire escape he’d used to climb to the roof, then moved back, letting Shawna make her way down the final few steps as well. They could hear the screeching hiss of the welding torches from a short distance away and saw the silhouettes of the men and women working on the satellite project, blackened against the artificial light. 
 
    “What do you think about this?” Shawna asked, nodding toward the construction work happening off in the distance. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “Building this smaller satellite. We still flying too close to the sun?” 
 
    Tristan seemed to think about this for a moment, then finally shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he finally replied. “We’re simply using human ingenuity to solve a human problem. Trying to clean up our own mess.” 
 
    “So, this is just the biggest vacuum cleaner in human history?” 
 
    “Yeah, you could look at it that way,” Tristan replied with a laugh. The two of them crossed the parking lot, then heard the low rattle of something approaching. Shawna stepped in front of Tristan, holding an arm out to keep him back as a young woman on a bicycle came hurtling past, huddled low over the handlebars, legs pumping. 
 
    Two members of Deadbolt Security, the third-party firm hired on full time for Eagle’s protection services back before this all started, converged, blocking the young woman’s path to the parking lot. 
 
    “It’s me!” the kid on the bike shouted. “It’s Roxie!” 
 
    Roxie was the daughter of one of the maintenance workers who Gossett had agreed to let live in the residence wing of the compound. She was a teenager, a track and field all-star, and had been doing competitive bike racing since she was twelve. When the previous scout, Blake, had been killed in a violent shoot-out with gang members a few days before, Roxie had volunteered to be the new “runner”. Someone who would venture into the city and perform limited espionage, just to get an idea of how dangerous the place still was and where there might be supplies ripe for the picking. 
 
    Her father had been none too happy with her volunteering, but Gossett had pointed out that eventually, once resources got low, they’d have to make some hard choices, and the people providing essential services to the community at large would get priority over others. In the grand scheme of things, if they both were invaluable to Eagle’s existence, the likelihood of them being allowed to stay was far greater. 
 
    That eased the man’s fears somewhat, or at least made Roxie’s offer a little more acceptable. 
 
    “Roxie? Good grief, girl, you scared us,” one of the sentries said. “What the hell were you doing out so late? Your dad will kick your ass.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, let him try,” Roxie replied, easing her leg off the bike seat and standing next to it. 
 
    “Roxie?” a voice called from behind the sentries. “Is that you?” 
 
    Tristan and Shawna strode forward, watching as the two Deadbolt Security guards dispersed, letting Gossett approach. 
 
    “Yeah, Mr. Gossett, it’s me,” Roxie replied. “Sorry, I know I’m back late.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize to me, apologize to your dad. Paul would rip me a new one if he thought I sent you out after dark.” 
 
    “My dad would never raise his voice to you,” Roxie said, shaking her head. “He thinks you pretty much walk on water.” 
 
    “Your father is too kind,” Gossett replied. He gestured for her to continue onward. “Come with me.” 
 
    Shawna and Tristan exchanged a look, then followed along, staying several feet behind, but matching their strides. Gossett looked back at them. 
 
    “You can come join us,” he said. “You don’t have to lurk around back there like a couple of spies.” 
 
    The four of them gathered together in the parking lot, standing in the shadows of the Eagle administrative building. 
 
    “Talk to us, Roxie,” Gossett said. “What did you see?” 
 
    Roxie drew in a breath. 
 
    “The FEMA building still looks unoccupied, but the city is far from safe. As dangerous as they were, I think the Kingdom gang was keeping stuff in check, at least a bit. Looters and rioters were afraid to venture into the streets. Now that the Kingdom is down and out, that sense of fear is gone. The West Side Posse is still out there on the streets, too.” 
 
    “So, violence still rages?” Gossett asked, sounding audibly concerned. 
 
    “Less outward man-on-man violence. Not so much shooting, but lots of general unruliness.” Her expression darkened somewhat as she spoke, and her eyes flitted away. 
 
    “What is it?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “I saw something else, too,” she replied. “Lurking in the alleys between buildings.” 
 
    “What did you see?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “A group of men in tactical gear. Six or eight of them. They weren’t gangbangers and I don’t think they were local law enforcement either. They screamed military. Or maybe even paramilitary. Automatic carbines. I think a few of them even had night-vision goggles. Thankfully they likely didn’t consider a teenage girl on a bike to be a threat.” 
 
    “What were they doing, exactly?” 
 
    Roxie shrugged, looking around the group. 
 
    “I dunno. I mean, I’m not a soldier. They had rifles with flashlights, and they were just going alley to alley. A couple of looters were, like, a block away, and they didn’t seem all that interested.” 
 
    “Very odd,” Gossett said. “Were they near the FEMA headquarters?” 
 
    Roxie nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, like just south of it. I think that’s where they were headed.” 
 
    “It’s likely they were checking to see if it was still occupied,” Shawna said, looking at Tristan and Gossett. “Maybe they were planning an operation to retake it?” 
 
    “Well, then I’m glad we got there first,” Gossett replied. “The government is fully capable of taking care of themselves. They don’t need those supplies.” 
 
    “Unless they were gathering them for redistribution,” Tristan replied. “Maybe they wanted to truck them up to Chicago? It could be that they’re working on stabilizing the population.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced,” Gossett replied. 
 
    Shawna narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Do you know something you’re not telling us?” 
 
    Gossett met her hard gaze with one of his own. 
 
    “What on earth would make you think that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shawna replied, “you just seem pretty certain that the government has little interest in actually recovering from this disaster. And, well—if what Selanda said is true, you have some high-level contacts.” 
 
    “Do you believe everything Ms. Lopez says?” Gossett asked, his voice turning hard. 
 
    “Now that you mention it,” Shawna replied, she and Tristan exchanging a look, “yeah, we sort of do.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t control who you do or do not believe,” Gossett sneered, “but at this point I’ve got little left to hide. My only interest is doing whatever I can to try and guide humanity out of this pit of darkness we’ve gotten ourselves mired in. If that makes me nefarious, then so be it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make you nefarious,” Shawna replied. “All the unscrupulous shit you did leading up to it is what makes you nefarious.” 
 
    Gossett gritted his teeth, glowering at her. 
 
    “Nobody is forcing you to use these facilities. If you are morally uncomfortable with Eagle Atmospheric, you are more than welcome to find somewhere else to be.” 
 
    “Like you said,” Shawna replied, not missing a beat, “our only interest is doing whatever we can to try and guide humanity out of this pit of darkness. Once we’ve got that behind us, I’m pretty sure we’ll be moving on.” 
 
    “Don’t wait on my account,” Gossett replied. “I’m fairly certain we’ll get along fine without you.” He touched Roxie on the shoulder and guided her along with him, the two of them walking deeper into the shadows, obviously no longer willing to share their information with Shawna and Tristan. 
 
    “Are you sure antagonizing him is a good idea?” Tristan asked. “The man is letting us, and several dozen others, stay here.” 
 
    “He and his group would be on the verge of starving to death right now if we hadn’t risked our lives to raid the FEMA warehouse,” Shawna said. “The least he can do is show some damn gratitude.” 
 
    “Did we do it for him?” 
 
    Shawna clenched her jaw, shaking her head from side to side. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No. It’s okay to do good without a reward. Good is good, regardless of how people react to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Shawna replied, exasperated. “It just boggles my mind that in the midst of this huge catastrophe that people can still find it in themselves to be dirtbags. You’d think Armageddon would bring people together, you know?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “In a way, it has. We don’t all have to like each other as long as we’re all working toward the same common goals, right?” 
 
    Shawna looked at him, her brow furrowing. 
 
    “You’re a real conundrum, you know that? One minute you’re a raggedy old street rat, the next minute you’re like damn Confucius or something. Can you pick a personality and stick with it, so I know what to expect?” 
 
    Tristan barked a hoarse guffaw. 
 
    “Sorry, lady,” he said. “I guess I’m just deep.” 
 
    “Something about you is deep, all right,” Shawna replied. “But I think mostly it’s the horse shit.” 
 
    The two of them laughed, the sound of joviality out of place in the darkened night, the shadows lit only by welding torches in the background. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Just outside Wichita, Kansas 
 
      
 
    Rain hammered down on the fields just southwest of Wichita, Kansas, a brutal, aggressive downpour that was almost enough to convince Wyatt and Joan that the lightning overhead was just another normal late spring storm and not the persistent symbol of a world twisting steeply toward destruction. 
 
    Wyatt stood on the front porch, listening to the rapid-fire drumbeat of falling rain, the scatter of hard pellets across the tin roof, a familiar sound to the man who’d been living on the old farmlands for all sixty-three of his years. 
 
    “Sounds darn near like the sky itself is fallin’ down, Wyatt,” Joan said, pushing open the screen door which eased with a shrill shriek of unoiled hinges. She let it slam closed behind her and offered her husband a steaming cup of coffee. “It’s decaf, sweetheart. Too late for the motor oil you drink in the morning.” 
 
    “Thanks, hon,” Wyatt said with a nod. “Lord knows I drink that stuff at this hour, and I’ll be up all night. If the caffeine didn’t do it, the shits sure would.” 
 
    “Good Lord, Wyatt, don’t talk like that. You’re so foul.” 
 
    Wyatt snickered as he tipped the coffee mug to his lips and sipped gradually. Nothing pleased him more than getting under his wife’s skin. He lived for that look on her face, her already wrinkled brow furrowing into deep crevices, her eyes narrowed in annoyance, her lips crunched up in distaste. She looked so damned cute when she was disgusted. 
 
    “You should be happy,” he said, looking out through the open screen windows facing the western horizon. “Sharing our bodily functions is the sign of a good, happy marriage.” 
 
    Joan rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I would have thought the forty years living under the same roof was just as good without you talking about your bowel movements.” 
 
    “We all express our love in different ways, my sweet.” 
 
    “Swear to God, you’re like a child. We’ve got nine grandkids already, Wyatt, I don’t need another.” In spite of her words, her lips turned up into a crooked smile as she turned from the porch and walked back to the front door. 
 
    “Who in the hell?” her husband said, and she turned back toward him. Wyatt had taken a step toward the porch’s front door, more screen than door, and pushed himself up against it, looking out over the wide lawn that made up their front yard. Their farm was in a rural section of Kansas, just a little west of Wichita, and was just a short distance off the main road. They could see and hear the traffic running along the interstate on a clear and quiet day, though since the plane crashes had happened, the world had been almost deathly quiet. 
 
    That suited them fine. 
 
    Living on two acres of farmland, they didn’t get many visitors out here, the road running directly past their driveway nothing more than a narrow dirt passage, its ruts dug deep from the repeated trucks going back and forth. Their driveway was more dirt, a little tighter packed than the road, and his old truck was pulled off next to it, resting in the grass. 
 
    He looked out over the dirt road, the rain falling hard against the wind, blown almost sideways by the furious gusts over the Kansas plains. 
 
    There was a figure in the driveway. A shadowed silhouette, standing on the dirt, bracketed by falling rain, the faint outline of his form illuminated by a sudden bolt of blue lightning. 
 
    “Someone’s there?” Joan asked, stepping up next to her husband, looking out through the window as the figure started walking forward, taking each step carefully. Even in silhouette, he seemed to be favoring one leg, walking with a limp, moving slowly over the grass and dirt. In the shadows, Wyatt and Joan could make out the man, tall and broad shouldered, a thick rain jacket covering him, its hood pulled tightly over his head, coating his face in darkness. 
 
    He lumbered forward, wobbling slightly on unsteady legs, one hand curled around his ribs. 
 
    Wyatt’s hand moved to the handle on the screen door. 
 
    “Wyatt,” Joan said quietly, putting a firm hand on his shoulder. “Please don’t.” 
 
    “The man’s in trouble,” Wyatt said, looking at his wife. “He’s injured or—somethin’s wrong with him, Joanie.” 
 
    “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Joan said as Wyatt’s fingers touched the handle. 
 
    “He can barely walk,” Wyatt said. “Look at him. We ain’t big city folk out here, honey, we don’t turn our backs on strangers in need, do we?” He twisted down the door handle and pushed the screen door open, taking the two steps carefully on account of his aching knees. 
 
    “'Scuse me?” he called, looking toward the man approaching in the rain. Wyatt lifted an arm to shelter himself from the downpour, looking out through the scattered sheets. “Sir?” he asked, a bit more loudly. “Can we help you, sir?” 
 
    The strange man mumbled some quiet words, words that Wyatt struggled to hear, especially as the rain drummed down around them, his shirt battered by brisk winds. 
 
    “Sir?” he almost shouted. “Why don’t you come in? Weather’s terrible out here!” 
 
    “Wyatt,” Joan hissed angrily. 
 
    The man took a few unsteady steps closer and Wyatt moved to meet him halfway. 
 
    “Sir, I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “Need a roof,” the man said, his voice low, gruff, and strangely accented. It was an accent Wyatt had never heard before. 
 
    “A roof?” 
 
    “Over my head,” the man said. “Need a place.” 
 
    Wyatt turned and pointed along the dirt road that ran just north of their farm. 
 
    “Wichita is about fifteen miles that way, sir,” he said. “They’re bound to have some shelters in place. Way I heard it, the National Guard is got the place sectioned off! Not like some of those bigger cities. If Kansas City’s half as bad as I heard—” 
 
    “Can I stay here?” the man asked, his voice sounding as if he were speaking through fine grit sandpaper. “Just a night.” 
 
    Wyatt cast a glance back at Joan and could read her mind clearly. 
 
    “Sir, I’m happy to help you, but we cannot spare a room tonight.” 
 
    “Fifteen miles is…it’s a long way,” the man said, seeming to struggle just to speak. The hood was still pulled over tight, his chin lowered so his face was obscured by shadow. 
 
    “No lie there,” Wyatt agreed, “but you seem to have handled things so far.” 
 
    The man nodded and took a step but stopped short before crossing the grass toward the dirt road. 
 
    “I—I don’t suppose you get many visitors,” the man said. 
 
    “No,” Wyatt replied, “not many at all.” 
 
    “Seen anyone on horseback?” 
 
    Wyatt drew back slightly. 
 
    “On horseback?” 
 
    The man nodded underneath the hood. Water was collected all across the nylon material, building up at the lip of the hood and drooling off like thin strands of spit. 
 
    “Man and girl,” the man gasped. “Older man. Younger girl. On horseback.” 
 
    Wyatt felt suddenly uneasy, shifting gently on his heels, again looking back at Joan. 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry, we haven’t seen anyone like that,” he said. 
 
    The man nodded, resigned to whatever strange fate awaited him in his head. 
 
    “I need a roof,” he repeated. “Just the two of you in there?” 
 
    “Just the two of us, but I’m sorry, sir, we just don’t have—” 
 
    The man lifted his head, the hood falling free, exposing his face. He had thick, dark hair, matted tightly to his oblong skull, so wet it was like a second layer of skin. His flesh was pale and mottled, strange splotches on his right cheek, his jowls drawn gaunt, pulled tight around his rigid jaw. Lips parted, Wyatt could see his yellowed teeth, the gums around them a darkened purple, and he thought he actually saw flecked blood between some of the man’s unclean canines. 
 
    But the most striking thing about the man was the dark, rust-colored rag tied around half of his head, obscuring the spot on his face where his left eye would have been. It was a drenched and ragged piece of cloth that might have been white at one point, but was now a dull, murky brown, the color of blood-soaked mud. 
 
    Wyatt’s breath caught in his throat, looking at the man, who looked not unlike a zombie from one of those awful horror movies, his flesh pockmarked and sullen, the eye that was exposed milky, his pupil fading into its pale surface. 
 
    “Sir, I—” he took an uncertain step backwards, but not fast enough. The man’s arm lashed out and around, moving horizontal, the swift flash of a blade gleaming in the pale light of dusk. Wyatt gasped, clutching at the sudden fire at his throat, an explosion of pain, and he could feel a sudden burst of warmth spill free, his head growing dizzy, his shirt soaking through with— 
 
    As his vision clouded, he thought he heard his wife screaming and prayed that he would soon awaken from what was certainly his worst nightmare in recent memory. 
 
    # 
 
    Ali Davud had become accustomed to pain. During his time in the Albanian military, he had been trained and conditioned to not just live with pain, but to excel while in it. To focus on that pure agony and use it as a whetstone to further hone his senses. A flint to ignite the inferno of his rage. 
 
    Pain wasn’t an obstacle, it was a tool like anything else, a mechanism to assist in his performance. Proof of his strength. 
 
    But he’d never felt pain like the pain of Joel’s knife tearing through his eye, popping the pupil like a ripe grape, blade carving through flesh, the sudden burst of red and white, then blindness. 
 
    He’d packed the wound with mud and had changed his wrap a dozen times, and finally, after a few days, the blood had stilled and clotted, sealing the wound closed in a festering scab of dried pus. He’d had no pain killers, no medical kits, no way to heal from the grievous wound, so he’d gone back to his time with the military. His training and conditioning, his ability to not run from pain, but to embrace it. 
 
    But the pain was just a part of it. Something was crawling around inside of him, not a physical creature, but an infection, deep and pervasive. He was always sweating, day and night, no matter how chilly it got beneath the lightning-streaked clouds. His face radiated heat, and the few times he’d managed to see his reflection, he’d been startled by just how pale and dead he looked. 
 
    It was a wonder he was still standing. Still breathing. Still living. 
 
    More than once, he was convinced the only thing keeping him alive was rage and hate. Joel. The man who had killed Hugh, Sadie, and the others. The man who had taken his friends and ruined his life, and then taken his eye to boot. 
 
    He didn’t really know the man. Didn’t know where he’d come from, had no idea where he was going, other than hearing them talk about Wichita while he was lurking in the trees, blood-soaked and half conscious. 
 
    He didn’t even know the man’s last name. But he knew his face. He knew his smell. He could almost taste the man’s essence on his tongue. They’d been embroiled in combat, a life-and-death struggle, and they’d traded blood with each other. Unfortunately, Joel had gotten more of his than he’d gotten of Joel’s. 
 
    But he’d fix that. He’d take more of Joel’s blood, that much was certain, but first he’d take his little girl’s blood, too. Both of them. He’d drain them of it, then bathe in it, then drink it down. 
 
    They would pay. 
 
    A stabbing pain ripped at his chest and he doubled over, coughing and hacking, blood spraying from cracked lips. His stomach clenched and he heaved, but nothing came out, just a twisting, jabbing pain in his guts. Fresh sweat came to his forehead and he looked down at the grass where the two older folks lay. He’d killed them both, hardly even thinking about it. 
 
    All because he needed a roof. He needed to get to Wichita, to find out if anyone had seen the man and the girl on horseback. He needed to know if they were still here or if they’d moved on, and if they had moved on, he’d need to keep hunting. 
 
    That was the only thing keeping his lungs full of air. His heart beating. His legs moving. 
 
    He wouldn’t fall until they did. That was his promise to himself. 
 
    Stepping over the prone form of the old woman, he walked up the trio of stairs into the screened porch, letting the door bang closed behind him. 
 
    # 
 
    The house was dark and empty, its only two inhabitants now lying dead in the grass on the front lawn. Ali rummaged through the kitchen, digging out a handful of canned goods, pounding the cabinets closed one by one as he rummaged through them, desperate for something to fill his belly. 
 
    Dropping a can of mandarin oranges on the counter, he yanked open one drawer after another until he finally found a can opener and ripped it free, using the counter to steady himself. He felt a wave of dizziness and wavered for a moment, then turned and coughed, loud and wet, pink spittle spraying on the counter next to the closed can of fruit. 
 
    The pale green linoleum floor was wet with red-tinged brown, a combination of rainwater, dirt, and blood pouring from his soaked rain poncho in thick sheets. Recovering from his coughing fit, he used the can opener to peel free the top of the can of oranges. Scooping his fingers in, he pried out several of the small, sliced fruits and stuffed them into his eager mouth, slurping the sugary juice as he swallowed the orange slices whole. He waited just a moment, then repeated the motion, finally just tipping the can up and gulping what remained of it. 
 
    He dropped the empty can into the sink where it rattled listlessly, rolling back and forth on the smooth metal surface. Tearing through the pantry again, he saw that they had some dried and salted pork, some baker’s chocolate, and a smattering of other foods. Eagerly chomping down the baker’s chocolate, which was incredibly bitter but at least edible, he then tore open the plastic bag of salted pork and ate a few fingersful of that as well. 
 
    Forcing himself to stop, he set aside the rest of the dried meat, then gathered together whatever he could find in the kitchen that passed for food. There was a tall cylindrical container of raisins, sealed bags of dried fruits, several apples, two cans of soup, and some hot dog rolls which were likely stale, but at least didn’t appear to have any mold growing on them. 
 
    Carrying everything to the dining room table, he set it all there together. Making his way to the entryway closet, he rifled through what was inside, pulling out an assortment of clothes, including a sweater, a jacket, and a hiking backpack he’d found wedged into a darkened corner. Hiking boots were in the closet as well, and he stared at his own boots, dirt-caked and worn, telling himself that he’d swap them out, as long as the other pair fit. 
 
    It took him another ten minutes to go through the bedroom, where he pulled out some fresh socks, shirts, and undergarments, bringing them all out to the table as well, setting them up with the food so he could pack them up before he left. 
 
    That work done, he moved on to the bathroom. For a moment he hesitated in the doorway, not sure he wanted to go much further, knowing what he must look like in the mirror. 
 
    But he drew in a breath and strode into the small room, mustering up the courage to look at his own reflection. Even knowing what he looked like, he was startled by the face that stared back at him. 
 
    Ali could barely make out his own facial features, his cheeks coated in rust-colored grime and dried mud. The shape of his cheeks looked like a stranger staring back at him, slim and gaunt, his complexion deathly pale between the swaths of brown muck. 
 
    The makeshift bandage over his left eye was little more than a slab of dried blood woven with cloth, hard and scab-covered, stuck to his flesh with congealing pus and other bodily fluids. Sweeping his hood from his head, he saw his hair was matted down on the same side, stuck to his scalp, colored a dark, murky brown which looked like dirt, but Ali knew was more likely to be blood. A radiating heat throbbed from his entire head, occasional needle pricks of agony jabbing into the socket where his left pupil used to be. 
 
    He lowered his face, looking at the sink he was using to prop himself up, his fingers curled around the edges, leaving streaks of dirt and blood in their wake. Sucking in a breath, he hooked his fingers around the bandage and pulled, peeling it away from where it had stuck to his skin, unleashing a fresh torrent of pain. Grinding his teeth, he nonetheless kept tugging, pulling hair and flesh, ripping the hard, crusty cloth from where it had been wrapped around his head. 
 
    That entire side of his face was coated in dark stains, and even if his eye had still been there, it would have been almost impossible to see among the shaded skin and dried crimson. 
 
    Ali hesitated for a moment, taking some breaths, trying to steady himself as he propped himself upright with his hands against the sink. He was hot and in agony, a vise grip pressing on his head. Slowly, he moved his left hand forward and twisted the dial of the sink, not sure what he’d find. Surprisingly, there was a metallic squeak and fresh water poured free of the faucet. It was likely that the farmhouse had its own private well and somehow the water was still running. 
 
    Resting on his elbows, he held his hands under the stream, letting the cool water run over them. He didn’t even try to run the hot water, knowing that whether they had a well or not, there wouldn’t be any propane in the furnace or any power to run it. 
 
    As it was, the truck had been up on blocks and the gas tank had been emptied, likely to fill farm equipment, which would be much more useful in getting them the food they needed. 
 
    Dirt and blood washed from his hands, staining the sink before swirling down the drain. Ali cupped his hands, trying to steady his breath, the water cold against the meaty flesh of his palms, and he bent low, splashing the water over his face. 
 
    Fresh, ragged stabs of pain rammed into his left eye, the agony nearly as sharp as it had been when Joel had first cut him. Pressing his right eye and left socket closed, he splashed more water, desperately trying to push past the pain and focus his energy. 
 
    For several minutes he splashed, wiped, and dug at the skin on his face, clearing out all traces of dirt and dried blood, attempting to fully flush out the caked-on debris. His eye was in sheer, brutal pain, his face hot to the touch, but he continued wiping, using three separate towels to dab at his socket, his cheeks, his head, and all around. 
 
    After about half an hour, his face was mostly clean, though the ragged, grimy scar on his left socket looked festering and sore, swollen at the wound, and oozing with something that didn’t look like blood. 
 
    Ali located a cup filled with toothbrushes and dumped them out, filling the cup with cold water. He held the cup in two hands, looking down at it with his one good eye, breathing in raspy, desperate breaths. 
 
    This was going to hurt. It was going to hurt a lot, but if he wanted any chance to catch up to the people who had done this to him, he had to push through the pain. 
 
    Tipping his head back, he lifted the cup and poured the water directly into the socket of his dead, festering eye. The agony was excruciating. It might as well have been hydrochloric acid he was pouring onto his face, each splash a slicing white rip of pain, like layers of his flesh were being stripped away. 
 
    His head throbbed and darkness swarmed his vision, threatening to pull him down into unconsciousness. But he fought his way through it, managed to stay standing, swaying slightly, finally dropping the empty cup onto the floor as he grasped the sink to keep from falling over. 
 
    Looking down into the white porcelain, he saw that nearly the entire surface of the sink was covered in rust-colored splashes of dirt and gore. A dagger stabbed hard into his left eye, the piercing pain rippling out through that side of his head like a rock thrown into a still pond. His stomach lurched, but he forced himself to keep down the oranges, chocolate, and dried pork, not wanting to vomit up the first food he’d had in almost twenty-four hours. 
 
    Finally, the spinning room slowed, shifting from a spin to a list, and he held himself steady, letting the world come back into focus. Reaching up with his right hand, he pulled on the mirror, easing open the medicine cabinet and looking inside for anything that might staunch the agony he was feeling. 
 
    There was ibuprofen, some Tylenol, isopropyl alcohol, Band-Aids of various shapes and sizes, as well as some topical antibacterial cream and a number of other home remedies. A roll of gauze and two rolls of medical tape were also there, and he nodded to himself, devising his first aid plan in his head. 
 
    First, he grabbed the alcohol and the topical cream, then picked up another clean washcloth, working at his socket, ignoring the tightness and pain he felt there. Setting the topical cream aside, he unscrewed the cap to the alcohol and his stomach churned at the stink of it. 
 
    For a long moment he just stared at the alcohol, knowing what he had to do, but knowing what would happen when he did it, his fingers tightening around the plastic bottle in his hand. Finally, he tipped his head back again, brought the alcohol up, and tipped it gently, pouring a thick splash of it into his left eye socket. 
 
    He screamed. He couldn’t help it, the cry and pain and agony bursting from his lips in a wild, deafening, primal howl. His left eye was on fire, a churning ball of intense heat and pain cascading throughout the entire left side of his head. Fingers of blackness clawed at his eyes and he was sure his battle to stay conscious had just been lost. 
 
    He took an unsteady step backwards, gasping and choking with the horrendous pain of it, but somehow, he managed to stay standing, to keep himself propped up with one hand, coherent enough to return the bottle to the sink. 
 
    Cursing wildly in Albanian, he gently removed the screw top to the topical antibacterial cream and dabbed at his eye with the clean washcloth, preparing for applying the cream. Finally, he pressed his fingertips to the injury, the cool sensation of the topical cream almost completely washed out by the continued radiating pain. Still, he pressed the thick medicine into his socket and worked it around, gently massaging his skull and skin with the ointment. 
 
    He spent the next hour in the bathroom, meticulously treating his wound, finally pressing some folded gauze to the socket, and wrapping more gauze around it, circling it around his head and fastening it together with thick strips of medical tape. He gingerly touched the socket through the gauze, wincing at the pain, then tipped out four ibuprofen and washed them down with a swallow of tap water. Gathering what was left of the first aid supplies, he took them out to the kitchen and set them all on the dining room table with the rest of the items he’d gathered, assembling a makeshift Bug Out Bag using the hiking backpack. 
 
    Ali was exhausted. He’d been walking for several days, taking only occasional breaks to sleep or rest, and the idea of a real bed under a real roof suddenly seemed far too tempting to resist. He took a moment to make one more pass through the house, smiling when he came upon Wyatt’s gun cabinet. There was a bolt-action hunting rifle hanging inside along with a few boxes of ammunition and he liberated all of it, placing it on the table with the rest of his stolen goods. 
 
    This had been a very fruitful stop. 
 
    He decided he’d check the dresser in the bedroom, and he might even think about changing into some of Wyatt’s pajamas before going to bed, allowing himself one more luxury before he once again focused on the task at hand. 
 
    There was nothing wrong with treating yourself, as long as you didn’t lose focus, and he felt confident that no matter how comfortably he slept, he’d wake up in the morning with one thought in mind—finding Joel and Helen and killing them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Somewhere deep within the bowels of her dreams, glass was breaking. Helen dragged herself free of slumber, crawling from the pit of what seemed like persistent nightmares, blinking away the faded light shining through the windows of the sales manager’s office within the looming structure of the car dealership. 
 
    The sales manager had a faux leather couch against one wall in his office and she’d been asleep from almost the moment her head hit the pillow, a sleep as deep as she’d had in the past two months, yet still fraught with the images of horrors she’d witnessed. 
 
    Even some horrors she’d caused. 
 
    Swinging her legs from the couch, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, trying to rationalize her scrambled surroundings with the scant fragments of her memories. They were still in Colorado, on the outskirts of Sterling. The Wyoming border was a short distance away, and if things went well, they might actually be in Cheyenne by this time tomorrow. 
 
    There was another breaking sound, and the foggy film of semi-consciousness hardened into clear glass. She was no longer asleep. 
 
    That sound of something breaking was in the real world, not just vivid dreams. 
 
    “Joel?” she said in a quiet voice, easing to her feet, reaching behind her to touch the handle of the SIG tucked into her belt. She’d learned to sleep with the weapon, keeping it close to her like some strange teddy bear, her rest deepened by its presence. The cool metal a comfort, not a disturbance. 
 
    Other voices spoke, murmurs in the distance, coming from down the hall, near the new car showroom. The voices were low enough that she couldn’t hear them, but she could make out the faint hints of desire in their tones. It was the end of the world and whoever was out there was drooling over new cars. 
 
    Stepping from the door, she ventured out into the hallway, keeping her shoulder pressed to the wall, maintaining a slender profile that she hoped would be hard to see from the other end of the corridor. 
 
    “Joel?” she asked again in a low whisper, but heard no response. 
 
    Slowly and carefully she made her way forward, step by easy step, staying as close to the wall as she could, hearing the low voices getting slightly louder as she approached. 
 
    “Look at this, man!” one of the voices said. “It’s a 300, bro!” 
 
    “What the hell are we going to do with it?” a second voice said. “Look at the gas cap. Shit’s wide open. Probably ain’t a drop of gas in the damn tank.” 
 
    “I don’t know. My ma would have cut off her left foot for this car. And it’s sittin’ right here in front of us. Nobody’s even gonna know if we take it!” 
 
    “What are we going to do with it? Give it to your mom so it can sit in front of her trailer? How are we gonna get it there without gas?” 
 
    “You saw that place across the street,” the first voice said. “All those elevated fuel tanks. I bet there’s gas there.” 
 
    “Yeah, and probably a bunch of cops, too.” 
 
    Helen heard the trademark click-clack of the slide moving back on a semi-automatic pistol. 
 
    “You think I give two shits about a couple of rent-a-cops? Real cops got too much else goin’ on, man. I’m betting those doors are wide open. Probably wider than this place. Who the hell tied those doors closed anyway?” 
 
    Helen took another cautious step forward, her eyes narrowed and focused, her arm rubbing against the wall as she stayed under cover as much as possible. About thirty yards ahead the corridor opened onto the showroom floor. Her lips parted into an angry snarl as she moved another careful step forward, her fingers clenching around the handle of the pistol. 
 
    There was a a low scuffle behind her and she halted, her arms tensing. A hand swept around her face and clamped over her mouth, forcing her lips tightly closed, pulling back, yanking her from the showroom opening with surprising speed and strength. 
 
    She found herself being pulled, then shoved into another office, this one much smaller than the sales manager’s and her eyes widened as she braced herself to fight back. 
 
    Joel loomed over her, his palm pressed over her mouth, the finger of his other hand extended, pushing up against pursed lips. 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered, then slowly moved his palm away. 
 
    “Dammit, Joel, I almost put a bullet in you,” Helen hissed in a low, gruff whisper. Joel didn’t reply, just stepped away from her to the doorway back out to the corridor, keeping his shoulder against the wall and peering out from around the frame. 
 
    “Who are they?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Hell if I know,” Joel replied. “I secured all the doors with paracord last night.” 
 
    “I heard breaking glass,” Helen said. “That’s what woke me up. They must have broken more windows.” 
 
    “Why? So they could come look at a fancy car they can’t drive?” 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “People are weird.” 
 
    “Weird and reckless,” Joel replied. “Times like these, breaking into a place for no reason is a recipe for disaster.” He removed the Smith and Wesson revolver from his belt and clasped it in his hands as he glanced out into the hallway. 
 
    “I don’t think they mean any harm,” Helen said. 
 
    “They were talking about shooting a rent-a-cop to steal some gas,” Joel shot back. “Doesn’t sound like Boy Scout talk to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Helen replied. “He wants to steal the car and give it to his mom. I can think of worse motives.” 
 
    “I don’t care about motives,” Joel replied. “He has a pistol, he’s dangerous. We have to be willing to throw the first punch.” 
 
    “That isn’t a punch, Joel,” Helen replied, gesturing toward his revolver. 
 
    “They made their decision to break in here. They’ll have to live with the consequences.” He took a step out into the hallway and Helen moved forward to catch up. 
 
    “If this goes the way you think, they won’t be living with the consequences.” 
 
    Joel didn’t reply, he just ducked a bit lower and crept forward, his pistol held straight-armed, at his hip. 
 
    “Hasn’t there been enough death? Enough killing?” 
 
    Joel turned back to glare at her, his eyes narrow and cold, his brow furrowed deep. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell that to them?” he asked in a gruff voice, gesturing behind him, toward the direction of the showroom. “They’re the ones who broke in here with guns, not me.” 
 
    “They don’t even know we’re here.” 
 
    “They’re about to find out.” 
 
    Joel turned back around, and Helen bit her lip anxiously. She could almost smell the fury emanating from Joel, it seemed to rise in waves from his flesh like heat from seared meat.  
 
    Striding forward, Joel lifted his revolver slightly and Helen picked up her own pace, staying close behind him. 
 
    “They got a minivan over there,” the second voice said. “Get the 300 for your ma, grab the van for your old lady. It can be your grocery getter.” 
 
    “Shut your fool mouth,” the first voice said, the talking clearer and louder than it had been before. Joel picked up the pace, walking more swiftly toward the showroom, his pistol raising even higher. 
 
    “Let me check that shit out,” the voice said, and a figure emerged, walking toward the van. Joel froze as the young man appeared in the room ahead, glancing briefly to the left as he walked toward the van. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” he gasped, taking a stumbling step backwards, holding up his hands, palms facing them. “Someone’s here!” he shouted. 
 
    “The hell?” the first voice said and moved forward, lifting his pistol. Joel immediately went into motion, lunging out into the showroom, swiveling right, the revolver clutched in his clasped fingers. Helen moved forward, slipping behind him, lifting her own weapon and targeting the man ahead of her who had his palms raised. 
 
    “Don’t move!” she screamed. “Just stay right there!” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the first young man asked, his pistol pointed at Joel, who in turn had his revolver pointed back. He wore a Kansas City Chiefs jersey and had a crisp new baseball hat spun around backwards on his head. The Glock pistol he held was pointed directly at Joel, but drifted slightly up and down, looking loose in his hands, uneven and wavering. 
 
    Helen looked back at the unarmed man, his palms still facing her, the man wearing a dark hoodie and camouflage pants, his eyes wide. 
 
    “We don’t want no trouble,” the man with the camouflage pants said, his head shaking back and forth nervously. “Just lookin’ at the cars.” 
 
    “Looking at the cars with a pistol in your hand?” Joel barked, glaring at the guy in the Chiefs jersey. 
 
    “You know how it is, Gramps,” the guy said, “it’s a dog-eat-dog world.” He was trying hard not to sound scared, but Helen heard the slight wavering in his voice. 
 
    “Question is,” Joel replied, “which dog is eating which?” 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble either,” Helen said, her voice raised. “Just back on out the door you came in, and we’ll all be okay.” 
 
    Joel shot her a disapproving look. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” the man in the Chiefs jersey said, sounding just a little more certain of himself, “is this your place? Sorry I didn’t see the sign for Gramps’ Chrysler Dealership out front.” 
 
    “Call me ‘Gramps’ one more time,” Joel growled. 
 
    The guy sneered but did not repeat the insult. 
 
    “This doesn’t have to get violent!” Helen shouted. “We just stopped here for a place to stay. We don’t give a shit about these cars. Come back in twenty-four hours, do whatever the hell you want to do.” 
 
    “Helen—” Joel hissed. 
 
    “Oh, so little girl here is calling the shots? Is that how this rolls? Good to know.” 
 
    “Nobody is calling any shots,” Helen replied. 
 
    “Dammit, Helen, will you just shut up?” Joel interjected. 
 
    “Yeah,” the man in the Chiefs jersey said, “the grownups are talking.” 
 
    Joel turned back toward him, his fingers tightening on the curved handle of his revolver. 
 
    “If it were up to me,” Joel snarled, “I’d put a bullet in your brain right now and be done with it. I’ve long since lost patience for the kind of snot-nosed shit who waltzes around, thinking carrying a pistol gives him power.” 
 
    “The hell do you think you’re doing, then?” the man asked. 
 
    “I’m protecting me and mine,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Seems to me you’re waving your .38 special around trying to get y’all killed.” 
 
    “Someone is going to get killed, that’s for damn sure—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Helen screamed, her voice so loud it sounded as though it might rip her throat apart. “Just shut the hell up!” 
 
    All three of the others looked at her, eyes shifting. 
 
    “Hasn’t there been enough death?” she cried out. “Enough killing? For two months everyone in this entire stupid country has been doing nothing but trying to kill each other! We’ve been walking since Louisiana and in every damn state all we see is hatred and violence!” 
 
    Nobody in the room spoke, everyone watching Helen as she stood there, arms extended, pistol in hand, the blunt barrel of the SIG Sauer pointed at the unarmed man with his palms out. 
 
    “Does every problem need to be solved with bullets?” 
 
    Again, nobody responded. She looked at the young man with his palms extended, then looked over at the man in the Chiefs jersey, in his eternal life or death standoff with Joel. Finally, she looked at Joel, who was glancing at her through narrowed slits, looking over his left shoulder at her so he could still keep an eye on the man with the gun. 
 
    “I’m a fourteen-year-old kid and even I can see how damned stupid this is.” 
 
    The entire showroom was silent, the four of them all standing among the three vehicles, the front wall of windows riddled with cracks and broken glass. There was a deep silence throughout, a palpable tension, narrow strands of taut wire strung between everything and everyone. 
 
    “Fine,” Helen said. “I’ll start.” She bent down, lowering her pistol, then laid it on the floor, backing away and holding up her own hands. 
 
    “Dammit, Helen, what are you doing?” Joel asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she replied, her voice faltering somewhat. “There’s been so much violence. I just—I can’t. Not today. Not right now.” She waved a hand toward the cars. “Not over some stupid cars that don’t even have enough gas to start!” 
 
    She could feel the tight prickle of tears in her eyes but she squinted, forcing herself to keep them at bay, not wanting to let them spill free. Not in front of Joel and especially not in front of these other two dirtbags. 
 
    The man with the Chiefs jersey no longer sneered his sly smile. His mouth was a narrow line, his facial features serious, though both weapons were still pointed. Helen could feel her heart hammering. She could almost smell the sizzling tension between the two men, the standoff on the verge of spilling over. 
 
    Joel drew a breath through his nose, the sound loud in the quiet room. His pistol remained where it was. With each passing moment of silence, Helen was certain a gunshot would shatter it, a sudden explosion ripping apart the quiet, splintering the peace. Dragging her back down into the dark pit of death. 
 
    Finally, the man in the Chiefs jersey looked at her. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours?” he said simply. His eyes met hers, then moved back to Joel. There were several heartbeats of more silence. 
 
    “Twenty-four hours,” Joel agreed. 
 
    “We can come back?” Chiefs jersey asked. 
 
    “We’ll be gone by then,” Helen replied. “The place will be all yours.” 
 
    The man with the jersey looked at his friend, the one in the hoodie and camouflage pants. His friend shrugged in acknowledgement, and slowly, inch by inch, the guy with the jersey lowered his pistol until it hung even with his thigh. 
 
    Helen could see Joel relax, the muscles in his arms unclenching, his finger moving from the trigger of the pistol back to the trigger guard as the weapon drifted downward. 
 
    “Get the hell out of here before we change our minds,” Joel said, and the two men nodded. The one with the pistol gestured to his friend and they both turned and slipped through the door they’d broken open. 
 
    More silence followed, Joel standing there, looking at Helen as she bent down to pick up her pistol. 
 
    “That was a stupid, stupid move,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Is it so wrong to try and find another solution to these problems?” 
 
    “What you’re too young to understand,” Joel replied, his voice firm, “is that during times of crisis there often aren’t any other solutions. They simply do not exist, and anyone who walks around in a bubble expecting people to act the same way that they do during normal civilization is fooling themselves!” 
 
    “Just because the world has gone to shit doesn’t mean there aren’t good people out there!” Helen shouted back. “Not everyone is as damaged as—” She clamped her mouth shut as she spoke, almost choking on the next words she was going to say. 
 
    Joel met her eyes, holding her gaze for a long, hard moment. 
 
    “As damaged as?” 
 
    Helen didn’t reply, her cheeks flushing warm. 
 
    “As damaged as me? Is that what’s you’re getting at?” 
 
    She stuffed her pistol in the belt of her jeans and looked away, crossing her arms over her chest, looking anywhere but at him. Where there had been a gentle prick of tears there was now a throbbing jab, and she knew they were coming, whether she wanted them or not. 
 
    “Pack your bag,” he said flatly. “We’re heading into Sterling. We’re going to make a quick supply run, get back here by the afternoon, then figure out how to get to Cheyenne.” 
 
    She didn’t reply. She stayed there, staring out the window, listening as he walked back down the hallway toward whatever room he’d slept in. Giving him a few moments to vanish from sight, she rubbed her hand over her damp eyes and turned on her heels, heading back to the sales manager’s office.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Laura put her hand over her eyes, looking out into the early morning light. Even with the thick cloud cover hanging above, embracing the tops of the Laramie Mountains, the morning was bright. Yet another thing she struggled to get accustomed to in her new life was just how deep the darkness was without artificial light. Once the sun set, the insides of buildings became almost impossible to navigate without flashlights or other makeshift battery-operated illumination. A desire to conserve those batteries meant that unless absolutely necessary, buildings were not lit within.  
 
    For the most part, it didn’t bother her, but there was always an adjustment as she came out into the light of day. Hobbling out on her crutches, she looked to the right, eying the tall antenna rising above the small structure that she knew served as the communications center for Malcolm, Wyoming. At one point, so she’d heard, it had been a radio station serving Malcolm and much of the surrounding areas, but due to budget struggles and a lack of advertisers, the station itself had gone under, although the infrastructure and technology remained intact. 
 
    Colonel Carter had refitted it into a glorified ham radio station, knowing that its extended antenna would allow for a huge reach. And indeed it had. The reach had been so impressive that Mayor Phillips had decided to start using it to broadcast messages to the country as a way to unite Americans in their desires to rebuild. 
 
    But it had become something more. It had become a rallying cry, something that others in the country looked forward to, and a point of contention between Mayor Phillips and Colonel Carter. 
 
    The mayor was altruistic. He wanted to use their power and teachings to help the nation as much as they could from their remote location. Carter wanted to insulate them. To protect the town and the compound, security in the form of obscurity, sheltered from the worldwide storm. 
 
    Laura was certain that neither of them would appreciate what she was thinking. Throughout the night she’d had many second thoughts, tossing and turning amid light slumber, having silent arguments with herself about whether her plan was right or wrong. It would put the organization at risk, that much was certain, even if she didn’t mention Stone Sword by name. Piggybacking on their signal, using their tower, it would be obvious where the radio calls were coming from, and that would put them in the crosshairs. She didn’t like the idea, but at the same time, the American people needed to know what their government was involved with, how this disaster happened, and that they had an opportunity to stand in opposition to this new rule. 
 
    They needed to know what the government was capable of. What it had done to the nation. 
 
    What it had done to her. 
 
    Sweeping forward on her crutches, she moved in the direction of the communications center, her head swiveling to glance at the roads and sidewalks around her, which were more or less empty at this hour. She tried to tell herself it wasn’t personal. What she wanted to do was more about the security of America and not just based on her own personal quest for vengeance. 
 
    She tried to tell herself that, but she was less than convinced. 
 
    Up ahead the small structure came into view, now resting in the shadows of the lightning rod, which was little more than cobbled-together scaffolding at the moment. She imagined that construction would complete on that project within the next day or so and wondered if she’d be free to supervise. 
 
    As she approached the makeshift bunker that was the small one-time radio station, she couldn’t help but wonder what Colonel Carter would do to her when he discovered what she’d done. Would he throw her in the same cell as Jack had been? Would he just put her up against the wall? 
 
    Ultimately, would he understand? 
 
    She seriously doubted that last part. Anything that brought risk to the Stone Sword organization was beyond the pale in Carter’s mind, and maybe rightly so. 
 
    At that thought, she hesitated for a moment, the churning conflict within her coming to a boil. The radio station was about twenty yards ahead of her, a simple brick building with its extended antenna, looking disturbingly normal in such a chaotic world. She’d passed by countless buildings just like this in her life and had rarely given them a second thought; but now, looking upon this one, she couldn’t help but see its importance, not just within the compound, but potentially within the nation at large. 
 
    With satellites, aircraft, and the power infrastructure itself crippled to near-malfunction, a simple radio tower could provide connection to other people and other places that simply did not exist otherwise. 
 
    Her heart thudded in her chest, the rapid stomp of nerves threatening to halt her forward progress. But after a few moments, she dipped forward slightly, planted her crutches, and continued swinging along, moving at a brisk pace until she came to the front door. Reaching out, she tested the doorknob and found that it turned freely. That surprised her somewhat. Her hope had been that she’d get here when no one else was present, using the opportunity to sneak inside and at least figure out how to use the equipment. 
 
    If the engineer was inside, that would complicate things. 
 
    Drawing in a breath, she turned the doorknob and started to push it open. 
 
    “Ms. Park,” a voice said from behind her, and her breath caught. “Are you looking for something?” 
 
    Laura turned, still balancing herself on her crutches, and saw Colonel Carter standing behind her, flanked by two camouflaged soldiers with weapons released from their slings. Neither of the weapons were pointed at her, but they were held across their bodies, clearly there as a sign. 
 
    “Colonel,” she replied. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “We were prepared to ask you the same question. You must realize that the communication station is off limits to unauthorized personnel.” 
 
    “Oh, is it?” Laura asked, turning back to look at the building. “I don’t see any signs.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Laura?” the colonel asked. The look on his face told her that he knew damn well what she was doing here. Someone had told him. 
 
    She perched herself on her crutches and closed both fists, trying to steady her angry breaths. She’d spoken to Lindsey last night, but only Lindsey. Would her own sister really have ratted her out to the colonel? She didn’t think so. 
 
    “Please,” the colonel said, gesturing vaguely to his right, “do please come with us.” 
 
    “Can I ask why?” 
 
    “Drop the pretense, Ms. Park,” Carter said, his expression darkening. “You’re playing a dangerous game here. Please come with us so we can talk about this.” 
 
    Laura opened her mouth to argue, but let her lips part and remained silent, recognizing the colonel’s authority and understanding the position he was in.  
 
    “The town hall is empty,” he said, making a motion toward the building. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    # 
 
    “Do you have any idea what could have happened if you went through with your insane plan?” 
 
    Laura and Colonel Carter were alone in the town hall, he’d at least had the decency to ask the two guards to remain outside so this felt more like a conversation and less like an interrogation. 
 
    “Colonel, I don’t know what you think I was going to do—” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Ms. Park,” Carter snapped back. “This town has ears, and anyone who hears anything they don’t like comes straight to me.” 
 
    Laura started to reply but decided against it. 
 
    “Did you really think you could have that conversation out in the open in the middle of downtown and I somehow wouldn’t hear about it?” 
 
    “Colonel—” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Carter snapped. “I don’t want to hear your explanation. Anyone who would willingly risk the lives and safety of everyone within this town’s borders can’t possibly say anything that I’d be interested in hearing.” 
 
    “Wait just a minute, Carter,” Laura snapped back. “I was not willingly putting anyone at risk here!” 
 
    “You were going to use the Stone Sword radio to expose the United States government for a conspiracy that nearly ended civilization! How the hell do you think the government would react to that? Especially one that just sent an assassin after you. Twice!” 
 
    “Oh, so you finally admit what happened? Every time we’ve talked about it, you poo-poo the idea.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt what happened, but I doubt your pure-as-the-driven-snow innocence about it. I’ve spent my entire life around soldiers and those they report to. I know there are scumbags in military leadership, there are scumbags everywhere, but the fact that you insist that you’ve been a target for assassination for two months based purely on speculation? I find that difficult to swallow, especially when confronted with the idea that you were willing to wrap up this town in your little fantasy.” 
 
    “My…my fantasy?” Laura stammered. She hooked her fingers in the handles of her crutches and threw them down on the floor with a loud clatter, the sound amplified by the empty silence in the room. “Do these look like a damned fantasy to you?” 
 
    Colonel Carter lifted a hand. 
 
    “Ms. Park,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t ‘Ms. Park’ me like I’m some kind of worked-up teenager, Colonel. I’ve been running for my life for two months. Two! Months! I saw over twenty of my close friends and coworkers gunned down on the streets before me as if they were worthless. Someone broke into my home looking for me. They came to my sister’s house to ambush me. They put a bullet in my chest! None of this is fantasy, this is cold, hard reality and by God, someone has to pay!” 
 
    Tears broke free, streaming from her eyes, running over the gentle contours of her face, her mouth twisted into a scowl of heated fury. Carter held her gaze, giving her a few moments to herself, listening as her rasping, haggard breath slowed to a series of uneven gasps. 
 
    “Payback,” Carter said. “You said it yourself. You want to do this for payback.” 
 
    Laura pinched her eyes closed, desperately wishing she could unsay what she had just said, but knowing it was impossible. Deep down, she knew the colonel was right. Whatever motives she was trying to spin to make this look good, to make this vengeful act some sort of altruistic movement, she couldn’t fool herself, and apparently, she wasn’t fooling him either. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” the colonel asked. “That you want to put this whole town at risk so you can get some measure of revenge against the people in Washington who tried to kill you?” 
 
    “They tried to kill me,” Laura replied. “They actually did kill millions. The American people deserve to know.” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you,” he finally replied, his voice soft and actually somewhat soothing. “The American people do deserve to know. They will know. Everything will come out, I am sure of that. But I will not risk the safety of my friends and neighbors to do it.” 
 
    Laura wanted to argue. She wanted to throw something back in his face, to bark his words back at him, to vehemently and violently convince him of her stance. 
 
    But she couldn’t. Because he was right. Colonel Carter was right, and she was wrong, and that fact alone brought her to a sudden slump in the chair behind her, as if all of her strength had flooded from her limbs all at once. 
 
    She lowered her head and looked at her hands, fingers moving, grabbing at some invisible item in the meat of her palms. 
 
    Carter reached over to a second chair which sat on the floor next to him and he pulled it over, scraping the feet against the wooden floor. Turning it around, he sat on it backwards, resting his arms on the back of the chair and looked at Laura. 
 
    “I won’t pretend to know what you’ve been through,” he said. “I have no doubt it’s more than most could deal with. The fact that you’re still standing and are mostly upright is a credit to you and a credit to your friend who helped get you here.” 
 
    Laura chuckled, shaking her head. 
 
    “Jack would shit himself if he heard you say that.” 
 
    “And I promise you, I’ll never repeat it when he’s in earshot.” 
 
    Laura laughed again, a little harder this time, and pulled the back of her hand over her wet eyes. 
 
    “We’re a private community here,” Carter said. “I think you know that by now. We don’t accept newcomers graciously, and that is, I promise you, by design.” He leaned back slightly, still looking at her. “That being said, you are both part of this community now. Part of this family. You bring value and hard work, and we’re better because you’re here.” 
 
    She lifted her eyes slightly, looking at him questioningly. 
 
    “I’ll deny I ever said that,” he replied with a crooked grin, “but it’s the truth.” Wrapping his fingers around the back of the chair, he eased himself to his feet. “I know you don’t want to put any of us at risk. Please trust me when I say if we can find a low-risk way to share your story, I’m all ears. Because you’re right, the American people deserve to know what happened, and they need to know that those in charge are not looking out for their best interests. If you’re the only one who can share that story, so be it. But we need to find a way to share it that does not expose this town and its residents.” 
 
    Laura nodded, remaining seated. 
 
    “All right,” Carter said. “I’m going to give you a few minutes. Mess hall opens for breakfast in twenty. Get cleaned up and grab some chow.” 
 
    He strode away until Laura quietly cleared her throat. 
 
    “What?” he asked, turning to look at her. 
 
    She wouldn’t meet his eyes. 
 
    “Can you—” she said in a quiet voice, her cheeks flushing. “Can you get my crutches? I get a little too winded without them.” 
 
    Carter nodded and picked them up off the floor, carrying them over to her. She took them with a nod, and he turned around and wordlessly left the building, leaving her alone with her thoughts and regrets. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Colorado 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Colorado wasn’t like the other cities Joel and Helen had worked so hard to avoid during their trek north from Louisiana. Rather than a congested, skyscraper-littered downtown, it was far more spread out, a large residential area intermingled with various different shopping districts, but without the overwhelming city presence that made Joel so nervous and claustrophobic in other places. 
 
    Approaching the nearest shopping district from the south, Joel looked left and right, assessing what he saw of the place and finding it mostly nonthreatening. People strode along the streets on foot, mostly in small groups, individuals rarely traveling alone. Many of the stores had broken windows, the lights inside dark, most of the storefronts broken into and looted. 
 
    There was no law enforcement presence to speak of, a relatively lawless-looking society, and frankly Joel was impressed that the place wasn’t more trashed than it already was. That was not to say it was tourist friendly. 
 
    Along with the broken windows and open doors, piles of trash had accumulated on the sidewalks, the stuffed bags toppled over in strangely shaped piles, a sort of tribute to the garbage lords who had abandoned this small village in search of greener pastures. 
 
    In spite of the piles of trash and the broken windows, the city appeared surprisingly normal. Joel and Helen strolled down the main street entering a small downtown area, away from the strip malls and car dealerships, and saw a town green with a bonfire in the center, roiling with curling tongues of fire, a large crowd gathered around it. Many of them chatted amicably as they took turns holding skewers of some strange meat into the flames, then eating it. Smoke rose from the bonfire in a twisting, charcoal column. 
 
    Somewhere in the near distance, the persistent gong of a church bell sounded, rolling off one thundering bang for each hour, signaling the arrival of noon to the small downtown population. Several people emerged on an intersecting street, walking east to west, chatting amongst themselves. A few of the people walking turned and cast suspicious eyes on Joel and Helen, who moved along the sidewalk, each of them with an overstuffed backpack and rifle slung over a shoulder, looking like the strange newcomers that they were. Those looks lingered on them, their eyes staying affixed even as they crossed ahead, looking at them warily until they were safely beyond the wall of a brick building on their left. 
 
    “What exactly are we looking for?” Helen asked, picking up her pace slightly to catch up to Joel. 
 
    “Mainly want to see if anyone knows where to start looking for Stone Sword,” Joel replied. “We’re close to the Wyoming border. I have to think word of the organization has spread down through here.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “There are more people than I thought there would be.” 
 
    “Agreed. I wasn’t really planning on this much visibility.” 
 
    They continued walking, their own eyes darting anxiously from corner to corner, looking for any signs of potential trouble. 
 
    “Can I help you, stranger?” a voice called, and Joel halted, looking left. There was an old woman sitting on the steps to a building alongside the sidewalk. It was an old clapboard structure that looked to have been a post office at one point, but now looked just as ramshackle and abandoned as every other building on the street. 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” Joel replied with a nod of his head. “Didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “Most don’t,” the woman replied with a soft smile. “Us old folks were invisible to most before this all happened. Even more so now. Someone my age has little to offer.” 
 
    “Not sure I agree with that,” Joel replied. “Most of what I learned, I learned from my grandfather, and without his teachings, neither of us would probably be alive right now.” 
 
    The old woman craned her neck to look around. 
 
    “Your grandfather?” 
 
    “He passed, ma’am,” Joel replied. “Some time ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, child.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Joel replied. “As much as he prepared for this sort of thing, I’m glad he’s not around to actually see his worst nightmares come true.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” the woman replied. “And you, young lady?” 
 
    Helen smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “We’re heading to Wyoming,” she said. Joel tensed slightly and Helen silently cursed herself. Joel had drilled into her the concept of operational security. OpSec. Don’t reveal too much to anyone. Clearly, even a kind old woman sitting on the post office steps was a suspicious individual. 
 
    “Are you her father?” she asked, looking at Joel. He shook his head. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “Long story.” 
 
    “Normally,” the old woman replied, “I’d say I’ve got plenty of time for a long story,” she sighed deeply. “But honestly, these days, one is never sure just how much time they got left. Especially someone my age.” 
 
    “Understood,” Joel replied, “and I’d hate to take more of it than we had to.” 
 
    Placing her hand on the railing next to the stairs, the woman pushed herself to her feet, groaning slightly. Joel reached out to help her, but she pushed him away, shaking her head. 
 
    “So, what brings you to Sterling, anyway?” she asked. “You from Denver like the rest?” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “Just passing through,” he said, then looked over at the town square where there were at least a few dozen people gathered around the bonfire. “Denver? Is that where most of these people are from?” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Denver got hit pretty hard, all told. They got that huge airport there, you know? From what I hear, place was darn near devastated.” 
 
    Joel closed his eyes in faux sympathy. 
 
    “Short while ago, couple of weeks maybe, someone started distributing flyers out that way, from what I hear. Telling whoever was left in Denver to move out. Either to Salt Lake City or over this way. Said the government was trying to set up sanctuaries, but Denver was just too heavily impacted for them to get help in there. Once that happened, we got a flood of refugees here. Most of them on foot, some in cars. Lord have mercy, I even saw some riding horseback.” 
 
    Joel and Helen exchanged a glance. 
 
    “So, they’re just…hanging around here?” Joel asked. 
 
    “More or less,” the woman replied. “People in this city—they’s all about helping each other. From day one we’ve been doing it.” 
 
    Joel’s eyes moved to the windows of a nearby building and the woman saw his look. 
 
    “Oh, sure. Some of these businesses got broken into. Some of them by a few rambunctious kids, some of them by people who should have been more responsible. But I assure you, most of the supplies they took from these places were gathered into a central location, or a few of them. Systems were set up for rationing and distribution. That worked for a little while, but obviously all the people from Denver kinda turned that sideways. But we still manage.” 
 
    “Was it the people from Denver who broke these windows and left all this trash?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Mostly, yes. Our residents opened their businesses up. Donated food, water, supplies, whatever their neighbors needed. Then these people from Denver arrived, and everything went a little backwards. It’s gotten better now. There’s more of a community feeling. We have church services in the morning, the big town lunch you see at the bonfire over there. Even though we’re in the city, we’re close enough to the wilderness to have some hunting parties coming back with food. It’s been working, more or less, but heaven knows for how long.” 
 
    Joel saw some similarities in Sterling and how South Brisbane had come together after the hurricane, an event that seemed like three lifetimes ago. He remembered the emergency personnel working together to repair downed power lines, Almira Schmidt bringing food and water from her own personal supplies out to the workers. 
 
    Almira’s face formed in his mind, her features kind and gentle, a strange mix of how he’d known her in high school compared to how she’d been when he last saw her. He tried not to focus on how she’d looked shot dead and sprawled behind her bar, but instead on how she’d looked in life. Her dark expression weathered by time and a life that had not been overly kind, but still with sparkling eyes that seemed to light up whenever he came into the room. 
 
    A cold fist closed around his heart and he eased his eyes shut against the memories, knowing that he’d still see them, probably for the rest of his life. Just one more face in a sea of faces that would haunt him until his eyes closed that one final time. 
 
    “So, where in Wyoming are you headed?” the woman asked. Helen kept her mouth shut, her eyes flitting to Joel. 
 
    “Well, honestly, we’re not sure,” Joel replied. “That’s sort of why we’re here. We stayed the night just outside of town, but wanted to come and talk to some people, see if they’ve got any ideas about a group we’re looking for.” 
 
    “A group?” the woman asked. “What kind of group?” 
 
    “That’s tough to explain,” Joel replied. “They were a group my grandfather belonged to. People who live off the grid, grow their own food, try to be self-sustainable.” 
 
    “Like preppers?” the woman asked, a sly smile on her face. “Those people always ready for the end of the world?” 
 
    “I guess you could say that, yes,” Joel replied. 
 
    “A good group to find these days.” 
 
    “We have some connections with this group already,” Joel replied, refusing to elaborate further. The woman nodded and started to walk down the sidewalk, gesturing for them to join her. Joel and Helen fell in alongside, walking as the last echoes of the church bell faded into the noon time sky. 
 
    “What’s this group called?” the woman asked as they walked. She moved in slow, measured steps, but seemed to move relatively well for a woman of her age. 
 
    “Stone Sword,” Joel replied. “That’s what they’ve called themselves for as long as I’ve known them.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “They the folks doing the radio broadcasts?” she asked, turning to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “Radio broadcasts?” Joel asked. He and Helen had been trying to communicate with the group all along their trek north, but they’d never thought to listen for any general frequency broadcasts. 
 
    “Sure,” the woman replied. “I’m surprised you ain’t heard them. Every so often this group calls out over general ham radio. I think they call themselves Stone Sword.” 
 
    “What have they been saying?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Just talking about the state of the world. What’s happening in various cities. I haven’t heard them for a long while, though. Hopefully they’re still around.” 
 
    “But you don’t know where they’re located or anything?” 
 
    “Can’t say as I do,” she said. “But you say you’re going to Wyoming?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “My grandfather used to go to yearly seminars with them. He always went to Wyoming for those seminars, but never really identified where.” 
 
    “Well, you’re pretty near Wyoming now,” the woman replied. “But depending on if it’s Cheyenne or Jackson, or somewhere else, you could still be a long way off.” 
 
    They crossed the intersecting road where they’d seen the other crowd of people walk and the old woman glanced both ways, mostly by habit since there were no running cars within view and began ambling across the pavement. Joel and Helen looked curiously at each other but followed along. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Joel asked, adjusting the strap of his rifle to keep it on his shoulder. 
 
    “We’re heading to the church,” she replied. “Services just got out, so most of our town leaders are there right now. I figure one of ’em must know about this group.” 
 
    “Really, ma’am,” Joel said, “it’s not a big deal. We’re just passing through; we’ll be out of your hair in no time.” 
 
    “Ain’t in my hair,” the woman replied, not looking back. “Just trying to help is all.” 
 
    Joel was starting to feel a little anxious. He hadn’t been excited about venturing into the city in the first place but felt like they needed at least some direction. He hadn’t anticipated getting introduced to any sort of community leaders and feared his desire to stay off the radar was about to go up in smoke. 
 
    He still wasn’t sure what public opinion on Stone Sword was, especially in light of the information about their radio broadcasts. His grandfather had always claimed they wanted to keep a low profile and the less attention Joel drove their way, the better, especially considering the state of the world. But evidently something had changed. The Stone Sword his grandfather had always talked about would have never done a national broadcast. It was causing Joel to question many things he thought he knew. 
 
    As they rounded a corner, an older man turned away from the church he was facing and watched them as they approached. Drawing nearer, he lifted a hand and the older woman lifted one withered hand back toward him. 
 
    “Mona? My Lord, woman, you missed this morning’s service!” 
 
    “I know, I know, Father Eamon, I’m sorry. I got a little winded on my morning walk and sat down for a spell. Must have lost track of time until these fine folks walked by.” 
 
    “And just who are these fine folks?” Father Eamon asked, looking at Joel and Helen with a considerably harder glare than he’d given the old woman. 
 
    “Name’s Joel,” Joel said, nodding stiffly. “We were just passing through, Father—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Eamon replied. “Sterling’s had some rough spots since everything happened, but it’s a nice little town. No need to pass on through. We’ve been taking in refugees from Denver for a few weeks now with no problems, two more bodies won’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Joel replied. “We’ve got…places to go.” 
 
    “They’s heading to Wyoming,” Mona said, as if it were the most luxurious location in America. Joel tensed, again wishing Helen hadn’t shared quite so much with the woman. 
 
    “Wyoming’s a big place,” Father Eamon said. 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” Joel replied, but said no more. 
 
    “They’s looking for that place—the one doin’ the radio broadcasts,” Mona said, leaning in close as if she were speaking some deeply hidden secret. The man’s face darkened somewhat, his brow furrowing. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. The tenor of his voice had changed significantly. “And why would you be doing that?” 
 
    “We have connections to the group,” Joel said. “My grandfather does, I should say. Or he did. He passed some time ago.” 
 
    “And what about you, young lady?” Father Eamon asked, looking at Helen, lowering himself to her level, placing his palms on his thighs. “Do you have connections to this group? Is this your father?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Helen replied flatly, “he’s not my father. He’s helping me.” 
 
    “Helping you.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “I have connections to the group,” she said. “That’s why we’re going. It’s not for him, it’s for me.” 
 
    “And your parents know where you are?” Eamon asked, suddenly suspicious. 
 
    Helen fidgeted slightly, then nodded. 
 
    “Sure,” she lied, having no desire to crawl down the rabbit hole of her past with this stranger, religious figure or not. 
 
    The man pushed himself back upright, still looking at her. 
 
    “I’d love to meet them,” he said, looking around. “Where can I find your parents?” 
 
    “They’re not with us,” Helen replied. 
 
    “We’re going to them,” Joel interjected. 
 
    “Ah,” Eamon replied, his tone of voice not entirely convinced. “So, they’re with this group?” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “This group—Stone Sword, right? That’s the one you’re looking for?” 
 
    “It is,” Joel said. 
 
    “They’ve been causing quite a stir, I dare say. Any time they broadcast that propaganda of theirs, it gets everyone all worked up. Not sure I like it.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass the message along,” Joel replied. 
 
    “And they’re in Wyoming?” 
 
    “So I’ve heard. That’s what my grandfather told me.” 
 
    Father Eamon nodded, looking at them both through narrowed eyes. He turned over his shoulder. 
 
    “Bert!” he barked, waving slightly. Another man who was with a group nodded and offered apologies, then stepped away, crossing the grass and walking toward them. The large, white church was a quaint backdrop to the large man, who swayed more than walked, his blue dress coat bursting at the buttons underneath his long, unruly beard. 
 
    “Father Eamon,” Burt said, joining the group. “Something I can do for you?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Eamon replied. “These kind folks are asking around for Stone Sword. You know, that group that broadcasts those awful radio shows that get everyone all riled up?” 
 
    Burt’s face seemed to tense just at the mention of the name. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is,” Joel echoed again. 
 
    “Any particular reason?” 
 
    “Apparently, this young girl’s parents are with them,” Father Eamon said, though he gave Helen another look, dripping with scrutiny. “But you never did tell us exactly how you got separated from them. And why would they be off at this place without you?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Joel interjected. “We apologize for disrupting your service.” He held up a hand. “We’ll be moving on now.” 
 
    “Closest branch to here is in Cheyenne,” Burt said, though he still held that questioning look. “Rumor is, after the plane crashes, they took over an old abandoned shopping mall west of the city.” 
 
    Joel looked at him. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” 
 
    “Sure as I can be,” Burt replied. “Got a brother in the National Guard. He’s been in Cheyenne for a while. Don’t talk to him much, but last time he was out this way on patrol, we had a chance to catch up for a few minutes.” 
 
    “So, the National Guard knows where they are?” Joel asked. “They’re…okay with them?” 
 
    “Okay might be stretching it,” Burt replied. “But, from what my brother says, there’s a—how do you say it? Peaceful coexistence? Who knows how long that’ll last, though, especially if they keep on broadcasting that shit.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “And how far is Cheyenne from here?” 
 
    “Just over the border, really,” Father Eamon said. “If you’re driving, a couple of hours. If you’re walking, less than a day.” 
 
    “Is it…dangerous?” Joel asked, looking particularly at Burt. “Did your brother mention any violence?” 
 
    “He don’t talk business much, if you know what I’m saying,” Burt replied. “Couldn’t tell you for sure how safe or unsafe it is. But I’d think if it were that bad, we’d be seeing refugees here like we have from Denver. Hell, Cheyenne’s a lot closer to us than Denver is, too.” 
 
    “This is great,” Joel said, with an appreciative nod. “Thank you. She thanks you, too.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Helen nodded. “Thank you all.” 
 
    Joel and Helen turned away from the group and started walking back down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Stay safe, you two,” Mona said with a warm smile. Joel nodded his thanks as they continued walking, though he could feel the hot stab of the stares from the men behind him. 
 
    # 
 
    “I know, I know,” Helen stammered as soon as they were out of earshot. “OpSec. I blew it.” 
 
    “You didn’t blow it,” Joel replied. “Chances are if you didn’t tell her that much she wouldn’t have offered to help. In the end, we got what we needed.” He adjusted the strap of the rifle and glanced nonchalantly over one shoulder, making sure nobody was following them. In the distance he could see the group gathered on the lawn outside the church, and from this far away it looked like most of them were still standing there watching them leave. He felt suddenly unsettled. 
 
    “Something is a little weird here,” he said. “Let’s go back to the Chrysler dealership, pick up the horses and start making our way to Cheyenne.” 
 
    “Best idea I’ve heard all day,” Helen said. She looked at Joel from the corner of her eye, trying to gauge his mood. He was impossible to decipher. They’d had a pretty heated argument that morning, and on the surface, all now seemed okay. 
 
    She suspected things were pretty far from okay in his head, but wasn’t about to rip the band-aid off that wound so quickly. 
 
    “Do you really think this shopping mall is the place?” Helen asked. “Seems a little high profile to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, something doesn’t feel right about that,” Joel agreed. “If the National Guard knows they’re there, and they suspect they’re broadcasting this radio show everyone’s talking about, I’d think they’d have tried to stop it by now.” 
 
    “Maybe they can’t?” Helen asked.  
 
    “If the government cares enough, they’ll find a way,” Joel replied. They walked a few more paces, then turned left, heading down a side road, mostly so Joel could get out of sight of the group by the church. 
 
    “Still,” Helen said, “seems like as good a place to start as any.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Joel replied. He slowed down, his eyes narrowing. Somewhere in the distance, Helen could hear the low rumbling of what sounded like thunder, the asphalt sidewalk under her feet actually vibrating lightly. 
 
    “You hear that?” she asked. 
 
    Joel nodded, his eyes scanning the street ahead. He could hear it and feel it. It didn’t feel entirely like thunder, but it was—  
 
    The sound grew louder and closer, a more metallic clatter joining it, and Joel finally identified the noise. It had been a long time since he’d heard it, but now, within the silence of Sterling’s streets, he zeroed in on the noise. 
 
    It was the diesel engine of a military Humvee. And not just one. 
 
    “Shit,” he hissed. “Helen, move, now, between those buildings. Quick!” He jabbed his finger across the street, back in the direction of the church, and Helen knew enough not to question his instructions. She threw herself into a wild sprint, bounding over the pavement and charging toward the narrow gap between buildings. Joel was close behind her, keeping his head low as he ran, darting up behind and then next to her, both of them sliding into the shadows between the structures. 
 
    The sound was loud, almost deafening, as what must have been a full military caravan rounded the corner approaching the street they had just been on moments before. Joel could smell the exhaust, the thundering roar of the engines getting louder by the second until the first Humvee passed before them down the street, followed by two more, then four military transports, another Humvee, two more transports, then two more Humvees—a full-blown company of military operatives rolling into town as if it were Kabul, not Sterling, Colorado. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Helen hissed, and Joel shook his head. They slowly backed down the alley, then turned and made their way east, back toward the church, clinging to the shadows, remaining in the dark passageways between buildings, moving low and quiet, though against the rattling crash of engines, there was no way anyone would hear them anyway. 
 
    Halting at an intersection where a road ran north to south, Joel peered around the corner, Helen leaning over past him, watching as the last two Humvees chugged past, coughing exhaust and making a final approach toward the church. Drawing in a breath, Helen paused for a moment, then launched forward, sprinting across the road toward the entrance of the next alley. Joel whispered something that she couldn’t hear, then continued along after her, running at full tilt until he caught up, both of them soon surrounded by structures again. 
 
    “Be careful!” he hissed. 
 
    “They already went by,” she replied. 
 
    “I know,” he said, “but just…be careful.” 
 
    Creeping along the back wall of the building that had been across the street from the church, they moved to the next corner, easing to a stop there. Joel pressed his back against the wall and leaned carefully toward the opening, listening. Helen lowered to a crouch and inched forward, letting the shadows cloak her, but getting into an angle where she could see between two small shops and look out upon the lawn outside the church. 
 
    One of the Humvees was pulled over, doors open and soldiers were stepping out in full camouflage and military gear, unit patches, automatic rifles, the whole nine yards. This was no local militia; these guys were the real deal. 
 
    “Afternoon!” Father Eamon said, stepping from the grass outside the church. “A fine sunny day, if I do say so!” 
 
    “Afternoon, Father,” one of the men said. He slid his helmet off, sporting a close-cut crop of gray hair, neatly trimmed. “Are you in charge here? Or is there someone in town leadership I can speak with?” 
 
    “I may just be the closest we got,” Eamon replied. “Our mayor has been sheltering in place since this all began, left the town somewhat rudderless, I dare say. Poor man’s afraid of a plane falling on his head.” 
 
    “Flights have been grounded for two months, Father,” the military man replied. 
 
    Eamon shrugged. 
 
    “Tried to tell him the same thing.” 
 
    The soldier chuckled lightly. 
 
    “Let me introduce myself,” he said. “My name is Major Paul Valley. I’m typically in charge of the recovery operations in Cheyenne.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Eamon replied with a nod, then looked over at Burt. “My friend Burt’s brother is with the National Guard in Cheyenne.” 
 
    “Small world,” Major Valley replied, his tone of voice making it clear that he wasn’t all that enthusiastic about participating in small talk. “National Guard’s been immensely helpful to us. Matter of fact, that’s kind of why I’m here.” 
 
    Eamon looked at him through narrow eyes. 
 
    “Why exactly are you here, son?” 
 
    Other soldiers had disembarked from their vehicles and were gathered around, slowly milling about, a few of them talking to other people around them, but most holding position by the convoy. 
 
    “Well, good news is, we’ve had some success in Cheyenne establishing a sanctuary city. It was a little rough in the first days, but we’ve put some things in place, brought FEMA in, and we’ve got some tent cities and temporary housing established for refugees and homeless. Our understanding is that a lot of the people who came from Denver now reside here in Sterling, is that correct?” 
 
    “Yessir, that is correct,” Mona said, nodding firmly. “And boy, I’ll tell you, they started some trouble when they first arrived.” 
 
    “Mona, Mona,” Father Eamon said, laughing slightly, patting her on the shoulder. “These men don’t want to hear about that.” 
 
    “Matter of fact,” Major Valley said, “we do want to hear about that. We’re here to gather up some of those refugees, maybe take them off your hands? We’ve got housing, we’ve got military rations, bottled water, shelter. We’ve got room for about fifty thousand still up in Cheyenne, and I know that won’t help everyone who was displaced in Denver, but figured we could start small. Get some laborers up there to keep building, grow the community even more.” 
 
    “That is good news, Major,” Father Eamon replied. “Very happy to hear that. Of course, all of us here are all Sterling residents. We have our homes, and, well, we’ve got no intention of leaving them.” 
 
    Major Valley cleared his throat. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Father, but it’s not safe here. Our offer is not just for Denver refugees, but for Sterling residents as well.” 
 
    Father Eamon nodded, his mouth pulling to a thin line. 
 
    “Understood,” he replied. “But I’m afraid we’ll be turning down your offer, kind as it is.” 
 
    Even from where they crouched in the alley, Helen could see the expression on the major’s face. His jawline flexed and hardened, and he lowered his gaze slightly, then lifted it again. 
 
    “Perhaps offer was the wrong word,” Valley said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Father Eamon asked, his body stiffening. “What exactly are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that I’m going to ask all of you to step into one of the transports. We need to get you to Cheyenne where you can be properly cared for.” 
 
    “We’s fine right where we is,” Mona replied. 
 
    Valley shrugged. 
 
    “Look, I’m just following orders and my orders are to clear out Sterling and get everyone to safer ground. Your water supply is riddled with bacteria. You’re barely surviving on farm animals and hunting. There’s no organized agriculture here. You’re all mostly fending for yourself. We’re offering you clean water, good, nutritious food, and a reliable roof over your head—” 
 
    “There you go again with that word,” Father Eamon replied, his face impassive. “You keep saying ‘offer’ when you know full well it’s not.” 
 
    “Let’s not make this more difficult than it already is,” Valley said, his voice turning firmer. “Let’s—” 
 
    “Hey!” a voice broke through, loud and echoing, but somehow closer than the major’s. Helen wheeled around, Joel doing the same next to her, just in time to see two camouflaged soldiers emerge around the corner of their alley and look directly at them, rifles raised. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Just outside Lexington, Kentucky 
 
      
 
    Washington, DC felt like a lifetime ago as the world was drowned out by the rattling growl of the Honda CBR300R street bike, a motorcycle Cameron Pike had found two miles west of the street-level entrance to the underground bunker he’d left several days before. 
 
    The last few moments in Washington had been a whirlwind to say the least, a whirlwind ignited by the abrupt murder of Corvan, someone he had worked with many times throughout his long and morally questionable career, but someone who had taken a dramatic step over to the dark side in recent days. 
 
    The world had come to a crashing halt in the past two months and Pike had struggled to accept his role in the disaster, battling with his own inner demons. In the early days, what he thought was devotion to national security he’d come to learn was misplaced, and the woman with whom he’d worked on Project: Heatshield, and with whom he’d shared a bed for a few years, had become a target. 
 
    She knew too much. She was dangerous. If she revealed what she knew, it would destroy any attempt he could make at rebuilding the nation. 
 
    He’d given the assassin her home address. He’d coordinated a strike team to ambush her outside her workplace. Neither attempt had worked, and he’d become thankful for that fact, realizing that the men by whom he was surrounded had a very different idea of rebuilding the nation than he did. 
 
    In fact, the longer he’d spent underneath the streets of Washington in that secret bunker, the more he wondered exactly what kind of man he’d become, to have developed relationships with people like Corvan and Willoughby. As the wind whipped around him, the bike easing over to the right shoulder to swing around some stalled cars in the middle of the interstate, he thought back to the streets of Washington that night so many days ago. The oversight committee’s armored convoy, containing high-ranking government officials, was being transported to a secret facility. 
 
    Until the convoy had been ambushed and nearly every single oversight committee member slaughtered in the streets of the nation’s capital. 
 
    Willoughby had ordered it. He’d coordinated the special operations mercenary team to execute it. 
 
    Yet, somehow, Pike had continued going along with it. 
 
    Then there was the president of the United States, a somewhat slow-witted man who wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but was good-hearted and eminently loyal, two qualities that Pike often chided him about, but two qualities that seemed more important now than ever. 
 
    Willoughby had ordered his death and Corvan had done the job personally. All so Willoughby could be elevated into power over a nation in flames. That had driven Pike further away. 
 
    But it wasn’t until he’d heard Corvan order the death of his former lover Laura Park, the same woman he’d ordered the same command for a month earlier, before coming to his senses—it wasn’t until that very moment that he finally snapped - everything had finally gotten to be too much. 
 
    He’d killed Corvan with his bare hands—with the help of a communications headset cable. Then he’d gotten the hell out of town. 
 
    No doubt Willoughby knew he was gone now, and no doubt Willoughby knew he’d killed Corvan, but none of that mattered. All that mattered was that he got as far away from Washington as possible, as quickly as possible. Then, perhaps, he’d come up with a plan. 
 
    He’d found the street bike somewhere in Georgetown, just laying on its side in an affluent street which sat empty and dark. It had a little gas, though not much. He’d stolen it and driven out of the center of town, stopping to top off the tank, thanks to a convoy of abandoned vehicles on Interstate 95, then ridden through the narrow gaps, hitting the gas and surging westward. 
 
    That had been days ago, he couldn’t remember how many, and he’d made a few more stops for gas along the way. The bike rode like a dream. It would almost have been enjoyable if he hadn’t been driving past so much death and destruction, so much evidence of what devastation his pet project had wrought. 
 
    Reminders bombarded him left and right, hammering him with their fire-scorched visage, clouds of smoke and shattered buildings, planes buried in the grass, wedged on top of flattened trees, and in one case, slammed right down on the highway, forcing him to go around the wide expanse of broken fuselage, churning smoke, and scattered corpses. 
 
    Cameron Pike felt as if he’d seen two lifetimes of destruction in the past few days and even as he rolled westward down Interstate 64, taking advantage of the sleek and maneuverable motorcycle to weave in and out of stalled traffic, managing to make good progress in spite of the glut of empty vehicles that typically surrounded larger population centers.  
 
    Lexington, Kentucky was to his southwest, and he saw thinning clouds of smoke lingering above the small city, which was obscured as he rolled past. His stomach roiled and growled as he lowered his speed and eased his way around a pickup truck parked diagonally, crossing two lanes of traffic. Making his way through a small gathering of cars, vehicles that looked as though they might have collided in their rush to get out of the city, then the road opened up as it ran west toward a tight left-hand turn, curling around Lexington and continuing on deeper into the state. 
 
    The traffic was a combination of frantic refugees from both Lexington and Cincinnati to the north, the interstate cutting between them. As the cars thinned out, Pike cranked back on the throttle, the bike whining into a high-pitched roar as it charged forward, the scenery around him blurring into streaks of green trees and structures. 
 
    Pike had not taken much time to eat in the past few days, putting a priority on getting farther away from Washington than anything else, and now he was suffering for his choices. He’d made a few stops for water along the way, generally dipping into natural lakes and streams, risking sips of unfiltered liquid, hoping he wasn’t inviting bacteria into his system. One more thing to add to his list of necessary supplies. A mostly empty backpack was slung over his shoulders, an old military pack he’d had with him for years that had made it to the underground bunker. He’d quickly packed a scant few supplies in it before storming out but hadn’t had time to fully consider what he might need on the road. 
 
    Not that he’d have been able to find any food in the bunker, anyway. Meals were strictly rationed and controlled, allowed only at the appropriate times and in the requisite amounts. He’d packed his sidearm, some fresh socks and other clothes, managing two water bottles, a flashlight and a handful of batteries. 
 
    Beyond that he was dreadfully ill-equipped for a journey cross-country. He’d gotten somewhat lucky along the way, finding a few candy bars left in a vending machine at a rest area halfway through his trip. He’d used his pistol to shoot out the glass so he could reach them, wedged in underneath the last row of empty pegs. 
 
    But that had been almost a day ago, and two Snickers were not enough nutrition for a full day’s worth of traveling. 
 
    As Pike approached the sharp left turn ahead, he glanced at the fuel gauge, somewhat alarmed to see that it sat at about a quarter of a tank. He’d tried to be meticulous in checking it along the way so he could plan when to stop to siphon some gas, but now, as the traffic glut drifted on behind him, he wondered if he should turn back. 
 
    Leaning left, he guided the bike around the turn, slowly ramping up his acceleration, the Honda screaming in his ears. Curling around the corner, he cranked the throttle a bit more— 
 
    A large object filled the entire road ahead of him, a wide white and steel rectangle, blocking both paths, directly in Pike’s way. 
 
    “Shit!” he shouted, tugging on the brakes and swinging the back tire around, desperate to slow before he struck the item blocking his path. The bike went down, and he grimaced, his left hip striking pavement. The bike twisted out from under him, spinning wildly on the road until it thudded loudly against the rectangular shape, leaving him rolling, limbs flailing along the pavement. 
 
    For several moments, Pike lay on his stomach, his hip, shoulder, and both legs searing with white-hot pain. He could feel the radiating agony of road rash along his left thigh and leg, his left elbow barking with pain. 
 
    But he was breathing. He was breathing, and somehow, he’d avoiding hitting his head, which was good, because he didn’t have a helmet. Pressing his pained palms into the road, he pushed himself up onto his knees, looking over to where the motorcycle lay, resting against the rectangle. 
 
    Finally, Pike recognized the shape. It was a box truck that had capsized, the shape of the box filling both lanes. Rotating his shoulder with a grimace, he crawled to his feet and moved slowly and painfully toward the truck and his bike. As he neared them, he saw a logo on the side of the truck and smiled slightly. 
 
    The logo was an American staple, one that almost everyone recognized every time they saw it in a television ad or on a grocery store shelf. It was the logo of one of the largest soup makers in the world. 
 
    “Oh please,” he whispered, walking toward the truck and leaving his motorcycle there, choosing instead to make his way around the vehicle, which was tipped up on its side. As he came around the front of the truck, Pike could see the grill had been bent severely inward, the metal hood crumpled and twisted by impact. There was a darkened rust-colored stain along the bright metal and silver, and the same color was scattered in various spots across the lane of traffic. Following the direction of the discolored pavement, Pike saw a large, huddled mass in the long grass at the shoulder. Even from that far away, he could tell it was a large, dead animal of some sort, either a deer or a moose. Whatever it had been, it had been large enough to bring a twenty-foot box truck to its knees. Looking at the front of the truck, he could see the windshield was shattered on the driver’s side.  
 
    It was impossible to tell how long ago the crash had happened, but even so, Pike moved toward the front of the vehicle and climbed up onto the driver’s side door which was facing upward. His muscles strained with the effort, still sore and in pain from dropping the motorcycle on approach. 
 
    Easing open the door, he looked into the cabin of the truck and then looked away. The driver was still inside, huddled toward the opposite end of the truck’s cabin, empty eyes staring up at him. His face was coated in a dried layer of crusted blood which had matted his hair and run down his neck, staining his white T-shirt. 
 
    The man was clearly dead, and had likely died shortly after the impact, the blood on his forehead indicating that he’d struck the windshield with the force of the impact. Drawing in a breath, Pike lowered himself into the cab of the truck, using one hand to hold himself up so he didn’t fall down on top of the dead driver. He checked the center console and found a set of keys which he removed and slid into the pocket of his black military-style cargo pants. 
 
    Moving down even further, he eased open the glove compartment, barely able to get it open with the dead man on that side of the truck, but he did manage it. Reaching inside, he dropped the truck’s maintenance paperwork to the floor, but he pulled out a set of maps, a second flashlight, and three books of matches, tucking each of these items into his pocket in turn, making a mental note to put them in his backpack after this grisly work was all said and done. 
 
    He managed to also find a half-full bottle of soda against the far door, wedged against the floorboards, then had slowly, begrudgingly gone through the dead driver’s personal effects, shuffling through his pockets. He’d found the man’s wallet and a Leatherman strapped to a sheath on his belt, an item that immediately made the gut-churning work worthwhile. He’d gotten within inches of the man’s blood-covered face and could smell the stale sweat and metallic, copper stink of congealing blood. Rot and decomposition didn’t seem to have set in quite yet, but it was still a confining, nauseating sensory overload and Pike wanted to withdraw as soon as he possibly could. 
 
    Dropping down onto the pavement, he grunted as his knees barked in pain, but he twisted open the soda bottle and took a tip, grimacing at the carbonation and punch of sudden sugar. 
 
    His stomach clenched and roiled, the soda immediately quenching thirst but twisting his guts. He’d never been a big soda drinker back in the old days, the carbonation and high sugar content discouraging him from dabbling too much. It showed now, his body completely unaccustomed to the strong, sweet drink. He walked the length of the truck, smelling the lingering stink of spilled gasoline and burnt rubber. Skid marks were etched along the surface of the road up until the point of impact. 
 
    Coming around the rear of the truck, he saw the doors were closed tight and clasped with a metal binding. He’d hoped for a padlock that might match the keys he’d found, but no such luck. Tucking his fingers into the binding, he pulled as hard as he could. His arms, already in pain, battled with him as he tugged backwards. The ligaments in his elbows strained and pulled, his forearms tensing into tight, clenched knots. 
 
    Finally, his hurting fingers pulled free and he hissed in anger, lifting his foot and slamming it hard against one of the doors, thudding it three times in rapid succession. 
 
    He kicked until he was breathing hard, then slammed his back against the sealed doors and slid down, sitting on the ground, his arms draped over his bent knees, eyes cast downward. Something dug into his back pocket as he sat there, leaning against the truck, trying to ignore the beating heat from the sun that shone down from somewhere above.  
 
    He adjusted his posture a bit, easing the pressure on whatever was in his back pocket, then reached down and pulled it out. 
 
    It was the Leatherman he’d taken from the driver and his eyes widened when he saw it, clasped harmlessly between two fingers. Leaning back, he pushed himself to his feet, opening the sleeve and removing the Leatherman, quickly flipping between available tools. Folding the two halves around and back, he exposed the pliers, which were combination needle nose and wire cutters all built into the same pointed tips.  
 
    Eagerly he wedged the binding between the sharp edges of the wire cutters and squeezed hard, pressing so tight that the metal bent slightly and buckled, but did not break. 
 
    Pike paused, stretching his sore hands, then squeezed again, harder, applying as much pressure as he could. The metal bent more, whitened, then finally snapped, two halves of the strap clattering to the pavement. 
 
    Pike smiled widely, staring at the broken strap for a long moment, then folded up the Leatherman and slipped it back into its sleeve, then into his back pocket. 
 
    Grasping one of the door handles, he twisted and pried it open, managing to give himself a gap to squeeze into the capsized truck. It was dark inside, and Pike pulled the narrow flashlight he’d found in the glove compartment from his pocket, thumbing it on. 
 
    A soft glow shone throughout the darkened compartment and he puckered his lips, whistling softly. When the truck had capsized, the pallets of canned goods had tipped over, ripping free of the plastic wrap that held them together, and were spilled all throughout the box of the truck. The truck hadn’t been full, but it had been full enough, and scattered throughout the compartment were several hundred cans of various colors, flavors, and even sizes. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he whispered. Holding the flashlight between his teeth, he once again removed the Leatherman from his pocket and its sleeve, flipping the tools around until he came to the can opener. He found a can of beef stew and drove the sharpened tip into the side of the can, then worked around it, peeling up one end, exposing the brown, clumpy mix within. 
 
    The smell struck him like a fist and at first it was nauseating, a sudden, unexpected burst of processed beef stink. But he took a few deep breaths, steadied himself, then pried the can cover back and tipped it up, slurping down half of the contents in a few desperate swallows. 
 
    In spite of the smell, it was delicious. The thick meat felt like treasure on his tongue, the high-sodium processed broth and vegetables tasting like they were freshly picked and cultivated from the finest local gardens. 
 
    Stopping to take a quick breath, he then tipped the can up again and swallowed the rest of the contents, before washing what was left down with a swig of soda. 
 
    The contents of his stomach revolted for a brief moment, the carbonation brewing in his belly, and he eased himself down to a seated position on the floor of the truck’s trailer. Leaning forward slightly, he slipped the backpack from his back and looked at the contents of the truck. 
 
    There was food in front of him. Lots of food. Way more than he could hope to fit in his backpack. Enough food to get him where he wanted to go. 
 
    Enough food to last him until he reached Wyoming. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Colorado 
 
      
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” one of the young soldiers said, taking a few careful steps forward, the stock of his M4 tucked neatly into the crook of his arm. The second soldier matched the first stride for stride, both of them making their way toward Helen and Joel, still crouched at the opposite end of the alley. 
 
    “Stand up, nice and slow,” one of the soldiers demanded, eyes firmly affixed on Joel. Joel nodded and eased himself up, his eyes scanning left and right, looking for any possible avenue of escape. Helen stood up next to him as the soldiers plodded steadily closer, weapons leveled. 
 
    “We’ve got a transport the next street over,” one of them said. “I’m going to need you both to come with me and get on it. Cheyenne is a sanctuary city. We’ll take you there, where you’ll be safe.” 
 
    Joel strongly doubted anywhere was truly “safe” these days. But they were facing down two soldiers with automatic rifles, trapped in a narrow alley between two tall buildings without any clear exit. Ultimately, they wanted to go to Cheyenne; by all accounts that was where they’d find Stone Sword, but this was not how he wanted to travel there. Not by a long shot. 
 
    Helen took a step forward. 
 
    “Just stop right there,” one of the soldiers said, turning slightly. Joel’s eyes drifted left, watching Helen as she took another step. 
 
    “Please,” Helen said, her voice low and strained. “Help me.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” one of the soldiers asked. 
 
    “He—he made me do this. He’s keeping me against my will. He’s—” She broke into a run, charging down the alley, wailing wildly as she ran toward the soldiers. “Thank you, thank you, please save me, protect me, he’s a monster!” 
 
    “Whoa, easy!” one of the soldiers said, backpedaling somewhat, surprised by her sudden charge in their direction. 
 
    “Easy, kiddo!” the second said, moving to intercept her. “You’re safe with us!” The two soldiers converged on her and Helen ran toward them. Joel started forward, muscles tensing, his mind racing, trying to figure out what her ploy was. He saw it a moment later, watching as she shifted her weight just slightly as the two soldiers drew near. Joel launched himself forward, sprinting down the alley, toward the two soldiers. 
 
    “Hey!” one of them shouted, diverting his attention toward Joel. Helen dropped low, sliding hard on her left hip, as if she were stealing second base. The soldier who had been lurching for her was thrown off balance, stumbling to the right, bumping into the other. 
 
    “The hell?” he barked, turning to look at Helen who was scrambling to her feet a few feet beyond them. They looked in confusion over their shoulders toward her, just for a moment, but a moment was all Joel needed. Lowering his shoulder, he ran hard forward, crashing into the two of them, knocking them apart, sending them stumbling, slamming between the two distracted privates. Helen had already rounded the corner and was running fast down the street. Joel could see the soldiers already recovering, swiveling and raising their rifles. He darted left, barely slipping around the corner of the brick building, wincing as one of the rifles barked twice, loud sharp snaps whacking chunks of brick from the wall, scattering small debris over his face and into his hair. 
 
    Helen was a few paces ahead and he could hear the slapping boots of the soldiers behind him along with the raised voices of their shouts. 
 
    “Stop! Someone! Grab those two!” 
 
    The street was empty. The convoy was the next block over by the church, but he could hear a chorus of questioning voices joining theirs. Pushing past the lingering pain in his arm and shoulder and the jolt in his knees, he picked up the pace, catching up to Helen. They both ran full tilt, eyes scanning for another passage up ahead, and Joel prayed that the two armed men behind them might think twice about shooting at a fourteen-year-old girl. That would be about their only hope. 
 
    Then he saw it. Across from the stoop where they’d met the old woman was an alley cutting back between two buildings. 
 
    “There! Left!” he breathed, and Helen nodded, her arms pumping, the AR-31 jumping on her back with each long stride. Two more shots rang out behind them, the echoing reports of single-shot fire. So much for not wanting to shoot a young girl. 
 
    Concrete splintered just to Joel’s left, a ragged divot punching free as chunks of rock and dust coughed up into the air. 
 
    “That was your final warning!” a voice called out over the distance. “Last chance!” 
 
    He heard other boots falling and knew the first two were being joined by others.  
 
    “No more warnings!” another voice cried out. 
 
    “Cut ’em down!” 
 
    “It’s a little girl!” 
 
    “Cut them the hell down!” 
 
    The gap between buildings was several yards ahead, too far Joel thought, his legs moving hard and fast, his boots crashing against the road’s surface. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it,” Helen gasped. 
 
    “Like hell we’re not,” Joel replied, and he hooked his finger around the strap of her backpack, pulling as he pushed himself past her, running fast, half dragging. 
 
    Gunfire ripped behind them, no longer the single-shot punches, but a growling rattle of automatic fire, drumbeat of 5.56-millimeter rounds. 
 
    “Now!” Joel shouted, and lunged left, pulling Helen with him, thrusting her forward, keeping himself between her and the soldiers behind them. Her foot struck the sidewalk and she sprawled forward, arms pinwheeling, Joel tumbling behind her. A crooked stitch of bullet holes tore at the road and sidewalk where they’d been moments before, rooster tails of shattered asphalt vomiting upwards. 
 
    “On your feet!” Joel screamed, already scrambling upright, the two of them hugging the brick wall. He was grabbing at her straps, yanking her up and over, getting her into a standing posture. More gunfire echoed and he yanked her again, breaking into another run as the brick wall exploded to their left, more bullets crashing against the hard wall, spraying fragments into their face and eyes. 
 
    “Just keep running!” he shouted, and pushed her forward. She sprinted, her lungs gasping and clutching for their next, desperate breath. The alley was just ahead, almost within arm’s reach, and Joel lowered himself again, barreling into her, sending them both sprawling into the gap, tumbling to the pavement a second time, rolling awkwardly as more gunfire screamed through the air where they’d been standing. 
 
    Desperately, they clawed to their feet again, muscles aching, barely able to catch their next breath, and Joel pointed to another alley running parallel to the road they’d just been on. They charged diagonally across the alley, slipping into the gap between two buildings, Joel desperately hoping it wasn’t a dead end. 
 
    They ran, hearing the boots clomping behind them, voices shouting. The alley was so narrow, they couldn’t run shoulder to shoulder; he had to let Helen run ahead and they moved faster than he thought he’d ever moved before. 
 
    “Fence!” she gasped, and he saw it, a wood slat fence in front of them blocking the alley. 
 
    “Can you go over?” he gasped. 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    They continued running, hearing the soldiers’ voices faintly behind them, knowing they had entered the alley and would likely be seeing them any moment. 
 
    “Just try!” Joel shouted and Helen nodded, sprinting, running, then jumping, grabbing for the top of the fence. Her fingers latched around the wooden slats, clawing for purchase, her legs scrabbling, trying to get leverage to push her up and over. 
 
    Her shoes thudded against the fence, but she was stuck, her arms extended, unable to hoist herself over. Voices grew louder behind them. 
 
    “I—I can’t,” she gasped. Joel ducked and moved forward. 
 
    “Feet on my shoulders,” he said, and she did. 
 
    “Down here!” a voice cried out, and he wasn’t sure whether the person had actually seen them or was just guessing. Helen’s shoes pressed into his shoulders and he pushed upright, using his hands to shove against the soles of her shoes, pushing as hard as his injured shoulder and bicep would let him. Finally, she was up and over, her flailing legs disappearing over the other side. 
 
    Not even taking the time to look behind him, Joel jumped, grabbing the fence and pulling. His bicep screamed in pain as he tried to lift himself over, and for one terrible moment he thought he could feel the butterfly stitches ripping free, the knife wound from his battle in the woods about to tear back open. 
 
    “Come on!” he hissed at himself. 
 
    “Another alley!” a voice cried out. They were closer now. Way too close. Joel closed his eyes and pulled as hard as he could. This time, he did feel the stitches rip free, could feel his flesh opening back up accompanied by scalding pain and the warm rush of fresh blood. But he pushed past it, digging down deep, and lifted himself up, swinging his legs, cresting the top of the fence. Finally, he leaned right, throwing himself over it, not caring about a graceful landing, just wanting to put one more barrier between them and the soldiers. 
 
    His stomach lurched as he fell through empty air for a second, then he slammed against a dumpster that had been pressed against the fence on the other side, his spine cracking against the hard edge of green metal. 
 
    Tumbling over, he struck the pavement on his hands and knees, silently cursing his old body, now racked with searing agony. 
 
    “Come on, Joel!” Helen gasped, tugging at his backpack straps, urging him to his feet. “We need to keep going!” She was already turning to run, and he nodded, one arm hanging limp, a trickle of warm, wet blood snaking down his forearm. He tried to push past the pain, to box up the agony and stick it on the shelf. 
 
    They ran. They ran until they couldn’t run any farther, then they found a way to run some more. Moving from alley to alley, corridor to corridor, jumping from passage to passage, they just kept running, hearing the voices of the soldiers getting quieter and quieter. 
 
    Ninety minutes later, they allowed themselves to stop, to take a breath, and to figure out what the hell they were going to do next. 
 
    # 
 
    “Place is clear,” Joel said, emerging from the front door of the Chrysler dealership, his revolver held between two clasped hands. He moved gingerly but with measured strides, his lungs and legs aching from the run, his freshly opened bicep wound radiating with a persistent, hot agony. 
 
    “Your arm,” Helen said, nodding toward Joel’s wound. He’d been wearing a long-sleeved flannel shirt but had rolled the sleeves up and fresh blood trailed down the contours of his muscular forearm. “Is that the knife wound?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “Opened it back up when I climbed that damned fence.” 
 
    “We need to get you closed back up,” Helen said, walking toward him, both of them going through the now-opened door to the vehicle showroom. 
 
    “We don’t have time for that now,” Joel replied. “This road outside is the main drag in and out of Sterling. That military convoy probably rolled right by here a couple of hours ago. Chances are, they’ll be rolling right back. We can’t take the chance that they decide to stop and poke around.” 
 
    “Joel, if that gets infected, it won’t matter if we’re in a FEMA camp or not. As a matter of fact, you might have a better chance of survival if we—” 
 
    “We are not going to a FEMA camp,” Joel replied flatly. “No way. We need to get you to Cheyenne.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if that’s where this place is.” 
 
    “It’s the best place to start.” 
 
    “I’m just not—” 
 
    “Dammit, Helen, we don’t have time to argue this point right now! I need you to just trust me and listen for once!” The words were out before he could bite them back, the echo of his voice lingering in the air of the showroom. 
 
    Helen scowled at him, softly chewing her lower lip and for one, long, dreadful moment, he thought she might start crying. 
 
    But she didn’t. She cleared her throat softly and nodded, turning to walk down the hall which led past the administrative offices and toward the service garage where their horses were penned. 
 
    “Helen—” Joel began, meaning to apologize, but she just kept on walking. He followed her, noticing for the first time that the faithful stray dog was sitting in the hall, looking at him with judgmental eyes, head cocked slightly as if to ask why he was being such a jerk. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he replied, shaking his head. “I have a way with words.” 
 
    The two of them walked down the hall, Joel lingering behind by a few paces until they reached the service garage. The foul smell hit Joel like a fist, the almost overwhelming stink of horse dung pungent and strong, even though it was a multi-bay, open concept garage. The two horses chuffed and neighed, thudding their heavy hooves onto the concrete floor, sounding quite irate at being left inside for several hours. Helen and Joel had taken them out into the backyard of the large dealership before they’d left for town, letting them munch on grass and drink from a small stream that ran alongside the narrow patch of lawn, but that had been several hours ago and they were ready to get out and stretch their legs. 
 
    They spent a few moments checking and verifying their supplies, counting their MREs, and taking trips to the stream to fill their filtered water bladders. Neither of them had fired a weapon in the city, but they both ejected magazines, counted rounds, verified their weapons load out and silently repacked everything. 
 
    “I found a map out in the showroom,” Joel said, holding out the folded paper to Helen, who took it wordlessly. “Since we’re riding the horses,” he continued, “we can proceed northwest and make our way through the Pawnee National Grassland. That will keep us off the traveled roads and give us a chance to stay in the cover of trees again.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Sounds good,” she said quietly and handed the map back. Joel reached into his backpack and removed a compass that he’d been carrying, stuffing it into one of the pockets on his cargo pants, knowing that once again they’d have to rely on manual navigation instead of following the roads. In truth, he was looking forward to getting back amid nature and away from populated areas. Any exposure they’d had to civilization in recent memory had always ended poorly. 
 
    He walked to one of the large bay garage doors and hooked his fingers around the handle, lifting up on the rattling chains to open them up to the outside. There was a pale light in the afternoon beyond which shone through the opening, projecting a wide square of pale light on the hard floor. 
 
    Guiding the horses from the garage, they led them back to the narrow swath of grass, letting them graze for a few moments as Joel looked up into the cloud-filled sky, webbed with lightning as it always was. He looked up at the throbbing glow from within the cloud cover, no longer seeing the lightning as some obscure backdrop, but as a real and true danger, a network of deadly blades of electricity hovering over their heads, at any moment able to break free and lance down from the heavens, striking the Earth and anyone who might roam along its surface. 
 
    Watching the lightning gave him a chill across his flesh, and a cold fist of dread in his guts. They’d survived the worst disaster known to mankind. He and Helen had made it through, in spite of everything stacked against them. They’d survived when millions of others hadn’t. 
 
    But the battle for their survival wasn’t over. In fact, he had a lingering suspicion that it was just beginning. 
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Wichita, Kansas 
 
      
 
    He knew he stuck out like a sore thumb, but he also knew without the hooded poncho, he’d be even more exposed. The slamming rain from the previous night had eased, and Ali walked along the dirt road, heading east toward Wichita. 
 
    He was painfully aware just how ridiculous this was. Wichita wasn’t a huge city, but it was still a city, and the assumption that he could locate a needle in a haystack seemed ludicrous. Even after the disaster, he was sure Wichita was home to thousands of survivors, and he knew Joel and Helen would have tried to stay off the grid. The chances of finding them in this sprawling post-apocalyptic metropolis felt slim to none. 
 
    But what other recourse did he have? 
 
    They’d been talking about Wichita, about bringing that stupid woman whose throat he slit to her final resting place. Wasting time bringing her lifeless corpse to a city, as if her lost spirit would somehow be more at peace here than in the stinking mud east of Airplane City. 
 
    Dead was dead, it made little difference where the husk was kept. But the girl had been adamant, and Joel had wanted to please her, for whatever stupid reason. Human relations. Ali shook his head. He’d never been married, and in fact had never had a serious relationship; the closest thing he ever had to attachment had been Hugh, Sadie, and the rest of the residents of that old mining town. 
 
    Good men and women who had taught him how to live off the grid, how to survive the wilderness. He’d learned a lot of those skills in the Albanian military, but they’d taught him things he’d never even thought about. 
 
    Now, they were all dead. Joel had killed them. Brutally and without remorse. They’d been living their lives in peace, just trying to find some pocket of tranquility in a world of destruction, and he’d waltzed through the trees and ripped that all from them. Even from Sadie, Hugh’s long-suffering wife, who had only wanted a child to call her own. 
 
    Just thinking about it put cold venom in Ali’s veins, and he closed both fists into angry, bony hammers, holding them close to his side as he walked through the soft dirt. He wore his rain poncho, soaked and clinging to his broad shoulders, the black color muted by brown dirt, his baggy hood pulled over his head, casting shadows over his wounded face. 
 
    Inside the house he’d been able to change his bandages, peeling off the crusted makeshift gauze, cleaning his eye socket as best he could. The torturous endeavor seemed like a long time ago, not just the previous night, but the important thing was that it had rejuvenated him, not just physically, but mentally. He had torn off more than his old bandages, he had torn off an old piece of himself, like a snake shedding its skin, and he was now full of life and spirit, eager and hungry. 
 
    He walked with a mild limp, his foot still suffering from a knife wound from Joel— the evil man who had taken his friends. He’d also taken his eye and nearly taken his life, but he’d made the mistake of letting Ali escape into the woods, assuming he would curl up and die somewhere, underestimating the pure, vile hatred that continued to pump blood through his heart. 
 
    Wichita emerged before him, a series of shadows underneath the cloudy sky and as he approached, he saw a gash of lightning rend the horizon to his left, ramming from the heavens down toward the Earth. 
 
    God was taking his revenge. Mankind had fooled with Mother Nature, they’d tried to change the course of the universe, and the universe had fought back. It was becoming more and more clear every day that any men and women clinging to life were merely delaying the inevitable. It was just a matter of time. 
 
    But Ali wouldn’t let God take his vengeance from him. He wouldn’t let Joel be taken by lightning. He wouldn’t rest until he felt Joel’s life leave his lungs, until he himself squeezed the soul from his body with his own grasping fingers. 
 
    Ali shifted slightly, the hunting rifle he’d found at the couple’s Kansas house strapped over one shoulder. He wore a backpack as well, filled with canned foods he’d found in their pantry, and whatever medical gear he could scrounge up in their cabinets. He’d also found batteries, a flashlight, and a few other random items. He’d even taken a few kitchen knives from their drawers, wrapping them in towels and putting them in his backpack for safekeeping. 
 
    Along with the knives, he’d taken a meat cleaver and a meat tenderizer, anything he thought could be used as a weapon or a device of torture. Each one of them he held in his hand for a few moments, grinning as he thought of the damage he could do to Joel with them. The tenderizer had small, sharp triangles along each blunt end, and he pictured the indentations the hammer would make on Joel’s forehead. He pictured hacking off his fingers with the meat cleaver, then feeding them to him. 
 
    Feeding them to his rotten little girl. 
 
    He chuckled a dry, lifeless chuckle as he walked and noticed a pair of walkers approaching, seeing them as they looked at him questioningly, crossing the road to the other side as he made his way closer. 
 
    Buildings emerged on each side of the road approaching Wichita, smaller buildings for now, but promising to be larger as he continued onward. 
 
    Something else started to clarify in the distance, a series of strange, dark shapes that he couldn’t quite make out. They were stretched across the road ahead, blocking both lanes of traffic. As he drew closer, he saw several cars had been pulled off the road, most of them parked along the sidewalk, others pulled into alleys, opening up the pavement. 
 
    Pedestrians increased as he got nearer, several people on sidewalks standing outside small, ramshackle structures, milling around the otherwise abandoned cars. 
 
    “Sir?” a voice called, and Ali looked again, narrowing his eye at the sight ahead. Now that he was closer, he could see what the strange shapes were. Concrete barricades were pulled across the road, blocking passage to Wichita, ensuring that no cars could come or go. Four men stood by the barricades, three of them armed with rifles, the fourth with a clipboard, trying to look important. Beyond the barricades, he could see many other people and what appeared to be some sort of makeshift trading post, organized stacks of goods available in exchange for others. 
 
    “Yes?” Ali asked, keeping his head dipped slightly so the men at the barricade couldn’t see his ravaged face. His voice was gravelly and hoarse. 
 
    “Do you have business in Wichita, sir?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Ali replied honestly. 
 
    “Not…sure, sir?” the man with the clipboard asked. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Ali looked back over his shoulder, then scanned the immediate area. The men at the barricade were not dressed like soldiers—they looked more like local militia—but three of them had high-powered rifles, and as he scanned the entrance to the western edge of the city, he thought he saw shadowed figures on two separate rooftops. A normal man might not have noticed them, but his well-trained eye picked them out relatively quickly. 
 
    Snipers? 
 
    “I am…looking for a friend,” Ali said, purposefully not meeting the man’s eyes. 
 
    “A friend in Wichita?” 
 
    “The last time I talked to him, he was heading here, yes. But that was over a week ago.” 
 
    “Well, anyone entering the city of Wichita must go through this checkpoint. What is your friend’s name?” 
 
    Ali sighed. He couldn’t envision Joel and Helen riding through this checkpoint on horseback just to find a place to put the woman’s dead body. 
 
    “His name is Joel,” Ali said quietly. “He and his…daughter were riding on horseback.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the man with the clipboard said, leafing through the clipboard like the useless administrative paper-pusher that he was. “Haven’t seen a Joel in a few days, and especially not one with a daughter.” He looked at him, furrowing his brow slightly as he tried to look into the shadows cast by Ali’s hood. “Are you sure he came through here?” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Ali replied. “My mistake.” He nodded his head in appreciation, then turned, walking away from the checkpoint, closing his fingers into even tighter fists. His mind raced as he tried to think of another option, another place to look, any other small lead to go by. 
 
    “Excuse me?” a small voice called out, and Ali slowed his stride. “Excuse me, sir?” the voice repeated again, and this time Ali knew the person was speaking to him. He stopped and turned, keeping his head dipped low to avoid exposing his scarred face. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked, trying to peer out from beneath his hood with his one good eye. A young woman stood on the sidewalk with her child tucked behind her legs. 
 
    “Did I hear you asking about a man and a girl on horseback?” 
 
    Ali gazed back at her. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, trying not to sound too enthusiastic. “Have you seen them?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. 
 
    “No, no I haven’t,” she replied, “but there’s another trading post a little ways south of here. It’s not in Wichita, but it’s only about a four-hour hike.” 
 
    “They were at this trading post?” 
 
    “No,” the woman said, and it took all of Ali’s power not to curse at her, “but people come to that trading post from all over the state. Every few days we get a group from a small town west of here—I think it’s called Tetrault?” 
 
    Ali looked at her. He’d never heard of Tetrault, but he hadn’t spent much time examining Kansas geography. 
 
    “Anyway,” the woman continued, “the last time they came was a few days ago, and they were talking about how a group of raiders had sacked their town. Stolen a bunch of their supplies. Left them without food, killed many of their residents.” 
 
    Ali nodded, waiting for the point. 
 
    “They were praising a couple of people who had come from out of town. They apparently attacked the raiders and brought their supplies back. The group that came a few days ago was sure the town would have been lost without their help.” 
 
    “A couple of people?” Ali asked, his hopes lifting slightly. 
 
    “Yes,” the woman replied, smiling. “A man and a teenage girl. Both on horseback.” 
 
    Ali forced himself not to smile even wider, his fingers flexing at his sides. 
 
    “Did she say their names?” he asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. 
 
    “No. Just that they’d left Tetrault a few days ago. I got the impression that they were very thankful for them but were also sort of happy that they’d moved on. I guess they thought they caused some of the trouble they helped fix.” 
 
    “Sounds like them,” Ali replied. “Tetrault, you say?” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Tiny town, way out in western Kansas. Almost to the Colorado border.” 
 
    So, they appeared to be heading west. That was good, but it also presented a problem. If Tetrault really was at the Colorado border, that could be a weeklong hike across the entire state. The farmhouse he’d stayed at the previous night had a truck, but it was up on blocks and the gas has been drained so they could run their farm equipment. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with a nod and the woman smiled back. 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “I hope you find your friend.” 
 
    “I hope so, too,” Ali replied, hoping the woman couldn’t see the tooth-filled grin on his face from within his draped hood. 
 
    # 
 
    Ali walked down the road, heading back toward the farmhouse, still working out his next move. The road had been emptying during his walk so far, no signs of people or vehicles, and the prospect of a hike across the entire state of Kansas felt almost insurmountable. He’d come a long way, but he had a very long way to go, and even though he’d shed his tired, injured skin, he was still in pain and still battling nausea and headaches with every passing step. 
 
    He’d moved from pavement to dirt a short while ago, leaving the bustling city of Wichita far behind him, moving from urban to rural, no longer surrounded by buildings and concrete, instead by sprawling pastures, farmlands, and scattered trees. 
 
    As he walked past an old, run-down barn that looked as though it were from the eighteenth century, he saw it. Off in the distance, a few hundred yards ahead, a billowing cloud of faint dust churned on the horizon, hovering close to the surface of the dirt road, but getting slowly larger. Ali smiled as the faint echo of engine sounds followed the dust cloud, the vague outline of a pickup truck emerging within its center. 
 
    Ali lowered to a crouch at the shoulder of the road and dropped his rifle out of sight, not wanting to alarm any of the people inside the vehicle. Standing, he wandered toward the center of the road and continued walking as the cloud of dust got larger, the engine louder, as the vehicle approached. He couldn’t help but wonder who still had an operating vehicle nearly two months after this had all begun. And where were they possibly driving? Were they headed into Wichita? Remembering his conversation with the woman at the border checkpoint, he thought that maybe they had trading posts throughout this part of Kansas. 
 
    After two months, fuel would be in short supply, for sure, but probably not completely gone, and it was far too early for it to be spoiled, as long as it was stored correctly. Maybe seeing an operating vehicle wasn’t so strange after all. 
 
    Ali pushed back his hood, exposing his bandaged face, waving his hands back and forth over his head in frantic, pleading motions. He exaggerated his limp, half stumbling forward, nearly falling as the truck got closer, tires chewing up dirt and spitting pebbles in its wake. For one quick, frightening moment, Ali wasn’t sure they were going to stop, he thought they might just crash through, knock him down or swerve wildly around him, but as they got closer, he could see the vehicle slowing.  
 
    The back of the truck kicked out slightly as it ground to a skidding halt, throwing more dirt and dust into the air, causing Ali to put a hand over his eye so the spraying gravel wouldn’t get in it. 
 
    While the driver let the engine keep running, the truck halted diagonally across the road, exhaust seeping from the rear pipe under the rust-covered flat bed. Ali got a good look at the truck, an old American model, at one time white but now liberally speckled with rust and dirt. There were two men in the front seat, both of them looking out of the passenger window, regarding him with some scrutiny. 
 
    The passenger door swung open and one of the men dropped onto the road. He wore a green flannel shirt and old black jeans with cowboy boots tucked beneath the pant cuffs. Eyes narrowed, the driver glowered suspiciously over his passenger’s shoulder, looking at Ali mistrustfully, a baseball hat pulled down over his eyes. 
 
    “The hell are you doin’?” the man asked. “Standing in the middle of the road?” 
 
    “Help,” Ali said in a choked voice. “I’ve been attacked. I need help.” 
 
    “We all need help these days, stranger. Move your ass out of the road, we got no help for you.” 
 
    “There—there must be something,” Ali breathed. “My eye. My face. I need medical attention.” 
 
    “Closest hospital’s in Wichita, and you were comin’ from there. Don’t give me that shit.” The man rolled his eyes and turned back toward the truck. “He’s full of it,” he groused to the driver. “We’ll go around him!” 
 
    Ali was up and moving, lurching to his feet and lunging toward the man, who now had his back turned. 
 
    “The hell?” the driver shouted, and his passenger wheeled around, bringing up both hands into fists. Ali surged toward him, removing the meat cleaver he’d stashed in his belt at the small of his back. 
 
    “Holy—!” the passenger shouted, but Ali was already swinging the cleaver around in a tight arc, the blade ripping through the tender flesh beneath the man’s Adam’s apple. Skin split and blood sprayed across the front door of the truck, the guy in the green shirt clawing at his wide-open throat. He stumbled forward and Ali stepped to the left, letting him stagger past him and crash to the ground, a jet of dark crimson cascading from his torn jugular. 
 
    “No no no!” the driver shouted, desperately scooting backwards in his seat, his back pressed up against the driver’s side door. His eyes fixed on Ali as his fingers grasped at the handle of the door, fumbling with it, desperately trying to pull it open. Finally, his fingers caught on the handle and he pried it apart as Ali crawled up into the seat. 
 
    “You can have the truck!” he gasped. “Just take the damn thing!” He pulled the handle and shouldered the door open, leaning far left, almost falling out. “I don’t want the damn truck!” 
 
    Spilling out onto the road, he landed on his knees, then crawled to his feet as Ali climbed through the front seat, slipping out onto the road behind him.  
 
    The driver sprinted wildly across the street and Ali slipped out onto the road behind him, stepping toward the man in pursuit. Suddenly, ice-cold daggers stabbed into his chest, his lungs seizing with an aggressive, violent, hacking cough. Ali groaned and doubled over, coughing angrily, red spittle spattering the pavement, his hand clutching at his chest as he pressed his hand into the side of the truck to keep from toppling over. 
 
    Ali grimaced, looking toward the trees, but the driver had already plunged into the wilderness and disappeared from view. 
 
    Smiling crookedly, Ali wiped a smear of blood from his lips, then tossed the cleaver on the passenger seat and looked at the fuel gauge. The truck had three quarters of a tank of gas, which would take him a good distance. He didn’t know if it would take him quite far enough, but between there and Colorado there were sure to be plenty of opportunities to get more gas. 
 
    Walking around the front of the truck, he went to the shoulder and retrieved the long gun, carrying it back to the truck and clasping it to the gun rack mounted on the back window of the truck’s cab. He shut the passenger door, then slid onto the driver’s seat, gently pressing the accelerator. He’d make one last stop at the farmhouse and make sure that he’d collected all of his supplies, then he’d hit the road for Tetrault before continuing on from there. 
 
    If Joel and Helen were still on horseback, he might make up some time in the truck. The tires chewed at the gravel as he brought the vehicle around into a tight left turn. Spitting up another cloud of dust, the truck charged back in the direction it came. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Colorado 
 
      
 
    “Two of them?” Major Valley asked, looking at the two soldiers who stood at attention before him. Framed behind them was the convoy of transports and Humvees, a crowd of people gathered, being assessed by other soldiers and emergency personnel as Valley spoke to the two men. 
 
    “You had them cornered in the alley and they managed to get past you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” one of the men said. “No excuses. One of them was—she was a young girl, sir, and she made us believe that she was in danger.” 
 
    Valley nodded. 
 
    “And no idea where they went?” 
 
    “None, sir.” 
 
    After a tense, quiet moment, Major Valley shrugged. 
 
    “Their loss, I guess,” he said. “We’re just trying to help them; I don’t know why that’s so difficult to understand.” 
 
    “Seems to me some people don’t want help,” one of the soldiers replied. “They’d die on their own rather than accept our assistance to survive.” 
 
    “Problem is, we need all the manpower we can get,” Valley said. “I’d love to give them the choice, but if we don’t get some help with manual labor and in certain skill sets, the entire nation is as good as dead. If that means we need to start conscripting again, then that’s what we do, whether the population likes it or not.” 
 
    “Comes down to freedom, sir,” the soldier replied. 
 
    “Well, about time civilians learned what we’ve known all along—freedom isn’t free.” 
 
    “Amen, Major,” the soldier replied, standing at ease. “So, are we abandoning the search?” 
 
    Major Valley nodded. 
 
    “We need to focus our attention on getting as many of these civilians as possible to Cheyenne. Devoting resources to tracking down two runners isn’t where we need to spend our time right now.” 
 
    “Understood.” The soldier nodded curtly, then broke away, heading to join the group who was shepherding the residents of Sterling into the military convoy several yards away. 
 
    “Major Valley?” a voice called from behind him and he turned, watching a young man approach with a communications pack slung over one shoulder. “You have a call, sir. Incoming transmission from a Colonel Lancaster in Chicago.” 
 
    Valley narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Only Lancaster I know in Chicago is a captain,” he said, extending his hand. The communications officer placed the handset in his hand and Valley pressed it to his ear. 
 
    “Major Valley,” he said curtly. 
 
    “Paul, good to talk to you,” said a familiar voice on the other end. 
 
    “Craig?” Valley asked. “I was wondering if that was you, but my comms officer said Colonel Lancaster. Something I need to know?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence on the other end. 
 
    “Sorry to take you off guard,” Lancaster finally replied, “I thought maybe more widespread communication would have gone out.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I spoke with Willoughby a few hours ago. He gave me a battlefield promotion to Colonel and put me in charge of all nationwide recovery efforts.” 
 
    “Battlefield promotion? To an officer’s rank? We haven’t done brevet ranks in decades.” 
 
    “Exactly what I said. Willoughby tells me times have changed.” 
 
    “Does he even have the authority? Don’t get me wrong, Cr—uhh…Colonel Lancaster, I think it’s well deserved and hard earned, but I don’t want to lose sight of protocol.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Willoughby assures me it’s on the up and up, but frankly I think he’s more focused on rebuilding and recovery than crossing all of the administrative Ts. Is this…going to be a problem for you, Major?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Valley replied quickly, “no problem at all. I agree, I believe that’s where the focus should be. The rest of it can be figured out later.” 
 
    “Good, I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
    Valley turned and looked at the growing group of civilians around him, many of them still gathered by the tall, white church, still others lining up by the transports. Soldiers had retrieved MREs and rations from the trucks and were offering them out to people standing in line, who looked only too eager to receive them. 
 
    “So, what I can do for you today, Colonel?” Valley asked. 
 
    “You’re still organizing the Cheyenne recovery efforts, correct?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Colonel,” Valley replied. “Cheyenne has been successfully established as a sanctuary city. I’m actually in Sterling, Colorado right now trying to organize a migratory plan for Denver refugees and others.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Lancaster replied. “Good work, Major.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Valley replied. Though he put up a good front, he couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy about this strange adjustment. Just a week ago, he had been Lancaster’s superior officer, and now the roles had been drastically reversed. Lancaster was a capable leader and a good soldier, and in the grand scheme of things, Valley didn’t have an issue with his elevation, but he knew it would take some time to get used to the new organization. 
 
    “Can you tell me,” Lancaster continued, “are you familiar with an organization called Stone Sword?” 
 
    Valley’s fingers tightened around the handset. 
 
    “Very familiar, sir,” he replied. “We’ve encountered a few representatives of theirs and they’ve been a bit of a thorn in our side in Cheyenne. At this point, they’ve barricaded themselves in an abandoned shopping mall west of the city center. The past week or so, they’ve remained out of our hair and we’re letting bygones be bygones for now.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “We’ve been following their radio broadcasts closely,” Valley continued. “They’re talking the talk, but at least here in Cheyenne it’s just been talk, especially in the last week or two.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Lancaster replied. “We may need you to beat the bushes there a bit.” 
 
    Valley turned away from the comms officer, lowering his voice a bit. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re asking, sir,” he said quietly. 
 
    “We have reason to believe that the Stone Sword organization is harboring a fugitive,” Lancaster said. “A very dangerous fugitive who could hold secrets damaging to national security.” 
 
    “Sir? Are you certain about this? The organization in Cheyenne does have its share of gun-toting militia, but for the most part they’re focused on living off the grid. They don’t seem to have a desire to get mixed up in government business. If anything, it’s just the opposite.” 
 
    “Our intelligence is quite specific,” Lancaster replied. “Willoughby has made it evident that Stone Sword represents a clear and present danger to the security of the United States of America.” 
 
    Valley blew a gust of air from pursed lips. 
 
    “So, what are my orders, sir?” 
 
    “We need to shake the trees. Once you’re back in Cheyenne, put together a strike force. Full frontal assault on that shopping mall. We need some solid intel, one way or the other.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m not sure I’m entirely comfortable with this line of thinking. Whatever their motivations, the members of Stone Sword are American citizens, and for the most part are civilians. Are you really instructing us to lead military operations against a non-violent survivalist group?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Major,” Lancaster replied, “I thought you said they’d been a thorn in your side. That tells me they at least have a predilection toward violence.” 
 
    “Being a thorn in our side and being an active threat to national security are very different things,” Valley replied. 
 
    “There are times when one leads to the other,” Lancaster said. “A pre-emptive strike might be the best way to prevent future violence.” 
 
    “A pre-emptive strike, sir? These are farmers. Engineers. They aren’t insurgents.” 
 
    “And how do you think insurgents become insurgents? They’re not born that way, Major.” 
 
    “I understand that, sir, I just—” 
 
    “These orders come direct from Willoughby,” Lancaster said, flatly. 
 
    Valley sighed and lowered his head. 
 
    “Colonel…we’ve served together for a long time,” he finally said in a low voice. 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    “Permission to speak freely?” 
 
    There was a moment of quiet hesitation on the other end and for a second Valley was worried that he might say no. 
 
    “Go ahead, Major,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “Do we even know what position Willoughby holds at this point? The president was doing briefings every other day up until a week or two ago. Then he just suddenly…stopped. Now, all of a sudden we’re supposed to take our orders from Willoughby directly?” 
 
    “Drydan Willoughby is the secretary of defense,” Lancaster replied. “We’ve always taken our orders from him, and as far as I’m concerned the voice he speaks with is the voice of the president.” 
 
    “I can see that, sir, I just—” 
 
    “Listen, Major Valley, I know these are trying times. I know you and your men are being asked to do difficult things under exceedingly difficult circumstances. Believe me, the last thing I want to do is to tell you to roll up on a shopping mall with armored support and open fire. I had to do something similar here in Chicago and it was the single hardest thing I’ve ever done in my military career.” 
 
    “Understood, Colonel,” Valley replied. 
 
    “But I did it,” Lancaster continued, not giving Valley a chance to say his next words. “And Chicago is safer today because of it.” 
 
    Valley didn’t reply immediately. Lancaster was right. Rumors about the operations in South Chicago had made it all the way to Cheyenne, and the force with which Lancaster brought down the pocket of resistance in that part of the city had given him a reputation that had carried throughout the region. Men and women who had been holed up, stockpiling weapons and preparing for the long haul had gotten cold feet, many of them turning over their weapons and surrendering, voluntarily being taken to FEMA camps established throughout the city. Over a period of ten days, Chicago had gone from being on the verge of collapse to being one of the first sanctuary cities established in the nation, and most of the credit had gone to Lancaster. 
 
    Valley suspected there was another side to that story. 
 
    How many civilians had been in those apartment buildings that Lancaster had flattened with artillery and high-powered weapons? How many needless deaths had he caused for the sake of furthering Willoughby’s agenda? If faced with the same choices, would he do the same things? What if this shopping mall was filled with children and innocent bystanders? 
 
    Something about the whole situation didn’t sit well with Major Valley, but at the same time, he shared Lancaster’s desire to re-establish law and order in the United States. Some difficult choices would have to be made in order for that to happen. It was part of his job. 
 
    “I…understand, sir,” Valley finally said. “I’ll do what’s required.” He looked around him at the dozens of soldiers rounding up even more civilians, getting them loaded into transports in a neat, polite, orderly fashion. “We’ll do what’s required,” he clarified. 
 
    “I knew we could count on you, Major,” Lancaster replied. “Lancaster out.” 
 
    The line went dead, and Valley lowered it from his hear, holding the handset at his right thigh, considering what he’d just promised and wondering what the next days would bring. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Laura sat alone on the top of a picnic table, resting on the lawn outside the town hall, looking upon the continued construction of the lightning rod. Workers had been toiling away for a few days and it was now almost complete, standing three stories tall, a construct of metal rebar welded together over a rudimentary scaffold frame. 
 
    Ground lightning had continued unabated in the days since construction had started but had remained far enough away that the rod mattered little. But with each passing day, it seemed as though the lightning was striking more and more frequently and was striking in closer proximity, giving Laura the feeling that their timing had been good. 
 
    A little bit longer and it might have been too late, with nearby lightning strikes making it unsafe for the workers to climb the rod to finish construction. 
 
    She still wasn’t sure what to make of the phenomenon. 
 
    “Chow time, Laura,” a female voice said, and she turned to see her sister walking along behind her, toward the makeshift mess hall. “You coming?” 
 
    Lindsey had a strange expression on her face and Laura nodded, forcing a smile, then picked up her crutches and eased herself down from the table’s surface. Bruiser, her German Shepherd, had been seated on the grass near the table and he bounded up, chasing after her. 
 
    “Careful, you big bully,” Laura chided, “don’t knock me over.” Bruiser chuffed and rubbed his broad head against her leg, forcing her to adjust her balance so she wouldn’t topple. 
 
    “How are you doing, sis?” Lindsey asked, still looking a bit unsure. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Laura replied. 
 
    “Did you…talk to the guy in the radio building?” Lindsey asked, choosing her words carefully. 
 
    Laura sighed, propelling herself along on her crutches. 
 
    “I tried,” she said, her voice low, eyes darting back and forth. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Colonel Carter happened,” Laura said, her expression darkening. She turned toward Lindsey. “You didn’t tell him, did you?” 
 
    Lindsey drew back, looking shocked. 
 
    “What? No, of course not!” she exclaimed. “I would never—” 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Laura replied. “I just—he told me someone had let him know what I was planning. He was waiting for me this morning when I went to the station.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Lindsey said, her face blanching. 
 
    “Yeah. Shit.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He was a little cranky.” 
 
    Lindsey chuckled. 
 
    “I could see that.”  
 
    “Any idea who might have said something?” Laura asked. “He knew exactly what I was planning, and I only told you.” 
 
    “Carter’s got ears everywhere,” Lindsey replied, looking away. 
“Anything that anyone hears, if they get a little squirrelly about it, they go right to him. Especially—no offense, but especially with new people in town, you can bet there were people lingering around in the shadows, listening to what was said.” 
 
    “That’s damn creepy,” Laura replied, looking around as if someone might be following them toward the mess hall. 
 
    “Once you’ve been around for a while, the trust will come,” Lindsey said as they reached the door to the mess hall. She eased it open and let her sister hobble through first, both of them entering the wide expanse of a dining hall. There were several tables set up in even rows along the length of the room and already several people sat at the tables, eating their carefully curated trays of food. 
 
    Laura looked at the offerings, which seemed to consist of eggs, most likely powdered, one strip of bacon per person, and a single ladle of bland-looking oatmeal.  
 
    Most of her meals at the Stone Sword compound had been similar, some scant offerings, though considering the state of things, the fact that they could organize meals for the entire town was a miracle unto itself. 
 
    “Don’t you guys have, like, a dozen farms in this town?” Laura asked as she and Lindsey got into line. Bruiser clung to her left leg, garnering some scowls of disapproval from nearby townsfolk. 
 
    “At least,” Lindsey replied. 
 
    “So why the powdered eggs? Not enough chickens?” 
 
    “Plenty of chickens,” Lindsey replied, “but the plan is to mix it up, especially feeding a few hundred people a day. Even if each chicken laid three eggs per day, it wouldn’t be enough, and there are some recipes that don’t work real well with powdered eggs that you’d want to save the real eggs for. If we stagger the rations of powdered eggs, we have almost a three-year supply, as long as we don’t use them every single day.” 
 
    “So, what happens after three years?” 
 
    Lindsey looked at her. 
 
    “That’s above my pay grade,” she replied, “but, knowing the people involved, there are already contingency plans in place.” 
 
    “Why not just go hunting? We’re in the Wyoming woods, certainly there must be a plethora of game.” 
 
    “Right now there is. In six more months, when everyone and their brother has the same thought? Who knows?” The line moved slowly, and they inched forward a few steps. “There’s a lot more to being self-sustaining than just shooting your dinner and stockpiling tons of canned goods,” Lindsey continued. “It’s about creating a community where you are literally not dependent on any outside forces. Growing your own food, raising your own meat, creating a cycle where you can exist for an extended period of time without worrying about whether or not Frank from the next town over is going to kill that bear you’ve been tracking.” 
 
    Laura nodded, some of what her sister was saying finally starting to sink in. She was far from what she considered a prepper, but with all her time spent camping and outdoors during her breaks and vacations, she had gained an appreciation for living off the land, identifying edible plants, and not being so tied down to processed food and being able to sustain herself. Connecting that mentality to the idea of being a survivalist, something she always viewed as something just short of insanity, was a revelation as she stood within the mess hall, the entire structure and design of Stone Sword taking on a whole new meaning. 
 
    “What?” Lindsey asked, reading the confusion on her sister’s face. 
 
    “Just something you said,” Laura replied. “It’s finally sinking in. What this community represents. What it means to really be prepared.” 
 
    “You mean you’re realizing now that it’s not just about bomb shelters and stockpiling guns?” 
 
    “Well…yeah, I guess,” Laura replied with a shrug. 
 
    “So, is that how you viewed me this whole time?” Lindsey asked. “I mean, you knew I was part of this organization. Did you think I was brainwashed by some crazy survivalist cult or something?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Laura protested. “I—I’m not really sure what I thought, actually. I think I thought that you were traumatized by your husband’s death and found a support system, however different that support system was.” 
 
    Lindsey pressed her fingers to her head and shook it slowly. 
 
    “I can only imagine what Mom was saying,” she said softly and somewhat wistfully. “I’m glad she’s not around to see this.” 
 
    “Her or Dad,” Laura agreed. 
 
    Lindsey shrugged. 
 
    “Dad would have found some sort of sick humor in it, I think. Mom just would have been crushed. She had such a rosy view of the world.” 
 
    “She really did,” Laura replied. “What the hell happened to us?” 
 
    “Reality,” Lindsey said. “Just plain, stupid reality.” 
 
    “Reality sucks.” 
 
    “Indeed it does.” 
 
    The two sisters made their way to the front of the line, picking up metal trays and accepting their meager breakfasts. It was a careful balancing act for Laura to orient the crutches beneath her arms as she managed the tray.  The oatmeal was lumpy and lacked any sort of garnish like cinnamon or fruit, just a simple mash of chopped oats and water butting up against a single scoop of powdered eggs and one lonely slice of crispy bacon.  
 
    Turning toward an empty table, the two of them almost stumbled over Jack and Trevor, who crossed their paths at the last moment. 
 
    “Jack,” Laura said, smiling, looking at him and Trevor, each holding their own tray. 
 
    “Morning,” he said with a nod. “You eating here?” 
 
    “We are,” Lindsey said, gesturing to the nearby table. “Join us?” 
 
    Jack and Trevor glanced at each other, shrugging slightly, then Jack turned back and nodded, the two of them following Laura and Lindsey to an empty table. The two women sat on one side while the two men sat on the other. 
 
    “You both still on guard rotation?” Laura asked, stabbing her spoon into the congealed oatmeal and making a quick mental calculation about how she could mitigate the blandness of the meal with what was on her plate. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack replied, simply shoveling a quick spoonful of the pale chow right into his mouth. “Shifts are getting all screwed up,” he said through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Really?” Laura asked. “Why?” 
 
    Trevor and Jack gave each other a quick sideways glance. 
 
    “Can’t really talk about it,” Trevor said quietly, turning back to his tray and heaping a forkful of egg into his open mouth. 
 
    “Oh, so that’s the way it is,” Laura replied. 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Gotta play by the rules.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” Laura said, lowering her eyes again. Lindsey looked over at her, though Laura purposefully kept her eyes firmly on the various piles of food on the tray in front of her. 
 
    “Everything okay, Laura?” Jack asked. “You seem a bit out of sorts.” 
 
    Laura looked at him, then looked over at Lindsey, who gave her a knowing look. 
 
    “I had a bit of an argument with Colonel Carter this morning,” Laura admitted. “Just didn’t start my day off on the right track.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s never good,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Carter gets pretty hung up about some things,” Trevor said. “What was his major malfunction this morning?” 
 
    “That’s not important,” Laura replied. 
 
    Jack set his fork down. 
 
    “Okay, now I need to know,” he said. Laura glowered at him. 
 
    “You really don’t,” she said, smiling softly. Jack glanced over at Lindsey and Lindsey scowled back at him. 
 
    Laura didn’t miss the exchange. She furrowed her brow and looked at her sister, then looked back at Jack. Jack tried to avert his eyes and she glared back at Lindsey again. 
 
    “Did you tell him?” she asked in a low whisper. 
 
    “Tell me what?” Jack asked, trying to sound innocent but failing miserably. 
 
    “Laura,” Lindsey started to say, “I needed some perspective—” 
 
    “I told you that in confidence,” Laura hissed. 
 
    “So…you don’t trust me?” Jack asked, looking hurt. “After everything we’ve been through together, you didn’t think you could share this plan with me?” 
 
    “I was trying to protect you,” Laura said. “You report directly to Colonel Carter and I knew this would not go over well with him. I was trying to not put you in a difficult position of having to lie for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Laura,” Lindsey said in a low voice. “Sorry I told him and betrayed your trust, but…I didn’t know what else to do. You sure as hell weren’t listening to my advice.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Laura said, her voice strained. “People have been trying to kill me for almost two months. There are people who are dead right now because of me. How can you expect me to just let that stand?” 
 
    “Nobody is asking you to let it stand,” Lindsey said, keeping her voice down, her eyes scanning around them. 
 
    “Then tell me,” Laura said, “tell me how.” 
 
    “How to what?” Jack asked. 
 
    “How to—I don’t know anymore,” Laura said, lowering her head and dropping her spoon on the table. 
 
    “Hey,” Lindsey said, resting her hand on Laura’s shoulder. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you all twisted up. It was shitty of me to tell Jack.” 
 
    “It was shitty of me not to tell him,” Laura replied and looked at Jack, who smiled sheepishly and shrugged. 
 
    “No big,” Jack replied, stabbing at his eggs. 
 
    # 
 
    Jack and Trevor rose from the table and nodded to Lindsey and Laura, returned their trays, and strode toward the exit, leaving the two sisters alone at the table. Stepping through the door, they moved to the sidewalk and began walking toward the barracks ahead. 
 
    “Well, that was an interesting breakfast,” Trevor said, keeping his eyes facing forward. 
 
    “It usually is when it comes to Laura,” Jack replied. He furrowed his brow slightly, then turned to Trevor as they walked. “I gotta say,” he continued, “you didn’t seem very surprised by the conversation in there.” 
 
    Trevor still looked ahead, not turning to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Do you know what we were talking about? What Laura had planned?” 
 
    Trevor cleared his throat and still wouldn’t look directly at Jack. 
 
    “Trevor,” Jack said, reaching out and grabbing the other man’s shoulder. He pulled, turning the other young man toward him. “Did Colonel Carter tell you about what she was going to do?” 
 
    “No,” Trevor replied, shaking his head. “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “Then what’s going on?” 
 
    Trevor closed his eyes and sighed, as if preparing himself for something. 
 
    “Last night, when you left the barracks,” he said, “I…I followed you.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “I followed you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Trevor chewed his lip. 
 
    “I’ve been in the doghouse with the colonel ever since you escaped on my watch. Even though it all ended up the right way, he’s still been pissed at me.” 
 
    “I told you,” Jack replied, shaking his head, “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Trevor replied. “Doesn’t change the fact that it happened.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jack replied, holding his hand up. “Fair enough. Keep talking.” 
 
    “The colonel wanted me to keep an eye on you. He still…has some trust issues.” 
 
    “For crying out loud,” Jack said. “What the hell do I have to do to prove that I’m not up to something?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jack, but the fact is, he doesn’t trust you. You’re still a newcomer, and the colonel doesn’t do well with newcomers. Even those who have proven themselves.” 
 
    “So, he asked you to spy on me? And you did it?” 
 
    Trevor nodded. 
 
    “I followed you out of the barracks—” 
 
    “—and you heard what Lindsey told me. About what Laura was planning.” 
 
    Trevor nodded again. 
 
    Jack lowered his head, his fists closed at his sides, and Trever took an uncertain step backward, as if he thought he might actually strike him. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said quietly, still looking at the ground. 
 
    Trevor furrowed his brow, deep crevices digging into the flesh of his forehead. 
 
    “Did you say thank you?” 
 
    Jack nodded, then looked up at the other man. 
 
    “If Laura had made that broadcast…it wouldn’t have turned out well. It would have attracted unwanted attention. I don’t think it was the right call, but there was no way she would listen to me or her sister. You telling the colonel was the right thing.” 
 
    Trevor chuckled. 
 
    “Okay, well, I have to admit that reaction surprised me.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Jack replied. “Sometimes we need to save people from themselves.” 
 
    The two of them fell in shoulder to shoulder and continued walking toward the barracks. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Jasmine nodded her thanks to the young woman who held out a hand, offering her the metal cup of steaming coffee. She retrieved the mug with two hands and tipped it delicately to her lips, taking a long, slow sip. 
 
    “I was starting to think coffee was a delicacy,” she said. “And a rare one at that.” 
 
    “The FEMA compound comes through again,” the girl said, shaking her head. “From what I hear, they had cases of ground coffee as well as instant.” 
 
    “Miracle upon miracle.” 
 
    “Times like this,” Gossett said, striding across the parking lot toward the two women, “the small miracles loom large.” 
 
    “That’s for sure, Mr. Gossett,” the young woman who had given Jasmine her coffee said, nodding eagerly. “Can I get you a cup?” 
 
    He held up a hand. 
 
    “Not at the moment. I find it best to let my head clear naturally first thing in the morning.” He looked out over the parking lot behind the research and development wing of Eagle Atmospheric. Several yards away, the scaffolding of the launchpad rose almost three stories in the air, a pair of tall ladders leaning up against the structure, two men standing on support beams, manually tightening some of the connecting joints. A forklift sat on the pavement near the frame of the launch system and the initial skeleton of a miniaturized satellite sat on wooden pallets in the shadow of the scaffold. 
 
    Half a dozen workers were gathered around the launchpad, some of them aimlessly walking, others already tightening bolts and measuring slabs of metal for the cutting torch. 
 
    “They been at this all night?” Gossett asked, looking at Jasmine. She nodded slowly. 
 
    “Gopal has been running the overnight crew,” she said. “I’m supposed to go relieve him so he can get some rest. They’ve been doing good work.” 
 
    The sky darkened slightly as the cloud cover moved in, the persistent network of atmospheric lightning picking up in intensity, slicing light throughout the thickened clouds. 
 
    “How close are we?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “Close,” Jasmine replied. “Another day’s work, maybe?” 
 
    “And what will this get us?” 
 
    “It’ll get us a satellite in orbit that we can use to monitor what’s going on up there and potentially develop a way to stop what’s happening.” 
 
    “And the Faraday cage built within the satellite frame will be sufficient for protecting it against the localized EMPs up there?” 
 
    Jasmine shrugged. 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know. None of us will know until we get a bird in the air.” 
 
    The clouds seemed to glow slightly with a sudden wave of brightness, an ocean wave of electricity rolling through the contours of the clouds. Jasmine lowered her coffee cup and swung her head up and around, looking toward the sky. 
 
    “Hold this,” she snapped, extending her hand with the coffee cup and the young woman snatched it from her hand as Jasmine hurried toward the launchpad. 
 
    “Get down!” she shouted, waving her hands at the men on the scaffolding. “We’ve got lightning coming!” 
 
    Gossett’s eyes widened as he looked to the sky, seeing what Jasmine had seen. A roiling boil of brightness began to slowly fester within the cloud cover, a section now highlighted with a pale blue light. He could almost feel an underlying electric current in the air, a sense of swirling ozone, his skin prickling as he watched Jasmine pick up speed, racing toward the launchpad. 
 
    “No,” he whispered, already sensing what was about to happen. The ragged wound of light in the clouds grew brighter and more virulent, cascading outwards from a central point of focus, rippling through the clouds above. “Jasmine!” he shouted, but she paid him no mind. 
 
    “Get off the tower!” she screamed as loud as she could, running toward them. There were two men still on the scaffold and they waved back at her, evidently not hearing her words. 
 
    “Lightning!” she cried, loud enough that Gossett could hear it from fifty yards behind her. Finally, her words seemed to soak in and the men on the launchpad tower started scrambling for the ladders. The clouds hissed and crackled, the bright ball of light looking like a whirling dervish of heat lightning, barely concealed by clouds. 
 
    Jasmine ran, shoes slapping on the pavement, getting closer to the rising tower ahead, and Gossett secretly hoped she wouldn’t get much closer. He could already see what was going to happen. 
 
    Then it did happen. He was running, several paces behind Jasmine still, but running fast, and as he looked up toward the tower, he saw the bright slash of light, a diagonal rip through the clouds, splitting them like flesh. A twisting tongue of blinding electricity shot down from that single bright ball, crackling as it barreled toward the Earth. It struck the large metal tower with a sudden, violent snap, sparks bursting free, a coiling finger of lightning wrapping the scaffolding in its eerie grasp, the entire structure glowing bright blue. 
 
    Lightning cracked like a whip and another dance of sparks shot free, the two men on the structure were thrown like rag dolls, bending and twisting through the air, toppling down toward the ground. Gossett didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t help it, watching as electricity followed the structure to the ground, then leaped over pavement, caught onto the satellite, tugging and cutting at it, yet another burst slicing free. 
 
    The group of people surrounding the small satellite went stumbling and sprawling as crackling electricity walked along the surface of the makeshift satellite. 
 
    As Gossett ran forward, he gaped in horror as a twisting bullet of lightning ripped free of the satellite, jumped over the pavement, and struck the forklift, shooting bright blue sparks up into the air. 
 
    “No!” Jasmine shouted, though there was little she could say. As they ran forward, something within the man-made lightning stabbed at the fuel tank of the forklift and it ruptured, a sudden burst of light and flash of flame splitting the surface of the vehicle and smashing free of the enclosed fuel tank. 
 
    The small vehicle exploded, a sudden, churning fireball swarming the crowd around it, brightening the early morning sky. 
 
    # 
 
    Jasmine sat on a stack of pallets, her head hanging low, both hands wrapped around another steel mug of coffee. The fire had been put out, a frantic rush of emergency personnel running out from the residence wing, several of them carrying buckets of water to douse the flames. 
 
    The twisted and charred husk of the burned-out forklift lay on its side, yellow metal blackened by fire, thin fingers of smoke rising from the scorched vehicle. Gossett stood in the parking lot a few feet away, mesmerized by what he saw. Several volunteers, a few of them with actual training as EMTs, toiled over a pair of injured victims, one of them with third-degree burns, the other trying to dig his way free of unconsciousness. 
 
    Shawna and Tristan strode forward, walking from the scene of the capsized forklift. The two of them had come running when the alarm rose, despite neither of them having a real emergency response background. Their quick actions had impressed Gossett, though they’d done little to save lives. 
 
    Four people were dead. People he’d considered close enough to almost be family. Two of them were the men on the scaffolding, both engineers who had worked under him for a combined eighteen years. One of them had a wife and son living in the residence hall. 
 
    Gopal had died as well. He’d been next to the forklift when the fuel tank ruptured. If the third-degree burns and a lack of a functional healthcare system hadn’t signaled his doom, the jagged piece of shrapnel embedded in his stomach would have. As it turned out, he’d been dead before Shawna had gotten to him, though she did have the forethought to at least drag him free before the fire totally ruined his corpse. 
 
    The fourth victim had been one of the first people to respond to the lightning strike, a young woman who had been an administrative assistant of all things. She rushed to the aid of the first three victims and had been electrocuted when she touched a piece of the scaffolding. 
 
    Now it was the calm after the storm. The low crackle of fire hissed and popped as a rotating line of makeshift firefighters threw buckets of water on the flames, knocking down thin tendrils into spats of coughing smoke. Jasmine’s eyes were wide and distant, looking upon some point far in the distance, even though the pavement was only a few feet from where she sat staring. The young woman was one of the toughest, most resilient people Gossett had ever met, but sitting there on the stack of pallets, she looked broken and battered. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” he said, looking at Shawna and Tristan as they approached. “Where is Ms. Lopez?” 
 
    “Inside,” Tristan replied vacantly. Dirt and soot covered his forehead, and his sleeves were rolled up, exposing smudged skin on his forearms. “She’s gathering food and water for the first responders.” He looked back at the ramshackle group of untrained people. “Such as they are.” 
 
    “I will have to relay my thanks to her as well,” Gossett said. 
 
    “It’s a mess,” Shawna said, shaking her head. “Four dead. Six injured. Two of them critically. I’m not sure they’ve even figured out what to do about medical care yet. We’ve got someone running to the various nurse’s stations in the facility to grab all the first aid kits they can.” 
 
    “On the factory floor we have a few burn kits,” Gossett said, and Shawna nodded. 
 
    “All over it. Jasmine told us.” She looked back at Jasmine, who tipped the cup back again and took another drink. She didn’t even seem to hear her name spoken. Or if she did, she didn’t care. 
 
    Then, as they looked, she lifted her head and turned it, looking at them. 
 
    “So, what next?” she asked, her eyes mainly focused on Gossett. 
 
    “Next?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “Well, this was important work. If anything, that lightning strike only serves to remind us how important.” Slowly, she stood, joining the group, her posture straightening as she walked, her shoulders squaring. 
 
    “Jasmine,” Shawna said softly. “Four people are dead.” 
 
    Jasmine shot her a narrow glare. 
 
    “And I mourn for them and their families. Are we going to abandon this and let their lives go to waste?” 
 
    Shawna drew back slightly. 
 
    “If I understand correctly,” she said, “you didn’t even know if this crazy plan would work.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” Jasmine replied, “but it was, at least, a plan. We weren’t just doing nothing. Scavenging to find our next meal.” 
 
    “Jasmine, we only had enough components to assemble a single prototype, and we barely had enough for that,” Gossett said. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what other alternatives there are.” 
 
    “There are always alternatives,” Jasmine replied. “These days you just have to look a little harder to find them.” 
 
    She turned and walked away, leaving the three of them standing in a group, watching her go. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Chicago, Illinois 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Willoughby,” Colonel Lancaster said through gritted teeth, his fingers closing tightly around the radio handset. “What can I do for you, sir?” 
 
    Drydan Willoughby had reached out to the colonel for the second time that morning, and Lancaster was already tired of the scrutiny. For the first two months of the crisis he’d been operating by the seat of his pants, making decisions on the field of battle, using just his own will and his own wits, avoiding the sort of bureaucratic rigamarole that had unnecessarily entangled the military machine throughout the rest of his career. 
 
    But already, just a few hours after getting a battlefield promotion to colonel, he was on his second radio call with the secretary of defense and felt like an insect under a magnifying glass. 
 
    “Just curious if you had any luck reaching out to Major Valley yet,” Willoughby said, his voice tinged with static. “We are very anxious to evaluate the potential threat that Stone Sword poses to national security.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I understand, sir,” Lancaster replied. “I spoke to the major a short while ago. He was in Sterling, Colorado on a refugee relocation operation. Said he figures on being back in Cheyenne this evening. He’s hoping to coordinate some reconnaissance and get some intel for us within the next forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “Forty-eight hours?” Willoughby asked and Colonel Lancaster was already bracing himself for the next words. “We’ve got to do better than that, Colonel.” 
 
    “Understood,” Colonel Lancaster replied. “He was already in Sterling when I reached him. Refugee relocation is going well, but it will take time—” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have time to spare,” Willoughby replied curtly. “Who did he leave in command back in Cheyenne? Have you reached out directly?” 
 
    “I’m not sure who is running the show in Cheyenne, sir, but as for reaching out directly, I’d prefer to follow established chain of command, sir. It’s there for a reason.” 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” Willoughby replied, “but as both of us have demonstrated just this morning, there are times when jumping over the established protocol is warranted and desired. Would you agree?” 
 
    Lancaster opened his mouth to reply, but gently eased it closed again, pinching his lips between his teeth. Things were beginning to take shape already. 
 
    Willoughby had handed him a colonel’s rank. He now intended to use that benefit as leverage against him every single chance he got. Less than a day after accepting his new role and already Lancaster was feeling the rough tug of the puppet strings. He wondered if it was too late to hand the rank back. There was enough stress to deal with without suddenly being thrust into Washington power struggles. 
 
    “I do agree, sir, and I see your point,” Lancaster replied, choosing to take the gracious path around. “I will see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel,” Willoughby replied. “I knew offering you this new rank was the right thing to do. Thanks for not making me question my own judgment.” 
 
    Lancaster scowled at the handset as it clicked softly, the voice fading into static. Holding the receiver in his palm, he gently closed his fingers around it and considered just handing it back off to the communications officer. 
 
    “Get Major Valley on,” he said instead, looking at the young woman, who nodded her head and began to put through the call. 
 
    # 
 
    Sterling, Colorado 
 
    Major Valley looked at the convoy, each truck now fully loaded with civilians, the scattered soldiers starting to come together, loading in the Humvees, and getting ready for the trek back to Cheyenne. A young man stepped out of a nearby vehicle, gesturing toward him as he walked in his direction. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster is on the radio for you,” he said, offering the handset. Valley nodded and took the receiver from him, putting it to his ear. 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster,” Valley said, “I appreciate the thorough follow-through, but we haven’t even left Sterling yet, sir.” 
 
    “I understand,” Lancaster said on the other end, “I’m getting some pressure on my end. Last thing I want to do is push that pressure on to you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Valley replied, “but it kind of seems like you’re doing it, anyway.” 
 
    “Major, you can stow the sarcasm,” Lancaster said. 
 
    “No sarcasm intended,” Valley replied quickly. “We’ve all got hard jobs, sir, and we’re all trying to do them under difficult circumstances.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lancaster replied, “and some of us have the secretary of defense breathing down our necks.” 
 
    Valley drew in a deep breath. Things had gotten heated quickly, which wasn’t his typical MO. He eased his mood, trying to relax the tension in his muscles. Bickering with his superior officer, no matter how recently he became so, was not going to get him anywhere. 
 
    “I…apologize, Colonel,” he finally said, collecting himself. “That was uncalled for.” 
 
    “No,” Lancaster replied, “no it wasn’t. It was a point well taken. We’re all on the same side here, and frankly, Willoughby’s requests are more than a little unreasonable.” 
 
    Valley smiled slightly, appreciating Lancaster’s acknowledgement of that fact. 
 
    “So how do we handle this?” Valley asked. “Preferably working with each other and not against.” 
 
    “That’s how I’d like to approach it,” Lancaster replied. “Willoughby suggested I—he suggested that I go around you. Reach out directly to whoever you left in charge back in Cheyenne. I informed him that I didn’t think that was the right approach.” 
 
    “I appreciate that way of thinking,” Valley replied. “When I suggested working together, I meant you and me. Sergeant Bills is back in Cheyenne, but she’s still pretty green and if you reached out directly, I’m not sure how that conversation would go.” 
 
    “Then let’s hash this out,” Lancaster replied. “Willoughby has his sights set on Stone Sword. He’s very concerned about the harboring of a potential fugitive, a fugitive who is a dramatic threat to national security. Personally, I think he’s being a little melodramatic, but until I hear otherwise, he’s the man in charge.” 
 
    “Men in charge do have a tendency to be overdramatic,” Valley replied. On the road around him, soldiers had continued falling in, loading up in Humvees, and at the moment, he was standing alone on the pavement, next to the communications officer. One of the other soldiers waved them over to a Humvee idling quietly. 
 
    Moving in concert, the two of them made their way to the Humvee, the coiled cord pulling taut as they tried to stay close enough for the handset to remain connected to the communications backpack. The officer ducked his head and slid into the back seat of the Humvee as Valley followed, moving alongside him until they were both seated at the rear of the vehicle. 
 
    “Sorry,” Valley said, “I was getting into a Humvee. Say that again?” 
 
    “I was just saying,” Lancaster repeated, “that even though he’s being melodramatic, he’s got a point. Besides, he probably has some intelligence we’re not privy to. Intelligence that’s prompting him to be more cautious than he might otherwise be.” 
 
    “I get that,” Valley replied. 
 
    “Then let’s work through this.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Valley replied. “We’re loading up the convoy now. We’ve got three hundred civilians from Sterling and Denver and are getting rolling on our return trip to Cheyenne right now.” 
 
    “Perfect timing,” Lancaster said. “So, what sort of time frame are we looking at to get some eyes on that abandoned shopping mall that Stone Sword has taken over?” 
 
    “My hope was to get a face-to-face with Sergeant Bills this evening and have her put together a recon team. I’d prefer initial recon to be done during light of day, just because it’s easier to get a thousand-foot view of what we’re working with.” 
 
    “Just for the sake of transparency,” Lancaster said, “Willoughby was pushing for tonight.” 
 
    Valley chuckled softly. 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” he said. “But it doesn’t really change anything. Doing an initial recon sweep in the dead of night without sufficient night vision gear is going to give us jack squat in the way of actionable intel. It’s a waste of time and resources, and if you want me to get on the horn with Willoughby and tell him that, just point me in his direction.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Lancaster replied. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Valley agreed. The engine of the Humvee he was seated in growled to life, the throttling roar nearly drowning out Lancaster’s voice in his ear. 
 
    “Continue as you are,” Lancaster said. “I’ll get Willoughby calmed down. Coordinate with Sergeant Bills. Even if you wait until tomorrow to do the recon sweep, we should touch base tonight with the plan.” 
 
    “Understood, Colonel,” Valley replied. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lancaster said. “Stay safe.” 
 
    “You as well.” 
 
    There was a click in the handset as the call cut out to nothing but static. Valley handed the radio to the communications officer next to him, who retrieved it and returned it to its place. 
 
    “Everything all right, sir?” the corporal asked. 
 
    “As well as can be expected,” Valley replied, his voice thin. “And by that, I mean, not well at all.” 
 
    “Care to…elaborate, sir?” the corporal asked. 
 
    Valley breathed in deeply. 
 
    “We’ve been serving together a long time, haven’t we, Corporal Seaks?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the corporal replied, nodding. “Ever since I was a private.” 
 
    “Never saw anything like this, though.” 
 
    The corporal looked out his window as the convoy began making its way out of Sterling. Several residents stood along the sidewalk, watching them leave. They didn’t have nearly enough room for everyone, though by and large, the people living in Sterling weren’t complaining. They’d gone through a check-in process, ensuring that the first refugees they accepted were people that had come from Denver and not Sterling residents themselves, though the people that actually lived in the city had been told it would be their turn eventually. 
 
    Looking at the expressions on peoples’ faces, Major Valley was reminded of the blank stares of the refugees from Middle Eastern combat zones he’d been in throughout his career, third world nations decimated by violence, the survivors left behind mere vacant shells of the people they used to be. 
 
    Hollowed out by violence, their empty gazes staring off into nothing. 
 
    He saw that same look in the residents of Sterling, Colorado, a sense of hopeless emptiness, but this wasn’t a third world country. It wasn’t Iraq or Afghanistan or Syria. 
 
    It was Colorado. The United States. They were Americans, and they had been beaten into submission. 
 
    “Craig Lancaster has been promoted to colonel,” Major Valley said. “Which is a good thing, I think. He’s a good man and has served his country well for many years. But they’ve put him in command of recovery efforts and from the sounds of it, they’re leaning on him hard for results. When he gets leaned on, we all get leaned on.” 
 
    Corporal Seaks nodded. 
 
    “You’ve had free run so far, right?” 
 
    “More or less. Military structure mostly broke down in the direct aftermath of the disaster. I had a line of communication with FEMA and with regional leadership in the days following and we worked together to assemble a response team. The team we’ve been operating for the past two months. But those lines of communication quickly broke down again and we were more or less on our own. Everything we’ve accomplished so far has been because of our own planning and execution.” 
 
    “Things we should be proud of,” Seaks said. 
 
    “Absolutely. Only now, we’re starting to get more oversight. More supervision and scrutiny. There will just be an adjustment process.” 
 
    “Seems to me everyone’s dealing with enough without adding more complexity to the pile,” Corporal Seaks replied. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Valley said, “we are still a part of the United States Army, and I still need to follow protocol. I just don’t have to like it.” 
 
    Corporal Seaks nodded as the convoy made its way through Sterling, then turned west, the city growing smaller behind them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Two hours. 
 
    Jasmine had given everyone two hours to grieve. 
 
    She’d called them into the meeting room as the last embers of the fire still burned, smoke lingering in the air above the parking lot, soot- and dirt-covered first responders wandering aimlessly to look for ways to clean up. 
 
    Two hours later, Shawna, Tristan, Selanda, Gossett, and Jasmine sat in the small meeting room in the administrative building of Eagle Atmospheric around a circular table, a white board mounted on the far wall. 
 
    “Do we need to do this right now?” Selanda asked, rubbing her eyes. Her face was shaded gray with smoke and soot, and she had a dark stain on her shirt. 
 
    “What we’ve been through this morning was a tragedy,” Jasmine said. “Nobody is arguing that. But I can’t let these people die in vain. Gopal wanted this to happen. His death won’t be meaningless. It—it can’t be.” 
 
    “We can’t exactly manufacture more steel tooling for these components,” Gossett said. “We don’t have a stockpile here.” 
 
    “So, we need to find one,” Jasmine replied, her tone a bit harsher than it might have otherwise been. 
 
    “Where?” Shawna asked. “The streets are teeming with violent gang members. We can’t just drive down to the street to Satellites ‘R’ Us and pick up spare parts.” 
 
    “I’m not going to give up on this,” Jasmine said. 
 
    “Look,” Shawna said, holding her hand up. “We know how you feel—” 
 
    “You don’t!” Jasmine shouted. “I—” Her voice croaked slightly as she spoke, and she closed her eyes for a moment, carefully composing herself. “I worked shoulder to shoulder with Gopal Agarwal for most of my career. I’ve never met a more dedicated, selfless man. Not just dedicated to Eagle Atmospheric, but dedicated to America. Dedicated to humanity. He died this morning, and if we just pack it up and give in, it was all for nothing!” 
 
    “It wasn’t for nothing,” Tristan replied, “Gopal served his purpose. He is at peace now, and perhaps we can just let him be at peace. Sometimes that’s all the reward we can offer.” 
 
    “That’s bull,” Jasmine snapped. “He wouldn’t have been out there if I hadn’t come up with this idea. His death is on my head, and I will see this through.” 
 
    “I’d love to know how!” Shawna barked back. “The launchpad is salvageable. The lightning used it to jump to the forklift and rupture the fuel tank. I’m not worried about that. But the prototype satellite was incinerated. There is nothing we can do—” 
 
    “Garmin.” 
 
    Shawna’s words cut off in her mouth and she turned, looking at Selanda. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Garmin,” Selanda said quietly. “You know them. GPS. Those watches all the runners wear?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Shawna replied, “I know who Garmin is.” 
 
    “Their United States headquarters is in Kansas City. They work with a third-party research and development firm right here in the city to help them design their satellites.” 
 
    The entire room was silent, all eyes looking at her. 
 
    “I was invited to a demonstration there once,” she said quietly. Her eyes shot toward Gossett. “They’re not fans of yours, Edmond. Sorry.” 
 
    “The feeling was mutual,” Gossett replied. 
 
    “But, yeah. They were hoping to partner with Atlas at one point and flew me in to show me around the place. They actually do some limited manufacturing here in Kansas City.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Shawna asked. “We have a broken satellite and there just happens to be a factory that makes satellites in the city?” 
 
    “Almost as if it were meant to be,” Tristan said with a soft smile. 
 
    “Don’t pull that predestination shit with me, Big T,” Shawna said, but she was smiling crookedly. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” Jasmine asked, looking at Gossett. 
 
    “I mean, I knew Garmin was here. Everyone knows that. I didn’t think they actually did any manufacturing here, though. Last I knew China handled most of that for them. How the hell were they affording domestic manufacturing?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s important or relevant right now,” Selanda said. “The important thing is that we have options.” 
 
    “Options, yes,” Shawna replied. “Still not great options. Remember, the streets are still crawling with gun-toting gangbangers. And that new runner—didn’t she say something about a paramilitary team lurking in the alleys?” 
 
    “I feel like that’s a chance we need to take,” Gossett said. 
 
    “Of course, you do,” Selanda replied. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’re only too happy for us to take that risk. I assume you’ll be sitting here on your ass waiting for us to come back?” 
 
    “Well, someone needs to hold down the fort—” 
 
    “Oh, right!” Selanda shouted, pushing herself to her feet. “Of course! Never mind us, we’ll just risk our lives. Do you want me to find you a nice comfy chair, Mr. Gossett?” 
 
    “Enough!” Jasmine screamed, pounding her fist on the table and standing from her own chair. “I don’t care what petty jealousies or conflicts existed before today. They do not matter! We’re talking about the future of mankind here.” 
 
    Selanda crossed her arms, keeping her back to both Jasmine and Gossett. 
 
    “Please,” Jasmine said, placing her palms on the table. “Can we just put our differences aside?” 
 
    “Differences,” Selanda said in a low voice. She turned and glowered at Gossett, her eyes shining with tears. “Put our differences aside.” She took a step around the table, drawing closer to Edmond Gossett, the heat of her stare threatening to set his clothes on fire. “Our differences”—she put up air quotes as she said the word—“are what caused all of this to begin with. This reprehensible piece of shit tried to sabotage my launch. That’s what brought us here!” 
 
    She turned toward Jasmine, glaring at her, trying not to see the disbelief in her eyes. 
 
    “We’ll do what needs to be done,” Selanda replied, “but I just want you to remember how this all started. You’re prepared to take responsibility for Gopal’s death and meanwhile” —she stabbed a finger at Gossett—“he sits there silent and idle, pretending that he isn’t directly responsible for the deaths of millions.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you know—” Gossett started to say. 
 
    “Don’t,” Selanda hissed. “Just—don’t.” She turned and strode swiftly from the room, the clapping of her feet echoing on the tile floor as she went down the hallway beyond. 
 
    # 
 
    “Come on, this is the best we can do?” Shawna asked, looking sideways at the ragged old pickup truck parked on the pavement ahead of them. 
 
     “What, you expected another armored car?” Charest replied with a grin. The ex-soldier and employee of Deadbolt Security had been side by side with Shawna and her group as they’d stormed the FEMA regional headquarters to take down the Kingdom and get access to the supplies within their storage facility. She’d known him for only a few days, but had stared death in the eyes next to him, which had a tendency to draw strangers close. 
 
    The Deadbolt group had used scavenged steel and welded them to a van to add a level of protection, and at the end of the day that had likely saved their lives and given them enough time to root out the gang members and get access to the warehouse. 
 
    “I’m hoping we won’t need anything like that,” Shawna said. “This is a scavenging operation, not a firefight.” 
 
    “When it comes to going into the city these days,” Charest said, “every operation is a firefight.” 
 
    Shawna knew he was right. Part of her hoped that maybe it would actually be different this time. Maybe something would actually go smoothly. But she looked past Charest and the ruined remains of the satellite prototype and the dazed looks of the survivors and knew that there was small chance of that. The days of anything going smoothly were long since past. 
 
    “What’s the plan, anyway?” Charest asked, sliding a backpack off his shoulder and letting it thump into the bed of the pickup. “What are we looking for? We’ve got enough food to last a little while now.” 
 
    “We need to replace that,” Shawna said, gesturing toward the charred heap that had once been their prototype satellite. 
 
    Charest furrowed his brow. 
 
    “So, what? Cruise down to the local Walmart? Shop their orbital electronics section? Maybe they have something for one of those rollback prices.” 
 
    “When was the last time we did anything the easy way?” Shawna asked. She dropped down into a crouch, unzipping her own backpack, and going through some of the gear she had packed. There was a headlamp inside, a box of batteries, and a pistol to go along with the M4 carbine she rested on the pavement next to her. 
 
    “You’ve heard of Garmin?” a voice asked, and Charest turned to see Selanda Lopez approaching. 
 
    “They’re one of the biggest employers in the city,” Charest replied, “and one of Eagle’s competitors. Sure, I’ve heard of them.” 
 
    “One of their contracted manufacturers has a facility here in the city as well,” Selanda replied, “not too far away from their American headquarters.” 
 
    Charest nodded.  
 
    “That’s on the west side, right? A lot of pavement between here and there.” 
 
    “That’s why you and a few of your Deadbolt guys are coming,” Shawna replied, patting him on the shoulder. “You’re our muscle.” 
 
    “I thought I was the brains of this outfit,” he replied, looking at her. 
 
    “That would be her,” Shawna said, nodding toward Selanda. 
 
    “Oh?” Charest asked, looking at the older woman. “You’re coming, too?” 
 
    Selanda nodded. 
 
    “I at least have some knowledge of the building,” she said, “and I kind of know what we’re looking for. Kind of.” 
 
    Tristan arrived, carrying his own backpack and rifle, looking at the group and smiling thinly as he placed his own gear into the bed of the truck. 
 
    “Damn, we get the Marine, too?” Charest asked.  
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Tristan replied. 
 
    “This is officially a party.” 
 
    “So, besides the four of us, what are we looking at?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Keeping it small and mobile,” Charest replied. “Three others from Deadbolt, a couple of the guys who ran with us on the FEMA headquarters, and the new runner, Roxie Bass.” 
 
    “Roxie? She’s just a kid. This could be dangerous.” 
 
    “Look around you, Shawna. Everything is dangerous these days. You wake up in the morning and you’re in a life-and-death situation. She knows the city and she’s tough as nails. Not sure how we can do this without her.” 
 
    “Does her dad know?” Shawna asked. “Isn’t her father an engineer for Eagle?” 
 
    “He is, and yes, he knows.” 
 
    “Does he know how dangerous this could really be?” 
 
    “Two guys he’s worked with for over a decade were just incinerated by a rogue lightning strike on what would have been considered a pretty ordinary day otherwise,” Charest said. “He’s aware of the dangers.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she replied. “We ready to do this?” 
 
    Charest nodded. 
 
    “The others are getting their gear together. I’ll go grab them and we’ll get this damn show on the road.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Jack hooked his fingers into the strap over his shoulder, pulling the rifle taut against his back. Trevor strode over the grass just to his left, the two of them on their designated patrol route through the northwest region of Malcolm. They were far from the more familiar downtown area, walking across sprawling meadows and farmlands. 
 
    The soft moos of cattle carried on the quiet winds and from the narrow path that they walked, Jack could see a large cattle farm in the distance, three cylindrical silos rising high above the gentle, grass-covered hills, casting shadows down upon the gated pastures and small structures of the farm. 
 
    “That’s one of the larger farms,” Trevor said. “A hundred head of cattle with at least ten breeding stock.” 
 
    “Are they being bred for beef?” Jack asked. 
 
    Trevor nodded. 
 
    “We’ve got a few dairy farms as well,” he said. “But that’s a beef farm.” 
 
    “There’s a difference?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Trevor replied. “Beef cattle eat mostly grass, so they need a lot more pasture like you see there. Dairy cows eat more grain, so they need a steady supply of that, plus the barns need to have all of the milking gear.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    As they walked, birds chirped a low chorus of trilling songs, the trees rustling softly in the wind. Jack was almost convinced it was an ordinary spring day, if it weren't for the staccato jolts of lightning jerking through the low-hanging clouds above. 
 
    They passed the farms and continued walking, and Jack put his hand above his narrowed eyes, looking off into the distance. 
 
    “Are those greenhouses?” he asked, and Trevor nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. There are five of them out there. We’ve got piping running from the reservoir, plus a bunch of rainwater tanks. There are hydroponic gardens in those greenhouses, self-sustaining vegetables, herbs, and roots. We’ve got food in there that isn’t best suited to the Wyoming wilderness, plus it’s a nice backup supply so if we have a stretch of bad weather, there are other options.” 
 
    “If you listen to Colonel Carter, this place is all about defending yourself from a military perspective. Strategic defense and strength. Survivability by isolation and firepower.” 
 
    “Well, that’s his job,” Trevor replied. “But you’ve gotta have something to defend, right? It’s not just about the people, it’s about the resources, and I’d argue as a town we spend a lot more time growing than we do training or patrolling. That’s just not Carter’s focus.” 
 
    The two of them continued walking and Trevor waved a hand to a crew of people working outside the greenhouses and one of them waved back. 
 
    “Being prepared is about more than just having the most guns and ammunition,” Trevor said as they passed by the greenhouse, hooking left on the path and starting to head back toward town. “We’re a community here, and we need to live and thrive as a community, not just in the days or months after the disaster, but for the long haul. That’s really what Stone Sword has always been about.” 
 
    “You see, I think it’s the whole word ‘sword’ that throws me off,” Jack said. “That sort of indicates a show of force, right? Violence?” 
 
    “I think that’s intentional,” Trevor replied. “It’s meant to intimidate. To encourage others to steer clear. Don’t get me wrong, even though we see growing and sustaining as our primary focus, we do need to be prepared to protect what we have. If some of that comes from our name, then all the better. We can discourage people from trying before they even get close.” 
 
    Jack nodded. Around them, the trees grew thick and tall, lining both sides of the path as it ventured south, back toward the town. 
 
    “How does a guy like you get involved in this, anyway?” Jack asked. “I mean, you seem…normal.” 
 
    “I am normal,” Trevor replied. “Why would you think I wasn’t?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack replied, shrugging. “It’s just that—” 
 
    “What? All the TV shows and movies? They show preppers as crazy survivalist types who are prone to violence and conspiracy theories?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, yeah.” 
 
    “Such bullshit,” Trevor said, shaking his head. “They give us all a bad rap.” 
 
    The two of them walked in silence for a few more moments. As they wandered down the path, a small group of men appeared around the bend, each of them with a bolt-action rifle slung over their shoulder. 
 
    “Trevor,” one of the men said, nodding curtly. 
 
    “Mr. Buckner,” Trevor replied, returning the gesture. They all passed by each other and shortly Jack and Trevor were alone in the trees again. 
 
    “You tell me I seem normal,” Trevor said, not looking at Jack, but continuing to walk side by side with him. “I am normal. Everyone in this town is normal—well,” he corrected himself, “almost everyone. There are paranoid weirdos here, just like in every other small town.” 
 
    “I can vouch for that,” Jack replied. 
 
    “We’re just a community that believes in our ability to sustain ourselves. Is that so abnormal? We work together and have built something here that we can all live off of without having to depend on outside assistance. Does that sound so insane to you?” 
 
    “Well, when you describe it that way,” Jack replied, “I suppose not.” 
 
    The path bent through the trees, and Jack could hear some noises coming from up ahead. There was the sound of metal on metal, the murmured voices of people speaking. He thought he heard the low, scraping grind of a saw being dragged over wood. 
 
    The trees thinned out and the two of them emerged into a large clearing where three large barns stood, doors wide open. There were at least a dozen young men and women milling about, a few of them inside one of the barns, the others spread throughout the grass around them. Two sawhorses were set up outside the central barn and someone was sawing through a length of PVC pipe, cutting it down to smaller chunks, then handing those chunks to another person, who was taking them into a different barn. 
 
    Jack looked around the place, trying to figure out exactly what was going on. It was a frantic hubbub of activity, people darting from one place to the next, an orchestra of well-practiced motions, the young men and women trained and conditioned to perform them blindfolded. 
 
    “What exactly is going on here?” Jack asked. 
 
    “It’s like that place we saw a little while ago. You remember? They were making black powder.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
    “Well, they’re doing that here, too,” Trevor said, pointing to the barn where a few people were toiling away. “They’re mixing the compound in there. Storing it in barrels and getting it ready.” 
 
    “What’s with the pipe?” Jack asked, nodding toward the section of PVC that the woman was sawing through. Trevor looked at him with a soft smile. 
 
    “Would you believe weapons?” 
 
    “Weapons? How so?” 
 
    “Come on,” Trevor said, gesturing toward the two sawhorses. Jack walked forward with him, approaching the young woman, who nodded and smiled as she pulled the hand saw through one last length of white PVC. A cylindrical section dropped off and someone swept in, grabbing it from the grass and walking to another barn. Trevor followed him and Jack fell in behind, making their way to another barn with wide-open doors. 
 
    They both entered and watched as several people inside set the lengths of pipe end to end, wrapping thick bands of duct tape around the joints to seamlessly connect the pieces together. 
 
    “They’re making launch tubes,” Trevor said, then looked over toward another group of people standing around a table. “Over there, they’re creating the firing mechanisms. A simple junction switch which thumbs a spark, attached to the PVC launch tube with electrical tape. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jack said quietly. 
 
    “Holy shit, indeed,” Trevor agreed. “The launch tubes are sealed as much as possible with a combination of the duct tape and glue. They have to cure for twenty-four hours to be as tight as possible.” 
 
    “So, what do they shoot?” Jack asked, looking around the barn. 
 
    “Believe it or not, the idea came from a bunch of my friends from high school who built potato guns. You can cram almost a whole potato in one of these babies and launch it hard enough to break bones.” 
 
    “How does the launch work?” 
 
    Trevor nodded toward some shelves on the wall and Jack followed him, looking at rows and rows of aerosol cans. 
 
    “Spray cans of starter fluid, WD-40, any sort of flammable gas,” Trevor said. “You put the projectile in, unscrew the rear cap and spray the starter in the combustion chamber.” 
 
    Trevor led Jack over to another table and showed him the actual construction of the ignition switches and combustion chambers. 
 
    “So, after you spray the fuel in, you screw the rear cap back on, and pull that trigger.” He pointed to an ignition switch that was connected to a small mechanism on the outside of the PVC combustion chamber with tiny wires drilled into the tube itself. “After that switch generates a spark, the gas fuel ignites, and boom!” 
 
    “Damn,” Jack said, shaking his head. 
 
    Trevor pointed to more shelves which contained all types of different items. Regular ground-grown potatoes were among them, but other items were too, including some glass and plastic bottles. 
 
    “We’re already field testing the launch of Molotov cocktails,” Trevor continued. “The glass shatters on impact and spreads a curtain of fire over the target. We’re kicking the tires on an actual bomb at the moment. Using black powder and trying to develop an impact detonation system, so when the projectile hits the object, the detonator triggers and ignites the black powder.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “I could have sworn you were just telling me an hour ago about how this was about being self-sustaining and not about killing people.” 
 
    “Can’t it be both?” 
 
    The two of them walked through the barn and back out into the open area, cutting left and heading back toward the path they’d left when venturing to the barns. 
 
    “Okay, I’ve got to admit,” Jack said as they left the sounds of sawing and hammering behind them, “this is a pretty impressive place.” 
 
    “Growing up here was quite the experience,” Trevor acknowledged. “I’m thankful for it, but I won’t lie, there are also things I missed out on.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. 
 
    “Nearest movie theater is almost an hour’s drive away. I’ve got to wait for streaming for most movies. Well, except the Marvel movies—I make sure I make the trip for those.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, no kidding,” Jack replied, a smile splitting his lips. “What did you think of Avengers: Endgame?” 
 
    “Man, I don’t know,” Trevor replied. “Time travel is such a cop-out, right?” 
 
    “But that last half an hour!” 
 
    The two of them laughed as they walked, starting to hear the faint sounds of the town ahead, over another row of trees. 
 
    “Do you think any of them are still alive?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Any of the actors. Robert Downey, Chris Evans, any of those guys? From what Colonel Carter heard, like four planes crashed in and around Los Angeles, and it’s still a vortex of violence. He’s got contacts out there who told him the government wrote it off completely. They’re letting the looters have it.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “What do you expect?” Trevor asked. “Hundreds of cities around the country all fell apart simultaneously. It’s not like we’ve even got enough emergency services personnel to deal with it all.” 
 
    “So, they just write off whole cities?” 
 
    “Hey, you told me some of the stuff you saw in Seattle.” 
 
    “That was the opposite of writing off,” Jack replied. “The army hit Seattle and Redmond hard. I mean, it sucked for us, but at the end of the day, they probably flushed out a lot of bad guys, too. I think they were using sledgehammers to swat flies, but sometimes that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Trevor stopped walking, looking at him. 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked. “That’s tyranny. The government exists to serve its people, not the other way around.” 
 
    “I get that,” Jack replied, “but, you know, sometimes the people need to be served.” 
 
    Trevor shook his head. 
 
    “That explains it,” he said. “That is why I loved being raised here. You asked that question a while ago—how did it feel to grow up here? You just answered that.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I grew up surrounded by friends and neighbors I respected. People that I trusted to look after me and people I would go out of my way to help. From everything I’ve heard, out in whatever it is you call the ‘real world,’ that’s not the case. Out there it’s every man for themselves, and most of the population are simply too slow or stupid to care for themselves. They walk around blindfolded all day, expecting handouts and escorts from a government they barely trust.” 
 
    Jack sighed. 
 
    “That’s…painfully accurate,” he said. “I wish it weren’t.” 
 
    “Then that means you’ll stick around?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Jack looked at him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That whole thing with the murder accusation. Jail. The escape.” His expression shifted somewhat. Jack could tell the lingering hard feelings were still there. He’d seemed to have gotten over it for the most part, but somewhere, inside, the resentment still festered. “You said back then that the reason no one could find you was because you were looking for a way out.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Jack replied. “That.” 
 
    “Yeah, that,” Trevor said. “You wonder how I could grow up in this place. Well, that’s why. I was never worried about who I could trust and who had my back, because I knew I could trust anyone, and they all had my back. You’d be surprised how far that sort of trust can take you, even when you don’t get all of the other perks that go along with a normal childhood.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point,” Jack replied. They emerged from the trees out onto a narrow, paved access road which stretched along the ground toward the central part of town. “I’ll tell you the truth,” Jack continued. “Yes, when I first arrived, I felt suffocated by this place and Colonel Carter was, quite frankly, an asshole.” 
 
    Trevor laughed.  
 
    “I’ve heard that about him.” 
 
    “But I hate to say it,” Jack said, “this place is growing on me. And honestly, if I left, I’d just be heading to my parents’ house anyway, and to be fair, my dad is kind of a tool.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to stick around?” Trevor asked, smiling a slight, crooked smile. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jack replied. “We’ll see.” 
 
    The two of them continued walking toward town, finished with their patrol for the day. 
 
  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Just outside Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Dusk had started its steady march as the military convoy approached from the south, the collective engines growling. The line of military vehicles roared past South Greeley and a vast ocean of mobile homes to the west, then slowed at the military checkpoint stretched across Route 212 just south of the downtown area. 
 
    Four soldiers in camouflage converged on the intersection and a man wearing a sergeant’s rank held up a hand, indicating that the lead Humvee halt. The driver complied and the soldier walked to the open driver’s side window, leaning over slightly. 
 
    Major Valley leaned to the right and nodded to the man. 
 
    “Refugee relief mission back from Sterling, Colorado,” he said, and the soldier’s face flashed a look of recognition before he drew up straight and saluted. 
 
    “Yes, sir, Major Valley! Welcome back to Cheyenne, sir.” 
 
    The Humvee idled loudly and rolled forward, the other vehicles trailing along behind it as they navigated through the southern area of downtown Cheyenne. Valley glanced out of his own window, eyes roaming the streets around him, which remained surprisingly orderly, given the situation. When night fell, inevitably looters would emerge again, crawling from the shadows and ransacking local businesses, desperately searching for any remaining vestiges of supplies, food, or other items. 
 
    Valley had always found it humorous to see which businesses got cleaned out first. Even with the power infrastructure crippled to the point of malfunction, electronics stores had been hit the hardest in the early days, the televisions, stereos, computers, and video games cleared out within forty-eight hours. Grocery stores, convenience stores, and sporting goods stores had been tackled next, weapons ripped from cases, ammunition boxes stolen, along with food, water, tents, and other perceived necessities. 
 
    As it stood, two months later, very few of those stores, if any, still had items, and one of the first things Valley’s team had done upon arriving was search for any last remaining items and confiscate them. Along with food, water, and other necessary supplies, they’d also hit local hospitals, family practices, drug stores, and other related businesses, consolidating all medical equipment into a central location. 
 
    Now, even though the majority of businesses had been wiped out of anything useful, when darkness fell, people still roamed the streets, breaking windows, prying open locked doors and searching to see what they could find. 
 
    Valley thought it might be the appeal of taking something for free more than really needing what they were hunting for. 
 
    The convoy passed beneath Interstate 80, which ran east to west above them, the engines echoing underneath the bridge as they breached downtown Cheyenne. Up ahead, the train station was a sprawling compound of various military vehicles and several FEMA trailers, complemented by a scattering of construction vehicles, fire trucks, and other emergency personnel. Valley’s eyes caught on someone as they approached, and he leaned forward. 
 
    “Pull over, Private,” he said to the driver. The young man’s eyes darted to the mirror and he nodded, guiding the Humvee left, pulling it across the opposing line of traffic and easing to a stop. Valley had the door open before the Humvee even came to a full stop, then pushed his way out, moving to the front of the vehicle. 
 
    “Continue on to the train station,” he said, slapping the hood with his palm. “Move out!” 
 
    The Humvee’s engine gunned and the vehicle lurched forward, moving back out into the road, the rest of the transports and Humvees following along behind it. 
 
    “Sergeant Bills!” Valley shouted, waving his hand as he strode swiftly over the sidewalk, cutting a diagonal path toward what used to be a small, locally owned market before it had been broken into and emptied out a few hours after the lights went out. 
 
    “Major Valley!” the sergeant replied, straightening and saluting as he approached. There were several other soldiers nearby, frantically moving between tasks. They’d gathered up a group of civilians they were talking to while a hastily constructed tent served as a sort of remote headquarters. Valley could see several men in camouflage inside, talking with each other. 
 
    “At ease, Sergeant,” Valley said, not slowing, just gesturing for her to follow him as he moved quickly down the sidewalk. 
 
    She relaxed and sped up her pace, taking long, swift strides to match his speed. 
 
    “How did everything go in Sterling?” she asked. 
 
    “As well as could be expected,” Valley replied. “We focused on the Denver refugees first and have a few hundred in the transports.” He nodded to the convoy, which had stopped at the train yard ahead as several emergency personnel opened the canvas flap of one of the transports to help the passengers climb out. “We’ll have to make several more trips before we’re even close to getting them all relocated.” 
 
    “What about the Sterling residents?” 
 
    “They seem content at the moment, though by the time we get Denver moved, that could change.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    They walked a few more paces, the smell of exhaust, smoke, and other more unpleasant things lingering in the air. 
 
    “How are things here?” 
 
    “Still stable,” Bills replied, squaring her shoulders slightly. “F.E. Warren AFB remains secure; we’ve got an established perimeter there and have set it up as our permanent FOB here in Cheyenne. We’ve been moving supplies in and out, trying to consolidate as much food, water, and medical gear there as possible. Because the bulk of our security forces are there, we’re working to store necessities in the facilities at the AFB, then ration it out to the FEMA encampments as necessary. Still working out the logistics.” 
 
    “What about the distribution center west of the city? That was a hot spot for a while, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was, sir, though we’ve had at least eighteen hours of peace at this point. There was a firefight there two nights ago, and unfortunately our team was forced to fire back. Six civilians dead, the others scattered, but we took no casualties and held our ground.” 
 
    “Unfortunate, but could have been a lot worse.” 
 
    “Agreed. We’re working as fast as we can to get the items out of that distribution center and relocated to Warren AFB, just because it’ll be easier to secure.” 
 
    “Good, that’s the right call, Sergeant.” 
 
    Bills nodded, obviously working to conceal a satisfied grin. 
 
    “Fuel?” 
 
    “The Air Force base has several underground and above-ground reserve tanks, several thousand gallons, and we’ve been moving fuel from some outlying storage facilities back to the AFB, again, for better security. Unfortunately, there was a bit of a disagreement with the owner of one of those facilities, and things got a little heated, but we were able to talk him down without violence. He is spending a few days in the brig, though.” 
 
    “Tempers will be running hot,” Valley said. “It’s been two months, but this is a fire that won’t go out quickly.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Valley continued, “I need to pick your brain about something.” The two of them stopped walking and Valley glanced around at soldiers milling around, a few of them converging on the train yard while others talked amongst themselves or to civilians. It was a hustle of activity, but it felt like organized activity, which was a damn sight better than it had been even a few weeks ago. 
 
    “Pick away,” Bills said, also looking around to make sure they weren’t overheard. 
 
    “In the first days after the disaster, we had some run-ins with some locals, you remember?” 
 
    “I do, sir,” she replied. “I think we were all a little worried that things might break down here like they did in Indianapolis and Seattle.” 
 
    “You remember correctly. Some of those locals were with a survivalist group, right? Some sort of prepper cult?” 
 
    Bills shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d use the term ‘prepper cult’, sir, but yes. Stone Sword. They have a group here in Cheyenne as well as a few others throughout the state and western region. We went toe to toe with them a few times, though things have settled down somewhat.” 
 
    “Settled down how?” Valley asked. 
 
    “Stone Sword is an interesting group,” Bills said. “They use violence if necessary, but mostly they’re focused on being self-sustainable. Homesteaders more than preppers, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “There’s a difference?” 
 
    Bills shrugged. 
 
    “Being a homesteader is being a prepper, in a way. But it doesn’t have the same negative connotations. We clashed with Stone Sword because we were confiscating supplies from some local nurseries and produce manufacturers. They had a compound here in Cheyenne where they were growing food in hydroponic gardens. From what I understand they have some splinter groups out in the wilderness who focus on farming and living off the land, but they also have more urban groups who focus on being able to sustain themselves even when outside of nature. It’s a whole different mindset.” 
 
    “Understood,” Valley replied. “So where do things stand now?” 
 
    “About a week ago, some of the atmospheric lightning started striking the ground. We’ve had briefings on that.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “It seemed to spook some of the Stone Sword folks. From what we can tell, they gathered up a bunch of their supplies and migrated a bit west of the city. There’s a huge shopping mall out there called Clover Hills. The shops have all been shuttered—they were shuttered long ago, actually, before any of this happened. Anyway, the group packed up and moved to the mall, mainly because there was shelter there.” 
 
    “I see. But there are no stores or supply sources inside?” 
 
    “Negative, sir. At least not that we know of.” 
 
    “And you didn’t pursue them there?” 
 
    “No reason to. They were staying out of our way. They weren’t getting between us and our supplies we needed. Like I said, all they want is to be able to live off the grid with as little interference from government operations as possible.” 
 
    “And you’re certain that’s still the case?” 
 
    Sergeant Bills looked at Valley through narrowed eyes, trying to scrutinize what he was saying. 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand what you’re getting at, sir.” She hesitated for a moment, then a knowing expression passed over her face. “Wait,” she continued, “this isn’t about those radio broadcasts, is it?” 
 
    Valley looked around again. 
 
    “Not entirely, no, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that played a role.” 
 
    “Those broadcasts happened before and after this group moved to the shopping mall. I sincerely doubt they have a portable comms system that would allow that. Wherever the broadcasts are coming from, it’s not them.” 
 
    “Understood,” Valley replied. “However, we do have credible intelligence that a federal fugitive has joined the Stone Sword ranks. An extremely dangerous fugitive who presents a risk to national security.” 
 
    “What kind of fugitive could present a greater risk to national security than what we’re currently dealing with?” 
 
    “That’s a fair question, and a question that Colonel Lancaster wasn’t interested in answering.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with Colonel Lancaster,” Sergeant Bills replied. 
 
    “Used to be Captain Lancaster. Head of recovery efforts in Chicago.” 
 
    “When did he become a colonel?” 
 
    “This morning, I think,” Valley said, trying to hide his amused expression, but failing. 
 
    “What the hell is going on with this country?” 
 
    “All that aside,” Major Valley said, trying to steer the conversation back on track, “he’s getting his orders direct from Drydan Willoughby, who speaks with the authority of the president. And regardless of what’s going on, orders are orders.” 
 
    “Understood. So, what do you want from me?” 
 
    “We need to get eyes on Clover Hills. ASAP. I want a recon group put together and I want to get some actual eyes on that shopping mall.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sergeant Bills replied. “I’ll start getting a team together.” She looked up at the clouds above, the sky over them shaded to a deepening darkness along the backdrop of scattered strikes of atmospheric lightning. “What’s the timing on this, sir?” 
 
    “Like I said,” Valley continued, “ASAP. Any way we can get boots on the ground over there tonight?” 
 
    “Tonight? We don’t have much night vision gear, sir, and tensions run pretty high at night. The worst people seem to crawl out of the shadows.” 
 
    “I understand,” the major replied, “but like I said, orders are orders.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied. “I’ll head back to Warren, see what I can cobble together for NVGs and batteries. I’ll put a team together and we’ll try to get out there tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant,” Major Valley said. He hesitated for a moment before speaking again. “Just so you know, I think we’re barking up the wrong tree with this. But Lancaster’s getting pressure from Willoughby, so now I’m getting pressure from Lancaster. If we can take a quick peek and check it off our checklist, we can get back to the important things.” 
 
    “Fair enough, sir. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant.” Major Valley and Sergeant Bills exchanged another salute, then Bills turned and walked back toward a Humvee parked alongside the road. Valley strode across the pavement, heading toward the FEMA camp as the sky glowed a deep purple and orange, mixed with gray clouds above. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Northeastern Colorado 
 
      
 
    “I’m losing count of how many times I have to stitch your ass up,” Helen joked, her eyes darting to look at Joel as she scrubbed dried blood and dirt away from the wound on his bicep that had opened up again during their escape from Sterling. 
 
    “It’s not exactly a source of pleasure for me, either,” Joel replied, grimacing as she swabbed at the injury with alcohol and an antiseptic wipe, a few of the last remnants of medical supplies from the first aid kit she’d found in the crashed airplane in Kansas. 
 
    Joel flexed his fingers as Helen went back into the kit and removed more steri-strips, the adhesive butterfly closures that she’d used on the wound previously. 
 
    “These didn’t exactly do the job last time,” Helen said, “but I’m not sure what our alternative is, unless you want me to use a needle and thread again.” 
 
    “No!” Joel barked, louder and more abruptly than he meant to. “Sorry, I mean, no.” 
 
    “Sissy,” she said, smiling crookedly, then opened up a small tube of antibiotic ointment, a tube that was already running dangerously low. She squeezed some out and worked it over the surface of his skin, ignoring his pained expressions as she used two fingers to smother his arm in the goop, finally smoothing it out. 
 
    Next, she pulled out the first butterfly closure and applied it over the wound, repeating the motion with several others, lining them up in even intervals across the deep gash in his bicep. Joel flexed his fingers again, grimacing slightly as Helen pulled out one of the last bundles of gauze, placing a thicker bandage on his arm, then wrapping it into place. 
 
    “Almost like you know what you’re doing,” Joel said. 
 
    “You’ve given me a lot of practice,” Helen replied. 
 
    Groaning softly, Joel levered himself up from his seated position, using a nearby tree to help him stand. They’d stopped for the night in the Pawnee National Grassland, a wide expanse of nature just northwest of Sterling.  
 
    They’d tied the two horses to a tree with paracord near a patch of long grass, and immediately the two creatures began grazing. A narrow, trickling stream ran nearby, just north of the clearing, and they’d made sure to leave enough slack in the paracord that the horses could make their way to it and drink from the fresh, cold water. 
 
    When they’d first arrived, the dog had bounded through the water, shoving his head into the rushing stream, shaking droplets from his tousled fur and half-eaten ear. 
 
    After getting the animals situated, they’d finally decided to hunker down and get Joel’s injury mended. He’d bled most of the afternoon, even after tearing strips of cloth from his shirt into a makeshift bandage. It had taken Helen over fifteen minutes to clean and dress his wound, and he rubbed at the bandage gingerly, grimacing as he did. 
 
    “Are you going to live?” she asked, packaging up the rest of the medical supplies into the first aid kit, then closing the kit and slipping it back into her backpack. 
 
    Joel looked at a few of the small freestanding trees, measuring them with his eyes. The clearing brightened suddenly with a flash of aggressive lightning searing the sky, and Joel saw Helen’s muscles tighten, taking an uncertain step backwards. 
 
    “I think it’s all atmospheric,” Joel said, looking up through a gap in the trees toward the cloud-filled sky. “At least for now,” 
 
    “I’d feel better with a roof over my head,” Helen said. 
 
    Joel lowered himself to a crouch, running his hands up and down the narrow trunk of a fallen tree, a young sapling by the looks of it, which had been uprooted by something and dropped to the grass. He stepped on the trunk and pulled on the tree, his arms straining until the bark splintered and the wood snapped, breaking the small tree in half. 
 
    “See if you can find some smaller branches,” he said, looking at Helen. “I want to get a lean-to set up.” 
 
    Helen nodded, standing, then silently moved throughout the clearing, gathering up several smaller sticks and branches. Joel took the two halves of the tree and brought them over to another standing tree, its trunk still intact. Using the paracord he tied one of the broken halves to that tree, then moved down several feet and tied the other half to another standing tree with a length of cord. The two halves stood at a steep angle, creating a gap between the standing trees and the opposite end of the two halves of the broken tree. 
 
    Retrieving some of the branches and sticks from Helen, Joel stretched them across the two thicker halves, tying down the ends with more paracord. He repeated the process a few more times until there was a better framework of horizontal slats. 
 
    Then he took even more branches, weaving them through the horizontal slats, gathering them as close together as possible, using leaves and even smaller sticks to fill in the gaps. 
 
    It took about an hour, but they had an effective shelter, an angled lean-to of tree pieces and leaves, providing decent protection from any potential rain or curious wildlife. 
 
    Joel set the weapons inside the lean-to, double-checking to make sure both the AR-31 and his M4 were loaded with fresh magazines. Shuffling through the scant selection of spare mags, he counted the remaining ammunition and tried not to think about how poorly equipped they were to survive in the wilderness much longer. It felt like forever since they’d left his grandfather’s cabin, and he remembered feeling very well prepared to travel the wilderness on their voyage north, first to Wyoming, then to Seattle. 
 
    But a lot had happened since then. They’d burned through a lot of their gear and supplies, and finding replacements for what they’d used seemed less and less likely. 
 
    He tried to console himself with the fact that they’d be reaching Cheyenne tomorrow, and with any luck, Stone Sword would have a stockpile and might even be able to supply them with enough gear to finish their trek. 
 
    Unzipping his pack, Joel pulled out the portable folding stove, now covered in dirt and soot from two months’ worth of use. He checked the hinges and the surface, brushing off the grime, doing some routine maintenance on the equipment. They still had several MREs in their packs, each one of them with self-heating pouches, so they didn’t need the stove, but he wanted to be sure it was ready just in case they did need it. 
 
    Helen crouched low at the edge of the clearing, her headlamp strapped around her head, the book on identifying useful herbs in her hand. She meticulously went through the grass and plants growing near the tree line, carefully inspecting them, pulling a few out by the roots and setting them on a piece of square cloth she’d removed from her backpack. She made a quiet noise and plucked some items from one of the bushes, placing them in the cloth wrap, then turned and looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Found some raspberries!” she said excitedly. “Lots of them over here!” 
 
    Joel smiled, moving toward her, his mouth watering slightly at the thought. They’d had the opportunity to pick some fruit along the way north, blueberries, apples, a few others, but it had been a while, and this was the first time they’d found raspberries. 
 
    They’d always been his daughter’s favorite. 
 
    He stopped for a moment, the thought hitting him in the chest, seeming to dig icy fingers into his chest cavity and clasp around his heart. For a moment he looked at Helen, seeing her excitedly plucking berries from the bush, smiling broadly, the pale beam of light from her headlamp shining across the dimly lit ground. 
 
    There was a sudden jolt inside of him, a swell of something that could have been pride as he watched the young girl stack a pile of raspberries on the cloth, set next to even rows of green and brown herbs that he couldn’t identify from so far away. 
 
    “What?” Helen asked, turning her head to look at him as she crouched on her hands and knees, reaching for another raspberry. Joel felt a stab of guilt work its way into the pride he’d already been feeling, thinking back to how he’d treated Helen that morning and the fight they’d had in the car dealership. She was so young and still had so much to learn, but here she was, collecting herbs and roots and picking raspberries, all without being told. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. 
 
    “Look,” she replied, “I know they’re not cigarettes, but they’re pretty good. You should come try one.” 
 
    Joel nodded and continued walking toward her, crouching down and scooping a small group of berries from the pile. He pressed them into his mouth, letting his tongue taste the sweet juices, then closed his eyes, chewed, and swallowed. 
 
    “See? Better than cigarettes.” 
 
    “Not by a long shot,” Joel replied. “I’d knock you out and steal all of those raspberries to trade for a cigarette or a beer right now.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” Helen said. 
 
    “I just said knock you out, I didn’t say I’d kill you or anything. I think that’s a step in the right direction.” He remained in his crouch, looking through the herbs and roots stacked on the cloth. They were bushy, big-leafed plants with small, blue berries on them that almost resembled grapes. “What are these?” he asked. 
 
    Helen lifted her book. 
 
    “Oregon grape,” she replied. “Though they don’t just grow in Oregon. They contain berberine, which fights bacteria. You keep eating those raspberries without cleaning them, you might have to try it later.” 
 
    Joel glowered at her, seeing that she had a bottle of water on the grass next to her and she was using it to douse the raspberries before eating them herself. 
 
    “I also grabbed some dandelions,” she said, gesturing to another thick clump of the familiar yellow flowers. “They’ve got some good minerals. You can sprinkle some in your water, or mix with stew or soup.” 
 
    “My grandfather used to rave about dandelion soup,” Joel replied, furrowing his brow. “I thought he was nuts.” 
 
    “According to this book, it’s a great complement for when other spices and flavoring run low.” 
 
    Joel nodded, eying another tightly grouped bunch of somewhat familiar plants and flowers. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “Book uses some long, scientific name, but I think it’s gumweed,” she said. “You can use the flower to make gum that can prevent itching and rashes. Supposedly works well against poison ivy and other stuff.” 
 
    Helen picked up a few more berries and tipped her bottle of water over them, letting the cool liquid wash her fingers. Popping them into her mouth, she chewed with a smile, then went back to picking. 
 
    “Almost time to grab dinner,” Joel said, putting his hands on his thighs and pushing himself to a standing posture. “Any preference?” 
 
    “Which MREs are left?” Helen asked. 
 
    Joel walked over to his backpack and pried the flap open, retrieving a few of the sealed pouches and using his flashlight to look at the words imprinted on the brown packaging. 
 
    “We’ve got a chicken burrito bowl, beef goulash, chili with beans, and egg noodles with chicken.” 
 
    Helen scowled at him. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just shovel up some dirt and sprinkle dandelion on it.” 
 
    “Hey, the burrito bowl ain’t half bad, and it comes with coffee.” 
 
    “Coffee is gross.” 
 
    “Exactly. So I won’t have to share it.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Helen replied. “Do the stupid burrito bowl. But if there’s any trail mix, I call it.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Joel hissed. 
 
    “Score!” Helen shouted, pumping her fist as Joel retrieved his knife and slowly slit the pouch to retrieve the contents.  
 
    “Heads up,” he said and tossed the bag of trail mix through the air, which Helen managed to turn and catch with surprising grace. She tore it open and immediately started fishing out the nuts and raisins as he pulled out the flameless ration heater and tore it open to start that working. Pulling the pan from the portable stove, he retrieved his bladder of water, which was still half full, pouring it into the pan to ignite the flameless ration heater. 
 
    Within moments he was shaking the pouch, then leaning it against the pan so the chicken, rice, beans, and vegetables would cook within their pouch. He reached into his backpack and pulled out one of the metal plates he’d carried with him since leaving his grandfather’s place. Dousing it with water, he cleaned it off, then placed the flour tortilla on it, retrieving the heated mixture and liberally pouring it within the circular wrap. 
 
    Applying the included cheese spread and a dab of hot sauce, he rolled the wrap with precision, then cleaned off his knife blade and used it to cut the burrito in half. 
 
    Helen approached, carrying the wrapped cloth of herbs under one arm, then placed it in the grass next to her bag and sat on the ground cross-legged as she poured the last remnants of the trail mix into her open mouth. 
 
    She screwed up her face, smelling the cooked mixture that slowly steamed within the rolled tortilla shell. 
 
    “Does it taste better than it smells?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Joel promised, knowing it was a lie. “You’ll love it.” 
 
    Helen looked at him dubiously, then leaned over to retrieve her half of the tortilla. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, leaning to the right to look behind him. “Hey! There’s a cinnamon roll there!” 
 
    Joel glanced behind him, noticing the flaky treat sitting on top of the remains of the ration pouch. 
 
    “Well, what do you know? Too bad you took the trail mix. That means I get the cinnamon roll, I guess.” 
 
    “You jerk,” Helen said, sounding legitimately angry. 
 
    “Oh, relax,” Joel replied, picking up his half of the tortilla and dropping the cinnamon roll on the plate where it had been. “We can split it.” 
 
    “Damn straight we can.” 
 
    For the next thirty minutes they sat and ate in relative silence, enjoying another, far too scarce moment of peace. 
 
    # 
 
    There was still the lingering smell of chicken burrito in the air as Joel went through the clearing, picking up the scraps of MRE wrapper and placing them in a small plastic bag that he returned to his backpack. A low, crackling campfire burned in the clearing, small tongues of fire twisting up from the bundle of sticks and twigs Helen had collected. 
 
    Joel had put all of the organic and flammable trash in the fire, then had used the heat to boil water so they could sterilize the dinnerware, but he’d stashed away the plastic for later disposal, not wanting to put toxic material into the air. 
 
    Helen sat by the fire, not really needing the warmth. The weather was as pleasant as could be expected, hovering on the border between spring and summer. But there was something relaxing about sitting next to an active fire, the soft glow of light, the permeating warmth, even the calming crackle, all worked together to provide an air of tranquility that they had not otherwise experienced. 
 
    It felt as though they were deep in the wilderness, miles away from population centers and relatively safe, though Joel knew they had just found a pocket of peace between several larger cities. Fort Collins, Colorado was less than a hundred miles to the west, and Denver was only sixty miles below that, some seriously large and dangerous cities within spitting distance. 
 
    By all accounts, Cheyenne was safe, at least according to the soldiers that had come into Sterling, but “safe” in their opinion didn’t necessarily jibe with what Joel considered safe. He could already picture vast acres of FEMA trailers and emergency personnel, residents and civilians being ushered through the rigid governmental processes that simultaneously stripped their freedoms and essentially imprisoned them without their knowledge. 
 
    Just the thought of being put through forced encampment within a FEMA establishment made his muscles stiffen and his jaw tighten. FEMA wasn’t inherently bad, but they were a government institution and at this point, most likely an overwhelmed and under-resourced government institution. They would be very poorly equipped to manage nationwide recovery efforts in the wake of such widespread devastation. If martial law had been instituted, as he was sure it had been, they’d confiscate their weapons and their Bug Out Bags, likely leaving them with only the clothes on their back and vapid promises of “safety”. 
 
    No. That was not in the cards for them. Not now, not ever. They’d go to Cheyenne for sure, but only so they could find Stone Sword. He was more than happy to keep his possessions and his freedom, even as the world around him crumbled to dust. 
 
    Especially as the world around him crumbled to dust. 
 
    “Cheyenne tomorrow?” Helen asked, looking up at him. 
 
    “If we play our cards right,” he replied. “The way we’re traveling, we should avoid most of the main roads, so I’m hoping it will be smooth sailing.” 
 
    “Are they really in a shopping mall?” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “That’s what they said in Sterling. It’s all we’ve got to go on right now, so I’m sticking with it.” 
 
    Helen was staring off into nothing. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Joel asked. 
 
    Helen shrugged. 
 
    “Just something me and my dad used to do. Just stupid stuff.” 
 
    Joel walked over toward the fire and sat down in the grass next to her. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    She still looked out at the empty space ahead of her, at some mysterious phantom dancing in the flames of the campfire. 
 
    “You know South Brisbane,” she said with a smile. “One horse town.” 
 
    “Well, to be fair, both of our horses came from there, so it was at least a two-horse town.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, you know what I meant.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “A couple of times a year, Dad would wake me up real early on a Saturday—it had to be real early, because he wanted to get back in time for dinner rush at the restaurant. But he’d wake me up real early, basically throw me in the car and take me to Lafayette. There was a big shopping mall there and he’d just let me walk around, checking out every single store. I knew enough not to ask for too much, but for that one day at least, he’d buy me pretty much anything I wanted, as long as it wasn’t ridiculous.” 
 
    “Sounds nice.” 
 
    “There was one day—I think it might have been my thirteenth birthday. That was the day I got my phone. We went to the electronics store, and like I always do, I just looked around. He knew I loved gadgets and stuff, but he’d never actually buy any of it. But I fell in love with this pink phone. It was a generation old, it wasn’t the latest and greatest, but it was so pretty and just felt so right in my hands.” 
 
    Joel looked at her, recounting the memory, and he could see the glisten of unspent tears in her eyes. 
 
    She looked over at him, smiling softly. 
 
    “He bought it for me. I was—I couldn’t believe it. He’d always been adamant about screen time and social media, and all that stuff. Felt like it was terrible for teenagers.” Her voice trailed off slightly. “I think it probably is.” 
 
    Joel nodded, thinking about his own daughter. She’d been several years younger than a teenager, but he and his wife had already had some of those uncomfortable conversations about social media and the pressure put on young girls in the Internet age.  
 
    Perhaps it had been for the best— 
 
    He cut that thought off in his head, feeling suddenly ashamed for even thinking it. Did he just think that perhaps his daughter dying so young was a good thing? What the hell was wrong with him? 
 
    “He put this obnoxious parental control software on it. It was always messing up; I learned how to break it after like two weeks, but it made him feel better. I think that might have been the best day in my teenage life.” 
 
    Her eyes closed partially, and she looked toward the ground. 
 
    “How stupid is that?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She shrugged, still not looking at him. 
 
    “The best day of my teenage life. It wasn’t an event or an experience. It wasn’t like going to Disneyland or taking a trip for the first time or seeing long lost family. Best day of my life was getting a stupid phone. A phone that’s now utterly useless not two years later.” 
 
    “You can’t control what’s important to you,” Joel said. “Different people place importance on different things.” 
 
    “Then stuff like this happens,” Helen said, “and what you thought was important gets turned all inside-out.” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “You know, I think that’s the biggest difference between people like my grandfather and the rest of America. What they see as important.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Most of America sees the typical stuff. Movies coming out, what’s going on with the government. What kind of car the next-door neighbor got, what their sister said on Facebook, all that garbage. To my grandfather, that was all just noise. To him the most important thing was having enough to live on—not just today, but going forward. Having food, having reliable shelter, skills, training, and education. All the stuff we’re worried about now is the same stuff he always considered important, even when he was surrounded by the creature comforts.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “It’s a mindset thing,” Joel said. “You either have it or you don’t. Though, it can be learned. I think you’re proving that.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like it sometimes,” Helen said. “I still feel like a stupid city girl fumbling my way around—and I didn’t even live in the city.” 
 
    “It’s been two months,” Joel replied. “Cut yourself some slack.” 
 
    “Two months,” Helen said softly, leaning forward and picking up a stick from the ground. She tossed it into the fire where the hungry flames drew it in and gobbled it up in a series of swift snaps and pops. 
 
    “Feels like two years.” 
 
    “Sometimes it does. But if things go well, we could be in Cheyenne tomorrow.” 
 
    Helen lifted her head, looking at Joel. 
 
    “I keep on asking you this and you never answer.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What happens when we get to Wyoming? Or Seattle? Or wherever it is that you want to bring me?” 
 
    Joel picked up a long stick and used it to prod the fire a bit, sparks and ash jumping from the pile of wood. 
 
    “Joel?” 
 
    He sighed, breathing out a long gust of air through pursed lips. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he finally said. “I truly haven’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “Why not? Isn’t being prepared all about thinking ahead?” 
 
    Joel chuckled. 
 
    “I suppose it is.” 
 
    “So, what happens? You dump me with my mom and just walk off into the sunset?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do, Helen?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” she replied honestly. “You saved my life. More than once.” 
 
    “You’ve repaid that favor,” Joel replied, flexing his arm, wincing as the bicep wound sparked with pain. “If I do get you to your family, what do you need me for?” 
 
    “It isn’t always about need.” 
 
    Joel felt a blossom of warmth in his chest, a radiating heat that moved to his cheeks. It was the nicest thing Helen had ever said to him, and it stirred up emotions he wasn’t sure how to process. After two months they’d been through a lot together, they’d faced down death and destruction and had come out the other side. Joel knew from his time in the Army what happened to people who faced death together. There was a bond that formed that couldn’t be explained, a bond stronger than friendship. 
 
    It was like family, but not quite family. It was a feeling he’d had before, yet not one he could fully explain. 
 
    “We’ll figure that out when the time comes, okay?” he said. He couldn’t tell her the truth, he knew that. The truth of the matter was, every time he looked at her, he felt a ramrod of pain and loss in his chest, a stark reminder of the young woman his daughter could have been. The young woman his daughter should have been. Every nice word, every smile, every ounce of pride in her had an icy edge to it. 
 
    Joel honestly wasn’t sure he could continue to live with and around Helen for as long as she might want. Parts of him were carved away every time they spoke. It killed him to think it, and he’d never admit it, but it was a cold, hard truth. 
 
    One she’d never understand. 
 
    He poked at the fire again, another mist of sparks dancing along the grass. 
 
    “Why don’t you hit the sack?” he said. “I’ll take watch. We’ll rotate in six hours.” 
 
    “You sure?” Helen asked. “You’re not too tired, old man?” 
 
    “Never too tired,” Joel replied. 
 
    Helen nodded and pushed herself to her feet, stretching slowly in front of the fire. 
 
    “I know it hurts you,” she said quietly, looking down at him as he sat there next to the crackling flame. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I see how you look at me. I know how it makes me feel.” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “You see her in me.” 
 
    Joel turned and looked at her, trying to look confused, but knowing exactly what she was talking about. 
 
    “Your daughter. I remind you of her. Of what she might have been.” 
 
    Joel coughed lightly. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Helen said. “If it hurts you too much to be around me…I understand.” 
 
    “Helen, it’s not—” 
 
    “I said it’s okay,” she replied curtly. “Just don’t forget, I lost someone, too.” 
 
    “I know you did. I was there.” 
 
    Helen nodded. 
 
    “Just saying. That feeling goes both ways. But some of us don’t run away from the hard things in life. We square our shoulders and try to face them head-on.” 
 
    Joel drew back slightly, but his lips turned into a soft smile. 
 
    “Touché, kid,” he said quietly. 
 
    Helen didn’t smile back, she just shrugged and walked around the fire, making her way to the lean-to. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Shawna had never once been afraid of the dark, even as a kid, but as the truck rolled just south of downtown Kansas City, she couldn’t help but wonder who was watching from the shadows. When they’d arrived in the city several days ago, the place had been ruled by a gang called the Kingdom. They’d joined forces with the West Side Posse and had established a sort of street justice mentality that had kept things somewhat in check, even if it opened the door for the two gangs to enact their own sort of violence upon the city’s inhabitants. 
 
    The Kingdom had made one critical mistake when they’d established their base of operations—they’d taken over a FEMA facility with enough stores of food and supplies to last months. That had gotten them on Gossett’s bad side, and if Shawna knew anything, it was that you didn’t want to be on Gossett’s bad side. 
 
    Hell, if what Selanda said was true, the entire world was now suffering because she’d been on Gossett’s bad side. Shawna wasn’t sure how much stock she put in Selanda’s suspicions—it all seemed so far-fetched and way too conspiracy theory—but her experience with Gossett had been chilly at best and hostile at worst, so it wasn’t much of a leap for her to go down that road. 
 
    The truck jerked to the right, swerving past a halted hatchback, rolling up onto the sidewalk with a series of jostling shudders, then thudding back down into the road and continuing west. 
 
    Shawna was perched in the back of the flat bed alongside Charest who was dressed in his dark blue Deadbolt Security uniform, complete with a black MOLLE-style tactical vest and the M4 carbine that Tristan had let him use. 
 
    To Charest’s left was Roxie, the young runner who had taken over for Blake after he died in the attack on the FEMA compound. She was young but had good instincts and because of her role as a runner, had seen much of the city. She was in charge of navigation and wore black cargo pants, a camouflage sweatshirt, and sported a Heckler & Koch MP5SD submachine gun. Much to Shawna’s surprise, Deadbolt had a stockpile of those, and each of the guards accompanying them sported one. 
 
    Along with Roxie there were three others, young men who Shawna didn’t know that Charest had brought along as additional firepower. Boxleitner was a short, squat man, almost as old as Charest, though everyone just called him Box. Whether that was short for his last name, or because his stature was somewhat boxlike, Shawna wasn’t sure, but it worked both ways. 
 
    Next to Box was Lemmon, a barrel-chested guy with a long tangle of red beard. Shawna had seen a coldness in his eyes, something that told her he might be looking for violence, but he moved with a sort of solid, confident grace and she suspected he’d be steady under fire. 
 
    The last member of the group was Fallon, another stocky guy, but standing well over six feet tall, built like an NBA center. All three of them wore the same dark uniform and tactical vest, each one outfitted with magazine-stuffed pouches and the same H&K MP5 that Roxie carried.  
 
    The young girl’s eyes were on the weapon on her lap, looking at it with a sort of strange fascination. She’d been chosen as a runner because of her track and field experience and her raw courage, not because she had any sort of military experience. Over the past twenty-four hours, her father, who worked in engineering for Eagle Atmospheric, had given her a quick tutorial on the use and care of the weapon, but it was clear she was still uncomfortable with it. 
 
    Tristan was driving the truck, with Selanda riding shotgun, leaving the rest of them sitting in the back, exposed to the wind as it beat down around them, the darkened shadows of buildings buzzing by in the dark. 
 
    As they moved west, lightning crackled throughout the contours of the clouds, illuminating their surroundings in drumbeat flashes of pale light. Each time a more aggressive bolt streaked through the atmosphere, everyone in the truck seemed to look skyward at once, almost anticipating another bullet of electricity plunging earthward, much like it had several hours earlier when it had killed four people at the Eagle Atmospheric complex. 
 
    The deaths of the three men and one woman still lingered, hanging in the air like a pungent smell, ever-present, even though Shawna hadn’t known them all that well. 
 
    Gopal for sure had been a mainstay at the corporation for so many years, it was impossible not to feel the pressing weight of his loss, if only absorbed from those others around her. Roxie was taking it especially hard. Her father had known Gopal for years and in many ways, he had almost been an extended member of their family. He’d come over for dinner at their house, they’d taken time to chat at company picnics. Gopal’s little sister, still living in Bangladesh, ran track at her school, and Gopal always asked how Roxie was doing, where she’d placed at her last race, how she felt about her training. 
 
    Roxie had told Shawna all of this as they were getting ready for this mission, proving to be a surprisingly transparent and talkative young girl who Shawna had already grown to like. 
 
    She tried not to. Shawna had learned the hard way that getting attached to people these days was a recipe for disaster. Her fellow community members at the Stronghold had been all the evidence of that she needed. Every day she lived in fear that this day would be the day that Tristan died, a feeling and sensation that she felt so deeply she had almost convinced herself it was inevitable. 
 
    Turning, she glanced through the rear window, looking at the back of Tristan’s head as he navigated the truck carefully through another pair of stalled vehicles, that time crossing the road to the left, bumping up onto the opposite sidewalk, then easing the truck back onto the pavement.  
 
    “Remind me why we’re doin’ this op at night again?” Box asked, turning to look out of the back of the truck, as if expecting the boogie man to jump from the darkness. 
 
    “Better than trying to do it in broad daylight,” Charest replied. “The Kingdom may be down and out, but West Side Posse is still around, not to mention all the scumbags trying to fill the void the Kingdom left behind.” 
 
    “Plus, there were those paramilitary guys,” Roxie reminded them. “Remember? I saw them on my run this morning.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone forgot about that,” Charest said, shaking his head. “Not unless we wanted to, anyway.” 
 
    “We need eyes sharp, that’s a fact,” Shawna said. “Nobody said this was going to be easy, no matter what time of day we did it.” 
 
    “Listen to you, boss lady,” Charest said with a lopsided grin. “Did I miss it when you told us which branch you served with?” 
 
    “Funny guy,” Shawna replied. “Sorry, I didn’t spend four years on an Army base, I spent my whole life on the streets of South Chicago. You tell me which is worse.” 
 
    “Easy, easy,” Charest said, holding up his hands. “No judgments. You’ve survived for two months after the shit hit the fan. That tells me all I need to know.” 
 
    The engine growled as the truck sped up, sliding past a few vehicles along the sidewalk, then picking up speed. Shawna turned and looked over the roof, noticing an empty section of pavement for at least the next few blocks before the road veered north. 
 
    “We still heading in the right direction, Roxie?” Shawna asked, looking at the young girl. She pulled her eyes from the submachine gun in her lap and nodded but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Okay, then everyone hold tight. Road looks clear up ahead, we’re going to start picking up speed.” 
 
    Charest looked around his group. 
 
    “Check your mags, make sure you’re ready to lock and load if we need to engage. We’re in enemy territory, okay? If you even think you see or hear something dangerous, give the signal, got it? We have no friendlies out here; everyone is a hostile.” 
 
    The others all nodded in unison. 
 
    Indeed, the truck did pick up speed, engine growling, the wind whipping at their heads and hair with increasing velocity. Even as the truck roared through the quiet city, Shawna could detect the lingering smells of wreckage, the strong odor of gasoline, the charred stink of burned-out buildings, and from the angle they drove, she could see the broken bones of what had been a high-rise hotel, its top section ripped off and scattered to the pavement below from the impact of a crashing plane. 
 
    There was a feeling of strange serenity, of driving down a main road surrounded by devastation with nothing but the hum of tires and chug of an engine in her ears. Still, she couldn’t help but think that there were eyes on them as they drove, countless lurkers in the darkness, watching them as they passed. 
 
    Watching. Waiting. 
 
    The truck veered to the right, coming around a bend in the road. She heard a muffled shout from inside the cab and swung her head around just in time to see that a large passenger bus was pulled across both lanes of traffic, blocking passage through that section of the city. Tristan hammered on the brakes, their back wheels catching pavement with a ripping screech, the truck shuddering as it wrenched to a halt. 
 
    The truck stopped, its engine idling, and Shawna realized her fingers were hooked tight around the edge of the flatbed, the muscles in her arms taut and straining. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” she asked, glancing around the back of the truck at the others, who were in similar positions, bracing themselves from the dramatic shift in momentum and direction. 
 
    “All good,” Charest replied. “Box, Roxie, Lemmon, Fallon?” 
 
    The other four all nodded as he rattled off their names, then looked back at Shawna as she eased to a standing position behind the cab, looking out over the front of the truck. Charest came up next to her. 
 
    “Looks like a commuter bus,” he said. “KC Transit Authority.” 
 
    “But why is it pulled across two lanes of traffic?” Shawna asked. 
 
    “Why is anything the way it is? Lots of shit went down the past couple of months.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Shawna replied. She put her hand on the edge of the truck and vaulted down onto the pavement, landing a bit roughly, her knees buckling. She unslung the M4 which had been over her shoulder, holding the tactical rifle in two hands as the driver’s side door opened, Tristan stepping out from behind the steering wheel. Reaching back, he pulled out an MP5 submachine gun and tucked it close, joining Shawna where she stood. 
 
    “Got a bad feeling about this one, Shawna,” Tristan said. 
 
    “You too?” 
 
    Charest jumped from the truck, landing behind them with a grunt and exhalation of breath. Shawna looked at the bus, a large commuter much like a Greyhound, long and box-shaped, with two wheels near the front and four at the rear, a twin axle vehicle sitting at over thirty-five feet long. There were several square windows running along the side of the bus, with no sign of light or activity in any of them. 
 
    Under the scant light of the atmospheric lightning, Shawna could tell that the driver’s seat was empty, and in fact the whole bus looked dark and silent. 
 
    Still, there was something unsettling about the long, dark vehicle parked across the road, blocking both lanes.  
 
    Almost as if it had been parked there on purpose. 
 
    Behind Shawna the rest of the truck’s bed emptied out, the other three men and Roxie all jumping down, weapons cradled, falling into a small group as they looked out at the bus. 
 
    Charest touched Shawna’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know you fancy yourself some big-time soldier, but step behind me, would you?” His face looked grave and serious, a look that she hadn’t seen since the fight for the FEMA office several days ago. Nodding she dropped back, drifting left, her eyes roaming the darkness along the left-hand sidewalk. Just beyond the sidewalk was a thin strip of grass before a row of shops and businesses. Three of them were stacked end to end, then there was the entrance to a small park, leaving a gap in the shops before more buildings emerged just beyond the bus. 
 
    Each structure cast long, deep shadows, pits of darkness that her night vision could not penetrate. Many different spots for an ambush. Too many. 
 
    Behind Shawna, Box and Lemmon kept their eyes on the right sidewalk, which separated the street from office buildings. One of the buildings was a large, broad structure of glass and steel, standing four stories tall and looming over them like an angry child scowling at its scattered toys. 
 
    Tristan, Selanda, and Roxie came next, Tristan following Shawna’s lead with Selanda looking straight ahead, Roxie glancing to her right, eyes narrowed. 
 
    Fallon brought up the rear, walking backwards as he glanced behind him, the stock of his MP5 wedged underneath his arm, supported by his left hand. 
 
    “I can’t see shit,” Box muttered. 
 
    “Nope,” Charest agreed. “Too dark, and too many damned shadows.” 
 
    As if trying to help the situation a sudden spiderweb of lightning rippled overhead, casting a pale light along the street and the bus, illuminating the large mass transit vehicle in a glow of luminescent blue. For a brief, flashing moment, shadows brightened around them, though in a blink it was dark again. 
 
    “I really don’t like this,” Shawna said as they proceeded onward, walking in bent-knee crouches, approaching the darkened bus. 
 
    “None of us do,” Charest replied. 
 
    “Should we just get in the truck?” asked Roxie, her voice cracking slightly. “Go back and find a way around?” 
 
    “The city’s a graveyard of broken cars,” Charest said. “How do we even know there is another way around?” 
 
    “This gap up here,” Tristan said, pointing to the entrance of the park, which separated two groups of tightly pressed buildings. “I could maybe fit the truck through there.” 
 
    Above them there was a low hiss and crackle, the hum of electricity thrumming through the clouds. 
 
    “Shit,” hissed Selanda, looking upwards. 
 
    “What?” Shawna asked, twisting around as they slowly crept toward the vehicle. “Ground lightning incoming?” 
 
    “Kind of sounds that way,” Selanda replied, slowing her forward pace, then looking around them. “We’re in an okay place,” she said. “That tall building is littered with metal. If anything does come down, it should attract the bolt.” 
 
    “I dunno,” Charest replied. “There’s a lot of metal scattered along the pavement. If lightning does hit that building, how do we know it won’t jump?” 
 
    “We don’t,” Selanda whispered. “I’d be a lot more comfortable in a car with rubber tires.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Lemmon encouraged, “we’re almost there. We’ll get in the bus, see if we can back it up a few feet, just make enough space to get through.” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you,” Tristan interjected, “that gap might be wide enough.” 
 
    “Like Lemmon said,” Charest whispered, “we’re almost there. Just a few more—” 
 
    A ragged jolt of electricity broke through the clouds, hammering through the sky, splitting the darkness. It went down several blocks away, but the sudden crackle of noise and burst of light startled the group, temporarily streaking the road in a bright flash. 
 
    “Dammit!” Shawna cursed, taking a step back and turning her head away from the slash of lightning in the distance. 
 
    “I saw something!” Roxie shouted, as the light was already fading, darkness creeping back into the shadows. “Movement! By the back of the bus!” 
 
    “What?” Charest demanded, swiveling at the waist and bringing his M4 around to point where Roxie was indicating. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Something was there! I saw a figure lurking in the flash of lightning! It ducked behind the bus, I swear to—” 
 
    Rattling gunfire exploded in the shadows, a choppy thunder of semi-automatic rounds popping off from several different locations all at once. Bright flashes of light ripped from the dark and chunks of the street blistered apart, spewing up in clouds of dust and debris. 
 
    “Two o’clock!” Charest screamed. “Hostiles at two o’clock!” He adjusted the aim of his barrel and unleashed a fully automatic barrage, the weapon kicking in his tight grip, muzzle flashes brightening the darkened asphalt. 
 
    All at once, the Deadbolt operatives moved, Box lurching forward, shouldering his MP5 and firing his own burst. Lemmon and Fallon fell in behind him, following his lead. 
 
    “Go go go! Back to the truck!” Charest screamed as shadowed figures emerged on the top of the bus, standing on the roof, firing down at them. 
 
    “Move!” Shawna urged, firing her own swift burst of bullets at the roof of the bus, watching as her rounds threw harmless sparks along the smooth metal surface. She turned and glared at Selanda and Roxie. “You two! Run!” 
 
    They both readily obeyed, ducking and charging back toward the truck, an orchestra of drumbeat weapons fire roaring around them. 
 
    Tristan fell in behind them, purposefully putting himself between the two retreating women and the enemies on the bus, lifting his MP5 and squeezing off a round of fire. 
 
    “Fallon, peel back! Aim and fire, targets at twelve o’clock high, roof of the bus! Lemmon and Box, suppressive fire, keep those bastards’ heads down at the rear!” 
 
    The four Deadbolt operatives moved in careful, well-executed coordination, Fallon picking isolated targets at the top of the bus, firing swift, short bursts from his submachine gun. Box and Lemmon went full auto, spraying the rear of the bus with constant fire to keep any gunmen from popping out. 
 
    All the while, they backpedaled furiously, moving as quick as they could toward the truck. Shawna spun and sprinted, ejecting a spent magazine, retrieving another, and slamming it home. Suddenly there was a screech of rubber and the growl of a car engine. As she ran back toward the truck, she saw a sedan hurtle from behind a building and scream to a halt, blocking the road from where they’d come. 
 
    “Behind us, too!” Shawna shouted, lifting her freshly loaded M4 and rattling off automatic fire toward the car. Sparks danced and glass shattered, and she thought she heard a muffled grunt of pain. “Get in the back!” she hissed at Roxie and Selanda, who had already reached the pickup. Selanda took her spot, aiming her submachine gun and firing back at the car, giving Roxie a chance to clamber up into the bed, throwing herself over the edge and down inside. 
 
    Tristan came up next to Selanda, slamming his own fresh magazine into his weapon. 
 
    “You next!” he barked, firing the MP5 as Selanda scrambled up and into the truck. He turned his head. “Come on! Move!” 
 
    Fallon was close to the hood, still firing at the roof and Charest had joined him. Shawna glanced back as she got near the pickup and saw a shadowed figure pitch forward from the roof of the bus and land awkwardly on the street, then lie still. 
 
    Tristan threw open the driver’s side door, ducking and clinging close for cover. Shouts and voices echoed from the car that had just pulled in behind them and more pops of pistol fire burst from that direction, knocking chunks of street away at Shawna’s feet. 
 
    She aimed and fired, throwing more sparking ricochets along the car’s roof, sending darkened shadows ducking for cover. 
 
    “Fallon, in the damned truck now!” Charest screamed and Fallon listened, turning and sprinting, forgetting his targets for a moment as he crawled up inside. Bullets thudded against the hood of the old truck, punching into metal and glancing off. Tristan popped up from behind the door and rattled off fire at the roof of the bus, sending gunmen scattering away. 
 
    Fallon was up in the flatbed, perched over the roof, squeezing another rattling chatter of automatic fire toward the bus while Shawna fired another burst behind him back toward the car. 
 
    Box was at the truck, clawing at the bed and pulling himself up and over, thudding into it, leaving just Charest and Lemmon engaging with the bus. Shawna glanced in that direction and saw more figures emerging from behind, a few of them shouldering rifles, but more carrying small-caliber pistols. 
 
    They were outnumbered, but had the advantage of superior firepower, but as the two groups converged from both sides, she wasn’t sure how much good that would do them. 
 
    “Get in!” she screamed, twisting around the driver’s side door and unleashing fire toward the approaching figures. Lemmon swung open the passenger door and crawled inside as Box used the open door for cover, ducking down as its window exploded in a shower of broken glass. 
 
    “Charest, go around the other side!” Shawna ordered, popping out another spent magazine and loading another. Charest didn’t argue, he just lowered his head and plunged forward, vaulting up and into the flatbed even as a jagged line of bright ricochets blistered along its smooth metal edge. The rear window of the truck’s cab broke, a narrow bullet hole punching into it, through the cab and out the front windshield. Charest swung around the opened passenger door and moved forward, forcing Lemmon to scoot into the center of the bench seat, keeping his head down. 
 
    “Your turn!” Tristan shouted at Shawna. “Get in the back. I’m driving!” 
 
    “Besides earlier, how often have you driven a car in ten years?” she shouted back. 
 
    “Just get in the damned truck!” Tristan yelled, his neck bulging with tense muscles, his eyes wide. Shawna had never seen that look before and nodded curtly, moving behind him, chopping off a swift whack of gunfire at the car behind them for good measure. 
 
    She lurched up and over the back of the truck, spilling down into the bed as bullets clattered against the metal ridge, narrowly missing her. 
 
    “We’re in!” shouted Charest, pulling the passenger door closed hard, keeping his head and Lemmon’s head down as more bullets pounded the front of the old truck. “Get us the hell outta here!” 
 
    Tristan threw himself into the driver’s seat, squeezing behind the steering wheel and ducking down as another bullet plowed through the windshield, skidding just above his head before blasting out through the rear window, threatening to collapse the entire sheet of glass. 
 
    Tristan pinched the keys and twisted hard, the engine growling, groaning, clutching, then finally kicking over. The low, throttling roar sounded like music to his desperate ears. 
 
    Shadows converged ahead. Guns exploded, concrete blasted up, sparks ripped along the metal surface of the truck. They were aiming for the tires. 
 
    Shawna looked in through the rear window, and through the broken holes thought she could hear Tristan mumbling some sort of quiet prayer before his foot slammed down on the accelerator and sent the truck bolting forward, tires gripping pavement. Gunfire blasted from behind and in front, bullets seeming to buzz from every direction at once, all of them lying flat, pressed to the floor of the bed, desperately hoping the walls and tailgate would offer enough protection. 
 
    Tristan twisted the wheel left and sent the truck forward. Shadowed figures scrambled, but Tristan smashed into one of them with the front right of the truck, sending a grunting figure pinwheeling through the air. 
 
    He angled the truck sharper left, heading toward the sidewalk and Shawna ventured a look around the cab. Above the thrashing jostle of the truck’s momentum, she could see the narrow patch of grass between the sidewalk and the buildings, and her eyes widened. It wasn’t wide enough. There was no way it was wide enough. 
 
    Tristan shoved his foot to the floor and the truck roared, picking up speed as gunmen fired at them, more sparks lancing the passenger side of the truck. 
 
    “Thank God for Detroit steel,” Fallon muttered from where he lay on the floor of the bed, ducking his head down. “If this were one of those shitty new Japanese models, we’d be Swiss cheese right now!” 
 
    The truck bumped the sidewalk, leaping up as headlights flashed, the sedan growling to life behind them. Tristan cranked the wheel left and the truck thundered onto the sidewalk, striking a parking meter and then ripping it free, sending it skittering to the ground amid a shower of change. Pistol shots barked from the car behind them as the headlights continued along, following them. 
 
    Shawna gripped the edge of the truck as it went further left, the tires digging thick, ragged trenches into the grass, slipping and threatening to skid out. Somehow, Tristan maintained control. The passenger side view mirror struck the bus as they skidded past it, exploding in a blast of breaking glass and twisted metal, clattering to the road as the truck somehow squeezed through the narrow gap between the front of the bus and the entrance to the small park to their left. 
 
    Punching the brakes and swinging the wheel to the right, the truck’s rear tires caught the grass and slewed left, causing Shawna to lose her grip and tumble backwards into the bed of the truck. She thought for a moment that Tristan had stalled it out and that they’d be stuck there, wedged between the bus the buildings, easy pickings for these scavengers. 
 
    The tires spun, throwing dirt and shorn grass behind them, the headlights of the sedan getting closer. Shawna took a small moment to throw herself up on one knee, shouldering her M4. She sighted it on the approaching headlights, pointing the barrel just above the two globes of jostling light. 
 
    Pulling the trigger, she emptied what remained of her magazine in one steady, thundering blast, the deafening chatter of fire ringing in her ears as she attempted to keep the jerking weapon steady. 
 
    The headlights pitched right, seemed to try to correct, then carved left, the sedan jumping the sidewalk and continuing forward, pounding hard into the corner of a brick building, exploding in crunching metal and shattered glass. 
 
    More dark figures emerged, running on foot, getting nearer to them. 
 
    Finally, the tires caught hard ground. The truck dipped, then lurched, Shawna once again losing her balance and falling frontward, barely catching herself on her left elbow as she thudded to the floor of the truck’s bed. 
 
    It jumped forward, leaping from the grass to the sidewalk, over the sidewalk, and back down to the street, hitting with a jarring slam. Rubber gripped and squealed and the truck careened left, pulling back onto the street and hurtling forward into the night, leaving the gunmen and the crashed car far behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    A short while later, the truck made a gradual left turn around a gentle bend in the access road, coming up on the sprawling campus of the satellite manufacturer. There were no signs on the building, no indications that it was anything but a generic factory, all of their identifying marks suppressed by Garmin, the global corporation who wanted to keep their talents purely for themselves. 
 
    If rumors were accurate, Garmin held a majority stake in the manufacturing company, leveraging their resources to assist in research, development, design, and construction of their global satellite network used throughout the world for navigation, geo-location, GPS, and other satellite-based services. For a moment, Tristan let the truck idle, its one remaining headlight shining a faint, white glow on the nameless building ahead. It almost looked more like a parking garage than a factory, constructed of several massive slabs of concrete stacked one on top of the other, framed in metal rebar. 
 
    To the right of the truck was a large concrete structure with three massive garage bay doors, all of them made of corrugated steel and pulled closed, sealing off the contents within. 
 
    Ahead and left of the garage construct was a more standard brick building with rows of square windows, standing three stories tall, a building most likely serving as an administrative office. They were within three blocks of Garmin headquarters, but anyone driving past would have thought the business was completely disconnected from them, just another in the vast army of domestic manufacturing companies. 
 
    Selanda looked at Shawna, who leaned against the back of the cab, her arm extending around Roxie’s narrow shoulders. The younger girl was shivering slightly, her eyes vacant and face pale, a thin sheen of sweat on her face. The poor girl had been in shock ever since the gunfight by the bus, huddled close to the older woman, looking as though she might just pass out at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “This is the place?” Shawna asked, gently squeezing Roxie’s shoulders. That seemed to awaken the younger girl and she looked around at the surrounding buildings, nodding silently. Slowly the driver’s side window rolled down and Tristan extended his head through the opening. 
 
    “We here?” he asked, and Shawna nodded. 
 
    “According to Roxie, we’re here.” 
 
    He cut the engine and the night settled back into a deep and pervasive quiet, the extraordinary silence almost overwhelming in light of the chaos from a short time before. From where they idled, they heard no sirens, no sounds of humanity, and no underlying engine noises from flying planes or passing traffic. 
 
    Ocean waves of lightning crested in the clouds above. 
 
    “Everyone out, let’s go, come on!” Charest whispered, pushing open the passenger door and dropping down onto the pavement, lifting his rifle as he stepped forward. It was even darker now than it had been as they’d traveled, but the lightning glowed softly on the parking lot. The entire lot was empty, not a single vehicle anywhere, every building within view cloaked in a veil of darkness. 
 
    “So, what are we looking for?” Shawna asked, approaching Selanda with Roxie close behind. The Deadbolt crew had spread out along the parking lot perimeter and were checking corners and shadows for any sign of guards or other security. 
 
    “I’ve got a list from Jasmine,” Selanda replied. She looked at the buildings ahead. “If my memory serves, that brick building is the administrative wing where the paper pushers all hung out. Straight ahead, the multilevel structure is the factory. Top three levels are R & D, the bottom level is all the actual construction and component storage. That’s where we’re most likely to find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “And what are we looking for?” Tristan asked, coming from the other side. 
 
    “Solar panels and components for the solar arrays, plus the rechargeable batteries that gather and store that power. According to Jasmine, she was able to salvage most of the antennas, but we need a microwave transmitter to broadcast the signal back down to the surface, plus two internal control boards and a sensor suite to allow guidance and stabilization.” 
 
    Shawna looked at her with wide, blank eyes. 
 
    “They were able to salvage the majority of the internal housing as well, including their prototype Faraday cage, which was huge, because that’s not a system that all satellites have. It was the lynchpin of this prototype.” 
 
    “And you’re sure we can find all of this stuff here?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure of anything,” Selanda replied, “but it’s our best shot.” 
 
    “Buildings look clear,” Charest called out, walking across the parking lot, the other three Deadbolt security operatives in tow. 
 
    “The main structure there is where we’ll find the supplies we need,” Selanda repeated, gesturing toward the multilevel concrete structure. 
 
    “Box and Fallon will go with you,” Charest replied, then looked at Roxie. “Roxie, you want to come with me and Lemmon? We’re going to hit the brick building—it looks like mostly offices. We want to see what other supplies we can find.” 
 
    Roxie cast a long look at Shawna as if considering the most appropriate response. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Shawna said. “Things look safe here. You’ll be okay.” 
 
    Roxie nodded briskly and stepped away from her, joining Charest and Lemmon as they began walking toward the administration wing of the complex. Without speaking, Selanda led the others toward the concrete structure ahead, running through the various scenarios in her mind. 
 
    # 
 
    The door had been locked, as they’d figured it would be, but Fallon simply put a bullet through the locking mechanism and they made their way inside. There had likely been a complex and redundant alarm system in place, but after two months of power outages, any sort of backup battery had been long since drained and there were no audible indications that an alarm had been triggered. 
 
    The building was dark, and each member of the team pulled out flashlights, shining them through the pitch blackness, using them to navigate the rows of shelves which lined the perimeter of the wide-open bottom level. Several metal tables and robotic arms were set evenly throughout the huge, cavernous bottom section of the factory, a truly state-of-the-art facility that was worth so much scrap without the infrastructure to keep it running. 
 
    Shawna and Tristan walked along the western edge of the large cement-floored factory, their flashlights shining on various boxes, cabinets, and drawers, not even sure what they were looking for. Selanda had taken Box and Fallon with her, swallowed by the darkness, and they’d heard soft, echoing footfalls in the stairwells telling them that the others were venturing to the upper levels in search of the items they needed. 
 
    “You were pretty impressive back there,” Shawna said, looking at Tristan as they walked through the dark factory. 
 
    “Nah,” Tristan replied. “Just drove. Lots of luck and the Lord’s grace, that’s all.” 
 
    “Two months since the end of civilization as we know it and we’re still kicking,” Shawna said. “That’s a whole lot of God’s grace.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Tristan agreed. “Don’t forget the luck.” He cocked a crooked smile at her as they walked along the wall, shining their flashlights along the rows of shelves. 
 
    “Seriously, Big T,” Shawna continued, “you handled that amazing. Where did you learn to drive like that? Was that all Marine Corps?” 
 
    “I had a life before the Marine Corps,” Tristan said, his voice low. 
 
    “Oh, really? Tell me about this life.” 
 
    “I’m not real proud of it,” he said, not looking her in the eye, letting his flashlight glide over the shelves. 
 
    “We’ve all done things we aren’t proud of. Lord knows I have a laundry list.” 
 
    “It’s not important,” Tristan replied. “I made mistakes like any other kid. Grew up, tried to be a better man, mostly failed at that, too.” 
 
    “Failed at being a better man? T, you’re one of the best men I ever met.” 
 
    “I’m glad my uncle wasn’t alive to see how things turned out. He passed when I was in the Marines. As far as he was concerned, I turned my life around.” 
 
    “What did you do that was so horrible?” 
 
    “You’re going to make me tell you, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I will badger your ass until you do.” 
 
    Tristan chuckled, lowering himself and shining his flashlight through some of the bottom shelves. There were rows and rows of boxes, each one containing several different items, mostly different sizes of bolts and screws, some metal plates, battery covers, items to be used to repair the actual construction equipment, but not the satellite components themselves. 
 
    “I fell in with the wrong crowd when I was younger,” Tristan replied. “That’s when I got my first taste of drugs. My time in the Marines only made it worse.” 
 
    “Drug dealing?” 
 
    “Little. My specialty was stealing cars. That’s how I learned to drive like that. Stole my first car when I was twelve years old. An old rust-bucket beater, some Chevy hatchback thing. I couldn’t believe anyone would even pay money for it.” 
 
    “So, what did you do after you stole it?” 
 
    “There were a couple chop shops my cousin worked with. I’d bring it to him, he’d bring it to them, I’d get a little cut. Looking back on it, it wasn’t much, sure as hell not enough to risk jail time for, but I was a kid and my sole purpose in life back then was to make my cousin happy. Convince him that I was a man like him.” 
 
    “This cousin—he was your uncle’s kid?” 
 
    Tristan nodded. 
 
    “Uncle Bethel put him on a pedestal, I’ll tell you what. When things fell apart—and when you’re doing stuff like that, it always falls apart—my cousin left me holding the bag. I was a juvenile, so I didn’t get jail time, but my uncle whipped my ass, that’s for damn sure. I think I would have rather gone to juvey for a year than suffer his belt one more time.” 
 
    Tristan laughed as he said it, but Shawna just shook her head. 
 
    “Anyway, he told me soon as I turned eighteen, he was throwing me out. Or, I could enlist. I chose the Marines.” 
 
    “You regret it?” 
 
    “The Marines or my childhood? I guess the answer to both is no.” 
 
    “No regrets?” Shawna asked. “None at all?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “Every decision I’ve made in my life led me here. Who knows? If I hadn’t stolen those cars as a kid, maybe I would have been flying first class to some important meeting on that day two months ago. Maybe I wouldn’t have been near Wrigley Field and nobody would have been there to open that holding cell for you. How can I regret the decisions that have blessed me with life when so many others are dead?” 
 
    Shawna stopped walking, turned, and glared at him, a look of confusion on her face. 
 
    “Are you a real person?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nobody really thinks like that—do they?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. 
 
    “I do, I guess.” 
 
    “You stole cars as a kid. Got arrested, got in trouble with your uncle. Forced to enlist in the Marines where you saw and did even more traumatic things. Then you were homeless on the streets of Chicago for a decade and saw firsthand what happened when civilization was torn apart. You saw all of this—witnessed all of this. But you can really stand there and tell me that you regret none of it, because it somehow made you a better person?” 
 
    Tristan shifted uncomfortably, his hand going to his pocket to touch the Bible again, as if seeking solace. 
 
    “Believe it or not,” he replied. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter. I know what kind of man I am. I know what I believe and what I keep inside of me. Death comes for us all, and when it does, I’ll be able to stand tall and look it in the eye, unafraid of what awaits on the other side.” 
 
    Shawna stepped forward and slung an arm around his shoulders, pulling him close into a rough, awkward one-armed embrace. Tristan resisted at first, then gave in, allowing the show of emotion, and they stayed together for a few moments before Shawna finally stepped away. She cleared her throat and wiped at her eyes then turned away from him and continued walking along the rows of shelves, leaving him gaping. 
 
    # 
 
    Selanda, Box, and Fallon emerged from the stairwell all at once, the two men carrying large boxes, their submachine guns over their shoulders, bumping gently as they ambled through the door and out onto the concrete floor. 
 
    “That table over there,” Selanda said, pointing to a large, flat metal table near the east wall, a still robotic arm holding steady like a corpse’s bony and lifeless appendage. Box and Fallon made their way to the table and let the boxes crash down with an echoing clatter. 
 
    “Careful!” Selanda hissed. “Some expensive stuff in there.” 
 
    “Lady, you just made us walk around for an hour and a half upstairs, up and down four levels, half of that time carrying those heavy-ass boxes!” 
 
    “Fallon, you’re like seven feet tall,” Box said, cackling wildly. “Quit your bitchin’!” 
 
    “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful,” Fallon said with a smirk, running his fingers through his tangled mess of facial hair. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about there,” Box replied, slowly rotating his sore shoulder. Selanda approached the boxes and eased up on her tiptoes glancing into the opened tops. She reached in and started carefully pulling items free from the boxes, grouping them together as she spread them along a second table a few feet away from the first. 
 
    The components of four separate solar arrays were set out first, metal framing and a small stack of neatly sorted panels all organized on the metal table. After pulling these free, she reached in and hefted out several solar batteries one at a time, placing them in even rows underneath the solar panels. 
 
    “I always thought satellites were a lot bigger,” Box said, looking at the table as Selanda set out more of the objects from the boxes. 
 
    “Some are,” she replied. “The more complex satellites can be the size of a school bus. The prototype we’re dealing with was made small on purpose, and once everything is all assembled will be about the size of a riding lawn mower.” 
 
    “And what are you hoping to do with it?” Fallon asked. 
 
    “It’s not my project,” Selanda replied. “Jasmine and—” She hesitated for a moment, but softly cleared her throat before continuing. “Jasmine and Gopal had the idea. Wrap a satellite around a Faraday cage containing an observational system. Put a microwave transmitter allowing remote control of a camera on servos within the satellite. Launch it through the lightning storm so we can get eyes on the storm in our atmosphere.” 
 
    “And this will really work?” Box asked. 
 
    “We won’t know until we get all the pieces together,” Selanda replied. “Jasmine gave me a list, and for all of your complaining, we found everything.” 
 
    “You found everything?” a voice asked. Selanda turned and saw Shawna and Tristan walking along the near wall, making a path toward them. “Everything on the list? All of it?” 
 
    “All of it,” Selanda replied with a wide grin. “Jasmine should be happy.” 
 
    At the far side of the room a door opened, and Shawna whirled toward it, tucking her rifle to her shoulder in anticipation. 
 
    “Easy, Annie Oakley,” Charest said, holding up a hand as he led his group through the door to the administrative wing. “It’s just us.” 
 
    Roxie and Lemmon had backpacks over their shoulders, each one looking as if it was filled to near bursting. 
 
    “Looks like you found some goodies, too?” Shawna asked. 
 
    Charest nodded. 
 
    “Nothing major. Some soda, candy, and chips in a couple of vending machines. Found a few boxes of batteries in an office supply closet.” They walked closer to the metal table where Selanda had begun organizing the items she’d found. “Not nearly as interesting as all of that stuff.” 
 
    “I think we did it,” Selanda said with a wide smile. “We found what Jasmine was looking for.” 
 
    Roxie set the backpack down and walked to the exterior door, holding her submachine gun in front of her. Shawna watched her walk, noticing she was moving with more confidence and less hesitation than she had been. The ninety minutes since they’d arrived had calmed her nerves somewhat. She pulled the door open slightly, glancing out into the darkness outside. 
 
    “I’m not sure we want to chance a return to Eagle tonight,” she said, her voice shaking a little. “Even at dusk we ran into trouble. At full night?” She looked at them, and Shawna saw in the faint glow of flashlights that she looked pale and clammy, her eyes darting from one person to the next, as if pleading for someone to agree with her. 
 
    “She makes a good point,” Charest said, much to Shawna’s surprise. 
 
    “What?” Shawna asked. “I thought you were mister tough guy?” 
 
    “I am mister tough guy,” Charest replied. “I’m not mister suicidal guy. We almost got chewed up on our way over here, and you know as well as I do things just get worse as it gets darker. The really nasty roaches who don’t want to step into the sun come out then. We don’t want to be anywhere near downtown when that happens.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” Shawna asked. “Just pull up a section of floor and take a snooze?” 
 
    “I’ve slept in worse places,” Box said. 
 
    “This is better than the maintenance tunnels we slept in,” Tristan offered, and Shawna shot him a look. 
 
    “There’s carpet in the administration building,” Charest said. “And only two entrances. We’ll rotate watch, two of us on sentry duty while the rest sleep. There are enough of us that we can rotate twice throughout the night and everyone will still get a decent amount of sleep.” 
 
    Shawna seemed to consider this, her jaw clenching and unclenching. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Just outside Tetrault, Kansas 
 
      
 
    The truck’s tires spat pebbles and dirt behind him as it drifted left, coming around the sharp bend, approaching Tetrault, Kansas. 
 
    Ali’s hood was pulled back up over his head, his lone eye peering out through the deeply cast shadows, glaring out through the dirt-covered windshield. It had taken him longer than he thought to make the trip from Wichita to Tetrault, a meandering cross-state voyage through backwoods roads, mostly empty of vehicles, but also treacherous to navigate for one who didn’t know where he was going. 
 
    There wasn’t a straight shot from Wichita to Tetrault, and Ali had to make his way through numerous small state routes and twisting back roads, his progress slow, but also uneventful. 
 
    He’d stopped somewhere around the intersection of 96 and 283, pulling over in a one-horse town, taking a few minutes to find an abandoned car that actually still had gas in its tank. Topping off his truck’s gas tank with siphoned fuel, he’d made the rest of the trip in one fell swoop, pulling into Tetrault as the sky bled into an inky purple night. 
 
    Ali had lost all track of time, his fingers curled tight around the steering wheel. The only sounds he could hear were the crunch of his tires on dirt and gravel and the growling hum of the truck’s engine. Buildings emerged in the pale light cast by the network of lightning overhead, mostly single one-story structures, many of them nineteenth century vintage, the look of typical small-town rural America. 
 
    The streets and yards in front of the houses were empty as the truck rolled forward, entering what looked to be a veritable ghost town. 
 
    “Is this town even alive?” Ali asked himself, looking left to right at the empty swath of dirt road. He remembered what the person at the Wichita border crossing had said—that Joel and Helen had helped this town get back some stolen food. He wondered if the raiders they’d vanquished had come back for more. The town seemed quiet—more than quiet, it seemed downright abandoned, and Ali couldn’t help but wonder if he’d run into a dead end. 
 
    Up ahead on the left side of the dirt road, he could see the faint outline of what looked to be the remains of an old church, most of the exterior blackened by fire and smoke, the steeple little more than the ragged framing underneath. Angling the truck left, he eased the vehicle along the side of the road, his headlights splashing upon a building just before the church, highlighting a patchwork of small holes and splintered siding. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Ali glared at the structure. 
 
    “Bullet holes?” he mused, tucking the vehicle into a spot at the side of the road and twisting the key, cutting the engine. With the low ticking of the now-quiet engine trailing off into silence, Ali pushed open the driver’s side door, old hinges squealing angrily. Dropping to the side of the road, he slammed the door hard, a metal on metal bang emphasized in the otherwise quiet night as he moved toward the burned-out church looming high overhead, its steeple a stoic sentry, badly wounded but maintaining its position. 
 
    He lifted his arm, a flashlight clamped in his fist, and he shone the wide beam on the church, tucking his hood up over his head. The white light splashed upon the blackened hulk of the old building, scorched holes gaping from the exterior walls, a fungus of charred wood working its way up the white siding. 
 
    Taking a step toward the church, he hesitated, hearing a scuffling sound to his left from somewhere in the dark recesses between buildings. Turning, he brought the flashlight around, but was immediately greeted by four more beams of bright light bursting from the shadows, so bright he instinctively turned away, lifting his hand to block the shine from his eyes. 
 
    “You there!” a voice growled. “Stop right there!” 
 
    “Easy, friend!” Ali said in return, still looking away from the lights. 
 
    “You’re no friend of ours,” another voice said. “Just stay where you are.” 
 
    “I mean no harm,” Ali continued. “I’m unarmed. Just looking for someone.” 
 
    “No one here for you to find,” another voice replied. The four men were little more than blotchy shadows behind the beams of light, all four of them converging on him, baking him in a sort of cool illumination. “We’re not big on strangers around here. Not anymore.” 
 
    Ali nodded, taking care to continue concealing his face with the outstretched palm of his hand. 
 
    “I saw the bullet holes,” he replied. “I can understand why.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” one of the men said. “Just step on into your truck and go back where you came from. No reason for you to be here.” 
 
    “I told you I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “We don’t much care who you’re looking for. At one point we held our arms open and a couple dozen of us were killed for our trouble.” 
 
    Ali nodded. 
 
    “The people I’m looking for might have had something to do with that,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    He could see the shadows shifting slightly, as if two heads were glancing at each other. 
 
    “What do you mean by that, exactly?” a voice asked. Ali took a cautious step forward. 
 
    “Easy!” another voice barked. Ali saw the jabbing thrust of a pistol pointed at him. 
 
    “I don’t want any trouble,” Ali repeated. 
 
    “We don’t give a shit what you want,” one of the strange, floating voices said. 
 
    “The people I’m looking for,” Ali blurted, “a man and a girl. Came here on horseback!” 
 
    There was a sudden, palpable silence following his exclamation, as if time had stopped, freezing all four men in their tracks. 
 
    “You know them!” Ali said. “They were here, weren’t they?” 
 
    “Give us one good reason why we should tell you.” 
 
    “I—I’ve been looking for them. I’ve been traveling for hundreds of miles.” 
 
    “That means nothing to us. Like we said, at one point we welcomed strangers to our town. Did what we could to help. But that’s all different now. We don’t know you, so we’re gonna have to ask you to turn around and leave.” 
 
    Ali stepped forward again, lowering his palm and moving closer to the four shadows. His eye roamed from dark shape to dark shape, counting four figures as he’d suspected, each one holding a flashlight, but only two of them seemingly armed. The man on the far left and the man on the far right both held flashlights in one hand and pistols in the other, while the two in the middle only held flashlights. 
 
    His mind, sharpened by a career of combat training, analyzed the spacing and grouping of the figures, slowly opening and closing the fingers of his left fist as he walked the beam of his flashlight across their darkened features. 
 
    “We will shoot you dead,” the man on the left said. “There ain’t no cops left to say shit about it.” 
 
    “Look,” Ali said, taking another subtle step forward. “It’s clear you’ve been through a lot here. I have no wish to add to your misery. I’m just looking for the man and the girl. Nothing else matters to me.” 
 
    “Well, just so happens,” one of the voices said, “that man and that girl saved this town from slowly starving to death. So, whatever your motives are, don’t expect us to help.” 
 
    Ali lowered his hand further, glaring at the group and taking another step forward. It was a calculated risk, but one he felt like he needed to take. 
 
    “Dammit, I said—” one of the men hissed, then his words cut off in his throat as the flashlight played across Ali’s face. “Holy shit.” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation from all four men as they clearly saw his face. The bandage, starting to soak through with blood once again, his gaunt, pale skin, cheeks withdrawn, jaw clenched and taut. The remaining eye was narrow and piercing, a knife-slit stare, slicing through the pale light in their direction. 
 
    It was all the hesitation Ali needed. 
 
    He ducked , swiftly darting to the left out of the beams of light and charging toward the man on the far left holding the pistol. 
 
    “Hey!” the man barked, trying to adjust his aim. Unlike Ali, he had no military training and the former Albanian special forces operative was on him in a second, his fingers grasping tight to the man’s wrist, forcing his arm back and down, pressing the pistol barrel away. The man’s finger pulled on the trigger twice, purely by reflex, and the weapon exploded, sparks ripping through the darkness as rounds knocked chunks of ground up into the air. 
 
    The other three men gasped as Ali adjusted the grip of his fingers on his metal flashlight and drove it forward, ramming the butt of it into the gunman’s forehead. There was a thick cracking noise and he choked, stumbling backwards, fingers relaxing on his weapon. 
 
    Twisting left, Ali swung around, ripping the weapon from the man’s slack fingers, then lunged toward the second man with a pistol, who was just bringing it up and around, moving as if neck-deep in molasses. Ali closed the distance, using his flashlight again, slamming it down hard on the man’s wrist and snapping one of the narrow bones, sending the pistol clattering to the ground. 
 
    Before the second gunman could scream, Ali had pressed his newly acquired pistol in the man’s face and pulled the trigger, the massive bark of pistol fire throwing the man’s head back and sending him tumbling to the ground. 
 
    Swinging across his body with a shifting twist, Ali pounded the flashlight into the temple of the third man, snapping his head around, and before he even hit the ground, the Albanian had reached across his body again with the pistol, firing a second shot high into the chest of the last man. 
 
    A short series of swift, brutal movements and all four of the sentries were on the ground, two dead, one unconscious, and a fourth clutching at his shattered nose, groaning and rolling. 
 
    Stalking over to where he was lying, Ali lowered himself down on both knees, straddling the man’s waist, driving the blunt barrel of the pistol into the man’s temple, pushing hard enough to discolor the flesh. 
 
    “Crazy—crazy son of a bitch,” the man breathed, pulling his hands away and looking at the thin sheet of blood covering his palms. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Ali replied, his voice a great deal harder and less affable than it had been moments before. “You should have just answered my question.” 
 
    “What do you want…with them? Joel and Helen? That’s who you’re after?” 
 
    “What I want with them is my business, not yours.” 
 
    “Come on, man. We’re just tryin’ to live our lives, you know? All this that happened—we just want to survive like anyone else.” 
 
    “Survival sometimes requires hard choices,” Ali replied stoically. “Sacrifice.” He leaned down closer, his hot breath on the man’s cheek. “So, tell me, friend,” he continued, the words carved in stone. “What are you willing to sacrifice?” 
 
    “What do you want, man? What do you want to know?” the man on the ground asked, his voice on the narrow edge of hysteria. 
 
    “Where did they go?” Ali asked pointedly, each word its own separate statement. The man twisted his neck around, staring back at Ali who was looming over him. Ali took one look at the man’s pale, nearly frantic face and knew he would tell him whatever he wanted to know. 
 
    # 
 
    Back in the truck, Ali investigated the two pistols he’d stolen, turning the last one over in his hand, the other sitting on the seat next to him. Two pistols with three magazines each. Semi-automatic, nothing special, but more items for his arsenal, an arsenal he felt would be more and more necessary every moment. 
 
    According to the man he’d interrogated, Joel and Helen were heading to Wyoming by way of Sterling, Colorado. They were apparently on the lookout for an organization called Stone Sword. The name sounded familiar to Ali; he remembered hearing Hugh and Sadie make reference to it back when conversations like that actually mattered. 
 
    Back before everyone he’d known and cared for had been killed. 
 
    Hugh had been a militant survivalist, a “prepper” as so many people put it, and he knew many other preppers, and from what Ali recalled, several of them were affiliated with Stone Sword. He knew nothing about the organization itself, but if Joel and Helen were headed there, then he would be, too. 
 
    Setting his second pistol down on the seat, he pressed the key into the ignition of the stolen truck and fired up the engine, feeling the throttle of the steering wheel on his palms. The needle crawled slowly toward the halfway mark of the gas gauge, and he knew he’d have to grab more before he left. That didn’t concern him. 
 
    If those four men were all this town had to offer in the way of security, he’d have no issues finding a vehicle with gas to siphon, that much he was sure about. 
 
    Glancing over the sloped hood, he saw the four bodies resting at the side of the road, all of them still and lifeless. The last man had told him everything he’d wanted to know, but he’d killed him anyway. There was no other alternative, really.  
 
    All four were dead now, more nameless faces added to the horde, a growing list too long for him to count. At one point, early in his military career, Ali had actually kept track, filing away the face of each man he’d killed, but as the wars had gone on, that had become not just unseemly but impossible, all faces eventually blurring together like melting candles pooling into one big, formless mass. 
 
    Four more tonight. 
 
    There were at least two more he’d add to that list before he was done. 
 
    Pain racked his chest, digging its claws deep, seizing his breath and twisting his insides into bound knots. He threw open the driver’s side door and exploded in a frantic fit of hoarse coughing, a wet, tearing sound, blood spattering the side of the road as he doubled over. 
 
    Heat radiated from his head, a sharp dagger of fire stabbing into the socket where his eye used to be, dripping like hot venom throughout his entire body. He could almost taste the infection in his blood, feel it churning in his veins, seeping further into his body, leeching his life moment by moment. 
 
    He wouldn’t let it. Not yet. Not until he finished his work. His stomach clutched and for a moment he thought he might vomit, but he held himself stoic, keeping his meager dinner contained, and drew in deep breaths, steadying himself. 
 
    A few seconds passed and he pressed his palms into his thighs, easing himself into a standing posture, then turned and stepped into the truck, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    The engine growled and the truck made its way back onto the road and deeper into town. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Clover Hills Shopping Mall 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Bills gestured to the others in her group, extending two fingers in an otherwise closed fist to urge fellow soldiers ahead to their observation point. 
 
    The Clover Hills shopping mall rested just west of Cheyenne, a sprawling collection of concrete, stone, metal, and glass, the epitome of 1980s opulence. Four massive square buildings were set in a clover shape, representative of the name of the shopping mall itself, wedged between acres of paved parking lot. 
 
    The shopping mall had closed eighteen months before Project: Heatshield sent the Atlas-01 prototype orbital craft slamming into the Chicago skyline, and as such, the lot was devoid of vehicles, grass and shrubs overgrown, some actually emerging up through broken pavement. Even after just a year and a half, the mall and its surrounding area had fallen swiftly into a state of disrepair. 
 
    From where she stood on the grass and rock-covered hill just east of the mall, overlooking the vast swath of pavement and stone, it was little more than a collection of dark shapes, sharp, shadowed angles amid the dim backdrop of atmospheric lightning across the night sky. 
 
    There was a central point of focus, however. From the rocky ledge where they were creeping, the uneven grassy slope moved down at a steep angle, the hill a series of uneven mounds and boulders angling toward the southern edge of the parking lot. At that south parking lot, a large bonfire crackled, a twisting, gnarled fist of bright flame curling from a pile of battered and broken furniture, materials likely gathered from within the mall itself. 
 
    A small crowd was gathered around the bonfire, two long tables set up between the fire and the mall’s structure. They were too far away to hear words, but based on the actions that Sergeant Bills could see, they appeared to be preparing and serving some sort of late dinner. 
 
    Dark had fallen a few hours ago. It was late by any stretch of the imagination, but with an organization like Stone Sword, she supposed they had night shifts, people watching for intruders or raiders. 
 
    The people huddled around the fire didn’t appear to be armed themselves and were mostly exchanging friendly banter with each other. The air was filled with the scent of cooking food, a smell that seemed reminiscent of smoked vegetables. 
 
    “The hell are they doing?” Private Marks asked, coming up on Bills’s right, looking down over the ledge at the bonfire down below. 
 
    “Eating, by the looks of things,” Bills replied. 
 
    “FEMA’s got their whole camp set up by the trainyard. What’s wrong with the MREs they’re serving?” 
 
    Bills shrugged. 
 
    “Some people are more comfortable on their own, I guess. “ 
 
    “I don’t know,” Corporal Davenport said, appearing on the other side of Private Marks. “I don’t trust ’em.” 
 
    “Why?” Bills asked. 
 
    “If they’re not checking in with FEMA, it’s because they’ve got something to hide. We’re just trying to help.” 
 
    “Right?” Marks replied. “Something ain’t right about this, Sarge. These people are up to something. Besides that’s private property they’re on.” 
 
    “We’re not here to make judgments one way or the other,” Bills replied sharply. “We’re here to watch and observe. By all reports they’ve set up hydroponic gardens inside the mall. They’re just looking for shelter to build their community.” 
 
    “I ain’t buying it,” Davenport replied. As they spoke, several other camouflaged soldiers converged on their location, peering out over the rocks, rifles tucked to their chests. 
 
    “Me either,” Marks replied. He looked at Bills. “Who’s ordering the surveillance? Major Valley?” 
 
    “One and the same,” Bills replied. “Orders came down from Colonel Lancaster out of Chicago.” 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster?” Marks asked. “I thought he was a captain.” 
 
    “According to Major Valley he got a battlefield promotion. He’s now the man in charge of domestic recovery operations.” 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” Marks replied, smiling and nodding. “That man knows how it’s done. Did you hear about the shit his team went through in Indianapolis? A whole city of rabid rioters tore his squad apart. Fought his way out of the city single-handedly.” 
 
    “Not quite the way I heard it,” Bills replied, “but point taken.” 
 
    “What he did in Chicago, that’s some medal of valor shit, man. Took that city on the verge of self-destruction and got it straight!” Davenport and Marks high-fived each other, Bills glowering at them through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Let’s keep our eyes on the ball, men,” she urged, looking back over the rocks at the bonfire going in the parking lot. “From what we’re hearing, there could be as many as three hundred civilians in that shopping mall, living in peace, just trying to feed and house themselves.” 
 
    “Who might also be harboring a dangerous fugitive,” Marks replied. “Don’t forget that part, Sarge.” 
 
    Bills pressed her teeth together. Marks and Davenport had been problem children ever since first coming to Cheyenne. Their eagerness to participate in violence and to answer the mobs with gunfire had always unsettled her, but thankfully Cheyenne had remained at least somewhat free of major conflict. There had been pockets of violence and to their credit, they had helped secure the city very effectively. They were professional, capable soldiers who weren’t afraid of a little grease and dirt, but times like these sometimes required a little finesse. 
 
    Marks and Davenport had as much finesse as a sledgehammer. If she needed a blunt instrument, they were invaluable—point them at the target and let them go—but an operation like this required a surgeon’s scalpel, and her lack of a deep roster was going to cost her. 
 
    “There are rumors,” she replied carefully, saying each word individually, “that they have a federal fugitive in their ranks. But remember, they are just rumors. I’m not too eager to storm the walls and open fire over unfounded rumors.” 
 
    “Gotta break a few eggs to make an omelet, Sarge,” Davenport said, lifting his rifle slightly. 
 
    “This isn’t about making omelets or breaking eggs, Corporal,” Sergeant Bills replied, her words a bit louder and more abrasive. “Those are people down there. Americans, as a matter of fact, and until we get confirmation otherwise, they are law-abiding citizens. Do not forget that fact.” 
 
    “So was the mob in Indianapolis,” replied Marks, “right up until the point when they smashed a Molotov cocktail on a soldier’s head and set the dude on fire.” 
 
    “Where did you hear about that?” Bills asked. 
 
    “I know a dude who knows a dude. Stories like that spread like wildfire, even without a functional comm system.” 
 
    Bills drew in a deep breath, trying to keep herself centered. Down the hill, not three hundred yards away, a group of American citizens were enjoying a peaceful evening by a bonfire outside an abandoned shopping mall. In another life, she could have seen herself in their place, and while she felt the need to keep an open mind about their true motivations, she wasn’t ready to write them off as war criminals. 
 
    “Look,” she finally said, firmly, and looked around, her eyes meeting the eyes of everyone who surrounded her. “We’re not in the business of ‘he said, she said’ around here. We are walking through the world with tactical automatic rifles firing rounds that can split a man’s skull like a watermelon. We should not, and will not, take our responsibilities lightly. Do you all understand me?” 
 
    In the group around her, heads nodded, one after the other, everyone acknowledging her suggestion. 
 
    “Now, we’re here to get eyes on the Clover Hills shopping mall. That means getting a closer look, and we are just taking a look, okay? We are not here to shoot anyone, to infiltrate, to identify targets—none of that. We are here to observe and observe alone.” 
 
    “Then why’d we bring the backup?” Marks asked, jerking his head to the right. They weren’t visible from where they were standing, but somewhere near one of the entrances to Clover Hills was a group of four Humvees with a full crew ready and waiting. Each Humvee had a roof-mounted fifty-caliber heavy machine gun and the crew carried M203 grenade launcher attachments on their automatic rifles and even had a sparse selection of surface-to-surface missile launchers. It was a veritable arsenal of offensive weaponry that they had brought along on Major Valley’s orders, just in case. 
 
    Just in case. Ever since Indianapolis, every soldier and every squad had to be prepared for just in case. They weren’t going to get caught flat-footed again. 
 
    Bills could understand that. She appreciated it. There had been a track record throughout American history of soldiers being sent in unprepared and unawares, only to be captured, injured, or worse. She would take overprepared any day of the week, although carting around all of that armor and weapons sometimes gave the people in her squad a false sense of aggressiveness. 
 
    It was her job to deal with that. 
 
    “We bring the backup just in case we need it,” Bills replied. “Let’s all hope, for all of our sakes, that we don’t.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Corporal Davenport replied, though he and Marks exchanged a look she wasn’t especially happy with. 
 
    “Then let’s proceed, slowly and carefully. We want eyes on the mall. Confirmation of numbers and infrastructure.” 
 
    “Do we know who the fugitive is?” Davenport asked, standing, and moving past Bills, heading toward the downward crest of the grass-covered hill. 
 
    “No. They just want high-level surveillance. This is our first run at HUMINT. I’m sure depending on what we find, there will be more.” 
 
    Marks followed along behind Davenport, Bills watching them reach the edge of the hill, lower into crouches, and continue proceeding down the slope. About fifty yards ahead there was a group of rocks, a narrow path bending through them before heading down to the parking lot below. The path ventured from a group of trees, a cluster of vegetation that looked somewhat out of place against the urban backdrop but lent itself to the strange apocalyptic feel of the abandoned temple to capitalism. 
 
    Bills followed Davenport and Marks, looking behind to ensure that the rest of the squad was dragging along behind. Everyone had M4 carbines tucked tight to their chest, holding them in a ready position, prepared for anything. 
 
    Slowly they approached the group of large rocks, the soft crackle of flame now audible, the smell of roasting vegetables even more potent than it had been at the top of the ledge. 
 
    “Careful,” Bills warned. “We’ve got a blind spot up—” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Three figures emerged from behind the rocks, walking up the path toward them, stopping suddenly as they came upon Marks and Davenport. 
 
    “What the hell?” one of the figures barked, taking an uncertain step backwards. As if by pure reflex, Marks brought his rifle up, tucking the stock into his shoulder. 
 
    “Marks, no!” 
 
    “Raiders!” another figure screamed, stumbling back, twisting around to get cover. Shouts echoed from the parking lot below as the people huddled around the fire began to drift apart. 
 
    “We are representatives of the United States government!” Sergeant Bills shouted, but already one of the figures was going for a holster strapped to one hip and she could feel it all slipping away, fragile glass breaking apart in her hands, a jigsaw puzzle that was simply not going to stay together. 
 
    “Don’t!” Davenport barked as the man went to his holster, but it was too late. His fingers were already touching whatever weapon he had there, shouts were already carrying over the uneven ground. 
 
    “On the hill, on the hill!” someone shouted from down below. “Raiders!” 
 
    “They think we’re—” one of the other soldiers shouted. 
 
    Marks fired his rifle. 
 
    “Dammit, no!” Bills screamed, but the man reaching for his pistol was already stumbling backwards, arms pinwheeling, the other two figures wheeling around and plunging back toward the large rocks in front of the trees. 
 
    “They’re firing!” a voice cried from the pavement. “Guns! Get the guns!” 
 
    “Stop where you are!” Bills screamed from the hillside, cutting left off the path, waving her arms to get their attention. “Please, stop! We are from the—” 
 
    Swift cracking fire barked from somewhere around them, a source that Sergeant Bills couldn’t identify. She felt a hard, punching impact in her right side, an acidic lance of pain. Her body twisted rough to the right, her feet kicking for purchase, dirt shifting underneath her heels. 
 
    “Sarge is hit, Sarge is hit!” voices rang in her ears, a quickly fading echo of angry bellows. 
 
    Darkness clawed at her and as she went down hard, the night exploded with automatic fire. 
 
    # 
 
    The night swirled into a strained, colorful focus, her vision clouded but clearing as she looked up into the dark sky, softly glowing with lightning. She tasted hot copper in her mouth, felt the rough dig of rock in her shoulder and Sergeant Bills rolled left, trying to claw her way to her feet. 
 
    Guns chattered like a roaring chorus of angry hornets, much of the sound coming from far in the distance. She fumbled at the ground, fingers grasping at dirt and grass, a dull, throbbing ache slicing all up and down her right side. Jolting flashes of light burst free somewhere in the night, and at first, she thought it was the lightning overhead, but as she slumped down back onto one arm, she glanced toward the Clover Hills mall and saw what was happening. 
 
    “No,” she whispered in a pained breath, adjusting herself. 
 
    “Easy, Sarge,” a voice said behind her. “Take it easy.” 
 
    “Can’t—” she gasped, looking down the slope. 
 
    The four Humvees had barreled into the main parking lot entrance of the shopping mall, two of them parked near the front door to what had once been the food court, while the other two were on the east side of the mall, close to where the bonfire was. In the low light of crackling fire, she saw forms on the pavement, still and unmoving, immediately identifying them as bodies. 
 
    “Stop!” she hissed, then turned to the person hovering over her. She recognized her as the squad medic, a one-time National Guard part-timer who had been conscripted into full-time service when everything went sideways. “Tell them to stop!” 
 
    The rattling roar of a heavy machine gun pierced the night and she reached out, clawing at the medic’s arm, trying to pull herself upright. Dizziness coiled around her head, forcing her back down again, her stomach lurching. 
 
    “Sarge, you need to take it easy,” the medic said. “You took a round to your side. From what I can tell, it glanced off your rib and went in and out, probably a superficial wound, but still a wound.” 
 
    Sergeant Bills blinked away the fog of tears in her eyes, a mixture of pain and sadness, watching as a small group of armed soldiers, members of her squad, counted to three, then stormed into the mall. Shouting could be heard from within, hoarse, angry screams, then there was more gunfire, quieter this time, coming from within the building. 
 
    “They’re killing them,” Bills moaned. “For the love of God, they’re killing them.” 
 
    “Sarge, they fired the first shot,” the medic said. “You took a bullet—” 
 
    “Marks fired the first shot, dammit! Private Marks fired the first shot!” 
 
    The medic furrowed her brow, shaking her head. 
 
    “That’s not what they said—” 
 
    Bills could feel her guts tightening and she tried desperately to stand again, but her legs felt like modeling clay, soft and loose, and she went right back down again. Somewhere from inside the building she heard the swift crash of an explosion. It sounded painfully like a forty-millimeter round fired from an M203 grenade launcher. 
 
    “This isn’t how it was supposed to happen,” she choked. 
 
    “Easy, Sarge,” the medic said again, gently lowering the woman into a prone position. “Just take it easy.” 
 
    There was a warm, soothing feeling cascading throughout Bills’s body, like hot water being poured between her uniform and her flesh. A gentle, calming numbness radiated throughout her right side, and once again she felt the darkness grabbing for her. 
 
    Down the slope of the hill she could see the staccato light of muzzle flashes and her eyes focused one last time at the splayed bodies by the bonfire, and then blessed oblivion dragged her down into darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Shawna had been relieved of guard duty what felt like an eye blink ago and she was awake and kneeling over her backpack, slowly sorting the items within, preparing for their trip back to Eagle Atmospheric. 
 
    The third floor of the administration building of the satellite contractor’s campus was silent, save for the soft snores of Tristan, who was lying on the carpet next to a desk in a cubicle a few yards away. Thinking of Tristan, Shawna smiled softly as she pushed her flashlight to the side of the bag to make sure it was accessible if needed and withdrew a magazine for her M4. 
 
    Tristan had lived on the streets of Chicago for ten long, hard years. Sleeping on a carpet in an office building was probably like resting on a pillowtop to him. But her back ached as she crouched, knots of pain in her shoulders and just above her waistline. 
 
    They’d all been right the night before, yes, and they’d slept in many worse places over the past two months, but that didn’t mean sleeping on a hard floor didn’t still suck. She still wasn’t used to it. Would she ever get used to it? Did she dare hope that there would come a time when dodging bullets and grabbing a handful of hours of sleep on hard ground wasn’t her normal? 
 
    It didn’t seem like it. It seemed to her now that the thousands of plane crashes around the globe were just the start of the world’s struggles and that the worst might even be still to come. How was that possible? Thousands, if not millions of deaths weren’t enough, whatever forces controlled this universe had to put the survivors through hell afterwards, too? 
 
    She made a mental note to have a philosophical discussion about that with Tristan later. For all of his faults and his blind faith that she didn’t understand, he approached things in a practical way and she enjoyed talking to him about the existential forces behind the curtain. 
 
    Hooking her fingers around the strap of her backpack she lifted it and slipped it over her right shoulder, wincing slightly at the mild strain it put on her aching back. Grabbing her M4 from the floor in her left hand, she shouldered that as well, rotating them slightly to adjust to the added weight. 
 
    She could see the windows facing the front parking lot from where she stood, an even row of open squares marching along the front wall, letting in a wash of pale, gray light. Every morning was pale and gray these days, the strange phenomenon in the atmosphere charging the air with pulses of lightning and casting a strange, shaded pallor over the Earth. It was just barely post-dawn and likely would have been pretty gray anyway, but for some reason it just seemed…grayer. From the angle she was looking, things almost seemed normal. She could see the horizon through the windows, a scattering of other buildings and green trees within her view. None of the structures framed in the window had been impacted by the tragedy of the last two months and looked like any other office buildings on any other day. 
 
    There were no planes in the sky, just a rippling of strange clouds, clouds that pulsed and ebbed with the constant thrum of lightning. 
 
    Adjusting the straps on her pack and her rifle, she strode between two cubicles, toward the row of outward facing windows. She could almost imagine the peaceful chirp of birds outside. A pleasant spring day, the sun just rising, the city quiet as its residents stir, not quite ready to wake. 
 
    Shawna stood, framed in the window, looking out over the parking lot, her eyes fixated on the beat-up pickup truck that they’d parked in a spot just in front of the research wing. The structure to her left was the layered almost parking garage. The large warehouse building on the other side, huge bay doorways sealed off with corrugated metal garage doors. 
 
    Something stirred. A dark, slinking shape emerged from behind a lone tree in a manmade section of grass next to the warehouse. The sky remained gray, the morning quiet, but an unsettling gurgle churned in Shawna’s guts. A second shape moved, similar to the first, falling along behind it, and as they moved from the tree to behind the building, she could see their posture. 
 
    Knees bent, torso lowered. 
 
    They were silhouettes of people. People sneaking around outside. She hadn’t gotten a good look, but the swift, bent-over stance resonated with her. 
 
    A third and fourth drew away from a dumpster next to a building across the street, shadows seeming to twist and form into humanoid shapes, and she could tell these fresh shapes were creeping across the road, moving quietly. 
 
    They had guns in their hands. 
 
    “Shit,” Shawna hissed. “Shit, oh shit.” She took an unsteady step backwards, watching as at least three more silhouettes formed behind the building across the street, moving in staggered formation to the blind spot on the other side of the warehouse building. “Tristan!” she hissed, unslinging her rifle and ejecting the magazine, checking to see its capacity. “Tristan, get your ass up!” 
 
    The low, growling snore choked off and she heard some sputtering, followed by the low, rustling movement of him arising. He came around the cubicle wall, already holding his weapon in hand—the MP5 that he’d been given by Charest the previous day. 
 
    “Trouble?” he asked. His eyes were already narrowed and alert, the Marine Corps instincts automatically kicking in no matter how long it had been since he’d actually served in a combat zone. 
 
    “We’ve got incoming from across the street,” Shawna said, gesturing for him to come over near the window. She pointed to the building across the street, then moved her finger in a diagonal pattern until she was pointing at the warehouse. “At least six or eight of them. Moving from that building to the warehouse. I saw at least a few of them carrying weapons.” 
 
    “The same guys who ambushed us by the bus?” 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “Gotta think so,” she said. “No clue who else it could be.” 
 
    “They probably spent all night looking for us,” Tristan replied, and like she’d done a moment before, he ejected his magazine and did a quick check before slamming it back home. “Did you wake up Charest?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Shawna shook her head. 
 
    “Go,” Tristan said with a nod. “I’ll wake up Selanda, then keep an eye out.” 
 
    Shawna didn’t reply, she just charged forward into a quick sprint, weaving between cubicles before cutting left through a small kitchen separating the two sections of office space. When she came through the other side of the kitchen, Charest was already stirring. 
 
    “Up and at ’em,” she said. “We’ve got company.” 
 
    His eyes shot open and he snatched the M4 on the floor next to him.  
 
    “What sort of company?” he asked, grabbing his backpack as he moved to his feet. 
 
    “Men with guns sneaking around by the warehouse building.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    Charest used the cubicle to heft himself to his feet, his head swiveling, looking around. 
 
    “Who’s on watch?” he asked. 
 
    “Box,” Shawna replied. “I haven’t seen him yet.” 
 
    “It’s his job to walk the interior, for all we know he’s on the back side of the building right now. We didn’t have enough bodies to establish an appropriate security perimeter.” 
 
    “We did the best we could with what we had,” Shawna replied. 
 
    “Story of our lives these days,” Charest replied, his expression darkening. Shawna sensed that he was thinking about the battle at the FEMA headquarters. A battle that had ultimately been successful, but a battle that had cost many lives. Lives that were already in short supply. “Do you think we’ll ever get to the point where we’re not doing too much with too little?” he asked as he angled around the cubicle and started walking deeper into the sprawling office space. “Lemmon! Fallon! Things are about to get noisy!” 
 
    Shawna heard the muffled groans and cursing as the other two men woke up. 
 
    “Roxie, you too!” Charest said. 
 
    “I’m up,” she called out from a different cubicle a few rows away. 
 
    “The hell’s going on?” a voice called out from the far corner, and Shawna saw Box emerge from a narrow hallway near the rear of the building. 
 
    “While you were back there taking a nap, a buncha goons snuck up at the front parking lot! Six or eight of ’em at least, Shawna says!” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Box called out. “I just looked out those windows fifteen minutes ago!” 
 
    “Things can change in an instant,” Charest said as the group converged. They all had their backpacks and weapons and already Shawna was moving back toward the break room, so she could cut through and get back to Tristan and Selanda. She came out into the other office space and the two of them were huddled by one of the same windows, Tristan pressing his shoulder against the glass, holding his weapon low and glaring out over the gray horizon. 
 
    “Status?” Shawna asked as she strode their way. Selanda turned her head, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. 
 
    “They’ve set up shop behind the warehouse where you first saw them. I see shapes moving around every once in a while, but they’ve stayed there.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’re not coming around the back side?” 
 
    “I’m not sure of anything, I can only tell you what I’ve seen.” Tristan’s tone was firm and no-nonsense, and Shawna got the distinct impression he was indeed back in Marine mode. 
 
    “Charest, what’s our play?” Shawna asked, turning toward him. 
 
    “Box?” Charest asked, looking over toward him. “You said you walked along the rear of the building, right?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What’s our exit strategy?” 
 
    “There’s a rear exit on the bottom floor of the admin building and three more exits in the research wing. Front door, back door, and a door leading into the warehouse.” 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Charest said, looking at each person. “We’re going to vacate through the rear entrance of the admin building and work around the west side of the complex, coming around through the far end of the building opposite of the warehouse. From there we should have a better vantage point on their position and can plan our escape.” 
 
    “That all sounds great and everything,” Selanda interjected, “but what about the satellite components? We can’t exactly shove those in our backpacks and run freely with them.” 
 
    Charest sighed heavily, looking at Shawna who met his gaze. 
 
    “We’re not leaving them,” Selanda said urgently. “We can’t! We came all this way—” 
 
    “They won’t do anyone any good if we get killed trying to carry them out,” Shawna said. 
 
    “This whole thing was a shot in the dark anyway,” Fallon said. “There were no guarantees Jasmine and Gopal’s crazy plan was even going to work.” 
 
    “Gopal died for his plan!” Selanda replied. “So did three others. We can’t just write this off.” 
 
    “So, we come back for it. We know where this place is; we leave the box somewhere that we can return to during daylight and retrieve.” 
 
    “If this is the same group of people as the ones at the bus, do you really think that’s an option?” Selanda asked. “They’re obviously aware by now that we’re here for a reason. You think they’ll just forget about this place and move on as soon as we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shawna replied, “but I don’t have any better ideas right now.” 
 
    “Listen, I enjoy a good argument as much as the next guy,” Charest said, “but while you ladies are barking at each other, we could have a squad of gun-toting gangsters sneaking up on our front door. We don’t have the time to bicker about this, we need to move and move now!” 
 
    “There has to be a way!” Selanda said. 
 
    “With ten armed men outside? I beg to differ,” Box said, shaking his head. 
 
    Selanda closed her fists and drew her shoulders up as if preparing for another round of discussion. But she held her pose for just a moment, then relaxed again, the air seemingly leaving her lungs. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Just—fine.” 
 
    Shawna strode toward her and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “None of us wants this. But we need to play the hand we’re dealt.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Stairwell,” Charest said. “Now.” 
 
    As they moved toward the door to the emergency stairwell there was a swift, shattering bang below them, an echoing crash. 
 
    But it didn’t come from the front door. It came from the back. 
 
    # 
 
    “They’re at the back door!” Charest shouted, throwing himself down the flight of stairs, taking them two at a time, tucking his rifle to his shoulder. “So much for that idea!” 
 
    Lemmon was close behind him, cradling his MP5, running just as quickly.  
 
    “What’s the backup plan?” 
 
    “We barely had time to come up with a primary plan! I got nothing!” 
 
    Lowering his shoulder, Charest pounded into the door at the bottom of the stairs, knocking it open and stumbling out into a reception area with a desk, several chairs, and a couch for waiting visitors. 
 
    “They’re near the front!” a voice shouted from somewhere in the back of the building, a voice that didn’t belong to any of them. 
 
    “Front door, front door, front door!” Charest shouted.  
 
    “But they’re waiting for us!” shouted Fallon, bursting from the doorway behind Charest and Lemmon. 
 
    “They’ve cut off the back entrance!” 
 
    Shawna came out next, bolting past the gathered group and angling left. 
 
    “Back toward the research wing!” she shouted and charged through the doorway leading back out to the other wing of the building. 
 
    “Up here!” a voice shouted in the distance. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” ordered Charest, waving Box, Selanda, Roxie, and Tristan to follow the first group who had moved toward the research area. 
 
    Swift pops of rifle fire barked from somewhere in the admin building and Charest ducked as jagged chunks of plaster and wood burst free of the wall just to his right. Throwing his back against the opened door, he brought the M4 close. Tristan slowed his entry to the hallway, turning back toward him. 
 
    “Go!” Charest said, jerking his head to the left. Tristan nodded and continued as Charest wheeled around the door and fired a full automatic burst back into the admin offices. 
 
    He had no idea who he’d hit, if anyone, he just jumped forward and twisted left, running toward the hallway. Pounding rammed at the front door as he sprinted, and he saw looming shadows in the small square window. They were coming in the building from both sides. 
 
    “They’re coming in the front door, too!” he shouted as he ran down the short hallway leading to the research and development wing and bottom-floor factory. Gunfire raged from his left as two men charged through a secondary entrance, some sort of connecting passage from administration to research that he hadn’t seen. 
 
    “Duck and cover!” Box shouted, twisting around and lifting his MP5, chattering off a quick burst. One of the men jerked and went down left, the man behind him ducking away from the incoming rounds. 
 
    “There will be more where they came from!” Box shouted. Throughout the factory area, the group was huddled behind metal tables, each of them with weapons held tight, looking out over the smooth surfaces, toward the door. Roxie’s eyes were wide and petrified, and Charest thought he actually saw her shaking. 
 
    More gunfire came from the doorway, sparks jumping from the table closest to Box. He wheeled right and dove for the ground. Charest shouldered his M4 and unleashed a torrent of gunfire through the door, at least keeping heads down if nothing else. 
 
    Voices came from behind him and he spun, realizing the hallway leading to the reception area was wide open behind him. Movement came from the other end of the hall and he pressed the stock of the rifle to his shoulder and fired, not bothering to change the selector switch from automatic. The hallway was riddled with bullets, whacking chunks of wall and ceiling and throwing a layer of dust throughout the corridor. 
 
    “We need to keep moving!” he shouted. “They’re coming at us from the front and the back!” 
 
    Selanda looked over at the box filled with satellite components, then back at the doors. 
 
    “Warehouse!” Shawna shouted, pointing toward the far end of the room where a set of double doors led to the large building with the bay doors next to them. None of them knew what was inside, but they were running out of options. 
 
    Voices rose at the other end of the hallway and behind the other door. 
 
    “Warehouse!” Charest confirmed. Selanda nodded eagerly and charged forward, keeping her head down. A pallet jack was parked next to the box and she hefted the large, overstuffed container onto it. 
 
    Tristan rose from behind one of the tables. 
 
    “They’re in!” he shouted, and Charest turned away from Selanda, watching as three men bolted through the secondary door, quickly spreading out, taking cover behind other metal tables. Tristan fired a short burst as Charest slammed a fresh magazine into his M4. Gunfire barked from behind him and he ducked and ran forward, cursing quietly under his breath. 
 
    “Tristan, Box, cover us!” 
 
    Selanda lowered the handle of the pallet jack and ran forward, dragging it slowly behind her, the wheels slewing left and right, threatening to topple the box off. 
 
    “It’s just going to slow us down!” Lemmon shouted, glaring at her as he ran forward, slipping past her. 
 
    “I’m not leaving it! Gopal won’t have died for nothing!” 
 
    Charest shook his head, moving next to her. He planted his feet and wheeled left, roaring another burst of fire. Silhouetted figures had spread out throughout the large room, ducking behind tables, and taking turns popping up and shooting. Sparks lanced the surface of metal tables as bullets ricocheted from the walls around them, hitting shelves and boxes, ripping apart cardboard and sending metal tools scattering. 
 
    Tristan moved forward, sliding between two tables, staying low as bullets struck a surface to his right, throwing up blinding impact sparks. He moved in a calculated, precise fashion, each stride controlled, each movement planned. Twisting his waist, he swung around and came upon one of the gunmen, firing a quick burst from his submachine gun from only a few feet away. Sparks exploded from the table, but some of the rounds drove hard into the man huddled there, throwing him to the ground. 
 
    Tristan ducked and moved right as two others returned fire, bullets narrowly missing him as he swerved away. The rattling roll of pallet jack wheels was loud, even with the surrounding gunfire and Charest looked over at Selanda, who was still making slow progress along the right-side wall. Shawna stood tall, ushering Roxie to stay behind her as she turned to face the enemy gunmen, unleashing a volley from her submachine gun. 
 
    “There are too damn many of them!” Fallon shouted, taking quick cover before popping up and firing, giving Box a chance to pull back. A metallic clatter sounded as rounds punched a table just next to Box and then he grunted, stiffening before toppling over backwards. 
 
    “Box is hit! Box is down!” shouted Fallon. 
 
    “Dammit!” Charest hissed, spraying the room with gunfire. He didn’t come close to hitting anyone, but just wanted to keep their heads down. Ducking, he wove his way between tables, running to where Box was lying on the cement floor. 
 
    Tristan was a few yards away, watching them. He nodded sharply, then sprang upwards, firing his MP5 in a quick arc before ducking as more fire roared toward him. 
 
    “Get him and go!” Tristan shouted, glowering at Charest as he ejected his spent magazine and drilled a fresh one in. Charest nodded, kneeling low next to Box’s still form, his eyes affixed on Tristan. The Marine jerked a nod, then shot up, whirling around and opening fire again in a steady, loud burst. Charest hefted Box up and over his shoulders, grunting with the effort, then lunged forward, staying bent over as he moved between tables. 
 
    There was a slight gap in the automatic fire, then it resumed again, and he could hear the slicing hiss of rounds whipping past him, darting left as whining ricochets spun from the hard, metal table to his right. 
 
    Looking ahead, he saw that Shawna was at the door between the factory and the warehouse, her hip extended, holding the door open as Selanda and Roxie struggled to get the pallet jack and box through the narrow opening. Fallon and Lemmon were on each side of the two females, firing back at an approaching group, bullets striking the wall to their left. 
 
    “Get that jack inside!” Charest shouted. “They’re closing on us!” He could almost feel the group getting closer behind them, breathing down their necks, feet pounding the floor. It was a miracle that Box had been the only one hit so far. There had to be hundreds of rounds flying through the air. 
 
    If these were the same people from the bus, and he would bet they were, they likely had old, worn-out bolt-action rifles and stolen hunting gear, which was likely the only thing keeping his group alive. 
 
    Selanda scowled as she worked the handle, trying to pull it through, Lemmon and Fallon drawing closer, firing back at the approaching crowd. Charest turned to look, straining with the weight of Box on his shoulders, watching as a charging man got struck headlong with a volley and went tumbling backwards over a steel table, legs flailing as he went over the other side. 
 
    Charest ducked, almost falling, barely balancing the man, as rounds spanged off the metal to his left, then popped up and spun back around again, hearing another charging gunman get taken down. Tristan fell back, stepping back shoulder to shoulder with Charest, angling his weapon and firing at another group. 
 
    There was a loud noise behind them, and Charest lifted his eyes to see both Lemmon and Fallon barreling forward, using all of their strength to push the pallet jack through. A large piece of the wooden doorframe snapped, ripping free of the wall as the jack finally punched through the opening, allowing them entry to the warehouse beyond. 
 
    “Move your ass!” Shawna shouted, loading another magazine, and firing again, off to Charest’s right. Tristan looked at him firmly, nodding. 
 
    “Go. Take your man and go.” 
 
    “Not without you, Marine!” Shawna barked. Charest charged forward, ignoring the pain in his back and shoulders, reaching the door as Shawna moved forward, firing another burst of 5.56-millimeter rounds back into the room. 
 
    Plunging through the opened door, he could hear Tristan’s footfalls smacking the concrete floor behind him, both he and Shawna falling back into the darkened room, slamming the door behind them, a rapid-fire drumbeat of bullet impacts striking the opposite wall. 
 
    # 
 
    “Okay,” breathed Fallon, bending at the waist and pressing his hands to his thighs. “Now what?” 
 
    Thudding slams echoed from the door as the men pursuing them rammed hard into it, trying to knock it ajar. Fallon and Lemmon had worked together to take the box of satellite parts off of the pallet jack and tip the heavy machine up, wedging it between the doorknob and the floor, temporarily holding the door closed. That combined with the thick concrete walls provided them a modicum of protection. 
 
    But they all knew it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    “We’ve gotta get out of here,” Shawna said. “They’ll figure out another way in soon.” 
 
    The building was large and cavernous, dimly lit and windowless, cast mostly in blackness. 
 
    “There any exits outta here?” Lemmon asked. 
 
    “There were those three large bay doors, but they all had locks on ’em. They were corrugated steel by the looks, so we’re not busting through, that’s for damn sure.” Charest was kneeling next to Box, using his fingers to press against the man’s flesh at his neck, feeling for a pulse. 
 
    “He alive?” Fallon asked, stepping close and looking unusually concerned, his expression barely visible in the dark. 
 
    “Still has a pulse, but it’s thready,” Charest said, shaking his head. “I don’t even know where the dumb bastard got hit.” He lifted his head, looking around at the gathered group. “Flashlight! I need a flashlight!” 
 
    Shawna was already pulling one out of her bag and handing it over to him, a thick metal shaft with a covered bulb at the end. Charest took it and thumbed the switch, shining the white light down on the stricken face of Box, whose eyes were pressed tightly closed, his flesh pale and mouth twisted into a narrow scowl. 
 
    “You with us, Box?” Charest asked, and the man moved slightly, fingers clawing at his chest. “Stay with us, brother, okay? We’re going to get you out of here.” 
 
    “How the hell we going to do that, exactly?” Lemmon asked Fallon in a low, quiet voice. Something banged at the door, the thundering slam of a shoulder crashing against the other side. 
 
    “They’re going to get in sooner or later,” Lemmon said. 
 
    “So quit talking about it and go walk the perimeter!” Charest snapped, twisting his head around. Lemmon nodded curtly and slipped a flashlight from a loop on his belt, snapping it on and moving toward the darkened corners of the warehouse. The splash of light revealed shelves along each wall  stacked high with boxes, with several other neat stacks of boxes along the floor in the open areas. There were no windows and the building was large enough that they couldn’t see the far side of it as Lemmon moved back toward the rear. 
 
    Suddenly, gunshots chopped through the air, followed shortly by Lemmon shouting. 
 
    “In the back!” he screamed. “They found a way in the back!” A chattering burst of return fire flashed from his submachine gun, rounds drilling into the darkness. “Three of them! Maybe mo—” His shouting was cut off by another volley of single shots, his last words choked off as the distinct sound of bullets ripping into flesh cut off his conversation. 
 
    “We need to go!” Selanda screamed. Tristan came up next to her and fired from the shoulder, spraying bullets in a haphazard stream. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go!” barked Fallon. “Lemmon! You hear me, buddy?” He swept his flashlight from his belt and shone it around. 
 
    “They’ll see you!” Charest growled, and concrete chunks blistered from the floor at Fallon’s feet as he tried to find his wounded friend. He spun right to avoid the fire, his light arching across the darkened half of the warehouse. 
 
    A clear, distinct shape was illuminated in the cone of light. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Charest shouted, looking at the shape, now fully bathed in the path of Fallon’s flashlight. “It’s an eighteen-wheeler!” 
 
    The tractor trailer was fully visible, parked in a bay on the opposite side of the large room. 
 
    Tristan sighted down on the darkened silhouette of an approaching gunman and opened fire, stitching bullets across his torso and throwing him to the ground, sending two others scrambling behind a stacked row of boxes. Charest grabbed Box and lifted him to his shoulders before loping toward the truck, head down. Fallon was already there, scoping out the trailer. 
 
    “Get the back open!” Charest shouted, then turned. “Selanda, Roxie, drag that box over here! Get those components in the truck! Shawna and Tristan, cover them!” 
 
    The exchange of weapons fire was almost deafening inside the enclosed warehouse, even as big as it was. The rattling grind of the opening trailer door sounded and both Selanda and Roxie grabbed one side of the box, dragging it along the concrete floor, keeping their heads down. A thick stone column rose from the center, a dividing point between the bays, and bullets punched ragged chunks from its uneven surface as the two of them moved past it, desperately ducking their heads.  
 
    Charest unceremoniously dumped Box’s limp form into the back of the truck and Fallon leaped up into the trailer, dragging the man deeper inside. His M4 roaring, Charest moved back toward Tristan and Shawna, turning his head slightly to see Roxie and Selanda reach the rear of the truck with the box, Fallon jumping down to help load. 
 
    “Tristan, keep throwing suppressive fire!” shouted Charest, running in a bent-leg dash. “But move back toward the truck.” Charest lifted his rifle, spotting movement behind a row of boxes and rattled off more gunfire, shredding apart several cardboard containers, sending others tumbling down on top of the men hiding behind them. 
 
    Another slam echoed from the door they’d blocked with the pallet jack, and the pallet jack shifted slightly, the door starting to open a crack. Charest reached Lemmon, who was sprawled on the floor, one hand clutching at his ribs, the other clawing out across the floor, reaching for something he couldn’t see. 
 
    “C’mon, brother,” Charest whispered, grabbing his arm and dragging him toward him. 
 
    “Get him out of here!” Shawna yelled, coming up near Charest and pumping more gunfire toward the boxes. “I’ll cover you!”  
 
    Charest opened his mouth to argue, but bullets pounded into the floor a few feet away, tossing concrete dust into his face, stinging his eyes and forcing him to turn away. Grabbing Lemmon, he lifted the large, heavy man and set him over his shoulders, moving laboriously back toward the truck as Shawna stepped between him and the gunmen, firing wildly. 
 
    The door to their left pounded open, knocking the pallet jack away, sending it crashing to the floor as the door swung open. Three men burst through, weapons raised. 
 
    Shawna turned toward them, her eyes darting from that group to the other, hesitating as she decided where to divert her attention. Tristan unleashed a furious volley of automatic fire, chewing apart the door, throwing one man to the ground and sending others stumbling back through for cover. Shawna backpedaled, focused her fire on the other group, then ejected her magazine, spun on her heels, and dashed forward, retrieving another spare from her pocket. 
 
    Slipping past the stone column just as it spat out chunks of rock from incoming rounds, she loaded the secondary magazine and curled around the other end of the column, squeezing off more shots. Tristan was coming back toward her, keeping his head low as more men converged on the opened doorway, firing at them from that angle as well. 
 
    “Move, move, move!” shouted Charest, loading Lemmon into the truck and swinging around with his M4, firing a short burst before the magazine ran dry. 
 
    “Come on!” Selanda shouted, waving from the rear of the truck, beckoning Shawna to run toward her. Bullets danced along the edge of the trailer and Selanda gasped, bolting back inside. Everyone was in the trailer, the satellite components loaded inside, but the other men with rifles and pistols were drawing closer, advancing from two angles, trapping them in a pincher. 
 
    “You go first!” Tristan shouted, glaring at Shawna as he fired a few more shots, carefully aimed and fired singly, so as not to burn through even more ammo. Shawna did as he asked, lurching from the column and sprinting forward, trying to keep the thick post between her and the bad guys. She angled left and dashed toward the open trailer as Charest walked sideways along toward the front cab. 
 
    “Anyone even know how to drive this thing?” she barked as she ran past. 
 
    “I had a CDL in a previous life,” Charest replied. Fallon reached out around the edge of the trailer, ducking low as sparks ratcheted from the corner above his head. Shawna reached out a free hand and he grabbed her arm, pulling her around and up, dragging her roughly inside. 
 
    “Shut the door!” Tristan screamed as the gunmen from the rear of the room started directing fire toward the opened end of the compartment. “I’ll get in the front with Charest!” 
 
    Lemmon nodded and reached up, grabbing the cloth pull on the back side of the door, then whipped it downwards as more gunfire pelted the rear of the truck. It banged shut as Charest hauled open the passenger door and scrambled inside, metallic drumbeats from impacting bullets chasing him along. Tristan sprinted after him, low and as fast as his aged legs could muster. The passenger window of the truck exploded in a shower of webbed glass sending Charest scrambling down onto the seat. 
 
    Tristan reached the cab and threw his gun up inside, then grabbed the seat and pulled himself up and in. Charest popped back up, aiming over Tristan’s scrambling form and emptied what remained of his freshly loaded magazine, sending their pursuers scrambling away, giving Tristan the precious seconds he needed to get inside. Reaching past the older man, Charest yanked the door closed hard and pressed his hand down on Tristan’s back. 
 
    “Keep your head down, old timer!” he shouted. Reaching up, he folded down the visor above the steering wheel and much to his pleasant surprise a set of keys clattered down into his palm. 
 
    “Well, this will be a whole lot easier than hot-wiring,” he said, shoving the key into the ignition. Echoing thunks sounded all around them as bullets pounded the metal trailer and cab from several different directions. Charest kicked over the engine and the truck growled to angry life, the sound of the engine almost deafening within the enclosed warehouse building. 
 
    “Door’s closed!” Tristan breathed, peeking out over the dashboard. 
 
    “Never stopped me before,” Charest replied with a sly smirk, then rammed the truck into gear and accelerated, sending the large eighteen-wheeler lurching forward, its air brakes hissing. Bullets rained toward them, scattering sparks across the hood and roof and rebounding off the metal door ahead. Charest lowered himself slightly and accelerated again, the blunt nose of the truck driving hard into the garage bay door. 
 
    There was a grinding squeal of metal on metal, the scraping and straining of the chain and pulley system above as the steel door slowly bowed outwards from the momentum of the truck. 
 
    “They’re getting closer!” Tristan shouted, as if Charest couldn’t tell that himself. Gritting his teeth, he accelerated, pushing the throttling truck forward again, and again the metal twisted and buckled, crying out in protest until it finally pulled free of the pulley guide, ripping from its housing and tumbling out into the parking lot with a sparking scream of steel and concrete. 
 
    The truck charged forward, now free of the barrier, rolling over the bent door, bullets chasing along its tail, pounding the trailer and the asphalt. Charest ignored it all, simply putting the truck in a higher gear, balancing clutch and accelerator and sending the large, unwieldy vehicle roaring out into the parking lot. 
 
    The front passenger-side corner struck the pickup they’d parked out there, knocking it aside like a child’s toy, then the eighteen-wheeler continued unabated, angling left onto the access road and roaring off into the early morning light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Northeastern Colorado 
 
      
 
    The fire had long since died out and when Joel awoke, the only thing he could smell was the strangely familiar wispy scent of fresh, hot coffee. He crawled out from under the lean-to, grabbing his rifle as he went, moving out onto the grass. 
 
    In the clearing, Helen sat on a rock, hunched over the portable stove, a small fire burning in its chamber, the cup of coffee steaming. 
 
    “Morning,” Joel said softly, and she turned and smiled at him. 
 
    “You didn’t finish the coffee in your MRE last night. Figured you might need it this morning.” 
 
    “You figured right,” he said, walking over and crouching down to pinch the mug. The metal was hot, but he grabbed it anyway, tipping the steaming, dark liquid to his lips. The jolt of heat and strong caffeine hit him like a horse kick, and he could feel the clouds of morning dissipating. 
 
    “I also whipped up another MRE and made some dandelion soup,” she said, nodding to a pot resting on another stone. “Figured we’d want an early start.” 
 
    “Damn,” Joel exclaimed, “I’m going to have to sleep in more often.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to it,” Helen replied. “I was hungry. I just felt nice and made enough for both of us.” 
 
    Joel smiled and took the top of the pot, glancing inside at the liquid within. 
 
    “It’s filtered stream water, dandelions, and some of the thyme and other spices we’ve been gathering along the way. I also cut up some of the sausage from the MRE for added flavor.” 
 
    Joel lifted the pot and smelled it, nodding. 
 
    “Not bad,” he said, “not bad at all.” Taking one of the portable bowls that they’d been carrying with them since leaving Louisiana, he poured a healthy serving of the dandelion soup inside and started slurping it down. 
 
    “There’s a breakfast burrito, too, though, like I said, I stole some of the sausage for the soup.” 
 
    For several moments, Joel ate, alternating the burrito and soup, then sipping the coffee, which was surprisingly tasty, but he figured that was mostly from scarcity rather than real quality. 
 
    As he worked through the breakfast, Helen moved around the campground, packing up more of their gear, sliding equipment into backpacks and getting things situated. 
 
    “Horses have been fed and drank from the stream. I even gave some of the sausage to the stupid dog that’s been following us.” 
 
    “We really need to come up with a name for that hound,” Joel replied. “He’s been with us through three states now. That kind of devotion deserves something, I think.” 
 
    “He’s only devoted because we keep feeding him,” Helen said with a crooked smile. Joel could see that there was some affection there for the mangy stray with the half-eaten ear. 
 
    “How about Picasso?” Joel asked, taking another sip of his coffee. “You know, with the ear and everything.” 
 
    “Picasso,” Helen said with a shrug. “I like it.” As if hearing and understanding its new name, the dog ventured from the trees, its tail wagging as it cocked its head at them curiously. Joel finished his breakfast, packing up the trash, and together he and Helen washed the dishes in the nearby stream, dried them, and carefully packed up their Bug Out Bags, taking inventory and mentally calculating the time remaining on their journey. 
 
    “But you do know that Vincent Van Gogh was the one who lost his ear, right?” 
 
    Joel looked at her, cocking his head. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Helen smirked, nodding. 
 
    “Yeah.  I’m sure.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Joel replied.  “His name’s Picasso, too late to change it now.” 
 
    “He does look like a Picasso,” Helen replied. 
 
    “We should be in Cheyenne this afternoon,” Joel said. “As long as things go well.” 
 
    Helen nodded, but didn’t say anything. Joel scrutinized her reaction. 
 
    “I thought you might be more enthusiastic,” he finally said. “We could be back together with at least one member of your family in a few hours.” 
 
    “I keep telling you,” Helen replied, “I barely know my aunt. She doesn’t know me at all. Just because we’re related by blood doesn’t make us family.” 
 
    “That’s…sort of the whole definition of family.” 
 
    “Dictionary definitions and real life rarely intersect, Joel. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    For the next several minutes, they finished their work, finally stretching their Bug Out Bags over their shoulders, checking the ammunition loads on their pistols, then retrieving their rifles and making their way back to the horses. Joel stopped for a moment to scatter the timber and break down the lean-to, trying to get everything back to as close as it was when they’d arrived. He had no reason to think anyone was still looking for them, but he’d been trained relentlessly by his grandfather to leave nature the way they found it, and it was something he had every intention of doing. 
 
    Finally, when all was back to relative normalcy, he and Helen swung up into their saddles and continued their trek north toward Cheyenne. 
 
    # 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
    “Sergeant Bills? Sorry to bother you, Sergeant, but you have a visitor.” 
 
    Bills groaned as she rolled over, a fresh ripple of sharp pain cascading through her. The pain meds had dulled it somewhat, leaving her in a thick fog of semi-consciousness, but somehow the sharpest pain still worked its way through. The bullet wound had been minor and mostly superficial, but it had left her with a damaged rib and minor internal bleeding. She was thankful for that. Even with the added resources of FEMA, the Red Cross, and National Guard personnel, they didn’t exactly have a robust medical infrastructure. Still, the field medic had effectively triaged her and gotten her back to the medical tents at the train yard in downtown Cheyenne where more qualified surgeons had tended to her injuries and worked to soothe her pain. 
 
    But the physical pain was just a small part of her experience at the Clover Hills shopping mall. In fact, the physical pain was almost inconsequential in comparison to the rest of what she’d experienced the previous night. Every time she closed her eyes, she could see the bodies splayed out in the parking lot, the silhouettes of the Humvees rolling over pavement, heavy machine guns throwing death and fire, the shopping mall engulfed in torrents of flame and smoke. 
 
    Her heart ached with the memory and she felt the stinging prick of tears in her eyes but blinked them away immediately. 
 
    “Sergeant Bills?” the voice repeated. 
 
    “Yes?” she finally responded. “Sorry. Half out of it. I have a visitor?” 
 
    “Major Valley here to see you.” 
 
    Bills’s heart sank. She’d been dreading this conversation during her brief bouts of cloudy consciousness over the past several hours. She wasn’t sure she could actually look him in the eyes. 
 
    “Send him in,” she replied. The medic nodded and stepped out of the tent, holding the flap open so Major Valley could make his way inside, ducking slightly under the opened flap. 
 
    “Sergeant,” he said. 
 
    “I’d get up and salute, but—” 
 
    “Stay right where you are,” Major Valley replied, smiling softly. For the first time Bills noticed that his usually clean shaven features were layered in a scruff of black and gray, his eyes creased, close to exhaustion. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked, coming up next to her cot. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Bills replied. “It was a little nick, really.” 
 
    “Docs said you needed a transfusion,” Valley replied. “That’s not a nick.” 
 
    “Lots of people have it a lot worse,” she replied vacantly, her mind drifting back to the parking lot of the shopping mall. 
 
    Valley drew in a deep breath and she saw him look over his shoulder at the tent entrance to make sure they were alone. 
 
    “We need to talk about last night,” he finally said. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “We do.” 
 
    “What the hell happened out there, Sergeant?” Valley asked, grabbing a canvas chair and sliding it over next to the bed. He rested his large frame into it, the soft seat sagging under his weight. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you for sure,” Bills replied. “It all happened so fast and most of it was a blur.” 
 
    “I’ve heard from members of your team,” he replied. “I want to hear it from you. What you recall, anyway.” 
 
    “I can only imagine what you’ve heard from them,” Sergeant Bills replied, venom dripping from her words. “They probably talk themselves up as heroes or something.” 
 
    Valley nodded. 
 
    “If you ask them, all of your lives were on the line and they responded in kind. That—doesn’t sit well with me.” 
 
    “As well it shouldn’t,” Bills replied. “It’s bullshit. All of it.” 
 
    “So, tell me the truth.” He glanced back at the tent flap again and she followed his eyes, verifying that they were indeed alone. What was he afraid of? Bills sighed deeply. 
 
    “Well, again, I don’t remember much.” 
 
    “Tell me what you do remember.” 
 
    “We were stationed on a grass slope, concealed behind some rocks on the southeast side of the shopping mall parking lot. We observed a group of the Stone Sword people gathered around a large bonfire. They were cooking…something. I’m not sure what. Cooking and eating it, mostly harmless, paying no real attention to us.” 
 
    “Okay,” Valley replied. 
 
    “We decided to take a closer look. There was a group of rocks and a section of trees between us and the parking lot, so we started making our way down. Private Marks and Corporal Davenport were part of the initial group.” 
 
    Valley nodded, not disputing any of her story so far. 
 
    “As we—” She struggled for a moment, the visceral memory coming clear in her head as she started to form the words. “As we made our way toward the rocks, we met unexpected opposition. Two sentries, I imagine. They came out of the rocks as we were coming near, I think we all surprised each other.” 
 
    “And it was at this point that the sentries opened fire on you?” 
 
    Bills’s eyes shot open, her head shaking. 
 
    “No,” she replied clearly. “That’s not how it happened.” 
 
    Valley’s face darkened, his features turning grave. 
 
    “Marks fired the first shot. Gunned down one of the sentries, all while I was trying to calm the situation.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “It is a fact,” Bills replied. “I mean—it’s tough to blame him. Things were happening quickly; it looked like one of the sentries was going for a sidearm. Those things all take place in a split second and you need to make decisions quickly, but hopefully make the right decisions.” 
 
    “You hadn’t given the firing order?” 
 
    “No, I hadn’t.” 
 
    Valley nodded, his eyes closing. 
 
    “At that point, the sentries returned fire, the group down in the parking lot started shooting, I was struck with a bullet, and things just went to shit.” 
 
    “Well, that last part lines up with what Marks said, anyway.” 
 
    “It was a damn shitshow, sir,” Bills replied honestly. 
 
    “They usually are.” 
 
    “This one more than most.” 
 
    “Tough for me to argue that,” Valley replied, placing his palms on his thighs and preparing to stand. 
 
    “So, I was in and out of consciousness from then on,” Bills said quietly. “How—how did things end up?” 
 
    Valley stroked his fuzz-covered chin with his fingers, leaning back slightly. 
 
    “Not good,” Valley replied. “The shopping mall was…it was a blood bath, Sergeant. Twenty-nine dead. Forty-three wounded. Another fifty or so that we had to take into custody. The shopping mall caught fire at some point during the conflict—we don’t have a clear picture what happened. Marks claims that Stone Sword set the fire themselves to hide the evidence, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean.” 
 
    “Our backup team had surface-to-surface missiles and grenade launchers,” Sergeant Bills replied. “I didn’t actually see or hear any of them fired, but—” 
 
    “Our armorers are counting rounds now, trying to quantify exactly how much ordinance was expended. We don’t have counts yet, but there are burn marks on at least two of the launch tubes and several sleeves missing their forty-millimeter grenade rounds.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Indeed. It was, as you said, a shitshow.” 
 
    “That’s not how it was supposed to go down, Major. I take full responsibility for—” 
 
    “Sergeant,” Valley interrupted, “that’s not what I’m here for, okay? This isn’t about blame or responsibility. That time will come, I am sure, but for now, we just need to roll with the punches. This world situation is delicate enough without trying to have military tribunals and court martial hearings in the middle of things.” 
 
    “C—court martial, sir?” 
 
    “Sergeant, please,” Valley replied. “Don’t think for a minute that you’re at risk. Court martial hearings are not a he said, she said situation, they are evidentiary hearings, and right now, the evidence supports your side of things.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bills replied, her voice shaking slightly. “Good. Okay.” 
 
    Major Valley stood from his chair, sliding it back over to a small table and tucking it back into place. 
 
    “Rest up, Sergeant, okay? Don’t worry about any of this.” 
 
    “Can’t help it, sir,” Bills replied. “It was my squad. What they do reflects on me. Clearly I screwed up somewhere along the way.” 
 
    “Look at the situation we’re all in,” Valley replied. “It’s impossible for any of us to make informed, qualified decisions right now. If we survive the day, it’s a win. You survived, as did most of your team. Be glad for that.” 
 
    Bills nodded, then stopped, looking at him. 
 
    “Most of my team, sir?” 
 
    Valley closed his eyes and lowered his chin slightly. 
 
    “Your squad lost two men,” he replied. “Corporal Davenport and Private Herbert were both KIA.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Bills replied, closing her eyes. 
 
    “That about sums it up.” 
 
    Valley turned and walked toward the entrance of the tent. 
 
    “Major, sorry, another question,” Bills said, propping herself up painfully on her elbows. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Did they find the fugitive?” 
 
    “No, they did not.” 
 
    “Any weapons? Any sign that they were some sort of violent militia group?” 
 
    “They had weapons, yes,” Valley replied. “But mostly hunting rifles and small caliber stuff. They had a sophisticated interior hydroponic garden set up in the food court, and they’d designated several of the empty shops as living quarters, a kitchen, classrooms, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Classrooms?” Bills asked, feeling the tight squeeze in her chest. “Were there…children?” 
 
    Valley nodded softly. 
 
    “It was, by all accounts, a peaceful commune,” he replied softly. “A shelter to try and outlast this—whatever this is.” 
 
    Once again, the stinging stab of tears formed in Bills’s eyes, and this time she couldn’t blink them away. She rolled over, away from Major Valley and let them come. Through sheer force of will, she didn’t allow herself the shaking, racking sobs she felt inside, but the tears at least flowed freely, tracking down the gradual curve of her cheeks. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Valley said firmly. Bills didn’t respond, and she heard him turn on his heels and walk through the canvas flap of the tent out into the morning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Charest ground the gears as he navigated a left-hand turn, leaving the satellite manufacturer behind them. 
 
    “Don’t kill the engine before we even get back to Eagle,” Tristan warned. He had his MP5 on his lap, its magazine removed, and was sorting the remaining mags he had left. His backpack, the trusty old military pack that he’d been carrying around since Chicago, rested on the floor at his feet, the zipper pulled open and flaps laid out. 
 
    “Just chill, man,” Charest replied. “It’s been a few years, all right? This ain’t like driving a big car.” He managed to coax the truck into the next highest gear, moving into the passing lane and picking up speed, the buildings smearing to gray blurs on either side of the road as they moved. 
 
    In the sky overhead, the sun continued its steady march toward morning, its fresh, clear light illuminating the landscape in shades of pale tan and stone. 
 
    “Should we stop and check on the guys in the trailer?” Tristan asked as Charest accelerated, angling past a stalled truck in the passing lane. 
 
    “We keep making good time, we could be back at Eagle in an hour,” Charest replied. “Not much we can do for them until then anyway.” 
 
    Tristan looked out of his window at the passing buildings and cars, but stopped suddenly, his eyes transfixed on the rearview mirror. 
 
    “What?” Charest asked, glancing over. 
 
    “What I said about stopping to check on the people in the trailer?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    There was quiet popping noise from behind them, a series of swift sounds and the rearview mirror on the passenger side exploded in shreds of metal and splinters of glass, Tristan jerking away suddenly. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “They’re after us!” Tristan shouted. “Stole our truck from the parking lot!” The popping sounds were coming closer and Charest knew there were likely men in the bed of the truck shooting at them. 
 
    “Hold on to your butt!” he said and rammed the truck into a higher gear, accelerating even faster, though the clogged street and the massive size of the vehicle made that a challenge. Bending over, Tristan picked up the MP5, making sure a fresh magazine was loaded, then moved toward the window, which was already broken from gunfire before they’d even left the last compound. He glanced briefly out of the window, then drew back as more gunfire burst from behind them. 
 
    “I count three in the flatbed, two of them driving, and they’re gaining on us quick!” 
 
    “Of course, they are,” Charest said with a grimace. He turned the wheel, guiding the tractor trailer between two abandoned vehicles on the wide road, surging forward. Buildings were getting taller and more frequent as they drew nearer to downtown, the tires humming on the pavement. 
 
    A thought occurred to him as they approached a bend in the road ahead, the multilane passage veering around the corner of a large building. Tristan leaned out of the passenger window and rattled off some shots at the men chasing them, then withdrew again. 
 
    “Tristan,” Charest said in a low, cautious voice. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where was that bus parked?” 
 
    Tristan’s head snapped around so he could look out the windshield, his eyes darting from the building to the side of the road, then back to the building again. Glancing out over the bend in the sidewalk ahead, his eyes widened as he recognized the familiar park. They’d had to cut through the entrance to that park to make their narrow escape around the bus the previous night. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so, too,” Charest replied. “Like I said, hold on to your butt.” 
 
    # 
 
    Shawna rolled left, landing awkwardly on the floor of the trailer, pain biting at her shoulder and arm as she threatened to go end over end. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” she exclaimed, barely catching herself. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Roxie breathed, steadying herself next to the prone forms of Box and Lemmon. Box was silent and motionless, disturbingly so, but Lemmon was moaning softly, using his hand to try and keep from rolling painfully along the floor of the compartment. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re not trying to bust our heads!” Fallon shouted, pinning himself against the interior wall of the trailer. Suddenly a thudding pound of impacts echoed within the trailer and Shawna threw herself against the far wall, her head swiveling. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Sounded like more gunfire,” Roxie said, her voice shaking. “Are—are they still after us? How can they still be after us?” 
 
    Sharp bangs roared from outside and Shawna knew she was right. It was gunfire and they were still after them. 
 
    “They must have had a vehicle hidden—or maybe they grabbed the pickup we left behind,” she said, then looked over at Selanda. She was kneeling on the floor, barely holding herself steady as she crouched next to Box as well as the package of satellite components next to her. Metal banging rang along the rear and the side of the truck and Roxie fell back, wrapping her hands over her ears, pressing her eyes tight and rocking back and forth. 
 
    “Selanda, try to hold those boys steady,” Shawna said, pointing to the two men on the floor. “The rest of you—just hold on for dear life.” 
 
    # 
 
    The truck followed the curve of the road, its trailer slewing slightly as Charest brought the steering wheel hard left. He touched the brakes and downshifted, the building passing on their left. 
 
    Stretched across both lanes of traffic was the bus, right where it had been the night before. 
 
    “Dammit,” Charest hissed, his foot pressing harder on the accelerator. 
 
    “That—that bus looks a lot bigger in daylight,” Tristan said nervously as the truck barreled forward, the huge mass transit vehicle growing closer and larger by the second. 
 
    “Buckle your seat belt,” Charest said in a low voice. Tristan peered into what remained of the rearview mirror, which was little more than a slab of metal and broken slivers of glass. 
 
    “Maybe we can hold them off? There are only six of them—” 
 
    “For now. Who knows how many of those roaches are crawling along through here? We can’t stop.” 
 
    The tires hummed on the pavement, the growling engine rising in pitch as Charest shifted again and picked up speed. Tristan could see the pickup truck straining to maintain the same pace, two men leveling weapons on its roof and opening fire. He pulled himself in as bullets whizzed by, smacking the bus ahead of them, sparks spitting from metal. 
 
    Charest leaned forward, his teeth clamped together, skin a pale white over his clenched knuckles. Tristan double-checked his seat belt, then pushed himself back against the seat, bracing himself there, trying to ignore the pelting taps of bullets bouncing from the trailer of the truck. 
 
    With one last jerk of his hand, Charest shifted one more time, the truck picking up even more speed as it raced forward, the broad side of the bus taking up nearly the entire windshield and hurtling toward them unreasonably quickly. 
 
    Tristan could read each and every word stenciled along the right side of the bus, each letter standing out, as if the eye doctor just snapped in the lens that was a perfect match for his prescription. 
 
    Just as impact seemed inevitable, Charest cranked the wheel hard right, sending the cab darting toward the sidewalk, the trailer jerking around behind them at the sudden turn of the wheel. He floored the accelerator, the truck engine whining a loud, roaring complaint, then he closed his eyes as they bore down on the bus, near the front panel of the blunt-nosed vehicle. 
 
    The impact was loud and jarring, a sudden screeching cacophony of exploding glass and twisting metal. There was a crashing buckle of white and blue, the bus bending and twisting around the truck’s grill. Bus tires left the pavement, the front of the mass transit vehicle leaping up and around, sparks and shattered glass spraying into the air, the truck lurching, threatening to wrestle itself free of Charest’s tight grasp. 
 
    Tristan closed his eyes, listening to the deafening orchestra of destruction, the scraping metal and grinding gears, both large vehicles slamming together in some sort of mosh pit embrace. 
 
    Then the bus swung around, tipping, toppling, shorn metal ripping free, a chrome bumper grasping at the grill of the truck. But the truck continued onward. Impossibly, amazingly, the vehicle plowed straight through the huge passenger bus, knocked it aside, and was still hurtling beyond, moving at a swift clip, tires intact, engine still growling. 
 
    “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” Charest breathed, head still down, fingers still clamped around the wheel. “Did we make it? Are we still alive?” 
 
    Tristan nodded, jerking his head up and down, eyes wide, turning as they passed the now-capsized bus, continuing along the road, dragging the ripped-off bumper behind them. 
 
    # 
 
    Inside the darkened trailer it felt as though a bomb had detonated, the rending crash throwing everyone hard to the right as the trailer jerked and swung with the sudden jolt. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” shouted Fallon as his back slammed hard against the inside of the trailer, his hands stretching to hold himself upright. Shawna pitched forward, hitting the floor and rolling, both Roxie and Selanda scrambling to keep the men on the floor from sliding too far. 
 
    “We hit something!” Shawna barked in reply, her ears ringing with the aftershocks of the impact. “But we’re still moving.” 
 
    There was a tapping crash on the outside of the trailer, the faint crack of gunshots audible from inside. 
 
    “And they’re still after us!” 
 
    “Think it was the bus?” Selanda asked, turning to look over her shoulder, her hands clasped to Box’s arm to keep him stable. 
 
    Shawna shrugged. 
 
    “No clue what it was, but it didn’t seem to slow down the guys on our tail.” Her head swiveled back and forth, her eyes pinched narrow as she glared through the dim light of the compartment. Finally, she located what she was after and lurched to her feet, stumbling forward, barely maintaining her balance. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fallon asked, knees bent to stabilize himself against the wall. 
 
    Shawna swept the M4 from the floor of the trailer and staggered to her left, making her way toward the rear door. She glanced over her shoulder, meeting Fallon’s eyes. 
 
    “Get Selanda, Roxie, and the other two against that far wall,” she said. “Out of the line of fire!” 
 
    “You’re not going to do what I think you’re going to do—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about what I’m doing, Fallon, just get them against the damn wall!” 
 
    Fallon nodded, ducked, and moved forward, still struggling to maintain his balance as the tractor trailer surged forward, steering erratically every so often, most likely to dodge stalled cars. It was like being in a building during the world’s longest earthquake. 
 
    Shawna reached the twin rear doors of the trailer, feeling along the seam until she located the latch. Slipping her backpack from her back, she rested it on the floor and fished around inside until she located the length of cord that she’d taken from the basement of the Chicago Stronghold what felt like two lifetimes ago. She coiled it around her waist, then backtracked to an anchor point near the rear door of the truck and tied off the cord there, cinching it closed with a double knot, while verifying there was enough slack that she could move. 
 
    Looking back, she glanced at Fallon, who had already helped the two women get Box and Lemmon closer to the wall and hopefully out of harm’s way. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Fallon warned, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’ve been making stupid decisions my whole life,” Shawna replied with a forced smile. “Why stop now?” She lifted the M4 and touched the inner latch of the door, closing her eyes and trying to steady her breathing.  
 
    Counting to ten, she let her shoulders settle, trying to force ice water into her veins, her hand tightening around the handle of the weapon, finger resting on the trigger guard. 
 
    She jerked up with her free hand, ripping the latch free, then kicked out hard with her left foot, banging it against the left door. There was an echoing impact and the door lurched outward, swinging on shrieking hinges, the sounds, sights, and smells of the outside world suddenly rushing in. 
 
    The brightness of morning hit her like a fist amid the sudden influx of sensory overload, buildings streaking past them on each side, the pavement blurring into gray smears, the clear image of the old Eagle Atmospheric pickup truck bouncing along the road behind them, three men in back with rifles pointed at the semi. 
 
    The door swung quickly, banging hard against the outside edge of the trailer, then started to swing back. Shawna only had seconds. 
 
    For a moment her eyes met the eyes of the driver, wide and frantic, full comprehension of what she was going to do stretching his face into a taut, rigid caricature. 
 
    Her weapon shot up, cradled with her free hand, the cord tugging at her waist to keep her from smashing onto the road. Her finger moved from the trigger guard to the trigger and she held it down, unleashing the fully automatic force of the M4 carbine, clamping her hands tightly around its throttling shape to keep it steady. 
 
    The entire burst slammed headlong into the windshield of the pursuing truck, shattering glass, punching into the two men in the front cab as she raked it back and forth, holding the rifle firm as it spewed out its entire magazine in a matter of seconds. 
 
    The truck pitched right, the driver trying to steer away from the gunfire, but he never had a chance. 
 
    Trying to overcompensate, it slewed back to the left, then jerked right again until the truck finally drove off the shoulder, bounding from the road and striking a stalled car. It hit the vehicle with an echoing metallic crash, the front end lifting and capsizing, the truck getting airborne before it started to roll over toward the driver’s side. 
 
    Shawna could see the darkened figures in the flatbed tossed like rag dolls, spilling out onto the pavement mere moments before the truck slammed back down on top of them in a shower of sparks and ripping steel. 
 
    The momentum of the tractor trailer forced the door to swing swiftly back, and Shawna reached out, daring to grab the door with her fingertips, before yanking it back closed and punching the latch back in place. 
 
    Darkness swallowed them again, the only sound her hoarse and frantic breathing and the persistent hum of tires on asphalt. 
 
    # 
 
    Charest drove the rest of the way in silence, guiding the tractor trailer through the streets of downtown Kansas City and beyond. They never met any more resistance, the rest of the trip passing in blessed peace. 
 
    Tristan had a permanent smile etched on his face the whole time, sitting back, every once in a while, shaking his head. 
 
    “That was her, wasn’t it?” Charest asked finally, as the entrance to Eagle Atmospheric opened up before them. 
 
    “Sure seems like it,” Tristan replied. “Crazy lady. She is one craaaazy lady.” 
 
    “She saved our bacon.” 
 
    “Just one more to add to the list. She’s been doing it for two months.” 
 
    The entrance gate to Eagle was sealed tight and Charest could see armed men moving around behind it, regarding them with mistrust and uncertainty. He brought the tractor trailer to a halt, the air brakes hissing loudly, then eased down the driver’s side window, reaching the top half of his body out and waving a hand. 
 
    “Yo! It’s us! We got your delivery!” 
 
    There was a chorus of victorious shouts somewhere beyond the gate, and it slowly squealed open, allowing them inside. 
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    “For the love of God.” Major Valley stepped out of the back seat of the Humvee, looking out over what remained of the Clover Hills shopping mall. From his angle he could see the battered and blackened shell of the main building, which had, at one point, been a highlight of the suburban Cheyenne neighborhood, a destination for countless teenage shoppers in the eighties and nineties. 
 
    Now it was a concrete husk, a large, charred eyesore, twisting tendrils of charcoal coiling from the structure and reaching up into the cloud-filled sky. A massive, belching plume of black smoke was the central focus of the wreckage, broad and billowing, blocking out a wide swath of horizon behind its choking cloud. 
 
    “Major Valley, sir!” a voice called, and Valley turned to see a newly minted sergeant approaching, a young man who looked barely old enough for his previous private’s rank. “Sergeant Sausito, sir! Took over Bills’s squad when she went down.” 
 
    “Sergeant,” Valley replied, the two men exchanging salutes. 
 
    “This is Private Marks,” Sausito said, gesturing toward another young man. 
 
    “Ah, so you’re Private Marks,” the major said with a curt nod, returning the young man’s crisp salute. “Show me around, would you both?” 
 
    “Are you sure, sir?” Sausito asked. “It’s…not pretty.” 
 
    “I’m very sure, Sergeant. I will be expected to give a full report on this travesty to my superior officers. I need to have a firsthand view.” 
 
    “Travesty, sir?” Private Marks asked, his brow furrowing. “We were ambushed, sir. We were forced to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “I’m hearing conflicting reports on that fact,” Valley replied, not mincing words. “I think I’ll view all evidence and make that determination myself, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Sausito and Marks glanced at each other, then looked back at him, nodding. 
 
    “As you wish, Major.” 
 
    The three men crossed the parking lot, the air growing thicker with congealing smoke, hotter with the soft crackle of fires not yet extinguished. Up ahead, Valley could see what the main entrance of the mall had been, an ornate construct of decorative glass with a clover-shaped sign emblazoned with the mall’s logo. 
 
    The glass was shattered and the sign blown apart, only half of it remaining, the other pieces spread across the pavement at the door. Cracks spidered up the front concrete wall, the door less of a door and more of a blast crater, a jagged, blackened impact hole where the set of six glass doors used to be. Already Valley could smell the rancid stink of burned flesh and cooked meat, mixed with the metallic scent of blood, a combination of unique and distinct odors that he was only too familiar with from his time in combat zones. 
 
    Combat zones. Until the past few months, those combat zones had all been overseas, located in various Middle Eastern countries where the poverty level was high and where wars had raged for decades, if not centuries. The fact that he could see the same sights and smell the same smells in Cheyenne, Wyoming of all places was something his mind struggled to cope with, even though he’d been dealing with it on some scale for two months. 
 
    They walked past the broken and battered entrance to the mall, making their way past a group of soldiers huddled around several men and women on their knees, hands bound behind their backs, heads lowered, looking down at the parking lot. Valley glanced at them briefly, looking at their expressions, their postures, the clothes on their backs. He didn’t see the well-armed militia Private Marks tried to convince him was there, he saw beaten civilians, American citizens simply trying to live their lives until his men and women rolled up on them in military vehicles and started shooting. 
 
    His stomach lurched uncomfortably, twisting and flipping as he looked at the southern wall of the central mall building. Massive, blown-out holes peppered the entire wall, some of them the size of a fist, others large enough for a Humvee to drive through. Bodies still lay at the ground level of those massive holes, splayed facedown, a wide stain of darkened rust beneath one of them. 
 
    Major Valley peered through the largest hole into the building and it looked, horrifically, like any other shopping mall he’d seen throughout his life. Patterned tile floor, a large fountain visible inside from where he stood, though there was no water. 
 
    The storefront of a familiar chain bookstore was visible from where they walked, though large, cratered holes punctured the front-facing wall and the sign had been peppered with bullet holes. Cries of anguish echoed from inside the building, some of them in pain, some in pure misery over what had happened to them and their loved ones. 
 
    “As you can see,” Private Marks said, pointing to the large crater where the bloodied body still was lying, “they put up a fight here. A group of them with rifles took aim at us as we came down the hill on that side.” He pointed toward the grass slope which met the pavement about two hundred yards away. Valley followed the direction of his finger and clearly identified the rocks and trees that Sergeant Bills had mentioned in her statements as well. 
 
    “They had us pinned down over there,” Marks continued, “we had to call in our backup team. They entered from the same direction you came from.” He pointed back toward the entrance to the parking lot. 
 
    “You said four of them with rifles?” Valley clarified and Private Marks nodded. Valley stopped and looked at the crater on the side of the wall, scorch marks staining concrete, thin metal rebar visible through the broken chunks of wall. “That hole,” Valley continued, “looks like it was made with an M72. You guys had LAWs with you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Private Marks replied. 
 
    “Those are anti-tank weapons, son. You used that on a group of civilians armed with hunting rifles?” 
 
    “Sir, things were happening very quickly.” 
 
    “We train you to be prepared to react to things happening very quickly. I’m just trying to get the facts, Private.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that hole was created by a sixty-millimeter M72 round. A—a few of them, sir. We weren’t just targeting the enemy personnel, we were trying to breach the exterior as well. We were concerned that they had an armed militia inside and we didn’t want them to have the opportunity to hunker down and put up coordinated resistance.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Major Valley, I can understand how this looks,” Sergeant Sausito said. “I’ve expressed similar concerns. But, please, as you said, let’s let the evidence tell the tale, shall we?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    The three of them continued walking. Valley looked at another group of soldiers gathered around two young men in camouflage, members of the Army who had apparently been injured in combat. Shell casings littered the pavement by the dozens and several soldiers were meticulously walking along, gathering them up and putting them in bags. 
 
    Another anguished scream rang out and Major Valley looked in the direction of the sound, seeing a young woman holding her arm, and as they got closer, he could see the arm was missing from the elbow down, a sheet of blood staining the parking lot where she knelt. Medics were tending to her, wrapping her injury, applying medications and pain killers, but the cry seemed more of sadness than pain. As they drew nearer, Valley could see a small, crumpled form on the asphalt, something indistinguishable, covered in a bloodstained sheet. It was small. Far too small to be an adult of any kind. 
 
    His stomach lurched again as the woman rocked back and forth, her eyes clamped shut, her entire face shining with wet tears. Two other prone bodies were behind her, slumped up against the concrete exterior of the mall, uneven rows of bullet holes on the concrete above them. Dried splotches of dark brown stained the wall, then trailed downward leading to where the bodies were toppled over on their left shoulders. 
 
    “As you can see, Major,” Private Marks said, clearing his throat. “There were a large number of enemy hostiles. Our initial watch team was vastly outnumbered, and we were forced to call in backup. None of us is happy with how this all transpired, but we were in fear for our lives.” 
 
    “Take me inside,” Major Valley said without even acknowledging the private’s comments. 
 
    “Sir, I’m not sure you want to—” Sergeant Sausito replied. 
 
    “Inside,” Major Valley insisted. 
 
    “As you wish,” Sausito replied and the three of them turned away from the wailing woman and walked back toward the gaping, ragged hole in the wall. Stepping through it, careful to avoid the blood-slicked ground from the dead body on the floor, they then ventured into the mall itself. 
 
    The air was thick with smoke, both from fires and from the expended weapons fire, and Major Valley had to cough as he made his way through to the main foyer. Coming into the mall, he could see a pair of legs extended out from the fountain he’d seen before, and two more bodies resting on the floor on the other side of the large, circular, ornamental sculpture. The smell of blood and burning flesh was even stronger inside and as they walked past the shot-out bookstore, he could see an electronics store, the front wall a row of shattered glass, thick smoke churning from a fire within. 
 
    Streaks of dried blood littered the floor in various places, and it seemed clear as they progressed through the mall that cleanup of the carnage had begun inside, many of the bodies of the dead and wounded already removed, leaving blood and other viscera behind. Valley tried not to let his eyes linger too long on the remains of the death and destruction, which was, in some cases merely a small patch of dark red drying liquid, but in other cases was a lost limb or streaks of mangled flesh and muscle. 
 
    They walked silently throughout the death and destruction, seeing several other members of the cleanup crew along the way, meeting their uncomfortable gazes and uncertain stares. 
 
    “Food court is up this way,” Sergeant Sausito said and they turned a corner, coming upon the large, open area. It was clear that the most pitched battle had happened here, the civilians within the mall making their final stand, their backs to the proverbial wall. An ornate and almost beautiful construct of PVC and glass ran along the eastern edge of the food court, several tufts of green leaves extended out from what appeared to be makeshift planters. 
 
    Several sections of the interior garden had been shot away and splintered by bullets, chunks of broken plastic littering the floor like fragments from a dropped vase. Dirt was scattered about as well, and some of the vegetables and plants lay on the tile, roots exposed, small pools of water shimmering in the low light. 
 
    There was more blood and remains in this large area, some of the collected pools drawing together into larger splotches, so many of them and so close together it was difficult for Major Valley to tell one from the other. He’d considered much of what he’d seen this morning to be carnage, but what he saw in the food court went beyond that somehow, it surpassed his mental definition of carnage and became…something else. 
 
    Clearly, by all accounts, this had been a massacre. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” Major Valley asked in a narrow, sharp voice. 
 
    “E—excuse me, sir?” Private Marks asked unsteadily. 
 
    “What. Happened. Here.” Each word was clearly and individually punctuated as Valley turned and glared at the young private. 
 
    “They—they put up a fight, sir. We had to—we were forced to—” 
 
    “Forced to what? Brutally gun down an entire room full of farmers?” his voice rose as his rage grew, his finger stabbing hard in the direction of the PVC piping that remained intact. “This isn’t some sinister weapons depot, Private Marks, this is a damned garden! Food. That’s it.” 
 
    “Major, you may not see it now, but they had weapons here, I promise you. They were firing on us. We had to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “Protect yourselves,” Major Valley sneered. “That’s what you call this.” 
 
    “Sir, with all due respect, you don’t understand—” 
 
    “I’ve been in combat zones for twenty years, Private. I damn well do understand, son. I understand quite clearly, thank you very much.” 
 
    The private choked on the words in his mouth, his cheeks flushing, his lips clamping closed. 
 
    “This is disgusting. Unnecessary at best. A gross dereliction of duty at worst. Rest assured, Private Marks, this will not be the last you hear about this.” 
 
    “Major, please,” Sergeant Sausito said, walking up to Valley and placing a calming hand on his arm. 
 
    “Do not touch me, Sergeant,” he snarled. “If you’re going to try and justify what happened here, you are complicit in the deaths of dozens of American civilians, so I would be very, very careful about what you say and do, do you understand?” 
 
    Sausito blanched, drawing back slightly. 
 
    Major Valley looked at them both, his fists clenched at his sides. Quietly, he chastised himself for his outburst. Yes, things looked bad here, but he didn’t have the evidence yet. He didn’t have any proof. Assumptions were one thing, quantifiable evidence something completely different. 
 
    Still, something would be done about this. 
 
    “Sergeant,” Valley continued, “please escort Private Marks to the MPs at the front entrance. I want him detained while we do our appropriate due diligence.” 
 
    “Major Valley—” Private Marks started to say, his eyes wide and pleading. “Please, sir, I didn’t do anything wrong, I—” 
 
    “Silence, Private,” Valley replied. “We’ll talk more about this later.” 
 
    Marks opened his mouth, then closed it again, finally nodding his understanding. Sergeant Sausito looked at him apologetically, then guided him away, walking back toward the cratered wall. 
 
    Major Valley stared at the food court, looking at the group of soldiers, men and women he was insanely proud of, people he felt honored to serve with. Some of them were on their hands and knees, picking up scraps of flesh, bone, and blood, the wreckage of American lives. Lives that his men had taken for no other reason than they were trying to survive on their own, without government assistance. 
 
    Major Valley lowered his head and whispered a silent prayer. 
 
    # 
 
    Joel unfolded the map on Dirtbag’s back as the horses continued their pace uphill through trees that were thinning more and more every minute. His finger traced the image of Cheyenne on the atlas in front of him, finally settling on a pencil-drawn star that he’d made to indicate the location of the Clover Hills shopping mall. Up ahead the grass-covered ground crested to a hill, and beyond the hill, he could see a twisting column of thick smoke rising toward the sky. 
 
    “That doesn’t look good,” Helen said quietly from beside him as Maggie trotted along, hooves thudding on dirt. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Joel agreed. 
 
    “Is that where—where we think my aunt might be?” Helen’s voice was shaky, cracking slightly as she spoke. 
 
    “If my assumption is correct,” Joel replied, “it very well could be.” Tugging on the reins, he halted Dirtbag’s forward progress, a signal the horse responded to with an almost irritated chuffing, thrusting his head back as he stopped walking. 
 
    “I don’t want to go there,” Helen whispered, stopping her own horse. “Can we just—can we go somewhere else?” 
 
    Joel looked at the map again, sitting on the unmoving horse. They were in an opened section of grass and two indentations ran along the edge of the hill above them. Some sort of access road cut through this area, encircling the hill, and he expected that this shopping mall was down below. The access road had likely been established during construction and over the years it had faded and dulled, but narrow ruts were still there in the grass and packed dirt. 
 
    From where they stood, he could hear voices down below, sometimes just the low murmur of normal conversation, other times a louder shout of people calling to other people. Mixed within all of this were the occasional screams of pain and anguish, the sound of someone in agony or someone who had suddenly lost something especially important to them. 
 
    Something had happened down below, that much was for certain. Something violent and destructive, something they wanted no part of. 
 
    “I need to go check it out,” Joel said, swinging his leg down from his horse, settling onto the ground. 
 
    “I’ll come with—” 
 
    “No,” Joel said firmly, shaking his head. “You stay here with the horses.” 
 
    “Whatever happened down there, if my aunt was in there, I deserve to know.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Joel agreed. “And I’ll tell you. Hell, if it’s safe I’ll show you, but if something terrible is going on down there, I don’t want to expose you to it. Not only that, but if for some reason I end up in the middle of it, one of us needs to be able to escape.” 
 
    “So, you stay here. I’ll go down and check it out.” 
 
    “Helen, no,” Joel insisted. He could feel the low heat of his rage building inside, his cheeks getting hot, pressure growing in his forehead. He took long, steadying breaths, trying to settle himself before replying. “This isn’t just about me trying to protect you, okay? That’s not at all what this is about.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Of course, you don’t,” Joel replied, laughing and shaking his head. “Imagine that, a fourteen-year-old girl doesn’t believe me.” 
 
    Helen swung down off her horse and tightened the straps on her backpack as Joel walked around Dirtbag and came closer to her. He placed calming hands on her shoulders and leaned in close. 
 
    “Please,” he said insistently, “this isn’t because you’re a kid, it’s because—” 
 
    “You think if I go down there with you, I might see my aunt lying dead,” she replied. “Who knows, maybe my mom’s down there, too.” She spoke with a sort of frank honesty, the kind of unfiltered speech only children can manage. 
 
    Joel lowered his head slightly. 
 
    “I’m coming with you. We’ll tie the horses up here, there are some trees over there, but I want to come with you.” 
 
    Joel hesitated for a moment, then finally nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, patting her shoulder. “Okay.” 
 
    The two of them grabbed the horses’ reins and guided them over the grass, then toward the wooded area from where they’d come. It took them only a few minutes to secure them to the trees and they ensured they were in a patch of long grass that they could eat from if they so chose. Picasso looked at them from the trees, twisting his head to one side, his half-eaten ear twitching. 
 
    Without another word, they both ventured up the gradual incline, heading toward the crest of the hill, keeping down, knees bent, and heads lowered. Joel held up a hand, keeping Helen behind him, then approached the crest, lowering down even further to peer down over the edge. 
 
    The grass sloped steeply downward from where they crouched, leading past a section of rocks, a small group of thickly clutched trees, then down to the parking lot below. He could see the rear of the shopping mall from where they kneeled, a wide sprawling complex of several concrete structures, most of them swallowed in a dark, choking smog. Even from this distance he could feel the heat and smell the fires, the scattered soldiers below looking like camouflaged ants from his vantage point. 
 
    Several Humvees were parked in the parking lot, and he could see gaping holes in the wall of the shopping mall, more smoke leaking out through ragged craters. Bodies were lying on the pavement as well, spread throughout the parking lot in small groups. As he watched, he could see a pair of soldiers dragging a corpse from inside the large central building to a small row of two other bodies, gently resting it on the pavement next to the others. They stood, apparently talking, though Joel couldn’t hear anything they said from this far away. 
 
    “We need to get closer,” he said quietly. “To see if this is what it looks like.” 
 
    “What does it look like?” Helen asked. 
 
    “Looks like a damned massacre is what it looks like.” 
 
    “You think the Army just came in and killed them?” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “That group in Sterling, they said they were from Cheyenne, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Helen replied. “But they didn’t make it sound like anything like this was going on.” 
 
    “The people in Sterling said Cheyenne was a sanctuary city. Doesn’t look much like a sanctuary from this angle, does it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Joel looked back at her, noticing her voice was faint and quivering. 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “Fine,” she replied evenly. “I’ve seen worse.” 
 
    She had seen worse, Joel knew, but that didn’t make the scene before them any less horrific. Especially since members of her family were potentially inside. 
 
    “Those rocks there,” Joel said, pointing to a row of boulders running along a path down the slope. “We’ll use them for cover, get in closer, see if we can figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Staying low, they moved alongside the crest of the hill, then ventured down the slope, slowly approaching the rocks. 
 
    # 
 
    “Major Valley wasn’t even there! What does he know about it?” Private Marks hissed through gritted teeth, both fists clamped together as he walked alongside Sergeant Sausito. 
 
    “We’ll get this sorted out, okay?” Sausito replied. “You’re right, Valley wasn’t there, and he doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Davenport was killed by those scumbags,” Marks continued, glancing over his shoulder and the burning husk of what used to be the Clover Hills shopping mall. “He was standing right next to me. Took a round in the face.” 
 
    “Look,” Sausito said, turning toward Marks. “You know and I know that Valley’s full of shit. Trust me, we aren’t the only ones. There are plenty of others out there who are on your side of this whole thing, okay? They’ve heard the stories from Indianapolis, Chicago, Seattle, all those places. They know if we don’t clamp down on these groups, they’re just going to rise up.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Marks exclaimed. 
 
    “Today they were gardening. Tomorrow they’ll be making black powder. Next week they’ll be throwing Molotov cocktails and shooting bullets. Better we knock them down early than they knock us down late.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying,” Marks replied. “Guys like Valley are too far removed from the action. I’m just happy that people like Lancaster over in Chicago seem to know what’s going on and aren’t afraid to flex their muscles. If everyone was like Valley, we’d have handed over every major city by now.” 
 
    They stood by the edge of the parking lot, watching as Major Valley strode across the pavement, accompanied by two other soldiers. They escorted him back to his Humvee and he stepped inside. The vehicle made a wide turn, then sped out across the parking lot, back to where it had come from. 
 
    The military police were by the same entrance, and Sergeant Sausito had been ordered to bring Private Marks there, and he was going to follow orders, but first, he wanted to have a conversation. 
 
    “Listen,” Sausito continued, “I’ve heard some of the interrogations of the people in this shopping mall. The Stone Sword people.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    Sausito nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, it’s pretty scary shit.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Marks asked. 
 
    “They may have been gardening here, focusing on food and sustenance, but it’s not like that everywhere. From what they were saying, this is not the main compound.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    Sausito shook his head. 
 
    “There’s a place in the mountains. Some town named Malcolm, a little ways west of here. Little, no-name place that used to be a military academy.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “No shit. There’s a full-bird colonel who runs the place, from what these people are saying. Runs it with an iron fist. They’ve got a full-fledged militia movement there, an entire town of trained operatives. Like, thousands of people who have been living their entire lives just waiting for an opportunity to throw bullets at us and overtake the government.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Marks breathed. “I knew these guys were up to no good. I knew it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sausito replied, “and the damn shame is people like Major Valley are going to tiptoe around this stuff until they all rise up and take us down. Then before you know it, we’ve got a full-blown uprising across the country. Government’s toppled and these angry civilians with guns, rocks, and gasoline in glass bottles have their fingers on the nuclear button!” 
 
    Marks closed both fists even tighter, his knuckles whitening. 
 
    “And Valley wants me thrown in the brig,” he hissed. 
 
    “Ain’t gonna happen,” Sausito promised. “There were plenty of other guys around when this was said. Plenty of other guys around who are coming around to your way of thinking, okay? We gotta play by the rules, at least for now, but our time is coming.” 
 
    “It better come soon,” Marks replied. “Give Major Valley too much rope and pretty soon we’ll all be hanging from the noose.” 
 
    “Colonel Lancaster has the right idea,” Sausito said. “And he’s the man in charge. I’m not worried about Valley; his time will come soon enough. When Lancaster finds out what happened here, when he finds out how Valley reacted? It’ll be lights out for him and go time for us.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Marks said, smiling, as he lifted one of his closed fists and softly bumped it with Sausito’s. 
 
    “Just be patient, all right? We’ll—” 
 
    “What the hell?” Marks asked, his eyes narrowing. Sausito looked at him, then wheeled around, glancing over his own left shoulder. 
 
    Running along the edge of the parking lot, just below the rocks and trees, was a section of long grass, grass that would have been immaculately manicured during the mall’s prime time, but had become overgrown in recent years, sprawling and wild like thick tufts of uncombed hair. As they looked in that direction, the grass shifted, and the dark silhouettes of crouching figures could be seen within it. As they watched, the figures jerked back, pushing grass in front of them, then seemed to dart away, the tops of the long blades moving back up the hill. 
 
    “We’ve got bogeys in the grass!” Sergeant Sausito shouted loudly, his voice echoing over the parking lot. “Two of them! Due southeast, moving up the hill! Go go go!” 
 
    All at once men and women in camouflage slung their weapons from their shoulders and charged toward the grass. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Clover Hills Shopping Mall 
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” Joel hissed, wheeling back, turning and moving back up the hill. “They saw us!” 
 
    “Grass wasn’t thick enough!” Helen burst out, following him back up the hill. Both were in low crouches, trying to move as fast as they possibly could while keeping their heads down low. The shouting voices of the soldiers were audible from behind them, the initial cry of alarm followed by a chorus of others, frantic voices trying to narrow down their position and converge on their location. 
 
    “There are dozens of them!” Helen shouted as they moved, legs straining up the steep slope, running as fast as they could. 
 
    “Head forward!” Joel urged. “Just keep moving!” 
 
    His legs ached as he ran, knees straining as he kept them bent, ducking low, his back taut and angry with his bad posture. Removing the rifle from his shoulder, he cradled it in front of him, the stolen M4 carbine tucked close. He didn’t want to fire on soldiers, no matter how aggressive they’d sounded, no matter how many innocents they’d killed. He’d shot at the ones who had pursued them in Sterling, but never with the intention to kill, only to keep their heads down so they could escape. 
 
    Battling other civilians, civilians who were trying to kill them, was one thing. But throwing lead against young men and women serving the country? That was something he would not do eagerly, not unless their lives absolutely depended on it. 
 
    A scattering of thin whipcracks of rifle shots barked from behind them, grass hissing with the passage of bullets. 
 
    “Head down!” he urged, pressing his palm to Helen’s shoulders and forcing her farther forward as they moved through the long grass. “The trees are just up ahead! Keep running!” 
 
    “Trying,” she breathed, “I’m trying!” Her AR-31 was also removed from her shoulder and held in two hands before her, but against the full might of a dozen fully equipped soldiers, both of them were woefully outgunned. 
 
    More gunfire chased them, grass blades twitching, thick clumps of dirt bursting free and spraying grit into their faces as they moved. 
 
    “Keep going!” Joel urged, “I’m just going to keep their heads down!” Helen looked at him pleadingly but followed his direction, moving forward through the long grass. Joel planted his foot and sprang up and around, shouldering the M4 and spraying a burst of return fire at the soldiers, purposefully aiming high. 
 
    Shouts echoed in return and he ducked back down, following Helen up the slope, working hard to catch up. Ahead he could see the thick trunks of the trees they’d used to conceal their approach. They were close. Remarkably close. Once he hit them, he thought that they might be able to get to the forest at the top of the hill and escape. If they could make it to their horses, they just might have a chance. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, he heard the throaty growl of engines and knew the soldiers were starting their Humvees. 
 
    # 
 
    “Head down, head down!” Sergeant Sausito shouted as the rattling burst of automatic fire screamed at them from up the hill. 
 
    “Whoever that is has terrible aim!” Marks said from his low crouch, tucking his own rifle close to him. 
 
    “Probably some militant middle manager in a former life who thinks he’s Rambo now! Our job to show him different!” 
 
    Marks smiled broadly, moving forward into a loping run, shouldering his own M4. 
 
    “Weapons hot, weapons hot!” Sergeant Sausito shouted. “Hostiles have opened fire!” 
 
    A staccato chorus of return fire followed his order, some to his left, more to his right, others from just ahead. At least a dozen soldiers had followed them into the long grass, progressing up the hill, trying to chase down and apprehend the mysterious gunman. 
 
    “They’re in the trees!” a voice shouted from nearby and Sausito brought himself upright, glancing up the slope to the grouping of trees about three quarters of the way up the hill. The gathering of thick trees provided ample cover for enemy forces, and the wooded area led right to the rocks even farther up the slope. 
 
    “If they get to those rocks, they’ll have a clear shot to the top of the hill!” Sausito shouted. “We can’t let that happen!” 
 
    There was a snapping pop of single shots from his right and he saw bark splintering from the trees, spraying into the air as more and more of his squad focused their fire on the trees. Behind him a Humvee screeched to a halt at the base of the hill, a camouflaged man in the seat of the fifty caliber cupping his hands to his mouth. 
 
    “Heads down, Sarge!” 
 
    “Heads down!” Sausito echoed. “Everyone, heads down! We’re going to light their asses up!” 
 
    “Down!” someone shouted from his left. 
 
    “Down!” another echoed to his right. 
 
    “All down!” another voice shouted from farther up the hill. 
 
    “Light ’em up!” Sausito shouted down to the Humvee, then threw himself down to the ground as well. The fifty caliber burst to life, a blinding muzzle flash ripping the air, the barrel jerking as it sent a lethal stream of bullets up the hill toward the trees, rounds chased by pale orange tracer fire. Sausito smiled a sinister smile as he saw the deadly hornets screaming overhead, punching into the tree line, shredding trunks and branches like bundled paper. 
 
    # 
 
    “Move, Helen, just move!” Joel screamed, tucking his rifle close and barreling forward, running away from the tree trunk he’d been hiding behind. An explosion of fifty-caliber fire roared from the parking lot and the trees they had just been hiding behind splintered apart in a shower of shorn wood and spraying leaves. 
 
    Bullets hewed through the trunks like a chain saw, carving a jagged line through two entire trees, sending the upper sections tipping over, then crashing through other trees, the streaming sunlight through the branches filled with floating dust and smoke. 
 
    “Joel, what do we do?” Helen gasped as they ran up through the trees, keeping their heads down as their legs pumped. 
 
    “Just keep running! They’ll need to reload shortly!” 
 
    Bullets sprayed just above them, hacking through more branches and trees, showering them with hot fragments of broken bark. The top of a tree, a good eight inches in diameter, crashed down to the ground just to their right, missing Helen by inches. 
 
    She screeched and darted to the left, but Joel put a hand to her back and shoved her gently forward.  
 
    “Just keep going,” he said, his breath already coming in ragged, stabbing gasps. There was another brief, sustained burst of heavy fire, bullets slamming through the trees just ahead of them, carving an angry, ragged path through the gathered trees, spraying them with broken wood. 
 
    Then, as quickly as the rattling fire had begun, it stopped, cutting off in a sudden silence, punctuated by more isolated, quieter sounds. 
 
    “Fifty’s out!” Joel shouted. “Now! Run now!” 
 
    Helen clambered over a fallen tree and charged forward, Joel vaulting over and following just behind her. 
 
    “Up here, up here!” a voice shouted, and he looked over his shoulder, watching as a group of soldiers burst into the trees only about a hundred yards behind them. Joel spun and fired his M4, spraying it high on purpose, just hoping to slow them down. 
 
    Ducking through the last batch of trees, they ran over empty ground for a moment, then plunged behind the rocks as bullets struck the stone, ripping chunks free. 
 
    “They’re behind us now!” she gasped. “We’ll never make it, Joel!” 
 
    “Keep running, just keep running,” Joel urged. The path led up through the rocks, then they could veer sharply left. The slope was steep—a tough climb at a full sprint, but if they didn’t slow down, he thought they might just make it to the trees in time. It would be close, but— 
 
    More engines roared, sounding closer this time, dangerously close. Planting his foot, he swung around and fired the M4 again, ripping bullets into the trees behind them, again just hoping to slow down their pursuers. He could only avoid killing them for so long. If they didn’t draw down their numbers soon, they would be overcome. 
 
    “Left, head left!” Joel shouted as they came out from behind the rocks and Helen obliged, turning sharply and moving quickly up the very steep slope. She slowed considerably, Joel catching up to her almost immediately.  
 
    “You can do it,” he gasped, his own lungs straining with the pressure of the uphill sprint. “Come on, Helen!” 
 
    “Trying—” she gasped in return, “I’m t—trying.” 
 
    They reached the crest of the hill, lungs easing just a little, legs still aching, eyes focused on the trees ahead. Joel could see the horses tied to the trunks, so close he could almost reach out and touch them. Picasso stayed by them, jumping and yapping wildly at their approach. 
 
    “Almost—” Joel struggled to say. His legs felt like jelly, like soft sticks of butter left out in the summer heat just a little too long. Gunfire chattered behind them, engines roared, all of the noises blending together into an undecipherable blur of sensory overload. Narrowing his eyes, he focused all of his attention on the horses, running as fast as he could, urging Helen to do the same. 
 
    They crossed the access road and he saw a blur of motion to his right, heard the loud engine echoing against the grass and trees. A Humvee had crested the hill a little way to their right, evidently coming up from the back of the mall, coming around to head them off. Joel threw himself forward, ignoring all pain and protest, charging over the grass, Helen barely able to keep up. 
 
    A second Humvee leaped into view, roaring up the hill to the other side, coming around from the front of the mall. Soldiers were perched in each gunner’s turret, their hands clamped around the firing handles. 
 
    They reached the horses as the Humvees neared, even more soldiers cresting the hill behind them, at least ten total, with more shouting from beyond them. Green camouflage was everywhere Joel looked, his eyes darting left, then right, then straight ahead. 
 
    Gasping, struggling to catch his breath, he pressed his palm into the tree where the horses were tied, glowering at the approaching soldiers, his mind racing. Finally, he reached into the sheath at his boot and retrieved the trench knife, fingers tightening through the metal knuckles. He twisted around and slashed forward. 
 
    “Don’t move! We’ve got you dead to rights!” a voice shouted, and Helen pulled desperately at his arm. 
 
    “What are we going to do? Where are we going to go? Joel, we need to—” 
 
    Joel slashed again with his knife, then slammed it back into its sheath, looking around at the approaching horde of Army operatives. 
 
    “Joel!” Helen screamed. 
 
    Wheeling back, Joel plunged forward— 
 
    —and slapped the two horses on their hindquarters. 
 
    “Go!” he screamed as loud as he could. “Go, go, go!” 
 
    The horses bolted, leaping up in surprise, then darted deep into the woods, hooves thudding, the reins Joel had cut flitting loose as they charged off into the forest beyond, quickly disappearing from view. 
 
    Helen looked at him with pleading eyes, and he returned her uncertain gaze. Engines roared a deafening bellow, the sound so loud and angry almost everything else was drowned out in the noise. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” Joel screamed, lifting his hands, his rifle clutched tightly in one fist. “We—” he glanced down at Helen apologetically, shaking his head softly as her tear-glistened eyes met his. “We surrender.” 
 
    The Humvees ground to a halt, tires biting into the dirt and grass, and the soldiers converged on them, weapons raised, coming in as a group. 
 
    One of the men, one wearing sergeant’s stripes, broke free and charged Joel, pounding him in the knee with the sole of his boot, forcing him down, then ramming him face-first into the tightly packed dirt. 
 
    “Congratulations, asshole,” the man growled. “Your ass is now property of the United States government.” 
 
    # 
 
    Curling his fingers tightly around the steering wheel, he eased the truck to the right, letting the tires thump over the sidewalk as he moved into an empty parking lot, sliding the vehicle into an open space. Glaring through the driver’s side window, he looked over the flat expanse of pavement, the multi-lane roadway moving north toward downtown Cheyenne. 
 
    He could see the gathering of the camouflaged soldiers at the border of the city, a barricade of armored vehicles and a scattering of armed sentries spread out across all lanes, completely blocking entry to the central part of the city. 
 
    Twisting the key, he cut the engine, letting the growling ease to a quiet, persistent ticking. Reaching over to the seat next to him, he opened the backpack and checked its contents one more time, removing several items, investigating them, and placing them back, making sure everything in the front seat and any useful items in the glove compartment were stowed away. 
 
    Carefully sliding from the driver’s seat, he took the backpack and slung it over his shoulder, turning away from the roadblock and walking toward the rear of the truck. Standing there for a moment, he let the silence of the city settle down upon him, trying to calm his nerves, his grasp tightening around the strap of the pack over his shoulder. He adjusted the fit, then reached back with both hands and grabbed the fabric of his jacket, pulling the hood up and over his head, tucking it forward and casting a deep shadow over his pale and mangled face. 
 
    Ali looked one more time at the gathered soldiers barricading the city, smiled softly, and vanished into the shadows. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Stone Sword Compound 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming 
 
      
 
    Colonel Carter stood inside the town hall, staring out of a window into the gray morning. As usual, Malcolm was busy this morning, its residents going about their day, attending breakfast at the mess hall, gathering supplies, forming security teams to begin their routine patrols of the town’s perimeter. 
 
    From the outside, there was nothing unusual, but as Carter stood there, one arm in a sling, the other hanging at his side, he knew that things had changed. 
 
    Behind him, the door eased open, swinging on creaking hinges and Mayor Kramer Phillips eased inside, moving gingerly with cautious, calculated steps. Today was his first foray outside of the hospital where he’d been relegated since being shot by the would-be assassin several days prior. 
 
    They’d successfully removed the bullet and hammered him with several doses of antibiotics and, in spite of the lack of a modern healthcare infrastructure, he was expected to make a relatively full recovery. 
 
    Within the past week or more that made three gunshot wounds the local surgeons had to deal with and so far, they were three for three on survival. Eventually their luck would run out, Carter knew. 
 
    That was precisely what he was trying to prepare for. 
 
    “Colonel,” the mayor said with a nod, letting the door ease closed behind him. It swung part way until Laura pressed her palm against it, forcing it back open as she made her way inside, her sister Lindsey just behind her. They glanced warily at each other as Lindsey closed the door, leaving the four of them alone in the large meeting hall, the atmosphere strangely somber. 
 
    “Thanks for coming on short notice,” Colonel Carter said, turning to face the three others as they made their way deeper into the meeting hall. 
 
    “It sounded important,” Kramer replied, wincing slightly. 
 
    “Important enough to get you out of your hospital bed about three days too soon,” Lindsey said waspishly. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to heal any faster strapped down to that blasted bed,” Kramer said, shaking his head. “They got the bullet out of me; I was just there for further observation.” 
 
    “You were there because the doctor said you should be,” Lindsey replied. “That should be reason enough.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Colonel Carter interrupted, holding up a hand. “Far be it from me to interrupt this clearly important conversation, but we have matters of some urgency to discuss.” 
 
    Lindsey and the mayor turned to look at the colonel, clearly surprised by his tone of voice. There was a hard edge to it, harder than usual, and a sense of urgency that was very unlike the man. He usually approached everything with careful and studied calculation and was rarely prone to overreaction. 
 
    This morning, something was different. Something had happened. 
 
    “Colonel?” the mayor asked, stepping forward. “What happened?” 
 
    The colonel looked at the group, his face stoic. 
 
    “I received word early this morning,” he said, his mouth a narrow line. “Our Cheyenne branch is…gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” Mayor Phillips. asked “What do you mean, ‘gone’?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said. There was a raid. Military operatives converged in the dead of night. Humvees, fifty-caliber heavy machine guns, the whole nine yards. From what I hear they used M72 LAW anti-tank weapons to breach the wall.” 
 
    “For the love of God,” the mayor said, taking an unsteady step backwards before finally falling into a chair. “All those—” He gaped at the colonel. “Cheyenne—they were just gardeners. There were no militia there. I mean, they had their normal security personnel, but certainly not a threat to anyone.” 
 
    “Apparently the United States government saw it differently.” 
 
    “They’re going to need help,” Lindsey said. “We should put together a group. Get to Cheyenne and provide whatever medical care we can—” 
 
    “Not an option,” Colonel Carter replied sharply. “There are many dead, many wounded, but any survivors have been transported to a FEMA camp at the train yard in downtown Cheyenne.” 
 
    The mayor looked back at the colonel, a dumbfounded look still on his face. 
 
    “They’d moved to Clover Hills, right? That was their emergency fallback position?” 
 
    Carter nodded. 
 
    “Things were a little too hot where they were, so yes, they pulled back to the mall, simply to avoid this sort of thing. But the government came after them anyway.” 
 
    The mayor rested his forehead on his fingertips, gently massaging his temples. 
 
    “Lord have mercy.” 
 
    “You realize what this means, don’t you?” Carter asked. 
 
    The mayor looked up. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time. They’ll come for us next.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Kramer replied, leaning back in his chair. “Why on Earth would they? What justification could they have?” 
 
    “What justification did they have for attacking Clover Hills?” Colonel Carter asked. “This is what I’ve been saying all along. Once things get this bad, they don’t need justification. Our mere existence is justification enough.” 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” Kramer replied. 
 
    “I can,” Laura said. All eyes turned toward her. “This is exactly what I’ve been worried about all along. I saw a squad of soldiers gun down twenty-four of my coworkers in the street, all to try to get to me. I saw full-blown civil war happening in Redmond, Washington. This is exactly what I was afraid it would lead to.” 
 
    “And yet you still wanted to get on the radio and broadcast—knowing what might happen.” 
 
    “News flash, Colonel,” Laura replied hotly, “it happened anyway.” 
 
    Carter chewed his lip and drew in a deep breath, turning to look back out the window. His right fist closed, opened, then closed again. Framed in the open window was the skeletal construct of the lightning rod, two men on ladders tightening bolts, working quickly, but carefully. 
 
    “Effective immediately,” Carter said, “we’re increasing our security. We’re drafting new members to our militia group. Any warm-blooded man who can aim and fire a weapon is hereby drafted.” 
 
    “Colonel,” Mayor Phillips began, “we can’t afford to—” 
 
    “We can’t afford not to!” Carter shouted, wheeling back at the mayor. “This happened in Cheyenne. Do you really think, if they catch wind what we’ve got going on here, that they won’t drive right up the road to knock on our front door?” 
 
    “We’re considerably better defended than Clover Hills—” 
 
    “So, they’ll bring more armor. More men. Who the hell knows, maybe they’ll fly a few Apaches over the mountains—” 
 
    “Nobody’s flying anything with all of this going on,” Laura said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Carter replied. “If they perceive us as a threat, I wouldn’t be surprised to see them take that chance.” 
 
    “If they fly gunships up here,” Kramer said, “it won’t matter how many men we’ve drafted. They will chew us up and spit us out.” 
 
    “Then we need to start thinking outside the box,” Carter replied. “We can’t just proceed as normal and expect normalcy to continue. The United States military has cast the first stone. We need to be sure we can cast the last one.” 
 
    “Those are dangerous words, Colonel,” Mayor Phillips warned. 
 
    “These are dangerous times. Considerably more dangerous than even we suspected.” He looked out at the lightning rod construction. “I want those men off those ladders. Construction on—whatever that thing is must be halted so we can redistribute those personnel to military operations and security. We need to double our perimeter sweeps, increase our guards at the gates. We cannot afford to be taken by surprise.” 
 
    Laura opened her mouth to argue, but knew it was of no use. Carter’s mind was made up, and to be honest, she was having a hard time disagreeing with him. If the military did indeed destroy Clover Hills and flush out the Stone Sword members there, it was just a matter of time before they came for them. 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said. “I’ll talk with the team, make sure they know what’s coming.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Colonel Carter replied. “I’ll hold an emergency meeting with our militia leaders. Get them on the same page. We’ll need to ramp up training and manufacturing as well.” 
 
    “I’ll meet with the agriculture group,” Mayor Phillips said, “see how we can support continued food production while also reinforcing our security protocols.” 
 
    “I’ll get with the medical staff,” Lindsey said. “Make sure we’re adequately supplied for any expected casualties from an upcoming conflict.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Carter said, nodding his head. “These are difficult decisions, I know, and believe me, they’re not ones I relish making. But at the end of the day, we must protect what is ours, no matter who it might be that’s trying to take it.” 
 
    Everyone in the room nodded silently, then without another word, turned and left the meeting hall, each of them dispersing to meet with their groups. 
 
    Colonel Carter was alone in the meeting hall again, with no one and nothing but his thoughts and his fears. 
 
    # 
 
    Eagle Atmospheric Regional Headquarters 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
    “It’s an amazing thing you all did,” Edmond Gossett said, looking at Selanda, his face a chiseled mask of solemnity. 
 
    “I barely did anything,” Selanda replied, her eyes misting over. “I just told them what items to throw in a stupid box. They’re the ones who risked their lives. Who—” She coughed gently. “Who lost their lives.” 
 
    “Mr. Boxleitner knew the risks. If this satellite does what Jasmine wants it to do, if given the choice, I think he’d make that sacrifice all over again.” 
 
    “And how is Lemmon doing?” Selanda asked. The door behind them banged open and they both turned as Shawna and Tristan entered. They both looked beyond weary, but walked with straight backs and rigid confidence, the knowledge of a job well done. A mission accomplished. 
 
    “Touch and go,” Shawna said, hearing Selanda’s question. “Bullet’s deep. We’ve barely got the right medical supplies to treat a flesh wound, much less a bullet lodged in someone’s kidney. I’m—” she hesitated for a moment, drawing a breath. “I’m not sure he’ll last another twenty-four hours. If we had access to an emergency room and some actual surgeons, it would be another story.” 
 
    “But we don’t,” Gossett said. “That’s the reality of the situation.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Tristan replied. “I will say a prayer for him. It may be the best any of us can do.” 
 
    Selanda sat down in a chair, blowing out a frustrated breath. 
 
    “So much loss of life,” she said. “Useless and preventable. As if there hasn’t been enough death and destruction.” 
 
    “Who were these gunmen?” Gossett asked. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Looked like gangbangers to me,” Shawna replied. “I’m thinking Westside Posse. That’s who the Kingdom guys were teamed with, right?” 
 
    “That’s the rumor,” Gossett said. “Both groups have been a thorn in Kansas City law enforcement’s side for much of our time here, but I never once thought they’d be an issue for me.” 
 
    “Things change,” Shawna pointed out. “I’ve had plenty of experience with groups just like them. They own these little corners and think they run the world—when they get their chance to expand their territory, they go for it. The crumbling infrastructure and lack of a coordinated law enforcement presence—they’re like kids in a candy store.” 
 
    “So, what can we do about it?” Gossett asked. 
 
    “Hunker down?” Selanda replied. “Seems like things are fine as long as we don’t venture too deep into town. They want those streets? Let ’em have ’em.” 
 
    “And how long do you think they’ll be satisfied with that?” Shawna asked. “If they’re anything like the gangs Chad used to run with in Chicago, once they get a small bite, they want a big slice. Once they get a big slice, they want the whole damn pie.” 
 
    “We’ve got our gate and our walls around the entire perimeter. And Deadbolt Security is—” 
 
    “Is what?” Shawna asked. “We’ve lost half a dozen well-trained security personnel in the past two weeks. Soon you’ll be handing rifles to janitors and expecting them to repel armed insurgents. This is going to get worse before it gets better.” 
 
    “What do you advise?” Gossett asked. 
 
    Shawna looked at Tristan. 
 
    “Same thing we did in Chicago, I guess,” she said. “We took a small section of neighborhood and established what we called the Stronghold. Set up systems in place to grow and sustain food. Carved out certain personnel for security and militia operations. Tristan helped with military training and strategy.” 
 
    Gossett narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “But this exercise in Chicago—obviously it failed, right? Or else you never would have ended up here.” 
 
    “In Chicago we were attacked by a full-blown military contingent,” Shawna replied harshly. “Dozens of military personnel, tons of hardware, full combat operations. We had a good system, but there were still only a few dozen of us, and not nearly enough to withstand rocket-propelled grenades, heavy machine guns, and a mechanized unit.” 
 
    "Understood,” Gossett replied. 
 
    “Against a ramshackle group of gangbangers? I like our chances, if we have the chance to get the pieces in place.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Gossett replied. “Then, let’s get started.” 
 
    “Let’s get started,” Shawna agreed. She and Tristan exchanged a confident look and turned, walking out of the meeting room, letting the door shut behind them. 
 
    “It’s foolish,” Selanda said firmly, looking at Gossett, who was looking back at her. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You think it’s foolish. What she’s suggesting.” 
 
    Gossett shrugged. 
 
    “It’s about morale. If doing this work helps them feel better—more useful, somehow, then it’s worth it. But if the West Side Posse—or whoever it was that ambushed you—if they’re serious about getting in here, a bunch of half-trained engineers and janitors with rifles aren’t going to stop them.” 
 
    “So, what do you propose?” 
 
    Gossett lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    “For the first time in my life,” he replied with a soft shrug, “I am fresh out of ideas.” 
 
    Selanda nodded, looking out through a nearby window over the parking lot. Construction continued in the aftermath of the devastating lightning strike. They’d managed to find everything they needed by some small miracle. 
 
    The real question was, would they have time to do anything with it before the West Side Posse was knocking on their door again? 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
 
      
 
    “How many did we lose, dawg?” 
 
    “Fourteen, Tripp.” 
 
    “Fourteen? Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “Man, my seventeen-year-old cousin got killed, I wouldn’t shit you about that.” 
 
    “Damn, man. That’s rough.” 
 
    “Whole world’s rough right now, Tripp. It was rough before, but now? Like twenty-grit sandpaper.” 
 
    Tripp nodded, his arms crossed over his chest as he looked through the window, out onto the run-down streets of Kansas City’s downtown. His eyes settled on the corner just outside the brick apartment building where he stood, a familiar corner that had been a part of his life for his entire twenty-six years. His brother had run it before him, and then passed it down to him as he got promoted in the hierarchy of the West Side Posse. Tripp still remembered how big a deal that was to him back then—it felt like the world was his. His own corner. Might as well have been the whole damn city. 
 
    Things had changed since then. They’d changed a lot. If anyone had told sixteen-year-old him that he would have been working alongside the Kingdom and taking over the entire city, Tripp would have called them crazy. 
 
    But he and Biz had worked together. They’d set aside their differences and teamed up, working to kick the FEMA scumbags out of their own building, punking the National Guard and controlling the streets. And not just their streets either, but all the damn streets. Kingdom and West Side Posse, side by side, laying down the law. 
 
    Street justice, the only way they knew how. For a while it had been almost too good to be true. Then, turned out, it was. 
 
    He’d been lucky not to be at the FEMA headquarters when that group from Eagle Atmospheric rolled up on them. Even though he hadn’t been there, a few of his guys had been. It was a bloodbath, pure and simple, and while they gave as good as they got, the Eagle assholes made off with the supplies in the warehouse, leaving them high and dry. 
 
    So now the West Side Posse was back to trolling the streets. Ransacking stores, attacking people, trying to scavenge what little food and supplies they could, meanwhile Eagle Atmospheric was rolling up and down in trucks like they owned the damn place. 
 
    They’d almost gotten them at the bus ambush they’d set up. It had been pretty damned close, but once again, they’d made fools of them and skated away, back to their gated compound. 
 
    Meanwhile, the West Side Posse continued to lose members and bleed off resources. A full frontal assault on Eagle Atmospheric was out of the question. They just didn’t have the manpower, especially not after losing fourteen more guys in the past twenty-four hours. 
 
    “Whatcha thinkin’, Tripp?” the other man asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking in another life, we’d roll up on Eagle and pop some serious caps. I don’t take kindly to rich corporate a-holes treating us like dirt, you know? Makes me kinda want to treat them like dirt back.” 
 
    “I feel you.” 
 
    The two young men stood together in the apartment, looking out through the window, over what remained of the only home they’d ever known. The streets had been more than just streets to them. The streets had been their home, their school, their playground. The streets had been their life, and now they could feel them slipping away. 
 
    Tripp closed both fists, pressing them tightly to his thighs. They’d find a way to get the streets back where they belonged. Somehow, they would find a way. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Cheyenne, Wyoming 
 
    “They tell me your name is Joel Robertson,” the man said, looking through the bars of the holding cell at Joel, who sat on a cot, arms on his thighs. 
 
    “That’s because it is,” Joel replied, barely even looking up at the man. He was dressed in Army greens and Joel had seen a major’s rank on his uniform. 
 
    “You want to tell me what you were doing over by the Clover Hills shopping mall, Joel Robertson?” the major asked, wrists crossed behind his back. 
 
    “Trying not to get killed?” Joel replied. The major did not look amused. 
 
    “That was a dangerous game you were playing,” he continued. “Opening fire on representatives of the United States military. That’s a good way to end up in a body bag.” 
 
    Joel shrugged. 
 
    “Based on what the mall looked like, I kinda thought maybe you’d be all out of body bags.” 
 
    The major turned and glowered at him, brow furrowed. Joel glared right back, noting the name tag on the man’s breast pocket. 
 
    “Is that a joking matter, Mr. Robertson?” 
 
    “Not in the least,” Joel replied, “though a couple of your troops seemed to think it was no big deal.” 
 
    “We take the loss of American lives very seriously,” the major said. 
 
    “As well you should,” Joel replied. “But apparently not serious enough not to cause a few dozen of them.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to know what happened at that shopping mall. It’s not as cut and dried as you might think.” 
 
    “It never is, Major Valley, but I find it hard to believe that a shopping mall full of civilians did anything to warrant a full-on combat assault with fifty cals and rockets.” 
 
    “And that’s why you shot at my men?” 
 
    “I didn’t shoot at your men,” Joel replied. “If I’d shot at your men, we’d be talking about murder charges right now. I shot over their heads to keep them back so we could escape.” 
 
    “How noble of you,” Valley continued. “Shooting an illegal tactically equipped automatic assault rifle above the heads of my soldiers. That makes it so much better.” 
 
    Joel sighed and leaned back on the cot. 
 
    “What exactly are we doing here, Major? Is there something I can help you with? Questions that you have? Or are you just going to keep me here in perpetuity until you feel like restoring my freedom?” 
 
    “You can have all the freedom you want up until the point your actions put my men at risk, sir,” the major replied. “Then, I’m afraid, you sacrifice that freedom.” 
 
    Joel blew out another thick gust of exasperated air, leaning forward, resting his arms on his bent knees, staring down at the floor. 
 
    This dance was getting exhausting. 
 
    “I have nothing against your men,” he finally said. “Most of them were just following orders. I’m sure things just spun out of control. I’ve seen it happen.” 
 
    “You served?” the major asked. Joel nodded. 
 
    “I did. United States Army. Just did one tour, mostly picked my nose and drank beer for four years.” He shook his head.  
 
    “More than most,” Major Valley said. Joel could see the man’s stiffened posture relax slightly. He turned and grabbed a chair, scraping it across the floor so he could sit on the other side of the bars. Then, he maneuvered his large frame into it, mirroring the posture and position of Joel on the other side. 
 
    “You don’t seem like the kind of guy to play games,” the major said. “What were you doing at the mall? Does it have something to do with the girl you were with?” 
 
    Joel looked at the major’s face, his eyes narrowed, trying to appropriately measure the man’s character. His face was hard-edged, a chiseled block of stone, though there was a thin coating of facial hair running along the edges like graying moss. Meeting his gaze for a moment, Joel got a flash of something—something he couldn’t quantify, but something just the same. 
 
    There was remorse there. Guilt, even. 
 
    “Yes,” Joel finally replied. “It has something to do with the girl I was with.” The two men looked each other in the eyes and held their gazes for a moment, a silent exchange of emotions. “Where is she, by the way?” Joel continued. “The girl, I mean.” 
 
    “She’s safe,” Major Valley replied. “We couldn’t very well throw her in a prison cell, but she is being looked after.” 
 
    Joel nodded, running his tongue over his teeth. 
 
    “She had family,” Joel said in a low voice. “With the organization. Stone Sword.” 
 
    Valley’s eyes widened somewhat, and his posture stiffened. 
 
    “Her aunt,” Joel said. “We—we don’t know if she was there. We kind of think she’s at the main compound.” 
 
    “The one in Malcolm?” 
 
    Joel nodded. 
 
    “We have no proof of that, of course.” 
 
    “What about her mother and father?” the major asked, his voice thin, as if perhaps he didn’t really want to hear Joel’s answer. “I mean, you’re not her father. We figured that much out.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Joel replied. “Her father’s dead. He died in a car accident a couple months back. Her mother lives in Seattle, but we suspect may be trying to get to her sister. So, we were hoping maybe finding her aunt might be a two-for-one deal.” Joel had no idea why he was telling the man this. If there was any lesson his grandfather had hammered into him, it was OpSec. Maintaining operational security. You didn’t share what you didn’t absolutely have to share. But even though he’d only been in Major Valley’s presence for a short time, he trusted him. 
 
    The man had a certain look about him. An openness that Joel hadn’t seen with many others, especially not with the others running around playing soldier. 
 
    Valley didn’t respond to his statement, he just remained seated, leaning back as if considering what to do. 
 
    “Did you order the attack?” Joel finally asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    Major Valley pushed himself up from the chair, moving the chair back to the side. He stood there for a moment, both hands on the chair back, head lowered in thought. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” he replied. “I ordered observation. Nothing else. One of my senior officers wanted some HUMINT—Human Intelligence.” 
 
    “I know what HUMINT is,” Joel replied. 
 
    “Right, right, I forgot. Anyway, I sent Sergeant Bills with a team out to do some observation. I don’t have specifics about what happened from there, but one thing led to another and a firefight broke out. My men were in fear for their lives and brought in backup.” He lowered his head again, shaking it softly. “Everything went to shit from there.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “This isn’t how it’s supposed to work,” Valley said. “I didn’t get into this line of work so I could run a police force against our own citizens.” 
 
    “That’s what you’re being asked to do?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re being forced to do. We’re caught between leadership and American civilians. Americans who resent government oversight, a government who expects absolute obedience. And as usual it’s the boots on the ground paying the price.” 
 
    “And what does this government leadership say about Stone Sword? Do they consider them a threat?” 
 
    “From everything I’ve heard, they’ve been considered an annoyance, but little else. Somehow that changed.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be going after Malcolm next?” 
 
    Major Valley crossed his arms, slowly shaking his head. 
 
    “Not without a damn good reason.” He turned and looked at Joel. “Whether we meant to or not, we just eviscerated dozens of American citizens in a damned shopping mall. They were basically gardeners and schoolteachers, and we rolled up on them and riddled them with fifty-caliber bullets. Have you ever seen what a fifty-caliber bullet does to a human body, Mr. Robertson?” 
 
    Joel shook his head. He’d seen some bad things while in the Army, but he hadn’t seen that. 
 
    “It’s not pretty. It’s one thing coming across the body of an enemy insurgent, a guy with a rifle who was shooting back at you. It’s a whole other thing to come across a thirty-year-old woman in a dressing gown who was carrying a stack of textbooks to a makeshift classroom.” 
 
    Joel shook his head. 
 
    “I’m in no rush to repeat that experience.” 
 
    “What about your superior officers?” Joel asked. 
 
    “What about them indeed?” the major asked in a low voice, turning away from Joel and walking toward the tent flap. 
 
    “Hey,” Joel said, standing from the cot and approaching the cell bars. “What are you going to do with me?” 
 
    Major Valley stopped at the entrance, looking back at him. 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet. Unfortunately, it’s not just my call. But don’t worry about the girl, okay? I’ll look after her personally.” 
 
    Joel’s fingers tightened around one of the bars, but Valley simply turned away and exited the room, disappearing into the world beyond. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in Western Nebraska 
 
      
 
    Lightning raked across the darkened sky, a tearing split of blinding light and Cameron Pike looked up from where he crouched in the grass, eyes narrowing at the fading after image of the strike. More and more lightning had started plunging earthward as he made his way west across the United States.  
 
    Things were dangerous, and they would be getting even more dangerous soon. 
 
    He was running out of time to get where he was headed. Looking over to his right, his eyes fixed on the motorcycle which was resting on its side in the grass. A low fire crackled amidst the broken wood and tree branches before him, a steady wave of heat coming from the flames. 
 
    Interstate 80 ran just above him, the grass shoulder leading up to the highway, though this part of the road, near the Iowa-Nebraska state line, was relatively clear of stalled vehicles. Making his way west had been an adventure thus far, a slow and winding road west from Washington. 
 
    If the rest of his trip was like the first, he’d be in Wyoming by nightfall the next day. Maybe morning the day after. 
 
    Unzipping the bag he had with him, he reached inside and withdrew another can of stew, one of the ones he’d found on the capsized truck in Kentucky several days before. He’d loaded his bag with as many as he could carry, and they’d served him well. 
 
    Using the Leatherman he’d taken from the driver, he cut and twisted the top of the can, peeling it back and exposing the preserved stew within. He set it on the grass near the crackling fire, then pushed it closer with a stick, waiting as the heat from the flames warmed the food within. 
 
    He wondered if Willoughby was looking for him. He’d have found Corvan’s body by now, he was sure, and with Pike’s absence it would be clear he was the culprit. Thankfully it was a large country and Willoughby’s resources were already strapped, so he wasn’t concerned about being followed. 
 
    Malcolm, Wyoming. That was his destination. More and more, that’s where he was convinced Laura would be, and he wanted to make his way to her. She wouldn’t be happy to see him, that much was a given. 
 
    But where else could he go? His attack on Corvan hadn’t been premeditated, it had been rash, violent, and ill-advised. Completely and totally out of character. 
 
    But that’s the effect Laura had on him. Ever since he’d first set eyes on her, he’d been compelled to make the wrong decision, not through any fault of hers, but through his own desperation to please and impress her. 
 
    Many a nation was brought to its knees over a woman. 
 
    That was no excuse this time. Pike had helped bring the nation to its knees based purely on greed and political maneuvering. No women involved. 
 
    Was Laura even still alive? The last communication he’d heard was that Corvan had activated the assassin, had sent him after Laura again, after Pike had hoped he’d lost her. If the assassin was the same one he’d sent to Laura’s brownstone a lifetime ago, the chances of her still being alive were slim. 
 
    Too slim for him to consider. 
 
    No. She was alive. She had to be. 
 
    Thin wisps of smoke twisted up from the opened can, curling in and around each other like tentacles. Using the stick, Pike snagged the can and dragged it back along the grass, then tucked his sleeve over his fingers so he could grab the warm surface. He used the Leatherman as a makeshift spoon, scooping some of the stew from the can and eating it, careful not to touch his tongue to the sharp edge of the knife blade. 
 
    For several moments he sat on the grass, eating the stew bite by bite, looking up into the dark sky, a rolling surge of lightning coursing through the clouds like bright blood. 
 
    Somewhere in the atmosphere an entire network of nanotechnology satellites orbited the Earth, communicating with each other, creating a spiderweb of lethal electromagnetic pulses that had, effectively, brought civilization to a grinding halt. He had played a role in it. 
 
    A large role. 
 
    His mind reeled as he sat in the grass, alone and in the dark, with nothing to distract him and nothing to divert his attention. Suddenly, without preparation, he was consumed by the idea that what was happening to the world was his fault. A crushing, devastating feeling pressed down on his shoulders, the weight of his decisions, his choices, the puzzle pieces he put in place. 
 
    The can of stew slipped from slack fingers, thumping to the grass and he toppled sideways to the ground, curling his knees, and falling into darkness. 
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    Author Notes 
 
      
 
    Hello, readers! 
 
    As I write this, it’s eighty degrees outside here in New Hampshire and my two daughters are outside leaping on our new trampoline and it’s hard to imagine what challenges they’ll face in the coming years.  I think it’s safe to assume that most of us are facing some unique situations in our lives right now, and I truly hope that the time spent lost in these pages gives you a small bit of solace as it does for me writing those same words. 
 
    This book was a fun one.  Initially, believe it or not, Ali Davud was not even a character I’d had in mind as I finished book three.  The story with Hugh and Sadie was going to end there, and our heroes were going to move on to new adventures, but as things unfolded, I saw a greater picture emerge, and the thought of them trying to make it to Wyoming while at the same time some sick villain was pursuing them—that intrigued me. 
 
    So now, the question remains—will Ali catch up to them before they get to Wyoming, and if so, how can they hope to stop a monster fueled purely by hate? 
 
    Speaking of villains, Pike has also come into his own at this point, becoming a more prominent character than I’d originally envisioned, though the question remains, what are his motives and will he be accepted once the folks at Stone Sword find out who he really is? 
 
    As readers have given me feedback, I’ve heard you loud and clear—there are a LOT of characters and simultaneous plotlines and a lot of things happening at once.  I promise you this – if you’ve made it this far, things will get easier in the next book or two.  Plotlines will converge, locations will coalesce and all these loose threads will start tying together.  My favorite part of writing a book is seeing this stuff start aligning, and when it comes to a nine or ten book series—the joy is even greater.  A lot of good stuff still to come, I really hope you’ll be sticking with me! 
 
    Justin Bell 
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