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Static: An EMP Thriller




Chapter 1

 

Office workers bustled between cubicles, the floor noisy with phones and printers, the hurried conversations between coworkers, and the echo of construction from the renovation of the floor above. The corner office on the thirtieth floor of Gaines, Shirp, and Mott offered a beautiful view of the spectacular architecture of the Chicago skyline.

Sunlight filtered through the floor-to-ceiling glass office windows that overlooked the busy streets of downtown, shining on the office’s simple, modern, and sparse furniture, which encompassed: a desk, a large drawing table, and a bookshelf that stretched just as wide and tall as the wall behind it.

A jacket hung lazily over the back of a chair behind the desk, which was stacked with piles of magazines, books, papers, and photographs, arranged in hazardous attempts at organization. The desk phone had been removed from its perch, the cord wrapped around the device, and was tucked neatly in the corner next to a pair of black heels.

Wren Burton stood in her white blouse, pencil skirt, and stockings, hunched over the drawing table, pencil in her right hand while her left gripped an engineering scale, both working seamlessly together over the trace paper. Her hands stroked the lines and curves effortlessly, every motion breathing life into her creation, challenging the skill and knowledge of those that had come before her, as she offered her own monument that would stand the test of time.

A single strand of hair broke loose from her ponytail, and she brushed it back, the smudges on her fingertips staining her pale skin with the silver grey of her pencil. She took a step back then circled the sketch, a master examining her work with an unyielding gaze, examining every angle, every inch, to ensure its perfection. She returned to the front of the drawing table and gave an approving nod. It’s finished.

A deep vibration rattled her desk, shaking loose a few pieces of paper stacked too high, which floated gracefully to the floor. Wren wiped her fingers on a napkin, transferring the smudges of lead from her skin to the white of the half crumpled paper, and checked the name on the caller ID of her cell phone. She curled her slender fingers over the device, dulling the incessant buzz, hesitant to answer, before finally succumbing to the caller’s persistence. “Hey.”

“Did you forget?” The voice’s tone on the other end of the phone was irritable and short.

Wren wedged the phone between her cheek and shoulder, quickly reaching for the sketches and filing them hastily into her bag in the seat of her chair. “You know I didn’t forget.”

“It’s not that you forget to pick them up, it’s just you usually forget to pick them up on time.” The tone switched from irritated to superior, as if the words were meant to enlighten her of her own flaws.

Wren leaned on the edge of the desk, her head tucked low between her shoulder, her patience tested with an irritating itch she desperately wanted to scratch, but she did her best to keep her tone amiable. “I’m leaving now. Is that on time enough for you?”

An exhausted sigh whispered through the phone’s speaker. “Look, I’ve got to go. There’s a call coming in. Are we still going to talk tomorrow morning when I get home?”

Wren pulled on her jacket. “Yeah.”

“All right. Tell the girls I love them.”

“I will.” Wren ended the call and tossed the phone back on her desk more forcefully than she intended. She scratched the thin, circular tan line on her left ring finger then opened her desk drawer. Amidst the chaos of sticky notes and pens rested a diamond ring. She pinched the silver band between her fingers then twirled it around her thumb and index finger, the gemstone catching the sunlight. After a few turns, she clamped the ring in her fist then shoved it in her jacket pocket.

Wren slid on her bag’s shoulder strap, and one of the documents sticking through the opened compartment brushed her elbow. When she looked down, the words “Petition for Divorce” glared back at her. She forcefully shoved the papers deeper into her bag then zipped it shut.

Once she arrived at the elevator doors, Wren tapped her foot impatiently, checking the time on her phone, when an unwelcome hand grazed her hip. “Wanna grab those drinks tonight?” Dan asked, his fingertips trailing around her waist as he circled her, his lips grazing her strands of hair. “Then maybe head back to my place?”

Wren wrenched her body away and twisted Dan’s wrist hard enough for him to wince. “No. And touch me like that again, and I’ll make sure it’s me who gets fired for aggressive advances.” The elevator doors pinged open, and Wren flung Dan’s arm away, leaving him red-faced and rubbing his wrist.

The stifling heat of the elevator only fanned the flames of anger, and when she made it to her car in the parking garage, she violently flung her bag in the trunk then slammed it shut. Her knuckles flashed white from the grip on the steering wheel, and she screamed, all of the frustrations bellowing out in the quiet of her sedan until she deflated, her forehead touching the crest of the steering wheel. She reached for the inside of her jacket pocket, removed the wedding ring, then twisted it back over the pale circle of flesh.

Traffic was heavy but not standstill. Wren drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as the clock on the dash flashed three thirty. She cursed under her breath then slammed her foot on the brake at another red light.

The parent pickup lane was empty upon Wren’s arrival at Lakeside Elementary, and her daughters were the only kids left. Addison was entranced by the video recorder she’d received for her birthday, while her younger sibling, Chloe, twirled and danced next to her. The chaperone grabbed their attention and opened the rear passenger car door, Chloe climbing in first, with her sister close behind.

Wren rolled down the window, and the chaperone hunched down to meet her. “Thanks for staying with them, Mary.”

“You’re welcome, Mrs. Burton. Enjoy the weekend.”

Addison helped Chloe buckle her seat belt then turned back to her camera, her small fingers fiddling with the buttons on the side. The device caught Wren’s eye in the rearview mirror as she pulled out of the school and back into the thickening rush-hour traffic. “Making another movie, sweetheart?”

“It’s an assignment for school,” Addison answered, not looking up. She fumbled the device awkwardly in her hands. The camera was much larger than she was equipped to handle.

Wren shifted lanes and turned her attention to her youngest daughter. “And how was your day, Chloe?”

“Fine.” Chloe’s sharp blue eyes absorbed the world outside, watching the cars and buildings pass, her young mind discovering new things, and always enthralled with the experiences.

Another traffic light flashed red as the car’s Bluetooth signaled a call, and a massive semi-truck blocked her view of the traffic ahead. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Burton?”

“Yes, this is she.”

“This is Guidance Counselor Janet Fringe at University High School. Your son, Zack, was paired with me at the beginning of the school year. I just wanted to let you know that any future absences will require a doctor’s note.”

Wren disengaged the hands-free device and picked up her phone. “I don’t understand. Zack hasn’t missed school at all this year.”

A pause lingered on the other end. “I see. Well, I have at least ten notes here dismissing him from class with your signature.”

Wren nearly dropped the phone. “Ten?” I’m going to wring his neck. “And Zack is not in class now?”

“No, Mrs. Burton. Today’s note simply stated that he wasn’t feeling well.”

Wren knocked her head into the driver side window, her eyes shut and nostrils flaring. She gritted her teeth then tried to regain her composure with a soft exhale. “Thank you, Ms. Fringe. I’ll be sure to provide the proper documentation moving forward.” When the call ended, Wren slammed the phone into the passenger seat. “God dammit!” Chloe’s lowered head caught Wren’s glance in the rearview mirror, and she turned around, gently shaking Chloe’s foot. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to raise my voice.”

“Are you mad at Daddy again?” Chloe asked, those piercing blue eyes wide and watering. She understood more than a mind of five years old should comprehend.

“No, that’s not what this is about. And that’s not something you should be worried about, okay?”

“You guys fight all the time,” Addison said, her tone indifferent to the situation, as she played with the camera. “Are you getting a divorce like Brittany’s parents?”

A horn blared, shifting Wren’s attention to the green light and open road. She accelerated, searching for the right words to explain the complexities that accompanied a marriage to a pair of children. “Your father and I, we… sometimes we don’t tell each other everything. But it’s something that we’re working on. And it’s definitely not anything the two of you should be thinking about.” Wren eyed Addison in the rearview mirror. “No matter what Brittany says.” The speedometer pushed fifty, and Wren’s mind wandered to every place except the driver’s seat. Eighteen years together; all of those memories. How did this happen?

Tires screeched, and a horn blared. The collision from the minivan jarred the entire car and thrashed Wren about in her seat. The sedan spun, and Wren’s hands flung from the steering wheel as the air bags exploded, her seat belt digging into her chest and shoulder, keeping her from ejection. Tiny pellets of shattered glass scraped her skin and whirled around her head.

Just when the spinning stopped, with Wren’s head swimming in confusion, another neck-snapping jolt knocked the car backward. Her limbs flew forward, and her forehead smacked the steering wheel, a knife like pain thrust into her skull.

Sheet metal crinkled like tin foil, and the bits of glass clinked along the hood, roof, and pavement as the jarring motions finally ended. Through the sharp, high-pitched whine in her ears, she heard more horns blaring in all directions along with the thunderous collisions of metals echoing down both sides of the road.

Wren slowly lifted her head from the steering wheel, her vision doubled, a warm trickle running down her cheek. She gently tapped her forehead at the source of the pain, wincing at the touch. She squinted at her fingertips, wiggling them back and forth, a crimson shimmer flashing in the light.

Wren maneuvered her arms aimlessly, her lack of coordination reaping fruitless action. Her fingers fumbled over the seat belt buckle, her arms and shoulder scraping against the now-deflated airbags.

A breeze gusted through the open space where the windshield once rested. She squinted, her vision fuzzy and strained as she examined a lump on the hood of her car. The longer she stared, the more the lifeless form took shape. When the bloodied head came into view her heart skipped a beat. The top of the victim’s head had caved in, and his limbs were twisted awkwardly where he lay.

The sight of the carnage snapped Wren from the confused haze, her body stiff and irritable as she turned around to check the backseat, a sharp pain radiating from her left shoulder upon movement. “Chloe? Addison? Are you guys okay?”

Addison came into view first, her eldest daughter brushing bits of glass from her hair. “I feel dizzy.”

“It’s okay, baby. Mommy’s going to get you out.” The steering wheel pinned her legs. She shimmied and squirmed, finally freeing herself. “Chloe?” Her gaze shifted to her youngest daughter who lay motionless. Blood ran down the side of her cheek. “Chloe!”

Wren shouldered her door, which obstructed her escape after only clearing six inches of space. She looked out the broken window to the twisted metal that had warped along the side, which barred her exit. She pushed herself over the steering wheel and through the broken front windshield.

The hood buckled under the weight of Wren’s hands and knees, glass bits jumping up from the ripple of metal and the corpse offering a mummer’s attempt at life. All around, people stumbled from their cars, some quiet, others screaming, but everyone bewildered. Wren leaned against what was left of her twisted car frame for support as she clawed toward the rear driver-side door. “Chloe!”

Wren yanked the handle, but the door offered the same resistance as her own, the hinges warped and twisted beyond function. She fought through the pain and planted one foot against the side of the car, both hands on the door handle, and pulled. The door hinges squeaked, the metal creaking along with her joints. Her face reddened, and her hands ached from the stress. She offered one last tug just as her arms felt like they would pop from their sockets, and she fell backward, the door relinquishing its seal.

Wren scrambled from the pavement, half crawling and jumping toward her daughter. “Chloe, can you hear me?” She gently patted her daughter’s cheek, careful not to try to move her. She placed her palm under Chloe’s nose and felt the light flow of air. Addison had tears running down her flushed red cheeks as she stared at her bloodied sister. Wren reached for her arm. “Addy, can you unbuckle your seat belt?”

Addison nodded stiffly. “I think so.” Her fingertips scraped against the metal as more glass fell from her shoulders. After a few failed attempts, she finally freed herself then scooted closer to Chloe, her sobs increasing the nearer she drew to her sister.

Wren patted her pockets, looking for her phone, her concentration wavering between her daughter and the erupting chaos of angered shouts and curses that carried on the wind.

A passenger from the van that had collided with the front of Wren’s car stumbled out, her eyes glued to the man’s body on the hood. “Jason!” she screamed, her sobs so powerful, they pulsated her body as she wavered left and right, her coordination affected by either injury or grief. She collapsed onto the hood, her hands groping the man’s shirt as he lay unresponsive, screaming his name over and over.

All around, similar scenes unfolded, and the entire highway was blocked with wrecks stretching as far as Wren could see, none of the traffic signals working. She spotted her phone on the pavement and retrieved it with a shaky hand. Her finger wavered over the numbers on the screen, struggling with the simple task of dialing 9-1-1.

Wren crouched by Chloe, checking her daughter’s breathing again. A few rings, and the number beeped a busy signal. “Come on.” She hung up and redialed but was offered the same result. “Shit!” She punched the side of the car, and a knifelike stab rippled through her shoulder.

Suddenly, Chloe stirred, her eyelids fluttering open and closed as she rolled her head from side to side. Wren dropped the phone and the screen cracked against the pavement. “Chloe, can you hear me? Sweetheart?”

“Mommy!” Addison shrieked, thrusting her finger at the bloodied corpse on the hood, her eyes wide and her small chest heaving up and down in labored breaths.

Wren quickly grabbed Addison’s cheeks, forcing her daughter to look at her. “Addison, it’s okay, sweetheart. Don’t look at it. It’s all just pretend. I need you to be brave for me, okay? I need you to be brave for your sister. She needs our help.” Addison nodded, and Wren stroked her hair then reached for her phone once more, scraping the grainy asphalt off it and checking for a signal but to no avail.

A sudden fear washed over Wren, the uncertainty in the surrounding chaos pulling her toward a darkness that she couldn’t see, couldn’t feel, and couldn’t hear. And then, just before the fear reached a fever pitch, red-and-blue lights flashed to her left, where an ambulance struggled to push through the traffic.




Chapter 2

 

Addison wrapped her arms tightly around Wren’s neck as they followed the paramedics into the emergency room. Even with the added sixty pounds hanging from her neck, Wren kept pace with the stretcher, the paramedics barking information at the nurses.

“We need to get this girl an MRI scan immediately. Possible concussion and fractured radius, breathing but unresponsive.” The paramedic passed Chloe off to the nurse, who helped lift the stretcher onto another bed.

“What’s your daughter’s name, ma’am?” the nurse asked.

“Chloe.” The entire ER was bursting with new admittances. Everywhere she looked, someone screamed, someone bled, and voices dripped with helplessness.

The nurse guided a needle into Chloe’s arm then tore her shirt open and placed circular white stickers across her chest that ran wires to a machine that beeped with the vertical rise and fall of her daughter’s pulse. “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to leave while we run some tests.”

Another nurse gripped Wren’s arm and pulled her backward. Addison clung tighter to her neck. “What tests? No, I need to be here when she wakes up.” Wren strained against the bodies removing her from the room. She looked to Chloe, still motionless on the cot, and the team of doctors surrounding her.

The doors were shut and locked, and Wren was forced to watch behind the thick glass of a window until one of the nurses pulled a curtain, engirding the staff in privacy. Addison cried into Wren’s shoulder, and she cradled her daughter’s head, rocking her back and forth. “It’s all right, sweetheart. Your sister is going to be fine.”

One of the nurses escorted Wren to the trauma waiting room, away from the mayhem of the ER. The waiting area was small, chairs lining the walls. The seats were filled with nervous friends and family members, anxiety etched on their faces as they stared at the floor with blank eyes, bounced their knees, and fidgeted their fingers.

Wren found that she wasn’t immune to the apprehensive pathology as she paced back and forth, constantly glancing down the halls. Her stomach twisted in a knot every time one of the nurses walked by. Lost in her own worry, she felt a light tug on her shirtsleeve, and Addison looked up at her. “Mom, I’m hungry.”

A vending machine hummed just outside the room, and Wren grabbed a bag of chips. Addison munched noisily as Wren took a seat. The television bolted to the ceiling in the corner of the room was turned on, but only the emergency broadcast signal played on its screen. The high-pitched whine of the signal was just as constant as the bright, multicolored lines on the monitor.

Wren pulled her phone out, and her heart leapt as one of the signal bars appeared on the screen. She immediately dialed her son, but the call went straight to voicemail. Then she tried her husband and received the same outcome. She went back and forth, dialing each of them over and over, their voicemails repeating the monotonous message in her ear. The din of the emergency signal in the background grew louder. More voicemails. Pick up your phone. She clenched the phone tighter then dialed again. Voicemail. The television’s constant din tipped her anxiety over the edge until it finally burst from her lips. “Can someone turn that off?”

Every head in the room turned. Addison cowered in her chair, discarding the bag of chips. Wren massaged her temples, her nerves frayed and the frustration of the unknown slowly taking control of her reason. Her son was missing, Chloe was unconscious, and she couldn’t get a hold of their father.

A sudden quiet overtook Wren’s mind, and she realized the television’s ringing had ceased. The multicolored scrambles had been replaced with a news anchor flipping through notes on his desk. He looked to his left. “We’re on?” He stacked the notes together and cleared his throat. “Good afternoon. I’m Rick Cousins, and this is a Channel 4 News special update. The Chicago city power grid has been down for the past thirty minutes, affecting transportation and communication efforts across the metropolis area. We’ve received reports of activity at the power plant just south of the city, but we have yet to receive any confirmation about the cause of the outage.”

Wren shifted in her seat, leaning toward the monitor. If the power is out across the entire city, then Doug is most likely out on calls.

“Emergency services have been overwhelmed with an influx of callers, and we’ve learned that Mayor Chalmers has declared a state of emergency, seeking federal assistance through the National Guard as well as state aid.” The anchor placed his finger to his ear. “I’m being told that we have some video feed coming from one of our traffic helicopters. Tom? What do you see up there?”

The screen cut to an aerial view of the city. The once-flowing veins of life that were the city’s roads and highways had frozen like rivers of ice. The camera zoomed in on specific pileups and the struggling emergency vehicles attempting to navigate through the chaos. People poured out of stores and shops, the crowds wandering the streets in dazed confusion. “As you can see, traffic is shut down. Hardly any movement along the roads here as authorities scramble to try to restore order, and—wait. Go back there. Did you see that?”

The camera jerked sharply, the operator zooming in and out, the pixelated image blurring out of focus. The pilot and cameraman whispered to one another, and the picture suddenly returned to the news anchor. “With all of the confusion on the ground, I’m sure it’s been difficult for police and rescue personnel, and we here at Channel 4 would urge everyone to remain calm.”

Every face in the waiting room was glued to the television, the sheer size of the chaos around the city too much to fathom. Zack is out there somewhere. She jumped from her seat and turned to Addison. “I need you to stay here for a second, okay sweetheart?”

Addison protruded her lower lip. “Where are you going?”

Wren kissed the top of her head. “Just stay put. I’ll be right back. I promise.” She stepped out into the hallway, the right leading back into the emergency room where the double doors swung back and forth as staff members shuttled patients down the hall, while her left led toward the trauma and operating units where Chloe was being tended to.

Noise spouted over the intercom with requests for doctors and nurses. Wren dodged out of the way of speeding paramedics, the hall densely trafficked with the sick and wounded. The emergency lighting had kicked in, offering the hallway an eerie glow from the hospital’s backup generators. Finally, she arrived at the nurses’ station. “Excuse me.”

Piles of papers were stacked high, engulfing the nurse in small towers. She kept her head down, the two phones on her left blinking with calls as she scribbled notes, oblivious to anything beyond the paper under her nose. Wren waved her hand under the nurse’s face, which triggered an agitated sigh, and the nurse finally looked up. “Can I help you?”

“I need to get in contact with Doug Burton. He’s a paramedic with station—” The nurse held up her finger then answered the phone. The thin wire of patience holding Wren’s civility frayed then snapped as she reached across the counter and yanked the phone from the nurse’s ear and slammed it back onto the receiver. “My son is missing, and I need to speak with the police.”

The nurse angrily picked the phone back up. “Ma’am, you can have a seat, and I’ll speak to you when I’m done.”

Wren slammed her fist on the counter, knocking over a pen holder and spilling them to the floor. “No! You’ll speak to me now!” Wren’s voice silenced the noisy hallway, her outburst drawing the attention of everyone within earshot. “Now, I know you can contact dispatch, so what I need you to do is pull your head out of your ass and do something that actually matters!”

“Mrs. Burton?” The touch that accompanied the words was as light as the voice. “Your daughter is awake. You can see her now if you’d like.”

The anger fled from Wren’s mind as quickly as her disappearance from the nurse’s station as she followed the other staff member into the recovery rooms, where she found Chloe propped up on a cot with a cluster of pillows. Her daughter’s head was wrapped in a white bandage, her left forearm was in a cast, and her lips and mouth were stained purple from the popsicle dripping down her right hand. “Hi, Mommy.”

Wren gently pressed Chloe’s head to her chest. A doctor hovered close by with a clipboard in his hands and a stethoscope hung over his neck. He extended his hand. “Mrs. Burton?”

Wren reached over to greet him. “Is she going to be all right?

The doctor smiled. “Well, as long as she cuts back on her diet of popsicles, I think she’ll pull through.”

“No way,” Chloe said, taking a big lick up the side.

While her daughter enjoyed the playfulness, Wren’s mind still wandered the dark corners of fear she’d been worrying about since the wreck. “So sh—”

“She’s fine.” The doctor smiled, the tone in his voice oddly reassuring. “A minor laceration to the head, which we stitched up. No concussion. She had a fractured radius, so the cast will have to stay on for at least six weeks. Other than that, she’s healthy as an ox.” He gently brushed Chloe’s hair back. “And from the look of that popsicle, she eats like one too.”

Chloe flashed another grin, her teeth stained the same harsh purple as her treat. Wren let out a sigh, the tension slowly melting away.

“I’ll be back to check on her in another hour,” the doctor said. “If you need anything, just flag down one of the staff, and they’ll be able to help you.”

“Thank you.” Wren shook his hand then was left alone. She knelt beside the bed, stroking Chloe’s hair as she finished her popsicle and pointed to the cast on her arm. “You know, we could get people to sign that.”

The idea perked Chloe up. “Really? Can I draw on it too?”

A welcome laugh escaped Wren’s lips as the corner of her eyes crinkled. “Sure, we can do that.” She kissed Chloe on the cheek. “I’m going to get your sister. She can be the first to sign it.”

Chloe frowned. “Okay, but do I have to share my popsicle with her?” She batted those blue eyes, pulling the treat closer to her.

“No,” Wren answered. “That’s all yours.” Wren left Chloe to her snack then found a nurse just outside the hall. “Could you watch my daughter for a moment while I go and get her sister?” The nurse obliged and Wren took another look at her daughter propped up on pillows, the popsicle juices draining down her hands, before leaving.

The hallways were even busier than before, the rooms she passed so full that some of the injured were forced to seek treatment in the hallways. Wren did her best to keep her gaze away from the moaning, screaming patients that lined the halls.

When Wren turned into the waiting room, she found that all the seats were empty, save for Addison in the corner. Everyone else was huddled around the television, which still aired the news broadcaster from earlier. She watched the crowd curiously, as they were seemingly entranced by the images on screen.

Addison looked up from her seat, the tiny lines on her face forming the worried look reserved for mothers and others far beyond her age. “Is Chloe okay?”

“She’s fine,” Wren answered. “Do you want to go and say hi?” Addison nodded, and Wren scooped her up, heading for the door. But just before she left, the panicked tone of the broadcaster stopped her dead in her tracks.

“I repeat, anyone in the downtown area of the city, please lock yourselves inside your homes, and do not venture into the street. We have eyewitness accounts as well as footage from our traffic chopper of masked individuals roaming the streets, armed with assault rifles, targeting anyone in their path. Police have warned that these individuals are incredibly dangerous and highly unstable. And— Wait. We have some new footage coming in from our traffic chopper. Tom, what are you looking at?”

Wren inched closer, her shoulders brushing against the tightly packed group, all of them drawing in a collective breath.

“Rick, a group of the terrorists are making their way down Roosevelt. People are running, we’re seeing— Oh my god, did you get that?” The camera zoomed in on three individuals circling around an elderly woman on her knees. One of them placed the tip of their gun to the back of her head and squeezed the trigger.

Wren gasped and shuddered with the rest of the huddled masses, using one hand to cover her mouth and the other to keep Addison’s face away from the images.

“Tom, do the authorities know what these people want?” the news anchor asked.

“No. I’ve radioed with a few of the police choppers in the area, helping keep an eye on things for the law enforcement on the ground, and they haven’t received an explanation as to who these people are or their demands.”

Another shot of the chaos in the streets flashed, and Wren found herself drawn in to take a closer look. The background images on screen were oddly familiar. A tingling sensation crawled up the back of her spine as her mind returned to the words the traffic pilot uttered. Roosevelt. The next image on the screen revealed a building close to the hospital, and Wren realized where the terrorists were heading. The medical district.




Chapter 3

 

Wren quickly backpedaled out of the waiting room, still carrying Addison on the way, and made a beeline for Chloe’s room. They needed to get out of the hospital. We need to get out of the city.

The rest of the people in the waiting room were frozen in place like the traffic outside, but if the murderers on the television were looking for a place for mass casualties, then there wasn’t any better location than the hospitals that comprised the medical district. Wren hastened her pace, her shoulders smacking into unsuspecting hospital staff members on her way to Chloe.

The nurse Wren left to keep Chloe company had her daughter giggling when she skidded through the door, her voice catching in her throat as she struggled to breathe. “We need to go. Now.” Wren reached for her daughter’s hand, pulling her from the cot as the nurse stepped aside, confused.

“Mrs. Burton, the doctor said he’d like to keep her under observation for the next twenty-four hours.” She positioned herself by the door, blocking Wren’s exit. “We just want to make sure Chloe is okay.”

Wren set Addison on the floor next to her sister then took a quick step forward, the nurse recoiling from the speed. “You need to put this facility on lockdown. Immediately.”

Chloe and Addison clutched Wren’s legs, burying their faces into her skirt. The nurse placed a hand on Wren’s shoulder. “Mrs. Burton, you’ve been through a lot. Why don’t I have Doctor Avers come have a look at you?” Her fingers went to the bandage on Wren’s forehead. “You’ve had some head trauma yourself.”

Before the nurse had a chance to try anything else, Wren shoved her aside into the doorframe, wiggling past with Addison and Chloe in tow. She hurried down the hallway, the nurse shouting after her. “Mrs. Burton, stop!”

Wren ignored the stares, the shouts, and the staff members she passed who tried reaching out a hand to stop her, which she swatted away. While some of the staff tried to intercept, amidst the chaos of the bustling hospital, one more patient leaving opened up time and resources.

The nurse finally ended her chase, and Wren followed the exit signs that led her back to the emergency room, but she stopped at the nurses’ station attached to the main hallway. She realized she had no car and, with the city in its current condition, no other transportation.

The phones on the nurses’ desk blinked, and Wren looked around to see if anyone was watching. When she determined that the coast was clear, she pushed through the small double-door barriers and looked for the unit codes to get in contact with Doug. She shuffled through the papers, looking for the notebook she knew rested somewhere under the piles of junk.

Three quick, sharp pops sounded down the hall, and the noise stopped everyone in their tracks. Wren’s heart froze as she stepped around the station’s corner, the busy ER hallway becoming eerily quiet, like the calm before a storm. She shoved Chloe and Addison behind her, her pulse racing and her breaths cutting themselves short.

Machine-gunfire erupted, and screams broke through the dam of silence. The ER doors burst open, bringing a flood of people and the deafening sound of gunshots with it.

Wren scooped up both girls, trying to stay ahead of the masses spilling into the hallway, turning into a tidal wave of bodies careening around the corridors. She stumbled twice, the heels of the stampede smashing her feet, but she kept her balance even with the added pounds of her daughters swaying her center of gravity.

Patients and staff ducked into nearby rooms, slamming doors behind them, no doubt locking them, but she knew the standard hospital locks could easily be bypassed. She needed to find another place. Something more secure.

Wren’s left leg cramped, and she saw others passing her. More gunshots thundered, and Wren flinched in reflex, ducking her head, the noise too close for comfort.

The next gunshot brought down a man to her left, and Wren felt a warm sprinkle of liquid hit her cheek as the man collapsed, but she didn’t stop. She only kept eyeing the corner up ahead. Just keep moving.

The cramp in her leg loosened a bit, and Wren dug her heels into the tile, the gunfire popping like fireworks now. She turned the corner, hoping to find an exit, but the hallway only led her to an interlocking maze of more hallways. She tried a few of the first doors on her left as she passed, but they were locked. The only signage led her back into the path of the armed terrorists.

Addison and Chloe trembled in Wren’s arms, their bodies vibrating in fear and shock. The back of Addison’s head had bits of red speckled into her strands of black hair. Wren’s heart wrenched, her concentration scattered across her mind, which raced with the tenacity of a sports car.

People rushed past, their faces showing no coherent thoughts other than Run. As Wren stood there, gripped by the same icy fear that had consumed her girls, she shut her eyes, a shudder running through her at the sound of more gunfire. Where do I go?

The memory of a long night at work illuminated the dark recesses of her mind, and Wren snapped her eyes open, rushing toward signage down the hall on her right. She frantically scanned the labels, shifting her weight from side to side impatiently. Where are you? And then she saw it, nearly at the bottom, in white uppercase lettering. The ICU.

Wren turned on her heel, ricocheting against the flow of bodies that cursed and violently slammed into her, trying to shake loose her grip on the girls. “No, you’re going the wrong way! Follow me!”

But Wren’s voice was cut off by gunshots. She twisted her body around just in time to see one of the terrorists stepping into the hallway, firing into the crowd running in the opposite direction.

A lightness overtook Wren’s body as she broke into a sprint, a few of the people around catching wind of her flight, although she wasn’t sure if they meant to follower her or simply reacted to the gunfire. Regardless, when they came upon the next hallway, she pointed and veered, ten of the fleeing victims breaking off with her. “Hurry, just down here!”

The ICU was up ahead, and Wren felt a well of hope rise within her at the sight of the steel-reinforced doors she knew could withstand a heavy assault. She skidded to a stop and reached for the handle to pull them open, and the brief ray of hope quickly withered away as the door remained locked. “No, no, no.”

The girls suddenly turned to lead in Wren’s arms, dragging her down. The people that followed pounded on the doors in a flurry of arms and fists, screaming to be let inside. An electronic badge lock rested on the adjacent wall, close to a small nurses’ station. Wren pushed past the panicked group and set the girls down, searching for any key card that would let them inside.

Wren ripped the desk apart, her fingers scouring every square inch until more gunshots echoed down the hallway, freezing her movements. The people clamoring at the doors quickly turned around as well, two of them sprinting back down the hallway in hopes of escaping the gunman, while three others collapsed to the floor, crying. The remaining five continued to pound the steel with their fists, their voices cracking from their piercing screams.

A jacket rested on the back of the chair, and Wren ripped it off, searching the pockets. Her finger grazed the thin edge of plastic, and she yanked it from the white coat. Wren glanced at the picture but not long enough to examine it thoroughly, just hoping the badge would work.

Wren seized Chloe and Addison by the hand and pulled them from behind the desk just as another bout of gunfire blanketed their hallway. The vicious echo triggered Wren to thrust Chloe and Addison back behind cover as she watched two of the people that followed her get gunned down. The others quickly jumped over their dead bodies, huddling behind the small cove of the desk.

All nine bodies shivered in one collective unit as the hallway grew silent. Wren was in the front and watched the blood slowly drain from the bodies on the floor, staining the bleached-white tile red.

“Yuhzir!” an angry voice shouted, his words bouncing down the hallway as violently as the bullets from his rifle. The light thump of boots sounded, followed by the click of metal. “Al khuruj kamu jahat mamamatik!” The voice kept the same virulent tone from before as the proximity of his words drew closer.

Wren eyed the keypad. She had no way of knowing whether the badge clutched in her hands would work, and the moment she stepped out from the cover of the wall, she’d be shot down. She looked back down to her girls, both of them sobbing silently and clutching her legs as they huddled close, their tiny bodies trembling over one another.

Wren kissed the tops of their heads, looking each of them in the eye as she said, “I love you both. So very much.” She grabbed the arm of the only person in the huddle who didn’t wear an expression that looked as if it would shatter into hysteria. “I’m going to make a run for the key pad. The moment you hear it beep, take my girls and run inside, got it?”

The young man couldn’t have been older than her Zack. She noticed that he wore jeans with scrubs as his top. He took the badge from her hand, and for a moment she thought he was going to take her place, but he simply examined the plastic and handed it back to her. “It’s an ICU badge. It’ll work.”

The badge lingered in the air between them before she took it, along with the fate she knew would follow. She crouched to the edge of the wall before her nerves got the better of her, and took one last look at her girls. She did her best to take in all of their features—the curves of their cheeks, the different-colored strands of their hair. She froze that image in her mind then sprinted to the keypad.

It all happened so quickly. The moment Wren made it around the corner, the access pad looked closer than before, and Wren stretched out her arm, the terrorist’s shouts quick and unintelligible.

Two steps into her leap, Wren heard the gunshot. When her outstretched arm made contact with the access lock, she felt her body go limp. She collapsed, her face smacking against the floor. She wasn’t sure if the badge had worked until she saw feet hurry past her line of sight.

Gunshots and screams filled the air, and Wren was afraid to look up. She was afraid to see one of her children join her on the tile, but she had to know before it was too late. She strained her neck as she lifted her cheek from the cold tile. Two more bodies joined her on the ground, but the figures were big—too big to be either Addison or Chloe.

And that was when Wren saw the two of them, carried by the man she’d left them with. She saw them only for the flash of a moment, their cheeks streaked with tears, looking down at her, their small arms and hands reaching out in desperation. Wren placed her cheek back down on the tile and smiled, knowing that her children were safe. Knowing that she’d done what she could. The cool of the floor was oddly soothing, and with her body numb, she closed her eyes.

The screams and gunshots sounded distant, and she felt herself drifting off to sleep, her fatigued mind swimming in a pool of apathy. But something kept prodding her, preventing her from submerging herself in the welcoming basin. The light tug turned to pain, and Wren became aware of her shoulder aching, followed quickly by a splitting pang in her head. A warm sensation filled her mouth, and suddenly she was awake, the taste of blood on her tongue.

A blinding white light hovered directly in front of her, and Wren knew she was lying down, her eyes squinting from the brightness. Shadowed figures penetrated her line of sight, and she heard their mumbled questions, but the piercing pain ringing through her body vanquished any attempts at answering.

Wren’s body shifted and moved, though not by her own actions. Hands ran along her body, there were sharp pinches in her arms, her blouse was ripped open, and cold dots were placed on her chest. Voices drifted in and out of her consciousness, and Wren struggled to stay afloat in the churning sea of her mind.

They were shouting at her now, and Wren desperately wanted to tell them to leave her be, to let her die in peace. She wanted to go back to sleep, drift off into nothing. She was so close, so close to warmth and rest. She hadn’t realized how much she needed it until now. Just let me go.

But then a pair of names reached her, and the names were accompanied by faces she recognized. Blue and hazel eyes shone through the darkness of her fatigue. She knew them. She… loved them.

“Ma’am, I need you to stay with me.”

The voice penetrated Wren’s thoughts but didn’t match the eyes in her mind. They were children. They were her children. Chloe. Addison. The names struck her consciousness like lightning, and the wave of darkness was eradicated by the light of the room, but with it came pain—more pain than she’d ever felt in her life.

“Just hang on, Wren!”

Wren nodded, but suddenly she felt tired again. Except this fatigue was different. Her eyes shut, her dreams filled with memories of her daughters. Memories that she clung onto for dear life.




Chapter 4
A dull ache in Wren’s left arm disrupted her sleep. When she moved, it was as if every cell in her arm were slowly being ripped apart. A knifelike pain split her skull, and the same white light she remembered seeing before flooded her senses with brightness. She brought her right hand up to block the light and found a clamp on her index finger, a wire running from the end.

Confused, Wren examined the rest of her body and saw that her clothes had been removed and replaced with a hospital gown and that her left arm was cradled in a sling. She ripped the clamp from her finger and tossed it aside, triggering a loud beeping from a machine. She flung her legs over the side of the cot, her feet dangling as she struggled to balance on the edge.

Two hospital staff members burst into the room before Wren could stand and quickly ended the machine’s rant. One of them placed a hand on Wren’s shoulder. “Mrs. Burton, you need to rest.”

Wren’s mind felt heavy, as though her thoughts were forced to walk through thick piles of mud. “I need…” she started but lost the thought. She felt dizzy, the pain in her left arm subduing her speech.

“Mrs. Burton, do you know where you are?”

The question was asked innocently, but Wren couldn’t help but notice a hint of condescension. She shook her head, steamrolling through the grogginess. “The hospital.” She slid from the side of the bed, her legs wobbling and the wires attached to her chest under the hospital gown pulling her back. “My children.” Wren yanked the wires out from the suction pads on her skin and stumbled to the door despite the nurses trying to restrain her. “Addison! Chloe!” She frantically spun in circles, the surroundings unfamiliar.

“Mommy!”

The voices came from Wren’s left, and when she saw Addison and Chloe running to her, she collapsed to her knees, hugging both of them with her one good arm and ignoring the searing pain her body roared in defiance. Tears slid from the corners of her eyes unexpectedly, and she kissed both her girls feverishly.

Chloe gently touched the fabric of Wren’s sling. “Did you hurt your arm too?”

“I did.” Wren smiled, positioning her sling next to Chloe’s cast. “Now we match.”

“Not really,” Chloe said, frowning. “Mine’s all hard. Yours is soft.”

“Sounds like you have a future doctor in the family.”

Wren turned around and saw a man in a white coat hovering over them. He was tall, his hair thinning and showing streaks of grey and white intermixed with what stubborn brown refused to age. He knelt down beside the girls. “Hey, your mommy and I need to talk, so why don’t you go play with Nurse Malla for a little bit?”

The nurse appeared, gently taking both girls by the hand. Both of them offered Wren one last hug, and she watched them disappear down the hall until they turned the corner out of view.

The doctor led Wren back to the bed, where she required help to climb back on the thin mattress. Whatever energy propelled her to leave her bed had evaporated, leaving her drained and hungry for rest.

“How are you feeling, Mrs. Burton?” the doctor asked, flipping through a few pieces of paper on a clipboard.

“Hurt.” Wren laid her head back on the pillow, closing her eyes, but a gunshot wakened her. A brief rush of adrenaline surged through her, and everything came flooding back. The masked men. The blood. The bullets. Carrying her children through the stampede in the hallways until they ended at the ICU doors.

“It’s okay.” The doctor put his hand on her shoulder, easing her back down on her pillow. “Those men are still in the hospital, but we’re safe here. The doors are reinforced steel. And that key card you found was the only one missing from our inventory after we locked the doors.” He returned his attention to the clipboard. “It was smart making a run for it here. You’ve worked in hospitals before?”

“No,” Wren answered, shaking her head. “I designed one in college.” She cleared her throat. “I’m an architect.” Although the pain in her arm made her wish she’d remembered the security procedures for a hospital lockdown sooner. “Federal guidelines require that all hospitals constructed after 2010 have security features built into all of their critically weak departments in case of contamination or terrorist activities.” She looked at her arm. “I was shot?

“Yes. The bullet nicked your humeral shaft, but it went straight through.” He aimed his pen at her head. “You smacked your head pretty good, though.” He gingerly opened her eyelids, shining a light in each of them. “You have a concussion.”

Wren eyed the badge hanging from the front of his coat, and she squinted to read it. “Dr. Reyes, what’s going on out there? Have you heard anything? Have the police arrived?”

“You don’t need to worry, Mrs. Burton.” The doctor’s tone was dismissive. “We have protocols in place for things like this. The authorities are doing what is necessary. In the meantime, you and your girls are safe. Now, get some rest, and I’ll be back to check on you in a little bit.”

Before Wren had a chance to put in another word, Reyes was gone, and she was too tired to try to shout after him. Her mind raced with worry, but fatigue soon took over, and she drifted off to sleep.




 
 

***

 

When Wren woke, her body still ached, but her mind had regained its plasticity. She flagged down one of the hospital staff and managed to change from the hospital gown into a spare T-shirt and pants one of the nurses had in her bag. Once dressed, she went in search of her daughters.

Wren found her girls tucked away in one of the empty patient rooms, busy entertaining themselves. Chloe had stumbled upon a few of the toys the ICU staff kept for the children of any parents they treated, and Addison was fiddling with her camera, filming anyone that granted her access.

The past few hours had seen the excitement of the hospital decrease dramatically. After the initial onslaught from the terrorists, most of the screams had ended, and only every twenty minutes or so was there another gunshot, the sound dulled by the tons of concrete and steel between Wren and her children. A chill ran through her as considered what those shots meant.

The ICU had a few doctors and nurses on staff, some of them already in hiding. Doctor Reyes, who had been in surgery, hadn’t even heard the screams and gunshots until one of the staff came and told him. With his hands trying to save a man’s life, he told them to lock the unit down.

Of the original ten that had followed Wren, only four remained alive: the man who’d carried Addison and Chloe inside, a middle-aged woman with dried blood still on her face who refused to speak, a young woman, and an older gentlemen with no hair except for the ring of white that stretched around the back of his head from ear to ear. Most of their eyes still held the same hollow emptiness, the shock of the attack fresh in their minds, torturing what shreds of sanity they had left.

Once Wren was up and about, she heard arguments between small groups of people about wanting to leave, while others were hell-bent on staying put. Most of the staff felt it was their duty to stay with the patients to make sure they were properly cared for. Most everyone who wasn’t staff wanted out.

Wren walked to the main ICU doors, keeping away from the windows on her approach in case any of the terrorists were stationed nearby. The closer she drew to the entrance, the slower her steps became. Each door had a strip of thick-paned glass built in. She placed her finger on the cracked glass, the surface still smooth despite the thousands of tiny fault lines the bullets had inflicted.

It was nearly six o’clock, which meant she and the girls had been inside that hospital for nearly three hours. Despite Dr. Reyes’s assurance that help was coming, she thought it would have happened by now. And if the roads were still blocked as they’d been before, there wasn’t any guarantee the terrorists wouldn’t find a way into the ICU before help arrived. We can’t stay here.

Wren found Dr. Reyes with one of the nurses, knowing it was his counsel the staff had listened to in the first place. “Could I speak to you for a moment?” Specks of blood still dotted the doctor’s coat and pants along with a few larger blobs on his chest. She wasn’t sure why he hadn’t changed.

“What is it?” Reyes’s clipped his short as he sipped from a Styrofoam cup. Dark circles imprinted themselves under his eyes, which she hadn’t noticed before.

“I understand your need to stay with your patients, but there are some of us here who need to leave. My son—”

“Mrs. Burton, I assure you we are safe.” Reyes pointed to the front of the ICU, where the entrance had been redecorated with bullets. “The only way we go out those doors is when the police arrive.”

“Doctor, I don’t think you know what’s going on out there. The city is gridlocked; I barely managed to get my daughter here in an ambulance. There isn’t a guarantee the police will come, and if these people want some type of ransom, then—”

“Help is coming. Whatever’s happening in the city will blow over. There are procedures that we have to follow.” Reyes showered his wisdom like he was speaking to a child, the arrogance thick in his tone.

It could have been the doctor’s words, the way he said them, the events that had unfolded over the past few hours, or the fact that she hadn’t eaten anything all day, but she shoved the doctor as hard as she could, despite only being able to do so with one arm. “Those men shot at me and my daughters. They put to slaughter everyone in the emergency room. I will not sit here and wait for some person five hundred miles away to give an order about a situation they know nothing about! These people aren’t taking hostages. They’re spreading a holocaust.”

Reyes chucked his coffee cup against the wall, the cold, brown liquid splattering against the blue paint. “Lady, there are thirty patients in this facility who are in critical, life-threatening condition and need attention and observation around the clock. I need my staff to perform at one hundred percent, and given the fact that you and your girls don’t have the prospect of being in danger in the foreseeable future, I would have to tell you that I don’t give a shit about what you do or do not feel, or what you think or do not think. We’re safe where we are.”

Wren noticed a crowd had gathered, drawn by the raised volume of their voices. “We’re at the gallows waiting for the executioner to give the signal. We are not safe.” She walked away, leaving the doctor fuming, and brushed past the hospital staff wordlessly. She didn’t care what she had to do. She was getting her girls out of that building before it was too late.

“Hey.”

The whisper came from a room on her right, and Wren saw the young man who had taken her girls inside the ICU. He motioned for her to step in, and she complied. He led her into a small room where one of the ICU patients lay unconscious, machines she’d never even seen before hooked up to the woman’s body.

“You don’t think anyone is coming?” He kept his voice low, even in the privacy of the room. He was shorter than Wren, and the fact that he stood with a hunch only lowered his stature.

“No. I don’t.” One of the machines beeped, and the nurse hushed her, waiting to see if anyone would come. But no one did. “And I don’t think whoever has control of this place is going to let anyone live. What happened in the ER, I…” Sudden flashes of bullets, blood, and screams pulsated like a strobe light in her mind. “No one is coming.”

“I told the doctor the same thing. But he’s not all wrong. There are procedures for lockdown that we have in place, and we do have a procedure for hostage situations.”

“This isn’t a hostage situation.”

“Yeah, I was getting that feeling too.” The nurse paced back and forth, cradling his chin in his hand, rubbing his skin raw.

Wren looked at the woman lying in the hospital bed, her head shaved, needles and wires stuck in her arm and tubes shoved down her nose and mouth. From the looks of her, she couldn’t have been much older than Wren, but with her skin so pallid and her body thin from whatever disease inflicted her, it was hard to be certain. The woman looked so still and quiet, almost as if she were already dead.

“The moment I open those doors, Doctor Reyes will trigger a quarantine lockdown, and once that happens, no one is going anywhere. But there might be a work-around.”

“Then hurry,” Wren replied. “I’m not sure how much time we have left.”

The nurse headed for the door, but before he was out of earshot, she called to him. “Do you know what happened to her?” She stared at the patient, unsure of what would kill her first: the disease or the madmen in control of the hospital.

“No.”

“Can she even hear anything? Does she know we’re here?”

“I’m not sure. I never worked in the ICU before. I only graduated nursing school a few months ago. This is my first week at this hospital.”

Wren wondered if she had family, a husband, or friends that came to see her. If she did, she imagined the only reason they weren’t here was because of the power failure. With emergency vehicles barely able to navigate through traffic, she doubted any non-emergency personnel would be able to move through that mess. Her mind suddenly drifted to Doug and the divorce papers. She knew he was out in the chaos, on a call, trying to save someone’s life—perhaps a woman just like herself, trapped somewhere. But all of those calls, all of those long nights, had taken a toll on both of them.

Wren finally left, leaving the woman in peace and to whatever fate awaited her. She remained quiet on the walk back to the front of the ICU. She turned the corner to the main hallway, where the entrance doors were located, and saw Addison near the windows. Her first instinct was to scream, but she bit her tongue, afraid the noise would draw attention. She broke out into a hobbled, pain-filled sprint.

Addison was fiddling with her camera when Wren yanked her away from the doors in a panicked hurry, keeping the two of them low as her daughter dangled from her one good arm. “Mom! What are you doing?” Addison squirmed and fidgeted, clutching the camera in her hands.

“Addison, listen to me. You don’t ever go near that door.” Wren shook her daughter’s shoulders. “You scared me half to death.”

Addison lowered her head. “I’m sorry.” She opened the camera and extended it to Wren. “I heard people outside the hallway, so I went to see them. I thought if I could get them on camera doing something bad like they do on TV, then it would help.”

Wren’s expression softened. She couldn’t fault her daughter for trying. “That was very brave of you, but you have to be careful. These people will hurt you if they see you, so you have to stay hidden.” She took the camera and rewound the playback.

The picture was shaky, Addison fumbling the device in her hands. Most of the footage was of the door, but when Addison lifted the camera high above her head, Wren saw two terrorists, one of them carrying a bag. The two were speaking quickly, their motions hurried.

Wren squinted at the tiny screen, trying to figure out what they were pulling from the pack, but the screen kept wavering back and forth. She paused the film then rewound it again and zoomed in for a closer look.

The devices were small, brick-like, and she had to watch it a few times before she realized what she was looking at. Once it struck her, she slammed the camera shut and dragged Addison back to Nurse Malla, who was still watching Chloe.

“There you are, Addison,” Malla said. “We wondered where you ran off to.”

“Keep the girls here,” Wren said, ignoring the nurse’s apologies, then turned to both of her daughters. “You two do not move. You hear me?” Wren kept her tone strict, and both of them nodded.

Wren clutched the camera tightly, searching the hallways for Doctor Reyes and the nurse she spoke with earlier. She found the doctor in one of the patient rooms, a cluster of nurses around him, all of them casting disapproving glares at her presence. “We have to get everyone out of here now.”

Reyes didn’t look up from his clipboard, scribbling down notes. “I told you before, Mrs. Burton, we have procedures in place for things like this. Everything will be resolved soon.”

“I know. In fact, the people that shot up the hospital are taking care of that right now. And we need to get out of here before they decide to detonate the bombs they’re placing in the hallways.”




Chapter 5

 

Wren tore apart the desks on the nurses’ stations, looking for as many pieces of paper as she could tuck under her good arm along with a few pens then rushed to the conference room where Reyes had gathered the ICU staff.

While she spread the papers out over the table , her mind was already sketching the outline of the building from what she remembered of her entrance. “I need to know every staircase that you know of on this floor, where it leads to, and any other security doors that will be locked.”

Wren stabilized the elbow of her wounded arm then drew perfectly straight lines without the aided effort of a ruler. The basic building structure took shape, and she noticed the quiet. Wren brought the pen in her hand to rest and looked to the strained faces, half of them pale and frozen, the others confused in disbelief, and none more so than Reyes. The shock from the video had stripped them all of the invisible shields of protocols and procedures. “Doctor.”

Beads of sweat rolled down Reyes’s temple as he stepped forward and knuckled his fists into the table. The same tremor in his arms also shook his voice. “The first available right turn out of the ICU doors is a hallway that leads to a corridor where the hospital’s cardiac center is located. There won’t be any security restrictions there.”

“How many rooms?” Wren asked, offering a rough sketch of the unit and marking notes in the corner of the paper.

“Twenty-one,” the doctor answered.

“Twenty-five.” One of the nurses stepped forward, her voice no louder than a mouse’s squeak. “I used to work that rotation before I was moved to the ICU. Twelve rooms on the left, and thirteen on the right. The stairway at the end of the hall will be locked, though.”

“Keyless entry?” Wren asked.

The nurse shook her head, and Wren tightened her grip on the pen. Any door with a function beyond the doctor’s ID card was useless. Wren finished the sketch, scribbling dead end over the unit. “That’s good. What about the rest of the corridor?”

The doctor rubbed his forehead till his skin turned raw and pink, an exhausted sigh escaping his lips. “Everything leads back to the front of the hospital near the ER. It takes up nearly all of the first level. There’s a staircase on the corner, but it’s blocked off because of construction. The only way out is the way you came in.”

Wren slammed her pen onto the table. Anger and adrenaline rocketed her thoughts into overdrive, and she ran through every possible design that an architect would have used for the hospital. And while she wrestled with the logistics of how to escape, the rumble of panic spread through the others like wildfire.

“They’re just going to blow us up?”

“Somebody has to be doing something, right?”

“We need to get out of here. I can’t die here. I won’t die here!”

Every shrill outcry only compounded the next person’s despair. Wren shut her eyes, turning every stone in her mind over for anything that could aid in their escape. The groans of despair rumbled louder, reaching a crescendo.

“Enough!” Wren’s cheeks flushed red, and her roar rolled over the room, casting everyone in silence. “This is what they want.” She pointed beyond the halls of the locked ICU doors. “We let fear take control of us, and we lose whatever reason we have left. They want…” The bombs. Wren pushed past the nurses and cleared a path back to her sketches. “We need to go down.”

“Down?” Reyes asked. “We’re on the first floor.”

“I know.” Wren extended her sketch below the ER, creating another level and stretching the staircases underneath the building. “We’re going below it.”

Everyone gathered closer, all of them clinging to the floating raft that was Wren’s mind, watching her deft hands bring the paper underneath her palm to life. She sketched notes in different corners, labeling utilities and their functions, creating a path that would lead them to safety. She dropped the pen and smoothed the paper over the table. “Whenever a building is set for demolition, the goal is to have the building implode on itself, and a part of that strategy involves the foundation.”

“So, what? These guys are looking to detonate the building safely?” Reyes asked.

“No, not with the placement of devices I saw in the hallway,” Wren answered. “It’s sporadic, flashy. If they do bring the building down, it won’t be pretty. But”—she pointed to the subterranean level on her sketch—“this hospital has utility functions below the main floor. A friend of mine worked on this place, and he designed it to give the hospital more of a streamlined appearance in functionality. And every floor is required to have an emergency exit, even below ground. We get to the utilities room, and we have our way out.”

“I’ve been in the staircases,” one of the staff members said. “I haven’t seen one that goes below the ER.”

“Well, one of them does.” Wren leaned back over the table, examining her sketch. “And we have to figure out which one.”

With at least a chance of escape, the group exhaled a cloud of anxiety-ridden relief. Wren finished her sketches after a few quick interviews with the staff to add to her drawings then duplicated the maps by the number of staircases that they needed to investigate.

The cluster of radios at the nurses’ station were checked for a charge then distributed among the six groups of five. “Make sure you’re on channel six. The moment you get to the lower level, you let the rest of us know. Keep it short, and make it quick. If the terrorists are listening in, they’ll know what we know.” She looked back to her girls, still huddled by the desk, Addison stroking her sister’s hair. “Surgical instruments.” Wren looked back to the group. “We need something to protect ourselves.”

A nurse separated himself from the group. “I’ll take a look in the supply closet.” The weapons were distributed to every group member, and as Wren went over everyone’s route and role one last time, she noticed the tremor in every hand white-knuckled over the silver of surgical instruments.

“Wren.” Reyes snuck up behind her, flanked by three nurses. For a moment, Wren thought he would try to stop her, and she wedged the knife between herself and the doctor. “We’ve chosen to stay behind.”

The knife dipped in Wren’s hand. “What? Doctor, I told you that whatever procedures you think—”

“It’s not about procedures,” the doctor interrupted. “I took an oath. There are still sick people in this unit, and I won’t abandon them. Not when there’s still a possibility of rescue.”

“Doctor, these people, they—”

“I know.” Reyes adjusted his glasses, straightening the bloodstained white coat, which he wore more like a suit of armor. The finality in the doctor’s words marked his own grave, but Wren didn’t push the subject any further. Whatever duty Reyes still felt he owed was his to fulfill, just as her duty propelled her to keep her children safe.

The groups quickly gathered by the door, and Wren cupped her one good hand around Addison’s and Chloe’s, keeping the knife gripped painfully in her left. “We’re going to get out of here, okay girls? But when we leave, we have to be very quiet. We can’t talk at all, and you always need to hold on to one another and stay with me. I know this is scary, but we have to be brave.” She offered their hands a reassuring squeeze, their soft skin warm against the palm of her hand. “Let’s go.”

Wren’s knuckles whitened over the blade’s handle, and she struggled to keep a lighter grip on the girl’s wrists. She peered through the small sliver of window the ICU doors offered and checked the hallway, the heat from her breath reflecting off the door and back onto her lips.

Blood and bodies lined the floor of the hallway, but the living were nowhere in sight. Wren shouldered the door open and kept low, pushing both Addison and Chloe’s faces into her pants legs, trying to spare her daughters any more trauma. “Keep your eyes shut, girls.”

Wren guided the three of them around the puddles of blood and outstretched arms and legs sprawled in every direction. The odor from the bodies on the floor mingled with the sterile stench of hospital disinfectant, and Wren tucked her nose into the crook of her shoulder.

Once they arrived at the corridor, the groups split, each heading in their own direction, huddling close to one another, silent through the halls save for the light shuffle of feet.

The body count only grew the closer Wren moved to the ER. Some lay face down, but the ones that faced up still had their eyes open, gazing into the false white light flickering above. Wren shuddered at the sight of them, and she felt the same warm spray of blood from the man who was shot in front of her. She involuntarily wiped her cheek on the sleeve in the crook of her elbow as though bugs had crawled on her face, their small legs tickling her skin.

A faint echo of voices froze Wren in her tracks, and she shoved the girls behind her and against the wall. Shifting the blade to her good arm, she aimed toward the sound’s origins. Her breathing grew labored, and she looked behind her, debating whether to turn back. The hallway was door-free, leaving her completely exposed, with nothing but the gritty texture of the walls to claw.

Then, slowly, the voices faded, and the hammering in her chest subsided. Wren dropped her arm, and both Addison and Chloe sobbed quietly into her stomach, flinging their arms around her waist. “Shh. It’s okay, girls.” She kept her voice a whisper. “We need to keep moving.” The girls offered little protest as Wren pulled them to the end of the hallway, where they passed more bodies and bombs.

Wren crouched low before she poked her head around the corner, quickly looking in both directions of the hallway’s intersection. The trail of bodies grew thicker toward the ER entrance, where the door to the staircase just so happened to be positioned on the left. She turned back to the girls, both of them still huddled close to her leg, their little bodies trembling. She gently peeled their faces off her shirt, now sticking with sweat and tears. “Addison, do you remember that scary movie you saw over the summer that you watched at your friend Katie’s house?”

Addison nodded, sniffling. “You said you didn’t want me to watch it, but her parents said that I could.”

Wren wiped a tear from her daughter’s cheek. “And you remember how everything you saw was just pretend? It wasn’t real?” Again she nodded. “I need you to do that again. Whatever you see, just know that’s it pretend, okay? You don’t need to be scared.” Wren turned to Chloe. “And that goes for you too. Everything is pretend. Now, stay close, and remember to keep quiet.”

Wren wrapped her fingers around their thin wrists, coaxing them around the corner, her glance shifting between the staircase door and the girls. They both kept their eyes glued on her as Wren maneuvered them around the outstretched legs and arms of the dead. Chloe tripped over a hand, but Wren caught her, and when her daughter glanced down at the arm attached to it, soundless tears burst from her eyes.

The staircase door was only a few feet away but was blocked by a body with a smeared bloody handprint that stretched from the handle to the floor. Wren huddled the girls together next to the wall, and they clutched onto one another tightly, hiding their faces in each other’s shoulders.

With her right arm, Wren grabbed the fallen nurse by the wrist, dragging him from the doorway. She strained against the heavy body, a trail of fresh blood smearing the floor with each pull. With the doorway finally clear, she reached for the handle just as harsh, foreign voices echoed from behind the ER doors.

In her panic, Wren let loose the door, and it clanged shut with a bang. She grabbed both girls by the hand, yanking them down the hall, jiggling the door handles along the way, each one of them locked. She tripped over a leg in her haste, twisting her ankle, and nearly fell but caught her balance with an outstretched arm. Her fingers grazed a door handle that gave way to her pull, and she ducked inside, shutting the door just before the masked men burst into the hallway.

The room was dark, and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but when they did, Wren found they were alone. She hurried Addison and Chloe under the empty patient bed, covering them with whatever she could find as harsh, hasty-tongued words flooded the hallway.

“Stay quiet. And don’t move. No matter what.” Wren crawled to the door, locking it, still clutching the knife in her hand. She huddled herself in the corner, her fingers flexing against the handle. She pushed herself from the floor, the back of her shirt sliding against the wall. Keep walking. Just pass by.

The mumbled jargon stopped right outside the door, and Wren’s eyes locked on the handle. She reached for it instinctively, locking her arm in place, raising the tip of the blade high above her head, every fiber of her muscles strung tight as a steel cable. A jerk rattled the steel handle, and her skin burst with sweat, the handle now warm and slick under her palm.

Wren tensed her shoulder and arm, shouldering the door to offer more resistance. The handle shook violently as more jargon spewed through the door cracks along the frame, until finally Wren felt the handle loosen, the grip on the other side given up. The muffled voices moved farther down the hall, and Wren slowly uncurled her shaking fingers from the levered piece of steel.

The two bumps that were Addison and Chloe underneath the blankets of the hospital bed poked out their heads then scooted hurriedly to their mother’s aid. She grabbed both of them, squeezing them tight, and felt the hot burst of water seep from the corners of her closed eyes. She took slow breaths, forcing herself to regain control. It wasn’t over until they were out of the building.

The radio in Wren’s pocket crackled, followed by a faint voice. “Staircase three does not have a level below the first floor.”

The small rock of hope that Wren stood upon fractured slightly at the news, but it refocused her will. She kissed both girls then rose, keeping her daughters behind her as she opened the door, checking the hallway.

With their path clear in all directions, she hurried down the hallway back to the staircase door, leaping over the corpses in the hallway and pulling the girls with her. Their feet scurried down the steps in the staircase. Wren looked up through the narrow shaft between the banisters that circled all the way to the top of the building but saw none of the masked terrorists.

Wren’s heart rate returned to the jackhammer-like pace from before as they neared the bottom of the stairwell, her feet finding the steps faster the closer they moved. Let it be here. Please. When she pivoted left, her heart leapt as the staircase continued, leading down into the utilities level. She fumbled for the radio, pulling the girls down the steps. “I found it. Staircase two.”

Static flooded from the speaker when Wren removed her hand from the talk button, and the acoustics of the staircase bounced the harsh tones around the walls. She quickly lowered the volume, and a quivering voice replaced the harsh static. “Help.”

Wren stopped, listening to the same words repeat over and over like a parrot. “Please. Help. Help me. Please. Someone’s coming.”

Just before the last transmission ended, Wren heard the same foreign tongues from earlier. Turn off the radio. Be quiet. Stay hidden. But Wren’s thoughts fell on deaf ears as the broadcaster continued their bumbling rant, heightening their hysteria with the growing voices of the subversives. “God, no, please, I don’t want to die!”

The transmission ended with the ring of a gunshot, and Wren froze, the staircase echoing with the gunfire. She glanced back up the staircase to the doorway into the ER. The door swung open and was slammed into the wall by three rifle-wielding terrorists in masks, and the moment their eyes found Wren, she sprinted through the utilities staircase door.

Both girls struggled to keep pace with Wren, their tiny legs too short for her long strides. She stopped, lowering herself so they could both wrap their arms around her neck. “Hang on tight!” When she lifted them off the ground, her left arm felt as though it would snap in half, but the growing voices of the terrorists in pursuit offered her the resolve to push on.

Wren pounded her heels into the floor, her arms and legs growing numb from the rush of adrenaline coursing through her veins. The heat from the equipment quickly soaked her in sweat as she weaved in and out of the large water heaters, humming generators, and buzzing electrical boxes.

Gunshots rang out, but the terrorist’s foreign shouts failed to penetrate the raucous noise of the utilities. Emergency signs glowed on the walls, guiding her to salvation. More gunshots ripped through the air, and Wren shuddered with every percussive blast ricocheting off the heavy machinery.

Wren turned a corner, and the exit was in sight, a straight shot from her current location, less than twenty yards. The muscles in her legs burned as she used what energy remained to push herself the final stretch, giving it everything she had, her lungs on fire. Sparks flashed to her left in time with the sound of another gunshot, and she flinched, clutching Chloe tighter. She pivoted her hips, shifting her shoulder into the door’s exit bar.

More bullets peppered the doorframe as sunlight flooded the utility room. Wren squinted from the brightness but refused to let up her pace and stumbled forward blindly. More shouts and bullets thundered behind her as her eyes adjusted to the light outside, the landscape slowly taking shape. She dashed behind cars in a parking lot, and for the first time looked behind her. The masked men had stopped at the door, screamed and fired into the air, then rushed back inside.

Wren collapsed to the pavement, Addison and Chloe falling with her, the flash of strength and stamina depleted. Both girls crawled over her, but Wren’s mind was so fogged with exhaustion that their words were incomprehensible. She rested her head back against the hot metal of a sedan’s door, feeling the heat of the sun beat upon her face. But the quiet was short-lived.

Explosives detonated in the building, splintering steel and concrete and shattering the glass windows, which transformed to shards of deadly rain. Wren grabbed both girls tight once more, feeling the rocking percussions shake the earth as if the very depths of hell had opened up. The explosions erupted quickly, like firecrackers. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!

A high-pitched whine filled Wren’s ears as she choked on the thin layer of dust that rained over her and the girls. She wiped her face with her shoulder but only smeared the dust around. She glanced back at the hospital, which was scarred and cracked from the detonations.

Smoke billowed from the broken windows, whose glass reflected the sun from the pavement. Fault lines ran up and down the side of the building like spider webs, some thick enough to lie inside. And then the building moaned, the cry bellowing from its core, and Wren knew it was coming down. “Girls, run!” Like the building, her voice cracked and faltered as the girls sprinted with her through the parking lot.

Thousands of tons of concrete and steel deteriorated to nothing but ash in a matter of seconds, the once-proud structure unleashing a cloud of dust that consumed cars, trees, and bushes. Wren glanced behind her, both Addison’s and Chloe’s arms stretched as she dragged them behind her, their short legs struggling to keep up with her pace. “Cover your mouths, and shut your eyes!” Wren kept her eyes on both girls as the dust cloud consumed them till she saw nothing but darkness. The only confirmation her girls were still with her was the touch of their hands.




Chapter 6

 

Sirens. Screams. Shattering glass. Crying. Horns. Grinding metal. Confusion. Fear. All of it was too surreal. Whatever thin layer of order that kept the city from slipping into chaos had dissolved. Everywhere Wren looked, people were scrambling, running, hiding, looking for a safe place to wait it out.

Wren shook her hair, bits of dust from the hospital remains swirling from her head and shoulders to the ground. She walked down back streets, avoiding the chaos that was the main roads, her hand still clutching the small surgical knife. She caught a broken reflection of them passing an electronics store that had been looted, the shelves inside bare save for a few cords and smaller items.

She, Addison, Chloe were covered from head to toe in a layer of greyish-brown dust. They stumbled forward like ghosts in a dying city. Both her daughters hung their heads, their feet shuffling against the pavement, their small bodies exhausted and stretched beyond their limits.

“Mommy, I’m hungry,” Chloe said.

“I’m tired,” Addison added.

“I know, but we have to keep moving.” But to where? They’d walked ten blocks since the hospital collapsed, and she hadn’t seen anyone resembling authority, only roaming crowds looking for safety they all hoped still existed.

The afternoon sky swarmed with helicopters above, the thump of their blades pestering Wren’s ears like mosquitoes in the summer. She looked up, and their small figures dotted the blue sky like flies on paper.

Wren brought the girls to a stop at a street corner, where remnants of car wrecks littered the roads, some of which still blocked traffic. Everywhere she looked, the power was still out. No street lights, no signs, no televisions—anything that was plugged into the grid was shut down. She checked her phone, praying for a message from either her son or her husband, but the signal on her phone had died. She snapped it shut, cursing under her breath. Think.

Intersection signs rested just above Wren’s head, and she took a step back to get a better look, squinting from the glare of the sun. West Fifteenth and South Throop Street. Less than half a block, and they’d run into South Blue Island Avenue. A fire station was just up that road, where her husband spent his first three years in the department. With everything crumbling around her, she figured that was as safe a place as any to start.

Wren approached the station wearily. Both bay doors were open, their spaces void of the massive rescue vehicles that usually rested inside. Attached to the bay garages were the living quarters, a two-story brick building with Station No. 18 engraved in gold lettering across the front.

Wren brought the girls inside the bay doors, praying that someone was still here. She reached for the doorknob that led from the garage to the living quarters, but it was locked. She pounded the door with her palm, dust shaking from her sleeve with every strike. “Hello! I need help! Please! Hello!”

Every unanswered smack and scream only heightened Wren’s desperation. It was as though she were slowly being lowered into icy water, paralyzed and unable to swim. The water was inching up her chest, its frozen needles pricking the tender flesh of her neck, now gliding up her chin, touching her lips, freezing her tongue, filling her nose and lungs, the ability to breathe slipping away.

The lock on the other side of the door clicked, and the door swung open, and Wren felt herself pulled from the icy waters. “Wren?” A heavyset, mustached, middle-aged man stood in the width of the doorway. “Is that you?”

Wren fumbled for words, but when they escaped her, she simply flung herself onto Nathan’s chest and squeezed tight. When she finally pulled herself back, the girls were still huddled behind her, staring up at the large man. Wren shook her head, trying to compose herself. “Nathan, I’m sorry, it’s just… I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

Nathan stepped aside. “Are you guys all right?” He gingerly examined the sling on Wren’s arm as Wren trailed dusty footprints into the station.

Wren looked down at her arm, nearly forgetting the sling was there. “Yeah, I was at the hospital.” The events blurred together in her mind. “We had a car accident when the power went out.” The girls stuck close to her legs, and she tried peeling them off, but neither would budge. “My phone hasn’t had any service, and it’s… just been crazy out there.”

Nathan took a seat next to the radio station. The sounds of emergency operators flooded through the speakers, and he turned the volume down. “Yeah, it’s definitely been busy. I had to turn on the generators when the power went out. It’s like that across the entire city, even stretching out into the suburbs.”

So even if I went home, there still wouldn’t be any power. Addison tugged at Wren’s pant leg, more dust falling to the carpet. “What is it, sweetheart?”

Addison gestured for her to bend down then cupped her hand and whispered into Wren’s ear. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

Wren looked around as Nathan barked codes through his receiver, and spotted the stalls down the hallway. “Okay, go on, sweetie.” She pointed Addison in the direction and sat Chloe on the couch, while she went into the kitchen and wet a cluster of paper towels. “Close your eyes, baby.”

The paper towels only smeared the dust around, but after a few minutes Chloe’s cheeks returned to the soft, puffy white flesh that Wren recognized. “There, that’s better.”

“I’m still dirty,” Chloe said, looking down at her clothes and rubbing her hands up and down the front of her shirt. “When can we go home?”

Wren stroked Chloe’s hair back behind her ears, little smears of dust still streaking down her forehead. “Soon, baby.” It was a lie she desperately wanted to be true, but if there were more of whoever assaulted the hospital, she wasn’t sure if there would be a home to return to or not.

Wren found a blanket and tucked both of them on the couch together, their eyelids fluttering open and closed. “You two stay here while I talk to Nathan, okay? I’ll just be right over there.” Two sleepy yawns and nods later, and the girls were passed out on the couch.

Nathan smiled as Wren walked over. “How old are they now?”

“Nine and five.” Wren took a seat in the second chair next to the radio equipment, fiddling with her hands. “I haven’t been able to reach Doug. Can you—”

“I’ve tried.” Nathan twitched his mustache upon answering. He swiveled in his chair, grabbing a notebook out of the drawer next to him. “But that doesn’t mean he’s not okay. It’s been crazy out there, and even the city’s backup generators have been wonky lately. I’m surprised the ones we had here started up.” He flipped through the pages of the notebook, and Wren leaned over to get a closer look.

Hundreds of lines of small-four digit numbers lined the paper in columns, followed by texts explaining what each of them meant. Nathan flushed a bashful grin. “I’m not the normal dispatcher here. I’m still just volunteering. Heck, I haven’t been called in since Doug worked here.”

“Do you know what’s going on out there? Have you heard anything?” Wren’s firsthand experiences had tainted her viewpoint. For all she knew, the masked men who’d destroyed the hospital were the only terrorists left in the city.

“It’s not good.” Nathan’s mustache lowered with his frown. He inched closer, the chair squeaking lightly under his girth. He hunched over and kept his voice down. “I have a friend who lives outside the city, who I met through my CB radio, and he says that whoever is doing this has been planning it for a while.” A grin crept up the side of his cheek, and he pulled a map from behind him. “Here, look. Every circle you see is a report of shootings where paramedics have been sent. Look at the sights.”

The red circles overlapped one another and nearly turned the entire map a shade of crimson. “Christ.” She traced her finger over the wrinkled fold lines, examining each location. “Industrial district. Transformer stations. Water pressure lines.” She looked up. “They’re all public utilities.”

“Exactly.” The fire volunteer poked his pudgy forefinger into the map. “You think this is some ragtag team of gangs and thugs?” He wagged his finger and shook his head. “And whatever they have planned next will be even worse.”

Wren collapsed back into the chair, her shoulders sagging, her mind racing through all of the possibilities. She shifted her gaze to her girls, asleep on the couch. “This is impossible.”

Nathan shrugged, returning to his work at the dispatch. “Oh, it’s entirely possible. And I’d bet my last dollar that all this is just a smokescreen for something bigger.”

Wren jolted, her pocket vibrating from her phone. She fumbled her fingers inside and quickly pulled the mobile out. Texts from her son pinged in, one after another, only one signal bar on her phone. She flipped through them, reading them hurriedly.

“Mom, help.” “I’m stuck.” “Can’t move.” “An explosion.” “Please. Help me.”

Wren covered her mouth, tears cresting at the bottom of her eyes. She answered quickly before her signal was lost again. “Where are you?” She gripped the phone with both hands, her eyes locked on the screen as she waited for any type of reply. The one signal bar on her phone disappeared, and with it, her son. “No.” The cold waters of panic flowed through her once again. She rushed around the station, holding her phone, cursing, praying, thrusting the device in different directions in hopes of finding the signal once more. But after exhausting the area, her hands fell to her sides. My son.

Flashes of atrocities she’d only seen in her nightmares harassed her mind. Had the group that caused all of this taken him? Was he hurt? Stop it. The texts meant he was still alive, and she had to find him. She rushed over to Nathan, who was still busy relaying updated information to units out in the field. “You guys can lock in on cellular signals, right?”

“Um, yeah.” His neck wiggled back and forth in rhythm with his uncertainty. “I mean, it depends if the phone is on and how many of the towers are still operational.”

“I need you to find a phone for me. The number is four, seven, nine, eight, three, nine, one.”

Nathan hesitated, the radio buzzing with chatter. “Wren, I’m sure Doug is fine, and I don’t know if I’m even authorized to do this, and it’s getting pretty busy—”

“Nathan, it’s Zack. He’s in trouble. He’s stuck out there alone in all this.” Wren gripped Nathan’s arm. “Please. I have to find him.”

More radio chatter blared from the speakers, and Nathan’s expression softened as he reached for a pen and paper, jotting down the first three digits of her son’s cell. “What was the last part again?”

Wren’s eyes glistened wetly, and she repeated it while she white-knuckled the back of Nathan’s chair, nearly tearing through the cloth with her nails. Once the numbers were punched in his computer system, the screen lit up with pings on a gridded map of the city. “It’ll take a minute to hone in, and like I said, that’s only if all of the towers are still operational.” He smudged a fat fingerprint on the screen. “See there? That one is down. And this one.”

Wren drew in a breath. Let me find him. The computer pinged but then flashed an error message, and Wren’s heart sank to the pit of her stomach. “What happened?” The words escaped her mouth like the final wish of an inmate on death row.

Nathan clicked the message, enlarging a portion of the map. “Well, it looks like we have a general location, but the program is having trouble locking it down.”

A ray of light broke through the wall of cemented fear surrounding Wren’s mind. She pushed Nathan aside, examining the location then finding the area on the map, and her brief moment of hope was crushed by a wave of realization. “Oh god.”

Wren backed away from the screen, the map slipping from her fingers and falling to the floor. Nathan rolled forward, picking up the map, making the connection between the computer’s coordinates and the red circles. Zack was in the industrial district.




Chapter 7

 

Wren tucked the girls into Nathan’s cot, the two of them still holding on to each other tightly, neither letting the other out of their sight. She kissed their foreheads gently. “I love you. You two will be safe here. I promise.”

“Mommy, don’t go,” Chloe said, pulling the sheet up snug against her face.

Wren brushed the bangs out of her eyes and felt her heart crack at those words. “I have to, baby.” She gave Chloe’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “But I will come back for you.”

“With Daddy?” Addison asked, mimicking the same motions as her younger sister.

Wren nodded and kissed them once more, catching the lump in her throat before it shook the confidence in her voice. “I love the two of you more than anything. Now, be good for Uncle Nathan, okay?”

“We will,” they said, then huddled close to one another. Wren turned off the light on her way out and left a slight crack in the door.

Nathan waited for her in the kitchen, still shaking his head in disapproval. “This isn’t a good idea, Wren. Let me send someone out there to check.”

Wren snatched the truck keys from the counter and tucked them in her pocket then picked up the box of medical supplies Nathan had put together. “You’ve been trying for the past thirty minutes. I’m not going to sit around and wait for someone to go and get my son when I know where he is.”

“But you don’t know where he is.” Nathan pointed back to his dispatcher equipment, frowning. “That area is three square miles. You think you can find him in all of this? With what’s happening out there? You’ve heard the calls I’m dealing with; it’s Armageddon out there!”

“I have to try!” Wren slapped the words in Nathan’s face so hard that he took a step back. Heat flushed off Wren’s cheeks, and she felt her entire body grow hot. She gritted her teeth, gnawing the sour anger in her mouth. “I will not leave him out there alone. He’s scared. He’s hurt. He needs help.” The resolve broke, and grief twisted Wren’s face. “I have to try.”

Nathan hugged her, rubbing her back. “I know.” He looked down at her and grinned. “Just remember that whatever you do to the truck, I’m liable for.”

Wren wiped the sorrow from her eyes and smiled. “Yeah, I’ll try to bring it back with a full tank too.” Nathan helped her out to the EMS vehicle parked behind the station and loaded the medical kit in the back. “Thank you, Nathan.”

“I’ll keep trying Doug.” He opened the driver door and picked up the receiver on the radio, adjusting the dial. “I’m going to put you on channel nine so you can listen to what’s happening out there. If I’m able to get a unit over to your son’s location, I’ll let you know through here.” He placed the receiver in her palm and closed her fingers around it. “Be careful out there.”

“I will.” And with that, Wren climbed inside and put the fire station in her rearview, her eyes flitting to it long after it could no longer be seen. She kept off the main roads, following the path that Nathan suggested, and quickly discovered that the sight of the emergency vehicle painted a target on her back for anyone she passed. She kept the accelerator floored, only breaking for turns or traffic congestion. She twisted the grip around the steering wheel, the leather creaking back and forth. Her concentration split between the road and the radio, the chatter buzzing mechanically in their codes and emergency service nomenclature.

The deeper into the outskirts of the city she drove, the more decrepit her surroundings became. Mobs beat one another, and the random pop of gunshots jolted her with every unsuspecting explosion. All around the city was crumbling.

Wren cut hard on the next left, tires screeching as she refused to slow her pace on the final stretch to the outskirts of where the computer program had located Zack. She weaved around broken and abandoned cars, mounting the sidewalk, her arms and shoulders shaking from the vibrations of the tumultuous ride.

The broken houses she passed slowly faded into industrial complexes, many of which had been abandoned or shut down. Columns of smoke rose farther down the road, the faint glimmer of flashing red lights fought against the bright afternoon sun, and she hastened her pace.

Streams of water blasted from fire hoses onto rising flames that flickered and waved as high as skyscrapers. The hoses did little to calm the raging inferno as one of the smaller structures to the left collapsed. The flames reflected in Wren’s eyes as she moved past the carnage. Zack wasn’t in there. He wasn’t in there.

“Wren.” The radio under the dash crackled. “Wren, can you hear me?”

Wren fumbled with the receiver, dropping it on the floorboard before scooping it back up. “Nathan? I’m here.” Her fingers clutched the radio like a footing on the side of cliff, her one lifeline as she dangled on the rocks, clinging for dear life.

“One of the cell towers came back online, and I’ve got a better read on Zack’s location. Keep heading north on the road you’re on, and look for a company called Mining Limited. It was shut down a few years ago, but the leasing information says it’s currently empty. That’s where the software narrowed its search.”

“Thank you.” Wren floored the gas pedal, the engine roaring. Her eyes scanned the signage running along fences on the side of the street until she spotted the mining company. The tires screeched to a halt as Wren mounted the curb of the sidewalk. She had half her body already out the door when she remembered the medical bag Nathan had packed. She snatched it from the backseat and sprinted blindly for the old factory’s entrance, which was encased with a rusted fence.

“Zackary!” Wren scaled the old fence, struggling with only one good arm, the metal wiring rough and coarse against her skin, her hands and feet finding what holes they could on her way over, the medical bag slung over her shoulder. She twisted over the top fence railing then landed awkwardly on the cracked parking lot pavement and broke out into a sprint toward the building. Her feet pounded against the concrete, her mind and body pushing beyond the fatigue of the day, past her own limits. She skidded to a stop at the first pair of factory doors she saw, which were chained shut. She pulled, pushed, punched, and kicked but did nothing more than rattle the rusted gatekeeper refusing her entry. She pulled her hair back in frustration, digging her nails into the hard flesh over her skull. “Zaaaaaaaaaack!”

The scream was bloodcurdling, Wren’s throat raw and cracked. She looked up to the broken windows, too high for her to scale. She sprinted to the side, running down the shadowed portion of the building that blocked the hot summer sun, each door she passed locked with steel chains. “Zack!”

“Mom.”

Wren stopped, her feet sliding in the loose, broken gravel. She clutched the chained doors, her ears pressed close to the crack in the middle. “Zack, honey, where are you? Zack!” She patted the walls with her palms, the brick of the building cool from the lack of sun. She jogged to the next pair of doors. Those were locked as well, but the chains sagging around the door handles offered some give. She slid the medical bag in first. She gripped the handle firmly, pulling backward with her right arm, the crack between the two doors widening with each strained pull. She thrust her left shoulder inside, ducking under the chains pulled tight across the narrow opening. Her stomach and back scraped against the sides of the door, and she drew in a breath, her face reddening from the tight space, and with one final push leapt inside, her wounded left arm smacking against the pavement, sending a thousand tiny knives through her body. Wren forced herself off the cold, dirty floor, shoving her pain aside.

“Zack?” The acoustics of the building echoed Wren’s voice high into the ceiling. She squinted into the darkness and stumbled forward, groping for the medical bag. Her fingers found the cloth then the zipper, and she rummaged with her hand to the bottom until she found the flashlight.

One click illuminated the darkness. Wren drifted the oblong orb across the space inside, which revealed large cylinder vats, rusted tables, and overturned chairs. “Zack, where are you?”

“Mom.”

Wren pivoted left, the cast of light following her. She hurried forward, sifting through the darkness, repeating her son’s name over and over. Each time he answered, he sounded weak, tired. She rounded one of the large vats and saw that two had collapsed on each other, their rusted steel twisted, bent in angles that jutted out in every direction. She shined the light underneath, trying to find a way through. “Zack!”

“I’m here.”

The light reflected off a shoe to Wren’s left. She sprinted farther around, seeing an outstretched hand, fingers wiggling in the flashlight’s beam. Wren dropped to the floor, smooshing her cheeks against the dirtied concrete, shining the light on Zack’s squinting face. Zack’s face, hair, and clothes were covered in dust, the whites of his eyes shining back at her brightly. Wren ran the light down his body and saw his leg was pinned behind him under a load of steel. It looked broken, but he was alive. “Are you hurt?”

“I can’t move my right leg.” Tears formed in his eyes. “Mom, my friends are under there, and I can’t hear them.” His words grew thick toward the end, and tears burst from the corners of his eyes, darkening the dust on his cheeks as he rested his head on the floor, sobbing.

Wren shifted the light to the wreckage behind her son, knowing that anyone underneath the tons of steel was already gone. “It’s okay. Let’s just focus on trying to get you out first, okay? One thing at a time. I’m going to take a look at the damage. I’ll be right back.”

Both vats had collapsed in on themselves, and the cylindrical structures weren’t as much of a problem as the supporting beams that had twisted and tangled underneath, forming a jungle gym of rusty, broken steel. Toward the back, she saw a puddle of blood seeping out from under the heart of the collapse.

“Mom?” Zack asked, his voice still thickly coated with the glaze of fear.

“I’m here, Zack.” Wren shut her eyes, fighting the cold shiver running down her back. Just get him out. Her spine stiffened, and she shined the light on every portion of the wreckage that she could spy. It was a mess. Any time she thought she would be able to move a piece of steel to give Zack the space he needed to crawl out, she found another bar tangled with it that she knew, if moved, would only worsen her son’s predicament. So don’t remove it. She shined the light on a path to Zack’s leg. It was tight, but she could reach it.

Wren flattened herself against the floor, Zack squinting into the light. “I’m gonna get you out of here, honey. Just hang tight. I’m going to be right back.”

“Mom, hurry.” Zack’s words were strained, the panic of the situation finally settling in. “I don’t want to die.”

“I won’t let that happen.” Wren grabbed his hand, her son clutching back like he did when he was boy. “I’m getting you out.” She gave a squeeze then exited the building, barely wedging through the chained door, and sprinted for the truck.

The flames down the street still roared, with the firefighters doing their best to keep the inferno from spreading. She flung the trunk of the SUV open and peeled off the floor cover, exposing a spare tire, tire iron, and jack. She ripped the jack from its casing, leaving the trunk open in her haste.

Wren was squeezing through the doors when she saw a group of trucks and SUVs speeding down the roadway. She squinted, expecting the flashing lights of police and emergency vehicles, but saw none. Instead, the closer the caravan approached, the more she could make out some of the men in the back of the truck, wielding rifles and wearing black masks.

Wren disappeared inside the factory, the jack clanking against the concrete as she flopped to the floor next to it, the doors swinging shut behind her. Her fingers fumbled over the cool chunk of iron and she tucked it under her arm, the flashlight jerking in all directions as she sprinted back to where Zack lay trapped.

“Hang on, baby.” Wren’s hands shook as she set the flashlight down, angling it to illuminate her path along the metal death trap. She lifted her leg, stepping over the first beam, then was forced to immediately duck below a second. When her foot hit the floor, she had to twist her ankle awkwardly as the jack tucked under her right arm knocked against one of the mangled beams.

The trek was slow going, Wren’s body contorting in the same extreme angles as the twisted wreckage. The cloth of her pants and shirt tore on the sharper edges, and more than once she felt the sharp pinch of tearing flesh, quickly followed by a warm trickle of blood.

Zack’s leg was finally within reach, along with the beam that pinned it down. Wren’s legs trembled as she struggled to keep the strength to steady herself while shoving the jack under the beam. “Zack, once I get this up and off of you, crawl forward as fast as you can.” She looked to the thick beams that crisscrossed all around her, praying that her calculation of the shift in weight wouldn’t bring the entire structure down upon her head.

Wren flattened the jack as low as it would allow her and rolled it under the beam, the two pieces of metal scraping against one another, each offering their own whining disdain of the other. She gave the jack a few more good shoves, making sure it was secure, then twisted the handle into place and pumped.

The iron handle could only move a few inches up and down in the narrow space, smacking against the metal bars, Wren banging her knuckles bloody with each hastened pump. But slowly, the steel beam lifted off her son’s leg.

Zack moaned, and Wren wasn’t sure if it was from pain or release. The beams cast shadows all around her from the flashlight, and it was hard to see the extent of the wound as the steel lifted, but once it was high enough, she watched the mangled leg wiggle forward and heard the scrape of Zack’s clothes and body against the floor. “I’m out!”

The beams around Wren gave a dissatisfied creak, and she quickly slithered through the narrow openings and harshly angled gaps, feeling the shift of the unstable metals around her. The first steel beam gave way toward the middle, a sharp din ringing through the factory when she was only a few feet away from escape. Her hands clawed at the beams around her for support, her feet frantically slipping off of the angled steel, her elbows, knees, and head smacking against the metals on her manic escape.

The harsh din of collapse echoed louder, and through the ringing collision of steel, she heard Zack screaming, telling her to hurry. The beams shifted, but safety was less than a foot away now. Just as one of the steel rods to her right jerked sharply toward her head but stopped less than an inch from her eye, she used what strength was left in her legs through the opening, a sharp tear opening on her right thigh as she collapsed to safety on the floor next to the flashlight, which illuminated the mangled structure’s destruction.

Wren lay back on the ground, her right hand fingering the warm blood fresh on her thigh. Any movement triggered a hot burn that rippled through her leg, but she forced herself to stand. “Zack?” She grabbed the flashlight and saw her son, red-faced, dirty, sweating, and staring at the mangled carnage that was his shin.

She collapsed to the floor next to Zack, each of them squeezing one another tightly, their light sobs echoing off one another. When she pulled his head back, her anger toward his situation returned. “What were you doing here? Do you know what’s happening?”

“I’m sorry, Mom. We used to come here all the time to hang out. I didn’t know this was going to happen. None of us did. I’m sorry.” Zack leaned his wet, sobbing face into her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” He clawed at her arm, his body shaking with every wave of grief that ran through him.

Wren brushed her fingers through his hair, hushing him, glad for the simple fact that he was alive. “It’s okay. But we need to get out of here and get your leg taken care of.” Wren had never excelled in her biology classes but knew that they needed to take care of the injury quickly. He could be bleeding internally or god knew what else. Priority one was getting him out of there.

Zack lifted his arm over Wren’s shoulder and let out a cry as they pushed him off the floor together, his right leg dangling limply between them. Her son was taller than she was now and had a good thirty pounds on her, and with her own leg still dripping blood, each step forward forced her to extend what little energy remained in her body.

The flashlight wobbled back and forth in her hand with the sling, the shaky spotlight guiding them back to the doors she had managed to squeeze through.

“Wait, wait, wait.” Zack stopped them. “Where are we going?”

Wren motioned the light over to the doors. “Out of here.”

Zack gestured behind them. “There’s already an open door in the back. It’s covered up by some old equipment, but it’s there.”

The pair of doors that were chained together rattled loudly, sunlight breaking through the cracks and flooding the factory floor, accompanied by the thick foreign tongue that Wren had heard at the hospital.

Wren flicked the light off, casting the two of them back into darkness. “We need to move. Hurry!” She kept her voice a whisper. She turned them around and limped forward as fast as they could move together.

“Mom, what’s going on? Who is that?” The panic in Zack’s voice returned, and the banging doors and rattling chains grew louder with every step.

“Just keep moving, baby. And keep quiet.” Wren found the wall, and they used it to guide them to the rear of the building where Zack and his friends had snuck in. His friends. And what’s left of them will rot under that steel. Their parents will never see them again, never hear them speak, never feel the warmth of their faces. 

A loud clang sounded, and Wren turned around to see sunlight penetrating the dark facility. Two shadowed figures stepped inside, one of them barking at the other like a dog. Wren hastened her son’s pace, practically dragging him deeper into the darkness.

“Right here,” Zack whispered, pointing to a faintly darker rectangle.

The voices of the terrorists echoed louder, and when Wren fumbled for the door, the lights from their flashlights kicked up, sweeping the factory’s landscape. She shouldered the door open, quickly getting both of them inside. “Where now?” The room was pitch black, and Wren feared moving too quickly and triggering a noise that would give away their position.

“Just keep going straight,” Zack said, his voice still a wheezy whisper.

Light shone through the cracks in the doorframe as they shuffled toward freedom. “Hurry, Zack.” They double-timed it, limping forward faster and faster, Wren’s heart beating out of her chest, her mind aware of every pain radiating in her body. Just keep going.

They thudded against the door Zack described, and Wren thrust it open, sunlight blinding both of them. Zack stopped to catch his breath, but Wren pushed him forward. “We can’t stop, baby. Let’s go.”

But when Wren’s vision adjusted to the light, she saw just how bad Zack’s injury was. The jeans were soaked and darkened around the area where the beam had pinned him, and while Zack could bend the knee, she noticed his foot hung loosely from the ankle and that his shin shifted slightly to the left. She looked to his face and could see the pained effort as he gritted his teeth with every step.

Wren stopped at the corner of the factory, knowing they’d have to pass by the exposed doors the terrorists had entered, and made sure the coast was clear. Gunshots sounded toward the emergency vehicles where the fire still raged, but her vehicle remained parked and unharmed.

They were forced to go all the way around the gated entrance, Zack too weak to climb the fence where she had entered. The moment her hand touched the passenger-side handle of the EMS vehicle, a scream pierced the open air behind them.

Wren turned to the sight of two masked men sprinting in their direction. “Hurry, Zack!” She opened the door and threw her son inside. She slammed the door shut, running around the front of the vehicle as gunshots thundered behind her. She jumped inside and started the car, slammed the shifter into drive, and floored the gas pedal as bullets thrummed against the vehicle, shattering the back passenger-side windows. Wren thrust her son’s head down, keeping one hand on the wheel and ducking herself.

Another round of gunfire shattered the rear window, and Wren did her best to keep both eyes on the road, swerving left and right to avoid the machine-gunfire. She blew past stop signs and intersections, the wind whipping through the shattered window, flinging her hair in all directions. The speedometer pushed sixty, but she didn’t slow her pace, putting as much distance as she could between her and the blazing hell behind her.




Chapter 8

 

The radio in the truck spit sporadic crackles and pops as Wren twisted the dial, trying every channel to get back in touch with Nathan, or anyone. “Hello? Nathan, can you hear me?” But every time she took her hand off the receiver, all that answered was the steady buzz of static.

Wren viciously slammed the receiver against the dashboard and punched the steering wheel as Zack winced from shifting in his seat. She looked from the empty fuel gauge glaring back at her over to her son, who brushed glass from the shattered window off of his lap, and gave his hand a squeeze.

Zack laid his head against the headrest, closing his eyes. His face was slick with sweat, and Wren worried that he may have had a fever, or perhaps he was just delirious with pain. He needed a doctor, and with the seven circles of hell surrounding them, she wasn’t sure if that help could be found.

“Can’t we just go to the hospital?” Zack asked.

“It’s gone, Zack.” Wren wasn’t sure why she told him, but she hoped that he was old enough to take the news, as she was desperate to share the burdens of the world with someone. “What’s happening out there is bad. Your sisters are with Nathan at a fire station, and no one knows when this is all going to be over.”

Zack glanced down at his leg, a quietness overtaking his eyes, his body consumed with stillness, and Wren watched his eyes as he processed her words. She gently grabbed his arm. “Right now there isn’t anywhere that’s safe. I know it’s hard, but you need to understand what’s happening out there. You need to know what we could face. There is nothing more important to me right now than protecting our family, but we have to be smart while we’re out here, okay?”

Zack gave a quick nod. “Yeah. Okay.”

“W—n.” The radio crackled spontaneously, spraying a rush of static then incomprehensible chatter. “Wre- -r- -ou th-re?”

Wren reached for the receiver. “Nathan? Yes, I’m here. Can you hear me? Nathan? Are the girls okay?” She lifted her finger off the receiver, both she and Zack leaning closer to the device, waiting. Listening.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Nathan replied. “The girls are fine. Are you all right? Did you get Zack?”

Wren exhaled, smiling. “Yes, I found him, but his leg is broken. I need to get him to a doctor.” And as if on cue, Zack winced. “He’s in pretty bad shape.”

“Let me see what I can find.”

“Hurry.” Wren set the receiver down and glanced out the empty space where the passenger-side window once rested. She had pulled off onto a random highway when the truck sputtered to a stop. She knew she was south of the city, and judging from the worn-down houses and open fields, it was farm country.

“Mom?” Zack asked, snapping Wren back to reality.

“What is it?”

“I know I shouldn’t have been out there. I shouldn’t have left school. I’m sorry.”

“Absent ten times this semester?” Wren shook her head, her voice exasperated. “What the hell were you even doing out there? It’s dangerous any day, let alone one like this. What is going on with you? You never talk to your father and me, and you’ve been elusive and defensive when we try to communicate with you. I know a lot of it is hormones, but you’ve got to let us in a little bit.”

Zack kept his head down, his eyes on the floorboard. “I know you and Dad are getting a divorce.”

Wren shook her head, floored at how her son could even know something like that. “What are you talking about?” She’d spoken to no one except her lawyer about it. She hadn’t told her parents or her sister. It was something she’d kept to herself for the past three months.

“You guys don’t talk to each other anymore. I can see it at the dinner table and how late you stay at work. You guys are barely ever in the house together.” Zack looked up from his feet. “Why?”

Wren was on her heels, unsure of how to proceed, her mind drifting to the divorce papers she’d planned on giving Doug later that night, before all of this. Before the world went to shit. “I didn’t realize you’d been paying that close attention.”

“Addy and Chloe know something is up too. They don’t talk to you about it, but they talk to me.” Zack shifted uncomfortably, the lines on his face accentuated by the dirt and soot smeared on his cheeks. “Is it true?”

The hazel eyes staring back at Wren were wide, and though Zack was almost fully grown, easing into his father’s features and shoe size, he looked at her like Addison and Chloe had in the hospital. “Zack, your father and I—”

“Wren, are you still there? Wren?”

Wren snatched the receiver back up and offered a relieved sigh, thankful for the interruption. “Yeah, I’m here.” Zack sank back into his chair and looked away.

“I’ve found Doug. He just finished up with a fire at the downtown circle. He’s bringing an ambulance to you with a paramedic team to work on Zack’s leg. Then he’s going to come and get the girls.”

Zack turned back to the radio at the mention of his father, and the news brought a mixture of anxiety and relief for Wren. “Thanks, Nathan. For everything.”

“Just hang tight. He has your GPS coordinates and should be there in fifteen minutes, assuming he doesn’t have any problems getting to you. I’ll be on here if you need anything.”

The signal ended, and Wren set the receiver back on the hook. She looked at Zack, who still had his eyebrows raised, wanting his question answered. “Zack, your father and I have had some problems lately. He knows that, and so do I. We never meant for that to have an effect on you and the girls, although at some point I think we both knew it was going to happen.”

Wren rubbed her brow, bits of dirt and grime falling. She felt the grainy particles on her fingertips, and the frustration at the forefront of her thoughts pounded her mind like a hammer on an anvil. “Your father and I have a lot to talk about.” She kept her voice low but firm. “And that will be a decision between the two of us. But regardless of what happens with that, I promise you that nothing will stop us from loving you and your sisters. Nothing.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Zack rested his head back, reabsorbing himself into the cone of adolescence that he’d become so accustomed to in such times, ignoring everything around him.

Wren fell against the back of her seat, closing her eyes, but found them opened every few seconds to check the clock on the dash, which seemed to be frozen as the minutes crawled by.

After the thousandth glance at the clock, she saw running headlights on a vehicle up the road. Zack tried getting out of the car but stopped once the pain from his leg thrust him back into his seat. Wren placed her hand over his chest. “Stay here.”

Wren climbed out of the car, making her way around the engine and to the side of the road to get a better look. She squinted, the heat coming off the road giving the vehicle heading toward them a hazy, wavering image. It could be anyone. Her mind drifted back to the masked men she saw in the SUVs and trucks, armed to the teeth.

But when the flashing lights flickered on top of the vehicle, all of the tension coiled up in her body released. Doug. She waved her arms, moving down the side of the road to grab the ambulance’s attention. It slowed to a crawl and pulled in right behind the EMS truck.

The back doors of the ambulance burst open before it came to a stop, and Doug jogged over, his clothes dirtied and dark with sweat, a breathlessness in his voice when he spoke. “Are you guys all right?” He stopped at Zack, clutching his son in both arms, Zack squeezing back just as hard.

Wren walked to him, hesitant, the coldness of their last interaction still fresh in her mind. She kissed him lightly on the cheek, in the end glad he was here and glad he was alive.

“Nathan said he’d been trying to reach me all day, but the damn radios have been so shoddy that we’ve barely been able to keep in touch with our own people.” Doug stepped aside as two other paramedics wheeled a stretcher over and started inspecting Zack’s leg.

“Doug,” one of the paramedics asked, “mind giving me a hand here?”

“Sure.” Doug helped Zack up with one easy lift under his son’s shoulder, transferring him over to the gurney. Zack yelped in pain, but Doug made the move quickly. He gripped his son firmly, his tone a blend of father and firefighter. “We’re going to have to cut the pants open and take a look.”

Zack nodded, his breathing accelerated. One of the paramedics brought a blade up from the hem of the pant leg to the knee, splitting the jeans in two and exposing the black-and-blue skin, the bone of his shin dented and leg oozing blood. Zack looked away immediately, and Doug slid on a glove.

“We need to link an IV and set the bone.” Doug ran his fingers up and down Zack’s leg with a light touch, applying pressure along the joint to check for any other fractures. Every wince from Zack told Doug all he needed to know. “Feels like a clean break.”

The other paramedic gathered the necessary devices, cleaning Zack’s arm for the IV needle. A fresh round of sweat burst from Zack’s face, his breathing accelerated. “Dad, I—”

“You can do this, Zack,” Doug said, taking the brace and adjusting it to fit his son’s leg. “It’s going to hurt, but only for a little bit. We need to stabilize it so there isn’t any more damage to your tissue. I’m going to do it on three, okay? One.” But before Doug reached two, he snapped the bone back into place. Zack wailed in pain, falling back onto the stretcher, and passed out.

Wren rushed to her son’s aid, gripping the gurney’s railing. “Christ, Doug, you could’ve—”

“The sooner it happened, the better,” Doug snapped, wrapping Zack’s leg in the brace. He stopped and let the paramedic take over, brushing the hair that had matted on his son’s forehead. Zack’s head lolled back and forth in a pain-induced haze. He looked back to Wren, his features softening. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine.” Wren offered a weak smile, taking Zack’s hand, giving it a kiss, and holding it all the way to the ambulance, where the three climbed inside. The second paramedic rode in the passenger seat and the other drove.

The ride back into the city felt long, the ambulance swaying back and forth. It was the first time they’d been in the same room for longer than two minutes for more than a month. “Nathan tell you about the girls?”

Doug nodded, his eyes still on Zack, twirling the gold band on his left ring finger around the dirty, greasy stains. “Yeah, he told me.”

“And you know what happened with the hospitals? With everything that his friend told him?”

Doug laughed, shaking his head. “Christ, Wren, you don’t actually believe him, do you? His theories? His crazy-ass friends that live out in the middle of nowhere with their… whatever the hell they have? Everything I’ve heard so far said that this is limited to Chicago. There haven’t been any reports anywhere else around the country of similar events happening. This will blow over.”

Wren nodded, trying to shake loose the thoughts that had consumed her since the moment she saw those men at the hospital. The way they killed without hesitation or explanation. While she hoped that Doug was right, she knew that Nathan had one thing nailed down: whoever these people were had been planning this for a very long time. “Where are we going?” she asked, trying to change the subject.

“Since the hospital’s collapse, the medical unit downtown has been relocating to smaller hospitals. We’re heading to one of the Shriners on the east side of the city. From what we’ve heard on the radio, it’s still standing. We’re going to pick up the girls on the way, along with Steve’s wife and son.” He gestured to the driver.

“Shouldn’t we get him to a hospital first?” Wren asked, taking Zack’s limp hand.

“He’s stable for now, and Nathan’s station is on the way. It won’t take long.” Doug let go of the gold band around his finger and hung his head. “So, you still want to talk?” He glanced up, the stoic expression offering no hint of what he wanted.

“Not now, Doug.” Wren rubbed her eyes, trying to ease the rising pressure in her skull. The last thing on her mind was her marriage. “We get the girls, we get him patched up, and then we go home. We can talk then.”

“Sounds like the same record I’ve heard before.”

Wren leaned forward, her face flushed red and her words a harsh whisper. “Well, I’m sorry that I don’t want to talk about our marriage problems with our son passed out with a broken leg and our youngest daughter with a broken arm, huddled in a fire station with her sister while the entire city burns around us.” She cocked her head to the side, nodding sarcastically. “Yeah, I think I’d like to skip that.”

“Then when?” Doug matched her tone and resentment, his fingers curling to fists. “Every time I bring it up, you shut me down, so when?” He tossed his hands in the air, exasperated. “I can’t keep going on like this. You know what the first thing I felt when I saw you on the side of the road was? Anxiety. It wasn’t relief, it wasn’t happiness, it was anxiousness. I saw you and thought, ‘God, I wonder if she’ll even acknowledge that I’m here. I wonder if she’ll even be glad I showed up!’” Doug raised his voice then slammed his back into the wall behind him, crossing his arms, retreating within himself.

Wren held back the tears that demanded to be shown. She wasn’t going to let him have that. Not here, and not now. She spoke her words slowly, meticulously. “Well, I’m sorry I made you uncomfortable. And I’m sorry that my presence caused your delicate constitution to fall under added stress. I have been in a car wreck, shot at, and watched all three of my children nearly die at the hands of madmen, but by all means, let me make you feel better.” She spit the last words with a sting of venom and leaned back, wanting to escape through the walls behind her. The rest of the trip was silent, and Wren’s mind was splintered with the stress of the day along with how her marriage had become so jaded, pinpointing the moment when she stopped loving her husband.




Chapter 9

 

Wren’s head jerked up from her shoulder, where it had drifted off to rest, her body taking advantage of the lull in activity to shut down, doing its best to try to recover her nerves.

“Doug,” Steve said, the ambulance squeaking to a stop. “We might have a problem here.

Wren squeezed past Doug, investigating the cause of their delay. But whatever she could have imagined in her nightmares paled in comparison to Chicago’s skyline. Columns of smoke rose into the sky, glows of fire battling the sun for attention as the beautiful architecture she’d fallen in love with as a college student burned to nothing. A distant explosion caused all of them to jolt and she looked back to Zack who still lay unconscious.

Doug reached for the radio, scanning the channels. “Nathan, can you hear me? Nathan, this is Doug. Come back.” Only the rush of white noise answered.

Traffic was roadblocked in all outbound directions from the city, people laying on horns on the highway and overpasses, anger and desperation reaching a crescendo as everyone clamored over one another to escape the chaos of Chicago. Wren clutched Zack’s arm, feeling the warmth of her child as he lay still on the cot. She drew in a breath, a glimmer of strength returning with it. “How far are we from the station?”

Ken, the second paramedic in the passenger seat spoke up. “Ten miles, at least.” His gaze was locked on the chaos in their path.

“We don’t stop,” Wren said. “For anything. You turn the sirens and lights on, and you keep driving. Whatever you have to do.”

“I’d buckle up back there. And make sure Zack is secure.” Steve shifted into drive, flipping on the lights. Doug climbed back with Wren, helping strap Zack down. The sirens wailed from the roof, and Steve jolted them forward.

Wren white-knuckled the railing on Zack’s stretcher, Steve maneuvering the ambulance in and out of traffic. She heard him try the radio one more time, but the efforts were fruitless. Wren forced her concentration on the fire station. The girls were still alive. She could feel it. I know they’re alive.

“Hang on!” Steve swerved the ambulance hard right, swinging everyone inside. Wren lifted from her seat as they mounted the curb. Smacks and pops echoed through the ambulance wall at her back, and Wren squinted her eyes shut, hoping that whatever they hit wasn’t living.

By the time they arrived at the fire station, Wren had to peel her fingers off the railing of Zack’s stretcher one by one. She was the first out of the back doors, rushing to the station’s entrance. “Addison! Chloe!” Nathan stepped out of the door in the garage, and two small faces poked out behind him.

Tears burst from Wren’s eyes as she stumbled the rest of the way and squeezed them so tight she thought they might burst. She kissed their cheeks, running her hands through her hair. “Thank god you two are all right.”

Doug came running up behind her, and the moment the girls saw him, they rushed to their father. “Daddy!” they screamed collectively, and he engulfed them in his arms, showering them with kisses. “We missed you!”

“I missed you too.” Doug carried them back over to the door and set them down inside.

“How’s your arm, Chloe?”

Chloe lifted her cast, examining the hard plaster around her arm, and shrugged. “I can’t really feel anything anymore.”

Nathan stepped forward, between Doug and Wren. “The equipment went out about an hour ago.” His face was covered in sweat, and dark blotches spotted his chest and underarms. “I haven’t been able to hear from anyone. I wasn’t sure what to do, I trie—”

Wren touched his arm, and his rambling stopped. “Thank you for watching our girls.” The words relaxed him, his shoulders sagging. She stepped out of the garage, the bustle of the city roaring in defiance of the abuse it was enduring.

The thin veil of protection and civility had been ripped to shreds. A hot wind brushed Wren’s face and brought with it the din of car alarms, the crash of windows, the echoed terror of gunshots and screams. She turned back to Doug, Nathan, and the girls. “We have to get out of here.”

Doug looked to the girls. “You two go inside while Mommy and I talk, okay?”

Addison quickly wrapped herself around her father’s leg, clinging on for dear life. “You’re not going to leave again, are you?” Chloe immediately mimicked her sister, compelled by the same anxiety, clutching Doug’s other leg.

Doug knelt, gently peeling both the girls off him. “You two listen to me. I’m not going anywhere.” He kissed both of their foreheads. “Now, go inside so the adults can talk.” He gave them a push through the door, and Nathan, Wren, and Doug circled together. “So, what do you have in mind, Wren?”

“We fuel up and head west,” Wren answered. “Aurora, Rockford, as far as we can get without stopping.” She looked back over to the ambulance. “Or the first working hospital we see to get Zack’s leg looked at.”

“What about Steve’s wife and son?” Doug asked. “They’re not west.”

“We split up, then. He goes and gets his kids with one of the trucks, and we take the ambulance.”

“Wren, we can’t just leave him,” Doug said.

“He’ll have a vehicle, and it’ll be fueled; what more do you want us to give him, Doug? I understand him needing to go and get his family, but I’m not taking ours deeper into that madness than we already have.” Wren paced back and forth, convincing herself that this was what needed to be done, regardless of how anyone perceived it. “He’ll understand that.”

“Doug!” Steve stepped out of the back of the ambulance and jogged over. “Zack’s awake. He’s asking for you guys.”

Doug eyed Wren, and she saw his hesitation. He didn’t want to leave the man behind and let him risk going it alone, but he promised his girls. He promised.

“Thanks.” Doug placed his hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Hey, let me talk to you for a second.”

“No, it’s okay,” Steve said. “I heard what Wren said. She’s right. I won’t make you guys follow me back into the city. It’s too dangerous.” He nodded to the trucks in the back. “I’ll take one of the truck’s. I’ll be all right. You take care of your family, Doug.”

“Thank you,” Wren said. “For everything.” She kissed his cheek then made her way to the ambulance, where Zack had propped himself up on the pillows. “Hey, how are you feeling?” She moved to his side, wiping the sweaty bangs from his forehead. His skin felt clammy to the touch, and his face was pale.

“My leg,” Zack said, his face wincing in pain. “It’s really sore.” His words left his mouth in a hoarse whisper, his mind groggy and his body fatigued. He swayed his head back and forth lazily, unable to hold it up on his own.

“I know, sweetheart,” Wren said, answering assuredly. “We’re going to get you some help. Just hang in there.”

 

Doug and Nathan immediately started loading whatever supplies they could: medicine, blankets, medical gear, clothes, food, anything that would fit in the ambulance. The station had a fuel depot on sight, and once everything and everyone was loaded up, the goodbyes were said.

“Take care of yourself, Steve,” Doug said, wrapping his friend in a hug. “If the radios come back on, you call me and let me know the moment you and your family are in the clear. You hear me?”

“You’ll be the first to know.” Steve smiled then hugged Wren. “You take care of yourself, Wren. And your family.” Steve left first, the sun sinking lower into the horizon, Wren watching the truck disappear into the city. What kind of fate have I damned him to? 

“Wren!” Doug said, shouting from the ambulance already on the edge of the street. “Let’s go!”

Wren climbed in the back, slamming the rear doors shut behind her. She found a seat next to Chloe on the right, while Addison sat with her father on the left, with Zack still on the stretcher between them.

The second paramedic that Doug had brought with him, Ken, drove, while Nathan rode shotgun. “I’ll take as many back roads as I can until we can get onto Interstate 86. The traffic was backed up on the way out, but it looked clear past Oak Brook.” They kept the sirens off, not wanting to draw any more attention to themselves than necessary.

Everyone’s heads bounced like bobblehead dolls, the ambulance speeding down streets, weaving in and out of the obstacles that dotted the roads: abandoned cars, downed power lines, fallen signs. Looted trash flowed from broken shop windows and into the street. The city was being torn apart at the seams.

“Oh, shit!” Ken screamed.

The ambulance skidded to a halt, slamming everyone forward along with any loose gear they couldn’t tie down. Wren’s shoulder collided with the wall, and the pain that followed faded her vision to black for a few seconds. When she regained control, she checked Chloe and clawed her way to the gap between the passenger and driver seat. When she saw what had stopped them, her jaw dropped. “Oh my god.”

A blockade of burning cars cast flickering flames on at least a dozen masked men, all armed with rifles, marching slowly down the street. “Hang on!” Ken shifted into reverse, the tires screeching from the sudden force.

Wren ducked back into the rear of the ambulance, using her body to cover Chloe as gunshots filled the air. She felt the percussion of each bullet connecting with the ambulance reverberate through the seat, and she placed her hands over Chloe’s ears to shield her from the gunfire and Addison’s screams.

Time stood still as the engine revved, and Wren felt her center of gravity shift, slowly rotating along with her sense of reference. Gear tumbled back and forth, and a violent force slammed her against her seat belt. Her grip around Chloe loosened from the violent motion and the inside of the ambulance whirled in a blur. Cracks, pops, and the deafening twist of metal suddenly thundered all around her.

One of the medical kits flew into the twirling vortex and smacked the bandage on Wren’s head, the sharp sting ringing through her skull and a dull sensation overtaking her limbs. When the motion finally ended, Wren’s head still spun in place, her body struggling to find the coordination to move. When she opened her eyes she shook her head, confused. Doug and Addison were below her, and it took her a moment to realize that she was dangling from the seat belt around her waist. The ambulance had flipped to its side, leaving her on top.

 

Chloe dangled next to her, crying, her face red and her arms and legs swinging from the seat belt clung tight around her waist. Wren reached for the buckle, trying to free her. “Hang on, sweetie.” She could only graze it with her fingertips. “Doug.” He stirred below, his head lolling back and forth as Addison lay unconscious. “Doug!” The scream worked, and he pushed a pile of boxes off himself, first checking on Addison, who groaned, then reaching for Chloe.

Wren rotated her jaw, trying to wedge free the high-pitched din stuck in her eardrums. She shook her head, thinking it was only in her mind, but as the whine faded from her ears, she heard it again. It was quiet but growing steadily. “What is that?”

Doug stopped and turned to look out the window, his jaw dropping. “Jesus Christ.” He turned back, his hands and fingers fumbling quickly to free their daughter. “We need to move. Now.”

The buckle clicked open, and Doug caught Chloe before she hit the ground. Wren rushed over to Zack, who was awake, and clutched at his leg. The brace had broken, and whatever stabilization it offered the leg had busted with it. “Zack, we have to go.” She kept one eye on her son and the other on the growing size of the marching army heading straight for them.

“Uuugghhh.” The moan came from the front seat, and Doug stumbled past Wren, pulling Nathan from the passenger seat, scrapes covering his forehead and cheeks. Doug carefully laid him on the floor, checking his pulse and his breathing and opening his eyes. “Nathan, can you hear me?” Nathan stirred but offered no coherent speech.

Wren gathered the girls and sat them at the rear doors. Both were now awake but barely conscious, Addison unable to stand. “You girls stay right here. I need to get your brother.”

Doug and Wren worked together on Zack’s straps, their son moaning, reaching for his leg, which looked in worse shape than before. But the growing chants outside of the ambulance erased any alternative course of action. They propped him up between their shoulders and made for the rear doors.

“Look for any cover we can run to.” Doug panted between breaths, looking up over the black tuft of curls of their son’s head. “The closer, the better.” He looked down to Addison. “Sweetie, can you stand up?”

Addison frowned, anguish etched upon her tiny face as she cradled her head in her hands. “I don’t feel good.”

Wren stumbled to the front of the ambulance, trying to get a better look at their surroundings. The driver, Ken, was unconscious in the driver’s seat, his head cocked at a ninety-degree angle. But an even more disturbing sight grew in the distance. The mob of terrorists chanted and fired their rifles into the air as they passed buildings and broken down cars, setting to blaze anything in their path.

Quickly, Wren hustled back to the rear of the ambulance, reached for Addison’s hand, and pulled her daughter up forcefully. “Chloe,” she ordered, “take your father’s hand.”

Chloe marched obediently to her father’s side. The two of them both glanced at Nathan, who lay unconscious, but she knew what Doug was already thinking. “We can come back for him once we get the girls to safety.” She spit the lie, her gut wrenching the moment it left her lips.

Doug and Wren each threw one of Zack’s arms over their shoulders, wedging him in between. Glass shook from the rear doors as Wren and Doug pulled their family onto the pavement. Wren frantically tried to keep up with Doug’s pace, the two seeing the same open shop door, shifting Zack and the girls in the same direction.

Wren turned to look behind them and caught the edge of the mob out of the corner of her eye, the masked men aiming their rifles toward them. Her heart leapt from her chest, a feeling of weightlessness overtaking her as she dug her heels into the pavement, pushing harder, faster, beyond her body’s capacity.

Bullets peppered the side of the building, drowning out the girls’ screaming. The world passed in slow motion. Bullets impacted the doorway to her right just inches from her head. With one foot inside the building a sudden jerk on her right shoulder pulled her down.

Zack slipped from Wren’s hold, and Addison tripped, the entire family smacking against the tiled floor. A sharp crack sounded as Wren managed to get one palm under her, and the pain shot like lightning from her wrist all the way to her shoulder.

More bullets shattered what was left of the store window as Wren became deaf to the world, all of her energy focused on dragging Zack and Addison deeper into the store, crawling forward on the tile, shards of glass and broken electronics digging into her fleshy palms.

Wren looked to her right and saw that Doug was in the same position, dragging Chloe along the floor with him. The shadows of the mob in the street flickered from the surrounding fires as she pulled Zack to his feet. They all chanted, repeating the same words over and over again on their march.

Wren pushed her way through a cracked door, spilling inside, all of them losing their footing in the hurried panic, and crashed to the floor. Wren heeled the door shut, and the room went pitch black. She fumbled for her cell phone in her pocket, using the light to check on Addison, Chloe, and Zack.

Chloe squinted from the brightness, holding her hands up to block the light, her palms red and cut from the fall, but she was otherwise unharmed. Addison threw up spontaneously in the corner, and Wren held her daughter’s hair as she lay on the ground, moaning.

“I think she has a concussion,” Doug said, short of breath and keeping his voice low.

Wren stroked Addison’s hair then crawled to Zack, whose face was scrunched up in pain. She quickly locked the door and pushed as much junk in front of it as she could muster, piling boxes, shelves, and chairs in hopes of keeping the masked men in the streets away from her family. She looked around for a weapon, anything she could use to try and protect them.

“Wren,” Doug said, his voice soft.

Wren shuffled around the small storage room, the light from her phone illuminating a bottle of bleach, some mop heads, scrubs, and brushes, but nothing sharp, nothing that they could use.

“Wren,” Doug repeated.

“Doug, we need to get—” She turned around and the phone’s light shone on Doug’s face. He was propped up against a mop bucket, his complexion white as a ghost. He was panting heavily and clutching his stomach, where black blotches stained his clothes, and patches of red shimmered on his fingers as he peeled them off the wound.

Wren dropped to her knees, crawling over to him and cradling his head. His body was slick with sweat, and he leaned his face into her shoulder, his eyes wandering deliriously. “I don’t… You need to get the kids out of the city.”

“Doug, tell me what to do.” Wren lifted his chin, giving his head a stern shake, trying to bring his concentration back. “How do I help you?”

Doug lifted his hands, revealing a sticky crimson stain that covered most of his paramedic’s uniform. He took a hard, dry swallow then gently placed his hands back down, the gold band of his wedding ring covered in blood. “The bullet went all the way through. I think it may have hit my liver, maybe my kidneys. I’m losing too much blood.” He closed his eyes, shaking his head.

“The ambulance—there must be something still there?” Wren couldn’t let him die, not now, not here. She held his face firmly between her hands. “Tell me, Doug.”

He took a few panting breaths, and Wren saw him trying to stand on what resolve remained to him. “The trauma bag. We need to”—he took another dry swallow—“stop the bleeding. Clotting powder and an IV. A blue bag, a red cross on each side.”

“Got it.” Wren laid him down, and when she turned, Chloe was right behind her, her eyes big, staring at the wound in her father’s stomach.

Doug saw her and tried to flash a smile. “Hey, kiddo.”

“Daddy?” Chloe’s lips collapsed in grief, her lower lip protruded, and her eyes watered.

“I’m fine, Chloe.” Doug gestured back to Addison, who still lay on the floor, curled up in a ball.

“I think your sister needs your help. Why don’t you go and make sure she’s okay? Could you do that for me?”

Chloe nodded and then leaned in to give her dad a kiss on the cheek. Wren kissed the top of her head and then took one of the broomsticks, shoved the handle end in the bottom corner of the room, and then slammed her foot down over the middle, snapping it in half. She knelt and put one of the jagged, splintered ends into Zack’s palm. It was the best she could do. “Zack.” Her son opened his eyes, his fingers gripped lightly around the wood. “Anyone comes through that door, you stick this inside of him, you got it?”

Zack’s fingers tightened around the wood, and he gave a stiff nod. Wren kissed his forehead and took the other end of the broken broomstick. She shoved the junk she stacked in front of the door, and stepped out into the store. The chants of the masked men was now nothing but a faint echo in the distance.

Aside from the massive clouds of smoke that filtered through the air and debris in the streets, it looked clear. Wren held the makeshift spear tightly, keeping her eyes about her on the way to the ambulance, which was still mangled and flipped to its side, some of the gear spilling from the back like guts from a wound.

Wren sifted through the wreckage, looking for the pack Doug had described, when a faint moan came from inside the ambulance. Nathan. He can help. She jumped inside, the vehicle creaking in the same distressed manner as the volunteer firefighter, his head lolling back and forth, the blood on his face shimmering with ever shake. “Nathan,” she said, shaking him. She looked behind her at the open doors, then through the broken windshield, making sure no one was close. “Nathan, wake up!”

Nathan blinked, shifting his arms and legs around on the floor. “What happened?”

“Nathan, I need to find the trauma bag. Where is it?” Wren grabbed his collar. “Doug’s been shot. I need to find the bag!” She screamed the words louder than she intended, but the intensity reignited Nathan’s coherence as he shifted his large body to the side, planting four wobbling limbs underneath his body as he pushed himself up.

“I packed it up here.” Nathan staggered, stretching his arms. He tossed a handful of clothes and bandages aside, and there underneath rested the blue bag with the red crosses etched on either side.

Wren snatched it from Nathan’s hand then yanked him along. “Hurry!” Each pull and jerk, dragging Nathan with her, felt as though her arm would snap in half. She burst through the door, the delicate bundle of junk still blocking her path sent crashing to the floor.

Doug lay unconscious, his hands fallen from his stomach. Chloe was crying in the corner, and Zack could do little more than drop the broken broomstick in his hand upon their entrance. Wren collapsed next to Doug, clutching his hand in her own. His fingers were sticky with blood and deathly cold.

Nathan knelt on the other side, pressing his pudgy hands onto Doug’s neck, then pressed his ear to Doug’s mouth. “It’s faint, but he still has a pulse, and he’s breathing.” He ripped the trauma bag open and pulled out a small baggie, tearing the top off, and then ripped the front of Doug’s shirt open with a short blade. He dumped the clotting powder in the wound and started rotating Doug to his back. “Help me get him on his side.”

Wren let go of Doug’s hand and pushed. Nathan finished pulling the shirt off Doug, dumping the same material in the wound on his lower back. “We need to get some fluids in him. Hand me that light.”

Wren extended her cell to Nathan, the movement shifting the shadows in the room, when suddenly it went out, casting a veil of darkness over their eyes. Wren pulled the phone back, tapping the screen and the power button, but nothing worked. “It’s not...” She shook it in her hands, her fingers digging into the case. “It had a full battery.” She groped for her son in the darkness. “Zack, give me your phone, quickly.” They fumbled the exchange awkwardly in the dark, but Zack’s phone offered the same result as her own. “Shit!” Wren’s muscles tensed. Chloe’s whimpers grew louder, and Wren felt the last shred of sanity slip through her fingers. “What is happening?”

Wren felt a hand on her shoulder. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness somewhat, and when she looked up, she saw Nathan’s shape. “Wren, we have to go.”

“Where, Nathan?” She pulled her hair backward, her nails digging into her scalp. She looked to her husband, only the outline of his shape visible in the darkness, then back to her daughters, and then to Zack on floor. The world had crumbled around her. She felt her heart accelerate along with her breathing, but the quick breaths suffocated her. The overwhelming sense of finality took hold, and she shook her head violently.

Nathan knelt and gently pulled her hand from her hair, holding it in his own. “Wren, the power’s not coming back on any time soon. And depending on the range of the device, it may be a while before we run into anything electronic that’s able to function.”

She heard, but she didn’t understand. The words bounced around her head like a foreign tongue, the same jargon that the masked men had spit in their chants. “What… what are you talking about? What device?”

Nathan leaned in closer, his features becoming clearer in the darkness. “An EMP.”

 
 
 




Static: Fade to Gray




Chapter 1 

 

Ash fell from the sky. On the horizon, the downtown Chicago skyline burned, crumbling the once-proud architecture she had loved so much. The empyrean blue of the atmosphere grew congested and poisoned with black, virulent plumes of pollution.

The combined heat of sun and fires burned the streets clogged with broken-down vehicles, half of them wrecked in twisted piles and the other half abandoned, their owners fleeing on foot. Along the roads, what stores hadn’t caught fire were looted. Any goods the criminals left behind were scattered on the sidewalks amidst shards of broken glass. The city had turned to chaos, and Wren Burton was anchored in the eye of the storm.

Wren limped forward, ignoring the pain radiating from her right thigh. She swung her right arm awkwardly, compensating for its companion on the left, which lay wounded in a sling. Dried blood was caked on her right pant leg, and every pound of pressure she laid upon it with her hobbled steps brought forth a fresh coat of crimson that added to the flaking crust already in place.

The sections of the borrowed shirt and pants she wore that weren’t covered in bodily fluids were dirtied with grime. Her pale skin was darkened with the ashes of the burning city, and her black hair was greyed from soot and dust. Her foot kicked away debris scattered in the street: a broken bottle, crumpled papers, shattered glass. She fumbled her fingers over car doors, yanking at their handles fruitlessly, all of them locked, and not even trying the wrecked vehicles stacked in pileups that dotted the roads.

After a few dozen tries, success. Wren flung the door open wildly, sliding into the driver’s seat, probing her hand in search of the keys, which the owner had left in the ignition in their haste to flee the burning city. But when Wren turned the engine over, she heard nothing but a click. “No!” She flicked the key again, frustrated, but each try only returned the same impotent noise. She slammed her fist into the wheel and then pulled herself out. She sprinted to the next car, slid into the driver’s seat, then punched the dash after the second failed attempt to start the engine.

Wren looked back to the looted electronics store where the overturned ambulance lay twisted and mangled. No working car meant no escape. No escape meant death. What did Nathan say? An older car. Find an older car. She passed the newer models, their paint still fresh and bright, their innards sophisticated with the comforts of technology and efficiency.

The searing pain in the cut on Wren’s thigh forced her to stop and grip the rusted pole of a street sign for support. Her legs shook. Her breath was labored. She eyed the small strip mall parking lot to her left, a rusted minivan catching her attention. She pushed herself from the pole, using the momentum to press forward.

Wren patted the side of the rusted van until she arrived at the driver’s door. The handle squeaked when pulled, but refused her entry. She thrust her good arm through the cracked window and reached for the lock at the window’s base. The lock grazed against her fingertips, and the window dug painfully under her arm as she stretched to position for a better grip. With her face smashed against the door frame and her arm extended as far as it would go, she plucked the lock up and swung the door open.

Bits of rust fell from the hinges as she climbed into the driver’s seat. The ignition was empty, but a purse lay over the torn fabric of the passenger seat. She dumped the contents out hurriedly. She pushed past lipstick and napkins, credit cards and IDs until she felt the rigid metal of keys scrape against her fingers.

Wren thrust the key into the ignition, the gaudy key chains jingling together. She closed her eyes, her wrist poised to start the van. Please. Work. The engine choked and stammered. Wren leaned her foot on the gas as the engine struggled to catch its spark. She pumped the pedal. C’mon! Finally, the cylinders kicked into gear, and the old rust bucket took its first breath of life.

“Yes!” Wren slammed the door shut and shifted into drive. The car squealed as she pulled out of the parking space, maneuvering through the minefield of busted vehicles and overturned lampposts, trash cans, and street signs.

The brakes screeched as the car came to a stop next to the overturned ambulance, and Wren left the engine running as she passed by the dead paramedic, half his body hanging out of the front windshield, his head bloodied and the rest of his body limp.

The inside of the electronics store was in no better shape than its exterior, and Wren kicked aside broken boxes and packages on her way to the storage closet. “Nathan! I have one!” Before she reached for the handle, the door swung open, and a large, heavyset man with his belly falling over the front of his jeans stepped out. The mustache under his nose was thick and bristled, and he stroked it nervously as he nodded.

“We need to get Doug in first,” Nathan said, disappearing back into the closet.

The moment Wren set foot in the room, her leg was attacked by her youngest daughter, Chloe. The hardened cast around her left arm smacked the cut on Wren’s right thigh, and Wren winced from the pressure. “Mommy, I want to go home.”

Wren knelt down while Nathan propped Doug up against the wall. “Honey, we can’t go home. Not right now. We need to get your dad and brother help.” She looked past Chloe to her eldest daughter, Addison, curled up in the corner, cradling her head. “And I need you to take care of your big sister, okay? We need to get her to the van out front. Can you help me with that?” The five-year-old puffed out her lower lip and nodded.

“Wren,” Nathan said. “I need some help moving him.”

“Mom.” The cry came from behind her, where her eldest child and only son, Zack, lay propped up against the wall. Even in the darkness, his face was pale, and Wren saw the beads of sweat rolling off him. His right leg lay mangled and bloodied under his ripped jeans, the shin completely snapped in half, the remnants of the makeshift brace his father had constructed barely holding it together after the ambulance wrecked. The involuntary spasms of pain his muscles offered betrayed the hardened look of courage the fifteen-year-old had etched on his face.

Wren clutched his hand as she walked past. “We’re taking you to get help. Just hang on for a little bit longer.” She kissed the top of his head, fisting a cluster of black curls that rested on his scalp. But what kind of help will we find?

Wren tossed Doug’s arm over her shoulder, and together she and Nathan lifted him off the floor. Though his weight was spread between the two of them, she still struggled to keep him upright. And the added pressure only increased the agitation of her thigh. “There.” Wren gestured to the van, the heat from the city and the stress triggering a burst of sweat from her brow and neck.

“We’ll get his torso inside first,” Nathan replied, opening the back doors. “On three. One, two, three!”

Both of them grunted in the coordinated lift, and the back of the van lowered on its rusty shocks as Doug’s body thumped on the floorboard. Wren gave him a shove forward but stopped once she saw the streaks of blood smear the van’s dirtied carpet.

“The clotting powder will only hold for so long,” Nathan said. “We need to get him to a doctor. He’s lost too much blood, and he’ll most likely need a transfusion. Do you remember his blood type?”

“AB positive,” Wren answered, looking at the gritty material covering the hole in his stomach. She grabbed his hand. She shivered; his skin was an unearthly cold. She quickly released his finger and limped back inside to retrieve Zack. “Let’s get everyone else loaded—”

An explosion sounded in the north, and Wren and Nathan ducked, grabbing whatever they could for support as the blast rocked the pavement. Wren danced on shaking legs into the center of the street. A fresh column of smoke snaked its way into the sky, and the sharp pierce of the initial explosion faded into a dull roar.

“Wren!” Nathan said.

Wren forced her attention back to the van and hastened her pace. We have to get out of the city. Nathan helped Zack outside, her son spitting groans through gritted teeth, while she carried Addison with her one good arm with Chloe trailing closely behind.

Nathan piled Zack next to his father in the back, and Wren strapped the girls in the second row. Addison rolled her head back and forth, her neck loose as a noodle. She cradled her daughter’s cheek, worried about the effects of the concussion, and double-checked her seatbelt. Once everyone was secure, Wren climbed in the passenger seat. “Do you know any hospitals in the south?”

Nathan shifted into drive, shaking his head. “None that’ll have any power, and judging by what we’ve seen so far, they’ll be targets as well.”

“Right,” Wren added absentmindedly. She caught her reflection in the side mirror and didn’t recognize the face staring back at her. Dust covered most of her head, and her hair was ragged, her cheeks hollow and dirty. She reached down and touched the cut on her thigh, grimacing, then gently rubbed the dull ache of her left arm in its sling.

“Zack!” Nathan yelled, narrowly missing a ten-car pileup as he veered around the edge. “I need you to check your dad’s breathing every few minutes. Just place your hand under his nose and leave it there, make sure there’s still an air flow.”

Wren turned and watched her son place a shaky hand under Doug’s nostrils. The van bounced over a pothole, and he nodded. “Yeah. It’s faint, but he’s still breathing.”

“Good. Just keep checking, Zack.” Nathan jerked the wheel side to side. The tires screeched with every harsh maneuver. Standstill traffic congested the outbound lanes.

“Stay off the highways,” Wren said, clutching her seat belt. “If we’re one of the only working cars in the city, then I’d rather not advertise it.”

“Me either,” Nathan answered.

City buildings slowly morphed to the industrial district the farther they drove. A few miles beyond that, they saw the backs of the lines of people who’d left their disabled cars behind, exiting the city. Their heads perked up at the sound of the vehicle.

The greater the distance that separated them from the city limits, the thicker the crowds of pedestrians grew. It wasn’t long before Nathan was forced to slow their pace as they came upon a cluster of broken-down police cars. Wren gripped the armrest tight, hoping none of them were desperate enough to try and stop them. But while she drew in her breath, the herd’s attention was focused elsewhere. A massive Red Cross station had been erected, composed of flapping tents and folding tables.

Stacks of food and water were unloaded from trucks and distributed to outstretched arms and hands clamoring for help. Police officers formed a human barrier between the workers and the crowd, the hordes growing increasingly bold as the officers struggled to keep the masses at bay. A cluster of soldiers intermixed with the police kept their hands on their rifles, one of them barking orders to the crowd, which only exacerbated the people’s defiance.

The line finally broke on the far left side, and the crowd swarmed through the hole like water in a sinking ship. They toppled tables and trampled workers, discarding what decency remained and satisfying the impulsive need of survival. Wren scooted away from her passenger-side window, watching the eyes follow their vehicle with the same lustful intentions they cast on the rations. She clutched Nate’s arm. “Don’t stop.”

Nathan pointed to some of the medical tents. “Wren, this could be the only available medical staff for miles. I don’t know how much longer Doug is going to last.”

Gunshots rippled through the air, and Wren turned just in time to watch the masses shift like waves in a tide, pulling apart like cotton candy. “Go!” But by the time Nathan tried to accelerate, the masses swarmed the van like locusts, smacking into the doors and windows, climbing on top of the roof and clinging to the hood. Screams flooded in from the left, cut short by more gunfire. Wren squinted through the fleeing crowds, and her heart dropped at the sight of masked men tearing through the masses. They wore the same black cloth as the terrorists that attacked the hospital. “Nathan, go, now!”

The engine revved, and Wren felt the thump of bodies collide against the van as Nathan pushed through the sea of people scrambling to get out of their path. Nate laid on the horn, and horrified faces gazed through the windows as Wren peered over the heads of the crowd to the skirmish between the authorities and terrorists. One by one the men in masks fell, and as the crowd cleared, only one remained, bloodied and on his knees, reaching for a device at his belt.

The explosion blinded Wren just as much as it deafened her. The van rattled, and the heat from the blast melted through the windows and doors. The harsh, high-pitched whine slowly faded, and as she opened her eyes, she saw the road had cleared and the van had picked up speed.

Wren turned to look back. The tents and tables had been wiped away, the windows in the surrounding buildings shattered, and a small crater rested in the earth where the masked man had knelt. On the outskirts of the blast, what was left of the crowd was scattered in pieces. Random body parts stretched for at least thirty yards. Those who’d survived the blast sprinted in whatever direction led them away from the carnage.

Chloe and Addison huddled on the seat, their limbs twisted around one another with their heads down. Doug still lay unconscious, while Zack looked out the back window in the same direction as his mother. When he finally turned around, she watched his pale cheeks turn a light shade of green. “Girls, don’t look out the windows for a little while. Just keep your heads down.”

Nathan gripped the wheel tightly, keeping his gaze straight ahead. His eyes watered, but no tears fell. “We shouldn’t stop until we can’t see the skyline anymore.” His voice caught in his throat, and he shifted uneasily in his seat, glancing in the rearview mirror to Zack. “Your dad still breathing?”

The van was silent for a moment before Zack answered with a yes, and Wren felt her mind grow heavy and tired. She reclined her seat as the landscape outside her window shifted from buildings to open fields. The sky cleared the farther south they drove, and only a few sporadic vehicles were left in their path. What people they passed were too few and exhausted to cause any trouble. Wren brought a shaky hand up and rubbed her eyes, trying to rid herself of the fatigue as much as the images of body parts.

“Mom!”

The fog lifted from Wren’s mind at the panicked shout, and she turned around to see Zack with his ear to Doug’s nose. “He’s not breathing.” Her son hyperventilated, looking from his father to his mother, uncertain of what to do.

“You’ll have to give him CPR, Zack,” Nathan said, his eyes scanning the road for any signs for a doctor’s office or medical facility. “You need to tilt his head back by lifting his chin to open his airway.”

Zack shook his head, tears streaming down his face. “I-I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t.”

Nathan pulled off to the side of the road, unbuckling his seat belt in the process, and jumped from the driver’s seat and into the back. “You drive.”

Wren climbed behind the wheel and shifted the car back into drive, peeling out in the grass and gravel as she floored the accelerator. She flitted her eyes between the rearview, where Nathan pumped his hands over Doug’s chest, and the road, searching for any sign of help. Suddenly, the horizon offered the small outline of buildings. “We’ve got a town coming up!”

“We’ll have to stop there,” Nathan said, puffing another breath into Doug’s lungs. “He’s not going to last with me working on him like this.”

The speedometer tipped eighty. Adrenaline raced through her veins with the same high-octane intensity as the fuel in the van. The town’s welcome sign passed in a blur as the first few buildings came into view. She slowed, looking for any signage for the hospital, but soon discovered the town was nothing more than a small strip of buildings on either side of the road.

A white building with a black sign out front toward the end of the row of stores caught her attention. She slammed on the brakes, veering off the road. “I’ve got something!” She thrust the van into park and helped Nathan pull Doug out of the back doors. Nathan scooped Doug in his arms, sprinted past the veterinary sign, and made a beeline for the door.

Wren flung the side door open. “C’mon, girls.” Wren held out her hand, and her daughters sheepishly crawled from their seats. She scooped up Addison, who still couldn’t stand up right, and Chloe huddled around her legs. She looked to her son. “I’ll come back for you once I get them inside.”

Zack nodded, and Wren guided the girls up the steps and inside the office. A series of bewildered faces glanced at her once inside, along with howls and screeches from a handful of animals, some of them caged, others held by their owners. Nathan burst through a door down a hallway. “Wren! Back here!”

Wren placed the girls in two vacant chairs in the waiting room. “You two stay right here and do not move.” She kissed their foreheads and sprinted toward Nate. His massive body blocked the doorway, and she tried to peer past him, but the small openings offered no view of Doug.

“Wren.” Nathan placed a heavy hand on her shoulder, and she felt her body sink. “He’s not sure he can do anything.”

Wren shoved Nate aside and stepped into the room. “Watch the girls.” Doug lay on a steel table, a light above him, and a shrew-looking man with thinning hair, glasses, and a white coat far too large for his petite frame standing next to him. She thrust a finger at the doctor and then to Doug. “Help him.”

The doctor took a step back, shrugging, his hands spread out in a desperate plea. “Miss, I’m only a veterinarian. The wounds he’s sustained, the amount of blood loss—”

“You need blood?” With her left arm pinned in the sling, Wren awkwardly rolled up the sleeve of her right arm, exposing the pale, soft, dirtied flesh underneath. “Take it. He’s a universal receiver.”

“Ma’am, I—”

“Take it!” Wren’s voice shrilled, her cheeks and neck flushed hot red. She stepped forward, her arm jutted out, the lines and curves of her face shifting between tremors of rage and fear. “Try. Please.”

The doctor hesitated, wiggling his fingers back and forth. Wren’s arm shook the longer the silence between them grew. “Okay.” The doctor pulled out a tray of instruments, the metal objects clanging against each other. He thrust an oddly shaped oxygen mask over Doug’s face and ripped the fabric of his shirt.

Wren lowered her arm, slowly walking toward her husband on the table. He’s not gone. Not yet. She reached for his hand. His finger was cold to the touch. The doctor grabbed her arm, and she felt the cold prick of steel pierce her skin.

“There’s no guarantee he’ll survive.” Blood drained from the veins in Wren’s arm, oozing through the tube and into Doug, warming the point of entrance on his skin. “You should prepare for the worst.”

Wren watched her blood drain, feeling dizzy and lightheaded. “I already have.”




Chapter 2

 

Addison and Chloe lay asleep in Wren’s lap. She felt the steady rise and fall of their chests, and she stroked their hair. Her sleeve was still rolled up, and a bandage had been placed over the puncture wound. The paleness of her complexion only accentuated the dark circles that had formed under her eyes, dragging her downward.

The doctor worked on Doug for an hour, and while his pulse returned, his consciousness did not. And now that he was stabilized, the veterinarian shifted his work to Zack. Her son screamed when the doctor reset the bone, but since then, it’d been nothing but the barking of dogs and the hiss of cats.

The waiting room in the veterinarian’s office was dark, save for the sunlight coming through the windows. The EMP had stretched well beyond Chicago’s city limits, and she heard the rumblings of the town’s citizens in regard to the sudden malfunction of their vehicles, phones, and other devices. A few candles were set out and slowly became the main source of light as the sun touched the horizon in the west.

Nathan stepped around the corner of the hallway, Doug’s dried blood caked over his shirt and arms. His shoulders sagged as he leaned against the wall, examining his attire. “The doctor’s done with Zack. He’s resting now.”

“And Doug?” The past hour had seen her mind race down every nightmarish avenue she could imagine, wondering what she would do or say if Doug didn’t survive, or if he did.

“He’s still passed out. The doctor is checking on him now.”

Wren nodded, her gaze cast down to her girls in her lap, then she rested her head against the wall. She closed her eyes, her head swimming. She was surprised that her mind was still dizzy from the doctor draining her blood. I’m just tired.

“Wren.” Nathan’s bearlike palm engulfed her shoulder. “We need to get out of here. I know of a place that we can go.”

The scrape on Wren’s leg roared its irritation, and a hot flush ran through her. “We’re out of the city, Nathan. We’re safe.”

“For now.” Nathan looked around suspiciously then inched closer. “Wren, if this town was affected by the EMP blast, then we have to assume the entire country was as well. And if that’s the case, this power outage is going to last a very long time. What we saw in Chicago was just the beginning.”

Wren forced the dizzy spell into submission, gently shifting the girls off her lap. “It’s too soon to talk of something like that. We don’t know if it’s the entire country. We can’t base our decisions off our fears, Nathan.” She rested the two of them across the chairs, and they fidgeted lightly from the interruption. “Watch the girls for a second. I’m going to go check on Zack.”

The first few steps were difficult, her knees buckling twice, and she had to grip the wall for support. But once she fell into a rhythm, a portion of her strength returned. The doctor had just come out of Doug’s room when she made it to Zack’s door. He’d removed his coat, revealing the true thinness of his frame. His clothes were covered and stained with dark blotches, and his arms were red from fingertips to elbows. “Thank you.”

The doctor shook his head, his eyes focused on the blood on his hands. “I didn’t do anything. There’s still no guarantee that he’ll survive. He’s alive, but barely.”

“You did enough.” Wren smiled then stepped inside Zack’s room.

Her son lay asleep with his left leg in a cast from knee to foot. An IV bag hung above him, offering what nourishment it could to his young, battered body. She pulled up a chair and sat next to him, her fingers lacing between his. “We’re okay.” She kissed his palm. “We’re going to be okay.”

 




 

***

The sun had completely disappeared below the horizon, and with the power out the night cast a darkness Wren had never seen before. She rotated her shoulder that hung in the sling from the hospital, stiff from sitting in the van, as she scanned the radio channels for any news, anywhere. But just like her phone, the airwaves remained quiet.

A bead of sweat rolled down her forehead, stinging her eye on its way. She felt the heat radiate from her body, and her mind was dizzy. I just need to rest. Sleep had been in short supply, her mind too busy contemplating their next move. It offered a distraction from worrying about whether Doug would survive.

Indiana was an option if they headed east. Wren’s parents still lived just outside of Indianapolis, but if what Nate was telling her were true, then she wasn’t sure if their circumstances would improve. While Nathan’s option of his secret camp loomed in her mind, she refused to bring her family to people she didn’t know or trust, no matter how many times he brought it up.

“Wren,” Nathan said, slinking through the dark. “You need to come, quick.”

Wren stumbled getting out of the van, which they’d moved into the veterinary’s garage to keep out of view from the rest of the town. Having a working vehicle had its advantages, and she wanted to make sure those advantages stayed in their possession.

The candles that replaced the faulty lights down the hallway exaggerated the menacing shadows in the dark. She followed Nathan to Doug’s room, where he lay still, the vet hovering over him. At first glance, Wren thought Doug had awoken; his head lolled back and forth lazily, and she heard the murmurs of his voice. But the closer she looked, she realized that his eyes remained closed, and his words were nonsense. The light from the candles illuminated the slick sheen of sweat covering his skin.

“He has a fever,” the veterinary said, removing a thermometer from Doug’s mouth. “His temperature has spiked three degrees in the past hour. He’s burning up.”

Before Wren even touched Doug’s forehead, she felt the heat coming off him. The bloodied bandage around Doug’s stomach was damp with sweat, and the IV was running low. “Can’t you give him something?” Wren removed her hand, her palm scorching hot.

“I don’t have the antibiotics he needs.” The vet gestured to the wound. “If he has an infection, he won’t last more than a few days. His organs will slowly shut down. He needs more help than I can give him.”

“You have to have something.” Wren paced across the shelves in the large animal operating room that were lined with hundreds of different bottles and boxes. “One of these has to be able to help him.”

“There’s nothing here!” The vet’s voice screeched like a scratch in a record. His small body trembled from the exertion, and Wren wasn’t sure if the meager man was more afraid of his words, or how she would react to them. He rubbed his brow, and his glasses slid down the bridge of his nose. “What he needs now, I can’t help with.” He stomped over to the shelves, pulling down boxes hastily. “I know every single pill and powder in my inventory. I have medicine for horses, pigs, sheep, dogs, cats, birds, and snakes, but none of them can fight what he has.” He emptied the box, the bottles rolling across the tile, then slammed the empty cardboard to the floor. “I. Can’t. Help!” Steam fumed from the vet’s ears, and he clenched his small hands into fists.

Wren took a breath, letting her thoughts gather and the vet’s temper cool. “Then what does he need?”

“Cefepime, ceftazidime, and ceftriaxone sodium.” The vet listed them off slowly, rubbing his eyes. “They’re used to fight infections in the organs, bones, and skin. He’ll need a steady six-week regimen to eradicate the bacteria.”

“You’re sure he’s infected?” Wren placed a hand on Doug’s table. His face was still dripping with sweat.

“If his fever hasn’t broken by morning, then it’s a one hundred percent certainty.”

Wren nodded, her gaze shifting from Doug, who lay motionless on the table, to Nathan. “Then we wait until we know for sure.”

“Wren, if we wai—”

“We wait. Until we know for sure.” Wren stomped away, her head spinning once more. She wasn’t going to let someone else dictate what was best for her family. She’d seen too much. Her family had felt the burden of the chaos in Chicago. She wouldn’t be pushed around, not here.

Wren found the girls asleep in one of the rooms, and she leaned against the doorway, lingering at the precipice of entry. The two of them were balled up tight in blankets, their hair tangled and messy. She’d never seen anything so peaceful in her life.

“Wren.” The whisper was accompanied by a tap on her shoulder, and when she turned around, Nathan clasped his hands together, pleading. “You need to listen to me.”

Wren grabbed his arm, pulling them both away from the girls. “I already told you, Nathan, we wait until morning. The doctor’s not one hundred percent sure.”

“He’s also not a medical doctor,” Nathan replied harshly. “He’s a veterinarian.”

“All the more reason to stay put.” The waves of exhaustion beat their way against her, eroding her patience. The harder Wren fought, the quicker she drowned in her fatigue. She loosened the collar of her shirt, suddenly feeling warm.

“And if the vet is right, it might be too late by morning.”

A sudden shock of icy cold mixed with heat cut through Wren like a freight train. She put her hand against the wall for support. The cut along her leg ached. The white bandages the vet had wrapped around the wound upon their arrival already needed to be changed. She shook her head. “How far is it to this camp?” The wound burned like hot coals. She shut her eyes and felt the tiles under her feet shift, as if they were rolling waves on the ocean.

“From here, it’s at least a three-hour drive,” Nathan answered. “And that’s if we don’t run into any trouble. Hell, we may not even have enough fuel to get us there.”

Wren stepped away from the light; the sight of the flame dancing in the dark hallway only compounded the illusion of the shifting ground. “We’ll check for gas in the morning.” She backtracked down the hallway, retreating toward the van. “I’m going to go and catch some shut-eye. Wake me up if anything changes.”

Nathan agreed, and Wren focused on putting one foot in front of the other on her slow walk down the hall. By the time she arrived at the van, it was all she could do to pull herself inside, collapsing onto the backseat. Her skin flashed from hot to cold, and she found a blanket in the back, which she pulled tight to her chin, fighting off the shivers running up and down her body.

But whatever peace Wren hoped to find in her sleep was disfigured by shifting nightmares. The gunshots at the hospital in Chicago thundered through her mind like a hurricane, rolling her back and forth in the chaos she tried so desperately to escape. She felt the warm splash of blood from the dead as one by one patients fell around her. She ran through hallways of shrieking screams and bloodcurdling cries of the dying. The wicked foreign tongue of the killers barked in her ears. “Yuhzir! Alkhuruj wamuajahat mammatik!” The wailing cries of her daughters shook loose the gripping fear the terrorists’ voices had instilled. She sprinted toward the sound of their cries through the hallways, stepping over and around the slain bodies that were spread across the tiles. And it wasn’t but a few moments later that she found herself covered in dust, the hospital behind her nothing but rubble, and she was alone. Her girls had disappeared, and when she cried out to them, another voice echoed back to her. Zack. Her son’s voice was muffled under the mangled concrete and twisted steel which grew taller the closer she moved. Her son’s voice shrank with the growing heap of rubble. She flung rocks and rebar from the pile, digging deeper and deeper into the collapsed mountain until she finally came upon him, broken and unconscious. She scooped her son up in her arms as the unstable structure around her shifted and moaned above them. A searing pain ripped through her right thigh. And just as the rubble tumbled down upon both of them, she awoke.

Wren ripped the blanket off her and clutched her leg. Her entire body was slick with sweat, the blanket damp and her clothes soaked. Her hair clung to her forehead in greasy, matted sheets. The muscles along her thigh felt like they were melting off and she rolled off the seat and onto the floorboard.

With a shaking arm, she pulled down her pants. Every inch was excruciating, and when she peeled back the top portion of her bandage, she gagged. The cut had grown a bright red, and a small amount of pus oozed from the side of the gash. Infected. She pulled her pants back up, gingerly, and lay still on the floor.

A ray of light broke through the high window of the garage, signaling that it was dawn. She rubbed her eyes and pushed herself to an upright position. Fear gripped her as she realized what morning meant. Doug.

Wren crawled forward awkwardly over the seats, doing her best to keep pressure off her wounded limbs. She collapsed out of the van and limped forward, forcing all of her weight on her left leg. The hallway was quiet, no sign of anyone awake. She used the walls for support on her way to Doug’s room. When she opened the door, both Nathan and the veterinarian looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “His fever,” Wren said, the words escaping her lips in hoarse rasps. “Is it gone?” Against her will, she slid to the floor, struggling to keep her eyes open. She felt a hand on her forehead.

“Christ, she’s burning up.”

Wren swatted the hand away. She opened her eyes. Her vision was blurred. Both the veterinarian and Nathan were nothing more than hazy images. “Doug, is he—”

“His fever has gone up,” the vet answered. “We’re trying to cool him down, but it’s only a temporary fix. He’ll still need the antibiotics if you want him to live.” He left Doug’s side and knelt down with Nathan, popping a thermometer into her mouth. “And he’s not the only one in need.” He peeled back the bandages on her thigh and shook his head. “It’s in the early stages of infection, but it’ll get worse if it goes untreated.” He retrieved one of the compresses from Doug’s table and applied it to her forehead.

“It was just a scratch,” Wren said. The cool pack broke through the heat melting her mind, and Wren felt the instant relief. It spread down the back of her skull, through her arms, and gradually made its way to her leg. But the relief was short lived, as the heat from her body quickly melted whatever cool the pack provided. She tried to connect her thoughts before they disappeared into the heat of her mind. “We have to… Doug needs…” But each time she got close, they melted away, dripping into the abyss.

“Wren, listen to me.” Nathan gently cradled her head. “We need to go to the camp. They have medicine there that will help Doug, and you. It’s safe. I promise.”

I promise. Promises weren’t strong enough to bet her life on, or her family’s. Hell, it wasn’t even strong enough to save her marriage. She shook her head. “Somewhere else. A hospital.” She swallowed hard, the lack of spit making the motion rough.

“The closest hospital that’s not in Chicago is farther than the camp,” Nathan explained. “Wren, if we don’t leave now, then you are going to die. Doug will die.”

With the searing pain pulsing through her body, death sounded like a welcome reprieve. But then her children would be orphaned, and she would not let her own blood wander the rest of their lives alone. Not with the world crumbling around them. “Okay.” Wren nodded. “We’ll go.”




Chapter 3

 

Wren watched the fields and bushes fly by her window in a blur. She focused all of her strength on keeping her eyes open, but despite her protest, her mind drifted off to sleep, her unconscious filled with more of the same nightmares as before. She awoke, dripping in sweat, and reached for the bottled water in the cup holder they’d taken from the vet’s office now in their rearview mirror.

The water was nearly as warm as Wren, but the liquid helped quench her thirst regardless. She drained half the bottle and took a moment to catch her breath as her body still quivered from dehydration. She pushed herself higher in the seat, the water providing a brief moment of clarity. The landscape had transformed from fields to trees. “Where are we?”

“We’re close,” Nathan replied.

Wren reached for her leg and nearly fainted from the lightest touch of her fingers. She gripped the armrests for support until the pain passed then shifted uneasily in her seat, turning back around to Zack and the girls. “Hey, guys.”

Chloe and Addison offered a weak smile while Zack simply rolled his head to the side, away from Wren’s view. “Where are we going, Mom?” It was Chloe who spoke, her blue eyes flashing in the passing light between the trees on the side of the road.

“Your dad needs some help. And Uncle Nate is taking us to a place where we can get some.” And hopefully for me as well. Wren forced Nathan to keep her infection from them, even Zack. The kids had enough on their plate as it was.

The van squeaked to a stop, beckoning attention. “We’re here.” Nathan thrust the car into park, and the engine hummed irritably, as if the very prospect of having to start moving again was too much to bear. “I’ll be right back.”

The structure in front of them was impressive, especially considering the surrounding area. The front gate was at least ten feet high and twenty feet wide and made of reinforced steel. A catwalk stood on top of the entrance, where two guards were stationed, armed with rifles. But after the twenty feet of steel, either side of the fence transformed from metal to wood and stretched farther than she could see, blending into the forest.

At the gate, voices were raised and tempers flared. Nathan thrust his arms angrily at the two men with guns on the top walkway. Once the exchange was complete, Nathan stomped back to the van, and the gate opened, making a gap in the middle as the two doors swung outward. The flustered look on Nathan’s face matched his tone as he shifted the vehicle back into drive. “You’ll have to meet with the council before they’ll administer any medicine to Doug.”

The van lurched forward, and Wren shook her head, wondering if the fever had affected her hearing as they passed through the gate. “The council?”

“They’re in charge. It’s protocol for any member bringing someone from the outside.” Nathan kept the van at a slow pace on the way through the camp, which so far was nothing more than trees and a dirt road. “I wasn’t supposed to bring anyone that wasn’t on my list.”

The trees inside the camp were thick, the terrain rockier than she’d expected. The dirt road dipped and wound through the forest, and Wren caught herself looking upward. She wasn’t sure if it was the fever or the fact that the last time she was in the wilderness she was with her father as a young girl, but there was something comforting about the canopies above. The rays of sunlight passed between the leaves and branches and into the dirtied windows of the van, and while she was already burning up, it was a different type of warmth from the hellish fever engulfing her. She closed her eyes, and for a moment she could almost hear the sound of her children laughing on a spring day in the park. The car jerked to a stop, along with the brief glimpse of a past Wren wasn’t sure would ever be in her future again.

Much of the forest in this area had been cleared and replaced with buildings and open fields. Most were built from the same wood as the trees that once stood in their lots, but one particular building on the back side of the camp held the distinct glare of concrete in the sun. Nathan pounded on the van’s hood and motioned for her to get out.

Wren turned back to her children and reached for Zack’s hand, which felt oddly cool compared to her blazing-hot ones. “If anything happens, you get your sisters out of here.” He offered a light nod, and Wren gave his hand a squeeze, which he didn’t reciprocate.

Nathan helped her to one of the larger buildings, and every step forward, she felt the pain from her leg weaken the rest of her body. She examined the eyes staring back at her and the hands that carried logs, crates, cases, and weapons. Despite the heat, everyone dressed in thick, layered clothing, and their expressions looked as heavy as the woven fabric on their backs. A foul stench graced her nostrils, and she wrinkled her face in revulsion.

“They’ll ask you questions,” Nathan said. “Who you are, how you know me, your family, but the only thing that matters is your job.”

“Am I on trial?”

The words were meant in jest, but Nathan stopped the two of them just before the steps to the building. “Yes. And if the council votes to kick you out…” Nathan gripped her shoulders tight. “Everyone was invited and chosen to be in this community. You can too. Your skills as an architect are valuable, and you’re a gifted engineer.”

“Structural engineer,” Wren said, correcting him. “Nathan, what happens if they don’t want me and my kids here? We came here because you said we could get help.”

“And help doesn’t come free,” Nathan answered. “Let’s go.”

Nathan held out a hand to help her up the steps, but Wren shoved him aside. She gripped the railing and pulled herself up by her own steam. It was painful, but the rage and frustration over the situation displaced the symptoms of her fever. Panting by the time she made the ten short steps up, she pushed through the front doors with her head up.

Inside, the building was more akin to a town hall. Backless benches lined either side of a narrow path that fed into an open floor and a raised platform with five seats arranged in an arc pattern. The floors were dusty, and the air inside smelled of the maple and oak that comprised the rafters. There were no windows, and when the door closed behind her, Wren found herself alone and cast into darkness. She stopped halfway down the narrow path to the front platform. “Hello?”

The building’s acoustics that echoed back her words were the only answer she received. She shuffled a few steps forward but stopped at the creak of a door opening in the back of the building and saw the light it cast from outside. Footsteps followed, and the glow of candlelight moved behind the platform.

One, two, three, four, then five people stepped onto the platform, each finding their seats, each with their own candle. Two women and three men from what Wren could tell, and while most of their features were masked in the candlelight, she noticed the distinct scarring on the man who sat in the middle. The candlelight that flickered across his face highlighted the disfigurement, and while he looked only slightly older than herself, the dark eyes that stared down upon her looked ancient.

“Come forward,” the man with dark eyes said, his voice booming low and deep. The others kept silent, and despite the man’s commanding voice, she did not sway. He leaned forward, the shadows on his face shifting with him. “I do not have time for your cowardice. Step forward, or you will not be afforded an opportunity like this again.”

Zack, Addison, Chloe. And Doug. For them. Wren forced herself forward. The faces on the platform grew taller the closer she moved. For the moment, her adrenaline had returned, vanquishing the symptoms of her leg, but the sweating only worsened. By the time she reached the front, she was drenched. All five of them looked down at her as though they were dissecting an insect, determining whether to let her scurry by or end her existence with the heels of their boots.

“You were brought here by Nathan Heiss, yes?” The woman on the far left spoke softly, calmly, a far cry from the hellish looks her peers cast. From what Wren could tell, the woman was older, close to her fifties, but in the dim lighting, it was hard to tell if the strands of hair were silver grey or a vibrant blond.

“Yes.” Wren forced her voice to steady despite the nerves running rampant through her body. “Along with my three children and their father.”

“Your husband?” The man next to the older woman asked, raising his eyebrow. His lips remained motionless when he spoke, hidden under a thick mustache, which was as bushy as the caterpillars of his eyebrows that stretched over the shadows of his eyes.

“I was told I needed to speak with you in order to secure my family’s acceptance into this community,” Wren said, ignoring the man’s question. “Tell me what you need of me, and I will do it.”

“Need?” The man in the center drawled the word for a moment before he let it end. He tilted his head to the side. The dark eyes sucked up the dull light from the candle, and Wren found herself trying to look away, as if staring at the pools of black in his face for too long would suck the life from her. “We have no business for need here. This community was not established for the sole purpose of harboring those who need help. Only those who earn their keep.” He thrust his finger at the doors behind her. “Your cities and your government have failed you, and now you come to us with your hands cupped like a beggar’s bowl!” He slammed his fist on the table, and the deafening crack wavered the flames of the candles that rested upon it.

Two of the dark-eyed councilman’s colleagues curved a smile up the side of their hollowed cheeks, while the other two sank back in their seats. The woman to the dark-eyed councilman’s left leaned close to his arm, while the second man remained nothing more than a bystander in the proceedings. “I come with no bowl. I was an architect at a firm in Chicago, where I’ve been practicing my craft for the past six years. I’m an accomplished structural engineer, and there isn’t a building technique or material that I’m not familiar with. There is no one better at blending design and functionality when it comes to erecting a structure from this earth.” While her words ignited the interest of Dark Eyes, Wren felt a sudden emptiness at the thought of the city that was her home. The way she left it, she wasn’t sure if she’d ever get the chance to see it again.

The two closest to the dark-eyed councilman leaned in to whisper in his ear, and all the while he never took his gaze off Wren. There was something unnerving in his glare, and it wasn’t the darkness; she knew the light could play tricks. The councilman’s pupils took on a hard callus, as if he could leave his eyelids open in a sandstorm and walk away with his vision unscathed.

Once the two on either side of Dark Eyes had spoken whatever thoughts they deemed necessary, the councilman rose from his seat, and the others followed suit. He made his way down from the platform and stopped only inches from Wren. The scars on his face were sharper, more defined up close, and his scowl only intensified the disfigurement. His height and broad shoulders further compounded his commanding presence. “Come with me.” The other council members brushed past quickly, and Wren struggled to keep up.

Outside, she shielded her eyes from the sunlight. She looked for Nathan and the van, but neither was in sight. The lack of familiarity irritated the aches and pains in her body, but she forced herself to the front of the pack, ignoring the stares from those she passed on the way. She yanked the dark-eyed councilman’s arm and spun him around. “Where is my family?”

If the man’s features were bad in the dark, then in the sunlight they were abhorrent. Four scars covered the majority of his cheeks and neck. One ran along his left jawline, the second from the corner of his lower lip to his chin, the third across the meaty part of his right cheek, and the last from under his chin down beneath his shirt to the collarbone. While the wounds had long since healed, they left canyons on his skin that would never afford him a normal complexion. He pointed behind him to the fence. “We have a wall around our entire encampment, with guards patrolling twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. You tell me how you would get through, and I’ll let you stay.”

“Tell you? Or the council?” Wren turned to eye the others; the man and woman that seemed cozier with Dark Eyes than the other two had their arms crossed.

“You don’t have any bargaining chips on the table, so I suggest you tell me quickly before I change my mind.”

Wren shouldered past the councilman, toward the far side of the compound. While the front gate had looked formidable, the same quality had not been replicated for the rest of the fence. She examined the wall, running her hand over the bumpy logs that rose from the earth like medieval spikes around a castle. “The wood’s dry.” She peeled off a few splinters and snapped them between her fingers. “A little bit of gas and a lighter, and you’d be engulfed in a ring of fire.” She walked farther down, noticing a lean in a large portion of the fence. “You didn’t reinforce the foundation. When winter comes around, that portion of the fence will cave after the first heavy snowfall.” She turned around to look him in the eye. “But that’s not your biggest problem.”

“No? And what is?”

“You think you’ve used the natural landscape to your advantage, sucking up the resources around you to help reinforce your buildings and walls, but you’ve built your compound on low ground.” Wren walked around him, taking in the infrastructure of the community. “If you’re planning to live here for the long haul, you’ll find you’ll have a problem with sewage and plumbing after the first hard rain. It’ll flood, and those crops will mix with waste you let build up and then wash away into your soil.” Wren limped forward one step. “That’s what I’m smelling, right? I’m guessing this is the first time all of these people have been here at the same time for this long. But you don’t have to take my word for it. The first outbreak of dysentery should speak for itself. Of course, by then, it’ll be too late to stop it from happening.”

The councilman clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes. Wren knew he understood that she was right, but whether or not it was enough to admit her entrance to the camp was a different story. After a pause, he turned back to confer with the rest of the council. They spoke in hushed tones, glancing back at Wren, pointing to the flaws she mentioned then pointing to one another. After a few minutes, Dark Eyes made his way back over to her. “Much of your family is in need of medical care?”

“My husband needs antibiotics, and my girls need to be looked at by a doctor.” Wren palmed the side of her wounded thigh where the cut had worsened but kept it to herself, not knowing how much value her skillset would afford her.

“Your family will be treated.” He thrust a finger in her face. “But I will tell you this. You try and double-cross me on this, and I promise you the last thing you’ll be worried about is your children seeing a doctor.” He stomped away, two of the council members following, while two stayed behind.

“You’ll have to excuse Edric. He takes some getting used to.” In the sunlight, Wren could make out both of them more clearly. The woman had defined age lines carved across her face, and daylight revealed her hair to be grey, but her eyes and smile were a natural complement to the rest of her features. “My name is Iris. This is Ben.”

The gentleman with the thick mustache and eyebrows extended a hand as thick as his facial hair. “Pleasure to have you on board, miss.”

Iris gestured to where Edric and the other two councilmen exited. “The other two councilmen with Edric were Jan and Ted. You’ll rarely find that those three have any differences of opinion.”

“My family, where—”

“Nathan already has them with the doctor; he’s looking over them now,” Iris replied then smiled, adding, “You really didn’t think we’d turn you away in the condition you were in, did you? Edric just likes to play hard to get.”

It looks as though he enjoys playing a lot more than that. The architecture world wasn’t one many women ventured into, and in her experience, she had noted that not all of her male counterparts shared her belief that she belonged. It was a trait she learned to recognize quickly, and it was one she saw in Edric.




Chapter 4

 

The bunk was small, but Wren was grateful to have a bed. It was a huge improvement over the van, and when she woke, she still felt tired and hot, but the dizziness from the previous day had ceased. There were four cots in the small room, with Doug and Zack each having their own, but Doug’s remained empty, as he was still under the doctor’s supervision. The girls shared one, and Wren had her own, although in the middle of the night, she felt Addison climb into bed with her.

Wren planted two bare feet onto the worn wooden floor and tried applying pressure to her wounded leg. The pain was still there, but it had diminished some, although the same could not be said for her arm, which was furious with her after she had allowed Addison to fall asleep on it.

She let Zack and the girls rest a while longer and hobbled from the bedroom into the living room, which was bare save for the necessities, and even that was stretching it. A few chairs surrounded a table, and a large cast-iron heater sat in the middle of the living room. Other than the main room and the bedroom where Wren’s family slept, there was only one other room in the cabin, which belonged to Nathan.

The community didn’t have any extra housing, and Nathan had offered to put them up until Wren could build their own place. She burst out laughing at the suggestion but soon realized that Nathan wasn’t joking. He, along with the rest of the community, believed that the effects of the EMP weren’t going to end. Everyone here was in it for the long haul.

With no one awake, and dawn barely breaking over the horizon, Wren decided to have a look around. The morning was surprisingly cool, and the surrounding woods were quiet. The only noise that filled her ears was the soft crunch of earth underneath her feet.

A mist floated through the air that was so fine she couldn’t feel it on her skin. She looked north, half expecting to still see the plumes of smoke and fire of Chicago, but they were too far from the city now. The only view on the horizon were a few clouds that floated above the trees.

Since she was admitted into the camp based off of her career choice, she decided to get a better look at the camp to see where any improvements could be made, but kept a path toward the fence. Along the way, she passed a few people who had already woken, busy about their morning tasks. She watched people hoe their gardens, fill water buckets from a well in the center of the camp, inventory jars of food stacked in crates, and a few clean rifles and pistols.

The reactions to her presence were as mixed as the council when she first arrived. Some offered a smile and a wave, others a grimace, and the rest ignored her completely. Not that she cared. She knew nothing of these people, and they knew nothing of her. All that mattered now was making sure Zack and the girls remained healthy, and that Doug stayed alive.

The deeper Wren followed the fence, the thicker the forest around her became. She looked back a few times, making sure she could still see the majority of the compound from her position. From what she could tell, the community was centered specifically in the clearing behind her. The fence itself grew more decrepit the farther she walked, and more than once she stumbled upon portions of the wooden logs that had been splintered. When she dug her fingers into the cracked wood, her fingers grazed the smoothness of metal. At first she thought it was a nail, but the deeper she dug the more she recognized the thickness of the bullet.

A branch rustled to Wren’s left, and the sudden commotion made her heart leap, but it was nothing but a squirrel leaping onto a tree trunk. She backed up against the fence for support, and gently massaged the wounded leg, careful not to get too close to the cut.

“What are you doing here?”

Wren jumped and screamed, covering her mouth as she backed away from the fence. She tripped over her feet and fell to the forest floor, her back scraping against the rocks that littered the ground. “Who’s there?”

The voice echoed from beyond the fence, and through the cracks between logs, she saw a body pace back and forth. Portions of eyes, a mouth, and cheeks flitted between, looking at Wren on the ground. “I saw you come in.” The man’s voice was hoarse, as if he’d screamed his whole life and now could only bark haggard words. “You’re not welcome in there.”

“The council said I could stay. Whoever you are, you can’t overthrow their decisions.” At least I don’t think you can. From what she’d experienced the previous day, she was under the impression that the council’s word was law.

“Hmph. The council.” The voice spit the words out as though they were poison on his tongue. “You tell me you trust them? Can’t trust them as far as you can throw them.”

“And who can I trust, then? You? It seems you’re on the wrong side of the fence.” Wren pushed herself off the slab of leaves and rocks and took a few careful steps toward the voice, wondering if it was this man who’d caused some of the bullets to be lodged in the wood.

“That’s where you’re wrong, woman. This forest is full of wolves. More so now than ever.”

Gunshots blared to the south, and Wren involuntarily ducked. Her adrenaline heightened, along with her heart rate. She clutched her chest and stumbled backward. Her body broke out in a cold sweat, and flashbacks of the gunfire in Chicago terrorized her mind. She squinted her eyes shut, trying to rid herself of the throbbing visions of the terrorists. Are they here? They couldn’t have followed us. Was that man one of them?

Wren rushed to the fence, her nails digging into the wood as she desperately clawed over the posts, peering through the cracks in search of the voice, but her investigations revealed nothing but daylight and trees. More gunshots thundered toward the front of the camp, and she shuddered. The kids.

Wren sprinted as fast as her legs allowed, using the perimeter to guide her back. Shouts from the camp bounced through the thick trees. When the clearing finally came into view, Wren watched people dash between houses. All of them carried weapons, and once armed, they headed in the same direction. By the time Wren made it within arm’s reach of a woman clutching her child, her mouth was so dry that she couldn’t form the words to speak. After the third try, she managed to croak out words. “What’s happening?”

“An attack on the front gate.” The woman’s voice hid the fear which her eyes betrayed. “Everyone is going to want what we have.” She turned and gave Wren a look that suggested she was a part of the attack, then returned to her cabin with her young boy, bolting the door shut behind her.

The herds of people funneled toward the front gate, and Wren followed. The sight reminded her of an old western. The community members wielded rifles and pistols, a coldness in their gaze that would kill anything that meant to harm them.

With the majority of the crowd gathered by the gate by the time Wren arrived, most of the gunfire had stopped. The guards on duty had their weapons aimed downward toward the outer portion of the fence and were shouting at whoever was on the other end of their rifles. “Turn around, and do not come back here. You’re not welcome. This is private property.”

Wren weaseled her way to the side of the crowd and discovered that she was the only person not armed, and what was more, their side of the front gate had sliding doors built into the steel. Every person stationed at one looked poised to slide it open and squeeze off a few rounds. She moved left, toward the wooden portion of the fence, and squinted through the cracks.

“What do you have?” Edric climbed to the top of the gate, and one of the guards whispered in his ear. Even from a distance, Wren could still make out the scars. He nodded then bellowed down to the unknown persons. “You have sixty seconds to remove yourself from this gate, or we will kill you.”

Wren could only see fragments of the people between the wooden posts, but she was able to make out three cars, all of them old, rusted and worn. Only the driver and passenger of the lead vehicle were outside the protection of their car. “Please, we’ve tried everywhere, but it’s all the same thing. No power, running low on food, water, and medicine.” He pointed a shaky hand to the car behind him. “We have people who are diabetic. We’ll do whatever we have to. Please, just let us in!”

More footsteps thudded toward the gate, and Wren peeled her gaze from the cracks in the fence to watch the remainder of the council march up the front gate’s steps. Iris and Ben were armed, but didn’t add their weapons to the arsenal of rifles aimed at the people below like Jan and Ted.

“Wren,” Nathan said, pulling her away from the fence. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Who are those people?” Wren slid out from Nathan’s hands and repositioned herself back at the fence. A few more had stepped out of their cars. Their faces looked familiar, and she saw a dog in the back seat of the middle vehicle.

Nathan gripped her good arm, yanking her backward. “I don’t know. But they shouldn’t be here.” He was more forceful this time, but Wren refused to leave, and she added a shove into Nathan’s soft chest in defiance.

“Like me?” The retort came out angrier than she’d intended but afforded her the distance to stay out of Nathan’s reach until he was summoned by a few of the other community members.

The driver had moved to the front of his car now, his arms spread wide. “Please, we won’t cause any trouble.”

“You already have!” It was Edric’s voice that boomed down at him as he aimed the barrel of his rifle at the intruder’s head. Nearly everyone else mimicked his actions, with the exception of Iris, Ben, and a few others on the ground.

Wren watched out of the corner of her eye as Iris pulled Edric back, a grimace on her face with every hushed word that escaped her lips, until her whispers roared above the crowd and she shoved the barrel of his weapon down. “Edric, this isn’t the way!” But before Edric could retort, Wren watched another passenger in the front car step out, holding something in his hands, and before she saw what it was, shouts broke out.

“Gun! Gun! Gun!”

Gunfire erupted in the quiet morning air, and Wren covered the back of her head with her hands, flattening herself against the dirt, but her eyes were still glued to the small spaces between the fence that offered fragmented glimpses of the carnage beyond the wall.

The front car was turned to Swiss cheese while the second tried to reverse, but the windshield shattered like ice after the first volley of bullets, and the car veered off the dirt path and crashed into a tree. The passengers in the backseat of the wrecked car fled but only made it four steps before they were dropped by a hail of lead. Each gunshot, each pained final scream, caused Wren to dig her nails deeper into the back of her skull.

Shouts and curses spread through the camp as Wren watched the dust of the third car trail into the sky as it sped down the road, bullets chasing after it, the driver recklessly taking the curves and turns at high speeds, and jumping divots to avoid the deadly gunshots.

“Help.” A bloodied hand followed the weak voice and covered the view from Wren’s position. She jolted backward, and she smacked her wounded arm on the compacted earth in the process. Moans and heavy breaths accompanied the light pawing from the dying man. And before Wren had a chance to see his face, another gunshot dropped the man’s hand. Smoke wafted from the tip of Edric’s rifle as he smiled.

Two hands pulled Wren up, and Nathan dusted some of the leaves off her back. “Are you all right?”

“Those people,” Wren said, turning back to the fence, where just on the other side she knew rested a field of corpses. “Were they from the town we stopped at?”

Wren saw the heavy doubt cloud Nathan’s face as he answered. “I don’t know.”

“You!” Edric leapt the twelve feet from the top of the gate’s walkway and shook the earth upon landing. The crowd parted to make way for him as he beelined toward Wren and Nathan. “They followed you here. They came from the same town you did.” The scars along Edric’s face curved and twisted with his rage, which reached a crescendo when he aimed his rifle at Wren’s head. “You’ve been here for less than a day, and you’ve already compromised our camp!”

Nathan wedged himself between the rifle and Wren. “Edric, we didn’t have anything to do with that.”

“Shut up!” Edric flung Nathan aside with one quick, easy swing of his arm. With the barrel of a gun once again close to her head, Wren felt the sudden familiarity of death creep up her spine. A crowd was gathered around them now, and judging from their expressions, most of them agreed with their head councilman.

“Edric!” Iris shoved her way through the crowd, Ben following close behind. She knocked the barrel of the rifle away, and while the woman stood at least a foot shorter than Edric, you wouldn’t have known it by the look in her eye. “You know better than to point a gun at a community member.”

Edric ground his teeth. “She’s not a member, Iris. She’s a leech that Nathan dragged in with him.”

“She is a member of this community now. We voted her in yesterday, or is that thick skull of yours suffering from memory loss?” Iris refused to let up, mocking the man in front of nearly half the community. And while her methods were blunt, they were effective. “And you know the laws of drawing a weapon on a member.”

Wren found herself staring at the spot on the fence where the man’s bloodied hand had blocked her vision. Iris’s verbal assault distracted Edric long enough for Wren to creep toward the fence. She crouched to the same spot as before and peered through the thin cracks of wood. A bloodied arm sprawled out on the ground. Both cars were smoking, their engines shut off. Bodies spilled from both wrecks, the cars riddled with bullet holes and their windows smashed. And there, just a few feet beyond the open and bullet-ridden rear passenger door of the car, was the man who the others had shouted held a gun. But as Wren looked closer at the outstretched hand of the man who’d fallen, she saw no gun, no knife, no weapon of any kind. In place of the pistol they’d believed he pulled, she saw a black phone. It was small and now speckled with the man’s own blood.

“Hey!” Edric pulled Wren from the fence and slammed her on the ground. She scurried backward, and Edric stomped after her, the rifle swinging from his arm. “I’m not done with you!”

“It wasn’t a gun!” Wren blurted the words, and Edric froze. “It was a cellphone. Go. Look for yourself.”

Murmurs spread through the crowd, and Edric’s concrete stance suddenly shifted on quaking sand. Iris stepped forward, and she and Nathan helped Wren up. “Take her inside, Nathan.”

“You can’t—”

Iris held up her hand, silencing Edric. “The laws of leading others here are clear. There will be a trial.” Iris turned to Wren, her mouth downturned. “She will give her defense, and the community will hear her words.” She turned back to Edric. “But in the meantime, I want our people cleaning up this mess. I’m sure it’s something you can handle?”

Edric’s cheeks blushed red. “I want a four-man team tracking down the escaped car. It took heavy fire, and one of the wheels was damaged. They won’t get far.” He brushed past Iris and wedged himself right between Nathan and Wren. “Whatever speech you have planned won’t save you. This is my community, and I’ll be damned if I let you be the one to bring it to its knees.” He stormed off, a cluster of the community breaking off with him, along with Councilwoman Jan. Though, just before Councilman Ted turned, Wren caught him staring at her. His gaze lingered just long enough for her to notice before he quickly joined Edric and the others.

“It’s going to be fine, Wren. You didn’t do anything. We didn’t do anything.” Nathan offered a pat on her shoulder, but Wren’s mind was far from the present moment. She drifted back to just before the gunshots erupted, back to when the man from beyond the fence told her about the wolves of the forest, and she began to believe that there might be some inside the walls already.




Chapter 5

 

Wren pushed her finger through the clumped dirt on the wooden floorboard as she sat against the rear wall of her “room,” which it didn’t pass for. It was no bigger than a closet and wasn’t long enough for her to lie all the way flat in width or length. The only luxury that was afforded to her was the small window that let her know if it was day or night outside. A comfort she didn’t appreciate until after the second day.

The designs in the dirt next to her were nothing more than simple drawings that her youngest, Chloe, would interpret as houses. It was all she could do to pass the time, waiting for the trial. After the events at the gate, there was a lot of talk about what to do with her and where to keep her. While she wasn’t a part of the discussion that put her here, she was betting her last dollar that she had Edric to thank for her current accommodations.

No news had been brought to her of either Doug, Zack, or her girls since her imprisonment. The only visitor she received was the guard stationed outside her door, who opened the food slot to shove in a tray of rations twice a day, which barely passed as edible. The worst part of the entire ordeal was the smell of her own waste that lingered in a bucket only a few feet away. After the first night she couldn’t hold it any longer and was forced to use the makeshift latrine. The stench filled the small space quickly and by the next day, with the sun cooking the cell, it had festered into something inhuman. While she finished her breakfast, it quickly evacuated her stomach, which only added to the foul stench.

Even now, a day later, Wren’s nose had yet to numb against the wretched waste that was so pungent it permeated the walls along with her clothes and skin. But as bad as the heat, the smell, the pain, the fatigue, the hunger, and the thirst became, she still couldn’t help but wonder about her family. Every drawing etched in the dirt under her finger brought with it a pillar of strength that she clung to, rising above the filth around her. For them.

The lock on the door ground against a key and opened, bringing a burst of sunlight and a shadowed figure that nearly took up the width of the door. “Wren.” Nathan knelt in front of her, his face scrunched as he did his best to hide the obvious disgust at the room’s stench. “Your trial is set for tomorrow.”

“The girls, Zack, are they—”

“They’re okay,” Nathan answered, covering his nose with his shirt. “But they’ve stopped giving Doug his medications for the infection.”

“What?” Wren attempted to push herself up but found that sitting down in the cramped space for the past two days had left her legs weak. “If he goes off the regimen—”

“I know.” Nathan dropped the portion of his shirt covering his face and nose and grabbed her hand, massaging it in his own. “I’m doing what I can, but there are a lot of people here that don’t trust you.”

“One is more like it.” The distaste she held for Edric was almost as potent as the room’s stench. “What am I supposed to do tomorrow? Tell them I’m sorry for something I had nothing to do with? Beg their forgiveness?” Wren shook her head. “I don’t know how you came into league with these people, Nate.”

“These people are the only reason you’re still alive right now.” Nathan took a step back, and Wren knew she’d offended him. “These people worked hard for what they have here, and with everything that’s happening, they have a right to be skeptical of anyone that tries to take it from them.” He thrust his thick finger into his chest. “I’m one of these people, Wren. I brought you here.”

“I’m sorry.” She rested her head against the back wall, her anger dissipating. “I know you’re trying to help. What are they accusing me of?”

“Treason.”

Wren couldn’t hold back the laugh. “Treason? Am I standing on some sovereign land that no one told me about? I don’t remember getting my passport stamped.”

“Wren, this isn’t a joke.”

“Then why is it so fucking funny?” Wren slapped her palm against the floor, the boards underneath offering nothing more than a dull whimper. She clawed her hand into a fist, scraping up dirt, and squeezed until her knuckles flashed white. “These people have my family.”

“Then make sure you tell them that tomorrow.” Nate brought his large paw over and engulfed her fist with his own. He gave it a gentle pat and rose, grabbing the waste bucket on the way out.

“Nate,” she called out after him, the sight of his leaving overflowing the desperate need to speak with another person. “I don’t know what to tell them. I don’t know what they’re looking for. I don’t understand these people or the world they live in.”

Nate gave a light shrug, tilting his head to the side. “They’re just people, Wren. You’ve done what you’ve had to do to keep your family safe. That’s all we’re trying to do here. It’s that simple.” He smiled, and the door shut behind him, and with it went the light that offered her warmth.

With the cell cast back into darkness save for the small window above her, Wren deflated. Done whatever I had to do. Did Nate know? How could he, when he was unconscious in the ambulance after the wreck. I left him to save my children. Left him to die. A stab of guilt knifed its way through the memory of yelling at Doug to abandon Nate as the terrorists marched down the street. She half expected him to be dead when she came back outside, but there he was, still breathing in the back of the ambulance, his face cut and scraped. But alive.

That’s the same thing Edric did at the gate. Was this how it was now? Was this how she was meant to live? Had survival ascended above morality, above laws and ethics? Or had it always been like this, just in a different form? However Wren tried to spin it, one thing became abundantly clear: whoever these people were didn’t matter. They held her children’s lives in their hands. And for better or worse, her husband’s life. The infected wound on her right thigh throbbed, and she placed a gentle hand over the cut. And my life. She would have to make them listen. She would have to make them let her stay.




 
 

***

The gavel smacked against the table, and Wren did her best to hide her shudder. The town hall had transformed itself since the last time Wren had visited. While her first encounter had the space empty and hollow, now it was brimming with the entire community. Everyone had come, even people’s children. During her entrance, she’d spied the girls and Zack sitting with Nate. She kept that image glued to the front of her mind as the council presided over her, with Edric in the middle, tossing the gavel aside as the room finally quieted.

“Five days ago, power and circuitry went down around the country, and upon such news, we as a community enacted our emergency plans.” Edric addressed the crowd behind Wren, who stood alone before the raised platform, isolated. “Four days ago, one of our own came to us, bringing with him five others. Five. And not one of them was on his roster of personnel. The day after their arrival, our camp was discovered by a party seeking refuge from the very threat that brought us here ourselves.” He finally glanced down at Wren with a pause, letting his icy stare linger until she felt a chill run up her spine. “This community and its survival is all that stands between us and the chaos beyond our fences. In the coming days and weeks, people will grow desperate, more so than we’ve already seen. What we do now will affect our world, our families, and our lives. Today marks our first trial of not just this woman’s fate, but everyone’s.”

Iris and Ben, who flanked Edric on opposite ends of the long platform, exchanged a look while Jan smiled and Ted retained his stoic expression. Out of the four of them, Iris spoke first, her voice as calm as the steady hand that gripped her pen. “We will hear your defense, Wren Burton, as the accusations that stand against you are conspiracy for treason against the citizens of this community as well as its leaders.”

“But first we will hear from the community,” Ben said, his voice scratchy as if the words leaving his throat fought his tongue before being shoved from his lips. “Here, everyone has a right to voice their thoughts.” His gaze lingered upon her before one of Edric’s goons pulled Wren aside and the first community member showed themselves.

All of the testimonies blurred together, as well as most of their faces. Wren listened, but most of the message was the same. We don’t know her. We don’t trust her. She shouldn’t be here. I’m doing this for my family. And what am I doing for my family?

“I know all of you are scared.” Wren looked up from the dusty, worn floorboards and saw Nathan standing, addressing the crowd behind him as much as the council. “It’s a fear we all share, and rightfully so. Not all of us saw the crumbling of the cities we came from, and some were worse than others, but all I can tell you about are the events that happened to me.”

Wren’s stomach tightened, and she felt the churn of guilt. I left him to die. She shifted uncomfortably on the stiff bench, where her guard had kept a close watch.

“When we escaped the city, it was chaos,” Nate said. “The terrorists who caused the power outage were everywhere. Fires, gunshots, mobs, panic, all of it swirling together in this terrible storm of fear. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen.” Nate pointed a chubby finger to Wren. “Her family was separated, scattered across the broken city with no way of getting to one another. But the odds didn’t stop her. She went into a war zone to get her son. She kept her girls safe. She made the tough decisions. She saved my life.”

The gut-wrenching knife burrowed deeper into Wren’s stomach as Nathan looked her way. She could tell his words were reaching some of them. The lines of judgment across their faces slowly softened. But when Wren looked to the council, she saw that Edric remained unmoved.

“Those people that came to the gates overheard my conversation with Wren,” Nathan said, continuing his defense. “I am just as guilty as she is.” His spine stiffened, and he lifted his chin. “And whatever her fate is, I will share.”

The silenced crowd erupted after Nathan’s words, and Edric smacked the gavel to return order to the hall. Nathan smiled as he found his seat, and Wren sank deeper into herself. A few more community members spoke, some of them swayed by Nathan’s speech, while the others had determined her fate long before the trial, either too stubborn or too afraid to venture out into a world larger than themselves.

Finally, after the last member had said their piece, Edric turned to Wren then nodded to the guard, who yanked her to her feet. “We will now hear from the defendant. Wren Burton, present yourself to this council and community, and tell us in your own words why this council should grant you pardon.”

Treason. It was a word Edric had enjoyed repeating. It was a word familiar to everyone in the room, and it was a word that encouraged complacency and obedience. And judging from the smile curving up the corners of his mouth, those two attributes were exactly what Edric wanted from his subordinates.

Every eye shifted to Wren as she took center stage. The rope binding her wrists together was coarse, rough, and tight against her skin, and she spasmed uncomfortably in the spotlight. Her new environment was a far cry from the drawing board where she felt so at ease, where she could build anything. This was a world she didn’t understand. This was their home. And she was an unwelcome guest.

“Everyone here serves a purpose.” Wren took a swallow of what spit she found in her throat to stop her voice from cracking and then raised her volume. “Everything you’ve built has been made from sacrifice and dedication. And those are two words I know well.” The drawing board, she thought. My sketches, my profession, my passion and love. My family. “Those people that came to the gate a few days ago, the ones who were gunned down, they came here because of the same reason I did. Because of the reasons so many of you have given yourselves. There is life here. And Edric is right. People will become more desperate. People will seek out that beacon of life and want to take it for themselves. I’ve seen it. And I’ve done it myself.”

Out of all the faces Wren watched twist in affirmation of their fears and bigotry, it was Nate’s she found first. She saw his confusion, underlined with the fear of knowing that he put his neck out on the line for her, as he had done so many times already since she’d arrived. But she wouldn’t leave him behind this time. She wouldn’t leave him bloodied and to the wolves once more.

“Nathan, my link to all of you, spoke some very kind words tonight.” She smiled at him, her eyes watering. “But unfortunately he doesn’t have the entire truth. And neither do all of you.” She shut her eyes, forcing the tears back into the wells of grief, finding her grit to continue. “We were in an ambulance, trying to escape the city. I’d finally collected all of my family. But my son, Zack, he was still hurt. Many of you know that his leg was broken.” She shook her head. “Is broken. My daughters were tired and scared. My nerves and patience had dissolved.” Wren rubbed the coarse fibers of the rope, which suddenly felt tighter, around her wrist. “The terrorists who caused all of this, or whoever they were, had blocked the road on our attempt to escape the city. They opened fire, and the paramedic who was driving the ambulance was shot and lost control. We flipped, the driver was killed, my son’s leg had worsened, and my daughters were hurt. There just wasn’t any time.” She found that she was talking to herself more than the community now. “Doug and I grabbed the kids. I went to the front and saw the driver was dead.” She found Nathan’s gaze in the crowd once more, and the silence of the hall was quieter than anything she’d ever heard in her life. “I thought you were dead too.” She wanted to look away. She wanted to stop. She wanted to tell the people what they wanted to hear, but that wasn’t the way. That wasn’t her way. “It was Doug who wanted to take you. But you were unconscious. The terrorists were marching closer, and I knew that if we hesitated, we’d die. I’d seen the way those animals cut down everyone and anything. There was no discrimination in who they killed. And I was not going to let them take my family. Or me. Not after everything that we’d been through. Not when we were so close.”

Nathan shook his head, his expression failing to comprehend her words. But the crowd around him understood. She saw the disgust in their eyes. It was the same reflection she would have given herself if she’d had a mirror. “I left you, Nate. I chose my family over your life. Once we were safe in the store, I came back, but it wasn’t for you. It was for the pack to stop Doug’s bleeding. You must have stayed unconscious as the terrorists marched past. They probably thought you were already dead too.”

Wren turned back to Edric and the council. If they’d made up their minds, they refused that answer to her through the stoic walls upon their faces. All except for Edric. She saw the finality in his eyes as he gripped the gavel. She pictured his face in an executioner’s mask, much like the ones she’d seen the terrorists wear. While she’d never actually seen their faces, she imagined that they shared the same look as Edric wore now right before sentencing their victims to death. But Wren wouldn’t let that fate befall her. Not when her children would share the same fate.

“But you’re not dead, Nathan.” Wren turned back to the crowd. She took a few steps forward, heading toward the center aisle, looking each of them in the eye as she passed, forcing them to see her. “And neither are you, or you, or you.” She continued until she made it all the way to the end then circled back, every head turned to watch her, save for one. “Your families are not dead. Nor will they be, because we will not let harm befall them. We are stronger together because I know, just as well as you do, that my family’s survival depends on yours.” Wren spread her palms open in submission. “I know nothing of growing food, or shooting weapons, or healing broken bones. But I graduated from one of the most prestigious architectural schools in the country. And I worked for the premier architectural firm in Chicago. I have designed buildings that have never been seen before or are likely to be seen again. And while that knowledge may seem useless, I can apply it to making sure that the next group that comes knocking on that gate won’t be able to get inside. No matter what weapons they have.”

Wren faced the council now, her back to the crowd, and while she couldn’t see it, she felt the weight of every pair of eyes on her back, her words entrapping them in their own snare. They wanted to survive, and someone who could help them do that was valuable. Edric’s cocky gaze was replaced with the grimace of disgust he wore the first time they met. The scars turned uglier in his distaste of her. “And just as Edric said, those people will come back. They will return in greater numbers, more desperate, hungrier, and dangerous. They will want what you have.” She turned back around to the community. The mood in the room had palpably shifted in her favor. “I will help you protect it. I can make it to where no intruder will ever get inside. I will strengthen the homes and structures you’ve built to survive the harshest winters and the most dangerous storms. I will keep your families safe, because that will keep mine safe. There isn’t anyone in this room that should doubt what I will do to protect my family.” Wren found Nate’s eyes in the crowd. While she might have reached the minds and reason of the mob around her, she’d just lost her closest ally.

“Mrs. Burton,” Iris said, the first to break the silence of the hall. “Your testimony has… shown your resolve.” She looked down the row to the rest of the council. “You will be escorted from the building and called upon once our decision has been reached. Thank you for your words. And your honesty.”

Wren was shoved roughly from the hall and thrown back into her cell, locked in the darkness and foul stench that she’d wallowed in for the past two days. “Wait,” she called after the guard, “my wrists.” But he only slammed the door in her face.

The moment of courage—or lunacy, the more Wren pondered her speech—evaporated into thin air. She paced the cell impatiently. If she failed to convince those people that they were better off with her inside the walls than outside, then she knew Doug was as good as dead. And even if they let Zack, Addison, and Chloe stay, she didn’t think Nathan would keep them, not after what she’d said.

Wren punched the wall, and her fist ached the moment her knuckles smacked the wood, her dry skin ripping from her hand, leaving bits of blood on the wall. She collapsed to the floor. The rot, the smell, the pain—all of it was in her now. She looked up to the bloodied fist print. And now I’m a part of it. Her leg bounced nervously as she lost track of time. All she knew when the guard returned to bring her back to the hall was that it was still night, or early morning.

The hall was empty except for the council, who looked to have remained frozen in their positions since her departure. The guard brought her front and center, looking to the giants on the platform, her fate in their hands once more.

“We have reached a decision, Mrs. Burton,” Iris said. “But before we tell you what we and the community have chosen, do you have any final words for us that you wish to say?”

“My children,” Wren said, finding it odd that it was Iris who spoke, and not Edric, who sat stone-faced in the middle with a fire in his eyes meant to set Wren ablaze. “They are innocent in all of this. And so are my husband and Nathan. Let them live. Keep them safe for as long as these walls will stand.”

Iris raised one eyebrow. “Nothing else? Nothing you wish to impart to us in these final moments?” She leaned closer, edging herself over the precipice. “Nothing you wish to… recant?”

“Everything I told you was the truth,” Wren answered. “I find it better to let that decide my fate than a farcical show of begging. You cannot wish a building to stand, nor can you make it rise from the earth with false tales. There is life in truth, and I found that I never benefitted from lies in my professional life or my personal one.”

“Very well,” Iris replied, leaning back into her chair. “Wren Burton, this council finds you innocent of treason. You will be returned to your family, and your husband and son’s medical treatment will resume immediately. Tomorrow you will begin your new post with engineering.” Up until then, Wren had never seen Iris offer any look of coldness, but before she spoke her next words, it was as if vengeance itself had taken human form. “And I hope that your speeches are as effective as your professional skills.”

Wren wasn’t sure what to say once the gavel was smacked, but luckily the council dispersed before she even had a chance to speak. The guard begrudgingly removed the ropes, and Wren gently rubbed the tender flesh. “Wait, where is my family?”

But her only answer was the slam of the town hall door, leaving her with only the light of a few flickering candles the council had left on the platform. Nathan. They’re probably still at Nathan’s. She started for the door, and she found her feet shifting from a stumbled walk to a sprint as she ignored the pain in her leg.

“Wren!” The voice echoed through the empty hall, and Wren skidded to a stop. When she turned to look behind her, it was Iris standing there, her body half cast in light and darkness. She took a few steps down the hall but stopped once she was out of reach of the flickering glow of the candles. “It was a dangerous play you pulled tonight. There wasn’t any guarantee the community would budge.”

“There was no play, Iris. My intention was never to manipulate.”

“It wasn’t?” Iris asked, taking a few steps closer in the darkness of the hall. “You could have fooled me.”

In the darkness, Wren couldn’t tell Iris’s age, and her voice offered the illusion of youth. She hadn’t noticed just how poignant her words were until now. “Is there something you needed from me, councilwoman? From what I heard of your decision, I have been freed from any crimes.”

“You have,” Iris acknowledged, stepping around Wren until she was side by side with her. “But there are those that lack conviction in their decision. And there are those that don’t.”

Edric. Wren had never doubted that he’d been one of the council members that voted to exile her, or kill her, or vote for whatever the punishment would have been. But she wondered which of his two dogs had voted to keep her. Jan had never portrayed anything but an icy distrust for her, and Ted had never even spoken a word. “My family is waiting for me. Are they still at Nathan’s?”

Iris paused before finally answering, “Yes.” And then she disappeared back down to the platform, exiting the same way she entered. Wren lingered in the hall for a few minutes longer, waiting until the flame from Iris’s candle had disappeared with her. Wolves. The mysterious voice the day of the attack on the gate returned for reasons unknown. Right now she couldn’t tell friend from foe, but she was valuable so long as she delivered on her promises of strengthening their defenses. Weeding out the wolves would have to wait for now.




Chapter 6

 

Wren ran her fingers through Addison’s hair. Chloe was huddled up next to her big sister, both of them breathing softly. Wren had gently lay down next to her girls, careful to not disturb them. She closed her eyes and felt the warmth from their bodies, the lumpy mattress a welcomed comfort that she’d never take for granted again. She watched the steady rise and fall of their chests as the morning sun rose through the windows behind her. With everything that happened, she was happy with the peace and quiet of the morning. She knew the girls would be excited to see her, though that couldn’t be said for everyone.

When she met Nathan at the cabin after she was released, it was like trying to speak to a ghost. He went to his room without a word, offering no hint to his thoughts. Though the cold shoulder was evidence enough that it would be a long time before he trusted her again.

Zack was the first to wake, and when he saw her, his sleepy eyes burst into silent tears. Wren’s heart melted at the sight, and at first she thought he was simply overwhelmed, but when she reached out her arms, he violently knocked them away. The angered glare that accompanied the swing stung more painfully than the motion itself. He huddled in the corner of his cot with his back to her.

With no idea of what he was upset about, and too exhausted to investigate, Wren found her cot and pulled the coarse blanket over her body. It was easy for her to fall asleep. Her eyes were so heavy she didn’t think she’d ever be able to open them again. How long the rest lasted, she couldn’t be sure, but the call of her name pierced the bubble of her dreamless sleep. She struggled to wake, her eyes snapping shut after every attempt to open them. She rolled lazily to her side, pulling the blanket over her head, hoping to shield herself from any more disruptions, but failed. The sheet was ripped from her grip, and the light dispersed the darkness from under the covers. The three cots were empty, Zack and the girls gone, and Nathan hovered over her. “You’re late for work.” The words were clipped and short, and he disappeared before Wren had a chance to speak.

“Hey!” Wren stumbled from bed, her muscles uncoordinated and shaky. Every flex of her right thigh sent a thousand needles digging into her skin, and the first shot of pain collapsed her to the floor. She grunted, pushed herself up, and limped after Nate. The farther she walked, the more she numbed to the pain, and she caught up to Nate at the well, where she leaned against the stone brick, catching her breath. “Nate,” she panted between breaths, “about last night—”

“You should head down to the front gate.” Nate pulled the well’s rope, lifting the bucket from the center of the walled stone. He kept his eyes on his task, refusing to look her in the eye. “Iris and Ben are waiting for you. Best not have them linger there without you for too long.”

“Right.” Wren limped away, unsure of what she expected from him. From the very first moment they ran into each other in Chicago, all Nathan had tried to do was help, and she’d repaid him with betrayal during his moment of need. He didn’t have any reason to forgive her. All that was left now was to try and make their situation amiable.

By the time she arrived at the gate, both Iris and Ben’s expressions signaled they’d reached the end of their patience. Iris was particularly wroth. “I don’t suppose this is how you’ll be starting all of your days with us?”

Wren rubbed her thigh and felt the sweat of fever as she had the day before. She wiped the perspiration from her forehead. “I’m sorry.” She turned back to where she’d left Nate at the well, then back to Iris. “It won’t happen again.”

“Good.” Iris waved up toward one of the guards on duty, and the front gate opened. Along with Ben and Iris, two guards joined the escort, everyone armed except for Wren.

Wren’s first step beyond the wall was planted in a dried patch of blood. The fluid had lost its crimson shimmer but retained the distinct hue associated with claret. She remained frozen in that first step, and her eyes fell upon the other stains that dotted the dirt road. The wreckage of the vehicles had been removed, along with the bodies, and what remains were left behind had been scavenged by animals. All that was left of their lives were the stains on the forest floor.

“Wren,” Iris said, looking back at her, the rest of the group stopping alongside.

“Sorry.” She limped forward, leaving her footprint on the dead, stained leaves. With no idea of where she was being taken, Wren followed the herd as they kept tight to the community’s walled perimeter. Every few hundred feet, Iris and Ben would whisper to one another, but Wren was so concentrated on staying upright that she couldn’t hear what they were saying. But before her mind wandered down the twisted corridors of speculation, Iris and Ben stopped. Wren leaned against the fence, her body drenched in sweat and her lips so raw they felt like pieces of flint.

“You said that you could improve our defenses,” Iris said, walking through the tall grass that had overgrown next to the fence. “What do you see here?”

Wren examined her surroundings. The trees, rocks, thick grass, the surrounding hills, and the rotten wood that composed the nearest portion of the fence. “That lumber needs to be replaced.” She fingered the brittle bark that flecked away at the lightest touch, then kicked the weeds that came up to her knees. “And you’ll want to push this grass back, keep it maintained around the entire perimeter. That’ll help keep the integrity of the fence and keep any pests from nesting too close. The biggest problem you’ll have with wood is rot.” She pointed to a cluster of tall oaks a few dozen yards into the forest. “Oak holds up well against that; it’s strong, and I’ve seen plenty of trees to provide the resources we need.” She pointed out the more obvious signs of rot and then to a few showing the early stages. “Eventually we’ll want to upgrade to any steel we can salvage from the towns, or what we have on hand, and use it as brace materials. So to start, we reestablish the foundation of the fence and make sure it can’t be toppled over by a stiff breeze, as I’ve seen in some parts.” The explanation sucked the wind from her, and she struggled to catch her breath.

“Ben and I took a risk bringing you on board,” Iris said. “Your words were inspiring, but what you do with them will decide your fate. Remember that you’re only as valuable as what you bring to the table. Once that disappears, so do you.”

Wren nodded, triggering a dizzy spell. She fought against the desire to collapse. If she needed to show strength, then now was the time to do it. “Then I’ll need a team to help get me started. How many carpenters do you have in the community?” They started the walk back to the front gate, Wren doing her best to not stumble in the tall grass along the way.

“We have three,” Iris answered.

“And two blacksmiths,” Ben added from behind them.

“That’s good,” Wren replied. “There’s no guarantee that the materials we’ll be able to salvage will be of high quality, so they’ll need to know how to get the most from what we find.” The heat from the sun sapped her strength as she walked. The cut along her thigh burned. She stumbled, and Iris caught her arm. She turned her head away from everyone’s gaze to hide the pain etched along her face.

“Wren, are you all right?” Ben asked, coming up from behind her.

“Yeah,” Wren answered, trying to straighten her leg. “The past few nights were a little rough, that’s all.” She forced a half smile, but it was cut short by another searing burn in her thigh. She stiffened her back, avoiding collapse, but the ground started to spin.

“Wren?” Iris asked, the tone in her voice shifting to concern. “What’s wrong?”

“I just…” Before she finished, she collapsed to her knees, her leg numb from the fall. And just as quickly as she’d fallen face-first into the grass, she felt her body lift from the ground, her eyes opening and closing, the pattern of the canopy of trees changing each time. “I’m fine.”

Suddenly the view of the sky shifted to the wooden beams of a ceiling. Wren lolled her head back and forth. The faces that hovered above her shifted and changed. All of them spoke, but she waved her arm at them. “I’m fine. I just need to lie down.” She repeated the words like a prayer. Her whole body ached, and her last bits of coherency melted away.

Every once in a while, a jolt of discomfort ran through her, but her mind and body were so exhausted that her reactions were little more than a soft shudder and mumble. She became lost, wandering in pain, and suddenly she was back in Chicago. Fires circled her, the heat from the flames licking her skin. She saw Zack and the girls beyond the inferno, crying out to her, pleading for her to save them.

But Wren’s every attempt to reach them was met with failure. The flames roared in defiance and tossed her back into the middle of the fire. Screaming, she watched her family catch fire. Her throat grew raw from smoke and heat. Wren wrestled the flames, stretching out her arms, the heat so intense she felt herself catch fire. And that was how she slept, burning with her family.




 
 

***

“Wren.”

The voice was faint, nothing more than a tickle in her unconscious mind. She stirred as the voice grew louder, repeating her name over and over. The voice echoed louder, ringing through her ears until she finally opened her eyes. “Doug?” She squinted and for a moment believed that she was back in the hospital in Chicago. She reached her hand up to the arm where she’d been shot and felt the same sling that was given to her after the surgery. But the movement brought to light another pain in her leg. And while the ache had dulled, it still lingered. She ran her palm down to her thigh, and the infected flesh was replaced with a bandage that ran from hip to knee.

“Wren,” Nathan repeated once more. “Can you hear me all right?”

Her vision cleared, and the outlines of bodies appeared. She lifted her head from the pillow to get a better look, but the exertion was too much for her neck to bear, and she collapsed back onto the cushion. “What happened?”

“The infection on your leg spread,” Nathan answered. “If it had gone any farther, we would have had to amputate. Why didn’t you say it was getting worse?”

“Where’s Zack and the girls?” Wren lightly fingered the bandage on her leg, the cloth soft under her fingertips.

“They’re fine,” a voice said.

“We wanted to send them away before you woke up,” Nate said. “To make sure you were okay before they saw you. Yesterday was your worst day.”

“Yesterday?” Wren asked, confused. “How long have I been in here?”

“Three days,” a voice said.

The voice sounded familiar but tired. She couldn’t place it, though, and she lifted her head, forcing herself to locate the source. She propped her arms underneath her body to get a better look, and that’s when she saw him.

Doug sat at an angle, supported by a dozen different cushions on a cot, and had an IV stuck into his arm. His shirt was removed, and his entire midsection was wrapped in bandages. Dark caverns etched themselves under his eyes, and his face had grown hollow and thin. In all their time together, she’d never seen him so weak. “The girls are back at Nate’s place. Zack’s been watching them.”

Wren nodded then rested her head back on the pillow. Her body ached, and her mind was barely strong enough to formulate more than a few words. “How long have I been in here?”

“Nearly three days,” Nathan answered. “You had a fever of one hundred and four. We did what we could to keep you cool. You’re on an antibiotic regimen for the infection. Same as Doug.”

Wren flinched. “Three days?”

Iris stepped forward. “Your husband will be joining Nathan’s cabin once he’s able to walk around himself. When the doctor says the two of you are healthy enough to return to work, you will do so immediately. So I suggest you rest quickly and often.” Iris left with a few people Wren didn’t recognize, leaving only Nathan and Doug at her side.

“We’ll bring in some food from the mess hall,” Nathan said, taking a look at the IV drip hooked up to her arm. “You’ll need to eat quite a bit to help you recover.” He rattled a bottle of pills and placed it next to the bedside table. “You need to take these three times a day, with food, until they’re gone.”

Wren wanted to thank him, apologize, explain, but there were too many words she needed that she didn’t have access to at the moment. All she managed to express was a smile, which Nate returned in kind. It could have been out of pity or regret, but either way, she took it as a step in the right direction. Nathan left, leaving Wren and Doug alone in the infirmary. The glow of the sunlight coming through the windows hinted at sunset, and she closed her eyes, hoping to drift off to sleep before either of them had a chance to speak. But Doug had other plans.

“The girls came by to see you the other day. They seemed okay, though I think they were just pretending to keep a brave face. Zack took it hard, though.”

Wren kept her eyes closed, her hand running up and down the bandage on her thigh. There was a slight indentation underneath the gauze, and she wondered how much flesh they’d had to remove to save the leg.

“Nate told me what you did,” Doug said.

She shifted to her side to look him in the eye. He kept his head down, and his arms hung limp like noodles from his shoulders. “And what did he say?” She remembered the look of betrayal Nate gave her during the trial after her omission. It was a look she never wanted to see again.

“He’s not mad at you, Wren,” Doug replied. “Not anymore, at least. He knows why you did it. But it was a lot for anyone to process. Especially in the setting you chose to do it.”

“There’s never a good time to give someone bad news,” Wren answered, hoping that Doug would catch her meaning as she spoke. “Did he also tell you what I promised to give these people?”

“Yeah. He told me.”

Wren’s strength faded, and she closed her eyes once more, repositioning her head on the pillow to get comfortable. “These people will only keep us here for as long as they need us.” She yawned, her eyelids turning into heavy pieces of lead dropping over her eyes. “They’ll want to have me finish as quickly as I can. I need to… figure… something out.” She pulled one of the blankets tight to her chin, and she thought she heard Doug mumble something, but she didn’t hear it. Her last thoughts were the howls of wolves. Though she couldn’t be sure if they were real or just the beginning of a nightmare.




Chapter 7 – One Month Later

 

“We need all that material cleared before the afternoon. It’s rained like clockwork all week, and I don’t want to lose the trench to another slide before we can fill it.” Wren walked the line of at least a dozen workers ripping logs from the earth and tossing them aside, replacing them with some of the forged-steel braces she had instructed the blacksmiths to mold. She rotated her left shoulder, still not used to the sling’s absence, though glad to be rid of it. All that remained of the bullet wound in her arm was a small scar under the worn T-shirt sleeve.

Wren moved quickly up and down the line, one hand clutching the plans she’d drawn up to reinforce the wall. Nearly half of the fence was reconstructed. She replaced old wooden beams and reinforced the weaker ones with iron studs sunk deep into the ground. Massive braces on the interior of the fence stiffened the wood, adding to its defense. She also raised the wall’s height. The surrounding trees were cleared to provide the material for the extension, and every dozen yards contained a small window concealed with a sliding piece of steel. If they were attacked, it would allow patrols to shoot through the fence and to spy on any enemy while safely behind cover. The additions provided the fence with a more formidable presence. And judging by the looks of the council and the community, everyone was starting to believe they’d made the right decision in allowing her to stay.

“Mrs. Burton!” The foreman of the crew, Tom, waved from farther down the fence, where tomorrow’s project lay. He was a large man, nearly six and a half feet. He’d spent most of his life in construction, and out of everyone Wren spoke with, he was the only one who understood the plans she created. “I would have done it myself, ma’am, if I had the background,” he’d told her. He constructed the first version of the wall, and his acceptance of her work only helped bring the rest of the crew in line. Through his respect of her, the others followed without question.

Tom stood near a thirty-foot section of the fence that had been set ablaze the night before, staining the wood black. If the logs weren’t as damp as they were from the week’s rain, it could have been much worse. “The second patch of burned wood is another hundred yards down,” Tom said, gesturing his massive hand to the north, then pointed to where black and charred bark had ended in a decidedly straight and geometric line. “Looks like the retardant worked. It’s a good thing we started applying it when you said.”

Before they began any heavy construction, Wren looked for anyone with a chemistry background, and she found it in the form of a retired science teacher. The retardant was a simple varnish, but with the lack of materials at their disposal, she was afraid the substance wouldn’t hold up. For once, she was glad she was wrong. “That’s the third time in the past week they’ve tried torching it.” Wren ran her fingers between the dead and healthy wood. She looked to the group of guards patrolling the forest behind her. A security detail escorted the crew every day. But since most of them were Edric’s men, she wasn’t sure if they were for protection or reconnaissance.

“We could have some of the men start applying the resin to the rest of the fence this afternoon,” Tom suggested.

Wren shook her head. “Whoever keeps trying to raid us knows they can’t get through by trying to burn us out, not with the rains still this heavy. And I don’t want to risk diverting manpower on sections we’ll have to replace anyway. We’ll just have to tell the council to continue doubling the guard patrols until we’re finished.” The manpower involved in fortifying the structures was more than most of the community wanted to invest, but two weeks after the first incident at the front gates that had put Wren on trial, others came knocking. And those people had guns.

A heavy hand tilted her shoulder down, and Wren looked up to see the tall giant smiling. “You’re doing great, Mrs. Burton. There isn’t a person inside those walls that doesn’t appreciate it. Me included.”

“Thanks, Tom.”

Wren stayed with the crewmen all day, as she did on most days. When the sun sank low in the sky, Wren called it quits. After working on the wall for nearly three weeks, their return to the front gate grew longer every day. She wanted to install another entrance at a different intersection of the fence but knew that would cause a security risk and required materials she didn’t have.

At the front gate, one of the guards on the catwalk eyed her all the way through while the others passed unmolested. One of Edric’s men. While there was still a schism in the community, most of the people took to Wren once they saw how easily the fence was defended with the upgrades. But even with the fence’s success, some still found fault with her.

“Burton!” Edric’s sidearm hung from his hip, black and the brightest feature of his ensemble. “You didn’t coat the remainder of the fence with the resin?”

“We’re going to have to replace most of the fence we coated anyway. The rain will keep the wood damp until that happens. I didn’t want to waste the manpower.”

“You seem content with taking your time on your upgrades while my guards pull double shifts on patrol.” He stepped forward, his hounds remaining close by. “Those men and women on my wall stand between you and the bullets meant to kill you when those raiders decide to attack again. They’ve tried burning their way in here three times already. What makes you think they won’t do it again?”

“Because they’ve failed three times.” The long day and hot sun had dried up all of her patience, and she looked to the darkening clouds above. Everything she did left a sour taste in his mouth. But with the fence proving its worth so far against the attacks, she’d seen her value substantiated. “And tell your ‘guards’ that I don’t need them giving me the once-over every time I walk through the gate.” She turned on her heel, leaving Edric fuming as she headed for the mess hall.

Every home had their own personal rations, but every family was required by community laws to contribute to a massive stockpile of food, which everyone shared in eating their three square meals a day. At first, it seemed excessive to have an entire building just meant for cooking, but there was a very important aspect of the hall she overlooked, one that Ben pointed out to her after her first week.

“Community.” He smiled, his mustache hiding the creases and lines around his mouth. “People weren’t meant to live alone in hovels, Wren. We’re stronger in groups. It’s how we’ve survived for thousands of years. And what better way to share and commune with one another than through meals?” And he’d been right. Every meal the hall was filled with chatter and smiling faces. She’d find her place on the long benches, wedged between her girls, and listen to them go on about their day. In that setting even she had to admit the place felt like home. Out of all the laws the community offered, this was one she enjoyed. The meal house provided a renewable resource for everyone: hope.

Wren slid into the food line behind one of the fence workers and filled her bowl with rice and stew. Most of the concoctions were crockpot-style meals. They were easily made and mass produced. The hall could fill and feed the entire community all at once.

Addison and Chloe were already sitting down with Zack, and she was surprised when she saw Doug at the table, gingerly bringing a spoon full of meat from bowl to mouth. “Hey, Mom!” Chloe waved, grinning and holding a freshly fallen tooth from her mouth. “Look what I have!” She held out her palm, thrusting her small molar into the sky.

Wren picked it up, smiling. “Well, would you look at that. When did it come out?”

“She pulled it out,” Addison said, rolling her eyes. “I told her to wait, and that it would hurt, but she didn’t listen. She had that little kid Brent yank it out, and she started crying.”

Chloe offered a sheepish smile. “It hurt more than I thought it would.”

Wren returned the tooth to her daughter and wiggled between them. Doug still looked down into his soup, and Zack mimicked his father’s posture. She shoveled the rice and pot roast into her mouth, savoring each bite as Chloe showed her the new signatures on her cast and Addison complained how much her sister’s arm smelled since Chloe had never washed it. But despite the lighthearted laughter between the girls, Zack never so much as cracked a smile.

Her son’s disdain and cold mood hadn’t changed since they’d arrived at the camp. Dark circles had formed under his eyes, and when he wasn’t at school he spent his time lying on his cot, dead to the world. Ever since she was released after her trial, he hadn’t said more than three words to her, half of them mumbled grunts. She’d tried multiple times to get him to open up but had failed. “How was your day, Zack? Are you liking the school?”

“He doesn’t say much in class,” Chloe said, scooping a big spoonful of meat. “I don’t think he likes it.”

“I’m the oldest kid in the class by four years,” Zack said, stirring his spoon in his soup aimlessly. “Everything they’re learning, I already know. It’s stupid.”

“It’s not stupid,” Chloe said defensively.

“All right, that’s enough,” Wren said, trying to end the argument before it started. Chloe frowned, furrowing her eyebrows, and returned to her soup, while Zack shoved his away. Wren looked from the bowl to her son. “You need to eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Zack, there is only so much food here—”

“I’m not hungry!” Zack slammed his fist on the table, and his outburst echoed through the hall’s high ceiling, quieting the rest of the crowd as every face turned to them.

Wren leaned forward over the table, the steam from her bowl heating her throat, which was already flushed red. “You do not raise your voice to me like that.” Any meaning that may have been misconstrued in her tone was made clear with her eyes. “Finish. Your. Dinner.”

Addison and Chloe shrank behind her, but Zack refused to relinquish any ground. He reached for one of his crutches and pushed himself off the bench. He knocked his food over before he left then slammed the door on his way out.

Once Zack was gone, the frozen stares cast toward her family thawed, save for the occasional dirty glance. No words were said, but Wren read the disappointment and judgement etched on every parent in the room, clear as day. She can’t keep her family together, so how is she supposed to keep a wall together? You’d never see my son act that way. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.

But, unlike her son, the wall lacked emotions or thoughts. It bent and molded to whatever form she commanded. Her son was another matter entirely. Wren looked from the steaming pile of rice and meat Zack had left behind to Doug. “You’re just going to let him walk away like that?”

“You’re the one who wants to leave.” Doug blew lightly on the spoonful hovering close to his lips, then sipped.

Wren withheld the sudden urge to fling her bowl in his face right then and there. Instead, she reached over and knocked his chin up with the end of her finger. “I need to speak with you. Outside.” She looked down at the girls and told them to stay put. Wren was already out the door by the time Doug finally got to his feet, and she paced the dirt. Whatever their differences had been over the past few years, they’d always agreed on one thing: the kids wouldn’t be affected. She’d lost track of the number of times she’d bit her tongue, holding back a verbal lash in front of the children that she knew would cut him. By the time Doug stumbled outside, she was fuming to the point of combustion. “What the hell is the matter with you? Is this funny? Is this some sort of game to you?”

“It’s good to see you too,” Doug said, his voice calmer than she expected it to be. Like their son, he walked on crutches, his body thin from healing from the gunshot wound in his abdomen. He’d lost at least twenty pounds.

“You do not get to speak to me in front of our children that way. Do you understand me? Never.” Wren thrust her finger into his face, and his neck was so thin she could have wrapped her entire hand around it.

“You don’t even know what’s going on, Wren. I thought that this would be a fresh start for us. I thought there was no way that you could value your work more than your family at a time like this, but it looks like you proved me wrong.”

“More than my family?” Wren snapped, and she felt hot rage flood her veins, her voice shrieking to the point of hysteria. “Everything I’ve done has been for my family! I haven’t stopped working for my family since we left Chicago, or while we were in Chicago!” She shoved him in the chest, and he stumbled backward, nearly falling to the ground, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care about his gunshot wound. She didn’t care about his feelings. She didn’t care about his life. “You’re the one who stepped out, Doug. You’re the one who didn’t make enough money for us to get out of that shitty neighborhood. You’re the one who couldn’t hack it in school. You’re the one who cheated on me! So don’t fucking stand there and tell me I’m the one to blame. You’re just a ball-less shell of a human who can’t take care of himself or his family.” Spit flew from Wren’s mouth on her last words, and Doug turned his cheek. If he cried, she couldn’t see, but she hoped he was. “You’re not a father. You’re not a man. You are nothing.”

Shame rolled down his cheeks. “You and I both know there was more to it than that. I tried everything I could to reach out to you, but you wouldn’t listen.” He straightened his spine, exposing his true height to her. “I know I hurt you. I know what I did hurt our family. But this blame isn’t all on me.”

“Yes it is!” Wren spit it back in his face, refusing to let him twist her words, to try and make her feel like shit. “You say what our family needed was a rundown house in the slums? You think what our kids needed was a bad school that pushed more kids onto the street than kept them off?” Wren stepped back, walking away. “You sit behind your wall of excuses, hiding behind your family. That’s a coward’s way out. And that might be acceptable for you, but not for me.”

Doug leaned forward. “I’m no coward. Call me whatever you want, but not that.” He swung his crutches forward, slowly and awkwardly. The sky was a swirl of dark blues, blacks, and oranges as the sun sank under the horizon and Wren lost sight of him in the night.

Just as she was about to call after him, the food hall started to empty as families, finished with their meals, walked home. Wren found Ben bringing the girls out, their smiles returned as he gripped their hands in each of his. “I made sure they finished their vegetables before I brought them out.”

“No, you didn’t.” Chloe giggled. “You said we didn’t have to!” She spun around in his hand, and Ben looked down at her, shocked.

“Well, you’re not supposed to tell your mother that,” Ben replied, smiling.

Wren did her best to let the boiled rage and stress cool down, but she wasn’t sure if it worked when she felt Addison flinch when she took her hand. “Thanks, Ben.” He offered a smile and polite nod, and Wren led her girls back to Nathan’s cabin before the rest of the crowd poured out. She wasn’t in any mood to try and fake pleasantries.

“Burton.”

And just when Wren thought the hell storm of the evening had ended, Edric marched toward her, flanked by Councilwoman Jan and Councilman Ted. “What is it now?”

For a change, the scars on his face tilted upward in what she assumed was an attempt at a smile. “I trust your family issues won’t affect your work performance moving forward? It would be a shame if the community’s confidence in your fortitude wavered.”

Jan stepped forward. She was nearly as tall as Edric but slender. Her hair was cropped short but thick and black as the night around them. The only redeeming quality of her face were her eyes, but the angular cuts of her cheek and chin gave them a sinister tone. “Keeping your family together is what matters most in these times, Mrs. Burton.” She curled her fingers around Edric’s arm lightly. “Or do you prefer your maiden name?”

Wren ignored the jape, taking both her girls in hand. “My family,” she said, looking at Jan, “and my job”—she turned to Edric—“require no inquiries from anyone in this community. The wall will be finished on time. And my family will be fine.” She brushed past them before they retorted, pulling her girls with her. Halfway to Nate’s cabin she felt a tug on her sleeve.

“Mommy?” Chloe asked. “Are you okay?”

Wren knelt down to meet both her girls at eye level. “Of course, sweetheart. I’m fine. Are you okay?” Chloe nodded, but Addison kept her head down. “Addy?” Wren brushed her cheek, but Addison twisted out of her grip.

“You say that we’re okay all the time, but I don’t feel okay.” Addison retreated into the darkness, her voice crackling as tears broke free from her eyes. “It’s never going to be fine.”

Wren reached for her daughter, but the sudden burst of gunshots drew her attention to the wall. She clutched Chloe’s hand tighter in a knee-jerk reaction and heard her daughter squeal from the pressure. The peaceful exit from the hall turned into a stampede as everyone either rushed toward or away from the gunfire. She looked through the crowds, trying to find her daughter. “Addison!” She lifted Chloe to her chest. “Addison!” Desperation dripped from her lips as she shouldered through the hurried flow of bodies as the pops of gunfire grew more frequent in the night air.

“Wren!” Ben’s face appeared in the crowds, and he held Addison in his arms. She rushed toward them against the flow of the crowd. “I saw Edric take a unit toward the south portion of the wall. I’ll help you get the girls back to the house.”

Wren and Ben joined the exodus and retreated to their homes. When they arrived at Nathan’s, he was already loading a magazine into his AR, and he met them at the door on his way out. Wren clutched his arm before he left, her nails digging into his shirt. “Did Zack make it back?”

“I haven’t seen him.” And with that, Nathan disappeared into the night.

Wren set Chloe down in the bedroom, hoping to find Zack already there, but the room was empty. The noise outside grew louder, and she brought both girls to the panic room underneath the living room floor. “You two just stay right here, okay?” She kissed their heads, and they huddled close to one another, familiar with the drill when the wall was attacked. “You guys know what to do if you hear someone come in the house that doesn’t live here, right?”

The girls nodded, then at the same time added, “Stay quiet and follow the tunnel.”

“That’s right.” Wren kissed each of them one more time then rushed into the living room, where Doug hobbled inside on his crutches, his face dripping with sweat. “The girls are already downstairs. Make sure they stay there.” She brushed past him, giving him neither time nor comfort.

“What about Zack?” he shouted after her.

“I’ll find him!” Outside, the night air had grown alive with screams and gunshots. She watched the lights diminish in each house she passed, per protocol during an attack. The guards had use of night vision, and they wanted to decrease any advantages the intruders might have. Ben kept up as best he could, but Wren’s strength had nearly returned to normal, and she sprinted through the community faster than he could keep up. “Zack!” She looked everywhere—the mess hall, the community hall, the school, the infirmary—but every place turned up empty.

Each gunshot that blasted the night air only increased her panic. Flashbacks of Chicago and the factory where he was trapped struck her mind like flashes of lightning. Ben finally caught up with her, and she clutched his arm. “I don’t… I can’t find him.”

“I’m sure he’s back at the house by now,” Ben said, catching his breath. He reached into his pocket then grabbed her wrist. “Take this.”

Before Wren could protest, she felt the bulky metal of a pistol grip in her hand. It felt oddly heavy as Ben wrapped her fingers around it, forcing the weapon into her palm. “Does Edric know about this?” She’d requested a weapon before but was denied. Since they brought no weapons, and with Edric’s rhetoric of her lack of trustworthiness, it was decided that she and the rest of her family would go unarmed. It was a victory he dangled over her in the council’s decisions.

“Just take it.” And with that, Ben disappeared.

Wren gripped the pistol in her hand awkwardly, and while she no longer ducked in a knee-jerk reaction to the gunshots, she couldn’t stop the light shudder running up her spine. She kept the pistol close to her side, avoiding waving it around to attract as little attention as possible. She doubled back to Nate’s house, hoping that in the time she was gone Zack had returned, but when she opened the cellar doors, she saw only Addison, Chloe, and Doug, their eyes glued to the pistol in her hand. “He hasn’t come back?”

A fiery ball erupted into the night sky near the unfinished south portion of the wall, accompanied by a percussive blast that hummed through her body. The flash of light quickly dissipated after the magnificent bloom of colors, leaving only a faint burn of embers in its stead.

For a few moments, the air was quiet. No screams. No gunfire. Nothing but the silence of the night air, but the reprieve from the murderous sounds of death was short lived, as a single scream pierced her eardrums. And it wasn’t long before the screams multiplied, spreading like a virus attacking a host.

Wren walked slowly toward the sounds, the painful tones familiar. She’d heard the same pleas on the streets of Chicago during the car wreck that sent her daughter to the hospital. She’d heard them in the ER from desperate friends and families of the sick and dying. She’d heard them from her son, from her daughters, from people yearning for security. And now they were here. In a place she was told was safe. Safe.

“Mom!” Zack’s voice snapped her out of the flashback as she watched her son hop forward on his crutches from the direction of the blast site. She involuntarily dropped the pistol from her hand as she clutched him in her arms, violently clawing his back in the relief that he was alive and the rage that had caused her to worry. “Mom, they’re inside.” Zack’s pronounced Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he looked back to the source of death slithering inside the camp. “They shot two people. I don’t know how many of them there are.”

“C’mon.” Wren grabbed his collar and pulled him as fast as his crutches would keep up but screeched to a halt once she realized her hands were empty of the pistol. She hurried back to the spot where she’d dropped it. She groped the grass and dirt with her fingers, hoping to find it, but struggled in the dark. She was about to pull back when her fingertips grazed a chunk of metal, and she snatched the gun, sprinting to Zack. “Let’s go!”

Gunfire mixed with the pounding of feet and pulse as they headed for Nate’s. The community was well over one hundred strong, over two-thirds of that population adults, and from what she’d seen, unlike herself, all of them competent with a weapon. Unless they were swarmed with greater numbers and skill than their own, she didn’t think they’d be overrun, but she wasn’t going to leave her family’s fate to chance.

Nate’s house was close to the south end, where the explosion occurred, and when Wren pulled the hidden doors open in the floor and tossed Zack inside, the gunfire grew excessively worse. Doug helped Zack down. Before she shut the doors, Doug thrust his hand up to stop her. “What are you doing?” His gaze shifted between her face and the pistol in her hand.

“I don’t know how many of them are out there.” She looked to the gun and did her best to steady the light tremor in her hand. Unable to cease the shaking, she moved her hand and pistol out of view. “If they can’t be stopped, then you’ll need to take the kids back into town. But you’ll have to do it fast. If I’m not back in the next twenty minutes, you’ll know it’s bad. Follow the tunnel underneath, and it’ll take you to the garage. Take one of the cars they have stored there. You’ll have to break the lock on the key box. Don’t stop until you run out of gas.”

“Wren, you can’t—”

She slammed the doors shut and pulled the mat to cover the hidden compartment’s entrance. She stopped at the doorframe of the house as a man hurried by, wielding a shotgun. She raised her pistol and fired, her shot missing its target wide left, sending up a spray of dirt. The recoil from the gun knocked the pistol from her hand, and she dove to the floor after it, ducking out of the way of the shotgun blast that sprayed a cluster of lead balls through the wood.

Wren reached for the pistol’s barrel, burning her fingertips as she mistakenly grabbed the searing barrel. She cursed and fumbled the gun in her hands. Her body trembled with adrenaline. She huddled close to the doorframe on the inside of the cabin and slowly poked her head around the corner, only to duck back behind it at the sight of the twelve-gauge staring her down.

The blast splintered the doorframe as Wren rolled to her right, the slivers of wood from the door falling off her shoulders. She aimed the pistol toward the door, both hands on the grip this time and her finger on the trigger. She saw the man take a quick step inside, and she squeezed, the recoil jolting her arms and shoulders, but the pistol remained in her palms.

Bullets redecorated the inside of Nathan’s house, and while she emptied the clip, missing her target, the shots were enough to send the intruder running. But even after the clip had been emptied and the intruder was gone, Wren continued to squeeze the trigger. Click, click, click. The hammer knocked against the firing pin until the weight of the pistol grew too heavy to keep lifted, and the pistol thudded against the floor as it fell from her hand.

Wren couldn’t tell how much time had passed while she was on the floor, but after a while, the gunfire outside ended. Then, Doug, Zack, and the girls were standing above her, looking at her as though she were a ghost, feeling as cold as one.

But it was Nathan who helped her up, his shirt sweaty and stained with blood and dirt. “C’mon, Wren. You’re okay.” She watched him pick up the emptied pistol on the floor and tuck it in his belt. He set her on the couch, checked her heart rate, and flashed a light in her eyes to check her pupils. “Wren, do you know where you are?”

“I’m…” She squinted her eyes shut and forced herself back into reality. She pushed herself up from the couch, making her way to the door. “What portion of the wall was hit?” She clung to the life that was her work, and the livelihood of her mind, using it to shift her out of the chaos.

Doug remained quiet for a moment before he answered, slowly. “It was yesterday’s work. Just before the south wall.”

Wren cursed under her breath, and as if on cue, Edric appeared at the door, flanked by his personal goon squad. His face was drenched in sweat and covered with soot. His arms bulged from his shirt, and his rifle strap clung tight to his chest. “Come with me. Now.”

One of the goons grabbed her arm forcefully, and before she even had a chance to wrench herself free, she was out of the house and being marched toward the south fence, where the explosion took place. In the dark, it was difficult to see, but once she was close enough, she managed to make out a lumped shape in the middle of the grass. And the body wasn’t alone.

Wren passed dozens of fallen bodies, all of them sprawled out in the dark grass, their limbs twisted awkwardly where they fell, their clothes and the ground around them stained with a dark liquid she knew could only be blood.

Edric’s goons brought her to the site of the blast, where only bits and pieces of the fence remained. An entire section at least ten feet wide had been blown apart, leaving nothing but a crater in its wake. To the left of the crater, there was a group of people on their knees, their hands tied behind their backs and guns aimed at the back of their skulls. Edric walked over to the first captive within reach and yanked his face up so Wren could get a good look. “You know who this is?” He thrust the man’s head down forcefully, the scars on his face twisted in what light the lanterns offered. “I ask because it seems to me that these people had some inside information. Attacking a portion of the fence that you rebuilt.” He turned around to the gathering crowd, the stench of fear and anger thick in the air. “After all,” he said, raising his voice, “you said that nothing would break through your designs. You said you could keep us safe. You call this safe?”

“The walls were meant to withstand scaling, gunfire, and battery,” Wren said. “We don’t have the materials to build something to withstand a bomb.”

“You said you could do anything,” Edric said, throwing her own words back in her face. “You said that you would do whatever it took to make sure that our families were protected.” Edric pointed to one of the bodies on the ground. “What about Steve’s family? Are they safer now that he’s dead?” He walked to another body, this one face up, with blood still leaking from the hole in her head. “Or how about Martha’s children? Her husband died years ago, and now she has two sons who are parentless. They’re nine and twelve. Are they supposed to look after themselves now?”

The dissent in the crowd fed off of Edric’s words, every one of them growing hungrier, angrier, the pain in their veins clamoring to escape, begging to punish someone. Wren looked at each of the fallen in turn, doing her best to not fall into the trap of words that Edric was hoping she’d slip into. “Everything I have done, everything the team I was charged with have tried to accomplish, has been for the good of this community, for everyone.”

“Has it?” Edric asked, looking down at her then back to the line of captives on the ground. “And you said you would do everything you could to protect not just your family, but everyone’s?”

Wren felt the edge of the snare, the final blow Edric was seeking to deliver, but with the growing crowd around her and its palpable anger, her options were slim. “Whatever I can do to help.” She spit the words out reluctantly, trying her best to keep her voice calm.

“Good.” Edric stomped over to the farthest captive and wrenched him up by the collar, dragging him to Wren’s feet, where he rolled onto his side. Edric removed his rifle from his shoulder and extended it to Wren. “Shoot him.”

Wren looked down at the captive. He was a boy, no older than Zack. The whites of his eyes were prominent in the darkness, the rest of his face dirty. She took a step back, shaking her head. “He’s a kid.”

“A kid who shot and killed one of our own. A kid who orphaned children. A kid who meant to take what we have and kill anyone who stood in his way.” Edric thrust the rifle into her arms, forcing her to grab it, then stepped around her, positioning the rifle under the crook of her arm and aiming the barrel at the boy’s head, then whispered in her ear, “A kid who sought to kill your family.” He stepped away, leaving Wren with the gun pointed at the captive. “Well? You want to protect this community? Here’s your chance.”

Wren watched the others, looking everywhere except the face of the boy on the ground. “This isn’t who we are,” she said, the strength in her voice surprising her. “We don’t murder children. We don’t kill in cold blood.”

“This isn’t murder!” Edric snapped back at her. “This is justice.”

“Edric, enough!” Iris burst through the crowd, Nathan and Ben close behind her. “You have no right to give such an order. Any sentencing must be done through consultation with the community and then approved through the council. You know our laws.”

“Our people don’t need laws! They need action!” Edric pulled his sidearm, aiming it at Iris’s head. “And you will bite your tongue before you try and interrupt me again.” He wavered his aim between the three of them as the rest of Edric’s goons raised their rifles. He shifted the pistol’s barrel to Wren. “Shoot him. Show us who you value more. Us. Or them.”

The boy quivered on the ground, spewing unintelligible pleas, his fellow captives glaring at her with the same look of death in their eyes as half the community around her. Wren raised the sight of the rifle to her eye, positioning her finger on the trigger, and the boy cast his head down, his shoulders shaking violently. For my family.

But the thought struck a chord. Somewhere, the boy at the end of the barrel had a mother and a father. He had once been a child like Addison and Chloe. She looked to the other captives tied up on the ground. All of them have family. All of them were someone. Wren lowered the rifle.

Edric flicked the safety off his weapon and took a step forward, shortening the space between the tip of his pistol and Wren by half. “Shoot him.”

Wren tossed the rifle on the ground. “No.”

The scars on Edric’s face twisted in the same rage she’d seen before, and her eyes wandered quickly over the faces in the dark and the flickering light of the lanterns to see their reactions, and the expressions were mixed. “You pick these people over the community that took you in? The community that gave you food and water? Who helped keep your husband and children alive?” Edric shook his head. “Now we know where your loyalties reside.” He tilted the gun down at the boy’s head and squeezed the trigger, spraying his blood across Wren’s legs.




Chapter 8

 

It was abnormally cold just before the sun broke over the horizon. Goose bumps rose on Wren’s arm as she sat on the front steps of Nathan’s porch, alone except for the nearly empty bottle of whiskey to her left. She’d found it in the cellar where Addison, Chloe, Zack, and Doug were hidden. She didn’t remember much of returning to the cabin, but the gunshots from Edric’s pistol still rang as clearly as they had nearly ten hours ago.

Wren curled her fingers around the bottle’s neck and lifted the rim to her lips, the brown liquid sloshing back and forth inside then sliding down her throat. The whiskey’s burn had numbed her senses and slowed her mind. But the one thing it hadn’t done was blur the vision of the young man who was killed at her feet, nor the screams from the fellow captives right before Edric’s men silenced them as well.

Murderers. They came here to kill your family. But even as Wren repeated the mantra that Edric had used to justify the deaths of the captives, she couldn’t rid herself of the trembling boy at her feet, his eyes wide with fear just moments before his death. There was no trial, no talk of their reasons, no explanation of who shot first. Justice. That wasn’t justice. It was revenge.

Wren circled the rim of the whiskey bottle with her finger, the glass warm from the heat of her lips. If there was one thing that came out of the altercation from the night before, it was Edric making a point of who was really in charge of the community. While he was gunning down the enemy, Iris and Ben were held to little more than a few words before Edric disappeared with his goons.

A shudder ran through her at the thought of his little army, his disciples that he’d trained so well. They’d listen to anything he said and would follow through with anything they told him. The only question was how much of the rest of the community would? Her wall failed, the people in the community saw her refuse an order from a man they either feared or respected, or both. Whatever little headway she’d made disappeared the moment she lowered her weapon.

A part of her wanted to do it. That much she was sure of, or else the shame from last night would have worn off hours ago, before the bottle between her knees was drained. She’d tried to find a way to justify killing the boy, but no matter what excuse she set in front of herself, she came back to the same conclusion: all those people wanted was help. They asked for it before, and we turned them away. We never even considered working with them.

The community’s policy of isolation was one that was well accepted, and if it weren’t for Nathan, she and her family would have been in the same boat. She thought about everything she did to keep her family safe back in Chicago, never stopping to think about the repercussions. That’s all they did. They were just trying to stay alive.

The first rays of daylight broke through the trees, and Wren squinted into the early sunrise. She grabbed the bottle lazily and pushed herself off the porch, but before she was able to stand fully, she collapsed backward, the world spinning with her. She lay on her back, the wooden planks lumpy and stiff underneath, and rested her head on the porch, her mind wavering back and forth like a ship caught in a storm at sea.

She chuckled, the booze flooding her senses. She hadn’t felt this drunk since high school. She shimmied to her side, pressing her palms flat against the wooden planks, and used her two shaky arms to push up from the floor. She used the porch railing for support and stood still for a few moments once she finally straightened.

Her first step forward was misplaced, and she caught herself on the doorframe just before she fell, her fingers cutting into the grooves of the bullet holes. The worries and pain that had plagued her mind the entire night were immediately washed away and replaced with the dizzy sensation that accompanied draining a fifth of whiskey. She made her way to the only piece of furniture in the living room, which was the dining table, and sat awkwardly on the edge of one of the chairs, avoiding the bedroom and risking waking up the kids in her drunken stupor.

She rested her elbows on the table and cradled her face with both hands, trying to steady herself and the room swirling around her. Carefully, she laid her face down on the table, the wood cool against her flushed cheek, and the world went black. When she felt a nudge on her shoulder, she grunted, and when the intrusion refused to relinquish its assault, she knocked it away with her hand, only to have it return with greater force.

“Wren, wake up.”

A sudden wave of heat washed over her, and she lifted her cheek from the table, the skin peeling off like Velcro. Her body was covered in sweat, and she smelled the booze squeezing through her pores. She wiped her face. The flavor in her mouth was something akin to what she expected a rotten animal to taste like. The window on the far side of the room showed the day had gone well into the afternoon, which jolted her awake. “Christ.” Wren jumped from her chair, wobbling on two legs toward the front door, where she was forced to stop and catch her breath. Whatever aches plagued her body failed in comparison to the pounding in her head. Her brain throbbed against her skull with such a force she slid back down to the floor, pressing her palm into her forehead as if she could press the hammering into submission.

“Are you all right?”

She felt hands on her, warm, thin hands, yet oddly familiar. She shook her head, her eyes still squinted shut. “I feel like was hit by a freight train.”

“Whiskey never agreed with you.”

Wren opened her eyes and saw Doug kneeling down beside her, his crutches on the floor. Despite the hangover, her rage sifted through the impaired thoughts and memories that clung tightly to their last encounter. “Whiskey wasn’t the only one.” She rolled to her left, using the doorframe to climb back to her feet, while Doug remained on the floor. “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”

“They tried,” Doug answered, reaching for his crutches and pushing himself up awkwardly, taking considerably longer than Wren. “You were blacked out. Dead to the world.”

Wren squinted into the sunlight. “With the heat of hell beating down outside, who’s to say I’m not?” She wobbled back to the porch. The whiskey bottle was knocked to its side, and she scooped it up then headed back inside.

“Iris and Ben came by earlier. They wanted to talk to you about last night.”

Wren set the empty bottle on the counter in the corner that was attached to what passed for their kitchen, which was no more than a few cupboards where they stored some of their perishable items to snack on between meals. “I’m sure they do.” She leaned her head against the wall. The floor shifted under her feet.

“Wren, they told me what happened.”

“And?” She wasn’t surprised at the news. Gossip spread like wildfire through the camp. Since they had no real entertainment, she’d taken up the mantle as the community’s most desperate housewife.

“And… they’re worried about you.” Doug paused. “I’m worried about you.”

Wren chuckled, peeling her forehead off the rough wooden walls of the cabin, a red mark placed on her forehead where she’d applied the pressure. “You’re worried? About me?” The laughter rolled drunkenly off her tongue, her head swimming in a delirium of fatigue, pain, and anger. “You have to be kidding me.”

“Wren, I know we haven’t been on the same page about a lot of things, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still care about you.”

“We haven’t even been in the same book, Doug.”

“I still love—”

Wren snatched the empty whiskey bottle on her spin, thrust it high above her head, and smashed it on the ground. The glass erupted into thousands of pieces that flew in every direction, the thundering crash silencing Doug’s next word. “You have no right to say that. No right! I don’t love you, Doug. Not anymore.” The alcohol-induced wrath came down on him like a fiery hell storm. Every step she took forward, every verbal dig she cut his way thrust him backward. “You wanna know what I wanted to talk to you about? Before the shit storm in Chicago? I wanted a divorce. I’d spoken to the lawyers; I already had all of the paperwork drawn up. I was going to leave you.” The weight she’d carried with that on her shoulders lifted the moment the words left her lips, but something else replaced that burden, something she didn’t expect. Anger.

Doug remained quiet for a moment. The sunlight caught the back of him, casting his front in shadow, making it hard for Wren to see his reaction. “I didn’t realize...” He slumped low between his crutches. “I didn’t know I’d hurt you that badly.”

“You didn’t hurt me, Doug.” Wren stepped over the broken glass, the bits crunching under the soles of her boots until they stopped just before knocking into Doug. “I didn’t care about you enough for that to happen.” Wren was close enough to see his reaction that time, and the wounds across his face were all she needed to see to know the cost of her attack.

Without a word, Doug turned, his crutches thudding against the floor and his head hung low until he was out the door and out of sight. Wren uncurled her fists; she hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been clenching them. She walked back to the table, kicking the glass from her path along the way. She collapsed in a chair, but with her body still numb from the alcohol, she didn’t feel the impact. How did I get here?

Wren lay with her head on the table for only a few more moments before the needs of food and water compelled her body to seek nourishment. She headed toward the mess hall in hopes of finding some water and any leftover lunch. There were a few people walking about, but Wren kept her eyes forward, not wanting the trouble of having to explain herself to anyone. Not now. Not yet.

By the time she arrived at the mess hall, the doors were locked, and she tugged against them fruitlessly. The walk had only worsened the dryness in her mouth, and when she wiped her brow, she saw that salt had crusted on her skin. I don’t even have any water left in me.

“Mrs. Burton?”

The voice was sheepish, and for a second Wren thought she’d imagined it until it repeated, and she turned to the sight of three people huddled closely together. An older man stood in the front, someone she’d seen before but never learned his name. The two behind him were his wife and daughter. Ella and Mary, if she remembered correctly. “Yes?”

The old man fiddled with his hands nervously, rubbing the liver spots on his skin hard enough to scrub them off. “We have some leftovers in our cabin if you’re hungry. Water too.” He offered a half smile, and the girls behind him nodded in agreement.

The offer took Wren aback. Did Edric convince them to do this? But her stomach grumbled, and her tongue scratched the dry patch in her mouth. In the end, her body’s desires overrode her concern for an ambush and she followed them to their home, keeping her distance from the old man and an eye out for any of Edric’s goons. But they arrived at the old man’s door with little incident.

The inside of the cabin was even smaller than Nathan’s but more adequately furnished. The walls were decorated with pictures and a few paintings. Wren stopped to examine one as the old man offered her a glass of water. He gestured to the picture, smiling. “My little Ella did that when she was only five.” He turned back to his daughter, who blushed. “She was always so talented.”

Wren nearly drained the glass in one gulp. Even at room temperature, the water felt cool against the hot desert that was her mouth. She turned from the painting and back to the old man. “I’m sorry, I never learned your name.”

“Edison,” he answered, smiling. “But I know who you are, Mrs. Burton.” He gestured to the sofa and took her glass from her, looking to his wife to refill it. The couch was small, and the proximity both of them were forced into was cozier than Wren would have liked, but the old man did his best to keep his distance at a respectable measure. “How are you feeling?”

The past eighteen hours had left Wren jaded to the sincerity of the people around her, and if she hadn’t seen the old man’s genuine expression firsthand, she would have waved it off as a slight. She took the refilled glass of water and gave it a raise. “Better now.”

“What you did last night. It was brave.”

Mary offered her a small plate of jerky, and Wren tore at it hungrily, the water whetting her appetite. “The boy still died. It would have been braver for me to take the bullet myself.” Half the plate disappeared in two handfuls as she stuffed her mouth. After a few bites, she forced herself to slow, making sure to chew instead of swallowing the pieces whole.

“If you had taken the bullet yourself, then your children would have been left motherless.” Edison reached his hand over and gently touched her forearm. “And we wouldn’t have a chance to talk.”

Wren looked up to see both Mary and Ella standing over them on the couch. She slowly set the plate of jerky down on the coffee table, her eyes moving wearily between the three of them. “And what would you want to speak with me about?”

“Edric.” Edison said the name firmly, and the two women nodded their heads in agreement. “This isn’t the first time he’s gone beyond the laws of our community. This place is not a castle, and he is not a king. He can’t be allowed to do whatever he sees fit.”

“Apparently he can.” Wren stood up. She neither wanted nor needed a lecture. “If you wanted to stand up to him, then you should have done it last night. He wasn’t the only one that was armed. If you wanted to make a statement, then you missed your chance.” She headed for the door, her stomach irritated at the abandonment of the jerky.

“He wants to dissolve the council,” Ella blurted out.

Whether it was the desperation in the girl’s voice or the hatred Wren had for Edric, she stopped at the door. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s okay, Ella,” Edison said, encouraging her. “You can tell her.”

The woman was young, her hair a light blond. She was thin, but the wiry muscles along her arms and legs revealed a strength in her frame. Wren noticed the muscles in her hands as well, a side effect of someone who always had a pen or a brush in their hand. It was a side effect Wren was familiar with herself after spending hours at a drawing board. “How do you know that?”

“I was… talking, to one of the men in his guard unit. David,” Ella answered quietly.

Sleeping with the guard was more like it. “Go on,” Wren said.

“Edric pulled him aside when we were together, and I didn’t mean to listen, but their voices were loud. They were angry with each other over something. And when David came back, he told me that Edric had been trying to eliminate the council to streamline the decision-making process. But David told him that it was a bad idea, that the only way to keep us all together was maintaining a balance in the community.”

“Did he say how he was going to do this?” Wren asked.

Ella shook her head. “When I tried to talk to David about it more, he told me I shouldn’t probe into it. That it didn’t concern me. But after last night…”

“If Edric thinks he can kill anyone on a whim, then I think it’s obvious what he’ll do,” Edison replied.

Wren let out an exhausted sigh. “Why didn’t you bring Ben and Iris in on this? If he’s going to dissolve the council, then those two will be the first to go.”

“They did.” Iris stepped through the door first, followed closely by Ben, who shut the door behind him, locking all six of them crammed in the small living room. “Wren, we need to talk.”




Chapter 9

 

The effects of the alcohol wore off by evening, but Wren’s head still swam with confusion. She sat silently in Edison’s living room, the orange glow of the setting sun shading the drawn curtains a beautiful orange. Iris and Ben waited for her response, but Wren had no idea where to even start. “You realize that this idea is ludicrous, right?”

“We have to make a move, and we have to do it soon,” Iris answered. The soft, kind features Wren remembered on their first day together hardened to stone. The councilwoman had made up her mind, and Ben was with her. “Edric won’t waste any more time. He has the numbers.”

“And guns,” Wren added. “And bullets, and training, and a raging thirst for power that doesn’t seem to be satisfied in his current role.” Wren jumped from the couch, needing to move around. “You saw what happened last night, Iris. You all did. If Edric wants to take control of this camp, he doesn’t need to do it in secret meetings. He controls the guards. He has access to the garrison. All he has to do is say the word, and the camp is his. You think going to him with a resolution telling him that he will be kicked off the council will persuade him?” She laughed. “The world beyond those walls is providing him with everything he needs to scare the people here into doing whatever he wants them to. They want security, and he’s already convinced them that he can keep them safe.”

“He’s not the only one,” Ben replied.

“The fence didn’t work.” Wren paced around, her arms flailing about in animation that she’d normally reserved for arguments with Doug. Christ. Doug, the girls, Zack. Edric will kill every single one of them the moment he thinks I’m planning something against him.

“You’re right,” Iris said, her voice low and solemn. “But what you did last night proved that you’re not afraid of him. It showed the people here that he can be stopped.” Iris moved closer, her small frame growing larger with every word. “Do you know how many people came to me after what they watched him do last night? Nearly half of the community. Half. If that isn’t cause for a call to action, then I don’t know what is.”

Wren grunted in frustration. “Then where are they now? Edric doesn’t talk. He shoots. And anyone that disagrees with him will get a bullet to the head. That’s what your people saw. And that’s what will keep them in line. Edric knows it. You know it. I know it.” She waved them all off, having reached her fill of foolishness, and headed for the door.

“You cut off the head, and the body dies,” Iris said, just as Wren’s hand was on the handle. “And we could kill him without ever having to squeeze the trigger. All we have to do is catch him off guard.”

Wren released the door handle and turned around. Everyone was standing now, all of them gathering around Iris. Wren lingered at the door, entertaining the thought. “He’s always armed. And it would be foolish to think he doesn’t keep himself protected at night. You’d never get close to him in here.”

“That’s why we’re not going to do it in here.” Iris pointed south, to where the explosion the night before had destroyed a large section of the wall. “You go to him and tell him that you want to take a team out to scavenge for more material. Tell him you need to make the wall stronger, and that the only way is to get better material. Steel, iron, concrete, whatever you have to do to convince him that we can’t get the materials from the forest.”

“I’ve been saying that since day one,” Wren answered.

“Exactly. Despite his looks and brute force, he’s smart. Anything out of the ordinary, and he’ll smell it. But you coming to him, wanting to try and make amends for the failed wall…” Iris raised her eyebrows. “Now that’s something he’ll believe.”

“But he’d have no reason to go,” Wren replied.

Iris looked to Ella, who quickly turned her head down. “It’s all right, Ella. Tell her what you told me.”

The girl stepped forward, and though she must have been twenty, the way she twiddled her hands and twisted her ankles made her look no older than Addison. “Edric said… He told David that…” But the girl stuttered, unable to spit out her knowledge.

“Edric wants to kill you, Wren,” Iris said, finishing the girl’s words. “That’s why he’ll go with you.”

And suddenly Wren realized why they’d chosen her in the first place. Why Iris was betting all her chips. “You want to use me as bait. Draw him away from his protection, away from any prying eyes.”

“A lot of things can happen on a supply run these days.” Iris shrugged. “With all the attacks that have happened over the past few weeks on our camp, what’s to say we don’t run into trouble?”

It was amazing to Wren how innocently the words left Iris’s mouth. She’d heard the same strategies and talk at board meetings at her company, though the end goals were building acquisitions, not murder. “It’s some sort of game for you, isn’t it?”

“This is no game, Wren,” Ben said, stepping around Iris. “This could be our only shot at successfully getting rid of this man. Iris said before it’s only a matter of time before he finally makes his move, and with the events of last night, he has more reason than ever to finally take control. This has to be done quickly.”

There was no denying that having Edric gone would be a burden lifted from her shoulders and a reason for her to stop looking behind her everywhere she walked. “When are you planning on having this… run?”

The mood in the room shifted from anxious to relieved, and Iris walked her through the plan. “Ben and I have a meeting with him tonight. It’s a regular affair, so he won’t suspect anything. I’ll bring up the proposal for the run, saying it was your suggestion. Edric already knows how close we are, so it would be natural for you to come to me about it. Once he agrees, I’ll make sure to stack enough of our people on the run to give us a chance. Then… we’ll kill him.”

“And the men he brings with him?” Wren asked. “You know he’ll be sure to take his own people.”

“He’s the head,” Iris reminded her. “I don’t think they’ll put up much of a fight once he’s gone.”

“Right.” It was dark now, and Wren knew that her girls would be worried about her. As for Zack and Doug, they probably wouldn’t mind Edric getting away with whatever he had planned to kill her. “Let me know how it goes.”

Once outside, Wren suddenly felt tired. Her legs, arms, and body were sore. She couldn’t figure out why, until she remembered her alcoholic adventures from the night before. After wasting away the day still reeking of whiskey, she was surprised she’d forgotten. But she forgave herself due to the casual conversation regarding her planned murder by a cold-blooded lunatic.

Wren kept on a path to Nate’s away from most of the buildings. The fewer people she ran into at that moment, the better off she’d be. Compared to the night before, the forest surrounding them was disturbingly peaceful.

With Nate’s house only a few dozen yards from the thick of the trees behind the main buildings, Wren turned back toward the main portion of the camp. Her foot snapped a twig, and a rustle in the bushes to her left caused her to freeze. She squinted in the darkness, trying to make out any further movement or shapes, but the dense trees made it difficult. Maybe another member of the raiders? They could have easily snuck through now, with the majority of the guards focused on the massive gap in their defenses.

The rustles grew louder, and Wren coiled her body, reaching for a rock on the ground to defend herself with, but the body that stumbled out from behind the bushes walked on three legs. She dropped the rock in her hand and let out a sigh. “Christ, Zack, what are you doing out here like that?” But her son ignored her, keeping his head down as he changed his direction toward the cabin. Wren caught up to him easily and stepped right in his path. “Zack, what are you doing?”

Zack tried sidestepping her, but any attempt was too slow with the massive cast around his broken leg. “Mom, get out of my way.” His voice was irritated and pathetic, sounding like nothing more than a sniveling toddler on the verge of a tantrum.

“No, not until you talk to me. You’ve hardly said more than a few sentences to me since we’ve arrived here, and the times where we do speak to one another are cold and nasty.” Wren waited for a reply but received none. “Zack, I can help.”

“You can’t!” Zack’s throat cracked at the sudden burst of volume in his voice, his scream just as shocking and violent as the explosion she’d heard the night before. The outburst sapped his strength as he hung from the two crutches like a lifeboat. “They’re dead,” he said between sobs. “They’re dead because of me.”

Wren placed a gentle hand on the back of her son’s head. “Zack, what happened last night isn’t your fault, it’s—”

“No,” he said, sniffling. “It’s not from last night. My friends. In Chicago.” He looked up, and even in the darkness, Wren saw the tears running down his cheeks. “My friends are dead because of me.” He collapsed forward, leaning all of his weight into Wren, who was caught off balance by the sudden fall.

Wren pulled his head up, wiping the tears from his eyes. Her heart broke in two as she watched her eldest fall apart in her arms. She helped him over to a log, where the two sat down, his head leaning against her shoulder as she gently stroked his hair. They’d never spoke about what happened at the abandoned factory she pulled him out of before they escaped the city. “What happened at the factory, Zack?”

He took a few deep breaths, trying to force his composure, but struggled with finding any strength in his voice. “It wasn’t the first time,” he started, pulling up from her shoulder, wiping his nose with his shirt sleeve. “We’d gone there before. The place was shut down a long time ago.” He shook his head. “It was stupid, I know. The day of the attacks, we had talked about going, but some of my friends had a test they said they didn’t want to miss. They wanted to stay. But I made them go. I told them that the class was a waste of time, that one test wouldn’t flunk them out. So they went. We took Jesse’s car, since he was the only one with a driver’s license. When we got there, everything was fine. We were just hanging out, joking around like we always did. It was getting later in the afternoon, and they wanted to get going, since school was letting out soon, but I told them to lighten up.” Zack grimaced, the tears returning unabashedly. “And then the explosions went off. It was like bombs were dropping all around us, and I knew it was down the street, but the building and the equipment inside were so old that I guess all it took was a light tremor to bring most of it down. Everyone was screaming, running, trying to get away. I turned around and saw them reach out their hands for help just before the vats crushed them, then my leg.” Zack uttered a few more words, but he was so distraught that Wren couldn’t decipher what he said.

Wren cupped her son’s face in her hands, pulling him up from the despair he was sinking into. “I want you to listen to me very carefully. What happened in Chicago was not your fault. Your friends being with you in that warehouse was not your fault. Some sick people with a twisted agenda killed them.” She lifted his chin, looking him directly in the eye. “Your friends did not die because you skipped school, or because you convinced them to come with you, or because you told them to stay. They died because of murderous thugs. You had nothing to do with it. Nothing.”

Zack nearly broke down again then and there. He nodded quickly, trying to hold tightly to the pillar of strength she offered him. He wiped his eyes and his nose. “I still have nightmares about them. About that day. I can see them. I hear them. Every night. No matter what. They always find me.”

Wren heard the torment in her son’s voice as he gazed off into the night, looking as though the ghosts of his friends would pop out from behind the trees. She thought about all of the death she’d seen and looked down to the bloodstained pants she still wore from the night before. She wondered if the boy’s face would haunt her tonight. “It will get better, Zack. It’s just going to take time. And you’re going to have to talk about it. The more you keep it bottled up, the more you’re afraid to talk about it, the more it will control you.” She placed her hand on his back. “There is no shame in being the survivor. God knows I’m glad you are.”

Zack offered another light nod, accompanied by a sniffle. “Yeah, I know.” He reached for his crutches, and Wren helped him off the log. “I’m sorry, Mom. For, well, me.”

“It’s all right.” Wren took him in her arms, thankful he had finally let her inside. “Remember that I love you. And I will always love you no matter what. Never think you can’t talk to me about what you’re going through. No matter how bad or evil you think it is, okay?”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Just the sound of his voice was enough to lift her spirits, let alone the thank you. She squeezed him tightly one more time and threw her arm around his shoulder as they walked back to Nate’s cabin. “Did you eat anything today?”

“I had some lunch.”

Wren patted his back. “We’ll head back over to the mess hall, see if there’s anything left from dinner.” They had just stepped out of the thickest portion of the forest when Edric blocked their path. Wren instinctively stepped in front of her son, spreading her arms out to cover as much of him as she could. She looked for a weapon on him, but it was hard to see in the darkness. He said nothing at first, just stood there, silent, menacing. Does he mean to do it here? Kill me in front of my own son?

“I need to speak with you,” Edric said, his voice as deadly quiet as the woods behind them. “Send your son to the house. It’s a conversation I wish to have in private.”

Wren looked around to see if any of his goons had followed him, but when she saw nothing in the clearing before them but Nate’s house, she nodded to Zack. “Go on. I’ll only be a minute.” The two of them remained quiet as Zack hobbled away, and it wasn’t until her son was in the house that Edric finally broke his silence.

“I just had an interesting meeting with the council.” Edric stepped around her, keeping his hands behind his back. “Was the death toll last night not enough for you? Do you wish for more of our community members to die, risking their lives only to make another pathetic wall?”

“The wall I inherited was already pathetic,” Wren said. “I did what I could with what I had.” She took an aggressive step forward. “If you want to keep the community safe, then I know what we have to do. And taking the risk to find better materials to reinforce our defenses is the only way it can be done.”

Edric studied her in the darkness for a long time. And while she couldn’t see his eyes, she felt the cold rush his gaze cast over her body. And despite Wren’s attempt at courage, in that moment she knew he could see her tremble in the night air. “You are right about one thing, Burton. It is the only way it can be done. I suggest you get a good night’s rest. We leave first thing in the morning.” He turned swiftly on his heel and disappeared.

Wren exhaled and made her way back to the cabin. But despite Edric’s advice, she knew that tonight’s sleep would be just as restless as the one before it.




Chapter 10

 

Wren spent most of her morning staring at the girls as they slept under their blankets. She wanted to wake them, pull them from bed, and squeeze them tight until they pushed her away. But in the morning light, they looked so peaceful she couldn’t bring herself to disturb their slumber.

Zack was awake by the time she left, and she nearly broke down when he told her he loved her, but forced back the tears. None of them knew what she was being sent out to accomplish, and if the plan worked, none of them ever would. She didn’t see Doug, but after their exchange the other day, she found herself disappointed with how they separated. Whatever their marriage used to be, it saddened her to know it was no longer worth saving, to either of them. But as morose as the outcome was, the closure offered her some peace.

Before the teams chosen for the run departed, Iris made sure to point out which of the scouts were on their side. The numbers were at least even between Iris’s people and Edric’s, though she found it odd that Councilwoman Jan was staying behind. Lately, the two had been inseparable. And Councilman Ted was nowhere to be found. Though Wren was thankful to have some familiarity in Tom, her foreman on the wall. Iris offered a hug before Wren joined the rest of the team in the back of the truck and whispered in her ear, “Tom will give the signal when it’s time. When he says ‘it’s getting late,’ that’s when it’ll start.”

They took two vehicles, the mixture of Iris’s men and Edric’s men spread out between the trucks evenly. The ride in the back of the truck was rough, and for each dip and bump, Wren’s knuckles flashed white against the black rifle in her hands. The weapon felt thick and bulky, but she kept the rifle tight against her body. She rode in the same truck as Edric, something she couldn’t avoid, as he didn’t pick a vehicle until she had already chosen hers. She kept a watchful eye on him from her position, but he offered no movement or hint as to his actions. Whenever a moment of doubt or fear crept into Wren’s mind, she clung to the consequences of her failure. If Edric survived, then her family would be the first to die. She knew the bastard would do it out of spite, maybe even drag her along to watch if she was still alive afterward.

Another path came into view up the road, and the lead truck veered onto it. When Wren felt them slow and follow, and the icy grip of panic took hold of her heart. “What’s going on? The town is to the east. That’ll take us north.”

Tom banged on the window to the truck’s cab, and Edric turned around, sliding the dirty glass window open. “Where are we going? The town’s in the other direction.”

“A little detour,” Edric yelled above the howl of wind and the hum of the truck’s engine. “We’re stopping at one of the food caches. With the increased number of the attacks over the past few weeks, we didn’t want to risk missing an opportunity to grab it.” He looked to Wren. “Better safe than sorry.” He slammed the window shut, and Wren jolted from another bump in the road.

They traveled for another twenty minutes. When the truck came to a stop, she jumped out eagerly, the butt of her rifle pulled tight in the crook of her arm. She watched Edric exit the truck, but he never even looked her way, and neither did his men. Wren tugged on Tom’s sleeve as they hung back. “Is there really a food cache out here?”

“Yeah,” Tom answered. He shook his head uneasily, his motions as angular as the square jaw that encased his face. “But I don’t like the change in plans.”

Some of the men carried shovels, and Wren watched Edric examine the trees, leaning in close to their trunks, looking for something. “All right. Should be just… about… here.” He stopped, looking straight down, smiling. “Jackpot.” His men dug up the earth where he planted his foot, and the crater grew deep quickly.

Wren watched Edric carefully. She watched his eyes, his hands, his feet, arms, legs, neck. She looked for any inkling or the slightest hint of trickery. But the one time he locked eyes with Wren, all he offered was a smile.

One of the diggers struck a crate, and the men lifted the sealed boxes and bags of food to the edge of the hole until the pile stood as tall as Wren and six feet wide. Everyone grabbed a box and loaded the truck, piling the rations in the bed.

When the last box was shoved into place, everyone dusted off their hands and tossed the shovels in with their bounty. Edric looked into the sky, smearing some of the dirt from his hand onto his forehead as he wiped his brow, and when he looked Wren in the eyes, the same rush of cold that she felt upon their first encounter shivered up her spine. A smile burst onto Edric’s lips as the next words from his mouth sounded like he spoke them in slow motion. “Looks like it’s getting late.”

It took Wren half a second too long for the words to process, and by the time she realized what happened, gunfire erupted. She raised her rifle, nearly dropping the weapon in the process as she shuffled her feet backward. Her shaking finger found the trigger and squeezed. Her eyes shut involuntarily from the rifle’s kickback, and she had no idea of the projection of her bullet. Her back slammed against a tree, and she grasped the trunk, pulling herself behind it for cover. She tilted her head out from behind the grooved bark and saw both sides had separated, and Edric’s men had the trucks.

Bullets struck the tree, and Wren jerked back behind the safety of the thick trunk. The rifle rattled in her shaky arms, and though she wanted to shut her eyes again, she forced them open. Her breath was labored and quick as she looked left and saw one of Iris’s guys a few trees down. The sight of allies caused her to grow bolder. She wasn’t alone. Not yet.

“Wren!” Tom waved his arms from behind a small embankment between a cluster of trees to get her attention. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah.” Wren gripped the rifle a little more firmly as the beacon of strength in her voice spread to the rest of her body. She tucked the weapon’s stock back under her arm, the thunder of gunshots no longer causing her to flinch.

Tom ducked from a round of bullets that sent a spray of dirt over his back. “Just stay there!” He jumped to his feet, shell casings ejecting from the rifle as he returned fire, then pressed forward.

Wren inched her way around the trunk, the gun in her hands poised to shoot. She felt her muscles coil and harden with every step. Just before she completely removed herself from the cover of the tree, she paused, and her heart rate spiked, the muscles along her face twitching with adrenaline. If I die, then my family dies. She clung to that thought like a war cry and jumped from behind the tree, firing into a cluster of Edric’s men near the tailgate of one of the trucks.

Combat washed over her in a blur. All Wren felt was the steady thump of the rifle’s butt against her shoulder and the smooth, hot metal of the trigger against her fingertip. Her legs and feet numbed to the ground beneath her, and after the first round of gunshot blasts all she heard was a high-pitched din that silenced the sounds of death filling the afternoon air.

Edric’s men scattered from the truck, and despite the vulnerability of her position in open space, she continued to push forward. The fear in the pit of her stomach churned into rage with every squeeze of the trigger. The heat from the rifle flushed hot against her arm, and she felt her cheeks redden from the mixture of sun, adrenaline, and fury.

Wren glanced to her right. Only a few of Tom’s men remained in pursuit. The gunfire thickened, and Wren sprinted to a cluster of rocks on her left for cover. The dead foliage was still slick from the previous day’s rains. She slipped on the rock and smacked her elbow hard on a stone upon landing. The pain numbed her limb all the way to her shoulder, but the ricochet of bullets on the other side of the rock offered the incentive to push through the pain.

One of Tom’s guys had sought cover behind the rocks as well, but found no such asylum as Wren shoved the corpse aside to make room for herself. She turned to fire, but the magazine was empty. She threw it on the ground, grabbing the dead man’s rifle to replace her own. The high-pitched din had faded, and in its place the screams of dying men filled her ears. She crawled to the top of the rock cluster to get a better view, but when she crested the top, the landscape had grown still and quiet. No bullets. No screams. Nothing, except:

“Wren!” Edric’s voice roared louder than any of the previous gunshots, shattering the ice-like calm that had descended on their battle. “Give it up. It’s no use trying to win this. You’ll just make things worse.”

Wren’s voice caught in her throat as she looked to the facedown man next to her and the bloody gunshot exit wound on the back of his skull. She swallowed hard, her palms fused to the rifle. “The only thing that’ll make my life worse is one more second of you being alive, Edric.” She shimmied along the rocks, doing her best to stay low and quiet.

“I have two of your men,” Edric replied. “The rest are dead. You want these two to live, you come out right now. I’m only going to offer this once.”

Wren slowly lifted her head above the rocks for a better view. Tom and another one of their guys were on their knees with their hands on their heads. “Let them go!”

“Only if you give yourself up quietly.” Edric placed the barrel of his pistol on the back of the man kneeling next to Tom. “And quickly.”

“Don’t do it, Wren!” Tom yelled. “He’ll just kill you too!”

“Shut up!” Eric said, pistol whipping Tom. “No more games, Burton! You come out now.”

“The moment I step out, yo—” Wren ducked involuntarily from the gunshot, and her body trembled long after the ringing in her ears subsided.

“That’s one dead,” Edric said. “You want more blood on your hands?”

Wren peered through a crack in the rocks and saw Tom still on his knees with his dead comrade facedown in the dirt on his left. She looked around, searching for anything or anyone that could help, but she was on an island, alone. Tom was right, the moment she gave herself up she’d be dead, and Tom with her. And if she died, her family wouldn’t be far behind. Her veins boiled with rage, and she smacked the back of her head against one of the rocks in frustration. “You won’t win, Edric. You hear me? This will solve noth—”

The gunshot silenced Wren’s voice, the forest, and everyone around her. It shook loose the sanity in her mind. Her grip loosened on the firm foundation of reality, and she felt herself slowly drift into chaos. Possessed by nothing more than the urge to kill, she jumped from the rocks, firing wildly into Edric’s men. Two quickly went down as she sprinted forward, her finger glued to the trigger. She didn’t stop running when the magazine emptied, nor did she stop thrashing against one of Edric’s men when he slammed her up against the truck. The rage in her blood boiled so hot that she was deaf to her own screams, which she was only aware of because of the hoarse pain in her throat. The next few minutes were nothing but a white-hot flash of anger, but when it finally subsided, she found herself in the back of a truck, her wrists and ankles bound together, and Edric sitting directly across from her.

“You trusted the wrong people, Burton,” Edric said, his body wobbling back and forth with the turn of each bend on the dirt road. “If you had just done what you were told in the beginning, listened to me, then all of this blood wouldn’t be on your hands.”

“I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger on a defenseless boy,” Wren retorted.

Edric laughed. “Don’t travel the high road with me, Burton. I know what you were planning today. I just beat you to the punch. It’s amazing what you hear over pillow talk.”

Ella. The foolish girl must have told her boyfriend what they had planned. That’s how Edric knew. “The plan isn’t over yet.” Wren narrowed her eyes, knowing that she had nothing up her sleeve. But any shadows of doubt she could stir in the back of his mind was reason enough to keep prodding. “What do you think is going to happen when you head back to camp? They’ll know what you did. Whatever control you think you have will disappear the moment the community sees you walk in with half the group missing.”

Edric leaned forward, and grazed the scars on his face, his fingers digging into the grooves and divots that ran along his cheeks and jawline. “The same people who gave me these tried something like you did. Although, as you can see, their plan was slightly more effective than yours.” He reached for his belt and plucked a grenade. He held it out between the two of them, cradling it gently in his hands. “Have you ever been hit with shrapnel from an explosive, Burton?” He tapped the side of the grenade against his cheek. “It’s nasty business. The metal comes flying at you with a velocity faster than a bullet, tiny shards tearing through your flesh like a disease burrowing itself into your body until you bleed out.” He pointed to his scars. “Transport detail. Afghanistan. Roadside car bombs had become the weapon of choice for the enemy, and any suspicious vehicles were thoroughly inspected. It was my second tour, so I had a pretty good intuition when it came to spotting something meant to kill me. A skill I still use today.” He pulled the pin on the grenade, clutching the lever tightly in his fist, and Wren drew in a breath as he waved the grenade around like a conductor’s wand. “The enemy was a master of deception. You could never be entirely sure if the man in the robes walking down the street had a pack of C-4 strapped to his chest, or if the woman in the burka to your right had a machine gun underneath her garb.” He frowned. “Every person there looked like they wanted to kill us. No matter what we tried to do about it.”

The truck smacked into a large divot, and Wren’s heart jumped as Edric’s fist wobbled, but the grenade clung tightly to his palm. Her worry broke out in the beads of sweat along her face and neck. “And that’s how you see everyone now? Your enemy? How long before that enemy turns into the kids at the community? Or someone who says something you don’t like?”

“You know why we lost so many men in that war, Burton?” Edric leaned forward, but her eyes were still glued to the explosive in his fist. “We couldn’t fight the battles the way we needed to in order to win. The administration was so caught up in red tape and public opinion that we couldn’t kill them the way we needed to kill them. I’m not going to let that same bureaucratic nonsense destroy what I’ve built here.”

“So that’s why you’ve planned your little coup?” Wren asked. “You think the community is better off living in fear of you?”

“I think the community is better off living.” Edric slammed his back against the side of the truck, stretching his legs. He tilted his head to the side. “You know, I heard you speaking with your husband that night.” He leaned forward, then gave her a look up and down, the same look she’d seen from catcallers since she was a teenager. “It’s a shame you couldn’t pick a man to handle your spirit.”

“Well, real men have been in short supply lately.” Wren’s nostrils flared, and she grimaced at Edric’s stench. “But I’ll let you know when I find one.”

Edric grabbed her throat, choking the life out of her with his left hand. The pressure compounded in her head with every second he kept hold. “I’ve thought about the different ways I could kill you. I wanted to see how long I could draw it out. You people, in your cities, standing atop your ivory towers, you have no idea what it’s like for the individuals whose backs you stand on. You have no idea of the sacrifices it takes to keep security.” He pulled her closer, Wren’s face shifting from red to purple. “But you will.” He shoved her back forcefully, releasing his grip.

Wren collapsed to her side, gulping in giant breaths of air, hacking and coughing, her throat sore and raw. Her head rattled against the truck bed, and with her hands bound, she struggled to push herself to an upright position as she watched Edric place the pin back into the grenade. “You’re not protecting people, Edric. You’re nothing more than a prison warden now.”

The truck came to a stop, and Wren suddenly realized that the forest had disappeared behind them as they pulled into an abandoned parking lot on the outskirts of town. “In a few minutes,” Edric said, “you’ll be wishing you had some bars of your own to keep you safe.”

Two of his goons grabbed her roughly and flung her to the pavement. Her shoulders and arms smacked against the concrete, a portion of her face scraping against the grainy gravel, and she felt the warm burst of blood trickle down her cheek. More arms scooped her off the ground, the air stinging the fresh wounds.

They’d stopped at the town she could only guess was their original destination. Edric walked over to her while the rest of his men unloaded some of their food. “I just want you to know that I will not pass judgment on the rest of your family for your crimes. Unless they defy me, no harm will come to them.” Those scars formed another wicked smile. “And besides... by the time your two girls come of age, women will have their uses. And if they share your looks, then I know I’ll enjoy them.”

Wren spit in his face, thrashing against her captors. “You fucking bastard! You lay one hand on them, and I will find you. You hear me? I will fucking kill you!” She kicked, screamed, and flailed her arms, but no matter how hard she fought, she couldn’t break free.

The outburst depleted what was left of Wren’s strength, and she hung limply from the hold of one of the guards. Her mind raced through the horrors her family would encounter back at the camp. I’ve failed them. I’ve given them up to this monster. She fought back the desperation welling up in the corners of her eyes. She would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her cry.

“Sir, we have movement. Three o’clock.”

Wren perked up at the noise, a brief flash of hope that it was someone from camp. Maybe Iris had another team. A backup. But when she looked, all she saw were a few men she didn’t recognize slithering out from behind an old lumber warehouse. They held rusty pipes and tire irons. Their faces were thick with scruff, their clothes dirty, and their hair as wild as the overgrowth creeping in from the patches of grass along the streets.

“You’re late,” Edric said as he approached the three men, his tone as rough as his peers. No handshakes were given, and no smiles were cast. “Where’s the rest of your men?”

“Where they can see you, but you can’t see them.” The man who spoke had yellow-stained teeth, and she smelled the sour stench coming off him from ten yards away. When they made eye contact, he flashed a wicked smile. “That her?”

“Yes.” Edric led the self-appointed leader over, while his other two henchmen stayed put, patting the ends of their rusted weapons in the palms of their hands.

The man with the stained teeth stopped just inches from Wren’s body as the guard holding her still stiffened her back, standing her up straight. He stroked her hair then moved his hand down to her chest, where he fondled her right breast, smiling. “She’ll do just fine.”

“And two weeks’ worth of rations. Just like we agreed upon.” Edric motioned to a pair of his men, who dumped half of the sacks and crates of the food cache. “We have a deal?”

The man released Wren’s breast, and she felt a shudder run through her body as he nodded. “My men will not attack your compound for the next month. After that, should your contributions prove… worthwhile”—he glanced over to Wren—“we will come up with a new arrangement.”

Wren watched the bastards shake hands as if she were a product to be sold, and her new captor summoned his own goons. “We’ll have some fun with you,” he said as Wren was dragged against her will. She watched the trucks drive away, leaving nothing but dust in their wake, and she felt foreign hands dig into her flesh. She jammed the front of her forehead into her captor’s jaw, knocking loose his grip but leaving her head ringing. “Hey!” But before his partner could interfere, Wren slammed her heel into the toe of his left foot then drove her knee into his crotch, sending him to the ground with his friend.

Wren sprinted. Her arms were tucked tight behind her from the restraints, but less than ten feet into her escape, she tripped and violently smacked onto the concrete. The pavement was hot and coarse against her body, and she lay there, moaning from the impact.

“Dammit, Coolgan! Can’t you keep hold of one woman?” The voice lashed the words harshly, and when Wren looked up, she saw Stained Teeth glancing back down at her. “Look what you did. Her face is all fucked up.”

Wren spit out a wad of blood, her cheeks on fire and a sharp pain cutting up the left side of her back. The man jerked her up and gripped her throat, forcing her to choke on her own spit. “You listen to me, bitch. We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. There are at least thirty men here who haven’t fucked anything but their own hand in over a month, and you’re their prize for behaving so well. So are you gonna play nice?” Wren answered, but the man’s grip was so tight that her words gargled incomprehensibly from her lips. The man leaned closer. “What was that?”

“Go fuck yourself.” Wren strained the words through her throat and spit a wad of blood in the man’s face. She received a backhand for the comment that sent her to the ground once more, the world spinning underneath.

“Wrong move, bitch.”




Chapter 11

 

The chants and screams from the men watching Wren as she was paraded through the camp were frenzied and tilted off the edge of lunacy. The vulgar taunts paired with a few choice words told her everything she needed to expect from her stay. But when the man with the yellow-stained teeth led her inside a dimly lit room with nothing more than a few candles burning in the corner, something felt wrong.

“Boss gets to have you first when he gets back.” Yellow Teeth prowled around room, sniffing at her, flashing his stained smile. “But don’t you worry. When he’s done with you, I’ll get my turn. And I’ll make sure you get everything you need, baby.” He blew her a kiss, and hysterical laughter trailed behind him as he slammed the door shut on his exit, the rush of wind blowing out the few candles inside, sentencing her to darkness.

Wren pushed herself to her feet, running for the door he’d just closed, and wiggled the handle in a fruitless effort to escape. Outside, the chants and echoes of the men permeated the walls of her cell, all of them relishing in whatever sick fantasies they hoped to use her for. The thought forced her to swallow a retch of vomit, and she collapsed against the wall for support. She slowly slid to the floor, her dignity and courage falling with her as she sobbed silently in the quiet of her own solitude.

The salty tears stung the cuts on her face, but it didn’t deter the tears from falling. She curled up into a defenseless ball, clutching her legs close to her chest, letting the fear run its course. She wanted to get it out now. She wouldn’t cry when they raped her. She wouldn’t give them anything but cold, stoic indifference.

When the wells of her grief ran dry, she pushed herself up from the floor, forcing herself to sit upright. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness a little more, and the shapelessness of the room cleared. All of the walls were barren, and from what she saw, there wasn’t a single piece of furniture in the room. Nothing she could fashion into a weapon, nothing to help her escape.

I can’t die here. I can’t let Edric hurt my family. Wren shuddered at Edric’s last words, knowing full well that he wasn’t the type of man to offer empty threats. She had to escape. Wren leapt to her feet as quickly as her bruised body allowed and pressed her hands against the wall, running them across the grainy surface until she found the candles, nothing but small nubs, the pooled wax around the shafts still warm to the touch. But they sat on no holders of any kind, and the mushy wax itself offered no defense against what she would have to fight.

Think, Wren. She shut her eyes, trying to drown out the hum of voices beyond the walls, which had grown louder. With her ear tilted to the side, she inched closer to the back wall, the chants building in volume with every step. She crouched low, running her hands against the bottom of the wall until they stumbled upon a vent.

Wren nearly screamed in elation but managed to keep her calm. The vents of the lumber yard were large to help with ventilation from the sawdust. If she could crawl inside, she would be able to find a way out. She fumbled her hands to the corners of the vent where the screws protruded. She squeezed her fingers around them, trying to twist them free. Her skin pinched against the rusted metal, and she felt flakes of rust fall from the screws with every attempt.

After a few tries, blood dripped from Wren’s fingertips and rolled down the back of her hand. Every droplet that splashed into the growing pool of dark crimson beneath the air vent sent tiny droplets onto her pant leg. Each turn of the screw shredded her skin. Her fingers ached, and the screw she struggled with rusted with defiance as it neared the end of its length. With a shaky hand, she palmed the metal, where it sat stained in blood, and then placed it in her pocket. She peeled the free corner back, but it wasn’t enough to make room for her to maneuver inside.

Wren winced in anticipation of the pain to come as her raw fingertips touched the next screw. Sweat rolled down her forehead, cheeks, and neck. It collected under her arms and rolled down the sides of her ribs underneath her shirt. She turned the stubborn metal fervently, but despite the effort, it withdrew painfully slowly. She smacked her forehead into the wall. Fatigue and frustration were catching up with her. She felt her grip on reality loosen, and each laugh and cheer that echoed through the walls from the dozens of men outside only slickened her fingertips as she dangled over the edge.

Wren punched the concrete wall, the only reaction from the room a dull thud that was quickly lost in the chants outside. She brought her left hand to the screw, its fingertips not as raw and bloody as her right, but her grip not as strong. She focused on returning to Addison and Chloe. She thought of her only son, alone and broken, and what that madman would try to do to him. She gritted her teeth and heard the rusted screw squeak on its turn. Her entire arm shook from the pressure, but she pushed through the pain as fresh skin tore from her fingertips and clustered in the screw head’s grooves, spouting a fresh well of blood that stained her hands and the metal underneath.

Every tenth of an inch the screw protruded, Wren felt her heart race. So close. She looked back to the door behind her and the menacing intentions that lay beyond. The pain reached a crescendo on the last turn as the screw clanked against the floor. Wren took hold of the opened side and pulled backward with all of her might, the old metal vent straining against her will. With a final yank, the metal bent ninety degrees and opened a path large enough for her to wiggle through. The weight under her bloodied palms caused the metal to buckle, and with it a noise loud enough to pierce the celebrations outside.

Wren froze, slowly turning to the door behind her, waiting for it to burst open with the men who meant to rape her. But no one entered. She turned back to the vent, crawling, feeling her way through. The space was tighter than she anticipated, and her shoulders scraped against the sides while her stomach slid across the bottom. She ducked her head, and her legs stuck out straight behind her. Each movement forward was as slow as pulling the screws from the wall.

Built-up sawdust, dirt, and grime smeared across her body and limbs as she pressed forward. If the room was dark, the vent was as void of light as a black hole. Twice she smacked her head against a wall as the vent reached a dead end, forcing her to go left or right. And with no schematics to the facility, every turn through the airshafts was a gamble. She had no idea where she would end up, but with no option other than forward, she pressed on.

Finally, the glow of firelight through one of the vents offered the first look at freedom, but along with the light came the grunts and voices of the men who’d captured her. She approached cautiously, doing her best to avoid the loud bumps and pops of the sheet metal that comprised the airshaft as she crawled forward.

The yellow-and-orange light flickered through the vent’s open grates on her left. When she peered through the narrow slits, she saw the large fire that was the source of the flames. Six men sat and circled the inferno, all of them with bottle of liquor in their hand, save for one, whose face remained hidden on the far side by the fire.

“This deal is temporary, and it shows just how desperate they are. They truly believe they are safe behind those walls. It’s only a matter of time. We’re gaining more men along with the weapons to arm them. The food they bartered with us will be put in reserves for when we need it.” The hidden voice spoke with an elegance that contradicted the Neanderthal-like faces that surrounded him.

“And the girl?” one of the men asked and spilled some of the liquid from his bottle as he sloshed his arm drunkenly back and forth. “The men are waiting for your word. They want you to have her first.”

Wren held a curse under her breath, and for a while the only sound from the scene below was the crackle of the fire. Every face around the flames looked to the man she could not see. She tried moving to the right, reaching as far as the grate would allow her, and for a moment she saw a sliver of his profile. Unlike most of the men, the man’s right cheek was smooth and shaven, his hair combed and slicked back. “I care nothing for the woman. But if it lifts the men’s spirits, tell them to have their fun. They could use a distraction. A reward for their loyalty.”

The men around the fire sniggered, and Wren had to keep the bile in her stomach from spewing through her mouth and nose. They spoke of her like an object to be used and disposed of, and they did so with candor. As the others departed, Wren lingered behind to see who their leader was, but he remained seated behind the fire.

Knowing her escape would soon be known, Wren pressed on. She crawled quickly, her heart racing, the adrenaline coursing through her body numbing the pain in her fingers and hands. After two more turns, the glow from the fire through the vent had disappeared, eclipsing her in darkness once more. She knew there was an exit point, but each grate she peered into revealed nothing more than a dark room, and she couldn’t risk dropping herself into a locked room like the one that acted as her cell. Suddenly, angered shouts echoed through the long shaft behind her. She was running out of time.

Wren double-timed it, her knees and elbows smacking against the sides of the shaft. She abandoned her attempts at a quiet escape as she raced against her captors now in full chase. The air grew hotter, and she noticed a faint glow down the shaft. It wasn’t the orange-and-red flames of a fire, but something softer. Moonlight.

Wren gripped the sides of the vent, which led to her freedom outside. The ground was at least twelve feet below her, and she smacked the vent violently, savagely, desperately as the men’s voices grew louder. The top right corner of the vent broke loose, the small screw falling to the dirt below. Wren palmed the corner, leveraging the vent down, the weak and rusted metal crumbling from the pressure until the other screws snapped off and the vent crashed to the ground.

Wren squeezed through the tight opening, a wave of vertigo washing over her as half her body dangled twelve feet in the air, trying to grip the sides of the vent running along the building with her fingertips. The rusted corners of the side tore the fabric of her pants as she pulled her legs out, her entire body dangling from the side of the vent. She looked down, making sure the ground was clear of debris before she dropped, but as she did, the air vent buckled under the strain of her weight, shaking her loose, and she tumbled to the dirt, her limbs flailing awkwardly.

Her back smacked against the packed earth, knocking the wind out of her. She gasped for air and for a moment received nothing but the smother of suffocation. She rolled to her side, the muscles along her lower back spasming in defiance from the fall, and finally she sucked in air, filling her lungs greedily as she clawed the dirt. Angry shouts exploded into the night air, and Wren made a beeline for the woods, sprinting as fast and far away from the town as her legs would take her.

While the moon was out, the lighting it provided was poor as she shuffled through the trees and brush, her clothes snagging and tearing in the thick branches. Dogs howled behind her, and their eerie din sent a chill up her spine and added a spring to her step.

Wren searched desperately in the darkness for anywhere she could run, anyplace where she could hide. The barking grew louder, and the flames of torches flickered between the thick tree trunks as she glanced behind her. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the bloodied screws she’d removed from the vent. She palmed one of them, the end sharp enough to puncture skin.

An ache roared in her stomach, and her breath grew shorter the farther she ran, the howl of the dogs still fresh on her tail. She removed her shirt, fumbling with the buttons awkwardly on the sprint. She tore the blouse from her body and balled it up and flung it away from the trail, hoping to divert the dogs from her scent long enough for her to put some distance between her and the madmen in pursuit.

With her shirt gone, the night air felt cool against her sweat-stained body, and the chill coupled with the adrenaline that pushed her forward into the night air. Her feet and ankles bent awkwardly on the rocky, uneven ground, and more than once she stumbled to her hands and knees, the earth scraping her skin with every fall.

But the farther she ran into the woods, the slower her pace grew, and with her lethargic crawl, the men and hounds grew louder. She ducked behind the largest tree she could find, knowing that she couldn’t outrun them any longer, and with the dogs tracking her, she couldn’t hide. All that was left now was to fight.

Wren pinched the screw head between her fingers. The coarse bark of the tree scraped against her bare skin as she crouched low. She slowed her breathing, quieting herself as much as possible. Branches and leaves rustled nearby, and she raised her fist high, ready to strike. Luckily, the first man around the tree didn’t have one of the dogs, only a spiked baseball bat. Taking him by the arm, Wren jammed the tip of the screw into the side of his neck repeatedly, each blow covering her in a fresh coat of warm blood on her face, shoulders, arms, and chest. The man gargled, choking on his own fluid. The dogs barked wildly at the scent. He clawed at her arms as the life drained from him and he slowly collapsed to the dirt. She ripped the homemade mace from his grip just as another man rounded the corner.

With a backhanded blow, Wren brought the mace’s spikes into the man’s cheek as both he and the hound howled at the sight of their prey. When she yanked the bat free, he dropped the dog’s leash, and the beast lunged at her, jaws snapping viciously as she fell backward. The hound sank its teeth deep into her left forearm, and her mind blurred with pain. In a panicked flurry, Wren brought the side of the mace to the dog’s ribcage, and the beast whimpered, letting loose her arm and limping away with its tail between its legs.

When the dog fled, the mace was yanked from her grip, and Wren was left defenseless as a swarm of arms snatched her up. She fought, clawing, kicking, screaming, and cursing as they dragged her backward. Their hands slipped on her sweaty and bloodied skin. She thrashed wildly and broke free of their hold, smacking hard against the ground. She clawed forward with her good right hand, the other arm too mangled and hurt to perform any function.

The men laughed at her on her hands and knees, her body so drained of energy it was all she could do to crawl. “Look, Jim, the bitch already started taking her clothes off.”

Wren listened to his friend snigger back. “What’s the matter, honey? Weren’t getting enough loving at home?” They both thundered with laughter, the dog continuing its barking until she heard the smack of a boot against the hound, and the snarl transformed into a helpless yap. “I say we take her now before the others ruin her.”

The man’s partner agreed, and Wren felt her legs tugged backward, her belly scraping against the dirt, roots, and rocks as she kicked in defiance with what was left of her strength. She tried to hold back the hot burst of tears in her eyes, but the more she struggled, the more they fought to pin her down. She felt their foreign hands tuck under her bra and slide her pants down to her ankles.

“Hold her still, Jim.” Wren looked up to see one of them with his pants down, his manhood tucked firmly in his hand. “Flip her over. I like to ride ’em like a cowboy.”

Wren slammed her fist into the man’s groin, and the man let go of her shoulders, but her outburst was retaliated against quickly as the man grabbed the back of her neck and punched her nose. The warm, metallic taste of blood rolled onto her lips and tongue, and her thoughts clustered together like a traffic jam. “You stupid bitch!”

“C’mon, Randy, quit screwin’ around.”

Once again, they grabbed her by the legs and flipped her over to her stomach as she choked on the taste of her own blood. The ground shifted unevenly, and she felt fingers pull the waistline of her underwear down. She offered another feeble kick, and then her face was slammed into the ground, dirt running up her nostrils and mouth, adding a gritty texture to the liquid swarming around her tongue.

A gunshot rang out, and she felt a body collapse on top of her, followed by the manic howls of the hound. She was too weak to push the body off of her, but with her cheek pressed into the earth, she saw a pair of boots shuffle through the grass and heard the pleas of the second man who’d punched her. “No, please, listen. I don’t want any trouble. Look, you want her? Go ahead, take a turn. I don’t care. I don—”

A second gunshot rang out, the dog barking wildly now, then a third silenced the forest, leaving nothing but a ringing in her ears. She felt her heart pound against her chest and then back into the dirt underneath. A brief surge of adrenaline pumped through her as she pushed up from the ground, and the man on top of her fell clumsily to the side. He landed faceup, a hole through the front of his skull, his eyes cross-eyed and lifeless.

Wren looked up to a man towering above her, and she was suddenly aware of the nakedness of her own body. She trembled despite her protest, and crawled backward, shaking her head. “No.” She wanted to say more, but it was the only word that escaped her lips. “No. No. No.”

The man followed, his steps methodical. Ragged and soiled clothing hung loosely from his body. His face was thick with beard, and his eyes were hidden under the shadow of his cap. He gripped a rifle in his right hand. “I told you there was wolves.”

Shouts from the fallen men’s comrades echoed through the woods, and Wren saw at least a dozen more torches. She flipped to all fours, trying to push forward, but her limbs refused to cooperate, and she fell face-first back into the dirt. When she turned around, she put a hand up as the man raised the butt of his rifle and smacked it against her forehead, turning the world around her black.

 




Chapter 12

 

It was the pungent smell that woke her, but it was the throbbing in her head that kept her awake. She gently cradled her forehead and felt the rough stitching of cloth around her head. Her vision was blurred, but when it came into focus, she noticed that her raw fingertips were wrapped as well, bits of dried blood staining the fabric a ruddy tinge, along with her right forearm.

Wren forced herself up, the room spinning as she noticed the bed underneath her and the foreign clothes draped over her body, far too large for her frame. She squinted from the sunlight piercing through an open window, and judging from the color, they were the first rays of a new day. But which day? She tried retracing the events, but pain roared so loudly in her mind that she lay back down against the lumpy mattress.

Again the smell grazed her nostrils and forced her awake, but when she opened her eyes this time, a bearded, crazy-haired man stared back at her. She screamed and crawled backward until she slammed against the wall. The face brought back flashes of the men in the small town, the air ducts, and running through the woods. “What do you want?”

“To live.” He drawled the words lazily but gruffly. He eased back into a wooden chair next to the bed and brought a pipe to his mouth, which he puffed from greedily then blew rings of smoke from his lips. But while he maintained the leisurely aura of a retired grandfather, his eyes betrayed him with the look of wild intelligence.

His voice. I’ve heard it before. Wren leaned forward, her curiosity slowly overtaking the fear of the unfamiliar and the throbbing pain in her head. “It was you that spoke to me my first day by the wall at the community. You said there were…” She furrowed her brow, trying to remember his words. “Wolves,” she remembered suddenly. “You said it last night.” Last night. Wren shuddered and curled her legs to her chest.

“I didn’t touch you,” he said, knocking loose the old tobacco in his pipe that spilled onto the floor. “Can’t say as to what happened before I got there, though.” He pushed himself out of his chair, and his heavy feet thudded against the straining floorboards. “But from what I could tell, I shot the pecker head who was about to stick you before it happened.” He opened a wax casing and pulled out some more tobacco, stuffing it into his pipe.

The small cabin was roughly furnished. What chairs and tables Wren saw looked homemade, fashioned from the very trees of the forest that surrounded them. On the far wall, a cluster of rifles lay stacked neatly on a rack, and a table full of pistols and knives lay underneath. She eyed the rifles and then found the grizzly-bearded man staring her down as smoke puffed from the pipe. “You could try and get your hands on one of them guns. But I doubt you’d be able to shoot me before I’d gun you down. I may have saved you, but I don’t mean to die by your hand.”

Wren brought her feet from under the blanket and placed them on the floor, every muscle in her body sore and irritated from the movement. “And am I your guest, or your prisoner?”

“Depends on how long you expect to stay, and what your plans are after you leave.” He narrowed his eyes, taking another long drag from the pipe.

“The community where you first saw me. Do you know those people?”

The man grunted. “I know ’em. They think they’re out here surviving. The bastards don’t know shit about livin’ and even less about the land they sat their plump asses on.” He gave her a look up and down. “Still can’t figure out what you were doing there.”

“They have my family.” Wren stood, her legs wobbled, and she leaned back against the mattress for support. “My children. They’re going to hurt them. I have to get them back.” She wasn’t sure what the man would say, but he stayed quiet for a long time, taking puffs from his pipe, the sunlight from the window illuminating the worn fabric of his long-sleeved shirt with different-colored patches over the holes, with the same patchwork over his knees on his pant legs. From what she’d seen so far, the man could handle himself, and whatever honor he possessed stayed intact, as he could have done whatever he wanted to her after he’d taken her. “All I need is for you to point me in the right direction.”

The man set the pipe down and strode across the floor to where his rifles lay. He plucked one from the rack and opened a drawer, pulling out a magazine of ammunition that he clicked into place. His hands moved effortlessly with the weapon, and before she could blink, the barrel was aimed right at her. He took a few slow, methodical steps, his left eye shut as he stared down the sight of the rifle with his right, and he didn’t stop until the barrel was less than an inch from her face.

“If you’re going to kill me, then do it. But if not, get the fuck out of my way.” Wren stood her ground, not relinquishing an inch.

The man finally lowered the weapon and extended it to her. “I believe I will.”
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Chapter 1
Wren peeled back the bandage on her right index finger. Tiny fibers clung to the dried blood as she pulled the fabric to expose the wound. The flesh underneath was still pink and raw, and the fresh air only heightened the sting of her shredded fingertips. She frowned, then rewrapped the bandage. She shifted uncomfortably on the bed, which rattled the chain that tethered her ankle to the wall.

Two sleepless nights had passed since she woke up in this place. And what little sleep she did manage to catch was tormented with nightmares. Every time she closed her eyes, Edric appeared alongside Chloe and Addison. Each instance was different. Sometimes there was a gun or knife, but no matter what he used or what he did, she awoke drenched in sweat and with her heart beating out of her chest.

The door burst open with a crack, and the hermit stomped inside. Rabbits and squirrels swayed from his belt. Dirt and time weathered his thick clothes. Noticeable patchwork lined his shirt, pants, and jacket, which he never removed. Wild brown hair protruded from beneath a wool cap, and his face fared no better, with a beard that covered his cheeks from ear to ear and rested in long tangled mats down to his chest.

“You have to let me go.” Wren crawled to the edge of the bed, and the chain pulled tight, stopping her right at the edge. “My family—”

“Enough.” The hermit dumped the dead game onto his workstation in the corner along with his rifle and the ammunition and rations he always carried with him. “You’re lucky to be alive. And you’re in no shape to go prancing through the woods. Or do you not remember your last trip?” Dirt caked the portions of his face that weren’t covered in beard, and at first glance he always looked as though he meant to kill you, but his eyes betrayed the effort of malice.

“I can give you food, water, whatever supplies you need. The camp has plenty.” Wren clasped her hands together. “You help me get my family back, and you can help yourself to as much as you like. Please, Reuben.” It’d been an uphill battle to earn his trust since she arrived. It’d taken her a day just to learn his name.

The hermit lifted one of the rabbits by its ears, his massive fist dwarfing the animal. “I have food. I have water. I don’t need your help.” He spit on the floor, adding to the filth that smeared the wooden boards in a greasy film.

Wren rattled her arm as violently as she could, which shook the very bed she lay upon. “You have no right to keep me here!”

“Shut up!” Reuben’s voice cracked like thunder. He marched toward her, his steps shaking the walls and floors like an earthquake. “If your family is still back at that camp, then they’re dead. I know those people. Take it from me and let them go.”

Wren turned her head away from the hermit’s rank breath as he drew closer, her body shaking in anger. “Just let me go. They’re not dead. I know it.”

“No, you don’t!” He stomped his foot, sending another tremor through the floorboards. His expression softened. “I’m doing you a favor. Trust me. They’re dead. Move on. If someone would have—” He stopped himself, shaking his head. He plucked the game from his belt and headed outside, slamming the door behind him.

Wren deflated. She leaned against the wall the bed bordered, the wood grainy and coarse against her shirt. A part of her believed the hermit’s words. Edric had no reason to keep her children alive. But despite the reason and logic she relied on so much, she still felt them. They’re alive. She shifted her eyes to the rifles locked in the case on the far side of the cabin.

When she wasn’t thinking of the ways to kill Edric, she spent her energy trying to find a way to free herself and get one of the hermit’s guns. The rifle he handed her on their first encounter wasn’t loaded, and the moment she turned the weapon on him the chains came out. It was a test she failed, and she’d been trying to free herself ever since.

The splinters she peeled from the wall by the bed had yet to offer the strength needed to pick the lock on the shackle around her wrist, but it wasn’t for lack of effort. Wren picked at the wall, but the bandages around her fingers had diminished her dexterity. Still, the thousands of hours at the drawing board, sketching buildings, had made her hands strong, and it didn’t take long before she had a fresh piece of oak between her fingers. She found the lock and inserted the pointed edge inside. She guided the splinter like a blind man’s cane, fumbling in the dark recess inside the lock.

The door had remained open, and Wren kept an eye out for Reuben. A breeze drifted inside, and with it came a light jingle of cans. She perked up at the noise, the metallic clanking an unnatural sound in the forest. Reuben suddenly burst through the door and she dropped the splinter. He snatched a rifle from the cupboard and loaded the ammunition. “They’re coming.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a ring of keys. “They’re roughly one hundred yards away right now.”

“What? Who?” Wren watched him scurry through the cabin, gathering weapons, shoving them in his belt, pulling packs from shelves stored close to the ceiling, mumbling to himself.

“The gang from town,” he said. “Doesn’t sound like more than three or four.” He pulled a knife from the sheath on his belt, the steel cleaner than any part of him, and brought the tip of the blade only inches from Wren’s eye. “How bad do you want to see your family again?”

Wren froze. Her gaze shifted from the sharpened tip to the hermit’s eyes. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

Reuben lowered the knife, then shoved a key into the lock at her ankle. One quick twist, and she felt the metal relieve its pressure. He flipped the end of the blade around, shoving the handle toward her. “It’s you they want,” he said. “I’d take it.” Wren curled her fingers around the knife, and before she even had a chance to consider using it against him she was staring down the barrel of a rifle. The hermit kept the weapon steady, and spoke calmly. “You have two options. Kill me, and run as fast as you can, with no idea where to go, and hope those scouts don’t catch you, but I promise they will. Or help me kill them.”

Wren slid from the bed and planted her bare feet on the floor. Even when she was standing up, Rueben had a good half a foot on her. She lowered the knife and tucked it in her belt.

“All right, then.” Reuben flipped the rifle around and handed her the stock. “You know how to use one of these?”

The weapon looked more sinister than what she was given at the camp. She ran her fingers down the bulky metal until she found the grips. “Nothing like this.”

The hermit snatched the rifle back as quickly as he’d given it to her. His hands worked over the weapon deftly, and she tried to keep up with the instructions. “Trigger. Safety. Magazine ejection when you’re empty. The slide will open here when you’re out of ammunition.” He removed the magazine, showing her the empty chamber. “You reload in the same position, and—” A gunshot sounded. “Fifty yards,” Reuben whispered to himself. He finished loading the rifle without explanation, shoved it back into Wren’s arms, then rushed outside.

Wren fumbled with the rifle awkwardly. It was heavier than the previous weapons she’d held. She took a few careful steps toward the door. Another single gunshot froze her in her tracks. Her knuckles flashed white against the rifle’s midnight-black stock. She steadied her hands and brought the tip of her finger to the trigger. The curved metal felt awkward under the bulky fabric of her bandage, but she forced herself into familiarity with the weapon. The wound from the dog bite on her left forearm weakened the grip on her left hand, causing her to cradle the rifle like an infant. She remained quiet and hidden at the cabin’s entrance, looking into the woods for the enemy that had come to kill her, or worse.

Wren fell backward as Reuben sprinted back into the house, sealing the door shut behind him. He smashed the front window with the butt of his rifle and scraped away any remaining jagged pieces. “There’s only five of them. One on horseback in the rear. A scout team, just like I thought.” He stomped to the opposite side and broke the second window. “No rifles from what I could see, and the bastards have the stealth of an elephant.” He kicked the glass on floor away with his boot and turned back to Wren. “You shoot anything that’s not me that steps within twenty yards of this cabin. Understand?”

Wren looked from the rifle to the hermit, who stood defenseless right in the line of fire from her weapon. The air stiffened between them, and all Wren had to do was squeeze the trigger. I could make it if I ran. But once in the forest, she wouldn’t know where to run. Without him, she wouldn’t be able to return to her children. “All right.”

Reuben positioned himself at the front window, while Wren watched the rear. The smaller bits of glass he didn’t clear away pressed into the naked sole of her foot, but her adrenaline numbed what would have normally been uncomfortable. Outside, the forest was still and quiet. All Wren heard was the sound of her own breaths, and all she felt was the warmth of the rifle’s metal against her cheek as she eyed the scope. The tunneled view through the scope magnified the world and divided it into small, round segments. Details once lost in the forest became clear.

Wren jolted at Reuben’s first gunshot, shaking her from the concentration of her post. She looked back and watched the discharged shell roll across the floor and come to rest against the thick leather of his boot. She returned her attention to the crosshairs and maneuvered her aim through the thick trees. An odd branch stopped her sweep, the scope blurring in and out of focus. When the lens finally focused, the branch transformed into the rounded shoulder of a man. She lined the crosshairs over the target and drew in a breath.

One quick pull of the trigger and the recoil of the gunshot disrupted her aim. The bullet missed the shoulder and splintered tree bark. She cursed under her breath, and just before she realigned her aim, a hail of gunfire descended upon the cabin.

Wren ducked, covering the back of her head with her hands, as she felt the vibration of every gunshot transfer through the thick oak of the cabin walls. She looked over to Reuben, who was in the same position, a slow rainfall of dust shaken loose from the walls by every gunshot, slowly covering his head and back. Upon eye contact, he motioned for her to stay low.

After a while the thunder of gunshots ended, and the storm was replaced with silence. Wren slowly lifted her head and reached for the rifle. She looked to Reuben who moved his lips softly as though he were whispering a prayer. When his eyes opened, he gave a firm nod and leapt to the window, firing wildly into the forest.

Wren joined the assault, thrusting her rifle’s barrel through the broken window. She peered through the scope and watched two bodies sprint between trees. They moved to fast for her aim, and she watched bullet after bullet miss, hitting everything but the flesh of her targets.

The enemy returned fire and Wren ducked. The heavy din of gunfire filled her ears, and she felt splintered pieces of oak fall over her body. She clamped her hands tight over her ears. But with each gunshot, she felt the foundation of her conscious mind crack. Fear and apprehension escaped from the deepest caverns of her mind, bringing to life the nightmares that had tormented her the previous nights. She watched Chloe cry as she was cut, she heard Addison scream with a man on top of her, and she watched the tip of a barrel press against Zack’s head and his body go limp at the sound of a gunshot. The images replayed over and over in her mind. Wren hyperventilated. The gunfire reached a crescendo. Her grip on reality slipped away. She couldn’t take it anymore. She rose from behind the window, the sunlight warming her face, and she closed her eyes.

A body crashed into her and she was driven to the floor. The violent blow shook the evils from her mind, restoring her senses. When she opened her eyes Reuben stared down at her, his face scrunched in bewilderment, the stink of his body flooding her senses. “What’s the matter with you?” He pushed himself off her and returned to the front window, shooting anything that moved.

Wren caught her breath, and reached for the rifle she dropped. Her skin felt clammy, and despite the blazing heat, a shiver chilled her spine. But she tightened her grip on the rifle and the heat from the weapon warmed her. She huddled below the windowsill, and the moment there was a lull in gunfire, she rejoined the fight.

The constant discharge of ammunition filled the cabin with a smoky haze. The acrid cloud stung her eyes, but Wren forced them to remain open. She drifted the tunneled vision of the scope and crosshairs through the forest and stopped once she saw flesh. Before she fired, the gunman zigzagged on a path toward the cabin.

Wren kept her stance in the open window, her finger over the trigger. She took a deep breath, calmed herself. If you don’t kill him, they’ll kill you. She guided the crosshairs along the man’s path, then glided ahead of him to anticipate his next steps. She followed the pattern, and then just before the gunman veered left, she aimed the scope into his path and fired.

A fine red mist spewed into the air nearly simultaneously as she pulled the trigger. The man’s hurried sprint ended, and the bullet’s velocity knocked him backward. He rolled lazily back and forth in the dirt, the bloodstain on his chest growing larger with every motion. More than once he tried to stand, but each attempt was met with the same defeated collapse.

Wren remained motionless, watching the man die like the animal he was. He raised the rifle in his hand and squeezed off one last round in defiance. Blood foamed at the corners of his mouth, and Wren lowered her weapon, refusing to put him out of his misery. Let the bastard suffer.

Finally, his head collapsed and his body lay motionless. But while her victim’s body was still, Wren’s trembled in excitement, adrenaline, fear, and anger. She’d killed men before, but this was different. Every other time had been quick, in the heat of the moment. This was calculated, this took patience. The beast that awakened inside licked the lust dripping from her heart. And what frightened her most was that it craved more.

“Hey.” Wren jolted backward at the touch of Reuben’s hand, aiming the rifle at him in a knee-jerk reaction. He held up his hands in defense. “Take it easy.” He extended a slow but steady hand and pulled the rifle from her grip. She watched her hands tremble then clenched them into fists.

Wren followed the hermit outside and squinted into the sunlight. Her first step onto the ground reminded her that she was barefoot, and the dirt felt soft and cool under her feet. The forest was quiet now, and she looked to the bodies that had been silenced.

The man she’d shot lay by a cluster of trees. The earth around him was stained a crimson red, his eyes still open. Blood dripped from his chin and the back of his jaw. She knelt by his side and examined the wound over his chest. She stretched her hand and felt the warmth of the blood on his shirt. Just before her fingers grazed the wound, Reuben’s heavy footsteps caused her to jerk her hand back.

He panted and pointed between the trees. “Their partner on the horse took off as soon as the shots were fired. If we’re lucky, he’ll get some weather to slow him down, but it won’t be long before he comes back. And with more men. I can’t stay here anymore. This location is compromised.”

Reuben didn’t wait for an answer from Wren, nor did she try and give him one. Some of the man’s blood had collected on the leaves and rolled toward the tip of her large toe. Just before the blood touched, she withdrew her foot. Everything is compromised now.




Chapter 2
By the time Wren stepped back inside the cabin, Reuben nearly had the entire place packed. She stood in the cabin’s center, watching him shove a pack of MREs into a bag. “You can’t leave.” He ignored her and continued his manic pace. When her words failed, she reached for one of the rifles and aimed for his head. “Hey!”

The hermit stopped, staring down the rifle’s barrel with the same indifference he’d treated her with since her arrival. “Put that down before you hurt yourself.” His tone was strict, like a father addressing a child.

“I’m not letting you leave until you help me get my children back.” Wren moved her finger to the trigger and took a step forward. She noticed that her arms had stopped trembling. “I need you to take me to the camp. I know you know where it is.”

Reuben squinted. The kindness she’d seen in his eyes since her arrival was suddenly gone. He leaned closer to the tip of the barrel. “I’m not taking you anywhere.”

Wren aimed the tip of the rifle at Reuben’s arm and squeezed the trigger without hesitation. But the thundering crack of gunfire was replaced with the light click of the hammer snapping against the firing pin. She looked down at the weapon, and the moment her eyes were off him, he snatched the gun from her hands, flipped the end of the barrel into her face, and flicked off the safety. Wren thrust her hands up defensively as Reuben took an aggressive step forward, and she took one back.

“You think you can use my own gun to kill me?” He walked both of them out the door with only the length of the rifle between them. “I don’t take kindly to threats, woman.” He spit on the ground and continued to press them deeper into the trees.

Wren dug her heels into the dirt. “Stop!” She thrust her hand in front of her, the tip of the rifle just out of reach, and Reuben grimaced. “I didn’t…” She searched for the words, but when she looked to her left all she found was one of the dead bodies that still littered the ground. “I don’t have a lot of options right now. What you’ve done for me, I’m truly grateful. I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you.”

“No,” Reuben agreed. “You wouldn’t.” He lowered the weapon and cradled the rifle over his shoulder. “I can’t help your family. What’s coming I won’t be able to stop, and you can barely fight yourself. If your family is still back at that camp, then they’re as good as dead. If you thought your fate would have been cruel staying in town, it’ll only be worse if you head back to that community. I warned you that first day. I told you there were wolves. Well, now they’re hungry, and the scent of blood is in the air.” He turned and headed back inside, leaving Wren barefoot in the trees.

Wren followed him inside and she stopped once she saw him staring into the rifle case. From the angle she couldn’t see what had caught his attention. He went to reach for it, but stopped himself. He slammed the cabinet doors shut and zipped up his bag, everything he planned on taking with him strapped to his back. Before he walked out she stepped in his path, blocking his way. “I lived in that camp for over a month. I know what it looks like. I helped reinforce most of the defenses, and I know where they’re vulnerable.”

Reuben shoved her aside, heading around the cabin, the very top of the pack teetering back and forth high above his head. “The world you want back is gone. Make do with what you have. If you choose to live, then you will. That’s all there is now.”

Wren stepped in his path and shoved him hard in the chest, but the force barely moved his massive frame. “I’m not leaving my family to die in that hellhole. You want to know why the world is shit now? It’s not because of some attack, but people like you! You sit behind your walls, or hide in your forests, and tuck yourselves away thinking of nothing but yourself!”

“And what have you done?” Reuben thrust a dirty finger in her face and stepped closer. “The world was always like this. The only difference now is that thin veil of protection that you treated like a trash can was torn down, and you got a taste of what really goes on in people’s minds. You sat in your homes, in your cities, thinking of nothing but what was right in front of your faces.” He took a step back. “Look at you. What did you do before all of this, huh? Sit behind some desk, watch the world pass out some open window while your eyes were glued to the faint glow of a computer screen? Yeah, you look the type. What’d you do, sweetheart? Marry rich? You got a grit that tells me you didn’t come from money, but that fair skin, that air of superiority when you turn your nose up to me, yeah, I know who you are, you stuck-up bitch.”

Wren flung her hand back in an attempt to slap him, but the hermit caught her wrist faster than she could swing. She stood frozen, her hand curled into a fist thrust toward the sky, trying with all of her might to free herself from his grip. “Is that what you did to your family? Did you just leave them because it got too hard?”

Reuben thrust her arm backward with a hard shove, and she landed with her back in the dirt. She clawed her bandaged fingers into the earth and flung a lump of the cool soil at his body. His retaliation was shoving the tip of the rifle’s barrel in her face. “You ever speak to me like that again, and I’ll replace the brain matter in your head with lead. Do I make myself clear?”

The hermit’s eyes were bloodshot as Wren lay on her back. “Yes.” She lay frozen on the ground with him staring her down, his finger on the trigger. The anger pulsated through his shaking arms, and the reddening of his cheeks. It took a moment for the realization of his words to work its way past her own anger. “So you did have a family.” Reuben pulled the barrel of his rifle away and marched past. She scrambled to her feet, chasing after him. “If you’ve lost someone you cared about, then you know what I’m going through. You know how much—”

“How much it hurts?” Reuben stopped dead in his tracks. “I’m not going to get into an argument with you about who has dealt with more pain. We all go through trials. We all have demons that torment us in our sleep. There isn’t one that’s worse than the other. They’re all bad. And they all end up killing you if you let them. Your family is gone. The sooner you can come to grips with that reality, the better off you’ll be.” He shoulder checked her on his way past, and this time Wren stayed. Whatever pain the man spoke of had broken him. He wouldn’t help her. He wasn’t coming back.

A trail of footprints was all that followed Wren back to the cabin. She glanced at the bodies that still lay lifeless near the trees. Shadows hovered around the corpses, and she looked up to the vultures circling overhead. Nature pitied nothing, and life always moved on. But she wasn’t ready to do the same. Once at the cabin, she rummaged through what the hermit left behind and found a few cans of food, a knife, and a compass that no longer worked. Aside from the furniture, the cabin was empty.

A few shelves lined the cupboard that Reuben had stored the rifles in, and she removed the longer pieces. The first shelf she pulled out dislodged a piece of paper that drifted to the floor. Wren knelt down and picked it up. It was a picture. The faded colors and thick layer of dust told its age. When she brushed the dust off, a woman and two young girls were revealed. All three of them were crouched low, looking at something, unaware that the picture was even being taken. Wren looked out the broken window in the direction that Reuben had disappeared, but she couldn’t see him anymore. She set the photo down on the windowsill then returned to her search for supplies.

Wren knew that Edric would keep the camp well guarded, but she also knew he’d kill anyone who wasn’t loyal, which meant his numbers would dwindle. And unless he’d managed to recruit more people into the camp while she’d been gone, the patrols around the camp would be sporadic. Even still, she knew she’d need a weapon, and since Reuben took all of his guns, she’d need to fashion her own.

Wren took the long planks from the cabinet and used the knife to sharpen the ends. The bandages around her fingers fumbled the plank awkwardly, but she kept them on since her fingers were still healing. The shavings from the wood collected at her feet as she sat on the steps of the cabin, sharpening the ends of the boards into spikes. She looked up periodically, making sure she was alone. She kept the supplies close at hand in case she needed to run, though she still wasn’t sure which direction she should flee.

With the sun nearing its highest crest in the sky, signaling midday, and the pile of shavings nearly up to her ankles, Wren picked up the crude spear she’d fashioned and grabbed the cluster of nails she pried from the furniture inside. The metal was rusty, and most of their points had dulled over time, but she knew she wouldn’t need much force to puncture the neck or eyes.

Wren took one last inventory, spreading the supplies on the steps. Aside from the clothes on her back, all she had was the spear, six nails, four cans of cooked meat, a spool of gauze, and the sheet on the bed that Reuben left behind. The food would hold her over until she made it to camp, and the spear would offer her some form of protection if anyone or anything moved too close, but then what?

Her parents’ house in Indiana was still an option, but it was almost two hundred miles away, which wasn’t a distance she thought the girls could walk. Once they were on the road they’d need food, water, and shelter, all of which were in short supply, save for the camp. She could steal a car once she made it back to the community, but that only complicated the escape.

“Dammit!” Wren slammed her fist into the cabin’s front steps, running her fingers through her hair, remembering the antibiotics that Zack and Doug still needed for their wounds. The only way around the problem she faced was to retake the community, but she’d need more firepower than the feeble stick at her side to accomplish that. And that was if she could ever even find the camp. Every tree looked the same, and she had no idea how far away from the community she’d strayed.

Maybe I should have gone with Reuben. Maybe he’s right. The realization unsettled her mind just as much as her stomach. No.
I can’t give up. I won’t abandon them.

Wren combed through the cabin one last time and found she’d overlooked another can of food that had rolled beneath the bed along with a half-used box of shotgun shells. If anything, she could use them to barter later on down the road. She eyed the picture she’d left on the windowsill, unsure of taking it with her. She knew Reuben had seen it, and he’d left it behind on purpose. In the end, she tucked it in with the rest of the gear and bundled everything save for the spear and her knife into the sheet from the bed and picked a direction from the cabin.

When she took that first step into the unknown, she wasn’t sure if she’d live or die, or even find the camp. But she knew that if she didn’t attempt to retrieve her family, it would haunt her for the rest of her life. There wouldn’t be a night where she didn’t see their faces, and there wouldn’t be a single moment she didn’t spend tormenting herself. The choice was as clear as the skies above her. Get to her family, or die trying.

The first few miles were easy enough, but as the sun sank lower into the sky, Wren felt the fatigue of the rocky terrain. Her mouth grew dry even though the temperature had cooled as the sun faded. She needed to find water. Every few minutes she stopped, remaining still in hopes of hearing the rush of a stream or river, but only gusts of wind greeted her ears.

By nightfall her lips were chapped, and she stopped to rest under the large cavern of a tree that remained partially uprooted. She kicked a few rocks inside to make sure it wasn’t already occupied, and once it was determined the coast was clear, she crawled inside. She sprawled her exhausted body against the dirt, which was cool from the tree’s daylong shade. Her stomach grumbled and she clutched it tenderly. But despite the fatigue and hunger, her thirst rose above all else. She knew the canned meats would have liquid inside them, but she resisted the urge to open them, in fear of running out of food. She’d already eaten that day, and while she knew her body wouldn’t object to the calories, there was no telling how long her hike would last.

The night grew cool, chillier than Wren had expected. It was a restless sleep, shivering underneath the cover of the thick roots that twisted and turned overhead. She wondered what had caused the massive trunk to fall. Age, weather, storm, it didn’t matter, because when the night sky thundered rain, she was glad for its protection. And as the first beads of water pelted the ground beyond the small cavern, Wren realized what caused the tree to topple. The foundation grew weak.

Some of the traits that make a good architect include studying topography. The earth beneath the building is just as important as the material that’s used to construct it. The architect that ignores the natural environment that surrounds their structure will not last long.

It was a subject that many of her peers in school had ignored, though in all most of her peers didn’t put in a fifth of the effort she did. Wren was surrounded by students who already had a job waiting for them the moment they graduated, regardless of their schoolwork. It didn’t matter how hard they studied or what grades they received so long as they passed. And once that sheet of parchment was handed to them, they’d run to their daddy’s office, hang the diploma on their new corner office, and be given a team of those less fortunate enough to not have a father with his own firm.

For ten months Wren searched, but there wasn’t a single firm in Chicago that was hiring. When she tried looking beyond the limits of her own city, she was met with obstacle after obstacle of trying to relocate her family. The one firm that offered her a position was stationed in Los Angeles, but it was only a low paying intership, and they wouldn’t provide any relocation funds for uprooting her family and traveling across the country.

After another month of nothing, she tried talking to Doug about the position in L.A., but he brushed it off. He was born in Chicago, his job was in Chicago, and the kids’ schools were in Chicago. He wasn’t going to budge. But in the end it didn’t matter. When she tried calling them back, the position had been filled, so the matter was settled.

Wren’s first year out of school was one of the hardest years of her life. It was harder than balancing work, school, and the kids, it was harder than her childhood, and it was harder than finding out about Doug’s affair. But she knew the alternative if she failed.

The deferment period on her loans had ended, credit card companies were calling, the bank was calling, they were behind on their mortgage, the power bill, the water bill, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to go a few days without any heat or AC in the house. With a diploma and zero job offers, Wren had to face the fact that the dream she chased in school was never going to be real. She returned to her old job at the telemarketing firm and thought she’d live out the rest of her life in that dimly lit office, packed like sardines in a can with eighty other people, selling products to clients who didn’t want them.

But in that darkest hour, a ray of hope broke through the clouded distress. After an exceptionally difficult day, she came home to a message on their answering machine, which had been restored the day before along with their power and water after paying two months’ worth of backlogged bills.

One of the first firms she interviewed with nearly a year before had reached out to her with an opening at one of their smaller locations. She went in for the interview the next day, took the job offer on the spot, quit the telemarketing firm immediately, and never looked back.

It was one of the proudest moments she’d ever had in her life. She was beaming when she came home that day and had picked up a pizza for the kids for dinner and hired a sitter so she and Doug could go and celebrate. But when she told Doug the news, his reaction lacked the excitement she thought he’d have. He wasn’t angry or upset, just… shocked. He looked at her as though she had been replaced by someone he didn’t know. And what was supposed to be a night of celebration turned into their first of many fights. That’s where I lost him.

Doug never handled being the secondary breadwinner well, nor did he take kindly to the fact that it was Wren whose name was on the mortgage to the new house, or the paperwork for the cars, or the kids’ schools. All she wanted to do was bring him up with her, take them both to a place they’d always talked about. But it was apparent that in those conversations they had during their first years of marriage, it was supposed to be Doug who provided them the funds for a better life. Except he didn’t. He never even tried. And when Wren grew too tired of waiting, he became resentful.

With her mind lost in memories, Wren almost didn’t feel the sudden burst of warmth from the first rays of light. She crawled out from under the tree, the collapsing behemoth clinging as tightly as it could to the earth. Foundations. She’d always believed that hers was the same as Doug’s, but it wasn’t. She rose on granite, while he sank in sand.

“Rough night?”

Wren jumped, thrusting the spear in the direction of the voice, but lowered it when she saw Reuben, his big body blocking the sunrise. “What are you doing here?”

The massive pack on his back shrugged in the same motion as his shoulders, and he looked beyond her to the small cove where she’d slept. “Must have been cold in there without any insulation. You didn’t sleep at all, did you?”

“Sleep’s a luxury I don’t get anymore.” She took a step forward. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

Reuben looked down to his feet then paced back and forth in the same rut. “My second location was looted. Someone stumbled across it and took everything. It’s compromised. All that I have left now is the cabin.” He looked back into the direction Wren came. “If you’re trying to find the camp, you’re heading the wrong way.” He pointed. “That’s where you’ll want to go.”

“That would have been helpful before you left.” She started walking, unsure of why he’d chosen to find her again.

“I have a proposal for you!” Reuben shouted. Wren stopped and turned. A brief surge of hope rose amid the hopelessness of her own fears and limitations. He took a few steps forward. “But first I need something from you.”

 




Chapter 3
The march back to the cabin seemed infinitely quicker than when she left. They returned before sunset, which afforded them more time to prepare. Reuben set his pack on the ground at the cabin’s front steps. “They know where we are, and they already know the layout of the land.” He pulled item after item from his pack, and Wren wondered how he managed to carry all of the gear in the first place. “What they don’t know are the resources we have. They know we have rifles, but they don’t know how much ammunition.” He stacked box after box of bullets on the table until the sack was completely empty and their bounty lay in front of them. “From what I’ve seen in town, the group is only thirty large. We should have enough bullets to kill them, so long as we choose our shots wisely.”

“You’re sure they’ll come back?” Wren asked, opening one of the ammunition boxes. She picked up one of the empty magazines and started loading.

“They will.”

“When I escaped, I saw a few of them speaking with a man. I think it was their leader. I didn’t get to see his face, but from what I heard, he sounded… different.” Her mind flashed to the voice hidden behind the fire.

“Different isn’t how I’d describe him. I saw him once. It was years ago, before all of this. I was tracking a deer, followed it for nearly four miles before I lost it. He was standing in the middle of the forest, dressed from head to toe in a suit. I’d never seen anything more out of place in my life. It was a few moments before he spotted me, and when he did, he just smiled.” Reuben shook his head. “I’ve seen some things that have sent shivers down my back, things I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, but when he looked at me, I felt my blood run cold.”

Wren nodded. She’d experienced the same sensation when she heard him speaking to the gang. His words glided through the air with a sweet, poignant stench. She could understand how he’d pulled together so many people: he was a wordsmith.

Every spare magazine was loaded, and once they were stacked and distributed evenly between the two of them, Reuben pushed his way out the door and gestured for Wren to follow, a rifle in his hand. He stopped just before the clearing where his cabin stood and extended the gun to her. “You can’t shoot worth a damn.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Wren replied, falling in line behind him.

Reuben set up a few targets, ranging from rocks and old cans to leaves on branches. Each target offered a different shape and was positioned to provide a specific difficulty in aim. Wren raised the tip of the rifle and lowered her head to the scope. She lined the black crosshairs over the old soup can, but the weapon grew heavy in her hands. By the time she squeezed the trigger, her arms were shaking so badly that the bullet skipped wide right. She let loose a defeated sigh, and the barrel of the rifle fell to her feet.

“You’re not giving the weapon enough support,” Reuben said, lifting the rifle back up and tucking it firmly between her shoulder and arm. “You’re letting your arms do all of the work. Let your shoulder stabilize it for you, and never bring your head down to the scope, always raise the sight to your eye. Widen your stance and try again.”

Wren adjusted her body and rifle to the correct positions. She lined the crosshairs over the rock and placed her finger on the trigger. She fired, and the bullet nicked the left side of the target.

“Better, but your trigger action is jerky. Squeeze,” Reuben said, flexing his hand into a fist. “Don’t pull. You want to keep your motions fluid so your aim stays true. Now, do it again.”

Wren brought the sight to her eye once more. The rifle felt sturdier in her grip, and when she squeezed the trigger, the rock fell from its perch.

“Good,” Reuben said, clapping her on the shoulder. “Now, let’s see if you can hit a moving target.” Reuben put Wren through every scenario he could think of. And after the tenth rock Reuben thrust into the sky, she finally shot a moving target. With her confidence in the weapon improved, Reuben moved on to self-defense techniques. It wasn’t flashy, but it was effective. “You want to aim for the soft spots,” Reuben said. “Eyes, neck, and groin. Gouge, squeeze, and twist anything in those areas and then run. You won’t be able to overpower these guys, no matter what I try and show you, so keep it simple. If you can, shoot them once they’re incapacitated.”

Wren practiced a few times, gently, on Reuben as he put her in different holds and she did her best to squirm away. It was easier than she thought, and it didn’t take long for her to feel comfortable with the maneuvers. When finished, Reuben brought her inside. “They’ll have more numbers than we can deal with, so we have to make them play by our rules. If we can make them come to us, then we’ll have a good shot.”

“A good shot at what?”

Reuben removed a stack of brick-like explosives and set them on the table along with wires and placed them neatly together. “We’ll only get one shot at using these. This is our last stand.”

Wren reached for one of the bricks. It was small but heavy, the metal around the claymore thick. Reuben emptied the remaining portions of his pack and started arming them on the perimeter’s outskirts. Wren watched him carefully, forcing Reuben to go through the process six more times even after she was sure she understood the steps.

They engirded the entire cabin with wires, hiding them under rocks and next to trees, and covered them with clumps of dirt and leaves. Once it was finished, there were enough explosives to blow apart anyone that came close twenty times over. Reuben clapped the dirt from his hands and motioned toward the cabin. “C’mon, let’s get back inside.”

Wren lingered outside a moment, her eyes scanning the forest, wondering when they’d arrive and how many there would be. She never really saw the full scope of their numbers when they held her captive, but however many there were didn’t matter. They had a plan. They had weapons. And she wasn’t going to let them take her again. That gang was the only thing standing between her and saving her family, and she wasn’t going to let them stop her.

“Wren,” Reuben said, calling from the doorway. “Let’s go.”

Once inside and the preparations completed, Reuben set the fuse detonators in the middle of the room, so either of them could reach should they need to enact their final blow. Wren looked over the device carefully, the wires protruding from the detonator like weeds in grass. “Once we use the explosives, that’s it?”

“If we time it right, we can use it to wipe most of them out,” Reuben answered, pushing aside some of the glass from the day before when they were attacked by the small scout team. “The blasts will cause a lot of confusion. And we have the high ground, so we shouldn’t need to use them until after we’ve already killed a few.” He handed Wren a cluster of magazines and gave her a quick rundown of which worked in the three rifles she had laid out. “They all work the same way I showed you with the one in practice. The rifle on the far left is slightly heavier than the rest, but they’ll all have the same kickback when you squeeze the trigger.”

Wren nodded and chose to start with the one she’d used training with Reuben. The steady tremor in her hands subsided once she felt the familiarity of the weapon. The cabin grew quiet as they waited and waited. And waited. After a while, the adrenaline subsided, and she felt her eyes grow tired. The sleepless night on the ground had caught up with her, and she felt fatigue take hold. “What’d you do before all this? Before you moved here?”

Reuben stayed quiet for a moment, and for a second she didn’t think he’d answer, but a few grumbles later he finally spit it out. “My brother and I owned a hunting lodge. He kept the books, and I found the game.”

“Sounds right up your alley.” She turned to see if Reuben was listening, but his gaze remained out the window, looking into the forest. “What brought you out here?”

“Another story for another day,” Reuben answered.

“I may not get another day.” Wren shifted on the floor, positioning herself where she could see Reuben but still keep an eye on the forest. “You mentioned you had a family before.” Her mind drifted to the picture in her pocket, the one he’d left behind.

Reuben remained quiet for a while, and Wren didn’t think he’d speak. “I’ve lived in this cabin for twelve years, eight months, twenty-two days, fourteen hours, and seventeen minutes.”

“So why’d you move out here?”

“You already know the answer to that.”

A stab of guilt ran through her as she remembered the verbal lashing before he left, and her expression softened. “I find it difficult to believe someone like you would just up and leave your family without any reason.”

“I didn’t leave my family. They died.” Reuben spit the words out robotically.

Wren remained quiet for a moment, searching for the right words. “I’m sorry for your loss. Were they—”

“It was Labor Day weekend. My great-uncle left me a cabin on Lake Michigan when he passed twenty years ago. My wife and kids loved it, but with the girls getting older, I wasn’t sure how much longer that would last, so I took them every chance I got. I remember we left later in the day than we usually did when we drove up there. My wife was tired from working her shift at the hospital. She was a nurse and pulled a lot of overnighters. She slept in the backseat of our van, and the girls took the middle row. We were playing some kind of game; I Spy, I think. My youngest wanted to ride up front and sit with me to get a better view of the road.” Reuben paused, and the whites of his eyes grew red and glistened. “The woman that hit us was drunk. Didn’t slow down coming out of her turn. Didn’t even look. Savannah was thrown from the car through the front windshield. She died on impact. My oldest, Rebecca, made it to the hospital with a broken back and a busted blood vessel in her brain. She died in surgery. My wife held on the longest. Two weeks in the ICU before her body finally gave out. I can’t even remember what the last words I said to her were.” He shook his head. “It was probably something stupid. Something about bills or work. I know we had an argument the day before about something like that. And that’s how she left me.” A tear rolled down the corner of his left eye and into the thicket of his beard. “That’s how they all left me. I didn’t get to say goodbye. To any of them.”

Wren remained quiet for a long moment before she gathered the courage to speak. “I can’t even begin to imagine what that’s like. If I lost my kids…” She wondered if she would slip into the same madness that cast Reuben into solitude if she discovered her children dead. “I’m so sorry, Reuben.”

A hysterical chuckle erupted from his lips, and he wiped the few tears that had run down his cheeks and hidden in his beard. “You know what the kicker is? The woman walked away with a couple of scratches. That was it. Fucking scratches. She was leaving a bar and heading to some party when she hit us.” He buried his eyes in the palm of his hand. “A fucking party.” His shoulders sagged and then shook violently as sobs escaped him.

Wren reached into her pocket and pulled out the folded picture she found earlier. She extended it to Reuben, who eyed it with the same red eyes he had telling the story. “It’s important to hang on to the memories that made us who we are.”

Reuben stretched out his hand and gently took the paper from Wren. He looked at it for a long time, neither crying nor smiling, then when he was done he folded the paper up and tucked it into the front pocket of his jacket. A while passed before he spoke, and when he did, he acted like nothing had happened. “If things turn south quickly, you’ll want to head east.” Reuben pointed to her left through the window and into a thicket of trees. “That’s where your camp is. You might be able to make it there before these goons catch you. If you do, then keep quiet. Don’t go in guns blazing. You’ll die before you even get to see your kids’ faces.”

“We’re not going to run.” Wren’s voice had an edge to it as she scanned the trees. “The only way my children live is if I get them out from under Edric’s thumb, and I can’t do that without your help.” She turned back to him. “So don’t go running off and trying something stupid.”

The cabin and the woods were quiet, and the only signals of the passage of time were the moving shadows cast by the sun. Wren watched them grow along the forest floor, shifting and waning as the sun descended. Wren rested her cheek against the rifle’s cool metal, watching a squirrel climb a tree. He ascended gracefully and quickly. But the squirrel, along with the rest of the forest, was suddenly interrupted by the mechanical thunder of gunfire.




Chapter 4
Puffs of sawdust sprayed from the logged walls. Dust covered Wren’s head and shoulders as she fumbled her fingers nervously for another magazine. The bullets cracking against the cabin roared like cicadas in the summer, a never-ending background noise that refused to quiet. She felt the vibrations of each bullet through the thick slabs of oak. The magazine clicked into place and she jumped from behind her cover. The crosshairs of the scope scanned the horizon, searching for her next target.

“I count twelve on my side!” Gunfire burst between Reuben’s words. He squeezed off the rounds methodically, his feet surrounded by a field of empty shells. “How many do you have?”

“Three so far!” She spied an arm sticking out from behind the thick trunk of a tree, but her bullet only splintered the bark as the body shrank back behind its cover. Shit. A series of return fire forced her back under the window, and despite the number of gunfights she’d found herself in over the past month, she still flinched with every bullet fired.

“They probably have more on the sides where we can’t see,” Reuben said. “Make sure you keep an eye on your peripherals. We don’t need any surprises right now.”

They’d barricaded the door with enough furniture and nailed enough planks across it to give a rhino trouble breaking inside. Wren swiveled to the far corners of her window, looking down the side of the cabin for anyone crouching close, but so far the space was clear. She looked back to the center of the floor, where the explosives’ detonators rested, now covered in sawdust from the rain of lead hammering the cabin. Empty shells rolled along the floor. The barrage of lead was relentless in every direction, and Wren felt the overwhelming finality of their situation. They were outnumbered and outgunned.

Wren leapt from the cover of the window, thrusting her rifle through the open gap. She stiffened her back and widened her stance. Bullets missed her by only inches, but she stood her ground, finding the shooter to her left, crouched low in the brush. She exhaled and lined the crosshairs over the center of his skull and squeezed. Through the tunneled vision of the scope, she watched the man’s head fling backward and then collapse in the dirt, his body lifeless. But the moment of triumph was short lived as another series of bullets ricocheted off the wall to her right. She quickly redirected her aim and found him sprinting toward her, pistol in hand and firing wildly.

Wren aimed and squeezed the trigger, this time barely feeling the recoil of the gunshot. And just as her shoulder had numbed from the repeated gunfire, so had her reaction to the deaths by her own hand. A coldness accompanied the sensation, and she moved on quickly, looking for her next target, but suddenly realized through the high-pitched whine in her ears that the gunfire had ended. She turned around, and even Reuben had quit shooting. “What’s going on?” She ducked back behind the wall, one eye on Reuben while the other scanned the forest.

“They pulled back,” Reuben answered, though the tone in his voice was just as skeptical as the grimace on his face. “There’s no way we scared them off this quickly.” He raised his rifle back up to the opened window, his finger on the trigger, and scanned the horizon with the fluidness of water.

“Hello!” A voice boomed through the trees and the cabin walls. It was loud, but Wren recognized the smooth calm in the brief introduction, and she knew it was the man she saw hidden behind the flames. The leader of the gang in town. “I think we can agree there has been enough bloodshed today.”

“The only blood shed has been from your men!” Reuben said. “And if you don’t turn back around and leave us be, there will be more of it before the sun sets.”

The man’s voice echoed in all directions. Wren looked out her window, though the view offered nothing but trees. She slunk back from her position and crawled along the wall to see if Reuben’s window offered a better vantage point, but he waved her away.

“I’m hoping it won’t come to that,” the leader said. “But it will if we must. I know what you want, my friend. You want to be left alone. You want the quiet of the forest that you’ve lived in for so long. You came here to find peace, and we’ve disrupted that tranquility. I only come for the woman. Give her to us now, and we’ll leave you to return to that endeavor.”

Wren watched Reuben’s face, looking for any sign that he’d betray her. He’d done more than anyone else would have in his position. She wouldn’t blame him for calling it quits. He owed her nothing.

“So she can be made a slave?” Reuben asked, shouting back. “The only deal is you leave, or you die.”

Wren searched the forest, looking for any movement, but only came across the fallen men she’d already killed. If he’s trying to bargain, then he thinks there’s a chance he could lose. Or at least lose more than he wants. The thought hardened her resolve.

“That’s disappointing.” The leader’s voice seemed to travel from every direction. “Perhaps there’s something you’d be willing to trade for her? Something you need? Or want? If it’s companionship, I can bring you a new girl, something more akin to your personal tastes. I’m sure it gets cold at night. Nothing wrong with a little warmth in your bed.”

Reuben’s gunshot was his only reply, silencing the man’s voice. Quiet filled the forest air, and Wren drew in a breath, the steady ringing in her ears from the gunfire yet to subside. And just when she thought the fight had ended, a storm of gunfire blew through the trees and collided with the cabin like a never-ending hurricane of hail.

The walls opposite the open windows turned into Swiss cheese as the bullets chipped away at the barricade and interior. She looked up from the floor and saw Reuben ducked low by the window, his eyes glued to the detonators in the middle of the room, the film of sawdust growing thicker with every bullet that eroded their sanctuary.

Wren crawled forward but froze when she saw him shake his head then mouth, Wait. He slid on his stomach toward the back wall and pushed off the floor just high enough to see through the window at his angled position then quickly ducked back down. He screamed something at her, but Wren couldn’t decipher the words through the gunfire. He repeated it a few times, but it was just noise.

Wren used the wall closest to her vantage point to prop herself up once the lead storm had softened. She poked her head around the edge, hoping to find a cluster of easy targets for her to bring down, but was offered no such luck. Her jerky movements were too fast to catch anything, and she was forced to inch her nose close to the window’s pane to get a better look.

Gun smoke had left a hazy fog that circled the cabin and the surrounding forest. Wren peered through the mist-like clouds, squinting to home in on any movement. Gunshots fired to her left, and she swung the rifle in that direction, holding back her shot and waiting for a clear view of the target she watched sprint through the grey smog.

The enemy fired at will, but his sprint hindered his aim, and he missed wide left and right. Wren’s eyes grew dry and tired, but she kept steady. The target fell between her crosshairs, and she watched the bullet slice through the man’s chest as though it were a freight train. A burst of red cut through the gray haze, and before the body hit the ground, Wren had another target in sight.

The gunman hid behind a cluster of thick, lowlying branches. She caught him in the arm, and though wounded, he managed to scramble back behind a tree before Wren could finish the job. She followed the blood trail and fired off three more rounds, but he was too well hidden. Heavy gunfire from her left forced her from the window and back behind the cover of the wall.

Reuben was still at his post, relentless in his assault. His screams intermixed with his gunshots, though Wren couldn’t tell which was louder. The cloth along his left shoulder was ripped, and she saw the damp trace of blood shimmer off the light through the window. She wasn’t sure if he’d been shot or if it was a ricochet, but the wound didn’t hinder his offensive.

Wren rejoined the fight, nearly catching her own wound in the process. The smoke had worsened, and so had the number of targets. They had sprouted from nowhere, and what had been two or three had transformed into at least a dozen.

All of them hovered close to the bottom of the small hill that gave the cabin its high ground. The uphill climb was free from cover for at least twenty yards and would offer Wren an easy shot for anyone who ventured within its range. But the gang continued to fire from the safety of the tree line. She shot anything that moved, keeping the bandits from advancing, but suddenly stopped. They’re waiting for something.

Wren pulled her weapon back, but it was too late. The rifle jerked forward and pulled left, jarring her elbows and shoulder. Hands gripped the weapon’s barrel, and she squeezed the trigger, which shook loose her assailant’s hold. She fell backward, pulling the gun with her. Her vision blacked upon impact but returned in time to see the face and pistol that peered down at her, and instinct kicked in.

Even though she could barely see, her numbed and clumsy fingers found the rifle’s trigger and squeezed. The bullet connected with his chest, but still he aimed his shaking arm. She fired again, the second shot opening a hole through his shoulder, which caused him to drop the pistol. Blood dripped from his mouth. He tried to speak, but all that came out were wheezed gasps. He kept his eyes on her the entire time as he slipped away, until there was nothing staring back at her except finality.

Reuben shouted, catching Wren’s attention, but in the frenzied gunfire, she couldn’t hear. She shook her head, trying to make sense of the motion of his lips. A brief lapse in gunshots finally allowed his voice to break through. “Shove him out of the window!”

Wren leapt to her feet and shouldered the body off of the windowpane. Three bullets pierced the dead flesh before the opening was finally clear, and she quickly turned from the window before she shared the same fate. Blood covered her hands, the fluid warm and slick against her fingers. The rifle slipped from her grip when she picked it up, but the second effort steadied the weapon. Keep pushing.

Wren pivoted on her toes, dropping herself to one knee in the process, and used the windowpane to support the rifle. All that protruded from the opening now was the top of her head. The crouched position made it harder to shoot, but it also made her harder to hit.

The gang’s shots grew more frantic as she picked off her targets under the cover of trees, rocks, bushes, and branches. Most of the shots only wounded them, but a few were killed. And while they sat there bleeding, struggling to keep themselves alive, it provided one less bullet meant to kill her. “They’ve stopped at the clearing!” Wren said, shouting over to Reuben, who shoved a cluster of empty shells away from his foot. She looked down to the stack of magazines on the floor, growing scarcer with every bullet she fired.

“Mine too!” Reuben’s voice and rifle thundered together, as if they were one and the same. He dropped the empty magazine and reloaded a new one effortlessly in the same motion. “They don’t have anything bigger than their guns, or they would have used it by now.” He looked her in the eyes. “We’re gonna make it.”

And for the first time since she was thrust into this world, Wren believed it. She had to believe it. The alternative wasn’t an option. She chose her shots more carefully now, only shooting when the enemy grew bold enough to venture from their cover. The sharp edge of their assault had been filed down and dulled, the wind sucked from their sails. It was a waiting game now, to see who would grow more impatient first and make the wrong move.

With the adrenaline of battle subsiding in the stagnant climate, her fatigue returned. Her hands ached, and her back had stiffened. Her joints cracked and popped like rusting metal. Her concentration grew hazy as she sat in the same frozen stance at the windowpane, the end of her rifle wavering back and forth.

“You can’t win this.” The voice sounded as if it came from Wren’s side of the cabin, and with the words came a surge of adrenaline. She scanned the forest but only saw the same faces she’d seen for the past hour. He’s out there somewhere. And as if she were in the cabin with her, some of Iris’s last words came to mind. Cut off the head, and the body dies.

“You will eventually need food and water,” the voice said, the echo giving him an omnipresence. “We will outlast you.”

“You’ll need medical attention before we need food,” Wren replied, her voice hoarse from the smoke. She peered through the scope and saw some of the men squirm from her words. “And I can tell you right now that I already had a big breakfast.”

A light laughter was carried on the wind. “You’re just making it harder on yourself. The longer you try and fight here, the more your family will suffer.”

Wren’s heart dropped, and she felt her skin grow cold. How could he even know that? Did Edric tell him? Was her family part of whatever deal they made with one another? She tightened her grip on the rifle, the dull ache in her hands replaced with anger. “You’re bluffing.”

“Addison, Chloe, Zack.” At each name the voice rattled off, Wren felt her stomach flip and her cold blood boil. Wren swiveled the rifle to one of the men clustered behind the rocks and opened fire. Puffs of dust and granules of rock exploded as she squeezed round after round into the granite, hitting nothing but rock. She pushed herself up from her knees, her gunshots and screams overpowering the man’s voice. She pulled the trigger until the magazine emptied, and she panted heavily, her body just as empty as her weapon.

A bullet splintered the wooden log to the left of her head, and Wren spun out of the way then slid down with her back against the wall. She knew Reuben was watching her, but all she could focus on were the names the madman in the woods rattled off. How does he know? 

“Wasteful,” the voice said, a chipper bite to his tone. “Whatever atrocities you think could befall your children would be prevented should you cooperate. Look around you! I have more men. More guns. More bullets. You are on your last stand. You will not win this fight. You will lose. You hear me? You will lose!”

Wren eyed the detonator in the middle of the floor then looked to Reuben. The crooked lines on his face exposed his feelings about the idea, and he shook his head. But if this man knew her children’s names, then he knew where they were, and if she let him get away now, there wasn’t any guarantee that they’d survive. “All right!”

“Wren.” Reuben barked in harsh whispers. “Don’t do this.”

“I come out and give myself up peacefully, and you keep your end of the deal,” Wren said, her voice growing breathless as her adrenaline once again returned. “No harm comes to my friend here, and no harm comes to my children. Agreed?”

The silence that followed was almost more than Wren could bear. Perhaps she’d pushed too hard then given up too easily, but with her children’s lives hanging in the balance, she didn’t have time to contemplate the decision.

“Agreed,” the voice finally echoed back. “Come out with your hands on the top of your head. If your friend shoots, or even breathes too loudly, you’re dead, and he’ll be next along with your kids.”

Reuben scurried across the floor, blocking her path to the door. “This is suicide. They’re not going to let your children go. You’re only feeding them exactly what they want!”

“I’ll stop halfway to the bombs. Wait until they cluster, then hit the detonator.” Wren grabbed hold of Reuben’s large, dirtied fist and squeezed tight. “If I don’t make it find my children. I know you’ve seen them. Get them out of that community and make sure that psycho doesn’t touch them.” She touched the pocket where he’d hidden the picture of his family. “There are still people you can help.”

Most of the barricade was nothing more than dust after the gunfire, and Wren had to do little more than yank at the top board for the rest to crumble. Before Reuben stopped her, she burst from the door, the sunlight of the evening warming her face as she squinted. She held her hands above her head, and one by one the gang emerged from the depths of the forest, their rifles aimed at both her and the cabin. She looked for their leader, but as her eyes fell upon the lurking shadows, none of them held the demeanor and sophistication that she had seen on display behind the fire. Wren stopped in the middle of the clearing, with the circle of explosives only a few feet away.

The gang mimicked her motions, freezing in their positions as she stopped. They looked to one another questioningly, and then one of the filthier members, his arms and legs covered in soil, opened his mouth. “You come to us.”

They were too far out of range for the explosives to be useful. Wren looked to her left and right, the rest of the goons slowly stepping out from behind their cover, all of their rifles and pistols aimed at either her or the cabin. She stepped forward, slowly. Her pulse quickened, and she felt the nervous beads of sweat roll down her back and neck.

The explosives were only five feet from her now, but the goons had moved closer as well. Just a little further. She looked to her left and saw the gang’s boldness grow with very step. Only three feet separated her now from the explosives. Two feet. What’s he waiting for? The circle of goons had nearly engulfed the cabin now. Her foot grazed one of the explosives, and she shuddered. This is it.

“Wren, run!” Reuben’s voice thundered from inside the cabin, and she turned on her heel and sprinted back toward the door. A brief series of gunshots filled the air, cut short by the explosives. The ground rumbled and shifted under Wren’s feet, and she felt a hot blast of heat brush her back, coupled with a force that thrust her face-first into the dirt, and she felt the warm taste of blood upon impact.

The roar of the explosion was deafening, and as Wren lay in the compacted earth, she heard nothing but a high-pitched din. She brought her finger to her left ear and cupped it gingerly, a splitting pain running up the side of her head. Her ear felt wet, and when she examined her fingers, they shimmered red with blood in the sunlight.

Wren looked around at the bodies spread out on the forest floor, some of them twitching, some lifeless, and some of them in more than one piece. Wren looked to the cabin and saw Reuben rushing outside, rifle in hand, firing into the bodies on the ground. He seemed to find her without ever even looking down. She felt his massive hand yank her up by her collar and drag her inside, his one free arm still firing. Reuben flung her onto the cabin floor, and when he pointed down to her she watched his mouth move but still heard nothing. She collapsed to her back, her body hot and achy. She clawed the floor, dragging her body to the rifle next to the window where she’d left it. She glanced behind her to the open door. The ground was lumpy and uneven at the points of explosion.

Wren wrapped her fingers around the rifle, but when she tried to stand, she collapsed. The cabin spun along with her brain. She released the rifle and squinted her eyes shut, trying to hold back the brewing volcano in her stomach, but failed. Vomit spewed from her mouth. Her throat burned from the bile, and the foul, pungent stench filled her nostrils, adding to the sour taste that lingered on her tongue.

The second attempt at standing resulted in a more vicious bout of gagging, and Wren was reduced to standing on all fours, watching the puddle of puke beneath her grow larger with every heave. With her arms shaking and the contents of her stomach emptied, she collapsed to her side, the ceiling above her shifting from side to side. She wasn’t sure how long she lay there, but after a while she felt the thump of footsteps shake the floorboards. This was her end. Lying on the floor, surrounded by her own retch, the thoughts in her shaken mind adrift like a small boat in the vastness of an ocean.

Hands grabbed her by the arms and pulled her backward. Any thoughts of trying to fight back were useless, as she no longer had the use of her limbs. She felt her body be leaned up against the cabin walls, and just when she thought her time had come, it was Reuben’s face that greeted her. She squinted at him like he was something out of a dream. “What?” She felt herself mouth the words, but couldn’t hear her own voice. Panic gripped her at the thought of deafness.

Reuben shook her by the shoulders, his face highly animated, reddening from raising his voice to a scream. But no matter how much he yelled, Wren just shook her head. She buried her face in her hands, the fear of the disability taking hold of her senses, of her reason. Her palms grew wet with tears, and her shoulders trembled with Reuben’s continued agitation.

“We have to go!”

The words were dulled and muffled, but she perked up at the noise. “What?” she heard herself ask.

“We have to go, Wren! Now!” Reuben lifted her off the floor with ease, and she managed to keep her legs under her, even though the floor still felt tilted. Reuben hurried around the cabin, more mumbles escaping his mouth as Wren moved her jaw and shook her head as if water blocked her ears.

By the time the spinning subsided, Reuben was already out the door with the remainder of their gear, and she stumbled forward. She felt her heartbeat thump in her chest, vibrating like a bass drum. She looked down at the bodies littered in the clearing, the few survivors of the explosions dead with a bullet lodged in their heads, bleeding the soil red. She hurried after Reuben, struggling to keep up, not knowing whether they were running from someone or after someone.




Chapter 5
The longer they ran, the more Wren’s hearing sharpened. She brushed past a branch and heard the light snap of wood, followed quickly by the angered hush of Reuben in front of her. Out of the two of them, he’d remained stealthy, tracking the few men who’d escaped after the explosions. She did her best to remain silent, but her feet had the stealth of bricks, and her coordination was still warped from the blast.

“Wait.” Wren stopped, her breathing labored as she bent over and rested her hands on her knees. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her chapped lips scratching the dirty skin. She shook her head and felt the dried, crusty blood in her left ear. She pawed it nervously. While her right ear had returned to normal, her left had not.

Reuben glanced up ahead and walked over to a branch, bits of blood staining the leaves. He rubbed the liquid between her fingers. “It’s still wet. They’re close.”

Wren forced herself to stand. The exertion had sapped her strength and left her body drenched in sweat. She ran her tongue over her upper lip and rolled some of the salty moisture back into her own dry, cracked mouth. “How many?” She tucked the rifle under her arm. The quicker they ended this, the quicker she could get her children back.

Reuben bent down, running his fingers over the prints in the soil. “Three. One of them is walking with a limp.” When he turned to look at her, it was the first time she had really seen his face since the cabin. Specks of blood dotted his cheeks and beard. The red tinge provided him with a more sinister appeal in the sunlight, but his eyes still remained the calm pools she remembered seeing upon their first meeting.

“You should have let me die,” Wren said.

Reuben remained stoic. “It’s hard to find life in a place like this. And when I recognize it, I do my best to keep it alive.”

Wren watched him press forward a little farther before she followed. They tracked for what felt like hours, though she knew that was false due to the setting sun. She wasn’t sure what would happen if they didn’t find the men before nightfall, or what would happen if they found the men at all, or if Reuben could even track them in the dark. Lost in her thoughts, she slammed into Reuben’s back, stumbling them both forward a few steps. “Sorry.”

The sun set, and the forest blurred in the darkness. With her left ear still deaf to the world, Wren panicked at what was left of her diminishing senses. She kept her eyes focused on Reuben’s silhouette, stopping when he stopped, turning where he turned, placing her feet in his footsteps.

A gunshot broke the silence of the night, and both Reuben and Wren hit the ground. She lifted her head from the dirt and waited for Reuben to move, but he remained still. When no other shots were fired he crawled backward on his stomach until he was side by side with Wren. He leaned in close enough for her to feel his hot breath in her one good ear. “The shot missed far left. They can’t see us.”

“Can we see them?” Wren asked.

Reuben gestured left. “I saw the muzzle flash in that direction. About one hundred yards out. They must have heard us coming. We’ll follow the trail for a little while longer, but we’ll have to stay low. They’ll be actively looking for us now. Just do exactly as I do.”

They pressed on, hunched over, which Wren found difficult with her center of gravity tilted from the explosive. She was amazed at Reuben’s stamina. He never tired, no matter how far they walked, while her body clung together with duct tape and gum.

They continued in silence for another hour, their movements slower. Every once in a while Reuben would tell her to wait, then move ahead alone. She wasn’t sure what he was doing but knew better than to try and follow. He’d had multiple opportunities to leave if he wanted, and now wasn’t the time to question his methods. This was his world out here, and Wren was merely a spectator.

Reuben came to an abrupt halt and gunfire erupted ahead. Wren crashed into the bushes on her right and she crawled through the sharp twigs and branches until she burst out of the other side, her face and arms stinging with fresh cuts. In the darkness, white flashes burst from the enemy’s barrels with each gunshot. When she tried to shoot, she realized she’d dropped the rifle and she scrambled back through the bush, searching for the rifle.

Reuben returned fire, and Wren tried to keep one eye on his movements, but after a few moments, she lost him in the darkness. Her foot smacked against something hard, and she reached down through a thicket of brush and felt hardened steel.

“Wren!” Reuben burst through the trees on her left, and she nearly shot him on sight. “C’mon, stay with me.” All she saw were the whites of his eyes and then the back of his head as he quickly returned to chase their prey.

Wren struggled to keep up. Every step numbed her legs, sending a tingling sensation up her back. Gunfire was exchanged on both sides, and more than once Wren and Reuben were forced to stop. But with every two steps forward, they managed to gain a half step on the enemy. Reuben maneuvered through the forest as if it were broad daylight. He came alive on the hunt, and as she followed, Wren couldn’t help but feel a certain adoration for the man. She’d never been a violent person, and if she’d seen this a month ago, man hunting man, it would have made her stomach turn. But here, in the wild, in the dark, she knew she was witnessing a man who’d mastered his craft. And from her countless hours at the drawing board mastering her own, it was something she admired.

A brief lull in the chase provided Wren time to catch her breath. She leaned up against a tree while Reuben changed out his magazine and then dropped his pack. For the first time since they departed, she heard him out of breath. “I’m going ahead a little bit on my own. Their gait’s shortened. They’re tiring. Probably looking for a place to make their last stand.”

“Do you know where we are?” Wren asked, trying to rub the feeling back into her thighs. “Is there someplace here where they could find shelter? Did they lead us back to town?”

Reuben shook his head. “They started in that direction but then veered off about a mile back. I don’t know where they’re going now.” He pulled a new magazine from the pack and tucked it into the waist of his pants. “Don’t venture far.”

Wren propped herself up against a tree. Her muscles ached with fatigue. The rest only worsened the desire to close her eyes. But she forced the rifle under her arm, staving off the weariness, and focused on scanning the different sections of the woods around her in case she needed to move quickly.

The trees were shorter here, with the majority of the greenery consisting of shrubs and bushes. The terrain was rockier and the soil loose and silky, almost like clay. It was a peculiar patch of forestry for the area, and Wren wondered how much farther the small biosphere would stretch.

“Wren!”

Gunfire erupted, and she pushed herself up in what felt like slow motion and sprinted toward the firefight. Her ankles and feet wobbled unevenly over rocks and pebbles, and twice she felt her right ankle buckle, but she managed to stay upright.

Reuben hadn’t ventured very far, and he saw her before she saw him. In fact, she nearly stepped on him on her way past. He yanked her down behind the cover of a rocky shelf as bullets ricocheted and echoed off stony earth. “They’ve cornered themselves. The bastards thought they could lose me on the rocks. They’ve got nowhere else to go.”

Wren stuck her neck out to get a better look, then ducked. The bullet that nearly killed her originated from a dark portion of the rocks, a cave carved by millennia of rain, wind, and eroding earth. “How do we get them out?”

“They weren’t carrying any supplies, so unless they stumbled into a cave with running water, which I know they didn’t, they’ll have to come out for water.” Reuben pointed to a small clearing of trees. “We’ll keep watch there. It’ll offer a good view of the cave, and the trees will provide us cover. We’ll take shifts. My guess is they’ll try and make a run before morning.”

Reuben started a fire and, once it was blazing, handed Wren a container of water. “Sip it. But make sure you drink till it’s gone.” Wren cradled the canteen as if it were made of gold. The water rushed over her chapped lips and wet her tongue. She fought the urge to drain it in one gulp, heeding Reuben’s advice, and sloshed the liquid back and forth in her mouth, savoring every drop.

After the water and a bit of jerky in her stomach, Wren inched closer to the fire. The night air had cooled quickly, and she was thankful for the flames’ warmth. She shut her eyes, trying to picture her children’s faces, to hear their voices, afraid their memory would fade from her own.

“How’s the ear?” Reuben kept his gaze on the cave’s entrance.

“What?” The tone in her voice caught his attention, and she smiled at her own joke, which he reciprocated. “The right ear’s fine, but I don’t think the left is coming back.” She poked at it half-heartedly, hoping to prove herself wrong.

“One’s better than none,” Reuben replied. He paused a moment before he added, “It was stupid, what you did. You’re no good to your children dead.”

“And my children are no good dead to me,” Wren spit back. “I’m not a soldier, Reuben. I’m not a fighter or survivalist. I’m an architect from Chicago and a mother of three. And the latter is all that matters to me. I’m not going to let my kids die. No matter what the cost.”

Reuben returned his gaze to the cave’s entrance. “I’ll take the first watch. You get some rest.”

Wren didn’t object, and she used a portion of his pack as a pillow. The moment her eyes closed, she drifted to sleep. When Reuben prodded her awake for her shift, it felt as though she’d just lain down, but the plummet in temperature and the bags under Reuben’s eyes told a different story. She kept the rifle close and tried to get comfortable for her watch.

Flames glowed from inside the cave’s depths. No doubt the gang had someone on watch as well. Two pairs of hidden eyes peering through the darkness, each of them locked onto one another in a stalemate of wills. She raised the rifle’s scope to her eye and peered through the magnified lens. Her vision ascended to the pinpoint accuracy of crosshairs, and she saw the faintest outline of a man’s silhouette at the edge of the cave. She placed her finger on the trigger, her arms surprisingly calm. End it now.

But before she squeezed the trigger, another gunshot rang out, this one coming from inside the cave. Wren ducked, trying to elude the bullet meant to kill her, but as a second shot thundered, she realized she wasn’t the target. Reuben was already at her side, gun in hand, staring into the same darkness as she was. “Did you shoot?”

“No,” Wren answered. After the two gunshots, only silence and the shadows of fire filled the night air. She wanted to investigate, but with Reuben frozen like a statue, she stayed put.

“Don’t shoot!” The voice echoed from the cave, and a silhouette appeared at the entrance. “I’ve chosen to give myself up. And if you take me alive, I can help get your children back, Wren.”

Wren peered through the scope to get a better look, but the man had stopped at the edge of the shadows. She recognized the smooth, casual voice of the leader, but in the darkness his features still eluded her. Reuben, who remained in the same position, with the rifle’s stock tucked closer to his shoulder, stared down the tipped sight of his rifle, but Wren placed her hand over the barrel and lowered it. “I want him alive.”

“Could be a trick,” Reuben answered.

“He shot his partners,” Wren interjected.

“He fired his weapon. We don’t know if he shot anyone.”

The voice responded as if he had heard their whispered conversation. “Come check the bodies if you’d like. I’ve placed the weapons in the opening a few feet from the cave. I’m unarmed.”

Reuben rose from behind their cover, still peering through his rifle’s scope. “Step out of the cave, slowly. Keep your hands up and walk toward me.” Wren popped up beside him, and the two walked toward their new captive in sync. The weapons he spoke of were right where he said they would be, but he remained in the shadows of the cave. “Show yourself. Now.” Reuben and Wren both had their rifles aimed at the silhouette, only visible from the waist down in what little moonlight the night provided.

Wren watched him step out slowly, the line of moonlight traveling up from his waist, to his chest, his raised palms level with his shoulders, neck, and finally... “Ted?”

The councilman curved the left corner of his lips up in a smile. “Hello, Wren.”




Chapter 6
Reuben gathered the weapons Ted had discarded and, after a thorough pat down, made him drag the bodies of the two men he’d shot from the cave to confirm his story. The first victim took a bullet to the back of the head, which was caved in and hollow from the sudden expulsion of bone and brain matter. The second victim received his through the neck, choking to death on his own blood.

Ted stacked the bodies on top of one another and dusted his hands as though he’d just taken out the trash. “Unfortunate. They were good men. Loyal.” He nodded in affirmation then looked to Wren. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Did Edric put you up to this?” Of all the people Wren expected to see, he was the last. In camp, she’d never even heard him speak. He was nothing more than a placeholder in the background, one of Edric’s silent cronies that followed him around like a lost puppy.

But when Wren brought up his name, she watched Ted’s face grimace. “The toy soldier?” He scoffed, taking a step around the bodies and closer to Wren. “He doesn’t even know I’m here.”

Wren found a seat on one of the larger rocks and sat before she collapsed. “Why? You sided with the man with all the power at camp. If you had just stayed there, you’d have everything you needed. Why risk turning Edric into an enemy?” The rifle rested on her side now, but Reuben kept his aimed, refusing to give Ted any opportunities to make a move.

She watched an unearthly calm wash over Ted in the darkness. The day it took to travel to Reuben’s cabin had replaced his smooth cheeks with a stubble that ran across his neck and jaw. His hair was disheveled, and she noticed the tears and unkempt clothes he wore. It was the first time she’d seen him look so disordered. “Have you ever been anything more than just yourself, Wren?” He paced back and forth like a professor during a lecture, the tips of his fingers lining up with one another as he slowly became lost in his own thoughts. “Have you ever imagined what the world could be if we stopped getting in our own way? If we set aside our egos, our pride, our unstable emotions? What if we acted on what needed to be done for the betterment of our future, not as an individual, but as a whole?” He looked up into the night sky, his eyes closed, and smiling.

“Whatever end goal you think you’re going to find won’t do you any good with a bullet to your head.” Wren pushed herself off the rock, aimed, and flicked the safety off. “I don’t have time for whatever twisted fantasy you’ve created for yourself. Are you still working for Edric? Where are my girls? Where’s Zack?” She took an aggressive step forward. She thrust the weapon into his cheek, and it rattled from her adrenaline-filled arms. “Tell me!”

Ted kept his hands up and took a step backward, separating his cheek from Wren’s rifle. The barrel left a circular dot on his skin that smoothed quickly after he smiled. “I’m not working for Edric. Last I saw, your girls were with their father, your husband, in case you’ve forgotten.” He twisted the lines on his face into an overexaggerated look of sympathy. “Though I did hear about that ugly outbreak the two of you had before the explosion at the camp. I can’t imagine what that’s like, especially now, in a time like this. All alone, the entire weight of your family on your shoulders, only adding to the pressures the camp offered.” He clucked his tongue lightly. “That’s something you should have never had to bear. I can help you with that. Edric still thinks I’m working with him. I can get you on the inside. I can get you close to your children. I can help you save them.” He whispered with the hiss of a snake, a hypnotic cadence with his words.

Wren shoved the rifle back into his face. “No more games, Ted.”

“I’m not—”

Wren aimed the rifle left and fired into the open air, only inches from Ted’s head. But despite the proximity, he didn’t flinch. The only sign of irritation he offered was the closing of his eyes. She returned the end of the rifle to his cheek, and he flinched his head back to avoid the burn of the smoking barrel.

“Determined,” Ted replied, glaring down at the rifle as he spoke. “I should have spent more time recruiting you, although I hoped you would have gotten the message after the trial. You needed at least three votes. Iris and Ben were the obvious two, and you know Edric would never side with you, which left only me and Councilwoman Jan.”

The cold rush of realization rushed through Wren’s veins, and the rifle dipped slowly from Ted’s face. She’d always wondered who it was, knowing it had to be Ted or Jan. “You? Why?”

Ted smiled. “I wanted to see what you would do. We had a common enemy, and I had never seen anyone get under Edric’s skin the way you did.”

“Why would you risk everything you helped build at the camp?” The questions tore through Wren’s mind like a freight train. “You had everything you needed. Food. Water. What more did you want?”

“The camp?” The laughter that rolled from his tongue was stressed and hurried, as though he were a young child who’d just discovered the art of crude humor. “That little outpost in the middle of nowhere guarded by a few dozen country boys? If I had a part in building the camp, then it would have been a much more formidable endeavor.” His amusement slowly subsided, the hysterics fading. “The only resource I offered that camp was false counsel. Whatever negligent advice spewed from my lips was meant to weaken it, not strengthen it.”

Wren dropped the rifle and took a step back. She retraced the moments upon her arrival, the bullets in the fence, the random torchings when they tried to rebuild, how the assailants always knew exactly where to attack the weak points, how the guards on patrol always seemed to miss the raiders. As one of Edric’s confidants, Ted had access to all of the knowledge regarding their defenses. “You planned all those attacks on the camp. It was you who helped place the bomb. You wanted everyone behind those walls to die.” Her pulse quickened. My family was behind those walls.

In the time it took for the rifle to drop from Wren’s hands, she had already landed her fist into Ted’s mouth twice. Her mind didn’t even process the assault. All she felt was the harsh knock of her knuckles on Ted’s jaw. Each blow sent a ripple of pain through her arm that shook her entire body. The hot burst of rage seared through her muscles. Her cheeks flushed red from boiling blood.

Wren mounted Ted on the ground, beating his face senseless. He offered no resistance, only laughter. All of the pain and frustration and fear and uncertainty had unleashed a raging beast from its cage. For the first time since she could remember, she felt the unbridled power of certainty. She knew exactly what she wanted. Kill him. But before Wren could realize her prophetic vision, hands and arms pulled her backward. “NO! He did this! He did this to my family!” Her shrieks pierced the sky and puffed a chill into the night air. She kicked and flailed her arms, but Reuben finally managed to subdue her rage.

Ted gargled blood as he laughed, and the claret dripped from his nose and mouth. His right cheek was swollen and red, and his clothes and hair soiled from the dirt where he landed. Ted never took his eyes off her as Reuben dragged him to the nearest tree and tied him up. “You would have done well, Wren.” He spit a wad of blood. “You have the makings of greatness and a foundation of stone. I didn’t think you’d crack, no matter what Edric threw at you.” He grinned, and the black space of a missing tooth where his back molar used to sit disrupted the coy smile he had sported earlier.

Reuben knelt in front of her and gently grabbed her by the chin. He examined her face then her knuckles. “Hell of a jab, Wren.” He wiped the blood from her skin, and she winced from the pressure.

The adrenaline had worn off, and the repercussions of her outburst set in. “You should have let me kill him.” She offered the same defiant glare to Reuben as she had to Edric and Ted. But his response differed from theirs.

“I know.” Reuben removed some gauze from his pack and wrapped her hand, his massive fingers surprisingly gentle and nimble. “But if I let you kill him now, we wouldn’t know what he knows. And if we’re going to get your family back, we’ll need all the help we can get.”

Wren cocked her head to the side. “What changed your mind?”

Reuben concentrated on wrapping her wounds, keeping his voice casual. “I was always going to help you. I don’t think I realized it until now though.” He looked up at her, his eyes glowing under the night sky, surrounded by dirtied cheeks and the mangled beard that covered most of his face. “You remind me of someone.”

At school, Wren had studied and graduated with some of the brightest minds in her field. She’d been a part of meetings with men who commanded respect and awe from their peers and subordinates. But never had she seen anyone dwarf them until now. “Thank you.”

Once the bandages were wrapped, Wren took a step back. She allowed her mind to regain its footing in reason before she slipped back into chaos. She and Reuben approached Ted together, the blood from his nose and lip crusted dry onto his face and shirt. “Who are you?”

“A question many have asked themselves upon my introduction,” Ted answered. He straightened himself as best he could with his arms bound. “But one that you should know the answer to by now, Wren. After all, you’ve met so many of my friends.”

Wren furrowed her brow. “I doubt that.”

“No? But you spoke of them so fervently at your trial and so openly with anyone that would listen back at the camp.”

Reuben backhanded Ted, and a fresh spout of blood erupted from Ted’s lip, and he spit another wad of crimson into the earth. Wren stepped backward, and a cold shiver crawled up her back. It can’t be. “You’re… You’re… with them?”

“What are you talking about, Wren?” Reuben asked, holding Ted up by his shirt as he howled in excitement at her realization. “Wren!”

The events in Chicago flooded her mind, drenching her memories and thoughts in fear and despair until she was soaked to the bone. The car wreck, the hospital, the factory, the riot in the city, the march of death that consumed everything she had ever known. The black masks that concealed the enemy, casting the true nature of their intentions under a veil of secrecy. But here it was unmasked, bloodied, and psychotic. “You’re one of the terrorists.”

“I am,” Ted replied. “I helped destroy your city. I helped detonate the EMP. I’m responsible for your family’s misfortunes. And I am the only person that can retrieve your children in one piece. So I suggest you take these ropes off me before it’s too late.”

Reuben released his grip on Ted’s collar, dropping him to the ground with a thud. Wren watched the confusion spread across the hermit’s face. “Wren, what is he talking about?”

It was almost too much for her to comprehend, but all of the information was there. She just refused to connect the dots. “You wanted me because you knew I could help bring down Edric. Because anyone that’s not on your side is the enemy. Anyone that’s still alive you mean to kill.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Once the EMP was detonated, we knew pockets of resistance would form around the country, so we started the long process of recruitment to our side long before the device was detonated. We’re everywhere, Wren.” Some of the crusted blood from Ted’s face flaked off his upper lip as he smiled. “And I don’t mean to just kill the camp, no. I mean to purge this entire country of its useless bodies, its backward thinking that has limited our potential for the past three generations.” Ted leaned forward, the fresh cut under his lip dripping new blood. “Edric may be a Neanderthal, but he is well stocked with weapons and men. I don’t have any doubts he managed to secure the compound after exchanging you for the false peace my men promised. You don’t have the resources to take him down. You don’t have the bullets. You need my help. Take me back to town, and I will tell my men to attack the camp.”

“Wren.” Reuben tugged on her sleeve, pulling her out of earshot from Ted. “You can’t trust him. He’ll do whatever he needs to get out of those ropes. We take him back to the town, and he’ll double-cross us.”

“We’re not taking him back to town.” Wren pushed past Reuben and marched toward Ted, their eyes locked on one another. “You don’t care about my family. You don’t care about me. But I know one thing that you hold above everything else. Even your sick ideals. And that’s your life.” She leaned closer. “You didn’t kill your comrades to try and buy some favor with me. You did it because you knew there was only one way out of that cave. So I’ll make you a deal. I’m going to take you to Edric in exchange for my children. You keep your mouth shut, maybe you can weasel a pardon with him after I’m gone. You talk before I have my kids, I put a bullet through your head.”

The charismatic indifference vanished from his face. An uneasy tingling stirred in the back of her mind. But despite the icy fear gripping her heart, she didn’t break. Ted leaned forward as far as the restraints would allow, until the two were nearly nose to nose, and then he smiled. “Now you’re talking like one of us.”

 




Chapter 7
Wren allowed Reuben to handle Ted on their trek back to the community, though she didn’t expect a problem from him with a gun to his head and his hands tied behind his back. When she wasn’t watching her footing over the terrain hidden by the cover of night, she stared at the back of Ted’s head like a hawk. More than once she had to remind herself that he was of more use to her alive than dead. While she and Reuben kept quiet, Ted was nothing short of chatty on their journey, only stopping his mouth to catch his breath.

“It’s a missed opportunity.” Ted stepped over a fallen log, balancing awkwardly with this hands tied. “For both of you. I don’t think you understand the influence I have with the organization.”

Reuben smacked the back of Ted’s knee, and he stumbled, but caught himself after a few steps forward. “I said enough.” He bared his teeth like an angry dog. Ted’s incessant chatter had tested his patience since he opened his mouth.

“No reason to get nasty,” Ted replied, shaking the leg Reuben had struck. He looked back at him. “You know, I still remember you from that day in the woods.”

Reuben grabbed Ted by the back of the neck and slammed him against the nearest tree. He pulled a knife and pressed it against Ted’s cheek. “It might work out better for us if he can’t talk. I can take out his tongue now and save us the trouble of wondering when he’ll give us up to Edric to save his own skin.”

“Reuben, enough.” Wren caught up to him and saw that the blade had drawn blood. In the dark of night, the fluid ran black down his skin. “I’m sure we could come up with something more creative than that.”

Ted moaned as Reuben released him. “The lady has my thanks.”

“I don’t want it.” The longer they walked, the more her legs turned to lead. Never in her life did she want a bed to lie down on, but the thought of her children fueled the fire within. And the more time she spent in the forest was more time Edric had to breathe.

Ted remained quiet for a short time, but the compulsion to listen to his own voice overrode his fear of the rod. “I’m surprised you haven’t asked more about what I’m trying to do. About my organization.”

“That’s because I don’t want to know.” Wren tried to keep the energy in her voice high, but even she tasted the dullness on her tongue.

“I think you’d fit in more than you think.” Ted looked back at her then to Reuben, who brought his free hand to the hilt of his knife tucked in his belt. “Though I’m not sure about him.” He gave Reuben a look up and down. “Too much of an idealist in him. But you,” he said, turning back to Wren, “you’re pragmatic. You do what’s needed to survive. And with the number of my men that you’ve killed, I could use a little more pragmatism.”

“You don’t know a goddamn thing about me.” Wren shook off his words, which triggered the nightmares and horrors that she committed to keep her family safe. The mirage of blood flashed on her hands. She felt the warm, sticky, metallic feel of the lives she’d taken on her fingers. And those she’d left to die.

“I know you’re determined. Who else could have convinced this behemoth to help you?” Ted shook his head. “No way he would have joined my cause, unless maybe you were to persuade him yourself. Throw in a little something extra.” He gave an obnoxious wink, and Reuben knocked him in the back of the head with the butt of his rifle, though Wren caught him blushing at Ted’s words.

“Right now I’m just wishing that the explosive had taken the hearing in both of my ears.”

“Although I have to commend you,” Ted continued, ignoring Wren. “It seems that you’ve managed to sway your large friend here with nothing but your stunning personality. Though no one would blame you for trying other avenues. You wouldn’t be the first woman to use what’s between your legs to get what you want.”

The next blow from Reuben knocked Ted out cold, and the man collapsed to the dirt. Wren rushed over and sagged her shoulders in exhaustion. “I hope you know that I’m not carrying him.”

Reuben refused to look her in the eye, casting his gaze anywhere but her. The redness in his cheeks only worsened as he kept his head down. “We should kill him. I know you think he’ll help you get your kids back, but he won’t.” He finally turned to look at her, the features along his face hidden in oddly shaped shadows. “He’ll just end up killing your children out of spite.”

“You don’t think that hasn’t been running through my mind?” Wren threw up her hands in exasperation. “I don’t know if he’ll be able to help us. I don’t know if Edric will even want to trade for him. I don’t even know if my kids are alive!” A few birds took flight, awoken by the boom in her voice. “I have no idea what I’m doing! All I know is that I have to do something. I have to keep moving. I have to try, Reuben.” She pointed to Ted’s lifeless body. “And if there is a chance we can use him to get my children back, no matter what else it might cost me, then I’m going to take it. That’s my absolute. That’s my compass. And I will follow it until my last breath.” Wren panted, her fists clenched. The cool night air calmed the hot sweat on her skin.

Reuben remained quiet, his eyes darting back and forth between Wren and the ground. Without a word, he scooped Ted up and threw him over his shoulder then continued his trek toward the camp.

Wren followed silently, though her brain was loud with chatter. Her outburst had brought back the blaring doubt that she hoped to have rid herself of, and reminded her how little control she truly had. It was nothing more than a façade, a veil pulled back to reveal the strings on her arms and legs, some puppet master telling her where to go. Helplessness.

The word soured her mouth, and she spit to rid herself of the taste. She’d devoted her entire life to the destruction of that word. It was a hate that burned deep in her bones. It was the same hate that fueled her to go back to school. It kept her awake into the early hours of the morning as she finished her assignments then caught a few hours of sleep before the start of her shift at work. The hate provided a warmth and a fire she desperately needed.

She wondered if Ted had that same hate. When he’d spoken of her drive, their similarities, it had angered her because a part of her knew it was true. Not everyone had that switch in their mind. She could turn it off and on when needed, though she understood how taxing it was to live a life in those extremes. Yet, still, she persevered. She’d made it farther than anyone thought she would, even her own husband.

Doug had told her that she had tunnel vision, and he was right. She loved her job. She loved that she was good at it. She loved the fact that she was responsible for pulling their family out of financial ruin. And even though she saw Doug slipping away, she never reached out a hand to help him. All she focused on was the endgame, and it didn’t matter what was lost along the way. If she had given her marriage that same burning devotion, then maybe he wouldn’t have cheated on her, and maybe they wouldn’t hate being in a room with each other. Maybe, maybe, maybe. She shook the doubts from her mind. I’m not like him. I’m not like any of them.

She watched Ted’s unconscious body swing lifelessly on Reuben’s back as he huffed and puffed through the forest, unsure of how long he’d be able to carry the man. While Ted wasn’t big, he was by no means small. He was nearly as tall as Reuben but slimmer, more toned and agile. She just hoped the hermit would have enough in the tank to help her once they reached the camp. “How much longer?”

Reuben panted heavily between words. “Shouldn’t be… more than… six or seven miles. Should get there… before sunrise.”

“Seven miles?” Wren jogged up and fell in line with Reuben’s long strides. “Reuben, you won’t be able to carry him for that long. You’ll pass out before we arrive.”

“I’ve had worse.” Reuben wheezed, his feet thumping heavily under Ted’s added weight. Sweat collected on his forehead and glistened under the moonlight. His shoulders sagged, and his back started to hunch and curl like a cane. But Wren let him walk. There was no sense in trying to hurt his pride.

The rest of the journey, Wren kept to herself. She stayed a few feet behind Reuben, every once in a while checking on Ted to see if he was still unconscious, but after a while she fell into another haze of fatigue. Most of her energy was focused on putting one foot in front of the other, doing her best to stay upright. Addison. Chloe. Zack. She repeated the names to herself like a mantra. Keeping them alive in her thoughts, the fuel driving her forward. Just hang on. I’m coming.

A sudden thud cleared the fog from Wren’s mind, and the two shadows that were Ted and Reuben rolled over rocks and tree branches, a dark storm of limbs flailing about. Wren raised her rifle, but the bodies were too close to one another. She couldn’t hit Ted without risking Reuben’s own life. And if she wanted to trade Ted to Edric for her children, then she’d need him alive.

Ted slammed his shoulder into Reuben’s gut, causing the hermit to release his grip, and Ted sprinted into the cover of the forest. Wren followed suit, rushing past Reuben, who struggled to rise from the ground. Wren rounded the cover of the large trunk that Ted had disappeared behind and saw nothing but the light shake of leaves.

Wren squeezed the rifle as if she meant to bend the steel and iron out of frustration and continued to scan the horizon. “Come out, Ted!” She took a step forward, her eyes straining to identify anything human in the darkness. “You’ve got nowhere to go.”

“Actually, I have everywhere to go.” Ted’s voice bounced around the trees, its origins as numerous as the leaves on branches. “You’re the one who has only one path to follow.”

Reuben appeared on her left, rifle in hand, scanning the trees as she was. She looked to him for any guidance, any sign of where Ted might have gone, but the hermit was still catching his breath. It looked as though the day had finally caught up with him. Once his breathing steadied, Wren followed him into the darkness. “Give it up now, and I promise Reuben won’t hurt you.”

“I’m afraid that’s a promise you won’t be able to keep.” Again Ted’s voice ricocheted through the forest, providing the same illusion of omnipresence she remembered at the cabin. “Though I don’t know if it’ll be much of a challenge now. It’s harder to beat a man into submission when his hands aren’t tied behind his back.”

Wren shivered. There was no way he got loose. “But it’s still easy enough to shoot him.” Reuben motioned forward, and Wren followed. “We’ve tracked you before. We’ll be able to do it again.”

“Who says I’m running?”

His voice solidified to the right, and Reuben and Wren both aimed their rifles in the same direction, their sights landing upon the trunk of a thick oak. Wren curved her finger over the trigger, and she stiffened her shoulder and arm, forcing the rifle to steady. She went right, and Reuben went left, circling around the tree, her feet pushing aside dirt and grass. She paused just before rounding the final turn, her heart caught in her throat, and the quickened beat of her pulse pounded like a jackhammer.

She sprinted the last few steps and came to an abrupt halt as she stared down the end of Reuben’s rifle. She dropped her arms and looked around. She peered into the darkness, looking for any sign of where Ted had disappeared.

“Wren,” Reuben said, kneeling down into the grass. He grabbed something and held it up for her to see. The rope. “If he’s free, then he’ll be able to move more quickly.” Reuben tucked the rope back into one of his pockets and searched the ground for tracks.

Shit. Wren gritted her teeth and followed Reuben. She kept most of her visual resources to the left, since she couldn’t hear anything on that side, and relied heavily on her right ear to pick up anything that meant to kill her.

“You’re wasting your time, Wren.” Ted’s voice sounded as if it were cascading down from the sky. “You’re in over your head. It’s too much for you and your hound to stop. Even if you manage to kill me, others will come. I’m nothing more than the small tip of an iceberg, jutting from the ocean’s surface.”

Motion blurred to Wren’s far left, and she swung the rifle’s barrel quickly. She fired, the bullet exploding the tree bark as she and Reuben took chase. She poured her remaining energy into the run, but her body stiffened in slow motion. Her legs filled with lead. Her lungs wheezed with every breath. Her body was crumbling right before her eyes.

They stopped where her bullet disfigured the tree, but Ted was nowhere to be seen. Wren maneuvered the rifle hastily in her grip, swinging it from side to side. “Dammit!” Spit flew from her lips and dribbled down her chin as her frustration spewed through the fault lines of her soul. She squeezed the trigger, the bullet thundering randomly and chaotically into the night air.

“Wren!” Reuben called after her.

She ignored him, pivoting to her right and firing again. The recoil of the shot smacked against her shoulder. She aimed left and squeezed the trigger once more. The hot shell that ejected smacked her cheek, the searing metal burning her skin before it fell to the ground. She pulled the trigger repeatedly, screaming until her throat was on fire and her lungs were about to burst.

“Wren!” Reuben took the rifle from her hands, and she collapsed to the ground, her chest heaving up and down with every breath. He slung his own rifle over his shoulder, his head on a swivel as she sat there dead to the world, then checked the magazine she nearly emptied.

“I’m not like him. I’m not like him.” Wren rocked back and forth, repeating the words to herself like an inmate in an insane asylum. She clutched her legs to her chest, shaking her head. “I’m not like him.”

“No, you’re not,” Reuben said, pulling her up with one hand. “But right now I need you to get a grip on whatever ledge you’re dangling from.”

Wren shut her eyes. “Yeah.” Her shaky voice didn’t evoke the confidence she would have liked, but it was a step back from the abyss. She took the rifle back from Reuben and gave a stiff nod, but whatever foundation she thought she stood upon slowly crumbled at the sound of the slow cackle that whispered through the trees.

“Ha-Ha-HA-Ha-HA-HA!” It lingered on the light breeze that brushed Wren’s face, and she aimed the shaking barrel in what she thought was the direction the ominous clamor originated. “You’re starting to see it, aren’t you, Wren?”

The voice echoed to her right, and Reuben fired at the shadowed figure that darted between the trees. But while Reuben stepped forward, Wren remained frozen in place, paralyzed.

“You and I are two sides of the same coin. You justify your choices with the protection of your children, and I justify mine with the salvation of the world.” Another chuckle followed. “We’re the saviors of the world, Wren.”

Reuben followed the voice, which circled all around them. He spun, rifle in hand, trying to pinpoint Ted’s location. It was like being haunted by a ghost. Wren took a step forward and whispered to herself, her voice as shaky as the legs beneath her. “I’m not like you.” The ominous laughter grew more boisterous, echoing louder and louder every time Wren repeated the words to herself. Her mind flooded with the nightmares that had plagued her restless sleep, encroaching on the sacred ground that was her waking consciousness. “I’m not like you!”

The vein in Wren’s neck pulsed, and the forest grew quiet. The wind no longer carried Ted’s manic laughter. She jumped as Reuben touched her shoulder. He said nothing but pointed toward a cluster of low-hanging branches, swaying and scratching the earth in the breeze.

Wren nodded, her rifle raised, and the two approached slowly, carefully. She squinted into the circle of trees, searching for any movement. Her palms grew slick as they burst with sweat the closer she moved to the branches. Only a few steps away, she drew in a breath. The tip of her rifle penetrated the first few leaves, and she entered the waterfall of branches head first.

“AHH!”

The shout and gunshot came from the other side, and Wren sprinted toward the commotion. She skidded to a stop at the sight of Ted with Reuben in a choke hold, the edge of a knife to the hermit’s jugular. “Drop it.” Ted raised his eyebrows, the air of sophistication he touted replaced with savagery. He applied a small amount of pressure, and the blade drew a trickle of blood. “Do it, or I gut him right here and now.”

“Shoot him!” Reuben said, his words choked by Ted’s vice grip.

Wren kept the rifle aimed at Ted, but with Reuben so close she was just as likely to hit him. “Let him go.” She took a step forward, and Ted dragged himself and Reuben one step back, the knife still wedged into Reuben’s neck.

“You shoot me, and I kill him,” Ted replied. “Drop it, or I do it anyway, and the only person you have left to guide you back to camp is me.” His face reddened with stress and rage, the once-childlike playfulness turned vicious. “You know I will.”

Wren placed her finger on the trigger. When she looked down the sight, all she could focus on was the knife point digging into Reuben’s neck. Ted’s words repeated in her mind like a broken record. All of her justifications, all of her reasoning, all of it made her more like him, more like the very people she condemned in Chicago, and the people like Edric back at camp. She saw Reuben’s decision in his eyes. He wanted her to do it. They both did.

Wren lowered the rifle, and she watched Reuben deflate as she set the gun down and put her hands in the air. Ted shoved Reuben to the ground, giving him a kick in the ribs, laughing while the hermit groaned in pain. “You’re one stupid bitch, you know that?”

Once they’d been frisked and stripped of their weapons, Ted kept one gun aimed at her while he restrained Reuben’s wrists. Once the hermit was secure, he walked over to her, circling her like a shark that had just caught the fresh scent of blood. He knelt down and brushed her hair over the back of her ear. “My men will be glad you’ve decided to come back.” His words were hot and soft against her ear and lingered long after he’d distanced himself.

But as they marched back toward the town, with their own weapons used against them, Wren held on to one thought. I’m not like him.




Chapter 8
Wren tried getting Reuben’s attention more than once, but the hermit wouldn’t even look her way. He kept his vision straight in front of him, his head tilted up, and walked with a limp. She looked back at Ted a few times, and each instance was met with a nudge from the end of her own rifle.

“Too late to turn back now, sweetheart,” Ted said, finally breaking the silence of the past twenty minutes. “I’d stop to let you get some rest so you’re refreshed for your big debut, but I know the boys are eager to see you again.”

Reuben suddenly flung himself toward Ted, but with his hands tied behind his back, it was a cumbersome sight. Ted knocked him down with the rifle before he even got close. Wren stopped and tried to help him up, but Reuben pushed her away. When he lifted his face, his cheek was scratched and his beard was bloodied. When he rose to his knees, Ted kicked him in the back once more, and he tumbled forward, rolling over a few times before landing on his back. Dirt caked into the gash on his face, and the bloodred tinge was replaced with grey.

Ted laughed, but Wren charged him. “Enough!” While she didn’t manage to hit him, her attempt ended his hysterics. He simply smiled, pressed the end of his rifle against her forehead, and placed his finger on the trigger.

“It’s not polite to shout, dear.” He shoved her head back with the weapon’s barrel, and Wren felt the hard scrape of the metal run across her forehead. “Now, let’s move.”

Wren complied, and she helped Reuben up, who continued his silence. Whatever psychological wound had opened in him wasn’t one that she was prepared to fix at the moment. The only thing that mattered now was making sure they didn’t return to the town. But with Reuben injured, no weapons, and her barely able to keep up the pace Ted had set them, she didn’t know how. She looked to Reuben, casting her eyes down to his gait, the limp in his left leg glaringly apparent. “We need to stop,” she said, calling back to Ted.

“We’re not stopping. I want to make it back to town before sunrise.”

Wren gestured to Reuben. “He won’t make it at this pace. He’s hurt. Let me take a look at him.” It was all she could think of to do. If she could get close to him, then maybe they could come up with something.

“Learned some new tricks, did you?” Ted asked.

“A few.” Wren wasn’t sure if Reuben planned it, but the moment the words left her mouth, he stumbled to his knees. She stopped, stepping between Ted and Reuben. “We’ll make better time if you let me look at him.”

Ted paused, examining her like a rancher purchasing cattle at auction. Once finished, he moved close enough for her to smell the stench of his breath. “Make a move, and you’ll have to crawl your way back to town.” He gestured toward Reuben then backed off.

Wren helped Reuben to a rock, Ted close behind, the gun on them the entire time. Just before he sat down, they exchanged a look. She set him down easily on the rock, and he cradled his ribs with his arm protectively, sucking in short, quick breaths. She placed her hand over the same area, and he shook his head. She furrowed her brow, trying to make sense of the request. She glided her hands to his shoulder, and again he shook his head.

“My hip,” Reuben said, the words coming out like a whisper. “It hurts on my hip.”

She fumbled her fingers over his hip and felt something hard over his waist, but when she lifted his shirt, she only saw a belt.

“Yeah,” Reuben said, nodding. “Right there.”

She ran her fingers over the area but felt nothing but the stiff leather.

“No, lower.” Reuben grimaced, doing his best to sell the ruse.

Wren glided her nails under the belt, and Reuben nodded, grunting. She felt a small bump, and when she picked it with her nail, she felt something give way. It was no bigger than her thumb, and she quickly concealed it in her fist, hoping Ted hadn’t seen.

“Well?” Ted asked, tapping his boot impatiently. “What’s the diagnosis, doctor?” He spewed the words condescendingly, complementing them with a light chuckle.

Wren stood. “Nothing feels dislocated.” She looked Reuben in the eye. “But we need to slow the pace so it doesn’t worsen.” She tucked the small object between the coarse rope and the tender flesh of her wrist before she turned around and was met with the stare of a rifle barrel.

Ted eyed her through the sight. “From this range, there wouldn’t be anything left of the top of your head. It’d be blown clean off, splattered all over your friend.” He twitched his finger over the trigger and made a fake gunshot noise with his mouth.

Wren’s mouth went dry as she tried to swallow. “I’m sure the boys back in town would be disappointed.” She remained rigid, a sudden itch begging to be scratched under the rope on her left wrist.

Ted cracked a smile and lowered the rifle. “I know they would.”

Once they started their journey again, Reuben returned to his isolation, ignoring her, but keeping up the limp. She knew he really was hurt, and didn’t think he’d be able to do much when she made her move. She kept her hands low and out of sight as best as she could. She practiced wiggling the piece she’d taken from Reuben’s belt down the flesh of her wrist and into her palm. She examined it in quick glances, doing her best to not draw attention to herself. One of the edges of the square piece opened and revealed a small razor blade, only about half the size of her pinky. The way it was tucked into his belt, she understood why Ted didn’t find it during his search. She gently touched the tip of the pointed edge with her finger, and even with the lightest pressure, she drew blood. A few stabs at the neck, and he’d be dead.

After a while, the quick glances Wren cast to Reuben transformed into long stares the farther they walked. And with the grey of dawn lighting the sky, and judging by the distance they’d covered, she knew they had to be close to the town. But not once did Reuben stop, nor did Ted lower the rifle. He kept it tucked under his shoulder, his aim switching between the two of them.

They ascended a small hill. Ahead was a cluster of trees on either side, the only way through a narrow path that would force them into a single-file line. Reuben slowed his pace and fell in behind Wren. Her boots crunched loudly on twigs, dead leaves, and dirt, but the only thing she heard was the steady thump of her pulse. She uncurled her fingers from the small blade, gripping it between some of the calluses that had sprouted on her hands since she’d left Chicago. The hands holding the weapon no longer felt like her own. They’d grown tan and rough and more accustomed to holding a gun than a pen.

Once they reached the path’s narrowest point, Ted complained of Reuben’s pace. She glanced behind her and saw the hermit hunched over on his knees, groaning and wheezing. If he was faking it, Wren couldn’t tell.

“Hey!” Ted said, pointing the rifle at her. “I don’t need you trying to run off anywhere.”

Reuben looked up from his knees, the same cold hardness in his eyes from when they first met stared back at her. Then, without a word, Reuben flung himself backward, knocking into Ted and sending both of them to the ground. Ted and Reuben grappled over dirt and rocks, but with the hermit’s injuries, he did little more than sit down, and Ted easily knocked him aside.

In the same instant, Wren sprinted forward, her fingers tight around the blade. The fatigue caused the ground underneath to swallow her legs like quicksand. Wren raised her fists together, bound in rope, the tiny tip of the blade aimed for the vein pulsing on Ted’s neck, but as she brought the weight of all her force down, Ted blocked her blow with the rifle’s barrel, her arms clanging against the weapon’s iron. One quick swipe and the rifle’s smacked across her face, knocking her to the dirt and the blade from her hand. She scrambled to all fours, disoriented from the blow, searching the dirt for the weapon. A sudden crack smacked under her chin and popped her head up, knocking loose a tooth and filling her mouth with blood. The world spun, and her vision blacked in and out and then fell into shades of grey.

“You stupid bitch!”

A pair of hands wrapped around the back of her neck and twisted her violently to her side. A sudden jab of pain connected with her ribs and rippled through her body, knocking the breath from her lungs. She gasped for air as another blow struck her lower back. She flailed her arms and legs flimsily in a poor attempt at retaliation, but her strikes did little to lessen her attacker’s blows.

Dizzied with pain, Wren rolled to her back and watched Ted tie Reuben to the tree, his face covered with a fresh coat of blood. She pushed herself from the ground but collapsed. She shut her eyes, trying to control her breathing, which only worsened the pain in her chest. Hands gripped her once more, and she opened her eyes.

Ted flung her against a tree trunk, the jagged bark digging into her back, and the knifelike pain in her stomach intensified. “That was easily one of the dumbest mistakes you’ve ever made.” Ted slapped his hand across the right side of her face, knocking Wren’s head hastily to the side. The red print of his palm formed on her cheek and burned like fire. “The boys aren’t gonna be happy with me after this, but you know what?” He paused, leaning in closer. “They’re so depraved, they’ll fuck anything I toss them so long as it’s still alive.”

The next punch connected with her eye. The force of the blow slammed the back of her skull into the tree, and she collapsed. She raised her hands in a poor attempt to defend herself, but two more shots to the face, and the strength in her arms gave out. She felt the next few hits, but after that everything went numb. Suddenly she became aware of Reuben, still tied to the tree. He was screaming, his throat raw, fighting against the ropes binding him to the tree like a madman. And then the world went black.

 




Chapter 9
It started with a dull ache, slowly waking her from the restless coma. But once the dullness had passed, the pain grew sharper and spread. Everywhere. The swelling had ballooned her face, nearly making her unrecognizable. When she grazed her cheek, she winced. It even hurt to blink. But when she looked down at her hands, she suddenly realized they were no longer bound. Though the pain coursing through her veins was just as paralyzing.

She pushed herself up from the concrete and leaned against the wall. Her spine and joints cracked. The simple movement left her exhausted. She looked down at her clothes and scrunched her face in confusion at the light-green sundress with a floral pattern around the bottom hem. The fabric was weightless and revealing. Her shoulders and back were bare, save for the bruises and scratches. What was meant to entice lust only revealed the abuse she’d sustained.

The unfamiliarity of her surroundings triggered panic. She rose to her feet, driving her heels into the floor, and what felt like shards of broken glass shredded her insides. The pain pulled her back to the concrete. She tried again, making it a few inches farther before falling once more.

“I know it’s painful.”

Wren jerked her head to the right. A man stood by a door, his face blurred beyond recognition. But the voice. The voice sounded familiar.

“You shouldn’t have angered me like that.” The blurred figure stepped forward. “You shouldn’t have tried to escape.”

Lightning struck Wren’s mind. The forest. The knife. Ted. The pain. The fear. Reuben. Another stab tore through her as she gasped. Reuben.

“My goodness, you look even worse up close.” Ted crouched to meet her at eye level then pulled his collar down and exposed his neck. “I didn’t escape without my scars either. You nearly ripped out my jugular, and Reuben did the same.” Her flinch betrayed her thoughts, and Ted answered the very question running through her mind. “He’s not here, Wren. But don’t worry. You’ll see him soon.”

Wren attempted to speak, but the words were choked from her before they had a chance to be heard. Her jaw was swollen and stiff with the rest of her, but after she gathered some strength, she cracked the corner of her mouth open. “Let him go.”

Ted laughed. “The two of you are quite the dynamic. You know he said the same thing about you when we got here?” He gently pinched the end of her dress, rubbing the fabric between his fingers. “You should have heard him scream when I beat you. It was like I was hitting him. I didn’t realize you two were that close.” Ted rose, stalking around Wren slowly. “He’s big, but he doesn’t seem your type, though to be fair, I actually don’t know your type. Perhaps you don’t even know yourself. Stemming from the divorce you were planning on dragging your husband through, I would say that would be a valid point.” He gently rubbed the scratch on his neck, stretching his jaw, flexing the wound.

As Wren’s vision cleared, Ted’s features crystallized. The soiled clothes had been exchanged for a new button-up shirt and pants, complemented with a pair of dress shoes that clacked loudly as he walked, and he had combed his hair.

He caught her examining his clothes, and he spread his arms and smiled. “You like it? I never found the wear of tactical clothing stylish, nor did I believe that the end of the world meant I needed to sacrifice some of the finer things in life. And of course today was a special occasion, what with your grand return.” He looked past her thoughtfully at the closed door. “The men were so excited to see you. But don’t worry,” he added quickly, “I didn’t let them lay a hand on you.”

The left dress strap on her shoulder fell halfway down her arm, and Ted knelt and dangled it from his index finger. “Though I did have to give them something. I wasn’t sure if they were more excited to see you with or without the dress on.”

His laugh triggered shudders through her body, and she looked away, grinding her teeth, using the pain as a distraction from the nightmares to come. With her body broken, she felt the slow dissolve of her will.

“Wren, Wren, Wren, Wren.” Ted repeated her name as though he were speaking to a child. “I know the end is difficult to bear.” He nodded, the affirmation akin to a principal counseling a student. “But we are broken down and rebuilt to return stronger than before. It’s something I’ve done to all of the men that work for me. And I can tell you none of them were half as difficult to break as you’ve proved to be. I hope that’s some comfort to you.”

Wren watched him smile, the missing tooth she’d knocked out the only missing element in his otherwise perfect ensemble. “If you keep me alive…” She took a hard swallow, her belly growing full of her own blood as she forced her jaw open wider. “I will kill you.”

The smile vanished from Ted’s face. “And I promise you that by the time my men have had their fun, you won’t be able to sit for a week.” He yanked her up by the back of her hair, her body spasming in defiance as he dragged her through the room then out the door, where she was blinded by sunlight.

Dust flew from the ground as Ted dragged her across the gravel. Wren choked on the dirt and grit that filled her nose and mouth. When he finally released her, her head smacked against the ground, sending another stab of pain that ran from the base of her skull and crept down her spine. She rolled to her right, her ear catching the sound of raucous shouting. At first she thought the maddened hysteria was for her. But when she lifted her head, she saw that the men’s attention was elsewhere.

“C’mon,” Ted said. “Let’s go see how your boyfriend is faring.” He forced her up, and Wren hobbled forward, wincing with every step. Every breath felt like stabs of glass shards. Ted forced his way into the circle, the men giving way.

The half-dozen men that remained in Ted’s gang leered at Wren as she passed. The massacre at the cabin Reuben and she had unleashed had depleted his forces. And if she had it her way, the rest of them wouldn’t be around for much longer either. Wren shifted and turned, ineffectively fending off their hands as they reached for whatever part of her they desired. As much pain as her face and body were in, none of it compared to the screaming madness that was her dignity. The bodies of men finally ended, and Wren had a front-row seat to the source of the chaos.

Reuben lay on his back, panting, heaving his chest up and down. His arms and legs lay spread out, and his entire body was covered in dust. Flashes of red glimmered when he moved, and fresh blood gushed from the cuts along his face, offering a glaring contrast to the black and grey that covered the majority of his clothes. He rolled to his side, and Wren wasn’t even sure if he saw her or not, but he stumbled to his feet, much to the crowd’s chagrin.

The man who was in the ring with Reuben threw his hands up in defeat. The contender bowed out and was replaced with another man from the circle. He raised his fists, dancing around Reuben, who couldn’t even raise his own hands to defend himself. The fighter taunted Reuben, sending light jabs into his stomach and face, Reuben’s delayed reactions too slow to dodge the attacks.

Wren tried to step forward in the ring, but Ted pulled her back by the thick of her hair. “You’ll get your turn soon enough.”

The fighter ended the taunts and landed a vicious blow to Reuben’s right cheek, knocking the big man to the ground. Wren’s stomach tightened as he watched his arms and legs spasm in the dirt. Stay down. But her heart sank as she watched Reuben push himself to his knees, the dirt caked around his mouth so thickly that with every exhale a fine cloud of dust erupted from his lips, then spit a fresh wad of blood. Just before Reuben had a leg under him, the fighter drove the tip of his boot under Reuben’s chin, and the crack of bone broke through the thunderous roar of the crowd.

Wren shuddered, and she looked away, thinking that Reuben’s jaw had shattered. But the clamoring ruckus soon turned to laughter as the fighter who’d kicked Reuben’s jaw bounced awkwardly on one foot, cursing as he hopped out of the ring.

Ted slapped her back, and she jolted forward. “I have to say, even I’m impressed. The man is built like a tank. You know he’s been in that ring for the past two hours? The moment we stepped into town, I let the boys have him. I can’t believe he’s lasted this long. Though he does have some powerful motivation. Hell, the guys could get tired before he does!”

Just lie down, Reuben. Don’t do this to yourself anymore. But Reuben rolled to his stomach, his arms trembling as he pushed himself from the dirt, blood drooling from his mouth. Wren spun around and gripped Ted by the shoulders. She forced her mouth open, every syllable spoken a challenge. “Please. Let him go.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. I made a deal with him, and despite what you may think of me, I’m a man who honors commitment.” Ted removed her hands and turned her back to the scene as another fighter stepped in. But this time Reuben lingered on the ground. She listened to the pain-induced gasps wheezing with every breath. He looked over to her direction, and for the first time since she arrived, they made eye contact. She shook her head, trying to tell him to stop. But Reuben looked away, pushed himself off the ground, and faced yet another opponent.

Wren cringed with every blow. The crack of bone against bone thundered between applause and chants. All of them egged on the new fighter to end it, all of them wishing for victory and the hermit’s death.

“Do you want to know the deal I made with him before he stepped into that bloodbath?” Ted asked, whispering into her ear. “I told him that as long as he fights in that ring, the men won’t be able to touch you. It’s quite admirable, really. I certainly wouldn’t have let myself be pummeled to death for your sake. Hell, I probably would have joined in on the fun.”

Wren’s blood ran colder with every blow Reuben received. Every hit he took, she felt in her bones. He doesn’t have to do this. Not for me. A fist landed against Reuben’s ribcage, and Wren tightened her stomach. The next combination rocked his head left to right, then right to left, and Wren’s head ached. An uppercut struck him on the chin, flinging him to his back, and Wren’s body numbed.

A cheer erupted from the crowd. “The men are particularly riled up after a fight,” Ted said, keeping the distance between them as intimate as he could without touching her. “I hope you’re ready for what’s coming.”

The hot madness simmered through the crowd as Reuben lay motionless. For a moment, Wren couldn’t see his chest rise and fall, and her knees buckled. A second later, a gasp erupted from his mouth, then he drew in a ragged breath, shifting to his side before he choked on his own blood.

“C’mon! Finish him!”

“Yeah, he’s done!”

“Get it over with!”

The jeers and madness reached a crescendo. Everyone smelled the stench of death that hovered over Reuben like a cloud. Blood dripped from his lower lip, puffed from the vicious blows he’d taken, and he found her in the crowd. The stoic calm and righteousness she remembered from their first encounter was replaced with pain and fear.

“Stay down!” Wren added her own voice to the growing chorus but couldn’t be heard through the tumult of the crowd. The tears she struggled to hold back as a show of strength burst shamelessly from her eyes. She felt the warm liquid run down her cheeks, the salty tears stinging the cuts along her face and neck as Reuben pushed himself to his knees, his face lifted toward the sky, his body caked in earth and blood.

The ruckus reached a fever pitch. The contender in the ring circled Reuben, the scent of victory in the air. He fisted the top of Reuben’s mangled and matted hair and raised his fist.

“Once he’s dead,” Ted whispered in her ear as she gazed upon Reuben’s final moments, “you’ll wish it had been you who died in that ring. Bitch.”

A gunshot silenced the crowd, and the fighter in the ring dropped to the ground with a bullet lodged in his skull. Confusion lingered, the men’s faces left expressionless at the sudden death. The air grew intensely quiet, and then chaos erupted. Every man screamed and sprinted in frenzied directions at the sound of more gunfire.

Before Wren could reach for Reuben, Ted yanked her backward, and she lost sight of him in the chaos of dust and bodies. The gunfire echoed in all directions as she was dragged through the dirt, the thin fabric of her dress tearing from rocks and sticks. Ted held her by the wrist, and Wren dug her nails into his skin, clawing as hard as she could until she felt blood burst upon breaking skin. He backhanded her but loosened his grip in the process just enough for her to yank her arm away and stumble on all fours toward the nearest building.

Every motion forward throbbed pain through Wren’s body. Her face pulsated, and her cheeks felt as if they would explode with every step. She glanced behind her, afraid that Ted was close, but all she saw were trails of dust. She stopped, suddenly alone, and looked for Reuben. Sporadic gunshots echoed in every direction, and Wren squinted under the glaring sun. And there she saw him, lying next to the dead gang member, his body lifeless. She sprinted back into the chaos, her eyes peeled for any of Ted’s men, or whoever had descended upon the town. With the growing desperation of people since the EMP it could have been anyone, but all she focused on was the large body covered in blood and dust on the ground.

“Reuben.” Wren skidded on her knees, her skin breaking upon contact with the pebbles and rocks in the dirt, her dress riding up her dirty thighs. His face was beaten and swollen almost beyond recognition. She cradled his head in her lap, the tears dripping from her face and landing on his dust-covered cheek.

Reuben gargled, and Wren gripped him tighter. Blood and spit spewed from his mouth as he lifted his head up and rolled to his side, clawing the dirt and gasping for air. Wren quickly helped him sit up, and the sound of more gunshots sharpened both their senses. “C’mon. We need to go.”

Wren acted as little more than a cane for the large man as she struggled to bear his weight. She aimed for the nearest building and kept her eyes open for any pursuers and found two heading right for them. She hastened her pace, pulling Reuben with her. “Hurry.”

Reuben lowered his shoulder and heaved his body weight, and the force was enough to burst through the door of the abandoned building. He collapsed after the quick exertion, and Wren barricaded the entrance. She hit the floor just as bullets punctured the structure’s decrepit wood. She crawled along the grimy floorboards, the dress covering her stomach catching exposed nail heads. She looked and saw Reuben had collapsed to his side and lay still as death.

The desk and chairs she’d thrown against the door buckled with every thud that their pursuers thrust against it. “I know you’re in there, bitch! Don’t think you can hide from us!”

Wren opened old drawers and padded through the darkness, trying to feel for anything that could pass as a weapon. Her head throbbed, and the pains and aches along her body were no longer subdued by the rush of adrenaline. Every pulse-pounding beat from her heart triggered an agitated roar from her body. Her arms and legs shook uncontrollably, whether from fear or fatigue she wasn’t sure.

Bullets exploded through the door, turning the old wood into Swiss cheese. Round after round penetrated, making the hole grow large enough to fit a hand through. Wren felt the cool of metal and wrapped her fingers around a pair of scissors. The door cracked open, and Wren hid in the corner, keeping her body in front of Reuben’s unconscious one. She wasn’t going to let him suffer any more because of her. If he died, she died.

The snarling face of one of the shooters appeared in the crack. He hooted raucously at the sight of her and vigorously beat against the door, widening the opening with every smack. Finally, he squeezed through, rifle first. “Well, well, look at this.” The gunman’s clothes were soiled and grimy, and the body that wore them wasn’t any better. He flashed a grin, his teeth caked in plaque and turning yellow. His wild hair added to the ensemble of insanity. “The big man can’t give you lovin’ anymore, sweetheart. But why don’t you let me give it a try?”

The gunman’s friend slithered in next, flashing a similar grin, though his had far fewer teeth. He lunged forward, yipping and howling in excitement. Wren kept the scissors open and jutted out at arm’s length. She mirrored their actions, jerking side to side as they each took turns taking a swing, laughing in the process.

“She’s still got some fight left in her.” The first gunman set the rifle down, raising his fists playfully. “Your man lasted a while in the ring. Let’s see how long you fare.”

“Don’t mess up her face any more. It’s swollen enough as it is.” The two hyenas bobbed up and down, the second gunman keeping his rifle aimed at her while the first gunman swiped his hand a few times as Wren fended him off with the scissors.

“You know, you’re lucky we’d rather fuck you than shoot you. It’d make this whole process a lot easier if you wasn’t breathing.” He sprinted forward, trying to barrel into Wren, but she sidestepped, slashing the scissors’ open blades across the goon’s forearm. He cursed and clutched his arm. “Fucking bitch!”

Wren smacked into a chair as she shuffled backward, aiming the blade between the two thugs. The first gunman she’d wounded grimaced, then lunged forward. Wren drove the tip of the scissors into his path. She felt the tear of metal on flesh, but the brute kept coming, wrapping his arms around her neck. He squeezed, choking the life out of her, and she felt the scissors drop from her hand as she struggled for air. Her head throbbed, and the room started to fade to black, but through the pain she felt the hot tickle of the man’s breath against her ear as he whispered, “I’m going to enjoy this.”

Another crash at the door turned the gunman’s attention to the intrusion, and before the second gunman could shoot, his body was riddled with lead. The goon on top of Wren loosened his grip, and she wriggled free, picked the scissors up from the floor and rammed the tip of the blades into the man’s ribs. She felt the metal scrape bone and catch on the wiry muscle. She kept her eyes on her attacker’s face as she pulled the scissors from his side and rammed them into him again and again, each blow triggering a scream until the man could no longer stand on his own feet. He collapsed, gargling blood and clutching his side.

Wren hovered over him until his very last breaths. Blood dripped from the tip of the scissors in a slow, steady drizzle onto the floor. Her knuckles flashed white over the grip, and it wasn’t until he lay completely still, the blood, breath, and life drained from his body, that Wren dropped it from her hand.

“Wren.”

At first she thought it was Reuben, but when she turned, she saw that the man behind the rifle was Nathan, the thick mustache under his nose wiggling tirelessly from his heavy breaths. Her gaze lingered on him for a moment, but she was so hysterical with delirium that the words she yearned to speak were lost on their way to her mouth.

Nathan stumbled forward, the rifle in his hands falling across his chest, the strap clinging tight to his body. “My god, are you all right?” He looked behind him, screaming out the door. “I found her!”

“He needs help.” The words left Wren’s throat scratchy and raw. Nate looked at her, confused, and she lifted a shaky hand to Reuben in the corner. “Save him.” The room started to spin, and she stumbled forward a few steps, her center of gravity shifting from side to side.

“Easy, Wren.” Nathan gently grabbed her waist, stabilizing her for the moment, then helped her to the ground next to Reuben while Ben examined her face. “What did they do to you?”

They beat me. Groped me. Cut me. Whatever they wanted to do to me. But she was too weak to speak. It was all she could do to keep her concentration on Reuben’s face, and though he lay unconscious, she felt her spirits lift as she noticed the slight rise and fall of his chest.




Chapter 10
Iris and Ben screamed at one another, but Wren couldn’t decipher their words. She barely felt Nathan prod at the cuts on her face. Every once in a while, a light sting would detract from her concentration, but for the most part all she could focus on was Reuben.

Nathan and the others had tried to convince her to let the doctor work on him alone, but their requests fell on deaf ears. They didn’t know. None of them understood. Everything was paid in blood now. Nothing else mattered but the people who took care of you, and who you took care of in turn.

“We need to gather what supplies we have here and head back to the camp.” Iris’s voice had reached a crescendo. Her flushed cheeks revealed the hours of frustration she and Ben had exchanged since their arrival. “Every second we wait here is one more we give Edric to regroup and strengthen his defenses.”

“You heard what Wren said, Iris.” Ben dug his heels in, thrusting a heavy hand in her face. “It was Ted that was running the goons here in town. He’d been attacking us. And we don’t know if he was working with Edric or not. If he was, then he could be telling Edric exactly what we’ve done. They’ll know we’re coming!”

“He doesn’t know.” Wren turned her head to the conversation, and the room went quiet. Nathan ceased his work on her cut lip. Her voice lacked animation and enthusiasm, but even she felt the sharpness of her words. “Ted is playing both sides. He was a member of the terrorists that caused all of this. I don’t know if he’ll go back, but if he does, he’ll keep Edric in the dark about what he’s doing.” She looked back to Reuben. His eyes were closed, and his breaths were sharp and quick. The doctor had washed away most of the blood and dirt, leaving nothing but the cuts, bumps, and bruises that mapped his face. “He’ll tell Edric whatever he has to in order for them to kill us. And then he’ll destroy the camp.” It was the silence that finally forced her to shift her gaze from Reuben to Ben and Iris. Everyone in the room was looking at her, and she read the uncertainty on their faces. “This isn’t politics anymore. There is no council. There is no order. We need to kill them all. Anyone who steps in our way.” She pushed herself up. Nathan offered his hand, but she knocked it away. “The moment the doctor is done with Reuben, I’m heading back there to get my children. And I don’t give a damn if you all decide to come or stay. It’s your lives.”

Wren limped out of the room and took a few steps onto the cracked pavement of the sidewalk outside the abandoned lawyer’s office they’d taken shelter in. The group of thirty that had defected with Iris and Ben were gathered outside. The moment they realized it was her, they stood. She wasn’t sure if they’d expected a speech, or advice, or an update on what Ben and Iris had decided, but she didn’t care. Every one of them had abandoned her children, and she didn’t give two shits about how she was supposed to make them feel.

The windows Wren passed were shattered or cracked. All of the stores that had offered anything of value were stripped bare. Nothing but shelves and dirty floors remained. They were empty. The town was empty. She was empty.

An old park rested on the town’s outskirts. It was overgrown with weeds, and a rusted playground was falling apart in the center. A pair of swings drifted forward and back in a lazy cadence until she stopped their aimless purpose. She sat and kicked her legs, and the rusted chains squeaked with each pump. As she swung, she tried to imagine the park before the EMP went off. She tried to listen for the squealing laughter of children but heard nothing. She tried to picture the small hands and arms swinging from the monkey bars, the short legs pushing off the teeter-totter, but couldn’t see beyond the rusted steel and motionless toys.

Nathan took a seat in the empty swing next to her, the support beams groaning louder from the added weight. He kicked in time with her own strides, no sounds between them save for the whine of the chains. It wasn’t until Wren stood from the swing that Nate finally spoke. “We tried to get them out, Wren.”

Her face and jaw were still swollen, but she could open the left side of her mouth more easily now that the doctor had given her some anti-inflammatory meds. Though she still sounded like she had a mouth full of gauze. “You tried? What the fuck does that even mean? People usually try to pay their taxes, or try to do well at their job. Tell me just how much you tried, Nathan.”

“About as much as you tried to help me in that ambulance in Chicago!” He thrust himself up from the swing, the seat dancing wildly upon his exit.

The verbal slap was more than Wren had expected, though she knew it wasn’t out of line. “How long have you been holding that in?” She sat on one of the steps of the jungle gym and carefully rubbed her temples. While the swelling had reduced, the pain hadn’t.

“I’m sorry.” Nate kept his back to her, his head down. A puff of grey dirt clouded the air around his ankles as he kicked the ground aimlessly. “I know you did it to save the kids. I was too much of a liability.” He turned around, the anger wiped from his face and replaced with despair. “Wren, Edric had the girls and Zack under lock and key. We would have lost everyone that tried to get them out.”

“I’m going to get them back, Nate. I’ll go by myself if I have to. And if Ted’s there—” She clenched her fists, cracking her knuckles. The thought of that animal anywhere near her girls was warrant for murder.

“You won’t have to go alone.” Nathan grabbed her fists, and she loosened her grip. “I can promise you that. Iris and Ben need you, though. The people that came, a lot of them came because of you.”

“Me?”

“That night when you stood up to Edric after the attack on the fence, it was all anyone could talk about.” Nathan pointed back to the main portion of town, where she’d passed their group. “Those people saw you as something more than what they were offered. They respect you. They’ll follow you.”

“I don’t want anyone dying for me. It’s not my place to ask them. I’m not the leader they think I am.” I’m not a leader at all. Reuben’s broken body flashed in her mind, and she shuddered to think what would happen to the rest of those people if they followed her. The knowledge that he’d endured so much savagery for her well-being had tipped her over the ledge of sanity. “I’m not going through that again.”

Wren left Nathan at the playground and returned to the cluster of people who’d defected from the camp. She was short of breath by the time she arrived, and once again everyone stood, looking to her, wanting to hear what she’d say. “I’m not the person you think I am. All I’ve done, all I’ve ever done, has driven the people around me to pain.” She felt blood collecting in her mouth as she forced her jaw open wider, projecting her voice. “That man inside? He followed me. He tried to help me. And he nearly died for it. Save yourselves. Save your family. There still might be someplace that’s safe, and if you leave now, you’ll be able to find it.”

“We’re not going anywhere.” Iris stepped out of the building with Ben in tow. She circled Wren, and the crowd drew nearer. “You think those people are going to risk their lives just for you?” She shook her head. “Edric drove us from our homes. He took everything that we had worked so hard to build. There is more at stake than just your children. The camp was designed to keep us alive. It’s our future.”

“You said that we needed to save our families?” Nate asked, stepping through the crowd. “We are. You are our family, Wren. You kept your word more than Edric and the rest of those back at camp. We’re not going because of you. We’re going because we are you.”

Everyone nodded, their decisions made. Iris and Ben stood on either side of her, and Iris thrust her rifle into the air. “We will not fail!”

Every rifle, pistol, knife, and fist lifted into the air, joining Iris’s symbol of perseverance. And in the center, with both hands by her side, stood Wren, engirded with her own military. But if she was going to extract her children without Edric hurting them, she’d need more than brute strength on her side.




 

***

The table was cleared. Nothing but the Frankenstein-like pieces of paper taped together in an oddly shaped mass rested over the old wood. Wren had to grip the pencil tightly, or she found that her lines would slant. Every muscle burned, but it felt good to return to a familiar post. “I doubt Edric managed to rebuild the gap in the wall since I left, which means he has a back door he’s forced to guard, with even fewer men to do it.”

Wren constructed the entire compound from memory, save for some of the details Iris and Ben provided. They revealed two important secrets no one outside the council knew: Edric didn’t have all of the lock combinations to the individual weapons vaults in the garrison, and an underground fuselage on the east side of the camp.

“Now, the ammunition and weapons in Edric’s and Jan’s vaults are well stocked, and we have to assume that Ted has joined up with them by now, adding his arsenal.” Iris pointed to the only concrete structure in the camp, which acted as their garrison. “Ben and I had been pulling ammunition and weapons out in secret for the past week in anticipation of Edric’s behavior.”

“You’re sure Edric can’t access your vaults?” Nathan asked.

“No, he can,” Ben answered. “But it’ll take some time for him to break his way inside. And it may not even be something he’ll try. But regardless, as of right now, they do have more weaponry than us.”

A burning fatigue cramped Wren’s shoulder as she hovered over a few of the previous sketches, doing her best not to smear the lines. She took a step back and rested her arm. She massaged her hand. While the grip of the pencil felt good, not all of her dexterity had returned, which was evident in the schematic. “It’s done.” Wren cocked her head to the side. “For better or worse.” She planted her finger on the gaping hole in the fence. “I don’t think Edric will have any guards on that portion of the fence. He’ll keep it open and booby trapped for anyone that comes through.”

“We have to go in at night. It’s our best chance of surprise,” Ben said.

“Agreed.” Iris looked to Wren, the others following her lead. “I doubt Edric will have your girls far from his side. Especially if Ted regrouped with him and told him you’re in the mix. Wren, I don’t know what he’ll do once he smells the ambush.”

“I do.” Wren glanced down at the portion of the sketch that outlined Edric’s house. “I’ll need to go in first. And I’ll need a distraction big enough to make the whole camp turn into chaos.” She dragged her finger across the map to the underground fuel tank. “There’s enough gas in that tank to wake up the entire state of Illinois. It’ll be big, it’ll draw attention and confusion, but it will give me enough time to get my kids and you guys a jump start on the offense. We’ll need teams at different points of entry. The more we can use the chaos of the explosion to our advantage, the better. Once that blast goes off, we’ll have a good ten minutes before Edric has a chance to reestablish any kind of order. That’s where we can even the odds.”

“Nathan, Jim.” Iris pointed, and the two stepped forward. “You start assigning teams. Then start dividing up the ammunition and explosives we have. Make sure everyone has what they need. Now’s not the time to ration.”

“Got it. All right, guys.” Nathan clapped his hands together, raising his voice, and started breaking everyone into teams.

Iris pulled Wren aside, and she and Ben cornered her out of earshot of everyone else. “I don’t want you going in alone. You’ll have your own team, a few people to watch your back.”

Wren shook her head. “No, I’ll be able to move quieter by myself, and it’ll be easier to stay hidden if I need to.” And I won’t have anyone else’s blood on my hands.

“It’s not a good idea, Wren,” Ben said. “At least head in with the explosives team, and then you can break off while they rig the fuel tank.”

In the end, Wren reluctantly agreed, then left Iris and Ben to hammer out the details with the rest of their people. Their people. Not my people. She found her feet guiding her back to the lawyer’s office where they’d let Reuben rest. When it was all said and done, the doctor said the hermit had four broken ribs, a collapsed lung, a broken cheekbone, and more lacerations than he had fingers and toes.

Wren stepped in the room quietly as a ghost, gliding across the floor. The doctor didn’t even see her until she was standing right next to Reuben’s cot. “How is he?” She gently grabbed his thumb, which was large enough for her to wrap her entire hand around.

“If he makes it through the night, he should be okay, but that’s his first big test.” The way the doctor spoke was as if Reuben and she were lovers. The doctor excused himself, and Wren chuckled at the thought but wondered if he’d felt the same way.

Reuben had been beaten to within an inch of his life, all to keep her from being raped. “Why did you do that?” Her face reddened with anger as Reuben remained silent. She let go of his hand. “I never asked you to do that. It was stupid.” A tear broke through the pain, and she leaned closer to his face, the thick musk of his beard piercing her nostrils. “You should have stayed at your cabin. You should have left me in the woods.” More tears cascaded down her swollen cheeks. Was this what drove Doug to cheat? Had she always knocked away every outstretched hand? “I’m sorry.” Reuben and Doug blurred together in the distress of her mind as the admission escaped her lips. “I didn’t want this to happen.” She hunched over, her back curved like the handle of a cane, and wept.

All of the pain, fear, apprehension, and unknowns that had plagued her consciousness flooded from her soul, escaping through the ducts of her eyes. She let herself feel the weakness, let it soak her bones until they dissolved. The walls within crumbled with every tremble of her body. She was exposed, naked and vulnerable. She stayed in the room with Reuben until her sorrow had run its course, and then she left.

Outside, Nathan waited for her. He gripped two rifles, one in each hand, and extended her the assault rifle. “Everyone’s set. We’re going to leave a few behind here to keep an eye on Reuben and make sure the town remains secure in case we need it later.”

The rifle sagged in her arms. It was heavier than she remembered, taking what remained of her strength just to keep the weapon upright. “We won’t.” The fatigue in her body betrayed the confidence in her voice as the rifle slipped from her grip and smacked to the ground. She knelt to retrieve it, and Nathan lowered with her.

“You know you don’t have to do this. You’ve been through enough, Wren. We can get your kids out.”

“No.” Wren raised the rifle and tucked it back under her arm. “They’re my children. It’s my job.”

Nate sighed and gave a reluctant nod. “Go and get something to eat before we take off. Ben’s handing out the rations now. We leave in twenty.”

“Okay.” It’d take them all night to make it back to the camp, and her muscles whined at the mere thought of the long trek. When she found Ben handing out the rations, she made it a point to grab an extra pack for the journey.




 

***

The small teams of three and four huddled closely in the dark, everyone as quiet as the trees around them. When people spoke, it was in hurried whispers, which were few and far between. It was an eerie sight, all of those bodies moving soundlessly through the forest. They moved like the undead toward the last beacon of life in the world, ready to consume it for themselves. Wren didn’t object to the silence. Even though she was surrounded by nearly two dozen others, she might as well have been walking through the forest alone. It was a needed solitude, time to prepare herself for what could happen. From the moment Iris showed up, Wren had been a nervous wreck, knowing that only Doug was there with the children, if he was even still alive. And if he was, he wasn’t in any shape to keep them safe. He could barely walk.

She slowly processed all of the atrocities that Ted and Edric could inflict on her children. She forced herself down every dark alleyway of her mind, overturning every stone, peeking through every crevice. She needed to see it. She needed to prepare herself. By the time they stopped a few hundred yards from the compound, she couldn’t stop herself from shaking.

“Hey.” Nathan placed his hand on her shoulder. “You all right?”

Wren nodded quickly. Sweat broke out on her forehead, and she wiped it off with her sleeve before it stung her eyes. She’d forgotten about the swelling in her cheeks and pressed too hard with her forearm. The pain swelled her adrenaline. “Where’s our point of entrance?”

“We’ll head east, circle around the front gate, and head sixty yards before we make the jump. John and I will head for the fuel depot and start digging. You find your kids and wait for the explosion, and then you head out the same way you came in. We’ll spread out the fighting between the north, south, and west corners.”

Wren closed her eyes and whispered the only prayer that mattered. Let my children live.

“Wren?” Nathan asked. “You don’t have to do this if you’re not ready. We can—”

“I’m ready.” With her assault rifle and the extra magazine of ammunition, Wren followed Nathan and John through the trees. Every few yards, she glanced toward the wall, the proximity to her children enough to drive her mad.

After ten minutes Nathan held up his hand, freezing all three of them in place. Wren drew in a breath, every muscle hissing pain. She kept her good ear toward the fence, her eyes peeled, and slowly exhaled when Nathan motioned them forward.

The roots that penetrated from the earth were slick with the morning’s rain, and Wren slipped twice, catching herself with her right arm and cursing under her breath. Her feet dug into the moist dirt, flicking patches of soil behind her with each hurried step. The beating from the previous day had taken its toll, as she panted for breath by the time they reached the fence.

The section of the wall they’d chosen hadn’t been completed before Wren’s exile. It was weakly reinforced, and most of the wood had rotted away, but more importantly, it was short. She’d never added the height extension like the other sides, though it was something Edric knew as well.

Nathan walked slowly along the walls, keeping low, while John and Wren hung back, waiting for the signal that it was clear. Wren’s heart caught in her throat, each thick beat sending a shiver down her spine. Beyond the fence, her children were scared and alone. She dug her fingers into the rifle’s grip. The knuckles in her hands cracked. I’m coming.

John patted her on the shoulder, and the two bounded soundlessly over the wet earth to Nathan’s location. It was Wren who went over first, her belly sliding against the moldy bark. The skin between her fingers pinched in the crevices between poles. Her arms shook violently as she lifted her legs over the side, and she smacked her cheek on her way over the top. The pain numbed her limbs, and she slipped from the top, crashing into the dirt with a dull thud.

Wren clawed at the ground, the first few seconds of breathless gasps heightening the adrenaline-induced panic. The first breath wheezed into her lungs as Nathan landed next to her. “Are you all right?” She nodded and pushed herself up. John lowered himself next as she brushed dirt from the front of her shirt and pants.

“Let’s go.” Nathan led the pack, careening through the trees inside the compound. The heightened risk elevated everyone’s awareness, and Wren felt her mind come alive in the darkness. Her vision grew clearer. The pain in her body faded, and she felt the strength of the moment. Her rage that had gathered in her veins finally hardened. Her muscles flexed in fluent coordination with her commands. The compound had become her drawing board, and the rifle in her hands the pen.

The first buildings came into view. John and Nathan broke off to the north while Wren slowed. She knelt by one of the last trees before the clearing and peered through the scope. The crosshairs focused on two guards, and she nestled closer to the base of the tree, with only the black of the rifle visible around the trunk’s corner.

The sentries moved silently, cloaked in darkness. Wren knew they had night vision. She’d seen them use it against the raiders that had come before. The moment she stepped from behind her cover, she’d be caught. Never had she cursed her deafness more than now.

Patience grew thin with the knowledge that her children were so close, and seconds turned into hours. With the rope holding her back fraying, she pivoted slowly, creeping around the edge of the trunk, lifting her scope. She exhaled. Nothing but empty space.

With the guards past, Wren hurried to the first building. She hugged the back side of the house, knowing Edric’s residency was close. She hastened her speed, with nothing ahead but open ground. If she was caught here, her cover was blown.

The late hour had tucked most of the residents to bed for the night, but even still, Wren was mindful between the houses, knowing that anyone could wake in the night. When Edric’s home finally came into view, she slowed.

A cluster of trees thrust itself inconveniently from the clearing, challenging the open space the camp had inflicted upon the forest. Wren smiled at nature’s defiant act, knowing it had been a point of contention with Edric.

Wren lingered a few dozen yards from the house, waiting for any sign of motion, scanning every corner and crevice before her first step. She’d only get one shot at this, and if she was wrong, or if she was caught, her children were dead.

Once she’d double-checked her surroundings, she planted her right foot forward then froze. She looked from side to side. Another step. And another. She kept the methodical, steady pace until she arrived at the window and crouched low.

Slowly, Wren craned her neck to the window’s corner. At first, nothing but darkness stared back at her. She blinked away the emptiness a few times, and the room took shape. A dresser appeared on the far wall. With a point of reference, she slowly mapped the room in her mind, her search catching the shape of a doorknob, a bedpost, and a pair of shoes.

Wren kept her eyes on the bedpost and craned her neck to try and get a better look at who slept, but all she managed to catch a glimpse of was the ruffle of sheets. She glued her back to the cabin’s wall and looked to the east, where the fuel deposit rested. What is taking them so long?

The cabin itself was raised slightly off the ground, and Wren positioned herself by the front door and started digging. She burrowed out a hole and slithered underneath, her lips grainy with soil as she nestled inside. The space was so narrow that she could barely lift her head. Every breath squeezed her harder against the confined space, and she fought against the growing claustrophobic panic. She focused on slowing her heart rate, and inhaled slowly through her nose and exhaled out her mouth.

Wren positioned herself to face east, and she kept her eyes glued to the sky, waiting for the plume of fire and smoke that would wake the entire forest. She tucked the rifle close to her body, and she stiffened as time passed. She stretched her neck a quarter inch to the right and half as much to the left. It was all the movement the space afforded. And just when her impatience tipped to the edge of action, she felt the ground rumble under her belly. A sudden burst of fire and earth greeted her gaze to the east, the plume rising for only a split second before extinguishing into the night.

Pounding feet thundered on the floor overhead, and Wren recognized Edric’s voice as he shouted to someone inside. The words were muffled and indecipherable, but the panicked and hurried tone told her all she needed to hear.

The door burst open, and Wren watched Edric’s legs sprint toward the sight of the explosion. Shouts erupted in the night as the quiet of the camp ended with every confused order barked from the lips of Edric’s men. She lingered under the building a minute longer, looking to her left and right, waiting for the rest of his goons to flock to the explosion.

With the coast clear all around, Wren wriggled her way to the front of the building. She brought her hands from under the bottom of the house, digging her fingertips into the siding to pull herself out, when the door burst open again. She jerked back underneath, frozen in the hopes that whoever left hadn’t seen her. She watched feet hurry across the grass and waited until they were out of sight.

Wren exhaled and returned to her escape. Her stomach scraped along the house’s undercarriage, and she rolled across the dirt with her final heave from the cramped coffin. She knocked the dirt from her rifle and stepped inside the house. She squinted into the darkness, every motion a knee-jerk reaction in her heightened state of awareness.

“Chloe! Addison!” She whispered their names, her voice barely rising above the creak of the floorboards. Please let them be here. She smacked her knee on the corner of a table, and a crash followed the sharp curse as she limped forward. “Zack! Chloe!”

Scratches sounded to her right. She froze, silencing the creak of the floorboard. She lowered her weapon and saw the outline of a door. She pulled the handle. Locked. The scratching intensified, and Wren rattled the doorknob viciously. “Chloe? Addison? Can you hear me?” Again, nothing but scratches answered, and Wren stepped back. She thrust her heel into the door, and the joints along her leg jarred painfully as the wood did nothing more than slightly bend.

Wren raised the butt of her rifle and smacked it against the knob. The wood around the lock splintered, and she quickly struck it again. The third blow broke it free, and she shoved the door open, her heart sinking as she saw Doug bound and gagged in the small closet space. “Oh my god.” She pulled him out, his body limp, his breathing labored, and his clothes and skin soaked with sweat. She tore the gag from his mouth, and he let out a gasp. “Where are the girls? Where’s Zack?”

Doug shook his head. “I don’t know.” He coughed violently, wheezing between breaths. “I haven’t seen them since you left.” His neck gave out, and he rolled his head, exhausted from the interaction. “I thought you were dead.”

Wren hyperventilated. She clutched her chest. A tingle ran down her left arm, and her shoulder ached. “Fuck.” She pulled her hair. “Jesus fucking Christ.” If the girls weren’t here, then she didn’t have enough time to find them now. She gripped Doug’s shoulders and dug her nails into his shirt, pinching his flesh. “Think, Doug. Where was the last time you saw them? You must have heard something Edric said. Anything.”

“I-I don’t know. I don’t remember him saying anything.” Doug shut his eyes. He shook his head, drips of sweat flying in every direction. “H-He mentioned more guards someplace. It sounded important.”

“Where?” She pulled him closer and tightened her grip, hoping she could force him to hold onto the thought on the tip of his tongue.

“The infirmary.” Doug opened his eyes wide. “I think he’s keeping the kids at the infirmary.”

Without another word, Wren sprinted out of the cabin, shoulder checking the door open. The muscles along her legs burned, but she kept long strides, and her body whined from the exertion.

Gunfire grew louder in its orchestrated chorus in the night air the farther she ran. The rhythm of bullets beat in time with her steps, and she raised the rifle to her shoulder, her finger on the trigger. A shadow darted from the side of a building, and Wren aimed but hesitated, unsure of whether it was friend or foe. But the bullets fired in her direction answered the unknown.

Wren returned fire and glided right, her aim sloppy from her movement. Dirt flew up with every bullet that skipped left and right, short and long. The two grew closer, and Wren planted her foot, dropping to one knee, and steadied her aim. The outlined figure centered in the crosshairs, and Wren squeezed. A cry rang out, and the shadow dropped to the ground. The farther she ran, the more shadows appeared, attempting to take her deeper into the darkness.

Flashes burst from Wren’s muzzle and lit up the night with every hurried squeeze of the trigger. She felt the rifle mold to her body, become an extension of her arm as she sprinted through the hail of gunfire. Two figures guarded the infirmary’s flank, and Wren brought the first down easily, but the second caused her to roll left behind the cover of one of the houses.

Wren caught her breath and hocked the thick phlegm that had collected in the swollen pockets of her cheeks. The tip of the muzzle wafted smoke, and she flattened herself to the dirt. She saw the man’s feet frozen in place, no doubt waiting for her to show on either side of the house. But she burrowed forward underneath, shoving aside dirt, grass, and cobwebs as she crawled toward the last obstacle between her and her children. The cramped space made it difficult to position the weapon, but she managed to raise the barrel high enough to get the needed projection, and by the time the sentry realized where she’d gone, he had two bullets in his chest.

Wren squeezed herself from under the house, her eyes never leaving the sight of the infirmary. A wave of dirt trailed her after the final push, and she sprinted toward the door, rifle up, every cell in her body in overdrive as she burst inside. The scene upon her entrance overwhelmed her, but she kept her rifle up. Her finger itched carefully over the trigger, and her whole body tensed. “Let them go!”

Both Zack and Addison were tied up in the corner by their ankles and wrists, with gags over their mouths. Ted held Chloe by the scruff of her neck, shielding himself with her body, the gun in his hand aimed at her youngest daughter’s head. “Oh, I don’t think you’re in a position to be bargaining.” Chloe’s head tilted at an angle from the pressure of the gun.

Wren glanced behind her then shut the door with her foot, providing her back with a barrier. She took a step forward, but it only caused Ted to press the gun harder into Chloe’s cheek, which was red and wet with tears. “Take the gun off of my daughter. Now.”

“Or what? You’ll shoot me?” Ted pulled Chloe closer, covering more of his body. “You don’t have the skill to shoot me without the risk of killing your daughter. We both know that. But...” He repositioned the gun under Chloe’s chin. “You have three kids. So I could easily plow through two of them and still have a bargaining chip to get whatever I want. You want this one to live? Put down the rifle, Wren.”

Wren’s eyes flitted between Chloe and Zack and Addison tied up on the floor. She shifted her weight side to side. The shouts and gunfire had grown increasingly hectic outside, adding to the screaming match in her head. “You’ll kill them out of spite.”

Ted threw his head back, his maniacal laughter flooding the infirmary. “You’ve learned so much. But even still, you’re out of cards to play. You don’t have any move left but to put the gun down. I’ve seen you in fights. You don’t pull the trigger. You don’t have the training. You don’t have the grit. And you don’t have the nerve.” A few drops of spit landed on top of Chloe’s head as she continued to cry in his arms.

Wren sidestepped to her right, her eye glued to the scope. The crosshairs wavered between Ted and Chloe’s head. Wherever she moved the barrel of her gun, he moved Chloe. Her muscles caught fire, but she steadied her arms, forcing them as still as the metal gripped in her hands. I can’t let him win. Her right arm spasmed involuntarily, and the steady confidence she’d accumulated vanished.

“I’m running out of patience, Wren.” Ted’s voice dropped an octave, the playful laughter erased from his face. “You won’t be able to win this. You and I both know that. Your distraction is wearing off, and Edric’s men will beat back whatever resistance they come across. Time’s up.”

Wren shut her eyes, focusing on nothing but her breathing. Her heart rate slowed. Her muscles relaxed. The shaky tremor in her right shoulder disappeared, and she felt her body steady. She opened her eyes, and the world through the view of the scope passed in slow motion. The point of the crosshairs lined up perfectly with Ted’s left eye, and she felt her right hand squeeze the trigger.

The blast of the gunshot and Ted dropping to the floor flashed faster than the blink of an eye. Wren dropped the rifle and sprinted toward her daughter, her piercing cries eclipsing the gunfire outside. She scooped Chloe in her arms and scrambled on her knees to Zack and Addison. Clutching her youngest daughter to her shoulder, she ripped the gags from her other two children, and they scrunched their faces in grief. She squeezed all three of them in her arms, and she could have stayed there holding them forever, but the thunder of gunshots beckoned the return of her senses. She set Chloe down and pulled a knife from her pocket. She sawed through the restraints, tossing them aside. Zack grabbed his crutches, and Addison clung to her leg. “Zack, here.” She handed him the knife and scooped the rifle up, keeping Chloe in her right arm. “You three stay with me, and do not stop moving for anyone or anything. Got it?”

Three nods answered in unison, and Wren led them out the front door. She kept Zack and Addison in front, scanning behind them to make sure no one ambushed their rear. Shudders accompanied every gunshot, but Wren marched them forward. “Don’t stop!” They sprinted into the forest, heading for the fence. The farther they ran, the more the gunfire faded, and it was soon replaced with Chloe’s steady crying.

 




Chapter 11
Zack slammed up against the tree’s trunk, wheezing and panting for breath. “I can’t… I need to stop.” Wren hadn’t let them rest for twenty minutes, putting as much distance between her and the camp as possible.

Wren stopped, Chloe still clinging to her neck, and looked back for the first time. “All right. Just for a little bit.” Wren peeled Chloe off and set her down next to Addison, and the two huddled close to her legs. Wren unloaded the empty magazine from the rifle and replaced it with her spare. Sporadic gunfire continued to disrupt the stretches of quiet, and Wren peered through the tunneled view of the scope. Only trees and darkness fell across her gaze, and she lowered the weapon. “How’s the leg holding up?”

Zack regained control of his breathing, but his face and body glistened with sweat under the moonlight. “The leg’s okay. I haven’t moved this much since it was broken.” He lowered his head, drawing in a long breath.

Wren tilted his head up. “You’re doing great.” She kissed his cheek and ran her fingers through his hair. “We need to find the others.” She stepped over a few of the roots, looking into the darkness, hoping Nate or Iris and Ben would return soon.

“Mom, what about Daddy?” Addison let go of her sister and walked to Wren. “Is he coming with us?”

Wren knelt and tucked Addison’s hair behind her ears. “Dad wanted to make sure you got out safe. He’s helping keep the bad guys from getting to us.” She kissed her forehead. “He loves you so much.” Her voice caught in her throat, and she wondered how long her answer would satisfy her daughter’s worry.

A twig snapped in the darkness. Wren pivoted toward the sound’s origin. Zack and the girls cowered backward. Leaves rustled, and she took a step forward. Shadows moved, and Wren placed her finger on the trigger just before a pair of hands thrust themselves into the air.

“Wren?” Ben’s figure withdrew from the darkness. Blood splattered his shirt and arms, with some smaller speckles on his cheeks. “Thank god.” He let out a breath and wrapped her in a hug. “I’m glad you made it out.” He turned to the kids, palming the top of Chloe’s head in his hand. “And I’m glad you’re safe too, young lady.”

“What happened?”

The answer spread across his face before the words left his mouth. “Edric pushed us back after the attack. We didn’t have the manpower to finish him. But Iris managed to retrieve some of our gear from the vaults before we retreated. We’re going to mount another offensive at dawn.”

Wren paced wearily. She bit her lower lip until she tasted blood. She couldn’t risk keeping the kids around for that. She needed to get them as far away from the camp as possible. “I need someone to take Zack and the girls back to the town.”

Ben shook his head. “Wren, we don’t have that kind of time. We need to hit Edric hard again before he has a chance to come after us. We have to stay on the offensive.”

“I just pulled them out of a warzone. I’m not going to keep them around for another confrontation like that.” Wren thrust her finger into Ben’s chest. “They go. Or I disappear before you can rally the troops behind my figure.”

“Wren—”

“It’s not a discussion, Ben.” She stood her ground as Ben wavered back and forth.

The gunshots in the distance broke the monotony of silence until Ben finally spoke. “All right, but we can’t afford more than one man to go back. We’ll need everyone to bring him down.”

“Then it’s your best man.” Wren walked away but caught Zack’s glance as she turned to the fading sounds of battle. He hobbled around until he completely blocked her view. Even in the darkness, she saw the distressed lines across his face. “You need to be strong for the girls.” She gripped the back of his neck and pulled him close, squeezing him tight. “If something happens to me or your father, you need to take care of them, okay?”

“Don’t go back.” Zack’s words were nothing more than a whisper against her ear. “I know what he did. I know he cheated on you. You don’t have to go back for him.”

Wren forced his eyes to hers. “He’s your father. No matter what he’s done to me, he has always loved you. And you’re stronger than he is. He knows it, and so do I.” She kissed his cheek then embraced him in another hug. “I love you so much.”

The rendezvous point was only a mile away, and Ben helped round up the girls as they trekked through the forest. By the time they arrived at their destination, the gunfire had ended, and most of the survivors had returned. The number of casualties for their group were a quarter of their total. Iris and her team were some of the last to return, though what they brought with them raised the group’s spirits.

“Ammunition. Knives. Explosives. Rations. And NVDs that were stored in my faraday cage.” Iris dumped the loot in the center of the group who’d circled. The booty was distributed evenly, and Wren made sure to take one of the grenade belts. She wasn’t sure if she could be as accurate on this round as her previous shots. 

Ben pulled Iris to the side, telling her about Wren’s demands. When the conversation ended, Iris simply looked Wren’s way and gave a soft nod. When she walked by, neither of them exchanged any words.

Once the children’s escort was chosen, Wren pulled them aside, away from the ears and mouths of the group. “You guys are going on a trip with Mommy’s friend Donny. He’s going to take care of you and make sure you’re safe, okay?”

“You’re not coming with us?” Chloe’s eyes widened. She puffed out her lower lip.

“I’ll only be gone for a little while longer.” Wren stroked her cheek, but Chloe jerked away.

“You just came back, and you’re leaving again?” Addison thrust her arms out animatedly. “You can’t do that! You can’t leave us! You promised!” Her voice shrieked. “You promised!” Her face reddened, and tears burst from her eyes as she stomped her feet and kicked the dirt and leaves.

Zack reached her before Wren could and scooped her up. “Hey, listen. It’s not Mom’s fault that she has to leave. She’s going to get Dad. She’s trying to help, and you’re not making the situation any better. You need to be brave. Like Mom.”

Addison buried her face into her brother’s shoulder, and the tantrum ended. Zack rocked her back and forth, using the tree next to him for support. A tear broke through the wall holding them back and rolled down her cheek. Chloe tugged on Wren’s pants, and when she knelt down she squeezed her youngest daughter tight, hoping the night concealed the tears.

Before they left, Wren pulled Zack aside, making sure the girls couldn’t hear. “When you get to town, there will be a man in the care of a doctor. If he’s awake, tell him who you are and that I told him to take you to the cabin. If I don’t make it back, you stay with him. He’ll keep you and your sisters safe.”

“Mom, you shouldn’t talk like that.”

“Promise you’ll listen to what he says.” Wren kept her voice stern and grabbed his shoulders. “Promise me.” After a pause, he agreed, and Wren hugged him. “I’m so proud of you. And I love you so much.”

Wren kissed all of them as many times as she could before Don led them through the woods. Her heart was pulled with them, and she kept her eyes on them until they disappeared into the trees. She lingered on the last spot she saw them and didn’t look away until Iris placed her hand on her shoulder.

“They give you something to fight for,” Iris said. “Let them be your fuel. You don’t stop until they’re out of harm’s way.”

“And when does that happen?” Wren looked back to the empty forest. “The world doesn’t stop being dangerous just because I want it to. It’s never listened to me before. There’s no reason for it to start now.” She walked away, leaving Iris and the group. She didn’t need to be lectured. She needed to be alone.

A fallen tree provided the quietness Wren needed, and she felt the weight of the past few days fall on her. She rested the rifle across her lap, and the soreness and pain returned in full force. She gingerly stretched her body, every muscle irritated. She poked her cheeks and was reminded of the swollenness in her face. Her eyes felt heavy, pulling her downward. All she wanted was to lie down and sleep.

Wren wrestled with the thoughts in her head, wondering if the driving force behind her return was for Doug’s rescue or Edric’s death, and whether her motives even mattered. Her broken body didn’t have much left in the tank. And while she knew she couldn’t rid the world of every evil meant to harm her children, she knew that she had to try and cleanse it of this one horror in her own backyard.

Footsteps triggered a reach for the rifle, but when she saw Nate emerge from the darkness, she lowered the weapon. “I could have shot you.”

“It wouldn’t have been the first time you tried to kill me.”

Wren couldn’t help but chuckle as he took a seat next to her. “This one would have been more deliberate.”

“But just as fatal.” Nate rested the rifle against the log and folded his hands, resting them on his gut, which had shrunk over the past month. “You did good getting those kids out of there. Doug would have done the same thing.”

“I know.”

“I’m just saying if he were in the same position—”

“Nathan, I know.” She clipped her words, cutting him off. “Just because our marriage fell apart doesn’t mean our commitment to our children did. He knows why I didn’t come back for him, and by now he knows that they got away.” She picked at the dirt under her fingernails. “I don’t know if he’s even still alive.”

“And what if he isn’t?” Nate elbowed her arm. “Could you handle that?”

Wren exhaled, her body collapsing within itself as she did. “One thing at a time, Nate.” She rubbed her palms together, feeling the calluses that had grown over the skin. Every fiber of her being had either broken or hardened. She wasn’t the woman she used to be. And she wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. “Reuben. The hermit who saved me. I want him to stay with my kids if I don’t make it. I’m going to tell that to everyone before we leave.”

“You don’t have to do this, Wren. You don’t have anything else to prove. Let me talk to Iris and Ben. They’ll understand.”

“No. I’m not going back because of the deal I made with them. I’m going to kill Edric. One way or the other, this will be finished for me.” She looked him in the eye. “And I’m not leaving anyone else behind. No matter what.”

Nathan nodded. “All right. You need anything?”

“I’m just gonna sit here for a while. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Okay.” Nathan squeezed her hand and disappeared.

Once his footsteps faded, Wren was left in quiet. She closed her eyes and listened to the light breeze rustle the leaves overhead. She felt her muscles relax, and while the pain in her body lingered, she was able to block it out. The world around her felt like a graveyard, and she was nothing more than a ghost floating through the headstones.

It was a feeling she’d never experienced before, and she found a level of euphoria in the moment, and a peace that she hadn’t known since before the events in Chicago. Home had never felt so close and yet so out of reach. Her thoughts drifted to the terrorists, and Ted, and she wondered how many more of them were left. How deep did their network go?

Wren tucked her rifle under her arm and returned to the group. Upon her arrival, Ben and Iris already had everyone huddled together. All of their faces stretched long. Everyone was fatigued, and the slouched shoulders and low-hanging heads lacked the confidence she knew they needed. “We’re not dead.” Heads perked up at the sound of her voice. The group sat a little straighter, and she felt the light burst of energy rush through them. “Not yet.” A few smiles cracked over the stoic faces. “Edric has hurt all of us. And the camp he occupies is everything you’ve worked for to stay alive. You put your blood and sweat into that place. And now it’s calling for more.” Heads nodded, and Wren circled the group. “He won’t give it back willingly. He’s a fearmonger. Some warlord sitting high on his chair.”

Iris rose, followed by Ben, and they both stood next to Wren. Iris placed her arm on her shoulder. “Edric has no right to what we’ve built. We’ve sacrificed too much. That’s our future he holds. And we’re not going to let him take it!” She thrust her hand into the air, and the group erupted. Fists and rifles were raised. The anger spread like an airborne pathogen, and Wren felt her blood boil.




Chapter 12
The sky lightened just before dawn, and beyond the gaping hole Ted’s people had blown in the fence, Wren and the rest of Iris’s people waited in the trees. They’d arrived an hour earlier, and with the aid of the night vision goggles Iris confiscated after last night’s attack, they didn’t find any traps set in the fence’s opening. They’d determined that the majority of Edric’s men were not on the wall. And with the forest bare of any tracks, it told them that Edric had stacked all of his chips in a concentrated effort within the community, most likely the garrison.

The fatigue that had plagued Wren the majority of the early morning had vanished. A steady alertness had replaced the weariness in her eyes, and she felt a slow and steady burn of fuel course through her veins. She looked left, and Nathan held up his hand, signaling the continued order to hold. It wasn’t until the first rays of light peeked over the horizon that they were to strike.

Wren glanced behind her and felt her pulse accelerate. The sun had nearly reached the horizon, the clear morning sky now a light pink. Her muscles tensed, and she drew in a breath as the first ray of light broke through the trees. Before she even looked to Nathan, he was already on the move. Wren sprinted into action. She kept the rifle tucked close and her eyes peeled on her way toward the gap in the fence.

Wren stopped at the fence’s edge, her shoulder rubbing up against the broken and charred logs that composed the gap’s edges. The dozens of bodies that survived the initial onslaught during the first assault hurried through the fence’s weak point, the steady thump of boots breaking the monotony of the silent morning air. Wren peered around the corner, looking, listening, waiting, and soon the thump of boots was replaced with gunshots. After the first bullet rang through the crisp morning air, all hell broke loose. Edric’s forces burst from their homes. Gunfire exchanged, screams echoing between the pop of rifles. But Wren silenced all of it, focused on locating Edric. He was all that mattered. Cut off the head, and the snake dies.

Bullets connected with earth and flesh everywhere Wren looked. She watched one of their own fall with a bullet to the head, body limp and limbs tangled awkwardly on the ground. Wren passed a house, and a woman burst through the front door wielding a rifle. Before she raised it to fire, Wren felt the recoil of two shots smack her shoulder, the bullets penetrating the woman’s chest, and she collapsed in a bloodied pile on the steps of her home. Through the scope of the rifle she examined and filtered every detail of the camp, her mind processing the heightened speed of battle. She moved with a fluidity she’d never experienced. No disconnect existed between her mind and muscles. The stakes of life and death elevated her performance.

“Wren!” Nathan pointed over her shoulder, and Wren dropped to a knee, pivoting in the same direction as Nate’s finger. A man opened fire, his aim off by less than a foot. Wren brought the shooter between her crosshairs and killed him before he squeezed off another round. When she pushed herself from the ground, she felt the whine in her body return, the protective armor of adrenaline was slowly fading.

The water well up ahead signaled the center of camp, and three of Edric’s men grouped in formation appeared from behind the side of the well’s nearest house. Wren skidded to a stop, her boots sliding in the dirt and leaves. The slip caused her to hesitate on her aim, and the enemy fired before she could. A wall of lead forced her to roll behind the stone walls of the well, her back and hips cracking from the sudden motion.

With her back against the rocks, she felt the vibrations of bullets through the stones on the opposite side. She dropped her rifle and reached for the cluster of grenades at her belt. She plucked one and pulled the pin, squeezing the lever tight. She peered over the top and saw all three shooters clustered together. She released the lever, paused, and then jumped from behind the well, aiming the grenade at their feet.

One of the assailants managed to squeeze off a round before the explosion, but Wren ducked back behind the wall, and the bullet ricocheted off the stone. She smacked hard on her stomach and felt the ground rumble after the grenade’s detonation. The explosion returned the ringing in her good ear, and the thud of gunfire dulled as she reached for the rifle in the dirt. Feet and legs hurried past, leaving behind a wake of bloodied footprints. She pushed herself up, rifle raised, and rejoined the fight.

The view was the same everywhere she looked, and through the rifle’s scope, Wren watched the carnage unfold. Bullets dropped bodies. Screams intermixed with the echo of gunfire. Blood spilled. Hearts stopped. Final breaths were drawn, and one by one the field of war grew smaller. It was hard to tell who was winning. For every one of Edric’s men that fell, so did one of theirs.

A spray of dust blew over Wren’s feet from a missed bullet aimed for her leg. Wren turned in the direction of gunfire and stared down the barrel of a rifle with Jan behind the trigger. The mess hall was the nearest building, and Wren sprinted toward it. The thump of bullets trailed her as she circled the structure, hoping to flank Jan in the rear. But when she turned the corner near the mess hall’s back doors, there was nothing but open space.

Wren lowered her weapon and took a step forward. But before she lifted her foot gunfire erupted from inside the mess hall. Wren jolted forward as the back doors splintered with a dozen bullets. Through one of the windows, Wren caught the back of Jan’s head, and she fired. Glass shattered, and Jan burst through the broken doors, tumbling to the ground, the rifle in her hands slipping from her grip.

Wren aimed for Jan’s head, but the councilwoman pulled a dagger from her belt, and with one flick of her arm, Wren was on the defense, using the rifle to deflect the blade as Jan sprinted toward her and tackled both of them to the dirt.

Arms and legs flailed wildly through the clouds of dust kicked up by the altercation. Wren felt every roll, punch, pull, and squeeze, her previous wounds clamoring for protection. Hands wrapped around Wren’s throat, and fingers choked the air from her lungs. Her vision blurred, but she could still make out the snarl etched on Jan’s face, which was accentuated by her angular cheekbones. Wren thrashed on the ground, but the harder she fought, the harder Jan’s vice locked down on her neck.

“You should have quit while you were ahead, stupid bitch!” Jan’s face reddened. Sweat dripped from her chin. “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time.” Her grip tightened, and black spots clustered over Wren’s vision.

Wren kicked, punched, writhed her body on the ground, bucking her hips, but nothing worked. She felt the strength in her arms subside and numb. Her arms fell lazily to the side and scraped across the dirt. A sharp point grazed her forearm, and she fumbled her fingers in the grass. The knife. Wren curled her fingers around the hilt of the blade that Jan had thrown and rammed the tip into Jan’s chest.

The blade scraped Jan’s breastbone, and she wailed, releasing her grip on Wren’s throat. Wren gasped for air, clawing at the dirt, her cheeks red and a pounding in her head as snot and spit drooled from her nose and mouth. She looked over and saw Jan pulling the blade from her chest. Blood spurted from the wound, and before the blade was completely removed, Wren punched Jan across the jaw. The hit roared a dull ache in Wren’s right hand, and a tooth flew from Jan’s mouth. Wren straddled her on the ground, shoving the knife deeper into her chest.

Jan screamed, clawing her nails and drawing blood with vicious strikes across Wren’s cheek. Blood foamed at the corners of Jan’s mouth, and the clawing ended. Jan heaved her chest up and down with her last breaths, and Wren felt the body go still.

Wren’s knuckles flashed white as she kept her grip on the blade’s handle. With dead eyes staring back at her, she finally uncurled her fingers from the hilt and collapsed next to Jan’s dead body. She gently grazed her neck, which was tender from the dead woman’s grip.

Gunshots returned Wren’s attention to the fight, and she scooped her rifle from the dirt and left the blade lodged in Jan’s corpse. Her fingers grew sticky the longer Jan’s blood lingered on her skin. Every time she flexed her hand, they peeled off the rifle like Velcro.

“Wren!” Nathan fell in beside her, his shirt bloodied and his arm wrapped in a bandage. What wasn’t covered in blood was drenched in sweat. “We’ve pushed them back to the garrison. Edric’s there with Doug. C’mon.”

Before Nathan took off, Wren was already ahead of him. Weightlessness overtook her, and she sprinted toward Iris and Ben at one of the houses near the garrison. A line of prisoners sat with their hands tied behind their back and rifles aimed at their head. Most of them kept their faces cast toward the dirt, but the few that looked up at Wren held an expression she didn’t expect to see: relief.

The sun had risen higher into the sky now, and the light shimmered off the only concrete structure in the camp. It was a fortress, and Edric had barricaded himself and locked the door.

“His men have surrendered,” Iris said, rubbing her thigh. “But he won’t let us get close.”

“He started shooting anyone that fled the garrison,” Ben said, his thick mustache blowing under his heavy breaths. “He’s alone in there. All he has left as a hostage is Doug.”

Wren examined the building, squinting in the sunlight. The black spots from Jan’s attempted murder had yet to fully disappear. She’d studied the structure before. Only one door inside. No windows, and the only structure in the entire community with a concrete foundation. Edric had picked a hell of a spot for his last stand. Wren backtracked to the rear of the house and slithered up the opposite side, hoping for a better perspective but finding none. It only offered a better view of the dead bodies near the garrison’s locked door.

“There has to be some way to get him out.” Ben slammed his hand against the house’s wall. “Does he plan to live in there for the rest of his life?”

“No,” Wren answered, gazing at the fortified compound. “He expects to die there.” She knew Edric wasn’t one to play games. He was a purist. He only dealt in absolutes. There was win or lose, but there was never compromise. She’d learned at least that much from her time with him. “We have to give him what he wants.”

Iris scoffed. “We’re not giving up the compound. Not now. He’s beaten!”

“Me.” Wren kept her eyes on the garrison. “I’m his link to all of his failures. He thinks I’m the reason he lost control of the camp. That’s why he still has Doug.”

Iris and the others remained quiet for a long time. It was Nathan who finally spoke, breaking the silence. “Wren, he’ll kill you.”

“All he has to do is let me inside.” Wren’s hand drifted to the grenades around her waist. “He does that, I can take care of the rest.” She found herself praying that Reuben was still alive. She knew he would keep her children safe. She stepped forward, and Nathan pulled her back.

“No. Wren, you can’t do this!” Nathan’s cheeks flushed red. The sweat and blood on his shirt clung tightly to his chest and arms. “What about Zack and the girls? What about Doug?”

Wren placed a gentle hand over Nathan’s and delicately peeled his fingers off. She slowly removed the grenades from the belt until there was only one left. “Those walls are at least two feet thick of concrete. The only weak point in that structure is the door. The length of the building is one hundred feet. I drop the grenade by the door then sprint to the back. The moment you see smoke, you ride in with the cavalry.” With the one grenade still on the belt, she strapped it around her waist, hiding the belt underneath her shirt with the grenade hidden in the back.

Nathan shook his head. “You don’t have the right to do this.” He picked up one of the grenades on the ground. “You go. I go.”

“He wants me, Nate. I already told you I’m not going to let anyone else die for me.” She edged herself to the corner, and the others held Nate back. She looked to Iris, knowing full well she’d understand. “This is your chance. Don’t miss it.”

Iris nodded. “We won’t.”

Wren shut her eyes and stepped around the corner of the building slowly, her hands held high. “Edric!” Her voice cracked through the calm morning air, echoing through the compound. “Let Doug go! You do that, and you can have me!” She continued to inch forward carefully. She glanced behind her and saw Iris and the others poised behind the house. Nothing but the tips of their rifles inching around the sides.

The garrison door cracked open, but no one stepped outside. Wren froze in place, peering into the dark void that was the sliver of an opening. She felt her muscles twitch anxiously.

“You come to us!” The voice shouted through the crack in the door.

Wren tilted her head to the side. “I want to see Doug first! Show me that he’s alive!”

Nothing but deafening silence answered back for the next few minutes. Just when Wren was about to take a step back, Doug’s face was suddenly thrust through the crack in the door. Duct tape covered his mouth, and dried blotches of blood were spread over his face in crimson patches. And just as quickly as he was shown, he was pulled from view. “He goes out when you come in!”

Wren stepped over and around the fallen bodies. Their faces were frozen in the last expressions of fear, their eyes lifeless, and they stained the ground red where they fell. She looked to the door that remained cracked, her arms still raised and surprisingly still. She took one last look behind her and the sight of at least a dozen rifles aimed at her direction. She felt the stiffness of concrete under her foot as she neared the garrison’s door, and she closed her eyes one last time, whispering a prayer. Keep them safe for me. Like they were your own.

A hand snapped at her arm like a snake bite and yanked her inside. She hit the ground hard, and she heard the slam of the door shut behind her. Inside, the garrison was only a single hallway with locked doors on either side, a few of them opened with their contents spilled into the hall, crowding the already narrow space. When Wren turned to face Edric, she stared down the barrel of his rifle, and Doug was still bound by ankles and wrists in the corner by the door.

“I’m impressed you came yourself.” Edric was covered in sweat and the blood of his former subordinates. The red veins in his eyes were more prominent from the strain of battle and gave off an ominous bloody tinge. “I didn’t think you’d have it in you. But then again, you have been pretty fucking stupid.”

Wren kept her arms raised, and with her back on the ground she felt the grenade digging into her spine. She slowly moved to her knees, her eyes locked onto Edric’s. “It’s over, Edric. The fight is done.”

“It’s never done!” Edric’s voice thundered through the hall, and he jammed the barrel of his rifle against her cheek, and she felt a tooth knock loose. “I’m not dead yet. I’ll take this whole fucking place down with me if I have to!” His face reddened in his madness. “Those people don’t know what needs to be done.”

Wren slowly backed her head away from the barrel of the rifle, pushing herself to her feet, moving at a snail’s pace. “No. But you do. Don’t you?” In her peripheral she saw Doug in the corner, silently struggling to push himself up. “You’ve always known what’s needed to be done. That’s why you tried to get rid of me. Because you knew I was weak.”

Edric nodded quickly, his eyes wide like that of a child. “I did everything I was supposed to.” Tears streamed down his face, and he tightened his grip on the rifle, his arms trembling from the pressure. “Everything! But you fucked it all up. You fucking cunt! We were fine until you showed up. We were safe. I kept them safe!” Spit flew from his mouth, and the roar sent a blast of hot breath in Wren’s face.

Wren’s pulse quickened as she saw Doug push himself against the wall, straightening himself. She felt the sting of sweat in her eyes, and the moment Doug lunged forward, the world turned to slow motion. Edric shifted his gaze from her to Doug, and she sprinted forward, her hands reaching for the gun. And when her fingertips grazed the barrel the slow motion ended, and time shifted into a breakneck pace.

Doug could do little more than use his body weight to slam Edric against the wall, and once he hit the floor it was unlikely he’d be able to make it back up. Wren pinned the length of the rifle against Edric’s neck, using the momentum Doug had provided to loosen his grip on the weapon. She yanked it free, and before her finger reached the trigger, Edric barreled into her, slamming both of them against the wall then onto the floor.

The rifle landed out of reach from both of them, and she watched Doug scoot toward the weapon. She tried reaching for the grenade, but with Edric on top of her she couldn’t squeeze her hand underneath her back to grab the explosive.

Edric punched her cheek, the blow numbing her already swollen face, immunizing her to the next vicious hit. He grabbed her collar, lifting her up, and she saw two faces circling around in her field of vision. “You’re a dead woman.” He shoved her back down, and her head slammed against the concrete. He kicked the end of Doug’s chin and knocked him away before he could reach the rifle. Edric picked it up and tucked it under his arm. “And once I kill you and your husband, I’m going to hunt down your kids. I’m not going to rest until I’ve erased every last shred of your family from this earth.”

Wren lifted her head, rolling to her side, and brought her hands to her back, looking as though she was cradling the pain Edric had inflicted, but her hand wrapped around the lump at her waist. She looked to Doug, whose mouth bled, and the two made eye contact.

“And when I kill them, I’ll be sure to let them know that it was their mother that let this happen to them.” Edric aimed the rifle at Wren, his finger on the trigger. “I can’t wait to see the look on their faces.”

“You won’t get the chance.”

Doug lunged at Edric once more, and he spun around, shooting Doug in the head. The distraction lasted only a few seconds, but it was enough to give Wren time to pull the pin on the grenade. She released the lever and tossed it toward Edric and then scrambled in the opposite direction. She heard him shout something, but in her frantic pace she couldn’t decipher it. She made it two steps when the sounds of the gunshots suddenly intermixed with a pain in her back, and she felt her body run cold as she collapsed to the ground. The adrenaline subsided, and the last thing Wren remembered hearing was the explosion that ripped Edric to pieces.




Chapter 13 – One Month Later

 

Iris paced the floor restlessly. Ben sat in the corner, frozen. Nathan drummed his fingers nervously on the table’s surface. All three of them had the same anxiety etched on their faces, though the roots of their apprehension differed.

“I don’t like it.” Iris stopped, saying the words aloud to the room as much as herself. “I don’t like the idea at all. It’s too soon for something like this.”

“Everybody’s for it,” Ben replied. “It’s what she would have wanted.” The mustache on his upper lip curved downward. “And if we’re going to do it, then we need to start now.”

“Ben’s right,” Nathan replied, chiming in, ceasing the percussive drumming. “We haven’t had any contact from anyone on the outside since Edric was killed. We don’t know who’s out there, and we need to find out. We need to start establishing a connection.”

“And what happens when people want what we have?” Iris raised her eyebrows. The grey in her hair had whitened, and the age lines across her face had grown more prominent. “We’ve just got this place back on its feet.”

“All the more reason to start now.” Nathan stood. “We’re stronger than we were before. We can help.”

“It’s what she would have wanted,” Ben said.

Iris lowered her head. “I know.” She rubbed the creases on her forehead, the loose skin rolling between her fingers. “All right.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We’ll start sending scouts to look for people. But we do not make contact until we’ve observed them. I don’t want us taking any chances with anyone until they’ve been fully vetted.”

“Agreed,” Nathan said.

Ben nodded and softly repeated to himself that it was what she would have wanted. The three of them left their chambers and stepped back out into the town hall. Their population was less than half of what it was when they arrived, but the fence had been finished, supplies had been recalculated, and they still had more than enough to last for a few years.

Iris smacked her gavel, calling everyone to order. “We have listened to and heard everyone’s opinion. And based off of the community’s voice, we shall start looking for others to bring to the camp. Anyone that comes to us will be given asylum, but thoroughly vetted and closely monitored.” She reached for the gavel but hesitated. She twirled it in her hands then set it down. “I know many of you were moved by what Wren Burton did for this community. By all she sacrificed. Humanity should never be something that’s lost in times of crisis. It should only be strengthened. Our actions shape us. How we conduct ourselves will shape the future. And though she is gone, we will keep her spirit within all of us.” She lowered her head, a smile gracing her lips at Wren’s memory, then smacked the gavel.




 

***

Reuben cracked his knuckles then turned the spit outside the cabin. The four rabbits crackled, and the grease from the meat sizzled into the fire below. Chloe sat on his right, while Addison was on his left. “Should be done soon.”

“I’m starving.” Chloe threw her head back and overexaggerated the throwing of her arms. “It smells so good.” She leaned closer, but Reuben pulled her back.

“Easy now. We don’t want to cook you.” Reuben patted her on the back and reached for the spit, slowly, still recovering from his fight back in town. He tore into the charred flesh, and determined with a satisfied grunt that it was done. “All right. Time to eat. Zack!”

A log split in two, the axe wedged right in the middle. Zack looked over from the logs of firewood and limped over, his leg still acclimating to the freedom from his cast, not all of his strength completely returned. “Smells good.” He took a seat next to Addison, wiping his hands on his jeans, then playfully wiped them on Addison’s hair, which triggered a squeal and a giggle.

“All right. That’s enough, you two,” Reuben said. “Chloe, why don’t you run inside and get the rest of the party, huh?”

“Okay.” Chloe jumped to her feet and sprinted as fast as her tiny legs allowed. Before she went inside, she ran her fingers over the old bullet holes in the cabin walls and then pushed the door open. The cabin had grown even smaller from the sudden increase in occupants, but never had it felt more like a home. “Mom, food’s ready.”

Wren looked up from the pistol on the table and smiled. “I’ll be out in a minute.” Chloe disappeared back outside, and Wren tucked the pistol in her holster and pushed up from the chair gingerly. Bandages protruded from the collar of her shirt and she walked slowly, the effort of breathing still difficult from the gunshot wounds.

Outside, Wren found a seat next to Zack. The girls split one of the rabbits, while Reuben, Zack, and she had their own. She closed her eyes as she bit into the meat and cleaned every last morsel off the bones. Once they were done, the kids played, and Zack returned to the firewood. “If you get tired, sit down. Don’t push it too hard.”

“I know, Mom.”

“He’ll be okay,” Reuben said, tossing the bones into a pile. “You’re sure you still want to go tomorrow?” He raised his eyebrows. The wounds on his face had mostly healed, and the beard helped cover up what hadn’t.

“Yeah. It’s time.” After the attack on the camp and Edric’s death, she awoke in the infirmary with her kids surrounding her and Reuben sitting in the corner. It was nearly an hour before all the tears had dried. Once Doug was buried, they left the community and returned to Reuben’s cabin. Though Iris and the others were more than supportive of having them stay, she couldn’t. It was a part of her life she needed closed. And with Reuben’s help and a large supply crate from the community, they had everything they needed. And even if they didn’t, the community was only a day’s journey. “We’ll start with some of the smaller towns. See what we find there.”

“It’s risky. We don’t know what it’s like out there anymore.”

Wren watched the girls play, chasing after one another with sticks, then looked to Zack splitting wood. Everything had changed. But they needed to move forward. “It doesn’t matter what we’ll find. Whatever it is, we’ll be okay. If it’s broken, we’ll rebuild it.” She turned to Reuben and smiled. “It’s time to start putting the pieces back together.”
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Grid Down

 
 




Two Months After

 

West of the Hudson River, the village of Nyack, New York, had changed drastically in the two months since losing electrical power. The once-busy downtown Main Street of local shops, coffee houses, and diners had become virtually deserted. Cars lined the streets, long abandoned—some with their doors hanging open. The normally idyllic town was absent its residents, who had simply fled in droves.

The streets were deserted, and the sounds of vehicles, leaf blowers, and lawn mowers had been replaced with silence. Stray dogs roamed in packs. Shops along Main Street stood vandalized with their windows smashed in and shelves pillaged and emptied.

Shattered glass was strewn across the sidewalks in a layer of tiny broken pieces. The sky was a desolate gray, much like the town itself. But only a few of months ago, the streets were bustling in this modest cornerstone of Rockland County, and in one brief second, everything had changed.

That morning, a small group of outsiders passing through were on a desperate search for supplies. The four men, two women, and two children were far from home and hoping to reach their destination before nightfall. They heard that help awaited them there. Their leader, a Baptist minister, named the Reverend Allen Phelps, had remained loyal to a dwindling parish, promising to get them somewhere safe. With the guidance of God, he believed anything was possible.

They had received a broadcast through an old emergency radio with directions to a disaster relief center, twenty-five miles from Clarkstown, their hometown. They had been on the road for one day, in search of assistance, tired, hungry, and nearing the end of the water supply in their canteens.

“We’ll find help soon enough,” Phelps said, leading the group into downtown Nyack. His boonie cap shaded his bearded face. He carried a walking stick as his parishioners followed closely behind. Their shoes crunched against the broken bits of glass covering the ground.

Harvey and Beatrice Wilson were a couple in their fifties. Behind them was Dale Ripken, a landscaper from Westchester County. And at the end Zach and Erin Brantley walked with their two children, Tyler and Sloane. They moved quickly down the street past the trash and vandalism saying very little. There were dangerous people out there. That much they knew.

Reverend Phelps believed that they could very well be facing the Apocalypse. On September 16, 2016—the day of the blast that destroyed the power grid—many people had simply vanished. Phelps’s group had no idea what had happened to their friends and loved ones. They had no clue how far things had spread. And they had no idea what was out there. They were a vulnerable group, and Phelps knew what people were capable of, especially during times of crisis. Dale carried a .40 caliber Glock 22 pistol for protection, but violence was the last thing anyone wanted.

The sky thundered. The clouds above had darkened. As they passed another shop in ruin, Phelps stopped dead in his tracks. Ahead sat a man in a lawn chair with his head tilted up and a black fedora covering his eyes.

They weren’t sure what to think of the gray-haired, leather-jacket-clad mystery man before them as he made no notice of their presence. Phelps turned to Dale. “Let’s check it out.” He turned to the others. “Stay here. We’ll be back.”

Glass crunched under their shoes with each step. The man in the chair made no movement. He was a tall man with long legs, wearing boots and jeans. He had some light stubble on his face and gray hair tucked into his hat. As they neared, the man moved his head, looked at them, and spoke.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen. Welcome.”

Startled, they both froze in place.

“My apologies. We just wanted to make sure that you were OK,” Phelps said.

The man tipped his hat at them with a smile. “I was just taking a little rest.” He then stood up from his chair and stretched. “But seeing how I’ve got visitors now, let me introduce myself. My name is Arthur Jenkins, mayor of Tartarus.”

Phelps and Dale looked around, confused.

“I’m sorry, where?” Phelps said.

Dale pulled out his map. “I thought we were in Nyack.”

“Oh,” Jenkins said. “We changed the name not too long ago.”

Phelps went on and introduced himself.

Behind his glasses, Jenkins eyes widened. “A pastor, aye? Welcome to my town, Reverend.”

“And I’m Dale Ripken.”

They shook hands as Jenkins looked behind him to their group waiting at the end of the sidewalk.

“Who are your friends?” he asked and adjusted his glasses.

Phelps turned around and held his hand out in their direction. “That’s my parish. We’re just passing through and looking for a relief center.”

“Yeah, we’re from Clarkstown,” Dale added.

Jenkins put his hands on his hips and looked upward, nodding. “Well, I don’t know anything about some relief center, but you’re welcome to stay in town. That is, if you have something to trade.

Phelps and Dale looked at each other with uncertainty.

“We don’t really know,” Phelps said. “Running a little low on supplies ourselves.”

Jenkins seemed undeterred. “You know it’s a barterer’s world out there now.”

Phelps scanned the area for others. “Indeed it is.”

Jenkins stood at over six feet. They were skeptical of him and wondered where all the townspeople had gone. He then pointed to the road ahead, which forked in two directions.

“The quickest way out is right down that road there and take a right at the fork. You’ll even find a park with a pavilion and everything. Some nice shelter from the coming rain.” Jenkins paused. “Where is this relief center located, anyway?”

Phelps thought to himself. He was hesitant about revealing too much of their plans. “Somewhere close to the city, I imagine.”

“New York City?” Jenkins said, astonished. “Heck, you couldn’t pay me to go near that place right now.” He examined the men and then smiled. “But don’t let me hold you up.”

“Thanks,” Phelps said. He turned around and signaled to the group with his walking stick. They came forward and met up as Phelps turned to Jenkins. “You have a nice day.”

“You too. Be safe out there,” Jenkins said.

The group nodded and waved, passing him by. As they continued on Jenkins called out to Phelps.

“Hey, Reverend!”

Phelps stopped and turned. “Yes?”

“You never asked me where everyone is. Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

Phelps look beyond the street corner where Jenkins stood among the ruins of Main Street.

“I guess we’re just used to it by now,” Phelps said. “Good day.” He waved with his stick and marched on. Jenkins watched the group as they continued up the road. He didn’t take his eyes off them.

Phelps moved quickly without looking back. A noticeable gap formed. Dale jogged forward to catch up. “I think maybe you should slow it down some,” he said.

Phelps continued as his walking stick clinked against the pavement.

“Reverend, please.” Dale moved in front of him, blocking him. Phelps stopped.

Harvey and Beatrice caught up, out of breath. “Why are we moving so fast?” she asked.

The rest of the group were just as curious.

“Who was that man back there?” Zach asked, walking up. “What did he want?”

The group slowly looked back to see if the man was still on the street corner watching them. He wasn’t.

“We need to keep moving,” Phelps said.

Thunder echoed through the sky louder than before.

Harvey chimed in. “I say we go back and try to round up some food.”

“Not with that man around,” Beatrice replied.

Harvey waved her off. “Ah, he’s just a harmless weirdo.”

Dale opened his map again. “Interstate’s the other way,” he said, pointing ahead to the fork in the road.

“That man, Jenkins, said to take a right,” Phelps said, pointing with his walking stick.

“Screw him,” Dale said. “That’s not what this map says.”

He went left at the fork as the group followed. They passed empty vehicles and stopped at a nearby guidepost. Dale stopped and looked at the map, then back to the guidepost.

The sign had an arrow for the interstate pointed in the opposite direction they were heading. “Something’s not right here,” Dale said.

Zach pulled a compass from his pocket. “We’re headed west, right? Well, we’re going the right way then.”

“Maybe the other way’s a shortcut,” Harvey said.

“Or a trap,” Dale said.

“Oh please,” Harvey quipped.

The bickering men looked at Reverend Phelps for guidance. “You’re the man with the map,” he said. “Show us the way.”

They continued down the two-lane street where cars and trucks sat motionless and abandoned in both directions. Harvey then suggested that they take a look inside the vehicles for supplies. The group seemed in agreement. Harvey took the initiative and leaned into a Pontiac Sunbird, finding a bag of peanuts.

Zach and Erin searched through the front of a Buick station wagon, while their kids looked in the back. Zach stuffed some quarters into his pocket from the dashboard. Erin looked under the passenger seat. The family came up empty-handed and moved on to the next car, a red four-door Corolla, just as drops began to fall.

The reverend approached a white utility van and opened the door. It had plenty of room inside. “Look, everyone!” he shouted. “We can all fit in here until the rain passes.”

The group assembled at the van with a few found items of note—batteries, half-empty Gatorade bottles, potato chips, trail mix, and a few bottles of water. Harvey walked up, proudly displaying an umbrella.

“Think I’ll just stay out here,” he said, pressing a button on the handle. The umbrella popped open as raindrops smacked its canopy.

Beatrice climbed inside as the others followed. Harvey paced near the van and then took notice of someone walking toward them wearing a hat and leather jacket.

“Looks like we have company, Reverend,” he said, tapping his shoulder.

Phelps turned and saw the figure getting closer as the rain began to fall. “Dale!” he said.

Dale was about to get in the van but stopped. “What is it?”

Phelps signaled up the road. “Looks like he’s back.”

They told Harvey and everyone else inside the van to wait as they went to investigate. The man was a mere fifty feet from them and advancing as if he was taking a stroll in the park. Dale pulled his pistol out and led the way as Phelps urged caution.

“Better to be safe than sorry, Reverend,” Dale said.

The rain picked up as they approached the man, clearly resembling the person from before.

“Mr. Jenkins?” Phelps said.

The man pulled a pistol from his side and aimed at them with a smile on his face.

Dale raised his Glock and suddenly felt a cold barrel jam into the back of his neck.

“Drop it,” a harsh voice behind him demanded. Dale heard the hammer of the rifle click and opened his hand. The pistol bounced on the wet pavement.

Phelps turned around to see the rifleman standing behind Dale. He then faced Jenkins, who had a gun pointed at him, between the eyes. “What is this about?” he asked in disbelief.

Jenkins held his pistol steady. “I told you the way to go, Reverend. And you deliberately disobeyed me. This area belongs to our men. We’ve claimed it along with everything in it. You’re officially trespassing.”

Phelps could feel his heart beating faster. He held up his hands defensively. “Our mistake. There was just some confusion with the group. We’ll go the other way now.”

The rain beat against Jenkins’s hard fedora. Phelps blinked rapidly as drops rolled down his forehead and into his eyes.

Jenkins scratched his chin as if to consider Phelps’s plea. “We’ll let you pass… for a small fee. How does that sound?”

The man behind Dale jammed the barrel further into his neck. “Get on your knees!”

Dale held his hands high and knelt slowly.

“Let’s talk about this, Mr. Jenkins, please,” Phelps pleaded. “We haven’t got much of anything. Our supplies have been stretched thin.”

Jenkins raised his .357 magnum. “The name’s Mayor Jenkins, if you don’t mind.” His barrel looked as big as a cannon.

“Mr. Mayor, I’m sorry,” Phelps said.

“Tell your group to come out,” Jenkins ordered.

Phelps carefully turned around and signaled to his frightened group in the van.

Jenkins leaned in closer. “And if one of them runs or does anything stupid, there’s going to be trouble, unfortunately.”

“What the hell is going on?” Harvey walked up first, still carrying his umbrella.

“Just stay put, old man,” he responded.

The rest approached, unsure of what was going on. Zach and Erin huddled together, holding their children. Beatrice latched onto Harvey in fear.

More men suddenly jumped out from behind nearby cars and surrounded the group, all armed and pointing weapons.

“Why are you doing this?” Erin asked, gripping her children’s hands.

Jenkins and his men offered only stone-cold silence.

“Look, we don’t want any trouble,” Zach added.

Dale was still on his knees. There were up to ten men surrounding the group—some kind of bizarre ambush.

The reverend attempted a peaceful resolution once more. “Gentlemen, I would ask that you allow us to go on our way. We don’t have much, but we’ll gladly give what we can.”

“And we plan to take it,” Jenkins said. He waved his men over.

They swarmed the group and yanked the backpacks off their backs, tossing them to the road.

“None of this is necessary. Please!” Phelps said.

Jenkins took a step closer to Phelps and pushed his magnum into his right cheek. Phelps shuddered and closed his eyes as the men tore through their backpacks, coming up short of anything of value.

“Ah, hell, Mr. Mayor. There ain’t nothing but baby wipes and clothes in here,” one long-haired, tattooed man shouted.

“I told you we didn’t have anything,” Phelps said.

“Not true,” one of the other men said. He dumped a bag out, revealing all the items they had taken from the vehicles.

In response, the men ordered everyone onto their knees—all but Phelps.

Jenkins lowered his magnum and paced in front of Phelps as rain soaked their captives. “I thought I’d seen it all,” he said, pausing. “Trespassing and theft. This isn’t good, Reverend.”

“We...” Phelps began. “We didn’t know.”

Jenkins swung his blunt pistol hard against Phelps’s face, knocking him to the ground. Beatrice and Erin screamed. The children shook with fear.

Zach jumped up, infuriated. “You bastards!”

One of the men stepped forward and clubbed Zach in the back with the buttstock of his rifle, sending him to the wet ground.

Jenkins stood over Phelps, clutching his magnum like a hammer, as the reverend lay there on his side, holding his face. He tried to rise from the ground, but the throbbing pain in his face was too much.

Jenkins noticed his struggle. “Stay down, Reverend. If you know what’s good for you.”

He looked up and nodded to his men. They shouted at the group to stand up, jabbing them with their rifles. Once on their feet, they led them off the road and up a hill. Phelps remained on the ground, paralyzed with pain.

“Where are you taking us?” Harvey asked.

Jenkins pointed to a small, dilapidated warehouse ahead and off the road. “A holding area where you can get out of the rain.”

Dale turned and looked back on the street where Phelps still lay—head in bloody hands. He looked for any sign of his pistol, which he knew had fallen somewhere in the road near Phelps. Maybe Phelps could find it, storm into the warehouse, and save them.

“What are we going to do?” Erin asked as they were pushed along.

“Pray for the best,” Zach said. He squeezed her hand gently.

From the road, where they had left him, Phelps struggled. His jaw felt broken and his vision was blurry. He couldn’t even move his mouth to shout. For the first time in as far back as he could remember, rage was building within him. But he was angrier at himself than anything. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t even stand up. Not even when he heard the first gunshots.

One shot after the other rang out in rapid succession from the warehouse, followed by screams. Then silence. What had they done? They wouldn’t have just killed them all like that, would they?

Lying on his side, Phelps reached his shaking hand out, trying to brace himself. Up ahead, he saw Dale’s pistol lying in a puddle. He didn’t know why they had left him or what he could do. He searched for the answers, hoping something came to mind. He was no hero. What game were the men playing with him and why? He had to know what happened to his people. He turned away from the pistol and walked up the hill toward the warehouse, ready to face his demons.




Two Months Before

 
 

Monday, September 12, 2016

The microwave in Rob Parker’s kitchen emitted a lengthy, piercing beep—the frozen sausage patties were ready. A coffee pot bubbled to the top, with steam steadily rising toward the ceiling. A television was on in the living room with the local morning news playing at a moderate level. There was commotion all throughout the house. Still in his bathrobe with light stubble on his thirty-six-year-old face, Rob stormed into the kitchen, distracted and half-there mentally, searching for something of great importance. His eleven-year-old daughter, Kelly, followed him, and was on the brink of tears.

“I know I gave it to you last, Dad. You said that you were going to sign it.”

Rob went straight to the microwave and opened it.

“And I did.” Rob pulled the plate out of the microwave and set it on the counter. “We’ll find your permission slip before the bus gets here, I promise.” He slid on the tile over to the coffee maker and turned it off. “Now have a seat and eat your breakfast.”

On the table were two plates and two glasses of orange juice.

“I don’t eat those things,” Kelly said.

Rob looked perplexed. “Oh. Well, have some Froot Loops or something.” He went to the pantry, pulled out a box, and set it on the table.

“That’s OK,” she said, pushing the box away. “I’ll just get something out of the vending machine at school.”

“No. We don’t buy cereal so you can spend your allowance on candy at school.”

Already behind schedule, Rob’s day was off to a hectic start. The school bus was going to arrive soon, and he couldn’t find Kelly’s field trip permission slip.

His thirteen-year-old son, Josh, walked into the kitchen with his backpack over his shoulder and his iPod earbuds in place, watching Rob rifle through the kitchen drawers.

“You guys are still looking for that thing?” he asked, tossing his bag on the counter. He grabbed a sausage biscuit from the table and devoured it. Rob was too distracted to answer. Josh reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Well, I’ve got mine. Better luck next time.”

“Don’t say that! It’s around here somewhere,” Kelly said, defensively.

Josh looked at his iPhone. “You sure about that?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Right, Dad?”

Rob slammed the last drawer shut pulled up a stool next to Kelly. “Now think real hard. Are you sure that I didn’t give it back to you?”

Kelly folded her arms. “If you did, I would have it.”

Stuck for an answer, Rob thought to himself, trying to play each step back in his mind.

Josh looked at his phone through bushy blond bangs. “Bus will be here in ten minutes.” He scooted out from the table, grabbed his backpack and left the kitchen.

“You could be more helpful here, you know,” Rob called out.

Josh stopped in the adjacent living room and turned to face them. “What do you want me to do?”

“Help us find this thing,” Rob said. “If your sister can’t go, you can’t either. How do you like them apples?”

Josh stared back. “You can’t do that.”

Rob leaned back on his stool with his arms crossed. “I’m your father. I can do anything that I want.”

“But it’s not my—”

Rob stopped him. “Start helping us look.”

Josh turned and stormed off toward his room, muttering under his breath.

“Dad, look,” Kelly said.

She was staring ahead, over his shoulder, wide-eyed.

He turned and could see it pinned on the refrigerator. Rob stood up and walked over. A small note had been placed over the slip from Mila, his wife, addressed to Kelly: Don’t forget your permission slip. Have fun! Love, Mom. 

Rob snatched the signed permission slip from the fridge and handed it to her.

“Well… I guess that clears it up.”

Kelly held the paper in her hands, relieved, but wanting vindication. She then looked up at Rob. “I told you that you never gave it to me.”

Rob humbly bowed to her. “Accept my deepest apologies, fair maiden.”

Kelly ran out of the kitchen with the paper in hand.

“Don’t lose it,” Rob said jokingly.

He then went to the counter and poured some coffee into his Brooklyn Dodgers mug, contemplating his day. After the kids went off to school, there was much work to be done. Their field trip to the Metropolitan Museum of Art would last all day.

Josh walked into the kitchen, ready to go. “Kelly told me it was on the refrigerator the entire time?” he said.

“That’s correct. How’d you miss it?” Rob retorted.

Josh shook his head and walked toward the door when Rob called him back. “Wait for your sister.”

Josh stopped. “Ugh. She takes forever.”

Rob approached him at the door. “You need to look out for Kelly, you know,” he said, placing a hand on Josh’s shoulder.

Josh looked down and he began to shift impatiently.

Rob continued. “You remember what it’s like to be in sixth grade, right? New school with new people.”

Josh looked up. “She has the same friends from last grade, Dad. Just a different school.”

“That’s not my point. She needs you there for her. You’re her big brother. Understand?”

Josh nodded. Kelly emerged from the hallway and into the foyer wearing a pink hooded jacket under her backpack.

“You all ready?” Rob asked.

Kelly said “yes” and smiled.

“OK, gotta go,” Josh said, impatiently.

“Hold on, guys.” Rob leaned down and hugged Kelly. “Stick close to each other and enjoy the museum.”

He then turned to Josh and gave him a hug, despite his son’s futile resistance. “Remember what I said. Love you guys. Have fun today.”

The kids said goodbye and left the house. The sun was just rising as cars from the neighborhood street passed by—commuters going to work.

Rob waved to them and watched as they walked down the front lawn and onto the sidewalk to their bus stop at the end of the road. Once they were out of view, he closed the door. The house was quiet again, except for the television in the living room.

With the kids off, Rob decided to take a breather and sat on the couch for a moment, catching the morning hodge-podge of random topics on cable news. The economy was in the tank and there were new terror alerts issued from all around the country. The country was in trouble and had been for a while. Rob, like some other people he knew, was preparing for the worst. It was, in fact, his main trade.

He owned a shop downtown, Pro-Survival Gear, an outdoors camping and hunting outlet that also specialized in survival equipment. He catered to what the market demanded: reliable and affordable products for the self-sufficient individual. His target demographics were people commonly known as “preppers”—concerned individuals and families who strived to be prepared for natural disasters, economic turmoil, and societal collapse. They were realists who took the trade very seriously.

The young female news anchor on TV was itemizing the day’s news with images of the New York Stock Exchange and plummeting Wall Street numbers filling the screen. Her commentary droned in the background.

The news was enough to make his head spin. There was little, he believed, the government could do to revert the disastrous course they were on with their frivolous spending. Because of this, he was certain of one thing: money would soon lose its value. Inflation was on the horizon and his family had to be ready. He gave it six months to a year before things got exponentially worse. Though he wanted nothing more than to be wrong.

He wanted his family to be as prepared as possible. He wanted his kids to possess the skills needed to be self-sufficient. To prep and plan effectively, it had to be a joint effort. But that was easier said than done.

Mila had her hands full at the local hospital where she worked as a registered nurse. With four years of school behind her, she still had her fair share of student loans to pay.

In his youth, Rob had established himself as a competitive marksman, when his interests soon shifted toward running his own business. Before then, all he did was drift through the country, taking odd jobs where he could. That was, until he met Mila and started a family in his thirties.

Nyack was a quaint town where there was plenty of nature and beautiful scenery. Moving there had been a dream come true. But the dream, Rob knew, wouldn’t last forever.

He took another sip of his coffee. It was time to get ready for work. The day was September 12, 2016—one day after the fifteenth anniversary of the 9/11 terror attacks, and as he contemplated the future, he found himself filled with dread.

Was the outlook really so glum? Was most of it in his head? The mood of the country was reflected in what he was seeing. His products were flying off the shelves: emergency food kits, water purifiers, camping equipment, flashlights, batteries, multi-tools, paracords, and other prepper basics.

He knew a community of preppers who had purchased land in the mountains along the Hudson River, close to where his own family maintained a small cabin for his family’s weekend getaways. They hadn’t been up there in some time. A travesty, Rob believed.

He heard Mila’s car pull up in the driveway. The time displayed on the television news said that it was 7:30 a.m. His store opened at nine. He’d have a little time to spend with her, maybe discuss going to the cabin for the weekend. However, after a thirteen-hour night shift, he knew that Mila probably wouldn’t be up for much talk. He went into the kitchen and cleaned off the table just as Mila walked inside.

The door opened and Mila’s jingling keys sounded down the foyer hall.

“Good morning,” he called out from the kitchen.

She walked by and turned to him, dressed in purple scrubs and looking exhausted. There were lines under her hazel eyes. Her black hair was tied back in a ponytail, reaching her mid-back as a lone piece hung over her forehead.

“Hey,” she said, looking around. “I guess I just missed them.”

“Yep. They just left about ten minutes ago,” Rob said.

“Did they remember their permission slips?” Mila asked.

“All taken care of,” Rob answered, without going into any details. He placed some dishes in the sink, walked over to Mila, and hugged her. “How was work?”

“Long,” she answered. “Arleen is at it again. Basket case.”

Mila was convinced that Arleen, her hopelessly combative shift supervisor, had it in for her. She took her purse and hung it on a nearby coat rack.

“Hungry?” Rob asked.

“Not now,” Mila said. “I think I’m just going to lie down.”

Rob poured the rest of his coffee out in the sink. “Sounds good. I’ve got to get ready for work.”

Mila’s voice trailed down the hall. “Thanks for getting them off to their field trip. I know Kelly was really excited.”

“My pleasure.”

Rob turned and followed her down the hall. “So I was thinking, maybe we should spend some time at the cabin this weekend. Get readjusted to the place.”

“I’d love to,” Mila said. Then her face dropped, along with her enthusiasm. “But I have to work a double on Saturday.”

“How many times are they going to do that to you?”

“They’re short of nurses.”

“They’re always short of nurses,” Rob said. “Tell them to hire more.”

Mila rolled her eyes. “Not happening. They’re supposedly stretched financially thin as it is.”

Rob put his arms around her and pulled her close, trying to provide some comfort to her obvious stress. “We’ll have all our debts paid off soon. Trust me.”

“I know,” Mila said.

Rob finally got to what he wanted to talk about. “We need to start talking about prepping. The kids need to be out in the wilderness more. I’m concerned that they’re too green right now.”

With her vacant eyes and frown, it seemed a topic Mila wasn’t in the mood to explore. She put her finger to his lips. “We should talk about this later. I’m very tired.”

Rob let it drop. But it was something he wasn’t going to let up on. Mila went off to bed while he showered and got ready for work. The start of a normal day.

 




Adapt or Die

 

Pro-Survival was located two blocks from Main Street in downtown Nyack and about three miles from where Rob lived. After parking his blue Chevy Impala, Rob got a coffee and bagel and headed to work. The brisk morning walk down the street from the coffee place was exactly what he needed. Rob’s shop was sandwiched between a thrift store and a book store and seemed to fit right into the eclectic mix.

The modestly busy downtown area had an assortment of restaurants, cafés, bars, markets, hair salons, and other specialty shops. Several franchises had also moved in over the years, but his main competitor was the West Nyack shopping mall. Rob, however, felt he had a niche market and catered to the needs of his customers in ways the mall couldn’t. So he believed.

The main issue he faced was with his landlord, Mr. Clayton. Rent offers were coming in from places with much deeper pockets than his own. And to make matters worse, Clayton had increased rent, blaming it on the economy and other external factors. Rob couldn’t really say that he blamed him.

He unlocked the front entrance to his shop while holding his coffee and bagel in the other hand. The glass door had a Closed sign hanging above and bars on the window. Two windows on each side of the entrance displayed camouflage camping gear and various bug-out bags.

The shop’s motto, written on the door said, “Adapt or Die.” Non-preppers shopped there for camping and outdoors supplies. Preppers, however, came for the survival gear. Next door to him was the Thrift N’ Save, owned and operated by an older man named Bernie, an antique enthusiast. He had wild, white hair and often wore Hawaiian shirts and flip-flops.

On Mondays, Bernie usually swung by and talked his ear off for a little bit. That morning, he was nowhere to be seen. Rob was relieved. His other neighbor, Carol, ran World of Books, an independent book seller. She was a pleasant enough, outspoken red-haired woman. But she and Bernie never didn’t get along. Different personalities.

Rob entered the shop and flipped the light switch near the door. A line of long, fluorescent hanging bulbs lit up in unison, casting light across a long glass display counter in the corner by the register. In the center of the two-thousand-square-foot shop sat four rows of shelves stocked with goods and a display wall in the back with various carry bags and prepper apparel hanging on hooks.

Rob placed his coffee on the counter near the register and looked around. Everything was just how he’d left it the day before. As sole owner, proprietor, and employee, he spent six days a week there. It was hard to believe that two years had already passed since he’d first opened his doors.

He usually spent the first part of his day online, surfing prepper sites and keeping up with the latest items. He went behind the sales counter, turned on a nearby radio, and took a seat where his laptop sat.

A little light rock music helped get his gears turning. Computer time consisted of working on his prepper blog during the slow hours of the morning. Things usually picked up later in the day and on weekends. He took a sip of coffee, and just as he turned on his laptop, Bernie walked in.

“Hiya, Robbie. What’s the good word?”

Rob looked up and paused. Bernie was wearing a beige suit, black tie, and dress shoes. It was an unexpected sight, to say the least.

“Nothing much, Bernie. How about yourself?” Rob said, looking back at the computer screen.

Bernie didn’t seem to notice Rob’s busy distraction. Instead, he waltzed into the store and leaned against the counter, tapping on the glass.

“What do ya think? Is it me?”

Typing, Rob looked up. “Oh, it’s you, all right. Where’d you get it?”

“Customer dropped it off last week. Got it pressed and just trying it on for my big day.”

Rob nodded. “Mm.”

“Jury duty,” Bernie said.

Rob looked up. “Jury duty?”

“First time in my life.” Bernie laughed. “You know, at sixty-five, I didn’t know if I’d ever get a chance. Can you imagine that, someone actually wanting to have jury duty?”

“Hard to imagine. For sure,” Rob said.

“Well, I think it’ll be exciting. What if I get on some high-profile murder case?”

“That would be something,” Rob said, scrolling his blog they talked. He had been thinking about his next post: “Five ways to prepare for a financial collapse.”

Bernie moved down the counter and switched topics. “What’re you workin’ on there, buddy?”

Rob was slow to respond. His fingers typed wildly across the keyboard. “Oh… um, just some work stuff. Posting to my prepper blog.”

Bernie snapped his fingers. “Oooh! You should do something about the Russians. You see what they’re up to?”

“Yeah, a lot of crazy stuff,” Rob said, with indifference.

“That’s not the half of it. They’ve taken the Ukraine. They’re moving in on Poland. I’m telling ya, these guys can’t be trusted. They’re trying to build the Soviet Union back up.”

“No surprise there,” Rob said.

Bernie’s tone intensified. “But we have to do something. Wouldn’t you agree? They could nuke us some day.”

Rob looked up again. “What time is your jury duty, anyway?”

Bernie backed away from the counter and shot Rob a cockeyed glare. “Oh, I see how it is. Can’t talk to ol’ Bern, eh? Too busy?” He pulled on his sleeve and looked at his wristwatch. “You know what, Parker? I think I’m due at the courthouse about now.” He then stormed off toward the exit.

Rob tried calling him back. “Oh, come on. It was an honest question!”

Bernie stopped at the door and turned around. “Look into what Russia is doing right now. That’s what you should be blogging about. Not some post about booby traps.”

Rob waved. “I’m not a journalist, but I’ll look into it. Fair enough?”

“Sure, sure,” Bernie said. “No hard feelings. I really do have to get to the courthouse.”

“Good luck,” Rob said. Bernie waved back and left the store. Everything went quiet again except for the light rock playing softly and the hum of the air conditioner. His edit screen was open, and he had only typed the title of his economy post. He deleted it and instead added: “A Coming War with Russia?”

The landline office phone suddenly rang near the cash register. Another interruption. Ron got off his stool and picked up the phone by its fourth ring.

“Pro-Survival. Your one-stop shop for when disaster strikes.”

There was a slight static on the line then a man’s voice talking loudly. He had a Long Island accent and sounded like he was driving. He wanted a tent.

“Yes sir, we have plenty of tents. What size are you looking for?”

“A big one. Me and the family are looking to do some camping on the Hudson this weekend.”

Rob looked around the store, holding the phone to his ear. “Um. Yes. We have two-to-four-person tents.”

The conversation went on and Rob made his first sale of the day. The man didn’t seem concerned with price, he just wanted it set aside for him for the weekend. He thanked Rob and quickly got off the phone.

Just as Rob went back to his computer, Mr. Clayton, his landlord, walked in unexpectedly. Seeing him first thing in the morning wasn’t a good sign.

“Mr. Clayton. Nice to see you this morning.”

Clayton turned to him and tipped his ball cap. He was an older man, mid-fifties with bronze skin and a slight paunch under his blue polo shirt, which he wore tucked into his brown slacks. Rob hadn’t seen him in over a month.

“Good morning, Rob. Sorry for the intrusion,” Clayton said, approaching him.

“No problem. What brings you here?” Rob said.

Clayton walked closer and rested his elbows on top of the glass display counter of hunting knives, multi-tools, and paracord bracelets.

“It’s such a nice day outside. How about we take a quick walk?”

Rob gave his landlord a funny look. “You mind telling me what this is about?”

Clayton seemed defensive. “Nothing in particular. I just wanted to talk to you and get some fresh air at the same time. Is that so wrong?”

Rob narrowed his eyes. “I’m trying to run a business here. What is it?”

“Just a brief walk outside. Please?” Clayton said. He then turned and glanced around. “By the looks of it, I’d say you could spare about five minutes.”

Frustrated, Rob bit his tongue. He wanted to tell Clayton to get the hell out of his store, but he wasn’t up for a fight.

“Fine. Five minutes. And that’s it.”

He grabbed his keys and followed Clayton outside, where a puffy, cloud-filled blue sky awaited. He closed the entrance door and locked it.

They walked along the sidewalk, past the bookstore and a mechanic shop, where sounds of drilling echoed down the street. Clayton, it seemed, finally felt it appropriate to reveal the nature of his visit after Rob asked him again.

“I insisted on this walk because I wanted to show you something, Rob. Look around you.” Clayton paused. “This area is changing.”

Rob scanned the streets. It was the same thing he saw every day. Cars passing by. People walking by store windows. Bicyclists. Dog walkers. A family out for a stroll.

“You wouldn’t know it by looking around, but it’s a shaky market out there now,” Clayton said. He leaned in closer, almost in confidence. “Now you don’t have to answer this, but I was just curious how business was going.”

Rob took a step back. “Business is doing fine, thank you.”

Clayton continued. “I understand that, but you might want ask yourself if this location serves your purposes anymore.”

Rob crossed his arms. “Why are you giving me business advice? All you should be concerned about is if I make my rent on time.” Rob stepped closer, nearing Clayton’s face. “In fact, if I want to train pigeons in there all day, it’s none of your business as long as I have your rent.”

Clayton nodded. “I understand, Rob. Just hear me out for a second here. What I’m saying is that property taxes are increasing. Damn city council can’t seem to get enough revenue. You may want to think about that.”

Rob huffed and waited for Clayton to get to the point.

“I’ve got an offer on the rental space,” he revealed. “Twice what you’re paying. And I’m afraid that when your lease is up in a few months, I’m gonna have to go with the offer or ask you to match them.”

Rob couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I knew it,” he said. “You could have told me this in the shop and avoided all this nonsense.”

“I’m only trying to give you a fair assessment of the situation here. You have to understand where I’m coming from.”

Rob tilted his head back and then stared Clayton down. “Who is making this offer? That’s what I want to know.”

“That’s not important.”

“Just tell me.”

Clayton’s eyes glanced downward then back up. “A bistro.”

Rob was taken aback. He slapped his forehead and laughed. “A bistro?”

“Beth’s Downtown Bistro. They run a variety of chains in the northeast.”

“This is just rich, Clayton. I guess I’m not surprised.”

“I’d be happy to let you renew the lease.”

“For twice what I’m paying now,” Rob said.

“Yes. I’m sorry, but I’m trying to pay off a mortgage here. Can you tell me that you have the money to buy?”

Rob stared back, unresponsive.

“You can’t, can you?” Clayton said.

Rob stopped shifting and balled his fist. Clayton could sense the building tension.

Suddenly a giant, white flash burst into the sky, knocking them down on the ground as if they’d been hit by lightning. The transformer on a power line post exploded into sparks. The sky went gray. Then, so it seemed, there was a deafening silence throughout the street. Other people had fallen to the ground as well, still shielding their faces from the stunning, bright flash.

Clayton was on his knees holding his head after hitting it on the sidewalk, his hat tossed aside, revealing a brown comb over in disarray.

Rob slowly rose from the ground, dazed. “What the hell was that?”




EMP on a Monday Morning

 

Vehicles swerved haphazardly in both directions on the four-lane street near where Rob and Clayton stood. A white station wagon slammed into the back of a silver Mercedes, causing a loud, chain-reaction crash. Glass and plastic burst onto the pavement. A tire blowout sounded in the distance. Cars swerved, skidding across the road. Their tires screeched as some pulled toward the sidewalk, hitting the curb and slowing to a halt.

More crashes echoed from blocks away. Cars rolled by, engines silent, with perplexed drivers jerking their steering wheels and stomping on unresponsive gas pedals. Intersections had nonfunctioning traffic lights.

For a moment, the chaos on the road went completely unnoticed by Rob and his landlord.

“You hear that?” Clayton asked as Rob helped him up.

“Hear what?” Rob asked. All he heard were groups of people on the street shouting, calling for help, and staring at their cell phones, mystified.

“A ringing. Like a high-pitched tone,” Clayton answered, looking around.

Rob didn’t hear any kind of tone, but he did see tiny floaters in front of his eyes, as if someone had just flashed a spotlight in his face.

Clayton held the back of his balding head as he picked up his hat from the ground. “Got a hell of a bump,” he said. For a moment, they just stood there, trying to get themselves together while becoming painfully aware of what had just happened around them.

“What was that, lightning?” Clayton asked.

Rob looked up. The sky had gone from blue to gray in an instant, but something wasn’t right. This had been no ordinary storm or lightning strike.

“Do you see any rain clouds? Do you hear any thunder?” he asked.

Clayton looked around. There was a faint rumbling in the distance, no clear signs of a storm, but something was definitely out of the ordinary. “Look, uh. Maybe we can talk about this later, Rob. I don’t think it’s safe to be out here.”

Rob grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

An unsettling and eerie silence permeated the air. “That was no ordinary flash of lightning,” Rob continued. “That was an explosion.”

Clayton looked around, disoriented. A couple up ahead of them were holding their heads and stumbling around in a daze.

“What do you mean, like a plane or something?”

“I don’t know just yet, but I think we do need to find cover.”

Clayton pulled out his cell phone and tried to make a call. He held it out and looked at its blank screen. “Huh? Phone’s dead.” He turned to Rob. “You don’t mind if I make a phone call in your store for a minute do you?”

The power was out on the entire block. Shops and cafés were dark inside; the lights of their signs were off. Customers and employees alike walked outside, uncertain of what had happened.

Vehicles were at a standstill. Not a single engine was running. Drivers repeatedly turned their ignition switches to no avail.

Having seen enough, Rob headed back to his store with Clayton following. They passed a rear collision that had just occurred. Smoke rose from the car that had plowed into the back of another.

“This is too much,” Clayton said. “I can’t think straight. I gotta get out of here.” He ran off in an instant.

“Hey!” Rob said.

“I’ll check in with you later!” he called out while turning down an alleyway and out of sight.

“Damn you, Clayton,” Rob said to himself. He approached the accident.

The driver of the Mercedes, a middle-aged man in a suit, got out and hurried to the rear of his car, where the crushed front-end of the station wagon smoked from its engine. The man slapped his forehead and crouched down to get a better look at the damage.

“Son of a bitch. This is a rental!” he shouted, kicking a newspaper stand.

An older, dazed man sat at the wheel of the Buick, pushing away the deployed airbag. The other man tapped against the window with a thick ring on his index finger.

“I hope you have insurance, old timer. I really do.”

Up the street, drivers exited their cars in defeat and opened their hoods, peering inside. Others took out their cell phones and seemed stunned to find them no longer working.

Rob felt his pockets for his cell phone and yanked it out. One touch of the screen gave him all the answers he needed. The screen was powerless and blank. He pressed the thin power button on its side and held it, but the phone did nothing.

The gray mist in the sky had faded, revealing a vibrant blue now returning. Rob looked around. The dead engines. The power outage. The blown transformer. There had to be a logical explanation for everything that had just occurred. And all the signs pointed to one explanation: an electromagnetic pulse. They’d been hit with an EMP.

Rob began walking back to his store with extra caution, his realization of the situation pushing him to action. A tense, uneasy feeling gathered in the air.

Dumbfounded by their inoperable cell phones, people pried the backs open and fiddled with their batteries. When that didn’t work, their frustration only increased and turned to anger.

Rob passed them as they stood locked-in on their phones.

“What the hell is wrong with this thing?” a man mumbled to himself. He stared into at his iPhone desperately.

“Is your phone working?” a woman asked her friend as they stepped out of a white Honda stopped in the middle of the street. “Mine is completely dead.”

Rob could see denial on many of their faces. The Mercedes man didn’t take the sudden loss of his own cell phone too well. He threw it onto the pavement as hard as he could, splitting it in half.

A group of teenagers walked by Rob with their cell phones up, tapping at their screens.

“Anyone getting this?” a lanky kid with a backwards hat and baggy jeans asked.

“My phone’s dead, dude. What is this shit?” a long-haired skater said.

“All of ours are. That’s what I’ve been trying to say,” said a girl with short blonde hair.

Rob walked past the teenagers and gave them a quick warning. “Your phones aren’t working because this area has been hit with an EMP.”

Their faces were clueless and rife with confusion.

“Electromagnetic pulse,” Rob said. At least I think that’s what it is. The best thing I would recommend is for all you kids to get home as—” He stopped. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be in school anyway?”

Their faces lit up with nervousness and they scattered just as two bicycle cops came from around the corner and pedaled down the sidewalk, observing everything, it seemed. They appeared calm and focused, both wearing bicycle helmets, Oakleys, belts with radios, their pistols, and badges.

“Officers, you must help us. We’re stranded!” a man in a wrinkled dress-shirt shouted as they passed.

“Make way, please,” said the officers. One of them had a mustache and a booming voice of authority.

“Why aren’t our cars working?” a woman in the crowd asked as the officers whizzed past her.

The other officer—clean-cut, round-faced, and identified on his badge as Larson, signaled for the crowd to step back. “Everyone just needs to remain calm. All we know is that we’re dealing with a temporary power outage.”

“Yeah, but our cars?” a frazzled man added. He held up his cell phone. “Our cell phones, too. How do you explain this?”

“We don’t know anything about that, sir. A transformer malfunction might have sent some crazy signals out there that may have disabled portable electronics as well.”

Rob walked away and toward the parking lot to find his car.

All the makings of a high-altitude nuclear EMP, he thought, looking around.

He approached his Chevy Impala in the corner and pulled his keys out, ready to give it the test. His remote key didn’t unlock the doors. After opening the door manually, he jumped behind the wheel and tried to start the engine. Nothing. Not even a flicker of light on the dashboard or a wheezing from the engine. His car was dead.

“Damn,” he thought.

Rob left the parking lot and looked around. Many people were still at their cars, some pushing them down the street in a last effort to keep moving. As many of those around him clutched their cell phones feverishly, Rob could see the panic in their eyes.

“Work, damn you, work!” one man shouted at his phone.

The collective desperation made Rob fearful of things to come, when suddenly a thought jostled his thinking.

Josh and Kelly. 

He ran down the sidewalk and took a sharp left on Cedar Street. Pro-Survival was a few blocks down. Once at the store, he pulled his keys from his pocket, dangling them in the air, and then jammed the master key into the lock.

He flung the door open, ran in, and slammed it shut. The lights were off-the air conditioner too. He stayed low and moved to the front counter where the landline phone was. With the receiver to his ear, he heard nothing. It was as if someone had unplugged it. He tried his laptop. It was dead.

In his own way, he could understand the frustration of the people outside, and the panic they began to show in such a brief amount the time. Without his phone, he couldn’t contact Mila, and she couldn’t contact him. But he did have a GRMS handheld radio. He only hoped she would remember to have one on her as well.

Perhaps the range of the EMP strike was relatively small. 

But Rob knew it was wishful thinking. From what he’d read, an electromagnetic pulse could span continent-sized areas if detonated at heights of two hundred feet. This was it—the moment he had been preparing for all his adult life.

There among all his prepper goods, he began to plan. If things got worse in town in the time it would take to bring power back to Nyack, they’d have to bug-out to the cabin. But he couldn’t get too ahead of himself.

First thing was to get his family together. He peeked out from behind the counter to the front store window. The coast was clear. He grabbed a bug-out bag from the display window, threw it over his shoulder and tried to leave, when someone began banging on the door, rattling the bars. Rob stooped back down, hiding as the banging persisted.

“Rob, come on, man. Let me in!”

He could recognize that voice anywhere. Bernie was back. But what did he want? Probably what everyone else wanted: answers. 




Blackout

 

Having not slept long, Mila awoke on top of the covers in her darkened room. The blinds were closed. The room was stuffy, and when she looked to see what time it was, the alarm clock on her nightstand was off. Something felt strange and out of the ordinary.

The ceiling fan was off and so was the air conditioner. As she raised her head from the soft pillow, she wondered if she was still in some kind of dream. Sleeping during the day was disorienting enough. Even worse with the sounds of construction and lawn maintenance going on all day. Oddly enough, things were quiet, both in and outside the house.

She wanted to go back to sleep but was curious about the power being out. There was no storm. They’d paid the power bill. She looked around to see what time it was, but the alarm was off. She slowly got up to check her cell phone charging on the dresser across from the bed.

With a stretch, she walked over to the dresser tugging at her white nightgown, which had bunched around her legs. It was eerie how lifeless a room could be without electricity, the air so still and quiet.

She reached for her phone—still plugged in. Its screen was blank. The charging light wasn’t on. Thinking that she had maybe turned it off, Mila pressed and held the power button. Nothing happened. The phone had probably died, she thought, after the power went out, with no electricity to charge it. It made sense to her.

She glanced at her three-piece, queen-sized bed. The blankets were tossed around and hanging over the side. Something beyond her own tiredness wasn’t right, and she was going to find out what had happened.

She walked down the hall, past both Josh and Kelly’s rooms and into the living room. A subdued sunlight shone in through the thin drapes covering the window. She approached the front door, where the keypad for their home alarm system was. The digital screen was blank, which was odd, because the system was supposed to have a back-up power supply in the event of an outage. She pressed buttons on the keypad, just to see if anything would happen.

“Unbelievable,” she said under her breath.

She unlocked the front door and opened it, squinting as she looked outside. Their neighbors across the street, the Rockwells, didn’t look to be home. Their cars weren’t in the driveway, and the garage door was shut. The barks of neighborhood dogs echoed in the silence.

She grabbed her keys and a jacket and opened the door as sunlight hit her face. She walked to the driveway, blocking her eyes, to where her silver Kia Sportage was parked.

Her retired neighbor, Ken Blackwell, stood at the end of his driveway looking around in his straw hat, suspenders, and gloves. He was an old-fashioned man who spent most of his mornings in the backyard tending to his vegetable garden.

“Morning, Mila,” he said.

“Good morning, Ken,” Mila said, startled.

“How’s that night shift treatin’ you?” he asked.

“So far, so good,” she replied. She stuck the key in the door and opened it.

“Goin’ somewhere?” he asked.

She turned around and brushed her dark hair out of her face. “No. The power’s out, and I just wanted to check on something.”

“Lost power here, too,” Ken said. “Looks like the whole street is down.”

She got in, put the key in the ignition, and after a careful turn, all she heard was a sputtering click. She tried again. Nothing.

“I’m sure whatever it is, it’s temporary,” Ken said in his usual calm tone.

Distracted, Mila agreed with him and walked to the end of the driveway.

Houses on both sides of the street were quiet with little activity. Three houses down, she saw her neighbor, Allen, with his sleeves rolled up, messing with the engine of his Ford Taurus. She turned the other way and saw a garbage truck broken down in the middle of the road, its doors and hood open, with two garbage collectors examining the engine.

“You all right?” Ken asked.

“Yeah,” she said, returning to the house. She felt the warm hood of her car as she walked by, and thought of the other car they had in the garage, a red four-door 1979 Datsun: their bug-out vehicle. It was the vehicle they had for a number of reasons. It had low gas mileage, easy-to-repair-parts, and a low-key design. And most importantly, the lack of computerized components were susceptible to electromagnetic pulses. The more she began to add things up, the more resolute she became.

She waved to Ken and went back inside, straight to the kitchen in search of the Datsun keys. She opened their miscellaneous kitchen drawer and searched through tape, pens, markers, receipts, and finally discovered a key chain with some old keys on it. She snatched them up and went to the garage.

From what she understood about nuclear EMPs, they produced damaging electrical currents with the ability to disable and destroy power grids and electronic components. Upon impact, high-frequency surges travel to the ground and trigger electrical components to exceed their voltage.

A solar flare phenomenon was something else she had heard about. The sun regularly released broad flashes of powerful magnetic rays that, if they reached Earth, would damage electronics considerably. Whatever had happened, Mila needed to get moving.

She stopped at the living room window when she noticed a man walking by. He looked lost and out of place. His hair was short and disheveled, and his face looked dirty. He wore a blue mechanic’s jumpsuit and walked with a slight limp. A cigarette rested behind his left ear.

He glanced at the house and then kept walking. Mila backed away from the window, out of fear of being seen. After a moment passed, she took a quick look and didn’t see anyone. She raced through the living room toward the garage and opened the door, instinctively flipping the light switch. There wasn’t even a spark.

She walked inside the darkened garage and passed a large shelving unit on the side of the garage stocked with canned goods and emergency food kits. The dust-covered Datsun was right across from the shelves. Her hands clutched the door handled and pulled open the squeaky driver’s side door. She sat on the smooth vinyl seat as its rusty springs squeaked.

“OK, here we go,” she said, putting the key in the ignition.

With one turn, the engine sputtered to life. It choked and heaved as black exhaust blasted out of the tailpipe. Mila pressed her foot against the gas pedal as the dashboard lit up with a barrage of engine lights. Excitement gripped her heart.

But there was so much to be done, she didn’t even know where to start. If an EMP was at play, she knew the plan: they’d bug-out to the mountains. The most important thing, she knew at the time, was getting the kids.

She revved the engine while examining the fuel gauge. They were at half a tank. They would need more to drive to the city and back. She turned the ignition off. It was time to get Rob, get the kids, and move on to the bug-out phase. Surprised by how naturally the thoughts came to her, she felt in control. Whatever happened had happened. The question was, what was she going to do about it?

There was running water, still warm. Mila took a quick shower and got ready as fast as she could. She threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, put on a pair of sneakers, and opened their closet.

Inside was their biometric safe. She unlocked the safe and looked for her snub nose .38 Special revolver. It rested there next to their passports and an envelope containing five hundred dollars in cash. She grabbed the revolver, shut the safe, and looked around. There was something else.

She suddenly remembered the radios. Next to some boxes on the floor was a protective metal case with several high-frequency handheld radios and one emergency hand-crank radio inside. As a rule of thumb, Rob had usually kept the handhelds charged. She grabbed the case and fled the room, hoping there was nothing else she might have forgotten.

She opened the garage and tossed her purse inside the Datsun. Just out of the shower, with her hair tied back, she was already sweating. The thought of her next hospital shift crossed her mind. She had to warn her coworkers and make the sure the patients were okay. Rob. The kids. The hospital. It was too much to think about all at once.

“One thing at a time,” she told herself.

She knelt down next to the car and opened the radio case, seeing three 50-mile GMRS/FRS two-way radios, chargers, and the emergency chargers. Rob had a radio at the store, and she hoped he had it on him. Familiar with how to use it, she switched it on and stood up.

The bright sunlight shone into the garage. She walked away from the Datsun and looked around outside, relieved when she didn’t see anyone. It was time to hit the road.

“Rob. If you’re there, answer me.” She waited. Nothing but static came through. “Rob. Are you there? If you can hear me, let me know. I’m coming to the store. Wait on me.”

She turned to open the car door when a voice crackled on the other end.

“Mila!” Rob said.

“I’m here, Rob.”

“You’re awake? Listen to me. Something bad has happened. Just like we discussed. Looks like an EMP.”

“I know. I’ve got the Datsun packed and ready to go. My car won’t start. We’re going to have to drive into the city and get the kids.”

She waited for a response, but only static came through. “Rob?”

She walked back into the garage and next to the driver’s side door when she felt the presence of another person behind her. A shadow entered. She spun around, startled. Her heart nearly stopped when she saw the man, instantly recognizable and leering and smiling with crooked yellow teeth.

“Mila, are you there? I lost signal,” Rob’s voice said. “Hold on, I’m coming!”

She was frozen in place, unable to respond.

“How ya doing?” the man asked. She could smell his oil-stained mechanic’s jumpsuit from where he stood.

“Name’s Chet.” That much was evident by the name patch stitched on his chest.

“What do you want?”

Chet smiled wide and raised his arms to the top of the garage, holding onto the small ledge. He began to rock back-and-forth on his heels. She looked beyond the man and hoped to see Ken. The revolver was in her pocket and she wasn’t afraid to use it.

“My car broke down about a mile down the road that way,” Chet said, pointing in the direction he had come from. “Can’t find anyone to help me. I saw you were having a little car trouble yourself and thought that maybe we could help each other.”

“How exactly can we do that?” she asked.

“I’ll take a look at your Kia, and maybe you can give me a ride into town.”

“No thanks,” she said.

Chet examined the Datsun. “Going somewhere in this thing?”

Mila felt angry. Violated.

“I don’t really think that’s any of your business. I would advise that you call a tow truck.”

“Good idea,” Chet said. “Can I use your phone? My battery died.”

“I’m sorry. The power is out throughout the entire block. Our phone isn’t working.”

Chet lowered his arms and took a step forward. “You don’t like me, do you?”

Mila felt the bulge of the revolver in her pocket.

He noticed her growing anxiety. “I won’t take offense if you don’t. But I would hope that you’re not judging me by my appearance alone. I could really use some help.”

“Again, I’m sorry, sir. There’s nothing I can do.” She took a step toward the garage door to close it just as he took another step in. Mila stopped.

He looked at her and smiled out of sheer amusement. “There’s plenty you can do. Trust me.”




Unstoppable

 

Rob cautiously approached the door outside where Bernie was standing with his face pressed to the glass, pleading with Rob to let him in. Through the bars on the door, he could see the sense of dread on Bernie’s face. Rob unlocked the door and opened it slightly as Bernie rushed in. He quickly closed and locked it again.

Bernie was out of breath. He held his suit jacket over his shoulder. His white button-down shirt was covered in sweat, as was his face. He leaned over, bracing himself on his knees, gasping. Rob handed him a bottle of water.

“All right. Take a breath, Bernie,” Rob said, standing over him.

Bernie raised his head, guzzled the bottle of water, and then wiped his mouth. “I told you this would happen. We’re under attack. It’s clear as day!”

Rob went over to the front window and pulled the shades down, blocking out the sunlight and prying eyes. “That much is obvious, yes. We’ve been hit with an EMP.”

Bernie stood up a little, finally catching his breath. “Whatever it was, power’s out through the entire town.”

“The entire town?” Rob asked.

Bernie nodded. “It’s out at the court house, that’s for sure. I went there, ready to report for jury duty when it happened. At first, I’m thinking, no big deal. Then I saw the cars. All dead in the water. Tried to call a cab, but the driver was just sitting there in the middle of the road. Cell phones. Nothing. Computers. Nothing. Then I thought about the local prison.” Bernie walked closer to Rob with fear in his eyes. “How long do you think they can keep that place under control?”

Rob nodded understandingly and then walked over to one of the aisles. He grabbed a camouflaged tactical backpack and began loading it with supplies from the store.

“What are you doing?” Bernie asked.

“What does it look like?” Rob asked, going down the aisle and tossing items inside his bag.

“Looks like you’re on a shopping spree.”

Rob set the bag down on the floor. It was nearly full. “I’m getting out of here. In two weeks, this town will be out of food. The grocery store shelves will be empty. Without trucks delivering food and goods, there’ll be nothing coming in.”

Rob pulled at both ends of a draw-string, clinching the bag shut. “The EMP has dismantled the power grid. We’re looking at a minimum of two months before power grids can be repaired and back online.”

“So just like that, you’re leaving?” Bernie asked, astonished.

Rob brought his bag over to the counter and set it down. He went behind the counter, took his nonfunctioning laptop, and slid it into a cubbyhole. “I have to get my family together. Then we’re going to hunker down for as long as it takes.” Rob didn’t go into too much detail. Bernie had a big mouth. However, Rob wanted to at least set him in the right direction.

Bernie looked desperate and afraid, and Rob never liked to see anyone like that. “Bernie. I want you to take what you need from the store. Think of the basics. What’s going to get you through the next two months? You and your wife. Then I’d suggest you lie low until things blow over.”

Bernie was flummoxed. “I have a business to run. Mortgage payments. You do, too. We can’t just walk away from everything and hide in the mountains.”

“Think about it,” Rob said, placing a metal case on the front counter. “Things are only going to get worse from here on out.”

Bernie seemed to get the picture. “It was the Russians, wasn’t it? Just like I was saying before. They’re trying to start another Cold War.”

Suddenly someone else banged on the door from outside, causing Bernie to jump. Rob pulled another case from under the counter, small and plastic. Inside were a 9mm Beretta pistol and three full magazines. He opened the case, keeping an alert eye on the door.

Mr. Clayton stood at the door, frightened. “Hey, Rob. Let me in. Come on, no hard feelings, eh?”

Bernie looked back then at Rob. “Clayton? Nah, don’t let that asshole in.”

Rob sighed and quickly moved from the counter to the door. He unlocked it and let his landlord slip in. “What’s wrong? Car doesn’t start?”

Clayton looked exasperated. He took off his ball cap and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Couldn’t even get the engine to turn over. What the hell is going on out there?”

“It’s an EMP,” Bernie answered. “The Russians hit us real good.”

Clayton shifted and turned to Bernie, giving him a funny look. Then he switched to Rob. “What are they saying on the news?”

Rob walked behind the counter, where his work stereo rested on a stool, powerless. He opened the metallic case he had set down earlier, revealing a two-way GMRS/FRS handheld and an emergency radio. He wound the radio’s hand crank as Clayton and Bernie waited quietly. He tried both FM and AM stations but received nothing but static.

“Can I buy one of those from you?” Bernie asked. Clayton jumped in and asked for one too.

Rob took a breath and placed the radio back in the case. He spoke as he stuck the handheld in his pocket. “We’re closed. And I’m locking up until further notice. You guys get what you need and be on your way home, where it might be safer.”

Both men seemed overwhelmed. They looked at Rob, expecting answers and solutions. But he had very little to give.

“Find your families and stay close to them,” he reiterated. He glanced at Clayton in particular. “And don’t forget that my lease doesn’t run out on this place for another two months.”

“Of course. I would never do anything like that,” Clayton said sheepishly.

Another knock came at the door. Rob was nearing his wits’ end with visitors. This time it was Carol, the curly, red-haired woman who owned the book store.

“Rob? Are you in there?”

Bernie turned to the door and rolled his eyes. “Oh no. Not her.”

“Let her in,” Rob said. He then lifted his backpack onto the counter, dug into his pocket, and pulled out the handheld radio, hoping to hear Mila’s voice on the other end. But there was no way to know if she was even up, let alone trying to reach him on the radio.

“Why the metal case?” Clayton asked, referring to the container with the radios inside.

“Blocks damaging magnetic waves,” Rob answered. Clayton looked intrigued.

“Hello, Carol,” Bernie said as he let her in, locking the door behind her.

Carol nodded. “Bernie.” She walked farther in, approaching Rob. “People look really lost out there. None of their cars work.”

Bernie stepped in with the answer. “It was the damn Russians, I tell you. Hit us with an EMP.” He stopped and turned to Rob. “Isn’t that right, Rob?”

Rob looked distracted, fiddling with his handheld. “I can say I’m ninety-nine percent sure it was an EMP. Where it came from, there’s no telling just yet.”

Carol scoffed. Her blue blouse was darkened with sweat and her flimsy sandals didn’t look strong enough to make any kind of long distance walk to Nantucket city, where Rob knew she lived.

“From what I’ve read, it’s much more likely that this was some kind of solar flare,” Carol said.

Bernie threw his arms in the air, frustrated. “What are you talking about? Rob said it’s an EMP, and he’s the prepper expert here.”

Carol was undeterred. “The idea that a nuclear electromagnetic pulse could disable vehicles and electronics is a myth. Why don’t you try reading about it? The most you’re looking at with an EMP is maybe a massive failure of power grids. NASA has already estimated that a solar flare, striking the earth from the sun, might hit within the next eleven years. How can you disregard that?”

Bernie waved her away. “Ah, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“And you do?” Clayton interjected.

Rob latched the snaps of his backpack and scrutinized his three bickering guests. “Enough. I need to get moving. Just take what you need and get home to your families.”

They all looked at him, trying to figure out if he was serious.

“I appreciate the offer, but I don’t have any cash on me,” Clayton said.

“I don’t think you’ll have much luck at the ATMs either,” Carol added.

Bernie gasped. “The ATMs. Oh, my God! People are going to start tearing them apart.”

“Don’t worry about the money,” Rob said. “Just load up a bag and get moving. I have to get to my family. I’ve got two children in the city on a field trip.”

Bernie was beside himself. “What are you going to do, walk to New York City? What are any of us going to do?”

“Well, I’m just glad I brought my bike today,” Carol added.

Rob threw his backpack over his shoulder and told everyone he was closing the shop in one minute. After all their stalling, the group kicked into gear and started taking items from the shelves and putting them into bags.

He briefly explained the most critical: multi-tools, water purification tablets, dried food kits, medical and hygienic products, batteries, paracord string, baby wipes, and whatever else he could point out. “Just pay me back later,” he said, knowing full well that it would probably never happen.

Carol had mentioned a bike, and that was exactly what he needed in order to cut his travel time home in half. “Where can I get one?” he asked her.

“I have two,” she answered. “You can borrow it for as long as you like. It was my ex-boyfriend’s. Tit for tat.” She continued filling her bag, thanking Rob along the way.

With everyone loaded up and ready to go, Rob herded them outside the shop, where more and more people were filing out onto the streets. Not one for long goodbyes, Rob wished his landlord and neighbors well. Carol emerged from her store with a bicycle—a ten-speed Huffy—and passed it off to Rob.

“Thank you,” Rob said. “I’m grateful.”

“You have another one for me?” Bernie asked.

Carol ignored him.

“Surely you must have a bike or two in your thrift store,” Rob said.

Bernie’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, you’re right! I should check on that.”

“Thanks for your help, Rob. Don’t worry about anything with the shop until this thing blows over,” Clayton said.

Rob hopped on the bike with his tactical bag over his shoulder. “I won’t. You guys stay safe. Get home as fast as you can and ration everything you own.”

His store was completely closed up. Metal shutters covered the windows and the front entrance had bars on it. He hoped that it would be enough.

People around them and on the street seemed, more or less, to just be waiting. Most had already abandoned their cars and stood around directionless, waiting for someone to help. In the distance, the bike cops still dealt with hordes of people demanding answers. In another day or two, Rob imagined things would get worse.

Before pedaling off, he turned his handheld radio up. And just as he was about to say something, he heard Mila’s voice come over the speaker, startling him. He fumbled and nearly dropped the radio.

“Mila!” he shouted.

He pedaled off in haste, navigating through cars and people, as if they were roadblocks. He quickly gained momentum and sped off faster as he soon lost contact again with his wife.




 
 

***

 

Chet stepped closer to Mila each time she inched away. Screaming would either send him fleeing or encourage him further. But Mila knew she was neither vulnerable nor helpless. She had taken self-defense courses and was ready to use her .38.

“Why don’t you go on your way now?” she said.

“At least let me use your phone,” he said, moving in closer.

He had managed to back her in. A few more steps, and he would have her in the corner and within an arm’s length.

“I told you. Our power is out. My cell phone is dead. Now please leave.”

Chet stopped at the Datsun, leaned in closer against the tinted windows, and looked inside. The keys were in the ignition. He glanced up at Mila with a smile as she backed up against the washer and dryer.

“I’d say you’re going somewhere in a hurry.” He opened the squeaky driver’s-side door. “Mind if I take it for a spin first?” Satisfied, Chet perched over the driver’s side door.

Mila drew her revolver and aimed, her arms straight out and level. She clicked the hammer back and waited as Chet looked up, surprised.

“What have you got there?” he said with a nervous smile.

“A .38 Special snub-nosed revolver, filled with enough hollow-point rounds to put you down,” she said in a frank, no-nonsense manner.

Chet stood frozen. His smile dropped and his mouth twitched uneasily.

“You, uh. You sure you know how to use that thing?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I pull the trigger.”

Chet backed up slowly with his hands out and palms showing, as if to push Mila away. “Now, no need to get restless. I was just curious. I wasn’t going to do anything.”

Her aim remained steady. She didn’t take her eyes off him.

Chet grew more edgy with each careful step back. “Hey, look. You can stop aiming that thing at me now, got it? I wasn’t gonna do anything, I promise!”

“Just get the hell out of here, and don’t come back,” Mila said.

Chet turned and sprinted off in the direction he came from. “You crazy bitch!” he shouted, running down the street.

Her neighbors a few houses down watched as he ran past the garbage truck, fleeing into the distance.

Mila kept the revolver up until he was out of sight. After a moment, she lowered the gun and fell back against the washing machine, shaking and nearly in tears. The safety and security of her home already felt as if they were on the line, and it hadn’t even been an hour. She rested her head in one hand, put the revolver in her pocket, and called for Rob on the radio.

“Rob, come in. Are you there?”

She walked to the Datsun and closed the door, but just as she approached the garage door to close it, Ken, her neighbor, stuck his head around the corner, startling her.

“Something wrong, Mila?”

She jumped back, dug into her pocket for the revolver, and then stopped and put her hand over her heart. “Oh my God, Ken. Don’t do that to me.” Nice timing, neighbor, she wanted to say.

“I heard someone shouting and saw him run right past the house. Someone you know?”

“No,” she said. “Just a wanderer who I told to keep moving.”

From under the shade of his sun hat, Ken took a look at the Datsun, noticing the supplies in the back. “Going somewhere?” he asked.

“To the cabin,” she said, not elaborating any further. She didn’t know how much she should tell anyone about their plans. They could trust Ken though, right? After all, he had helped with their vegetable garden in the back.

Rob’s voice suddenly came over the radio. “Mila!”

She grabbed the radio without hesitation. “Rob, where are you?”

The transmission was spotty, but she was able to make out his words. “I’m on my way now. Hold tight!”




 
 

***
Having finally reached their neighborhood street, Rob pedaled with a fury, running on pure adrenaline. So far, he was confident he had made the right choices. Offering supplies to his business neighbors and landlord and explaining what they needed to do was the best he felt he could do under the circumstances. He stood up to pedal faster, even though the pack weighed heavily on his back and he was already winded.

Up ahead, he caught sight of a man in a mechanic’s jumpsuit running up the road toward him in seeming panic. The man raced past without making eye contact. Further ahead was a garbage truck, likely broken down, in the middle of the road. Rob moved on, his house within a few more determined pumps of the bike pedals.

He rode up the driveway to find Mila standing there, inside the garage with Ken. Her eyes lit up as he skidded to a stop. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and looked ready to go.

Rob jumped off the bike, letting it fall onto the pavement. His legs felt cramped, and exhaustion nearly sent him to the ground in a sweaty heap.

“Rob! You made it,” Mila said, running to him.

Ken said hello and tipped the brim of his sun hat.

Rob nodded at his neighbor and then noticed for the first time the distress in Mila’s eyes. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine. I have everything ready for us to go, just like we discussed,” Mila said.

Rob took a step back and pulled his backpack off, placing it on the ground. “And the car? It starts?”

“Absolutely. It’s a miracle.”

Ken stood to the side, confused.

Rob continued. “Then we need to get the kids right now. We know where they are. They’re not going anywhere. But we have to hurry before things begin to turn ugly.”

“What’s going on, guys?” Ken asked.

Rob turned to Ken, trying to remain calm. “EMP, Ken. We’ve been hit with an EMP. The standard range on one ballistic missile alone is enough to cover half, if not all, the country. We’re leaving.”

Ken looked at their old car. “In that old thing? Why?”

“Because we have to get our kids,” Rob said.

Ken nodded. Rob and Mila then told him that they had to go and that they’d be back. They went into the garage, but before getting into the car, Rob gave Ken a few words of advice. “Keep your house secure and stay alert for looters. Keep your supplies well hidden. I’d cover that garden, too.”

Rob took the driver’s seat and turned the ignition. The reliable Datsun started without issue. He had never seen the theory put in practice of older-model vehicles resisting an EMP. But there they were, and he felt extremely fortunate and vindicated.

Mila stepped into the car cradling her cell phone. Rob told her that it wasn’t worth it—that her phone had been destroyed. “Magnetic waves are designed to destroy the internal circuitry of electronics, not to temporarily disable them.”

“Does anyone really know for sure?” she protested.

“I’d say we’re seeing evidence of it now,” Rob conceded. He revved the engine, and its roar was like music to the ears. After looking at the fuel tank gauge, he felt a sliver of panic.

“No. That’s not going to work. We need more fuel.” He slammed his fist on the steering wheel in frustration.

Mila touched his shoulder. “We might make it there at least,” she said in a comforting tone.

Rob stared ahead, gripping the steering wheel with both hands, searching for a solution. He then snapped his finger as a bulb went off.

“Of course! The Kia,” he said. He stepped out and walked toward his tool bench behind the car. In the corner was a long black hose and a five-gallon fuel can.

He grabbed the can and house and walked by the car window. “I’m going to have to drain all I can,” he said.

“Need help?” Mila asked.

“Nah. I have this,” he responded, walking off.

He knelt next to the Kia’s tank, took off the cap, and threaded the hose inside. He held up the other end of the hose to his mouth and paused. He hadn’t siphoned gas in years. The first and last time he had put the art of siphoning into practice was so that he could write about it on one of his prepper blogs. Now he was doing it for real, and the stakes were much higher.

One deep breath, hose to his mouth, and then a long, hard suck until the nauseous taste of gasoline rushed through. He spit and hacked as fuel poured from the hose and into the can at his feet.

“Disgusting,” he said, spitting. A couple more times, and they’d be good to go. He gave Mila the thumbs up and ran back to the car. He placed the can and hose in the trunk, and then hopped in the front seat, ready to go. He spit the awful taste of fuel out of his mouth as Mila handed him a bottle of water.

“Was there anyone around?” she asked.

He swished the water in his mouth and then spit it out the window, starting the car back up. The sound of the engine was music. He put the car into gear and pulled out of the driveway.

Mila volunteered to step out to close the garage door. Rob waited as she got out and scanned their still-quiet neighborhood around them. Mila returned, and they were ready.

“New York City, here we come,” he said.

The Datsun sped down the street, already gaining looks from nearby residents. The most challenging task of their day was ahead.




On the Road

 

On an average day, the drive to New York City from Nyack took about an hour, depending on traffic. But with the roads literally at a standstill, such estimates were no longer valid. Despite that, driving presented a litany of challenges, although they were different from the usual ones.

Gas stations for miles were without power and unable to dispense fuel. Vehicles already at the pumps hadn’t moved. Lines at convenience stores were growing as people tried to scrape together some cash, because the loss of power prevented stores from processing transactions. How long, Rob wondered, before people began looting?

In the age of digital currency, credit cards, debit cards, and online bank accounts, not having a way to pay for anything created helplessness and frustration. But such a realization was only the beginning.

In response to the power outage and their inability to continue working, shopping, or driving, most people reacted with agitation and annoyance, even fear. Left stranded, their only option was to wait. Wait for the power to come back on. Wait for their phones, computers, and vehicles to begin working again.

Leaving Nyack behind, Rob could see that the entire town was powerless—a massive blackout which spread to unknown distances. Somewhere, he felt sure, government officials and representatives from all agencies and branches were scrambling. Had they been prepared? What measures had been put in place? What procedures had been implemented for schools, hospitals, and prisons? Was the country at war? And if so, with whom? Rob didn’t have the answers, but he hoped someone did.

Avoiding cars stopped along the way, he managed to merge onto Interstate 87 South, toward New York City, roughly forty miles away. Mila was glued to the window, watching nervously. People walked down the highway in droves. Many remained at their vehicles. Others pushed their cars in desperation.

Rob kept to the right shoulder of the road while remaining mindful of the dangers ahead. They had received plenty of curious looks from people they passed along the way. Before they reached the main bridge out of town, an anxious police officer ran at them from his downed-vehicle, waving his gun in the air.

“Stop! Police! I need your vehicle!” he shouted as they passed him by, and they watched him grow smaller in the rearview mirror.

They drove past bicyclists and people on foot, and from their expressions, Rob sensed trouble brewing. The sooner his family found refuge the better. Judging by the number of those still on the road waiting, it was clear that, for them, the magnitude of what had happened hadn’t fully settled in.

The route was predictably congested with both pedestrians and stranded cars. And Rob knew that the closer they got to New York City, the worse things would be. He was consumed with thoughts of the dangers ahead. Traveling to one of the largest cities in the world after a potential EMP strike was among the most foolish things anyone could do. Yet they had no choice but to continue on I-87 South.

Stranded pedestrians repeatedly waved them down, but there was little Rob could do for them but avoid them and pass. Mila had a road map open, tracking their route.

“Almost there,” Rob said, scanning the area ahead. A road sign said New York City was twenty-five miles away

Mila nodded. “Thank God. I’ve heard the expression sitting on eggshells before, but this is ridiculous.”

Rob took her hand and squeezed it.

They passed more gawking groups of people at their steady speed. He maneuvered around vehicles dead the road, randomly moving between three lanes of traffic. Mila cracked her window and let in a fresh breeze. A motor-like whopping sound caught their ears from above.

“Is that what I think it is?” Rob said pointing up.

Helicopters flew in the distance. Three military Apaches. He’d never seen anything like it, certainly not around upstate New York. The four-blade, twin-turboshaft helicopters trailed off and became small dots in the sky. They were headed south, toward the city—a sign of the chaos that most likely awaited Rob and Mila.

In the long run, the city didn’t have a chance, he believed. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe instead of mass panic and fear, they city would remain calm and civil, though Rob thought it unlikely. Martial law was inevitable. And then what?

They neared a line of cars spread along the right shoulder of the road. There had been an accident. Rob slowed as Mila looked up from the map, concerned.

“What is that? A traffic accident?” she asked.

There were no people around. An abandoned four-door Nissan Sentra had smashed into the side of a Volkswagen Jetta in its front quarter-panel and pushed it to the side of the road. Plastic and glass were strewn across the pavement. The third vehicle, a Ford F-150, was parked behind the other two, unscathed.

They proceeded past the accident with caution and came upon a clear stretch of road, which provided temporary relief. They were entering a rural stretch of road where fields and trees and farmhouses flew by. Far up ahead on their right was an eighteen-wheeler semi-truck, parked to the side. Its trailer had a giant Target logo.

As they passed, Rob scanned the truck with deep interest. Both rear doors were closed and bolted shut, and there was no sign of the driver. The desire to investigate was there, but they were on a time crunch.

Maybe on the way back, he said to himself.

He turned to Mila and spoke. “You know, once supplies begin running out, people will be raiding these trucks like wildfire.”

“I know,” she responded.

“Pretty soon the shelves in the stores will be empty, food will run out, and people will grow desperate. And that’s when everything starts.”

“What about air travel?” Mila asked. “Can’t we just get out?”

“I don’t know,” Rob answered. “The obviously have helicopters, and I’m sure there are still planes flying around. From my understanding, electromagnetic waves travel down, not up.”

Mila took his hand in hers. “Or how about we just take a rocket and go into outer space?”

“I’d liked that,” Rob said with a smile, keeping his eyes forward.

The Datsun barreled down the mostly open road, nearing the end of their scenic route and edging into a more populated area, closer to their destination. One large green traffic sign indicated that New York City was less than five miles away. They were closing in, determined to face whatever the city had in store for them.




Big Apple

 

From Manhattan to Brooklyn to Queens to the Bronx to Staten Island, New York City was already in a state of disarray. A massive power outage had occurred across all five boroughs in a stunning fashion. Normally busy roads frequented by millions of commuters daily were completely clogged and at a standstill. The same gridlock could be found on the Brooklyn Bridge, the Queens Expressway, and the New Jersey turnpike.

The vibrancy of Times Square—all its thousands of flashing signs, giant screens, and Broadway ads—diminished in an instant to blank screens. Massive skyscrapers from the Chrysler Building to the Empire State Building to the One World Trade Center were dark. Every office on every floor of every building was without power. Noisy road construction from all over the city, normally blaring from every direction, had stopped, as equipment sputtered, failed and went silent.

Yankee Stadium, Madison Square Garden, JFK National Airport, the United Nations Headquarters, and every other major landmark, locales known throughout the entire world, was without power. Media centers, publishing companies, public libraries, museums, restaurants, tech firms, schools, hospitals, and prisons all suffered the same fate. The switch had been flipped off. The cord unplugged. But loss of power throughout the city was just the beginning of an immense national nightmare.

On the ground, the scene was chaos defined. From Times Square to Wall Street, the financial center of the world, everyone faced a crisis similar to that in Nyack, ten times worse. The New York Stock Exchange was in a storm of disarray. Millions of vehicles throughout had just stopped working and the exasperation among commuters was staggering. Taxi drivers were helpless to explain to their passengers why they weren’t moving. The NYPD struggled to keep up with the mounting chaos. Their own backup generators had failed. Nothing seemed to be working—from vehicles to communications—and the department was in a panic.

Theories abounded after a white flash exploded over the Manhattan skyline at 9:35 a.m. Witnesses saw a clear link between the aerial blast and the sudden loss of power and mobility. The most stunning personal realization, among residents and tourists alike, was the effect on their personal electronics. Cell phones, tablets, laptops, and computers no longer functioned. It was inexplicable and frightening at the same time.

From Park Avenue to Columbus, most people were in a state of denial. Some rightly suspected an EMP blast, but they were stuck on foot like everyone else.

Under the towering skyscrapers, oceans of people flooded the streets, leaving vehicles, offices, stores, and schools—desperate to find loved ones and get home. As mass confusion spread, a sizable fleet of Apache and Black Hawk helicopters flew toward the open city skyline.

“Your orders are to take control of this city before it’s too late,” the flight commander’s voice said into the headphones of his pilots. 




 
 

***

 

Rob exited I-87 and merged onto Harlem River Drive. He could already see the noticeable increase in traffic ahead, all of it at a dead stop. There were more people—stranded at their cars or wandering around—than both he and Mila could count. They passed Yankee Stadium. It looked empty, but there were hundreds of people outside. It looked to be about eleven or noon, by Rob’s estimate. His watch no longer worked.

Mila’s concern and impatience grew the closer they got into the city. She kept a close eye on their map for the quickest route to the Metropolitan Museum of Art on the eastern edge of Central Park. Roads in the city were confusing enough, many of them narrow one-way or only two lanes.

“We might have to consider finding a safe place to park and travel the rest of the way on foot,” Rob said, looking ahead.

Mila studied the map while running her finger along its surface. “If you take Harlem River to Park Avenue, it looks almost to be a straight shot from there to the museum.”

Rob nodded and pulled to the right shoulder of the highway to avoid a stopped line of vehicles. People, it seemed, were growing more aggressive by the hour. A half-mile ahead, two large men blocked their path and waved him down. Rob continued his steady pace.

Mila looked up. “Be careful,” she said.

“Relax,” Rob said. “They’ll move.”

The Datsun got closer and the men hadn’t moved an inch. They shouted for Rob to stop.

“Rob…” Mila said, clutching the dashboard.

“Don’t worry,” Rob said. His eyes were locked ahead—unwavering.

“Pull over!” the man on the left shouted.

His friend gave up and moved out of the way.

Twenty feet away and getting closer, Rob stared back into the face of the remaining man’s stubborn defiance.

Inches, away Mila screamed and closed her eyes just as the man jumped onto a nearby guardrail. The Datsun’s front end clipped his leg as he leapt. Rob didn’t slow one bit. He didn’t even look back.

Mila slowly opened her eyes and turned her head to the back window. The man was standing up and brushing his jeans off.

She whipped her head around to Rob. “Don’t ever do something like that again!”

“What else am I supposed to do? Let them steal it?”

“You need to be more careful, especially after we get the kids,” she said.

Rob shrugged. “We have to be prepared for more encounters like that. Once we get to the city, it’s a guarantee.”

She pointed her finger at him. “You’re not hitting anyone with this car. Do you understand?”

Rob glanced in the rearview mirror and nodded. They continued on, getting closer to the Park Avenue exit. A blurry line of vehicles rushed by the tinted windows. Face after face turned to watch them pass. They were in an uncompromising spot and woefully outnumbered. Harlem and Madison Avenue. That was where they needed to be. He wanted to find a parking garage. Someplace safe and out of sight.

“Imagine that,” he said. “We can park anywhere we want and we won’t get towed.”

Mila looked at him, unamused. “Well, I’m glad you can find some humor in this terrible situation.”

“Me too,” he responded.

They went off Exit 34, Manhattan and Queens, driving to the side of two lanes, avoiding all the cars in the way.

“Hold on,” Rob said, taking a sharp turn over a median to their right. Mila clutched the door’s armrest as the car bounced up and sparked as the tail end came down and hit the pavement.

The hit was jarring, like going over a speed bump too fast, but Rob maintained control and veered the car off the exit and onto the street. He glanced to the side and saw hordes of people standing around, near vehicles, attentively watching him drive by.

Mila looked around, trying to get her head right. The museum was a few blocks away along the congested streets before them.

Rob took another sharp turn down an empty alleyway between two abandoned buildings. He drove past a large green dumpster and several crates, coming to the back entrance of a three-story parking garage—just what he was looking for. They coasted past the unmanned guard shack and up to the second floor, where he slid into a space along a row of other parked cars.

“What is this? How’d you know about this spot?” Mila asked, catching her breath.

“Just a hunch,” Rob said. “I still remember some places to park around here.” He shut off the engine and put the keys in his pocket. “So I guess it’s on foot from here.”

Mila nodded.

“Do me a favor,” Rob said, pointing. “Could you check the radio again, please?”

Mila opened the glove box and pulled out the emergency radio. They repeatedly had tried to get a working frequency during the drive, but had failed. Nothing but static for miles. Rob took the radio, cranked the knob, and turned the dial slowly as the speaker crackled and hissed.

“Come on…” he said impatiently. “This is ridiculous. Surely the government put measures in place to protect emergency broadcasting.” At the height of his frustration Rob heard a high-pitched emergency tone.

“Massive power grid failure along the East Coast…” a faint voice said over the radio.

“We got something!” Anxious, Rob held the radio up and closer to his ear.

“Residents advised to stay indoors… utility companies are working with government officials to fix issues…” 

The signal disappeared again. “Damn it,” he said, setting the radio to the side. He looked at Mila. She was nervous and fidgety.

He took her hands in his. “We’re halfway to our goal. All we have to do is get the kids and get back here.”

A slightly forced smile came across her face.

“You have your gun, right?” Rob asked.

Mila patted her side. Rob pulled his Beretta from under the seat and pushed it into his pocket. “Let’s do this,” he said, pulling the bottom of his short-sleeved plaid shirt over his pocket.

They stepped out of the car and closed their doors. The sound echoed throughout the quiet garage. Rob circled the car, inspecting the tire pressure and searching for leaks. Everything looked good. The last thing they wanted was to be stranded in the city, helpless as everyone else.

“Ready?” Rob asked Mila, standing up.

Mila flashed a resolute expression. “You bet.”

Rob took her hand and they walked down the parking garage ramp to the first floor, where their foot journey would begin. They emerged from the parking garage onto a sidewalk that led to Park Avenue.

The path ahead looked troublesome. Businesses seemed to be closing their doors and the streets were full of people and growing by the minute. Hordes had taken up residency on sidewalks, at bus stops, and anywhere they could find shade and rest. The seeds of discontent and lawlessness were planted and looked ready to germinate.

Rob pushed through the crowd while keeping Mila close. He kept his eyes forward, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. Most of the crowd moved in unison down Park Avenue in the same direction, as Rob did his best to maneuver through.

A group of police officers rode by on bicycles, trying to keep the roads clear and maintain some semblance of order. They had resorted to the basics—air horns, to maintain crowd control. People demanded all sorts of answers as to why the power was off and why their vehicles and cell phones weren’t working.

The police had little to tell them. “Interference,” they answered. It was “a temporary glitch.” The utility companies were “working to get everything back online.”

The situation was becoming more heated by the minute. People bumped against Rob and Mila time and time again. A lanky, haggard-looking man with a beard and dirty ball cap grabbed Mila’s arm, mumbling to her. His breath reeked of alcohol. Mila yanked her arm away and kept walking. A string of profanity then came from the man’s mouth in her wake.

“Keep moving. Just a few more blocks,” Rob said.

Swarms of people blocked their way from all directions. They were packed in tightly among the crowd and it was hard to breathe. Rob pushed on, longing for the cabin. Mila kept her hand over her pocket where she could feel the bulge of her revolver.

They crossed a pedestrian walkway to the next block, at a corner store. As they passed, a voice shouted from inside as a man came running out with a carton of cigarettes tucked under his arm and a sixty-four ounce beer in each of his hands. The store owner, a heavyset Indian man with a mustache, ran outside and chased the man. Rob and Mila froze as the shoplifter headed right into their path.

“Stop! You!” the storekeeper shouted. He pulled a pistol from his jacket and fired six shots in rapid succession, taking down the fleeing man. The bottles shattered on the pavement. Mila screamed and threw herself against Rob.

Rob crouched down, pulling Mila with him. The shoplifter collapsed right in front of them, riddled with bullet holes. The storekeeper approached, gun in the air. Mila glanced downward. The man lay dead on his side with one leg over the other. His arms were out, his eyes closed, and his mouth open.

The storekeeper went pale with disbelief. “I told him to stop,” he said. “Why did he not listen?”

“Come on,” Rob said to Mila, standing. “Let’s keep moving.”

They held each other’s hands tightly and moved on. The bicycle cops were quick to the scene following the echo of gunshots. They shouted at the storekeeper to drop his weapon. A large group of people had gathered around, paying the scene no mind, even with the sounds of the police tackling the storekeeper to the ground.

“Only a few more blocks,” Rob said.

A sign for the museum was in view. Two sophisticated women walked by them trying to explain to each other why their phones weren’t working. “Maybe it’s just a bad reception area,” one of them said, holding her phone.

“I don’t know what the hell’s going on. Terrorists?” another man said to his friends as they walked by.

“Your guess is as good as mine, dude,” his friend said.

“EMP,” another one said. “I’ll bet you a million bucks.”

The words caught Rob’s ears.

Approaching the museum, they crossed over to Madison Avenue and took East Eighty-Fourth Street. The regal stone building with Greek columns lined up at the entrance was a welcome sight. The overflow of people coming outside made Rob’s heart jump. He squinted to search for any sign of Josh and Kelly. It was impossible to tell anyone from anyone else.

“Where do you think they are?” Mila asked. The three-story metropolitan building was massive in size, and they had a lot of ground to cover.

“I’m sure their teachers have kept the classes together for the time being. A power outage in a museum isn’t the end of the world. No reason for panic among the students.”

As they got closer to the front entrance, they noticed that most of the doors were closed; only a few remained open. A considerable amount of security guards manned the doors, and it appeared that they weren’t letting anyone in.

“Come on,” Rob said, running ahead. “We don’t have much time.”

They charged up the steps of the entrance, dodging around people leaving, and tried to push their way through. Rob had lost Mila’s hand and turned back to find her. She was struggling to get up the stairs, pushing through an angry batch of people denied entrance.

“Where do you think you’re going?” one loud-mouthed, dirty-looking man shouted at her as she tried to push by.

Rob went back down a few steps and tried to make some space for her to get through. He took her hand and walked up a couple steps, shouting, “We’re looking for our children!” His pleas only did so much, but it was just enough that people began to let him push past, all the way up to the platform entrance, where security guards manned two open doors.

“My children are on a field trip here,” Rob said to the first, blue-uniformed security guard. “We need to find them.”

The thirtyish security guard showed little sympathy for Rob’s plight. There were simply too many people making demands to get inside, and he had heard it all. “Sir, in light of current events, we’re temporarily closing our doors for the safety of our staff and of our artifacts. It’s standard protocol.”

Rob tried to push his way through. The guard grabbed his arm as other security guards stepped closer, ready to act. “I’m not leaving without my son and daughter, do you hear me?” Rob shouted. “They came here on a field trip. Do you still have any school children in there?”

The guard looked unsure, and didn’t respond.

“You don’t even know, do you?” Rob asked. “That’s why you have to let us in.”

The guard raised his hand, blocking Rob. “Sir, I can’t allow that.”

“Let me in!” Rob shouted.

Suddenly a woman came out of the building wearing a long dress, her hair pinned back in a bun. She called for the guards to wait and examined Rob through her glasses. “I’m a teacher!” she shouted. “And this man is right. We have three grades still in the building. There’s a good chance his children are among them.”

Rob looked back at the guard.

The guard looked his partner, who nodded in agreement. “Make it quick,” he said to Rob.

They walked inside as Rob shook the teacher’s hand. “I’m Rob Parker, and this is my wife, Mila. We’re looking for our son, Josh, and daughter, Kelly. They’re in the sixth and eighth grades.”

The teacher thought to herself carefully, distracted as further unrest grew steadily outside the museum. “We have classes from all three grades in here. No one has been released yet, so there’s a good chance they’re still in here.”

“Good,” Rob said.

The museum lobby was dark as night inside. The staff was already hard at work locking the place up. Rob assumed that with thousands of priceless artifacts, artwork, and sculptures, they weren’t taking any chances.

“I’m Mrs. Ramsey,” the teacher said. She then turned down a long, darkened corridor. “This way. Follow me.”




Operation Urban Breach

 

The security in and around the Met was at its most heightened. Spectators pushed past Rob and Mila with guards hastily escorting patrons toward the exits. The vast, dome-like ceiling rose on pillars high above. Mrs. Ramsey stayed close and led the way past museum wings and cultural exhibits. Under normal circumstances, Rob would have enjoyed the private tour, but ancient artifacts were the furthest thing from his mind.

They passed an Egyptian wing spotlighting the famous Temple of Dendur monument. Sunlight poured into the exhibition room from the long, angled windows from floor to ceiling. Staff members entered the room and quickly pulled down shutters, blocking out the sun and darkening the room. Mrs. Ramsey led Rob and Mila down a hall past several exhibition rooms.

“The children are in the cafeteria,” Mrs. Ramsey said, slightly turning her head.

“It’s a good thing we ran into you when we did,” Rob said. “Where were you headed?”

Her Algeria shoes clicked against the glossy stone floor with her hurried pace. “I was on my way to go check on the buses,” she responded.

“My guess is that they won’t start. Am I right?”

“We’re working on it, and I don’t know what the problem is,” she said.

“Mrs. Ramsey,” Rob began, “things are going to get much, much worse. I’ve read a lot about this. What we’re experiencing now is only the beginning of a deliberate attack on this country. Are you familiar with the effects of an EMP?”

 

Mrs. Ramsey paused. “An electromagnetic pulse? Yes. I had my suspicions as well.”

“Then you understand how important it is to keep these students safe. You’re going to need a police or military escort if you plan to get these students home.”

Mrs. Ramsey looked at Rob, wide-eyed. “I wouldn’t even know where to start to request that.”

“I wouldn’t know, either. But I can tell you that it’s the only way.”

Mila spoke up. “And not every parent is going to do what we’ve done.”

“I understand,” Mrs. Ramsey said. “The teachers are going to have a meeting and discuss the best plan of action.”

“We saw a man being shot to death in broad daylight, right in front of us a few blocks away. He was shoplifting. Thousands of other people will soon be doing the same,” Rob said.

Mrs. Ramsey seemed unnerved. He hoped that she got the message.

They approached the cafeteria—the size of a large mall food court—and could see the room was packed with children sitting at tables. Mrs. Ramsey pushed open double doors and they were met with clamorous chatter. Students ate from their sack lunches, talking and laughing as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

Mrs. Ramsey stopped them and turned around. “We have six classes in here, two from each grade. We’ve got them under control now, but it’s been difficult.”

“And their cell phones?” Rob asked.

“Not one works. It’s got them on edge, that’s for sure.”

“What did you tell them?”

She shrugged. “Temporary glitch.”

“Not the first time that’s been said today, I assure you,” Rob said.

Mila scanned the room through a sea of children. She wanted to yell for them but wasn’t keen on making a scene. Rob seemed to not share the same concern. He cupped his hands and shouted for them, gaining the attention of the entire room.

The chatter among the students died down as faces turned to them. Mrs. Ramsey stood sheepishly to the side as other teachers looked up, startled.

Two children stood up on opposite sides of the cafeteria as all eyes turned to them. Josh, on one end, looked over and squinted, clearly perplexed by his parents’ presence.

“Dad?” Kelly said, hurrying over. “Mom?”

The other students watched in near silence as Josh scurried away as if facing the most awkward moment of his life.

Mila hugged Kelly and then went toward Josh—who backed away, embarrassed.

“What are you guys doing here?” he asked.

“We’ve come to take you home,” Rob answered.

Kelly was not enthused. “But they’ve had us in here all morning. We’ve haven’t seen anything yet!”

Mila put her arm around Kelly, comforting her. “We’ll come another time, honey. We have to get home now.”

“The power is going to come back on any minute,” Kelly said. “I know it.”

Rob leaned in with a stern look and not a hint of patience left in him.

“Do you have all your things?” he asked.

Kelly nodded with her backpack over her shoulders.

Josh was empty-handed. “What is this all about?” he asked.

“Get your things and let’s go,” Rob said to him. “I’ll explain later.”

Josh seemed to get the message and moved quickly back to the table as some of the other kids looked up and watched him, snickering. “Have fun sitting here all day,” he said back to them, grabbing his backpack.

Rob and Mila thanked Mrs. Ramsey. “You have no idea how much you’ve done for us,” Mila said.

Rob looked around the cafeteria one last time. There was no conceivable plan to look after them all. He only hoped Mrs. Ramsey would heed his warnings. Feeling magnanimous, he lifted up the end of his shirt, exposing the pistol in his pocket. “Mrs. Ramsey. I don’t want to alarm you, but I really think you might be better off with this. It’s the least we can do.”

She recoiled. “Mr. Parker. This is a gun-free zone. I’d suggest your family move along before any of the security guards get wind of this.”

“I understand,” Rob said, lowering his shirt. “Just remember what I said. Things are only going to get worse. Your best bet is to wait in here until proper accommodations can be made to get these children home.”

Mrs. Ramsey nodded. “We plan to, Mr. Parker. The safety of our students comes first at all times.”

Rob didn’t envy her position, and he knew they had to move on. He looked to his waiting family and signaled to the double doors. “Let’s go.”

True to Rob’s fears, things only seemed to have gotten worse outside. Museum security guards had organized a vast perimeter around the building with barricades and extra guards. He hurried his family down the stairs outside the museum’s north entrance, down onto the sidewalk where crowds had assembled along 5th Avenue in a cacophony of pandemonium. Neither Josh nor Kelly looked prepared for it.

Rob stopped them before going any farther. “Stay close to us. We have a good two miles back to the car.”

They tried to listen, but were distracted.

“Why’d you park so far away?” Josh asked.

Rob outstretched his arm in an all-encompassing gesture. Easily outnumbering other vehicles, Yellow taxis filled all three lanes of the Fifth Avenue and East Eighty-second Street intersection near the museum. The roads were filled with hundreds of people on the sidewalk and street corners as well. The NYPD was on the scene, mismatched between riot gear and regular uniforms, trying to enforce order.

Lines of street vendors defensively manned their stations, trying to keep up with the demands of the encircling crowds, growing impatient and demanding food while waving cash in the air. Local news crews were on site, trying to get their equipment to work to no avail.

“What happened?” Josh asked. “Why are there so many people out here?”

“Listen to me carefully,” Rob said, trying to talk over all the noise. “The power grids are down. Cars have been disabled, along with phones and electronics. We have to get out of the city. Everything will be OK as long as we get to the cabin.”

Josh pulled out his cell phone, powerless like all the others. “But I thought it was just something in the museum that shut phones down.”

“It’s everywhere,” Rob said. “Happened about two hours ago. We don’t have a lot of time. Stick close and follow me.”

Kelly squeezed Mila’s hand tightly with one hand while biting the nails of the other.

People pushed against each other as crowds overflowed the area. A child stood near, crying for her mother. A man carried an unconscious woman along. Rob pushed back and tried to keep his family from being suffocated. There was barely anywhere to walk. Barely any space to move.

The alarming sounds of helicopters further drove the panic. People looked up as five Black Hawks hovered overhead. Past the helicopters, a fleet of fighter jets blasted through the skyline, leaving long trails of smoke behind them.

Thick black ropes then dropped from the Black Hawks onto what little space there was on the ground. Soldiers dressed sleekly in dark, urban-gray fatigues descended down the ropes with high-powered rifles clipped to their assault vests. Their abrupt presence startled the already uneasy crowd.

As the helicopters boomed above, sending circles of debris into the air, confused people took their attention off nonfunctioning phones and tablets and stood in awe.

“Dad…” Josh said, pointing as one soldier effortlessly slid down a rope and landed nearby.

Rob was caught in the spectacle and unresponsive.

“We should go,” Mila said, pulling Kelly along. “This doesn’t look good.”

Rob ushered Josh along, following Mila. “Keep moving. Let’s go.”

They pushed through a crowd and crossed the street. Rob pointed up the road. “Just the way we came. Hurry.”

They stayed close together, constricted by the crowd, and moved as quickly as possible as more and more soldiers hit the ground. They wore thick, tinted visor helmets with no discernible military branch, identification, or rank on their fatigues.

The soldiers brandished rifles with long, one-hundred round magazines protruding from the ends, clutching them with black tactical gloves. The wary crowds began backing away from wherever the soldiers landed. A loud voice blared over one of the helicopter bullhorns.

“Please disperse from the streets now. A tactical clearing will take place in thirty seconds. Please disperse from the streets…” 

“Tactical clearing?” Mila said, looking back at Rob. “What are they talking about?”

As they continued up the sidewalk, people began moving every which way. The soldiers kept their rifles aimed forward and began shouting to the people from under their masks, “Move! Move! Move!”

Even the police officers looked confused. The soldiers announced themselves as an elite urban tactical unit specializing in crowd control through their voice boxes.

“We’ve been tasked with clearing the roads to make way for emergency transport,” one soldier told a police officer through the voice box on his visor mask.

The police seemed reluctantly on board. They began to usher more people off the street, facing resistance from pedestrians. And while the officers showed restraint, the soldiers took a much harsher stance. They pulled noncompliant people out of their vehicles, threw them on the ground, and clubbed them in the head without hesitation.

Rob urged his family to move faster. They traveled north up Fifth Avenue, desperately trying to reach East Eighty-fourth Street, three blocks ahead. Rob led them across Madison Avenue, squeezing past cars, to Park Avenue, where many others were fleeing.

“Clear the road!” another soldier shouted through his voice box. He swung his buttstock and just missed Rob’s face. Rob shoved on without looking back, keeping his family close.

Soldiers descended upon defiant crowds blocking the road.

“Get off the street!” they shouted with their rifles aimed. “Now!”

Smoke grenade canisters flew into the air and hit the ground, igniting loud pops followed by billows of purple smoke that dispersed the crowd into disoriented and frightened packs, trying to escape the noxious fumes.

Those in the thick of the smoke fell to their knees gagging, with their eyes watering and thick mucus pouring from their mouths and nostrils.

More canisters flew into the air, striking the ground, and rolling as they exploded into colorful clouds that spread down the street. Rob led his family in one long chain, out of the smoke and farther down the road. The unruly crowds were getting more dangerous, and he feared a stampede.

A thundering crash echoed down the street, followed by an explosion of glass and metal. People stopped, stunned and frozen in their tracks. An enormous cargo truck, wide enough to take up all three lanes, barreled down the street, smashing cars and heaving them out of the way with its front-end plow blade.

The machine tossed vehicles to the side in wrecked heaps, and showed no signs of slowing down. With smoke billowing from its exhaust pipe, the truck chugged down the road at a steady speed of thirty miles an hour, tossing cars aside with startling precision and no regard for anything in its path.

Rob pulled Mila close and shouted over the din surrounding them. “We’ve got to get through! Follow me!” Rob pushed his way through the crowd and they made it to the corner on Eighty-fourth Street. They ran as fast as they could down the sidewalk, joining others, hysterical and desperate to get as far away as possible.

Soldiers dropped from ropes all around them as Black Hawks circled the city.

“Let’s go. Try to keep up,” Rob said.

Kelly was falling behind. Her legs could only move so fast. Mila kept a tight grip on her hand, slowing just enough for her to keep up. Mila suddenly lost Rob’s hand as he quickly moved ahead. She shouted for him, drowned out by the noise of the truck.

The disorder in the streets shocked her senses. Helicopters, panicked screams, voices blaring from intercoms above, roads blocked with motionless vehicles, and the methodical destruction of vehicles was unbelievable. It couldn’t have been happening. But it was.

After a quarter mile, they reached Park Avenue, only to find two green military cargo trucks clearing the roads like snow plows. Anyone in the road soon discovered that the trucks were not stopping—no matter what. Commuters jumped out of the way and watched helplessly as their cars were crushed and swept along the road like debris.

Rob looked north down Park Avenue. Platoons of armed soldiers walked behind the trucks, scanning the road. The Black Hawks continued to blare from overhead. With blocks to go, the odds seemed insurmountable, but they had no choice but to push on. “Everyone stay together,” Rob said.

Kelly, close to tears, wrapped her arms around Mila. “I’m scared. Why are they doing this?” she cried.

Mila was helpless to move with Kelly attached to her. Rob pulled Josh back as he tried to run ahead. “Wait,” he said.

He went over to Mila and picked Kelly up, holding her in his arms against his chest. She was trembling and drenched with sweat.

“All right,” Rob said to Mila and Josh. “Now we move. And don’t stop until we get to the car.”

They moved forcibly through the crowds, trying to stay focused on their narrow path ahead, trying to ignore the impossibility of what was happening around them.




Race to the Cabin

 

After a long, exhausting journey, they finally neared the parking garage. Sirens wailed from every direction. Smoke and tear gas rose into the city skyline, toward the top of skyscrapers. New York City was a disaster, and the sooner they escaped, the better. The three-story parking garage offered temporary refuge. They were all exhausted and equally shaken—Rob’s arms strained from carrying his daughter, Josh in a state of shock, and Mila rendered nearly catatonic.

“Guess we should have taken the subway,” Mila said in a dry tone.

Rob’s laughter was uneasy. “Guess you’re right.”

They had no clue if the subway was still operational or not. Metro stations from Manhattan to Queens had been swarmed with no way for them to enter. Sad as it seemed, they were safer above ground.

Looting had begun along the way, in small doses, but apparent in nearly every storefront they encountered. The city looked to be in a full-scale riot. Smoke. Gun shots. Vandalism. Sirens. Helicopters circled above as trucks bulldozed through gridlocked traffic throughout all five boroughs.

The Datsun looked untouched—a glistening jewel, covered in dust and debris. He pulled the keys from his pocket, confident that the car would start, but a little nervous anyway.

“All right, everyone. In the car,” he said, unlocking his door.

Josh stood back and scanned the car. “In this thing? Where’s the Kia?”

Kelly and Mila were already inside, happy to be off their feet. Rob walked to Josh and pointed outside the parking garage to the streets below. “You see what’s going on out there?”

“I do. But I don’t understand it because you won’t tell me anything.”

Rob gripped his shoulder. “I told you that I’ll explain everything once we get home.”

Josh crossed his arms and huffed.

“What is it?” Rob asked.

He looked up, saddened. “My friends from school. I made fun of them for having to stay in the museum. I didn’t know…” His voice trailed off and he hung his head.

“None of us could have seen this coming. But all that matters now is how prepared we are.”

“Are we prepared?” Josh asked.

Rob looked ahead. He could see smoke and fire rising from afar, deep in the city. “I believe we are, yes.” He then gently ushered Josh in the back seat. After he got in, Rob took a seat and took a deep breath. He stuck the key in and turned the ignition to the glorious sound of his internal combustion engine.

He turned to Mila, exhaling in relief. “Thank God.”

Mila unfolded the map, and looked at the route back. There was no way to avoid the highway, and she was certain things had gotten worse. “Just get us home safely,” she said.

“I plan to,” Rob said, putting the car in reverse.

Kelly was quiet, still shaken. Josh, on the other hand, fired off a litany of questions.

“Is it like this back home, too?” “What shut the power off?” “Who were those guys dropping out of the helicopters?” “Why were those trucks pushing cars out of the way?”

“It was an EMP,” Rob said, backing out and trying to answer one question at a time.

Mila turned around to face Kelly. “Honey, are you all right?”

Kelly nodded. She looked pale, possibly dehydrated. Mila quickly pulled some water bottles from under her seat and passed them around. Josh and Kelly gulped them down.

“An EMP? You mean like that thing in Last Earth?” Josh asked. Last Earth was a popular science-fiction show from a few years ago that portrayed the effects of an aerial EMP over a small town. Josh and Rob had watched it all the time.

“Nothing is official, buddy. I did see a blast in the sky outside my shop. After that, everything just seemed to have stopped.”

Josh pressed his face against his window, trying to look out beyond the parking garage with renewed interest. “Whoa. I can’t believe it.”

They drove down the ramp past the guard shack and onto a road brimming with parked vehicles. Rob had just enough room to maneuver around and toward the expressway on-ramp, less than a mile away. Hordes of people lingered and gawked at the one moving car on the road as Rob drove over medians and sidewalks, narrowly avoiding them along the way.

Fighter jets stormed by again, followed by a fleet of helicopters. At first glance, it appeared to be a massive military exercise, but what they had seen was no training exercise.

Rob turned to Mila, handing her the emergency radio. “Here, give it another try.”

She turned the dials searching for a signal. This time, Mila wasn’t getting anything at all.

“I just don’t understand it,” Rob said. “Why aren’t we being told what’s going on?”

He drove up the on-ramp toward I-87, staying to right side of the road just over the white line and onto the grass. His driver’s side door was within an inch of a line of vehicles. The highway fared no better than the city streets, as hundreds of people walked along every lane and blocked the shoulders.

“This is going to be tricky,” Rob said, feeling anxious. Mila turned the radio knob back and forth intermittently. Frustrated, she brushed her black bangs away from her eyes and set the radio on her lap.

“How could something like that happen? In this country?”

“The response time is what gets me,” Rob responded. “Two hours after an EMP strike, and there was already a full-fledged military operation in downtown Manhattan.”

“Did those look like American soldiers to you?” Mila asked.

Rob scoffed. Not even he had considered the idea of their being foreign. “Mila, come on! Of course they were American soldiers.”

“What makes you so sure?”

Rob thought for a minute. He didn’t have an answer. He laid down on his horn, trying to clear the ranks of people walking along the side of the road.

A large group turned around, startled, and slowly made space for Rob to drive through.

“This is ridiculous,” Rob said, getting frustrated. “These people have the whole damn road to walk down and they have to block the side.”

“They’re just as confused as we are,” Mila said.

They continued north as Rob repeatedly pressed on the horn to clear a path. The last thing he wanted to do was hit someone—but people were making it more and more difficult as he progressed. Up ahead, one particular group of young people saw the Datsun coming and began to look for a way to block their path. Their friends had already tried waving Rob down but had been ignored.

“What is it?” Mila asked, squinting ahead.

“Just some punk kids,” Rob said.

A half-mile up the road, a group pushed a vehicle into the right shoulder, blocking their path. Rob pushed the gas, flooring it.

“Hold on tight,” Rob said, as they shot forward.

He swerved back into the lane, narrowly missing a parked dump truck and sped through a small opening in the middle of the road between two cars. The punks, unprepared for Rob’s maneuvering, tried to chase him down, but it was too late. The Datsun continued on unabated.

Rob swerved through open spaces in the road and then back onto the shoulder, where they were safe for the time being. With thirty miles to go, the radio suddenly caught a signal, broadcasting a message similar to the one they had heard before.

“Residents are advised to stay indoors until utility services can properly be restored to affected areas.”

Rob listened carefully as Mila turned up the volume up all the way.

“An unexplained aerial magnetic wavelength has disabled power grids across the country, also affecting stand-alone personal electronic devices and vehicles within forty thousand feet of the mass spectrum. A reported nine interconnected substations and transformers have been compromised, disabling power and mobility for hundreds of millions of Americans.”

The broadcast had yet to delve into exactly what the government was doing. Rob waited impatiently, and after a few seconds the broadcast resumed.

“Government officials are closely monitoring the situation while advising residents to stay off the streets and out of highly populated areas, where riot-control measures are currently being implemented.” 

“Riot control?” Mila asked. “Is that what that was?”

Rob took Mila’s hand in his while keeping a careful eye on the road. The broadcast then switched to another long, high-pitched tone, followed by a repeat of the earlier message.

“This is a message from the Emergency Alert System. This is not a test. All residents are advised to stay indoors…” 

The Datsun shuttled down the road as they left the smoking city behind them, headed back home where they could hunker down and wait for everything to blow over.




Refuge

 

“Will everyone just calm down? I told you that we’re going to be OK. We’re prepared for this!” Rob said as they crossed the I-287 over the Hudson River.

It had been an exhausting and dangerous journey back home avoiding cars and angry pedestrians. Kelly was upset, Mila was on edge, and Josh was asking too many questions. Stress began to weigh down on all them, especially Rob. .

After avoiding another angry mob on the road, he slammed his fist on the steering wheel. “This is ridiculous. Why can’t these people just move out of the way? We should have never moved here!”

“Calm down, Rob,” Mila said. “You’re doing fine. Just get us out of here.”

He turned to her with understanding. Mila herself was tired and fatigued, but she had done everything necessary to retrieve their children from a volatile situation. And they had succeeded. The next step was simple: grab everything they could and bug-out to the cabin. Rob couldn’t believe they were actually doing it. In his mind, they were already there and safe. But they still had a ways to go before any such fantasy materialized.

Rob glanced into rearview mirror at the kids.

“You guys doing all right back there?” he said, rubbing his eyes.

Kelly nodded, still in a quiet state of shock after what they had been through.

“Yeah, I guess,” Josh said. “But I don’t understand why we have to go to the cabin. Why not just stay at the house? What difference does it make?

“We have a plan,” Mila answered. “And we have to stick to the plan.”

“Sounds like a pretty dumb plan to me,” Josh said, scoffing.

“The longer we stay at the house, the harder it will be to leave. And trust me, we would have to leave at some point.”

“Yeah, but—”

Rob cut him off.

“I understand it’s not an easy thing to ask of any of you. But it’s the only way.”

Mila looked back at Josh with an attempt to console him. “It will only be for a couple of weeks.” She then turned to Rob. “Right?”

Rob nodded. “A couple of weeks tops.” He knew, however, that it could be much longer. What else could he say? After what Kelly and Josh had been through, Rob didn’t want to fill their heads with the true reality: that they could be there for months. A total grid shutdown posed detrimental effects for years on end, or things could go back to normal in a matter of months. Whatever the outcome, he knew that adapting to a survivalist lifestyle would have to be gradual.

Josh threw his hands. “I don’t like this one bit.” He shook his head in frustration and spoke in a hopeless, defeated tone. “Why did this have to happen? Who did this to us and why? I just… don’t understand.”

“I’m sorry, Josh. I really am,” Rob said.

The car went silent again. Josh looked out his window, not saying a word as they passed another lines of cars parked on the interstate. The emergency radio crackled. Mila held it up, tilting the antenna, trying to get a better listen to the broadcast.

“Highways from the West Coast to the East, from the Midwest to Southern states are at a complete standstill. Seventy-five percent of the nation’s power grids are reported as nonfunctional as the federal government and emergency response management agencies have reportedly implemented measures to address the growing crisis. Air space has been restricted nationally to military only. Residents of all affected areas are advised to remain in their homes until assistance can be given. 

“Those left stranded on highways and roads are urged to remain calm and wait for assistance at emergency refuge centers. They are not encouraged to remain on the roads, which are being cleared for official transportation of casualties as well as other emergencies… More details to follow.”

Then the broadcast ended.

Mila clutched the radio, stunned. If what they had heard was true, things were far worse than he could have imagined. Rob had hoped… hoped that the EMP had encompassed a limited range. But any such optimism was now gone.

“We have to get to the cabin tonight. There’s no other way,” Mila said adamantly.

Judging from what they had seen in the city, the United States was either undergoing some kind of foreign invasion, or the government had resorted to extreme measures to handle the crisis.




 
 

***

 

Their neighborhood was largely the same as it had been earlier that day. The garbage truck was still there, long abandoned. Any cars in the driveway in the morning were still there. Anyone not home earlier didn’t look to be home now. There was an eerie quietness to the street, but it was a breath of fresh air after the city. Rob made it back to the house with a half-tank of gas left. It was late afternoon, and the evening was upon them—where anything could happen.

They pulled into the driveway, and Rob asked Josh to jump out and open the garage door. The Datsun was a hot commodity, no matter where they were or how safe they felt.

“Everything looks fine here,” Josh said. “Why don’t we just wait here, sleep on it? The power could be back on in the morning for all we know.”

“Please just open the garage door,” Rob said.

“I’ll do it,” Mila said, opening her door.

“No,” Rob said, touching her arm. He looked into the rearview mirror. “Do what I asked.”

Josh huffed and got out of the car. As he walked to the garage door and pushed it open, Mila said, “He’ll come around at some point. Don’t worry.”

“I know,” Rob said.

After opening the garage door, Josh went inside the house through the garage without looking back.

Rob spoke in a hushed tone. “We think it’s difficult getting the kids to adjust tonight? Imagine tomorrow. The more they get settled in, the harder it’s going to be.”

“I don’t mind going to the cabin,” Kelly said from the back seat.

Rob turned. “That’s good. Now we all have to pack and be ready. Do you think you can do that?”

“Yeah,” she said in a flat tone.

He pulled forward into the garage, unnoticed by anyone on the street. Their neighbor Ken was nowhere to be seen. It was late afternoon and they were already losing daylight fast.

“Nice to see that we’re all on board,” Rob said. “We’ll load up the car and get on our way.”

Mila sat quiet and reserved as Rob turned the ignition off. She thought of her earlier urgency, of wanting to get to the cabin as soon as possible. After seeing what had become of their town, their streets, the neighboring city, she had thought her mind made up. But something about the familiarity and comfort of their home made everything better.

It was hard to explain to Josh and Kelly the importance of uprooting their lives for an undisclosed period. And then there was her job. What of the hospital? What of her patients? Could she really leave it all behind? She was beginning to feel a little bit like Josh.

But she also trusted Rob’s instincts. His quick thinking had assured her so far that they had a chance. She thought of Chet, the man who had harassed her. She was lucky to have her gun on her. How many more people were out there, closing in on their neighborhood, just like him?

“All good?” Rob asked and turned off the ignition switch.

Mila and Kelly said, “Yes,” in return. Being told to pack for potentially months in a short amount of time and space was a bit overwhelming. This much Rob understood.

“Just focus on the necessities,” he said. “We can always make two trips if needed.”

They opened their doors and stepped out. Rob went to Kelly and knelt down in front of her, offering a light hug.

“How are you feeling?” he asked. Her face still looked shaken.

“OK, I guess. Just a little hungry.”

Rob took her by the hand and led her inside as Mila followed. It was getting dark and the air was stuffy.

“I’ll open some windows,” he said.

“Come on,” Mila said to Kelly. “Let’s see what we can pack for you.”

They went off down the hall as Rob opened the living room and kitchen windows, letting in a cool breeze. He thought about the house and how much he wanted to take everything. Were they doing the right thing by abandoning it? Was there any other way? He eliminated his doubt as he walked toward Josh’s room. His son could be heard rifling through his closet.

“How’s it going in here?” he said, pushing the door open. His blinds were open, and the sun was rapidly descending. A lush, orange sky could be seen outside the window. They were running out of time. Traveling in the mountains at night posed its own challenges—their headlights could be seen for miles.

Josh threw a pile of clothes onto his bed. His room was a mess of video games, shoes, skateboard, and books lying everywhere.

“What am I actually supposed to pack here? I have no idea.”

Rob strolled in and took a seat at the end of his bed. “No electronics. They’re useless now. Clothes. Hygiene stuff. Winter jackets. Blankets. It’s going to get cold up there.”

Josh stood in the middle of the room, shaking his head. “I just don’t get it.”

“We won’t be there forever. All I ask is that you understand that the safety of this family is my top priority,” Rob said.

“Yes, Dad. I get it.” Josh bent down, grabbed another pile of clothes, and tossed it on the bed. “This is the worst day of my life.”

Rob stood up and approached Josh, helping him sort through his clothes. “Things will get better, I promise.”

Josh didn’t respond and just seemed to hang his head in defeat.

“After you get packed, I need your help with a few other things.”

“Like what?”

“Making sure that your sister and mom are good to go. We’re the men of the family, Josh, and we need to act like it.”

Josh grabbed his cell phone. “My friends. They could still be at the museum, or they made it home. But I’ll never know, will I?” He threw the phone across the room, hitting his dresser.

“We have work to do, Josh,” Rob said. “It’s time for you to put everything behind you for now and do what’s best for your family.”

Josh turned to Rob, surprised by his matter-of-fact tone. He was too exhausted to argue any longer. There was nothing left to say.

They walked to the garage together. Helicopters raced above the house, giving them chills. With only an hour or so of precious daylight left, they got to work.

The Datsun was quickly loaded with everything that could fit inside the trunk and on the top of the car. Rob wrapped containers and boxes over the top railing with bungee cords like they were going on extended vacation. Josh thought of the cabin and what he was going to do out there. He liked to fish and then noticed his pole in the corner near the washer and dryer. He grabbed it and then remembered something else.

“Do we still have room for my tackle box?” he asked Rob.

Rob finished fastening the last bungee. “Yeah, there should be some room in the truck.”

Josh went into the house to get it. After the initial shock, their trip was beginning to feel more like a vacation. Rob did a mental check of everything they had packed so far: emergency food kits, medical supplies, bug-out bags, weapons and ammunition. In the meantime, it seemed as if everyone was packed and ready. Mila and Kelly brought their bags out. Josh soon followed. For Rob, it was a sobering sight to see. They were really leaving.




 
 

***

 

After packing everything they needed, the family took the forty-minute drive to the cabin with a quarter tank left of their gas and a jumbled congestion of vehicles along their path. They left their house with the windows closed, locked, and covered, hoping to return home soon.

It was early evening as Rob drove up the winding hills of Bear Lake Mountain Road to where a quaint three-bedroom cabin awaited, far into the mountains and away from the civilized world. Rob knew the roads well, and he also expected to find a few others who had cabins in the area. People, like him, who prepped. With no way of knowing who had made it or not, Rob didn’t hold any expectations, but little by little, he was sure people would began to arrive.

His people owned bug-out vehicles as well with escape plans similar to his. He trusted each of them and was certain that they could stave off the elements together and live off the land safely in relative harmony.

The camp community consisted of two families and two couples—all resourceful preppers—who had had purchased the cabins in the event of a national crisis or disaster. They were residents of Nyack, except for one Long Island family, and they were also frequent customers to his store. He hadn’t seen a lot of them in a while and hoped that they were OK.

“Have you heard from anyone else?” Mila asked, referring to the prepper group.

“No, not yet,” Rob answered. He fiddled with the emergency radio in his lap, trying to get a decent signal. “I hope to see everyone soon, or at least in the next day or two.”

Mila grabbed the radio from him. “Let me see that. You need to keep your eyes on the road.”

Not much more came over the radio. There were continual advisements for residents to stay inside their homes, almost as if that was the government’s only plan. But beyond that, they weren’t any closer to finding out who was behind the EMP and why. The time wasn’t right and the government wasn’t speaking. There would be no real answers for some time.

Twenty miles from the cabin, Kelly was knocked out, resting after some ibuprofen Mila had given her. Josh stared out the window as Mila dug through her purse.

“Damn it. Forgot our passports.”

“Don’t worry, I grabbed them,” Rob said.

“Oh,” Mila said, relieved. “Thank you.”

“What do we need passports for?” Josh asked.

Rob’s eyes looked into the rearview mirror. “Just in case we have to leave the country.”

“You’re serious?” Josh asked.

Their lack of response told Josh all he needed to know.

Mila looked out the window and then covered her mouth.

“What is it?” Rob asked.

“I was on shift tonight. Oh no. We should have at least swung by the hospital. They’re going to be so worried.”

Rob gently placed a hand over hers. “I’m sure you’re not the only one who didn’t show.”

“But what about our patients? Surely there has to be some kind of backup generator or something. Right?” She looked at Rob, frantic and waiting for an answer.

“Yes. I’m sure there are. You need to put it out of your mind. Just for tonight.”

It all fell like a bad dream. Their very livelihoods had changed. Bills, school, work, exercise, family time—all routines given an immediate moratorium. What would their new routines consist of?

“Almost there, gang,” Rob said as they ascended a narrow hill leading to a dirt road where the cabin awaited. He could see the small wood structure in the distance, concealed under a patch of redwood trees. It stood ten feet in the air on wood beams—to keep wildlife and bugs from getting in. Wooden steps led to the front door. Beyond the windows, the house was as black as the night sky.

The air was cool and the town below was indistinguishable from the blackness of the forest. Rob had always wondered what a city without lights would look like in the evening—what things must have looked like two hundred years before. During their trip, his question had been answered, and there was no comfort to what they had seen.




 
 

***
They soon settled in, unpacked, and moved everything into their three-bedroom cabin in the rolling hills of Bear Mountain. Within the camp, there were five cabins total spread throughout three acres of forest. The others soon showed up, just as Rob expected. There was Peter and his wife, Krystal. The Santos family—Carlos, Mayra, and their children Gabriel and Antonio. Elliott and Reba, an older couple, who had long relocated to their cabin after retirement. And Brad and Ashlee, a young couple with five children.

The initial reunion between families was heartfelt and affirming. The families were excited to see each other and overwhelmed by the crisis that had sent them into mountains. But now, the real work was upon them. They were going to have to hunker down and work together if there was any chance of survival.

Days passed, then weeks, and their routines soon became second nature. The days consisted of fishing, hunting, cooking, boiling water, gardening, and most importantly, learning from each other. There were even a few rooms set aside for the kids to go to school. It was life in the wilderness among a tight-knit group of people who trusted each other, motivated by their mutual longing for the return of normalcy so that they could go home.

Two months had passed and Rob’s family hadn’t left camp. Too many troubling developments were announced over the radio. Gunshots and looting could be heard from the town below. From their carefully placed lookout tower, Rob could see fire and smoke almost daily from his binoculars. Nyack didn’t look to be faring too well from afar. The faith and hope that had brought the camp together was put to the test with each day they remained without answers or assurances.

Their “temporary bug-out” had extended past the two-month mark, and the news had gotten worse. The power grids were no more repaired than the cars on the road. The town was too dangerous to venture into. Their supplies were dwindling even with an emphasis on rationing. But plans were in the works for a supply run. It had to happen, despite whatever madness had gripped their town below.

Rob was on a morning walk when he ran into Peter, who had just finished his guard shift.

“Morning, Rob,” said Peter, an energetic gray-haired man in his fifties. He and his wife, Krystal, were both well-to-do realtors and among some of Rob’s most loyal customers—when he’d had his store.

“Hiya, Peter,” Rob said.

Peter held a hunting rifle in hand, a camouflaged jacket, and black boonie cap. He looked worn from his long guard shift.

“I just wanted to share something real quick.”

Rob looked on, interested. “Sure. What do you have?

Peter brought his hand to his chin. “I was thinking about what you were talking about the other day. About when you and Mila went into the city to get your kids.” Peter stopped, took his boonie cap off, and wiped his forehead.

“What about it?” Rob asked.

Peter’s eyes were intense and wide. “They’re doing that everywhere, not just through the Bronx and Manhattan, or wherever you saw it. It’s part of a nationwide operation to clear the most densely populated areas of the country.”

“I don’t understand,” Rob said. “Where did you hear this?”

“From a buddy on my mobile HAM signal. It’s called Operation Urban Breach. A classified operation where they make room for complete militarization.”

Rob flashed him a skeptical look, but wasn’t entirely dismissive. What he had seen was every bit as Peter described.

“They know that after the EMP millions of vehicles are nothing but useless hunks of metal blocking the road. So what is the government going to do, just leave them there? Who owns the roads, Rob? Think about it.”

Rob was deep in contemplation. Everything Peter was saying made sense. It just seemed so… impossible. How could the government pull off such a thing?

“And no word on who attacked us and why?” Rob asked. “Two months later and none of your buddies know.”

Peter shook his head. “Haven’t heard anything.”

Rob thanked Peter and went about his morning hike. At the very least, he had quite the story to tell Mila. He walked up a cliff and examined the open fields and tiny houses miles away. Thin waves of smoke trailed in the distance. It always smelled like smoke because something was always on fire.

For the time being, nothing was going to change. The outdoor life was just like any other. They were a community of people who lived in the area, dedicated to one united goal of survival. And so far, it was working. Two months in the mountains had left them disconnected from their normal lives, wondering if it was still possible to make the transition back to who they were before.

Despite the relative anonymity that surrounded them at camp, the times were changing. And on the afternoon of Sunday, November 19, things were about to get a lot more interesting. They had been discovered. And it was no accident. The men who watched them from a safe distance believed them to be thieves, for their latest supply run had crossed into gang territory.

About a hundred yards from the camp, a black fedora hat rose from the bushes, revealing a tall man in a leather jacket. He had a small group with him. Bulky, intimidating men with tattoos, scars, and gold teeth, while some were missing teeth. The man, along with his gang of convicts, had taken over Nyack and claimed it as their own. Now they had an outside threat to deal with.

Mayor Jenkins called his men to advance, and they hiked up the latest hill, getting closer to the stretch of cabins before them. They had been staking it out for some time, studying their activities, defenses, and routines. The gang held their rifles close to their chests and moved with a stealth similar to the maneuvering that saw their prison escape.

Jenkins halted them again. They heard something not far ahead.

“What is it?” Larry asked. His braided hair hung over his jacket.

“We need to be careful from here on out. These people are armed and they know the area ten times better. They’re not going to be as easy as the preacher and his folks. Got it?”

“Got it,” Larry said.

They waited for a few minutes and then advanced further. The men were itching for a shootout. Murder was on their mind and vengeance in their hearts.




Before the Attack

 

Arthur Jenkins sat in his cell at the Rockland County Correctional Institute, eager to start the day. His parole hearing was in one hour, and if things went as planned, it would soon be the last time he woke up staring at the cracked-cement walls surrounding him. Six years of the same routine had long worn on him. Six years of being told when to get up, when to eat, what to do, and when to do it was a never-ending drudgery of unimaginable strain.

He was surprised by how quickly the years had passed and even more surprised to see how much he had adjusted to it. Years prior to his incarceration, the very idea of him ever going to prison was absurd. As a small-time land developer with large ambitions, he had his sights set on running for mayor in the upper-class village-town of Nyack, New York—where he resided with his wife, Teresa.

He sought office as an independent outsider, but had been easily defeated by incumbent mayor, Jeanine Layton, three consecutive times. Stunned but undeterred by his losses, he remained more determined than ever to win the next election through any means necessary.

The door to his cell creaked open. A mustached and burly corrections officer, Sergeant Rutzler, stood with one gloved hand resting over his belt, near his pistol, and the other holding the door.

“Rise and shine, Jenkins,” he said. “Your hearing begins in an hour.”

Fully dressed in a gray suit and tie, Arthur turned his head slightly to the side, barely taking notice of the officer. “I’m well aware of that, thank you.”

Rutzler placed his hand over his gun. “You know the drill. Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

Arthur did as he was told, and faced the small window that overlooked the prison courtyard. Beyond the courtyard was a tall fence with rolls of concertina wire running along the top. Far beyond the fence was the slightly visible outskirts of Nyack. Arthur would often stare out the window of his cell as the world passed by year after year, imagining all the people going about their daily lives, free to do as they wished. He envied them to the point of sickness.

An associate’s voice rang through his head. “You do the crime, you do the time.”

But Arthur had done his time as far as he was concerned.

“Let’s move,” Rutzler said, jerking him out of the cell. He led Arthur down a darkened hallway past several cells on both sides. As he glanced through the long vertical window slits on each door, Arthur could see his fellow prison mates, up and moving about.

“We’re going to swing by the cafeteria, but make it fast,” Rutzler said, guiding Arthur along with hand against his back.

“Not a problem,” Arthur said. He walked with a confident, easy stride. “I wouldn’t dream of keeping the parole committee waiting.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Rutzler said.

“You know,” Arthur began, “I think I’m going to miss you most of all, Sergeant Rutzler.”

Rutzler’s laughter echoed down the hall. “You seem mighty sure of yourself.”

He was. Arthur had pulled a little strings with the parole board. His wife had been working diligently behind the scenes to secure his release. He was already running through his plans on the outside: the new life ahead of him and all the plans to make up for lost time.

“This way,” Rutzler said and yanked him down another hall to the right.

They approached two double doors leading into the cafeteria. Arthur could smell grits and gravy before they entered. Once inside, Rutzler stopped and looked around. The cafeteria was largely empty. He then told Arthur to have a seat near the front.

“You’re going to make me eat handcuffed?” Arthur asked.

“Do what I ask,” Rutzler said.

Arthur found a table and sat as Rutzler went to grab him a plate. Rockland County was a minimum security prison with its fair share of dangerous prisoners. Arthur, however, had no intention of staying much longer. His crime wasn’t murder, assault, or robbery. He was doing time for something else altogether.

Arthur had been sentenced to fifteen years on racketeering and conspiracy charges involving a pharmaceutical drug trafficking scheme meant to fund his latest campaign for mayor. Once the news go out of his arrest, Arthur went down in flames, and he was soon dismissed as an embarrassment in local politics.

He recalled every bit of his shameful past as Ruztler set a tray in front of him with a plate of steaming morning slop.

“Now eat fast,” Rutzler said and walked behind him to unlock the handcuffs.

After six years of relatively good behavior, Arthur couldn’t recall a time where Sergeant Rutzler treated him like a decent human being. He said nothing and quickly shoveled the overcooked grits into his mouth. A fork on his tray glistened in the hanging lights from above. He glanced out the corner of his eye. Rutzler stood nearby, looking away. Arthur placed an arm over the tray and slide the fork into his sleeve.

The parole hearing started on time in a small, sterile room with yellow walls. Two men and one woman sat at a long table in front of a barred window. Arthur was led in and seated on a chair in front of them. His lawyer, Frank Kershner, an eloquent, older man with a thin white beard and bald head, sat near Arthur. Rutzler shut the door and stood to the side, behind Arthur.

The bushy-haired professor-looking man seated in the middle, opened a file and then looked up to address the room. He had an ID badge hanging on a lanyard around his neck similar to his other counterparts. His finger pressed the record button of a portable digital recorder.

“Good morning. My name is Dr. Hughes, and we’re here to conduct the parole hearing for Mr. Arthur William Jenkins, inmate at the Rockland County Correction Institute since August twenty-third, two thousand and ten.”

Dr. Hughes signaled to the woman on his right. “With me is Parole commissioner, Susan Davis …”

The black-haired woman acknowledged him with a nod.

He then turned to his left. “And Mr. Edmund Lee, chairman of the board of parole hearings.”

As Mr. Lee nodded, Dr. Hughes looked around the room, focusing in on Arthur. “So, Mr. Jenkins. Are you ready to get started?”

“Ready as rain,” Arthur responded with enthusiasm.

Dr. Hughes cleared his throat as Ms. Davis and Mr. Lee flipped through their own files. “This won’t take long …” he said with near certainty.

Sitting perfectly straight with both cuffed hands flat over his legs, Arthur flashed a quite smile. “I sure hope not.” He glanced at his lawyer with reassurance. Kershner offered a subtle thumbs-up in return.

Dr. Hughes continued. “Yes, we’re here to determine if time served is satisfactory in the eyes of the state to offer you the benefit of parole.”

As the committee continued, Arthur’s mind began to wander. He imagined that they had already granted him parole and that he was free. Teresa was waiting for him in the parking lot as her red hair shinned vibrantly under the sky of a beautiful fall day.

“We take into account not only time served, but the liquidation of the prisoner’s assets, real estate investments, and personal finances on account of his numerous violations of both state and local election laws,” Dr. Hughes said. He then stopped and scribbled something onto his notebook.

Arthur got a strange feeling when he saw him look at the other two. With a frown, Dr. Hughes then turned to face Arthur and his lawyer. Rutzler remained standing with a hand on his hip and the incessant sound of gum chewing.

“Given light of recent events, it is within the best interest of this committee to hereby deny Mr. Jenkins’s parole for an indefinite period of time until further investigation.”

The bluntness of his words stunned Arthur. Shock hit him like a cold bucket of water followed by an intense flush of anger.

His lawyer jumped up. “What are you talking about? Is this some kind of joke?”

Dr. Hughes shook his head while gripping some documents. “It’s come to our attention that Mr. Jenkins has apparently learned nothing from his incarceration, and it would be irresponsible for us to release him at this juncture.”

Kershner was beside himself. He opened his briefcase, pulled out a thick file, and waved it in the air as Arthur looked on. Sergeant Rutzler took a few steps forward, intrigued and amused.

“This is an outrage!” Kershner protested. “A mockery of justice. I was told that my client would be afforded a fair parole hearing. We have over fifty signed character witness statements from staff and officers alike.”

Ms. Davis leaned forward, interjecting. “That bares little use as of now. Your client has attempted to compromise the integrity of these proceedings, and I’m afraid we have no other choice but to deny parole at this time.”

“Absolute madness,” Kershner said. His face reddened with anger.

Arthur knew what they were talking about. His attempts to play the committee had apparently back fired, to which Hughes then confirmed.

“It recently came to my attention that Mrs. Teresa Jenkins approached someone on this very committee and offered a sizable compensation to assure that we granted her husband’s release.”

“A bribe,” Davis added.

Kershner set his briefcase down at the table and approached the table, irate.

“That’s far enough,” Rutzler said.

Kershner stopped and glared at the committee. “My client can’t be held responsible for the actions of his long-suffering wife. I’m sure she would have done anything to ensure his release. But that has nothing to do with the man sitting in front of you.”

Ms. Davis crossed her arms. “Once charged, she implicated your client as instructing her to solicit the bribe. The district attorney is pursuing obstruction of justice charges as we speak.”

The room went silent. Defeated, Kershner hung his head down and then looked at Arthur with contempt. “After all I did for you …” he said in disbelief. “You go and do something stupid like that. Years of work to secure parole down the drain.”

As Kershner continued his admonishment, Arthur looked beyond him and outside the barred windows. It was a beautiful day out, and what he saw next quickly propelled him to action. An explosive blast filled the sky like lightening—only more encompassing. It sent shock waves that popped Arthur’s eardrums, while startling everyone in the room.

Several long fluorescent bulbs exploded from above. Ms. Davis screamed. A distant crackling sounded from outside similar to the low rumbling of thunder followed by a low ringing. Startled, Kershner ended his rant. The thin gray hairs around his bald head were sticking out. Muffled sounds of confused clamor reverberated from outside the room.

Dr. Hughes went to press the stop button on his recording device, but then discovered that it was no longer working. “I don’t want anyone to be alarmed,” he said, noticing the troubled looks in the room. “Maybe we should pick this up later.”

Sounds of unrest grew louder from outside the room. Curious, Rutzler turned to walk toward the door and check things out. With the slight distraction, Arthur saw his opportunity.

He jumped out of his chair, knocking it to the ground, and charged the officer with his hands gripping the fork under his sleeve. As they collided, Rutzler didn’t know what hit him. Arthur jammed the fork into his neck with his entire body weight. Ms. Davis shrieked. The other committee members recoiled in horror. Kershner stood back, frozen and shocked.

Rutzler flew against the wall gargling blood as Arthur jammed the fork into his neck again and again. He smacked it in one more time and backed away, as Rutzler slid down onto the floor. With his hands still cuffed, Arthur then grabbed Rutzler’s pistol from its holster and pulled it out. He whipped around to face the committee. They threw their hands up, terrified and clutching cell phones.

“Drop them,” he said, rising from the floor. The phones clunked on the table in unison. Out of the corner of his eye, Arthur could see his lawyer backing against the wall with his arms up.

“The phones,” Ms. Davis sad. “They aren’t working.”

“That’s too bad,” Arthur said. He spun around to face Kershner. “Get over here and un-cuff me. Now!”

Rutzler rolled over, gasping for air and clutching his neck as blood flowed into a thick, red puddle on the cement floor.

“Jenkins, whatever you’re thinking about doing—” Kershner began.

“Shut up!” Arthur shouted. “You’re fired. Now get over here!”

Kershner tepidly approached and searched for the keys on the dying officer’s belt.

“What do you plan to do?” Dr. Hughes asked from the table. “Shoot us all?”

Arthur held the pistol steady on them. “I’m getting out. Whether you get shot or not depends entirely on you.”

Kershner found the keys and handed them to Arthur, providing another warning. “Please, Arthur. This isn’t the way…”

Without comment, Arthur took the keys, held the pistol against his lawyer’s forehead, and fired. The back of his head blasted out with more blood and brains than Arthur had expected. Mortified, the committee took cover under the table. Kershner’s body collapsed as Arthur unlocked his cuffs.

Arthur looked over to the trembling group and tossed his cuffs to the ground. More commotion sounded from outside. No one outside seemed to have taken notice of the gunfire just yet.

Arthur pointed to Dr. Hughes. “Get over here and strip Officer Rutzler.”

Hesitant, Dr. Hughes looked to his colleagues. Just as he made eye contact with Mr. Lee, Arthur fired, striking Mr. Lee in the face. Ms. Davis threw herself to the ground with her arms around her head. Dr. Hughes remained frozen with his colleague’s blood on his face.

“Move!” Arthur shouted. He went to the table, grabbed Dr. Hughes by the collar, and pulled him out.

Dr. Hughes tumbled across the ground. Arthur kicked him in the back and paced around in a circle as he writhed in agony.

“You think you can keep me locked up in this place forever?” Arthur paused and leaned down with the pistol in full view. He listened closely for the growing sounds of chaos outside. “Not anymore.”

Hughes gasped for air as he began unfastening Sergeant Rutzler’s boots and pants. Arthur continued, seeming to revel in the moment. “I want to hear you say the words.” He held the pistol to the side of the doctor’s head. “Say, parole granted.”

Dr. Hughes closed his eyes, gritted his teeth and spoke. “Parole …granted.”

“Thank you,” Arthur said.

He was on a roll, and he had never felt so powerful in all his life. It was time to get even with everyone. He could see it already. He would be mayor after all.




The Mountain People

 

The destitute village of Nyack, New York, had changed drastically. Many of its residents had relocated to the emergency shelters, which provided limited food and a roof over their heads. Those who stayed in town contended with a startling lack of basic necessities. There was no power, no food on the shelves, no fuel in the gas pumps, and—within minutes—no running water.

On Monday, September 12, 2016, a mysterious blast of white light destroyed every electrical transformer in the area, effectively disabling the entire power grid. But electricity wasn’t the only thing lost in those brief moments. Vehicles stalled and sputtered to a halt with their internal circuitry fried, while cell phones and other communications were disabled in an instant.

There was no television. No Internet. No working ATMs, running water, heat or air conditioning. Every modern convenience was gone without rhyme or reason. A logical explanation was out there, but few had the answers. And when it became evident that this wasn’t a temporary crisis, a breakdown of law and order had swiftly followed

As a once-quaint village town, Nyack had been rendered unrecognizable in a few short months. But not all of its formerly contented residents were now living there in peril. Some had wisely moved away before the town descended into anarchy.

Miles away, tucked in the mountainous ranges along the Hudson River, lived a peaceful community of men, women, and children. As preppers, they lived off the land, away from their homes and out of sight of the general population. They were self-sufficient and independent people, making their way through the crisis that began one fateful Monday morning.

On the day of the mysterious blast, Rob Parker moved his family into their cabin to escape the danger he was certain would follow. He and his wife, Mila, had seen enough in the few short hours following the blast to know that the situation was deadly serious.

They made the treacherous trip from their home in Nyack to New York City to retrieve their two children from a field trip at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. They barely escaped the chaos of the city, which was like nothing Rob had ever seen before. Thousands of people were on the streets, shouting and pushing their way from block to block. Without any explanation behind the loss of power, mobility, and electronic devices, things quickly spiraled out of control in the nation’s most populated city.

A stunning military operation soon took place. Vehicles were bulldozed and swept aside like street litter by cargo trucks, which seemed to have come from nowhere. Soldiers, deployed from helicopters hovering over the city, were determined to bring order to the streets with brute force. The confused and frightened populace were herded off the streets and dispersed to government-mandated areas. No one, it seemed, knew what was going on.

Rob and his family had managed to escape and make it back to his bug-out car: a red 1979 Datsun. It still ran because it had no computer-run parts to destroy.

Many people had their own theories about the September 12th strike. Rob was certain that they had been hit with an EMP—a high-altitude electromagnetic pulse, ignited forty thousand feet in the air. It was the only thing, to his knowledge, capable of dismantling power grids, portable electronics, and the internal circuitry of most modern vehicles.

The sudden loss of the most basic and relied-upon conveniences had frightened people, some believing that the end of days was upon them. But how far had it spread? Beyond New York? No one knew. And without basic communications, all that people could do was speculate.




 

Saturday, November 19, 2016

Rob leaned against the kitchen counter of his three-bedroom cabin in deep thought. How much longer could they stay there, especially with winter on the horizon? When could they venture back into town? When would it be safe? Such answers remained unknown.

Each day presented new challenges, from rationing their food to getting more, and maintaining a healthy reserve of all necessities. They also had to ensure the security of their camp—consisting of five cabins spread across three acres. They had a twenty-four-hour lookout, and guard shifts were rotated out each day.

Bear Mountain offered the refuge they needed, and at their altitude, they hadn’t encountered anything beyond wildlife. After two months, however, the urge to return home was intensifying among the camp residents. The other families, including Rob’s, feared for loved ones who lived elsewhere. No one knew exactly how far the EMP had reached, and not knowing was the worst part.

As a committed prepper, Rob was prepared to hunker down as long as necessary, though in those early hours of the morning, he contemplated alternatives. He wanted to get a team together and see how Nyack was holding up. Eventually they would need more supplies, too.

Rob knew that organizing such an effort would fall on his shoulders, but he didn’t mind. He was happy to help as long as everyone pulled their own weight. At camp, everyone looked out for each other. They had to.

A light breeze blew through the screen of the open kitchen window. It was quiet outside, peaceful even, and the cabin smelled of pine and fresh maple. In a few months, there would be several feet of snow and bitter cold to go with it. They would need to plan accordingly.

The cabin was made entirely of wood, floor to ceiling. An outside well and pump provided running water, and their portable septic tank and water heater made their conditions livable. The limited amount of electricity from their 640W off-grid solar system was an extra bonus.

As the owner and operator of Pro-Survival, a small hunting and prepper shop, Rob had sold solar units to each camp resident. He hadn’t seen his shop in two months, and hoped that when he did venture into downtown Nyack, it would still be standing.

Their cabin was minimally furnished, but they didn’t have a refrigerator, television, washer or dryer. Their cell phones and laptops were of no use. Those were luxuries from another time and place.

His thirteen-year-old son, Josh , and eleven-year-old daughter, Kelly, had their own rooms; Rob and Mila shared the master bedroom. The thousand-square-foot cabin was a tight fit for a family of four, and the idea of hunkering down seemed simple enough, but Rob longed to return home—if that was ever an option.

Such decisions would rely heavily on news reports broadcast intermittently over the emergency radio. It was resting on the kitchen counter, and Rob turned the knob, hoping for an update about the power grid being restored or news that the National Guard was being deploying to the area. Anything that offered hope.

The Emergency Alert System hadn’t broadcast a new update in over a week. Their earlier reports confirmed that an electromagnetic pulse had been responsible for the power grid shutdown. But they hadn’t confirmed whether the cause was solar flare activity or a deliberate attack. Seventy-five percent of the nation’s power grid had been disabled, and emergency services had long been overwhelmed. That was the latest news, and it was getting old. The radio began humming, then crackling with static, and finally came in clearly.

“This is a report of the Emergency Alert System,” the broadcast began. Rob turned the knob up in heightened anticipation.

“The North American Aerospace Defense Command has reported on some thirty-five national black spots that are in the process of receiving sustainment aid from FEMA, the Army Corps of Engineers, and various other emergency response and military agencies. People are discouraged from traveling lengthy distances on foot despite hardships where they have found themselves stranded.”

It was a different broadcast from before—something new. Pencil in hand, he scribbled onto his notepad, trying to keep up with the announcer.

“Emergency responders are currently distributing maps to local emergency centers where food, water, and limited power are available for displaced residents. Those with missing family members can also register names with the National Missing Persons Database. Fresh from his seventeenth emergency summit meeting with law makers and department heads, President Taylor delivered a message on Thursday, saying that the American people should know that the federal government, in conjunction with state and local officials, is doing everything in its power to bring support and relief to hundreds of millions of Americans going through the largest crisis in modern history. 

“In addition to the president’s words, FEMA has released a list of guidelines to people waiting for assistance. These leaflets have been distributed to many affected areas. The guidelines provide stranded residents safe directions to the nearest emergency centers.

“They also provide helpful tips on food rationing and water purification, among other suggestions, to those remaining in their homes. They discourage eating raw meat or expired food and trading or bartering with strangers. A national crime wave has reportedly debilitated several urban areas, hindering aid and assistance.”

Suddenly Josh walked into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes. “What did I miss? Can we go home yet?”

Rob turned slightly and shook his head then signaled to Josh that he was still listening to the broadcast.

“In their latest report, members of the EMP Commission estimated an additional two months before power grids can be restored. Some government officials, however, demand a swifter response. 

“With only a limited number of functional vehicles on hand, the federal government and military are relying solely on air travel, which has remained largely unaffected by the pulse. Officials have urged motorists in possession of working vehicles manufactured before 1980 to donate them to the nearest emergency management office for temporary use.”

Rob nearly laughed as he jotted.

“Two more months?” Josh asked, shocked. He looked forlorn standing there in boxer shorts and a T-shirt.

Rob turned to him again. “They don’t know for sure. It’s all speculation at this point.”

“When do you think they’ll fix it?” Josh asked.

“Soon, I hope, but like he just reported … Now let me listen to this,” Rob said, struggling to keep up with the announcer.

Shrugging him off, Josh looked around the cabin. Sunlight beamed in through the windows. The tranquility of their natural surroundings had been nice for the first few weeks. Now he was sick of it. He longed to see his friends. He longed to play video games. He even longed to return to school. He wasn’t the only young person among the cabin group, and there were others who felt the same as he did.

“Latest casualty numbers are currently unknown. Major Law enforcement operations have been organized to control prison breaks and rioting at correctional facilities nationwide. Thousands of hospitals were recently provided sustainment power from military generators recovered from an underground location, unaffected by the electromagnetic pulse. 

“Eighty percent of the nation’s fuel reserve has also been consumed in efforts to maintain emergency operations and support. The transportation agency stated that the unprecedented spike in usage will be replenished once normalcy returns to affected areas. The U.S. has since requested the tripling of fuel imports from NATO partners. 

“The lack of economic activity in the U.S. has reportedly destabilized markets worldwide, spearheading a global financial crisis. The United States and parts of Mexico and Canada are currently experiencing the same crisis, leading many experts to believe that dispersal of the electromagnetic pulse was deliberate. More developments to come. This has been a broadcast for the Emergency Alert System.”

Rob dropped his pencil and lowered his head. It was real. They were on their own—that much he knew. “Oh my God…” he said under his breath.

“Dad?” Josh asked. “Can we go into town today?”

Rob ran his hands through his hair and then squeezed his eyes shut.

Josh knew his question didn’t sit well, but persisted anyway. “What’s wrong with that? Don’t you think it’s time yet?”

Rob pointed to the radio, his voice rising. “Did you not hear a word they said?”

“Can’t we just check it out? I don’t see what the big deal is with doing that.”

Rob could hear shuffling in the back room. Mila was getting up. At the risk of furthering an argument in their already small and confined cabin, he approached Josh and placed his hands on his shoulders to calm him. “Our actions affect much more than us right now. There are other families here, and we all have to be on the same page at all times. Understand?”

“Not really,” Josh said in a dispirited tone.

“I know you want to go home. I know that you want everything to go back to normal. I do, too. But every move we make has to be planned and agreed upon by the people here.”

“Why?” Josh asked, looking up.

Rob removed his hands and scratched his scruffy chin. “If you and I were to take the car or even walk into town, others will see us. Bad people who would harm us. They could ambush us or follow us up here, putting everyone’s lives at risk. Do you understand now?”

“I guess,” Josh said, looking down.

“Hey, look at me,” Rob said. Josh slowly lifted his head and looked up at Rob, sadness and discouragement in his eyes.

“We’re going to get through this. I promise.”

“What are you two arguing about?” Mila said, entering the kitchen. She was wearing plaid pajamas, and her shoulder-length black hair was tied in ponytail.

Rob looked over to her as she leaned against the sink. “Just having a father-son chat,” he said, patting Josh’s bushy, disheveled hair. “Josh, why don’t you go get your sister up so you two can get started on chores?”

Josh shifted away, despondent.

Noticing, Rob tried to brighten his spirits. “Get your chores done, and we’ll go fishing later. I promise.”

Josh’s face beamed. “Really?”

“You got it.”

“Awesome,” he said, running off toward Kelly’s room. Josh had always enjoyed fishing. He had a knack for finding the right spots along the Hudson, where there was no shortage of bass, carp, and catfish.

“No chores or fishing until you eat breakfast!” Mila shouted from the kitchen.

“Good morning,” Rob said to her with a smile and a hug.

“Morning,” Mila said and kissed him on his cheek. She looked at the counter and noticed his shorthand scribbling on the notepad. It was a skill he had acquired some time ago, for reasons not completely known to her. He was impulsive sometimes in his random pursuits.

“Big news day?” she asked.

“Something like that,” Rob answered, leaning in closer. “We need to call a camp meeting today … with everyone.”

“That important, huh?”

“Important enough for some big decisions to be made.” He reached over and grabbed his notebook.

Mila turned around and opened the kitchen cabinet above the sink and pulled out a coffee mug. “You could have at least boiled a cup of coffee before all of this.” She filled a three-quart coffee boiler with water from the faucet and placed it on their small Bunsen burner stove.

“Ah! Get out of my room, Josh!” Kelly yelled from down the hall. “Mom!”

Josh’s hurried footsteps clopped along the hardwood floor as he fled to the kitchen, laughing and holding a red pistol-shaped water gun.

“What are you doing?” Mila asked, surprised.

“He sprayed me!” Kelly shouted from her room.

“Give me that,” Rob said, taking the water gun from his hand.

“What? You said to wake her up!” Josh pleaded.

“Not like that!”

Josh ran off laughing as Mila crossed her arms and shook her head. Rob turned to her with a look of exhaustion on his face. “How’s that coffee coming along?”

“It’s coming,” she said.




Suburban Gulag

 

In two short months following the EMP, Nyack, the quaint inner suburb frequented by tourists because of its proximity to the Hudson River, had a new identity and a new name: “Tartarus,” chosen by its new leader and self-proclaimed mayor, Arthur Jenkins. Most of the homes and businesses had long been raided and vandalized. Food, weapons, and other critical supplies had been rounded up by Arthur’s men.

Their headquarters was located at an abandoned warehouse, where they stored valuable supplies under twenty-four-hour guard. They had food, water, weapons, and booze. Everything was free for the taking, and the convicts loved it. But they couldn’t run the entire town themselves; they needed support. For those who remained in Tartarus, the offer was simple: contribute to the new system or pay the consequences.

Arthur had no problem using force. Residents who objected were taken from their homes, confined, and made to work. There was, however, one major problem. Their supplies were dwindling. Without vehicles, no goods could be shipped into town, and the shelves remained empty. The inexplicable absence of law and order gave the convicts unbridled freedom to pillage as they saw fit. But in order to survive, they’d have to find more supplies.

The people of Tartarus were divided into three groups: freemen, servers, and prisoners. The freemen were made up of Arthur’s loyal gang of convicts. The servers were those who willingly provided labor and supplies for the community. And the prisoners were those taken against their will and placed into forced labor.

As supplies got lower, the “freemen” often conducted drunken raids throughout the town, taking in more prisoners. Those who could, fled their homes in hopes of finding a place not being run by criminals. No one could be sure such a place existed.

Saturday, November 12, 2016

It was no ordinary Saturday morning. Arthur had lofty ambitions, and he knew that Tartarus wasn’t going to last forever. At some point, the power would come back on and with it, the eventual end of his reign. He needed a plan, and that plan was isolation. No one coming into the town, and no one getting out. He would need a wall.

He walked down the front steps of one of the nicest two-story homes on Cedar Creek, an affluent street where many freemen had claimed residence. Without running water or electricity, most homes offered little more than shelter, but they took them nonetheless.

Dressed in an ill-fitting bathrobe, Arthur looked up, gauging the weather, and holding a morning mug of coffee. He rubbed the stubble on his face and then ran a hand through his thick gray hair. The sky was a vibrant orange, and he relished the temporary peace before the day kicked into gear.

He walked out into the yard, where the grass reached past his slippers to his calves. His right-hand man, fellow convict, and neighbor, Larry, told him of finding several manual push-mowers. That was one job that would keep the prisoners busy for a while. Nothing, however, was as important to Arthur as building the wall.

The front door opened behind him. He turned and saw his wife, Teresa, standing on the front porch in a pink bathrobe with her short red hair in curlers. She was petite—about half his size, but tough as nails, a strength he admired deeply. She walked down the steps and joined him in the yard.

“You’re up early,” he said.

“Well, you know I don’t sleep like I used to,” she replied. He put his arm around her, and they hugged. “You hungry? I could put some Spam on.”

Arthur laughed. “I never did care for the stuff, but we can’t be very picky today.”

Teresa noticed his slight distraction. “What’s on your mind?”

Arthur dropped his head, ending his sky-gazing. “Oh, nothing. Just thinking about how this is all going to play out.”

“What? The wall construction?” Teresa asked.

Arthur nodded.

“I knew it,” she said proudly.

“It’s not going to be easy, and I don’t know if we’re going to have it up in time. Rumors are going around about the power coming back. Once that happens, we lose everything.”

Teresa stroked the felt of his robe. Her wedding ring glistened in the advancing sunlight. “Now’s not the time to doubt our vision.”

“I’m only looking at reality, Teresa.”

Teresa moved away from him, frustrated. “The reality is whatever we make it. You want the wall up faster, make it happen. Put this town to work.”

“It’s not just the labor. The supplies alone …” Arthur began.

“You’ll get more supplies!” Teresa’s eyes shone with conviction. He said no more.

Teresa had waited six years for him, never leaving his side. She had sacrificed enough, Arthur believed. He rarely looked to pick a fight with her.

“Well, I better get ready,” he said, stretching.

“I’ll go heat some Spam up on the grill,” Teresa said, walking away.

His eyes followed her up the stairs of the porch as she walked inside. Just as he was about to follow, a voice shouted to him from down the road.

“Mayor Jenkins!”

It was Eddie, a long-haired twenty-something who was one of the youngest freemen in the group. He ran toward him, clutching a rifle, his hair bouncing with each of his hurried strides.

Curious, Arthur met him in the street, wondering what it could be this time. Stolen rations? Outsiders? A prisoner uprising? He had no clue.

Eddie stopped to catch his breath as Arthur placed a hand on his shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” Arthur asked. “Slow down and tell me.”

Eddie gasped and blurted out, “A fight …”

“A fight?”

“Yeah, between two prisoners at the wall. It’s got everyone riled up.”

Arthur leaned in closer. “OK. Tell me exactly what happened.”

Eddie slung the rifle over his shoulder. “This morning. We started the wall construction like you asked. Real early so it wouldn’t get too hot and all. Everything was going fine until these two jokers started fighting over food rations. When me and Wade tried to break it up, one of ’em tackled me, then jumped on his buddy and just started punching him. Then Wade fired his gun and got their attention, and we broke ’em up.”

Arthur scratched his chin, a look of concern in his eyes. “That’s quite a mouthful.”

The last thing he needed was infighting between prisoners. He would correct the problem immediately.

He patted Eddie on the shoulder. “You did the right thing by coming to me. Where are these men now?”

“Still at the wall. Larry hit one of them in the face with his buttstock. He left and told me to get you. There’s ten of them in all, waiting.”

“I’ll be over there in a minute. Go get Larry and Dwayne. Tell them to meet me at the wall.”

Eddie nodded, eager to present an idea. “There’s something else.”

“What is it?”

“Me and Wade were talking, and I seen it more and more, especially with the talk of this wall. These prisoners are gettin’ smart. They don’t want to build this wall, and they’re going to do anything to stall it.”

Arthur listened patiently and then flashed a look of agreement. “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it.”

He thanked Eddie and sent the boy on his way. He followed the aroma of Spam up the front porch and past his bicycle, where it rested against a guardrail near the door.

The bike got him around, and it beat walking. He didn’t miss the mobility of cars one bit. Six years in prison made him enjoy the simpler things in life. He was a new man. But few knew exactly what kinds of things he was capable of.




Community

 

Their camp in Bear Mountain had a variety of vegetable gardens and livestock pens. The ground was fertile and the area relatively safe. The five cabins were spread out under looming pines and spruce trees, and near a trail that led down to the Hudson River. Living in the wilderness provided a sense of security, but they still took extra precautions.

Simple prepper tactics were put into place to alert them of intruders. They had trip wire rigged with explosive blank .22 shells. Their lookout post rested on one of the highest trees they could find, providing an effective vantage point in looking for intruders. Other than that, they remained low-key and out of sight.

They never fired their weapons unless they had to. For hunting, they used crossbows, not wanting to alert people with their gunfire. They never made fires or cooked outside, and they avoided attracting any type of attention. For them, smart living meant living. And for a community built hastily over the past year, long before the EMP strike, they had managed so far.

The adults kept themselves and their children occupied. A weekly structure was maintained. There were eight children at the camp, homeschooled throughout the week. Everyone at camp lived with a communal spirit. They hunted, fished, and rotated security watch—everything Rob had studied extensively about temporary bug-out communities. It had to work. It was their only chance.

At 9:00 a.m., Josh and Kelly began their chores in the family garden, where sweet potatoes, turnips, and zucchini gradually blossomed.

Their comfortable lives in the Nyack suburbs had been drastically uprooted. Everything was different. Though every day offered the possibility that things would soon go back to normal.

Kelly plucked parasitic caterpillars from plants and handed them to Josh to kill with his pocket knife. Next, they had to clean the chicken coop and feed the chickens. Then they were to help Mila with the laundry. It was more work than they had ever done on a Saturday before the EMP, and they weren’t alone.

Gabrielle and Antonio, two siblings from the Santos cabin across the way, were also out and busy. Antonio, a fifteen-year-old with jet-black hair just past his ears, looked over at them and waved.

Josh and Kelly waved back.

Gabrielle, a skinny girl with long, dark hair past her shoulders, was Josh’s age too. She looked much like her mother, Mayra, and nothing like her boisterous father, Carlos. Their parents were originally from the Dominican Republic and had experience living off the land. But the outdoors life was as foreign to their kids as it was to Josh and Kelly.

The Atkins’s, a Long Island family of six, weren’t up yet. Their cabin was right next door. The parents, Brad and Ashlee, had four children in their early teens. For Josh and Kelly, it was nice to have other kids around, but they got along more with the Santos kids overall.

Josh stabbed another caterpillar and dropped it on the ground. “So I told Dad that it’s time we at least check things out, you know?” he told Kelly. “How much longer can we live like this?”

They swatted as gnats flew around faces. Kelly was in suspenders and had her blond hair tucked under her hat. Josh wore a baggy T-shirt and cargo shorts and fully expected to get dirty and sweaty within the next hour.

“It’s not that bad out here,” Kelly answered.

“Oh, come on,” Josh snapped. “You can’t stand it, and neither can I.” He kicked a patch of soil into the air.

“I miss my friends,” Kelly said, kneeling on the dirt and pinching another caterpillar off a tomato plant.

“Me too,” Josh said. “I can still see them sitting there in the cafeteria when we left. I can’t stop thinking about them and what happened to them. And what was happening in the city.”

Suddenly, they heard the Santoses’ goat make a “Maah” sound as it was led past the garden by Antonio.

“Ah, look. Hailey is out,” Kelly said with a smile, pointing.

“I don’t care about that stupid goat. I want to go home.”

Kelly stood up and frowned at her brother with a raised brow. “You need to chill out. Everyone is doing their best out here. It’s all we can do.”

She walked past him toward the chicken coop. “Now come on. We still have a lot of work to do.”

Josh looked up past the trees and into the sky—a blue, cloudless abyss. “If only I could build a damn rocket.” He then followed Kelly to the box-like coop on the side of their cabin, where chicken wire enclosed the area. They could hear their three chickens clucking and went inside.




 
 

***

 

Later that afternoon, Rob assembled a meeting with the camp residents at their makeshift town hall: four wooden benches, a podium of stacked boxes, and an overhead canopy. It was where they came together to discuss important matters and plan for the weeks ahead. Everyone arrived at the agreed-upon hour and took their seats, many of them tired from a day of labor. A gentle, cool breeze blew past as Rob took the stage, a foot-tall wooden platform, and began flipping through his notebook.

Carlos and Mayra Santos had arrived, along with Peter and Krystal Dunne—a moderately wealthy middle-aged couple, known to Rob in Nyack as frequent Pro-Survival store customers, among his best. They didn’t have any children and continually lent out two of the five rooms in their cabin as classrooms.

Brad and Ashlee Atkins, a thirty-something couple, took their seats, fresh from a swim in the river. Elliot arrived absent his wife, Reba. They were an elderly retired couple who had already been vacationing at their cabin weeks prior to the blackout. Reba was under the weather, Elliot explained, and she wouldn’t be attending the meeting.

“Is she OK?” Mila asked him. “How bad is it?”

“Just some cramping. A headache,” Elliot said.

Mila stood up from the bench near him. “Elliot, why didn’t you tell me? I should see her.”

Elliot scratched his abundant white hair, seeming befuddled. “I-I don’t know. We’re sure it’s just a passing thing.”

“Let me examine her,” Mila said. “Before anything gets worse.”

“Well. OK. If that’s what you want to do. I think she’s sleeping now.”

As a nurse, Mila regularly did checkups and house calls, with no major illnesses to report thus far. But there was one problem: medical supplies were getting low, and their stock of IV bags, medical kits, and pain relievers all had expiration dates. They were managing, for the time being, but would need to stock up soon.

“I’ll go see her now,” Mila said, walking off toward Elliot’s cabin, not giving it a second thought, just as Rob took the stage.

“Hello everyone,” he said, noticing her sudden exit. He looked at Elliot. “Is Reba OK?”

Elliot nodded. “Yes, yes. That’s what I told her, but…”

“We’ll get started anyway,” Rob said.

“What’s on the agenda, anyway?” Carlos, a stocky bulldog of a man, asked. He rubbed his clean-shaven head in near frustration.

“I won’t take too much of your time, Carlos,” Rob said. “I know you had guard duty last night.” He cleared his throat and began, looking down at his papers. “I took some notes from the latest emergency broadcasts and can share them if you haven’t heard any of this already.”

The group was silent so Rob continued.

“The entire country, it seems, is going through the same thing we are. No power, no fuel, and no way to communicate. We assumed this to be the case, but it gets worse. We’re going to have to make some tough decisions here about how to approach the next few months.”

Brad raised his hand and spoke. “How much longer? Did they say?”

“I’ll get to that,” Rob answered. “But first, there’s two main things to consider.” He raised a finger. “Number one, winter is near. The temperature has already started dropping. Ideally we’d all love to be in Florida right now, hunkering down on the beach, but that’s not within our ability. We do, however, need to consider a plan for the winter, whether it’s feasible to stay here, and if so, how we can survive.”

“Well, heck, Rob,” Elliot said, speaking up. “Reba and I never expected to be here that long.”

“I don’t think any of us did, but it’s clear from the latest reports that that the power grid won’t be fixed anytime soon, and we’re completely on our own up here. The government is not coming to our rescue.”

“What about the city? This, uh, Operation Urban Breach mission,” Peter said. “Clearly they’ve gotten things under control by now.”

“We don’t know that,” Brad said.

“But we could freeze to death up here,” Peter said.

Rob extended both hands in a calming gesture. “Please, everyone. Let me finish. Aside from the weather, we also have to consider additional security measures. Crime and anarchy are rampant. Complete cities have been taken over by gangs. The same could go for Nyack.”

Rob’s sobering words had a chilling effect on the group. Judging by their expressions, it was not what they wanted to hear.

“This isn’t to say there’s no hope,” Rob added. “I believe things will get better. It’s just going to take some time. That is why I propose we begin planning for up to six more months of hunkering down.”

Grumbling carried on as the group turned to each other, astonished.

“Six months?” Carlos said. “We’ll need more supplies, or we’re screwed.”

“Exactly,” Rob said, setting his notes aside. “That is why we need to organize a team for a supply run. Who are my volunteers?”

Everyone looked around. While each family had a working vehicle, no one was sure if they wanted to take the risk of leaving their cabin. They were rife with inner conflict. But a decision needed to be reached.




 
 

***

 

Mila creaked open the front door leading into Elliot and Reba’s cabin. All their blinds were drawn, and the room was dark.

“Reba? Hi, it’s Mila,” she said, but received no response.

She walked in and closed the door behind her. There was a room to her left with the door half shut. As she approached it, she could already hear Reba’s heavy breathing. One peek inside, and she saw Reba lying on top of the sheets in a nightgown. She grimaced as she slept, and her stomach rose and fell with rapid movements. Her face was sweating, and her curly white hair looked damp. Surprised, Mila cupped her mouth, hesitant to get any closer. Reba looked a lot worse than her husband had described.

Mila pulled some gloves from her pocket, donned a surgical mask, and grabbed a nearby chair. As the chair squeaked against the wood floor, Reba awoke.

“Who’s there?” she asked, as her eyes slowly opened.

“It’s me. Mila.” A closer inspection and she could see that Reba’s face was unusually pale and drenched in sweat. An empty bucket rested near the bed on the floor. Reba’s stomach was making all sorts of sounds. Mila took a glass of water from the nightstand. “Have a sip,” she said.

“Not thirsty.”

Reba drew away and recoiled into a fetal position, clutching her chest. “How much pain are you in?” Mila asked, but Reba’s only response was a groan.

Mila placed a gloved hand on Reba’s back, over her nightgown, causing Reba to shudder.

“I want to help you,” Mila said. “But I need to know what’s wrong. How long have you been sick?”

Reba tilted her sickly head back and spoke in a whisper. “Two days … I think.”

“Listen, Reba. I need to get my medical bag and check your pulse and temperature. Do you think it might have been something you ate or drank?” As she said the words, she stared at the cup of water in her other hand.

“I don’t know,” Reba said, her voice trailing.

“Has there been any vomiting? Any diarrhea?”

“Both …” Reba answered. “Stomach is in knots. Extremely painful.”

Mila set the glass down and touched Reba’s back again. “I’ll be right back. I promise.”

Reba nodded as Mila stood up, causing the chair to slide back and scrape against the floor again. She didn’t want to leave the poor woman clutching herself in pain, but if she was going to act, it needed to be fast.




 
 

***

 

“I have a concern,” Ashlee, Brad’s petite wife, said, standing up to address the group. “Apparently, Grady has been spotted in the area, bothering our children again, mumbling obscenities.”

“Someone needs to do something about that old kook,” Brad added.

Carlos waved them off. “He’s harmless. Lost in space.”

Ashlee was persistent. “We don’t need someone like him trolling around. He could lead others here.”

Grady was a hermit of sorts who lived nearby. At first, they took him to be a vagrant, given his tattered clothes, bushy beard, and generally unkempt appearance. But he had a shack nearby and had been living off the land long before the others had come to the area.

“We’ll deal with him soon enough,” Rob said. “Let’s get back on track here. I need at least three volunteers to accompany me in town to get supplies.”

“I’ll go!” Mila’s voice said from the back.

Everyone turned around. Rob looked up, surprised to see her standing there. “That’s nice of you, but we could be gone for days.”

“I need to talk to you and Elliot. It’s important,” Mila said.

Rob nodded and looked at the group. “Do we have anyone else?”

“Hell, I’ll go,” Carlos said.

After a pause, Brad reluctantly raised his hand. “Me too. I’m dying to see what’s out there anyway.”

Rob looked at Peter. “We could sure use another hand.” He’d gladly have accepted help from any of the women, but they were already conducting homeschool for the children.

Peter looked around nervously, battling what a lot of the group faced: fear of the unknown. They had acclimated. They felt safe in the camp, and even comfortable with the isolation. Rob was asking them to switch back, just like that.

“Don’t you think that’s too many people as it is?” Peter asked. “I mean, you don’t want to bring too much attention to yourselves. After that prison break, there’s lots of bad people on the street.” He looked at his wife as she rubbed his arm, realizing that he was rambling.

“Listen,” Rob said. “I don’t want to force anyone to go, but we need all the hands we can get.”

“You’re walking?” Peter asked.

“Only about halfway,” Rob responded. “We have to conserve every ounce of fuel we have left.”

Peter looked around. All eyes were on him. “Well, that’s, like, ten miles into town.”

As he struggled with his decision, Mila approached Rob, eager to tell him her plan. Low chatter spread among the seated residents.

Mila signaled Elliot over as she stood next to Rob.

“I don’t want you going,” Rob said quietly.

“Listen to me. Reba’s sick. I examined her, took her temperature and everything. She’s running a high fever.”

“What?” Elliot said, coming closer.

Mila turned to him. “How could you not tell me about this earlier? Your wife is suffering. All signs point to a dysentery infection. Has she eaten any spoiled food? Drunk unfiltered water?”

Elliot seemed baffled. “I-I don’t know. It happened so fast.”

“She’s very sick, and this is not something that’s just going to go away.”

“I’m sorry!” Elliot said with his voice rising. “I didn’t want to spook you guys. Create a panic.”

Their conversation soon gained the attention of everyone else.

“What’s going on?” Brad asked. “Who’s sick?”

Rob stepped aside and gave Mila the floor.

“We need more medical supplies,” she said, turning to the group. “Reba’s life depends on it.”

The group clamored in near panic.

“Don’t worry. As long as she stays in the room and away from others, no one will be in harm’s way. Peter included,” Mila said. “She’s suffering from an internal inflammation, and if we don’t get her the right medication, things could go from bad to worse.”

“What are you suggesting?” Peter said. Everyone went quiet, awaiting her answer.

“As you know, I’m a registered nurse at the Nyack Hospital. At least, I used to be. I know the type of antibiotics Reba needs. If the building hasn’t been pillaged yet, we can get that and more. There’s five floors to navigate through, and I can show you exactly where everything is.”

Rob saw the conviction in her eyes. She was not backing down. She was right; she had to go.

Peter then raised his hand. “Fine, I’ll go. Count me in. Is that enough people?”

Everyone looked at Rob. “That’ll do just fine,” he said. “Let’s meet back here in twenty minutes. We want to get there before sundown.”

“Whose vehicles are we going to take?” Brad asked.

Rob looked around. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Any volunteers?”

“You can use my truck,” Elliot said. “It’s light, gets decent gas mileage, and it’s the least I can do.”

He had an old 1972 Ford Ranger with a diesel engine that could certainly be an asset for supply runs. With people on board and a vehicle, it seemed they had everything they needed.

“Thank you, Elliot,” Rob said. He clapped his hands together. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

The group rose from the benches and went back to their cabins to get ready, as Rob, Mila, and Elliot stayed behind to talk for a few minutes alone. The camp had reached an inevitable juncture. It was time to venture out beyond the confines of their tight-knit community and into an unknown world.

“You guys be careful out there,” Elliot said.

“We will,” Mila said. “I left some medicine with Reba. Make sure she takes it.”

Elliot stared ahead as his eyes watered.

“She’s going to be all right,” Mila added, touching his shoulder.

“I know,” he said, wiping away a tear. “Just the thought of being without her right now … it’s too much…”

“Come on,” Rob said to Mila as he began walking off. “We need to let the kids know what’s going on.”

The risks ahead were unknown, but largely a given. Josh would no doubt want to join them, and Rob was prepared to offer a resounding “no.” Both children were outside the cabin. Josh held two fishing poles and looked ready to go.

“Damn it,” Rob said quietly.

“What?” Mila asked.

“I had told Josh that we’d go fishing.”

“You’re on your own there. Sorry,” Mila said.

“Hi kids,” Rob said, adding an enthusiastic wave.

They were greeted with silent and skeptical looks. Rob took a deep breath, ready to face his first real challenge of the day.




Discipline

 

Arthur rode to the outskirts of the town where initial wall construction had begun right off I-287. The interstate led into the very suburbs taken over by the freemen, and it was an ideal place to start. A wall would prevent unwanted outsiders from entering his town, including rival gangs. It would hinder interference from the authorities and protect his autonomous control. It was a necessary measure in every way.

He arrived on-site wearing a boonie cap, tan short-sleeved button-down shirt, blue jeans, and black work boots. A pistol holster hung around his shoulders, with his Sig Sauer 9mm pistol inside. All of his men were armed. After raiding the firearm store, they’d swept homes and took whatever weapons they could find: guns, knives, baseball bats, golf clubs, and power tools—ensuring that there were few weapons with which the residents could fight back.

Eddie, Wade, Larry, and Dwayne were standing there waiting. They had ten prisoners gathered under the shade of a large oak tree. Cinder blocks sat piled next to a narrow cement foundation the stretched across the road.

Arthur greeted his men and scanned the area carefully, not saying a word. Among the prisoners, two men sat bruised and bloody. Their shirts were torn, though everyone’s clothes were tattered and dirty. They were worn and disheveled—a stark contrast to Arthur and his men.

“Seems that we had a little scuffle today,” Arthur said to his men.

Larry pointed to the prisoners. “Sure did. Those two dumbasses over there.”

The two prisoners in question looked up as Larry continued. “One of them thought the other had taken his food bar while he went to take a piss. They started arguing, and then the bald one jumps on the curly-haired one—”

Arthur held his palm up. “Larry, please. They have names. Just like we did when we were locked up. Remember?” He pivoted and turned to the prisoners, approaching them with casual ease. “Sam, is it? I remember you. Sam Hasselbeck.”

The balding man nodded and wiped away a trickle of blood falling from his nose. Arthur looked to the other man, shorter than his counterpart and with a thick mesh of curly locks. “And you’re… Brad.”

“Brian,” the man said.

Arthur smiled. “Brian. Yes, of course. I apologize.” He called his men over and examined the ill-fated construction project before them. They were behind schedule. “How much time have we lost already? An hour? Two hours?”

“Gotta be at least an hour, Mr. Mayor,” Larry answered.

Arthur scowled. “And can we afford to lose an entire hour?” He swung his head around, waiting for an answer. “Well?”

“No,” Larry answered.

Arthur raised his voice. “It’s not rocket science. When infighting happens, you separate them from the group, neutralize the situation, and get the others back to work. You don’t stop everything in its tracks. Otherwise, they’ll get into fights every day.” He looked around, deadly serious. “Understand?”

“It wasn’t just a fight,” Larry added. “The whole damn lot of them are nothing but trouble.”

Arthur shifted around and then pointed at Sam and Brian. “Could you gentlemen stand up, please?”

Sam and Brian looked at each other, hesitant.

Larry dashed forward and pointed his rifle in Brian’s face. “On your feet!”

Trembling, Brian rose as Larry went over to Sam, prepared to club him in the face.

“OK!” Sam said, jumping up. The two men stood as their fellow prisoners watched silently.

Arthur took a careful step back to address the group as a whole. “I know that much of what you’ve experienced here the past two months has been a horrible shock to you and to your families. I know that part of you still clings to the idea that things will go back to normal very soon. The military will come, they’ll bring engineers and electricians and fix the entire town. I know this because it is something I think about all the time. The only problem with this scenario is that you’re still living in the past. Things have changed now, and there’s no going back from here. Period.”

Arthur took off his hat and wiped away some beads of sweat that had formed on his forehead. He fanned his face with the hat and continued.

“Thousands of years before our time, man survived without modern conveniences, without electricity, cars, or cell phones. Thousands of years, think about it.”

Arthur took a breath and looked around. e He had their attention, since no one was sure exactly what he was going to do.

“As prisoners, it’s understandable that you would be resentful. Before the big blast on September twelfth that changed our world, I and my fellow men were prisoners ourselves. Prisoners of your system. But by helping us progress beyond any remaining remnants of the modern world and into the present reality, you, too, can partake of our new society.”

Arthur stopped, took notice of the Sam scowling, and asked, “Am I upsetting you, Sam?”

Sam balled his fists, defiant. “You’re a lunatic.”

No one else said a thing. The other prisoners wouldn’t make eye contact. Amused, Arthur crossed his arms, tilted his head back and flashed a crooked smile.

Sam then pointed at Arthur. “You’re not going to get away with any of this. You hear me?”

“That’s enough!” Larry said, stepping forward.

Sam winced, then Arthur cut in. “That’s all right, Larry. Everyone vents in different ways.” He paused. “However, Sam may want to save some of his energy, because he’s going to finish what he started.” Arthur took a step back and raised his arms. “May the best man win!”

Puzzled looks were exchanged among the men.

“What do you say?” Arthur asked Sam directly. “Now’s your chance to prove yourself.”

Sam began sitting back down. “Not interested. It’s over.”

Brian nodded. “Yeah. It’s no big deal. Just a misunderstanding.”

Arthur covered his mouth mockingly with a gasp. “How can that be? Just a few minutes ago you were pummeling each other over a food bar. You need to settle this thing here and now.”

Larry held his rifle to Sam’s face as Wade pointed his Remington barrel at Brian.

Sam held his arms up defensively. “Don’t shoot! Look, I’m sorry, OK?”

“Get up!” Larry shouted. They both rose, trembling.

Arthur approached them as they stood. “This is not an option,” he said. He pulled his pistol out of its holster and gestured to an open area between the trees. “You’re both going to fight, and you’re not going to stop until one of you is dead.”

The two prisoners stared forward in total disbelief. Brian pleaded for another way. Sam’s stoic and battered face showed little emotion beyond defiance.

“No,” he said. “You’ll just have to shoot me.”

“Please,” Brian said, cutting in. “I have a family. I just want to get back to work.”

“Quiet!” Wade said, pummeling Brian in the chest with his buttstock. Brian collapsed to his knees, gasping for air.

Arthur looked at Sam and spoke calmly. “If you don’t fight, we’ll shoot you, your wife, and your two children.” He took a step back. “Are you willing to sacrifice all of your lives for one man?”

Sam didn’t answer. A single tear fell from his cheek.

Arthur smiled. “I didn’t think so.”

Dwayne and Eddie rushed forward and grabbed Sam and Brian, pulling them away. The prisoners struggled as they were dragged to a nearby clearing. As they were tossed onto the ground, Arthur’s group surrounded them.

“You can’t make us do this!” Sam shouted.

Brian fell to his knees, his fingers interlocked. “I didn’t take your food bar, I swear!”

“Fight him, you sissy!” Larry shouted.

“What do you want to bet on our boy, Sam?” Wade asked Dwayne.

“He’s little, but he’s got a lot more balls than the other one.”

The two men awkwardly stood facing each other as Arthur’s group egged them on. Arthur then pointed his pistol in the air and fired, startling everyone. “That’s the bell. Start fighting!”

Brian held his chest where Wade had hit him, and hunched over. A drop of his drool had settled on the dusty sand below. Sam slowly raised his fists, but hesitated.

“Hit him!” Arthur shouted.

All Sam could see was the back of Brian’s curly mop-top. He swung downward with his balled fist and struck Brian’s skull. The men cheered ecstatically. Brian fell to the ground, clutching his head.

“Better fight back!” Larry shouted.

“He’s done. He’s finished,” Wade added.

Eddie remained quiet, his enthusiasm feigned.

Sam stood over Brian, hesitating. The group continued to cheer.

Arthur aimed his 9mm between Sam’s eyes. “Speed it up, Sammy boy. We got a wall to build.”

Just as Brian turned his head and looked up, Sam punched him in the jaw. He fell on his back, crying in agony. Sam shook his wrist and knelt next to his flailing opponent. He moved Brian’s hand away and punched him in the face again.

Brian cried out in distress. Arthur’s group was whipped into a frenzy. The prisoners watched from a distance, with fear and worry spread across their faces.

“Fight me, damn it!” Sam shouted at Brian.

Brian struggled to get on his knees amidst all the jubilant clamoring. Sam offered his hand and helped pull him up. But just as Brian got to his feet, he threw a handful of sand into Sam’s face, taking him by surprise.

As the dirt hit Sam’s eyes, Brian lunged forward and tackled him. Arthur’s men hollered and jumped as the fight took a stunning and unexpected turn. Both men rolled on the ground, holding each other, throwing fists, elbows and knees, grunting and heaving. In their deadly scuffle, Brian managed to get on top of Sam, pinning both arms down with his legs.

“Holy shit! Can you believe it?” Larry asked the others, astonished.

Brian’s curly hair hung down over his eyes as blood dripped from his face.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t let anything happen to my family!”

Sam was pinned down and squirming. Brian’s first punch hit him directly in the nose. A small popping sound was followed by Sam’s pained scream. Brian hit him again and again until one of his knuckles cracked, causing him to fall back, wringing his hand. He screamed through clenched teeth. Sam saw his chance and leapt at Brian with his last ounce of strength.

The cheering reached a raucous crescendo as the tide turned unexpectedly once again. Sam pinned Brian down and punched him furiously, pummeling his face as the crowd cheered on.

“Kill him!” Dwayne shouted out.

Exhausted, Sam fell back and onto the dirt, gasping as the cheering died down.

“Is he dead?” Wade asked, approaching Brian’s motionless body. Sam remained on his back, one arm over his face and one leg resting across Brian’s legs.

Arthur examined the beaten man. He leaned in close to his chest and raised a cautionary finger. “He’s still breathing.” He turned to Larry. “Time to put him down.”

Larry was incredulous. “But I… I thought this was a fight to the death.”

“Just do it!” Arthur barked.

Larry said no more as he approached Brian and stood next to his head. He took a step back, aimed his rifle, and fired. Brian’s head split open into three separate parts, with nothing identifiable above his jaw. Arthur signaled his men to take Sam away.

“I think our victor deserves a rest. See that it happens.”

As Wade and Eddie picked up Sam and dragged him away, Arthur addressed the other prisoners calmly. “If any of you want to halt production of my wall over some fight again, this is exactly what’s going to happen to you. Got it?”

The prisoners nodded, still in a state of shock.

“Good. Now get to work.”

Larry strode forward, brandishing his rifle and stepping over what was left of Brian. “You heard the man. Let’s move.”

The prisoners were herded back to the construction site, where they resumed their work. Arthur walked back to his bike, ready to leave and tackle the hundred other things he had going on that day. Just as he was ready to push off, another one of his men, a wiry gearhead named Neal, appeared from far away, running down the road in a panic. His blue jumpsuit was covered in oil, and his knotted gray hair flew up in the wind, exposing a bald spot.

“Mayor Jenkins!” the man shouted. In his hands he gripped a Winchester hunting rifle.

“What now?” Arthur groaned to himself.

Eddie and Wade were in the process of moving Brian’s body away. The prisoners continued their work, laying brick and cement as though nothing had happened.

“Mayor Jenkins!” Neal continued. “We got visitors!”

His words got the attention of everyone within earshot.

Arthur got off his bike and quickly approached him. “What’s that?”

Neal stopped within a few feet of Arthur, skidding on the sandy pavement.

“Outsiders!” he bellowed.

Arthur noticed the prisoners looking over.

“Keep your voice down,” he said to Neal. He approached closer. “Who’s here? Where are they?”

Neal lowered his voice. “Just a group. One of our lookouts spotted them walking along Main Street.”

The news angered him. “How the hell did they get that far in town without anyone seeing them?”

“I don’t know,” Neal said. “But they’re here.”

“How many?”

“Five or so. I think. Some men. Also women and children in the group. They’re not bandits.”

Arthur looked around and then nodded. “OK. Good work. We need to get over to Main Street ASAP.”

“You want me to round up a team?” Neal asked.

“Just have them ready. I want to greet our visitors first and size them up.”

Neal ran off as Arthur went to speak with his men. Outsiders were problematic to everything he was doing, and he had just the right plan for how to deal with them.




The Hospital

 

The supply run commenced some thirty minutes after the meeting. Rob drove the pickup truck down US-9W, a largely rural route, into Upper Nyack, where they would park the truck, conceal it, and venture toward the hospital on foot. Mila and Peter sat up front. Brad and Carlos rode in the cab.

They drove past dozens of broken-down vehicles on the road, a stark reminder that not much had changed. The narrow two-lane highway presented its own challenges, but the real danger, Rob believed, existed in the communities taken over by criminal gangs.

With their windows down, the cool breeze of the afternoon air rushed inside. It would be much cooler soon, and they needed more warm clothes and extra blankets to get through the winter.

Among the most important rules of hunkering down was to avoid bringing unnecessary attention to the camp. That meant no fires, no smoke, no shooting, or anything else that would give away their position. Living like ghosts was the only way.

“You know what I’ve been thinking?” Peter said. His arm was resting on the passenger-side window, and although he looked at ease, his voice registered something else. “It’s only a matter of time before we’re attacked.”

“Attacked?” Mila asked. She was in the middle of the vinyl bench seat, and sat up a bit taller. “By what? Another EMP?”

“I’m talking about a full-scale invasion. Now’s the perfect time for any country to take us out. Hell, we already know the Russians did this with the EMP. When are they going to finish the job?”

Rob had heard the Russian theory before. “We don’t know that yet. Nothing has been confirmed.”

Peter scoffed. “And you think they would tell us if it were?”

Mila turned to Rob. “He does have a point, don’t you think?”

Rob kept his eyes fixed on the road. “I don’t believe in coincidences. The EMP was no cosmic fluke. It was an attack. But we still have an air force. A navy. Nuclear weapons.”

“So it’s war, then?” Peter said. “The entire country can’t even turn on a television set right now, and we’re going to mobilize the military for war?”

Rob waved Peter off. The trees were giving way to rural homes and farms on each side. The town wasn’t much farther ahead. “Our biggest problem right now isn’t the Russians. It’s what we face going into town.”

“How bad do you think it’s gotten?” Mila asked.

Rob kept the wheel steady as they reached a sharp, winding road. “Bad enough for us to be extra careful.”

Peter turned and knocked on the back window to Carlos and Brad.

“You guys OK?” he asked.

Carlos nodded. He was wearing Oakleys and a skullcap, and looked tough. The group, as a whole, dressed in black. A package of green ChemLights rest on top of the dashboard. They would need them soon enough.

For the past few weeks, they had seen small fires burning in the distance and now had passed several homes burnt to the ground. People needed fuel to cook with, stay warm with. Rob expected there would be a lot more burned-out homes once it started snowing.

Mila looked at the map resting on her lap. “There should be a shoulder a mile ahead under a bridge where we can park the truck, about two miles from the hospital.”

Rob had other ideas. If they drove into town, they could get out before it got dark. “Let’s see how far we can go,” he said.

Peter gave Rob a thumbs up. “I have to go with Rob. We’re much safer driving than on foot. Don’t you think?”

“As long as no one tries to ambush us and steal the truck,” Mila answered.

It was settled. They pushed on past the bridge bypass and closer to Nyack.

“Looks like they evacuated the town,” Rob said, looking around at the vacant, desolate homes surrounding them.

They entered a residential area, where grass and weeds sprouted in every direction from thickly overgrown lawns. The arched rooftops of the Victorian-style homes were covered in leaves, twigs, and branches from the shedding trees.

Trash was spread sporadically across the road with large bags, ripped open and rummaged through, blowing in the wind. They passed a crooked sign that said: Speed Limit 30. Power lines seemed reduced to simple eyesores in the suburban ghost town they had just entered. They passed long wooden fences, a mobile home retirement community, and more well-to-do homes, each looking more vacant than the next.

“Maybe they’re all dead,” Rob said.

“Who?” Mila asked.

He looked at her. “Maybe we’re all that’s left.”

“Don’t say that. My parents and yours. Our friends and family. They’re still out there. Somewhere.”

Peter stared outside, keenly examining each home. “Why don’t we search for supplies now? Seems an ideal spot.”

“Hospital first,” Rob said. “We’ll hit this area on our way back.”

Mila trailed her finger down the map to the hospital icon. “Five more miles, I think,” she said. “Just stay on 9 West past Sixth Avenue.”

“I know how to get there from here,” Rob said. He looked over as she folded the map and stuck it in her jeans.

“OK, then,” Mila said. “Show us the way, hotshot.”

“Am I witnessing a fight?” Peter asked.

Rob and Mila laughed. A few more miles down the road, they came upon a series of two-story buildings, complexes, and parking lots filled with vehicles of all kinds and covered in leaves. The unkempt grass was no different from what they had seen earlier—sprouting several feet high on both sides.

Rob slowed as they neared a small green welcome sign with the word “Tartarus” spray-painted over it.

Peter squinted and tried to sound it out. “Tar-tar-rus? What does that mean?”

No one had an answer. Peter looked around nervously.

“What’s that?” Rob asked. There looked to be a group of people in the distance ahead.

“It’s people,” Mila said, astonished.

“Shit! I just saw someone looking out the window of that apartment complex,” Peter said pointing. “Oh! There’s another.”

Peter turned and looked ahead. “More people! Shit. We should have ditched the truck at the bridge. Now what are we going to do?”

“Everyone just stay calm,” Rob said. “Keep you pistols at the ready.”

Upon closer examination, they could see a group of men, ten in all, doing lawn maintenance with manual push mowers—the single strangest thing seen on their journey yet. Rob maintained a steady speed as heads began to turn their way.

“What are they doing?” Peter asked. He turned and knocked on the back window, alerting Carlos and Brad. “Hey! We got company.”

Carlos swung his head around and stared through the glass as Brad followed.

“Cutting grass? Why?” Mila asked in abject wonder.

“Welcome to Nyack,” Peter said with a nervous laugh.

There was something stranger than just the fact that they were cutting grass. The men looked dirty and malnourished, as if someone had gathered a group of vagrants together and put them to work. Their tattered clothes and dispirited gaze didn’t provide any comfort.

Rob’s eyes darted around, looking for anyone else. Three men with rifles emerged from a yard across from the lawn crew, taking a keen interest in the truck’s approach. Rob floored the truck without warning. The engine roared. Mila and Peter flew back. Carlos and Brad tumbled over and hit the floor.

“Hey!” Mila said.

“Stay down!” Rob shouted.

The truck raced past the armed men before they could block their path. Rob wouldn’t have thought twice about running them down. Their faces went by in blurry confusion as the truck sped past, leaving them behind, shouting and running in the distance. Ahead, Rob could see a carefully placed barricade a half-mile away, with cars pushed into every lane, blocking every conceivable spot, so that there was no way to go around it or through it.

“We have to find a detour to the hospital,” he said as they neared an endless sea of automobiles—like a junkyard for newer cars. Their placement was clearly strategic. They had been put there for a reason. Mila looked around and pointed to the next street coming up on the right.

“Take a right on Highmount!”

Rob slammed on the brakes, nearly sending her into the metal dashboard along with Peter. The tires squealed as he jerked the truck in a hard right and floored it down Highmount Avenue. Nothing looked to be blocking their path. Just more strangely vacant buildings, vandalized homes, and leaf-covered cars.

“Take a left on Front Street,” Mila said pointing to the approaching intersection.

Rob made a left, and they found themselves on a clear road, with the hospital in view. Peter took a deep breath, still in a state of shock.

“Nearly gave me a heart attack there, Rob,” he said. “Don’t make my wife a widow. She’ll kill ya.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Rob said, gradually increasing their speed.

They could hear Carlos and Brad tumbling around in back, trying to get upright again.

“Sorry,” Mila said, knocking on the window. Both of them held their heads in pain and looked more than a little angry.

The Nyack hospital was in range: a large, five-story brick building with several smaller buildings arrayed around it. Parked vehicles lined the road on both sides, and the main circular lot was full as well.

The trees surrounding the parking lot were shedding their brown autumn leaves, leaving skeletal, curvy branches, silhouetted against the sky. The hospital building seemed intact, with no activity outside and no one around.

The windows were dark, and it wasn’t clear if there were people inside, but with so many buildings, floors, and rooms, Rob believed there had to be someone in there. He turned at a sign reading “Nyack Hospital: Main Entrance” and then past another sign that said, “Main Hospital” ahead.

“Best find a spot out of sight from the road,” he said. “They’ve seen our truck now. They know we’re here.”

The truck chugged along as they circled around to the rear of the emergency room. Rob looked at the fuel gauge. They were low, nearly on empty. The earlier excitement had taken his mind off thinking of a plan for getting back.

They had brought two empty five-gallon cans and a hose just in case. He only hoped that the fuel in the vehicles around them was still worth a damn—having sat dormant for weeks.

He stopped and backed in, within inches of a rear entrance to the emergency room. He joggled the shifter on the steering wheel to Park and switched off the ignition.

“OK,” Rob said. “Is everyone ready for this?”

Both Carlos and Brad hopped out of the back.

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Peter said. “What’s the plan?”

The rusted truck door squeaked as Rob opened it. “Mila will lead the way.” His feet touched the pavement as he took Mila’s hand, helping her out. “You good with that?”

“That’s why I came,” she responded, retying her ponytail.

“What happened back there?” Carlos asked.

Brad held his head. “Tossed us around like a couple of rag dolls,” he added.

“I’m sorry,” Rob said. “Some men zeroed in on us. They were armed.”

“And how about those guys cutting the lawn. What’s with that?” Peter asked.

The group assembled at the rear of the truck as Rob scanned the area. “I don’t know. But we have to assume they’ll be looking for us soon.”

“Where the hell is everyone?” Brad asked. “We’re in the freaking Twilight Zone here.”

Mila looked at the hospital building, feeling a welter of emotions. She hadn’t been to work since the EMP strike, and it felt good to be back, but in a weird way.

She saw two ambulances parked on the side of the building, unattended. The quiet, ostensibly empty building had a somber aspect. She thought about her friends and coworkers, her patients.

“This is the plan,” Rob said, handing empty tote bags to Peter and Mila. “Mila, Peter, and I will search the hospital for supplies. Carlos and Brad, we’re low on gas. I need you to fill up the truck. Twenty gallons should do the trick.”

Carlos stepped forward, angered. “You want us to suck gas out of these cars now?”

“Just do what he says, Carlos,” Mila said and stepped between them.

Carlos shook his head and laughed, appearing to calm down. “Damn … I’d hate to get on your bad side, señorita.”

Rob held his hand up, asking them to tone it down. “I’m asking you both because you’ll need to operate as a team. One person gets the gas, while the other keeps watch.”

“Got it,” Brad said.

“We should be gone no longer than five minutes,” Rob said. He stepped back and examined the building looming silently before them. “Maybe ten minutes.”

“The pharmacy is on the other side of the emergency room,” Mila said. “That’s the quickest way.”

Carlos and Brad pulled the gas cans and hose from the back of the truck. “Try to pick us up a breath mint if you can,” Carlos said.

“Will do,” Rob said. He turned to enter the building but stopped short and instead opened the truck door.

“Forget something?” Mila asked.

“Sure did,” he answered, digging under the seat. He emerged with a thick black crowbar in hand and his box of ChemLights. “Now I’m ready.” He turned to Carlos and Brad. “Five to ten minutes, tops.”

“Good luck,” Carlos said.

They walked off toward the entrance and stopped at the automatic glass door. It was shut and wouldn’t budge. Rob slid the crowbar into the slit in the doors and jerked it to the side, trying to pry them open.

Peter stepped forward and pushed one door to the side with all his might. It looked as if there was just enough space to squeeze through.

Rob’s temples throbbed as sweat formed on his forehead. “Mila, go ahead and squeeze in here.”

Peter’s shaking arms held the gap, and she slipped in. “Now you, Peter …” Rob said while pushing against the crowbar. Peter let go and quickly squeezed in. The door was about to close again. Rob pushed inside just as the doors retracted and slammed shut.




Moratorium 

 

They walked into a darkened lobby, where the air was stale and the chairs, reception desks, and halls vacant—like everything they’d seen so far.

Mila seemed transfixed by the surreal quality of it all. She’d never seen the place so empty or so free of the hyperactivity usually present in the emergency room. The halls were littered with papers along with empty gurneys, knocked-over trashcans, and blue hospital scrubs lying on the tile floor.

“Hello?” she called out.

Rob put his hand on her shoulder. “Looks like your coworkers left this place some time ago. Anyone still here is not someone we want to come across.”

“This isn’t right,” she said, frazzled. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

Rob took both her hands in his and looked her in the eyes. “Of course it doesn’t. But we need to push on.”

Peter paced the waiting area impatiently. He didn’t look any more comfortable than when they’d first asked him to go.

Mila snapped out of her daze and moved down the first cluttered hallway to their right. “This way,” she said, as they followed.

“Watch out back,” Rob said to Peter, “and stay alert for sounds or movements.”

An empty hospital was creepy enough in the daytime, but with the sun rapidly fading, the already-dim hall was growing creepier by the minute. They passed vacant doctors’ offices, and testing rooms with expensive equipment now dormant.

“Pharmacy is on the second floor,” Mila said. With her light sneakers she moved across the tile like air, as Rob and Peter, both wearing hiking boots, clomped behind. They passed some restrooms, and Peter couldn’t resist trying the water fountain. He stopped and pushed the bar. Not a drop came out.

“Damn …” he said.

Mila pushed the door leading to the stairs as Rob and Peter followed.

“Where do you think everyone went?” Peter asked. His voice echoed up the stairwell.

“Home,” Rob said. “I imagine they did everything they could. Then they realized that assistance was never going to come.”

Mila couldn’t help but feel a knot in her stomach. As if sensing her shame, Rob touched her shoulder. “There’s nothing you could have done, either. Remember, family first. Always.”

“I know,” she said. “But this is where I work. These people are my family too, and it’s killing me to see the place like this.”

They reached the second floor as Rob urged her to step aside. He carefully pushed the door open and peeked out—more empty halls. “Coast looks clear. Have your weapons at the ready.”

Nervous, Peter fumbled with his pistol and almost dropped it.

Mila continued in a hushed voice. “What about your shop? Our house?”

“Focus,” Rob said. “Please. We’ll check everything soon enough.”

She led the way, left and down the hall, where a strange odor hit them.

“This is the ICU,” she said. “Pharmacy is at the end.”

Rob glanced at a sign that listed the different departments. An arrow next to Pharmacy pointed in their current direction. That she knew her way around was to be expected after five years of working there. The odor grew more potent the closer they got to the double doors at the end of the lengthy, darkened hall. Something wasn’t right. The stench became more overpowering and gag-inducing as they passed each vacant patient room.

Peter covered his mouth and nose with his shirt. “What is that smell?”

Mila cupped her mouth and stopped dead in her tracks. To her right was an open patient room, and it was clear enough where the noxious odor was coming from. A decomposed body sat upright in bed. Long, stringy gray hair ran from the top of its leathery head, hanging over sunken black holes.

Mila gasped as Rob jolted back. Peter looked in and fell to his knees, dry-heaving. “Oh God!” he kept saying between retches. “Close the door already!”

Rob leaned in to close the door, but Mila stopped him. She walked slowly into the room, holding her mouth. The withered corpse on the bed was still wearing a hospital robe. Mila glanced at a clipboard resting on a wheeled table. Her name was Florence Gardner, and she was seventy-five years old.

Mila walked closer to the bed as dust particles drifted down in the remaining rays of light seeping in through the window. Florence had decomposed beyond recognition, but she was at rest. Mila pulled a pair of latex gloves from a wall dispenser and put them on. She gently pulled the covers over the woman, up to the top of her head.

“Mila, come on!” Rob said in a hushed but forceful tone.

She patted the top of the sheets over Florence’s head. After a moment of silence she turned, removed the gloves and left the room, closing the door behind her.

They continued down the hall, holding their mouths to block the odors. Perhaps there were others, just like Florence, who never had a chance of being moved out of the hospital in time. Rob checked each room on the right as Mila checked the left. He was on alert for trouble, while she checked the beds for patients. Peter kept his focus behind them, looking for anyone who might be following.

They came to a pair of double doors, marked “Pharmacy,” and stopped. Rob placed his hand on the door and hesitated. He peeked through the glass slits on both doors only to see a darkened lobby and a barren counter sitting in the corner of the room. He turned to the others.

“The coast looks clear, but we need to be quick. Mila, get what you need. Peter and I will keep watch.”

Mila nodded. “I’m ready.”

“It would be a miracle if anything was left,” Peter said. “Looters probably raided the place weeks ago.”

“I don’t doubt it, but let’s hold out for the best,” Rob said.

He pushed open the doors, and the scene before them unfolded as something far worse than simple looting. It looked like the aftermath of a violent assault. Walls, riddled with bullets. Chairs blasted into pieces. Empty shelves covered the ground. Dried blood smeared on the floor and walls, but not a body in sight.

“I feel like we’re walking through a crime scene,” Peter said nervously as they advanced to the pharmacy counter.

“Just stay alert,” Rob said. “Whatever happened here is over.”

Mila led the way and couldn’t help being distracted by the remnants of violence in their path. A firefight in a hospital? It was incomprehensible. She had known that venturing back to her hospital would be difficult, but could never have imagined what she was seeing. She pushed on and hurried to the counter. The door had already been blasted off its hinges. It lay on the ground filled with bullet holes, spread out in clusters.

“Wait,” Rob said. “Let me clear the room first.”

Mila held up her pistol. “I can do it.” There were rows of shelves aligned from the front of the room to the back. At first glance, she could see that most of them had been pillaged and cleared and were now caked with dust. It was too dark to see what remained. She stepped over the door and gasped. A pair of legs was sticking out from the bottom of the fourth shelving unit down.

“What is it?” Rob asked, running her way. He pulled a ChemLight from his pocket, snapped it and held it up in the darkened stock room as it glowed yellow.

“A body,” Mila said, pointing. The familiar odor of death wafted toward them. Rob urged Mila back and walked past the shelves with his gun drawn and ChemLight held high. He turned and saw the body of a man lying on his back, motionless.

His skin had turned blue. His shaggy hair spread on the tile floor. His mouth agape and eyes widened. White foam had crusted over his beard. Rob held the ChemLight over the man and saw a syringe lodged in his right arm and small empty bottles of morphine lying close by.

Rob looked up. “He must have passed recently. Drug overdose, it looks like.”

Mila approached cautiously and looked down at the man with sadness. “Follow me,” she said to Rob. They hurried down each aisle as he lit the way. Predictably, the pharmacy had been cleaned out, though she was still surprised by the sheer vastness of it.

“This wasn’t random looting,” Rob said. “This was a calculated heist.”

She stopped in front of a shelf that had a few small boxes on it. “Looks like they missed some stuff.” She pulled the bag from her shoulder and tossed the boxes inside.

“What’d you find?” Rob said and held the ChemLight closer.

“Just what we need,” Mila said. “Antibiotics.” She turned around looking across at the depleted shelves. “If I can just get some ibuprofen and IV bags, I think Reba will be fine.”

“Gauze, cleaning pads, disinfectant, medical kits. Can you get any of that stuff? That’s what we need back at camp.”

“Yes, storage room. Third floor. Hopefully that hasn’t been raided too.”

“The only way to know is to check,” Rob said. “But we’re losing time. Let’s move.”

“What’s taking so long back there?” Peter said nervously as he paced the lobby.

“Keep your voice down,” Rob said.

They emerged from the pharmacy to find Peter eager and waiting to move on. “I don’t like this place. It reeks of death.”

They followed Mila to the next door, which led to another long hall full of wheelchairs, gurneys, bedsheets, and papers strewn about. They took the next set of stairs to the third floor.

The administrative floor wasn’t in shambles like the others, but was just as devoid of activity. Its carpeted halls gave them quiet travel to an unmarked room bolted shut behind two doors.

“This is the room,” Mila said.

“Stand back,” Rob said, holding up his crowbar. He thrust the end into the door and pried it open.

Once inside, they were greeted by a darkened room twice the size of a janitor’s closet, with steel mobile shelving units standing against the walls. Rob quickly snapped two additional ChemLights and handed them to Mila and Peter. “Time to load up and get out of here.”

There were only a few supplies left, but it felt like a bonanza. The staff had apparently rummaged through the shelves in haste and had left plenty of valuable items behind. They grabbed latex gloves, medical gauze, disinfectant, IV bags, aspirin, ointment packs, bandages, medical tape, slings, tourniquets, and hand sanitizer. Enough for one haul. With their bags filled, they left the room and headed back downstairs.

The satisfied group moved quickly to the first floor and past the lobby to the exit. Mila stopped and took one last look around, hoping for better days on the horizon.

They slipped through the double doors again and made it outside, taking in the fresh air. Carlos and Brad were waiting, leaning against the tailgate of their truck.

“You’re late,” Carlos said, looking at his bare wrist.

Brad spit the taste of gasoline from his mouth. “Did you bring some breath mints?”

“Sorry. Couldn’t find any,” Rob answered. “We good to go on fuel?”

“Twenty gallons in the tank,” Carlos answered. “You’re welcome.”

“Thank you,” Mila said with gracious undertones. “We owe you one.”

“You got that right,” Carlos said.

With bags in hand, Peter and Rob went to both sides of the truck and opened the doors. Carlos asked Mila about what kind of supplies they’d found.

“Lots of things. Just what we needed. We were very lucky.”

Peter placed his bag inside and leaned on the door. “You wouldn’t believe what that place looks like inside.”

Brad and Carlos seemed intrigued and looked at Mila to elaborate. She waved Peter off.

“It was nothing. Some vandalism—broken windows. Holes in the wall. That kind of thing. The place is deserted in there.”

“Don’t forget to mention the dead bodies,” Peter said.

Their eyes widened. “Dead bodies?” Carlos said.

“Let’s go,” Rob said and climbed into the driver’s seat. “We have more places to hit up.”

Mila approached the passenger’s side with Peter as Carlos and Brad followed.

“Hey, bro. How about you let me ride up front for a while?” Carlos said.

Peter turned around slightly. “Sorry, Carlos. I have to ride up here. The wind isn’t good for my… uh, allergies.”

Carlos and Brad looked at each other suspiciously.

“How convenient,” Carlos said.

“Let’s go!” Rob called out from the driver’s seat. “Time’s wasting.”

He stuck his keys in the ignition when a shot suddenly echoed through the air, shattering the passenger-side window. An implosion of shards slashed through Peter’s right hand. He stood frozen in shock and stared at his bloody hand. But everyone else kicked into high gear.

Mila fell to the pavement and rolled under the truck. Rob ducked down and looked into the rearview mirror. Two men with long hunting rifles were running through the parking lot straight toward them.

“Take cover!” he shouted.

Carlos grabbed Peter and yanked him to the back bumper, where Brad had rolled. A trail of blood followed them as Peter clutched his ravaged hand, shaking. Another shot fired, blasting out the front windshield.

Rob dropped down and buried his face in the vinyl seat as bits of glass rained on his head. He pulled his pistol and waited while listening to the sound of the men’s footsteps running across the pavement.

“Everyone just stay down,” he said as quietly as he could.

“What’s going on?” Carlos seethed. “Who’s shooting at us?”

“Ah! My hand. Oh my God!” Peter cried out. His tote bag of medical supplies lay on the ground with its contents spilled all over the pavement.

“It’s OK, man,” Brad said, trying to console Peter. “You’re going to be all right.”

Mila stayed flat on the ground and pulled her pistol out. She could see the men as they moved carefully between parked cars while getting closer with each advancement. From her position she couldn’t get a good shot at them unless they got closer.

She could see their faces; they were void of emotion. The two men both had thick, bushy beards, hats, and green-and-black camouflage gear. If they were hunters, there was no question who their prey was.

Rob rose just enough to peek over the dashboard. The men had high-powered scopes affixed to their rifles. He ducked back down as sweat dripped from his forehead.

The two men remained in their positions—across from each other and crouched behind cars. One had his rifle resting on the hood of a car and his eye at the end of the scope.

Rob cupped his hands over his mouth and called to Mila. “Are you OK?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said from under the truck.

“Listen,” he said, “we can’t stall much longer. When I fire, everyone get in the truck. Tell Carlos and Brad to lie down, flat as they can.”

Mila pushed herself backwards and scraped against the pavement. Another shot rang out and hit the driver’s-side mirror. It split into two chunks that flew to the ground in pieces. The men were getting more brazen and advancing closer by the minute.

“Why are they shooting at us?” Brad said.

Peter moaned in agony while wrapping his hand with the bottom of his shirt.

“I can see them,” Carlos said as he glanced around the rear of the truck. “There’s two of them. They got rifles.”

From the ground, Mila reached out and grabbed Peter’s tote bag. She pulled it under the truck and continued her awkward low crawl to the tailgate, where she met the others—all crouched down and waiting. “Here,” she said, handing Brad the bag. She then looked at Peter. “Let me take a look at your hand.”

He exposed it with hesitation and winced when she touched it. Glass bits were embedded all over his hand. Blood flowed from all the tiny wounds into a thick pool on the ground. “I can’t treat this here. We’ve got to get you back to camp.”

Peter’s face was pale. He nodded deliriously.

“Listen,” Mila said to the group. “Rob’s going to lay down some cover fire, and when he does, that’s our signal to get into the truck. Carlos and Brad, you guys need to stay down.”

They nodded in agreement. Rob put his head just inches above the dashboard to look out. The men had advanced two cars closer with their rifles poised and ready.

“Howdy, strangers!” the man on the left bellowed. “How about you step away from the truck with your hands up. We promise we won’t hurt ya.”

Both men looked at each other and exchanged a laugh. Rob saw his chance. He raised his pistol above the dashboard and fired several shots in rapid succession, hitting tires, windows, and anything in range.

The men flew to the ground, surprised. Rob turned the ignition switch, and the engine roared back to life. He heard two thuds as the truck shook from the back of the pickup. Carlos and Brad were in, flat on their stomachs. Mila came running to the passenger side with her arm around Peter. She pushed him inside, jumped next to him, and slammed the door shut. “Go!”

The hunters jumped up once they heard the engine. Rob shifted the steering wheel lever to Drive and gave it some gas. Their tires squealed, and smoke rose from the tarmac-black skid marks left in their wake.

“Oh no,” Rob said as the hunters emerged with their rifles pointed. They were mere feet away and ready to unload. Mila rose and saw the men take aim. She held her pistol out and fired at the man on her side. The shots tore through his shoulder and knocked him to the ground.

Shocked and livid, his partner jumped out in front of their path and fired a series of shots through the hood, dashboard, and windshield. As more glass fell, Rob plowed through the man and threw him to the side in a contorted heap.

The man’s shoes flew into the air. Mila screamed. Peter clutched his hand in pain. Rob then took a sharp right out of the parking lot and drove off just as he saw the other man crawl out with his camouflage jacket drenched in blood. He went to his unconscious partner, raised a fist in the air, and screamed out in vengeance. For now, they had escaped.




Supply and Demand

 

It was ration day at Tartarus. A day that all residents—servers and prisoners alike—looked forward to with heightened anticipation. Arthur Jenkins’s control over the town wasn’t by force alone. He and his men had set up a distribution racket of prescription drugs throughout the town. Supplies, food and water were one thing, but nothing was more important than drug treatment and the artificial comfort it provided.

He explained as much to his men following their prison break. “First we get as many weapons as we can. We raid the hunting stores. Then we go house by house and gather up guns, ammo, knives, baseball bats—anything that can be used as a weapon.”

His men listened, ready to launch their full-fledged assault on the town following the blackout.

“Then we hit up the pharmacies. This is crucial. Control a person’s medicine, and you control the person.”

Having acquired a hefty arsenal, they first held up the local Walgreens, confiscating every bottle on the shelves. Then came the raid at CVC: over thirty armed men—storming the aisles and clearing out the store. The police department was already overwhelmed and too over-stretched to intervene. Next came their most ambitious spree yet: Nyack Hospital.

Resistance from staff and security quickly led to a violent standoff and evacuation of the hospital. Arthur’s plan had worked. They had accumulated one hundred thousand doses of opiates and other prescription drugs to last for months, if not years.

Their haul consisted of oxycodone, Suboxone, Demerol, codeine, morphine, amphetamines, fentanyl, Xanax, Adderall, and Ritalin. They had everything to ensure that the residents were dependent, broken, and subservient.

“Why are we doing this?” Larry, his right-hand man, asked one day.

“Because we can,” Arthur said, rocking back in his chair on the front porch. Teresa stepped out with a pitcher in hand. It was late afternoon, but there was still much work to be done.

“You boys want some sweet tea?”

Arthur tilted his head back and looked up through his sunglasses, scratching his chest.

“That’d be lovely, though Larry and I have to get into town soon.”

Teresa smiled and set the pitcher on a small table next to Arthur. “I’ll go get two cups. Don’t want you running off all dehydrated.”

She went back inside. The screen door’s hydraulic hinge hissed with air as it closed, and Arthur looked at Larry with a smile. “Ain’t she great?”

“Sure is,” Larry said. “You ready to do this?”

“Yep. It’s time,” Arthur said, rising.

Teresa came out with two glasses and wished the men well. They each gulped down two glasses of tea, set their glasses down, and stood up, straightening their shoulders, as they prepared for their journey to the town square, where the weekly rationing was to take place. And so it began…

The town square was roped off into sections that led residents toward a pavilion distribution center. More than fifty people waited through the queuing, like customers at a bank. Their currency, however, wasn’t money, it was medicine. Desperate men and women filled the ranks—their faces stricken with anxiety. Some were already in the stages of withdrawal.

Arthur’s men rationed the drugs carefully: five to six pills weekly and about two hundred milligrams of morphine per week to those who needed it. Though not all were addicts. There were some with need of aspirin and antibiotics. These items were rationed as well, though no one knew the plan for when everything ran out.

The wall project added to the uneasiness. The residents all lived like prisoners, but many were too broken, too desperate, and too doped-up to do anything about it. Saturdays were for normal ration distribution; Sundays, however, were what most people looked forward to.

“Anderson!” Nathan, one of the freemen, shouted from behind a table.

He was one of the few men entrusted with allocating the proper dosage of prescription drugs. Behind him were boxes with enough drugs and medicine to stock three working hospitals. The last remaining physician, Dr. Gary Layish, was a heart surgeon from the recently defunct Nyack Hospital.

He stood by, monitoring the distribution. He and his family hadn’t escaped in time, and he soon found his services in high demand. The deal was simple: he provided medical care to the residents in exchange for immunity for him and his family. Arthur’s men didn’t bother him and he was afforded all the privileges of a freeman, so long as he kept to the deal.

Anderson, a shaggy-haired blond man in his thirties, stepped forward to Nathan’s table and stopped at a marked yellow line. He wore a stained T-shirt, cut-up jeans, and flip-flops. He stood tired and wobbly.

Nathan looked up at him with his glasses resting on the top of his nose, just above his mustache. “Present your ration card, please.”

The zigzag-shaped line behind Anderson stretched past City Hall and out into the road. More would come that evening. Anderson dug into his pocket and presented a crumpled piece of paper the size of a small flier.

“Let’s see what you have here,” Nathan said, taking it. Next to him, Dwayne, another dedicated freeman, was setting up his own station. They would need two or three more stations to get all the people through in a timely manner.

Nathan read the paper carefully. “It appears everything checks out. Your labor hours match up, and the signatures look in place. For your work this week, we’ll be giving you”—he paused, scratching his chin—“four tablets. How’s that work for you?”

Anderson nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, yeah. That’s fine.” He looked as though he hadn’t slept in days.

Nathan turned his head to yell. “Dwayne, can I get four oxys!”

Dwayne knelt down and pulled out a bottle of pills with his gloved hand. “Four oxys comin’ up.” He walked to Nathan’s table and poured the tablets into a small plastic cup, which he gave to Anderson.

“Atwood!” Nathan shouted as he looked down the list.

Arthur and Larry soon showed up and observed the proceedings, which were well underway. The sun was fading, lighting the puffy cumulus clouds on the horizon. A cool breeze was starting to kick up.

“Big turnout today,” Larry said in Arthur’s ear.

“I didn’t expect anything less.”

They took notice of the balding Dr. Layish standing under the pavilion, with his hospital ID badge dangling around his neck.

Arthur walked under the pavilion to closely monitor the operation. It wasn’t unheard of for his men to snag a couple of pills here and there, but he discouraged such behavior. No drug addicts were allowed among the freemen.

“Looks like Doc is taking things in stride,” Larry said.

“Yeah, I’m concerned,” Arthur said.

Larry cocked his head, confused.

Arthur elaborated. “He’s acting a little too normal. If we were to crack open that skull of his and take a look at that big brain, we’d probably discover a swarm of conflicting thoughts and emotions.”

Larry paused, not sure what to make of Arthur’s words. “You—you’re saying that we should kill him?”

Arthur whipped his head around in disbelief. “Of course not! I’m saying that he’s burnt out. We need more medical professionals here. These pills aren’t going to last forever. Nothing will.”

Larry tugged on his braided ponytail. “And just how do you propose we get more doctors?”

“We go out there and find them.”

“Bernard!” Nathan shouted in the background. A frizzy-haired woman stepped forward over the yellow line.

“Take a step back, please, ma’am,” he said.

She twitched nervously. The bags under her eyes were multilayered, and a ring of mascara had run down her cheeks. She handed him her labor card and then did as asked.

The line behind her had only grown longer. Two armed guards by the table kept careful watch.

Larry leaned in closer to Arthur in confidence. “It’s been two months, Mr. Mayor, and some of the boys are getting a little … well. You know, antsy.”

“About what?” Arthur asked, playing oblivious.

“What do you think? They want some action. They’ve shown about the most restraint they can, and you can’t expect them to hold out for much longer.”

Arthur turned to him dismissively. “If I let that happen, we’ll never hear the end of it. These people will fight back. That’s all they would need.”

“Easy for you to say. You got a wife,” Larry said.

Arthur glared at Larry with contempt. “You leave her out of this.”

Larry brazenly stepped forward. They almost touched noses. A few of the freemen under the pavilion caught a glimpse of what looked like trouble brewing.

“Something has to be done, Arthur. I’m telling you this for your own good.”

One of the freemen, Jerome, walked over and pushed Larry away. “Are you out your mind?” His booming voice and exceptional build intimidated most people he encountered—in prison and in the real world. “Gettin’ in the mayor’s face like that in front of all these people?”

Arthur waved Jerome away. “It’s quite all right, Jerome. We were just having a discussion,” Arthur said.

“Didn’t look like no discussion to me. Looks like that man be trying you.”

Larry said nothing and stormed off in frustration. Before Arthur could call out to him, the frizzy-haired woman in line began screaming and arguing with Nathan. Her outburst had garnered everyone’s attention.

“What do you mean two pills of Vicodin! That’s not enough to last me the week! Hell, it ain’t enough to last me two days!”

Nathan sat frozen and offered the cup containing her pills. “Ms. Bernard. Your labor card indicates that you failed to perform more than five tasks this week. You haven’t earned it.”

“That’s bullshit!” she shouted as her voice cracked.

“Well. You can take it or leave it,” Nathan responded.

She lunged at him and smacked the cup out of his hand as the crowd gasped. Standing to the side, Dwayne raised the buttstock of his rifle and smacked her in the head with it.

Her small body dropped to the ground. Gasps from the crowd turned into screams. Arthur charged forward and pushed his men out of the way. Once he made it into the center of the crowd, he raised his arms and urged everyone to be calm.

“It’s OK, people! Don’t worry!”

Their hands covered their frightened faces as they backed away and the line began to thin out.

“It was just a misunderstanding!” Arthur said. “Come on. Everyone back in line.” As the reluctant herd went back to their places, Arthur glared at Dwayne. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he said under his breath.

Dwayne shrugged. “I’m sorry. She tried to attack Nathan. Ain’t that what we’re here for? To enforce order?”

Arthur’s face reddened with anger, but he kept his voice low. “Yes. But not always out in the open like this.” He looked down at the woman, lying unconscious on the cement, then back to Dwayne. “Just get her the hell out of here, and give her four Vicodin for the week when she comes to.”

Two of his men stepped forward and took the woman away just as a ringing noise sounded in the distance. The crowd looked over as a group of freemen ran down the road toward the pavilion in a panic.

One of them clutched a small speaker that amplified the sound as they approached. Arthur had a bad feeling in his gut. The crowd began to move out of line in a clamor.

“Let’s not be rash here,” Arthur said, calling out to the crowd. “Distribution will continue. Everything is under control!”

The approaching men ran past the crowd and into the pavilion as if they were on fire. The lead man with the mini-siren, Randy, nearly tripped over himself as the guards huddled together, curious. Even Dr. Layish, who usually kept to himself, began walking over.

“We got a major problem …” Randy said to Arthur between heavy breaths. The two other men caught up, clutching their sides.

Arthur led them away from earshot of the crowd, but several of the guards followed. “Stay at your posts!” he said with clenched teeth.

Despite his demands, there was no sign of anything going back to normal. The words, “major problem” had resonated with everyone within hearing range.

“What is it?” Arthur demanded of Randy. “We have enough issues as it is.”

Randy wiped the sweat from his forehead and yanked the dark-blue bandana from his head.

“Intruders,” he said. He coughed and spit on the ground. “They came into town in a truck. Drove around our barricades and went straight for our hospital.”

Now they had Arthur’s attention. “Hospital?” He leaned closer to Randy. “What were they doing there?”

Randy continued. “Two scouts went to check it out. Parker and Johnson.” He paused, swallowed, and took another deep breath. “The intruders, they shot ’em. Johnson’s dead. Parker took one in the shoulder.”

“And just where are these intruders now?” Arthur asked. He frowned and narrowed his eyes, trying to hold back his anger.

“Almost got them at the north wall, but they got away. Saw the truck barrel out of here, up toward Route 9 West.”

“Like an actual moving vehicle?”

Randy nodded. “Came in here like a bat out of hell and then took off.”

Arthur thought to himself, feeling both panic and rage. “What were they doing at the hospital? Did they take anything?” he asked.

“That was the first thing we checked. They broke into the supply room on the third floor. Took damn near about everything. Saw blood on the pavement outside. I think we got one of them. Injured him anyway.”

Arthur clutched Randy’s shoulder. “Where’s Parker?”

Randy looked around. “We-uh. We got him in a hospital bed. Came back to tell you and get Doc.”

Just as Dr. Layish glanced over at their huddle, Arthur signaled him over. The guards watched from their positions in the pavilion, waiting to be clued in. Dr. Layish came over, but stood apart. Before Arthur could say anything, Larry emerged from out of nowhere, oblivious to what was going on.

“I wanted to make amends, Mr. Mayor.” His tone was apologetic. “I thought about what you said, and—”

Arthur cut him off. “Not now, Larry.” He turned to Dr. Layish. “Doc, we need you to go to the hospital with us. We have a man there who’s been shot.”

“Shot?” Larry said. He had already put Arthur’s rebuff aside. “What happened?”

“Outsiders,” Randy answered. “Raided our hospital supplies and shot Johnson and Parker.”

Larry’s face flushed. His handlebar mustache twitched. “You shittin’ me?” He began pacing. “I told you we needed guards posted at the hospital twenty-four, seven. Where are these sons of bitches?”

Arthur swung his hands out. “Enough. Keep this on the down-low. Let’s go to the hospital with Doc and find out from Parker exactly what the hell happened.”

He grabbed Larry, Randy, and Dr. Layish and stormed out past the restless crowd, toward the hospital a few blocks up the road. The guards watched with keen interest, but reluctantly stayed behind to do as they were told. The sooner the drugs were distributed, the sooner they could all rest.

“Brantley!” Nathan shouted, calling for the next person in line.

 




 

***

 

Parker lay in a dingy hospital room on the first floor of the recovery ward. The door slammed open as Arthur stormed in, full of rage. Dr. Layish followed, with Larry and Randy trailing behind. Parker jolted upright in his bed. He was shirtless, with his shoulder wrapped in red-soaked bandages. His face was pale and sweaty—his expression disoriented, even delirious.

“What happened?” Arthur asked, his voice hard and unsympathetic.

Dr. Layish stepped in. “Mayor Jenkins, please. This man is seriously injured. I need to clean and dress this wound before it gets infected.”

Arthur pushed Layish to the side. “In time, Doc. Those outsiders could be anywhere right now.” He leaned down closer into Parker’s face. “Tell me everything.”

Parker struggled to speak as Layish handed him a bottle of water. He gulped the water and nearly choked.

“Easy, now,” Layish said.

After a gasp and a painful wince, Parker looked up at Arthur, ready to speak. His choppy hair clung to his forehead. “Johnson and I,” he said, “were pulling security… checking out the hospital, when we seen these two guys stealing gasoline from the cars in the parking lot. We followed them to their truck where …”

He winced again. The room was silent in anticipation. “They met up with their friends.”

“What kind of truck did they have?” Arthur asked.

“Old Ford pickup. They had bags of supplies from the hospital. We fired a warning shot at ’em, but they was armed. Shot at us and tore through the parking lot.”

“They hit Johnson?” Larry asked, stepping forward.

“No, they shot me. They ran over Johnson.”

The room was stunned. “Animals,” Arthur said, and shook his head in disgust. He looked down at Parker. “Where did you see them go?”

“I don’t know. I lost consciousness.”

“I told you,” Randall interjected. “They were last seen driving north on Route 9 West.”

Arthur thought to himself, barely paying attention as Dr. Layish examined Parker. The doctor then turned to the group. “I’m going to need some supplies to treat him. Anything you can provide.”

Parker’s head fell back as he groaned in pain. Arthur stepped back and looked at Randy. “Get Doc what he needs.” He then pointed at Larry. “Come with me. I’ve got an idea.” They left the small, dimly lit room in haste as Layish attended to the injured man before them.

Arthur and Larry walked out of the hospital parking lot to a baseball field across the street. The dying grass crunched under their shoes as they walked. In less than a month, the ground, roads, and vehicles would all be covered under thick blankets of snow.

Arthur’s mind was focused on one thing: finding the intruders. He led Larry up some bleachers where they overlooked the flat, desolate town, surrounded by distant mountains. Arthur pulled out a pair of binoculars from his jacket and searched past the highway to the rolling hills north.

He had a hunch about their intruders. They were outsiders in every sense. They had come into town because they needed supplies, and they needed supplies because they were living somewhere isolated.

Arthur handed the binoculars to Larry. “Look past the interstate.”

Larry put the binoculars to his eyes and scanned ahead.

“You see that mountain? That one to the right. Has to be a good five, six miles from here. That’s Bear Mountain. I’ve heard some stories. Even before all of this happened, I heard about people living out there. The mountain people, we called them.”

Larry lowered the binos and looked at Arthur. “You really believe that?”

“No, but we can use that story to our benefit. This makes having the wall even more important. It protects us from the mountain people in case they try to rob us again.”

“How do we know that they’re not living in some other town close by?” Larry asked.

Arthur thought to himself. “I don’t. But we need to get a search party together, go into the mountains, and make sure. It’s the only way.”

 




 

***

 

The trek on foot to Bear Mountain took the entire afternoon. Arthur and his five-man scout team split into two groups and traveled down both sides of the road looking for clues. Their weapons were at the ready, and they were as prepared as any foot soldiers. The plan was to find the intruders, but no decision had been made on exactly what to do with them.

Their opponents had weapons, which made ambushing their mountain enclave problematic. Larry held a map in this hands, leading the way as the group crossed a long bridge over the Hudson and came to the mountain in question—rising above unabated wilderness. Bear Mountain reached altitudes of eight thousand feet, and its width stretched over hundreds of rugged acres. They could be searching for days, and they were already exhausted.

At the end of the bridge, they found a hiking trail. Arthur called the men to gather around to discuss their strategy. In the group were Larry, Parker, Eddie, Dwayne and Jerome—among the most loyal and skilled of the escaped convicts in his gang of freemen.

“Gentlemen, before we go any farther, I want to thank you all for making this trip so far. From our time of wrongful incarceration to the miraculous events that led us to take control of an entire town, I couldn’t have done any of it without you.”

Larry stood impatiently to the side. He had heard the speech many times. It was a pep talk. Something to get them fired up. The convicts respected Arthur and followed him primarily because he seemed to have the answers. And in the world of chaos that surrounded them, answers were everything.

Arthur continued. “Our town, our very way of life is under attack by feral outsiders living in the mountains.” He held his hands out, palms up. “Now, I don’t know how many outsiders we’re dealing with here. That’s why we have to be extra careful.”

The men were dressed in green camouflage apparel, with black skullcaps on their heads. Arthur pulled off his cap and brushed back his thick gray hair. “If you see anything, just point it out. Don’t shoot anything unless I tell you to. And for God’s sakes, don’t blow our cover.”

“What if they shoot at us?” Jerome asked. “I ain’t going out like that. Not by a bunch of mountain hillbillies.”

“Our first priority is surveillance. We need to study them. Find out what their defenses and weaknesses are. Then we strike.”

Arthur looked around, sizing everyone up, ensuring that the group was on the same page. “And who knows. We could even come up cold.”

The men groaned, but before they could protest, Arthur started moving ahead. They dutifully followed, one by one. The hiking trail grew steeper and steeper as they progressed. Their boots crunched on sticks, pebbles, and rocky chunks of dirt, and the air began to grow noticeably colder the higher they went. They were trying not to climb, but to circle around to the far side of the base.

They entered the thick brush on the west side of the mountain and saw nothing but trees and large stones heaved from the ground. Larry kept track of their pace count. Parker navigated, and the others followed. Arthur pulled out his binoculars and looked for movement, smoke, fire, tents, shanties, or cabins—anything that indicated the presence of others.

Three hours of uphill walking and many miles later they stopped. Arthur locked in on something ahead through his binoculars. He then signaled his wary and exhausted men to take cover.

“Forty meters. Looks like houses, no, cabins!”

Better yet, he saw movement. There were people there. He could see a truck too. Perhaps the very same truck used in the heist. For the time being, the group did nothing but wait and watch. It seemed as though they had all the time in the world.

 




Confrontation

 

The deadly firefight sent a rush of adrenaline surging through Rob as he gunned the pickup in a frantic escape from the hospital. Startled and disoriented, much like the others, he could barely remember the way out of town. The Ford pickup roared down the road and hit a pothole, again throwing Carlos and Brad onto the truck bed with brute force.

Wind blasted inside the truck from the gaping hole in the windshield. Mila pleaded with Rob to slow down. She could barely keep her grip on the passenger-side armrest, and debris was blowing in their faces. Peter lay on the floor, under the dashboard, cradling his injured hand. Mila reached for her medical tote bag, only to have it fly out of her hands when Rob hit another bump.

“You need to slow down!” she shouted.

“I can’t!” Rob said. “We’re sitting ducks!”

He didn’t know what turn to make or where to go. All the streets looked the same. Peter’s blood was everywhere. Their left headlight dangled from the front bumper, fresh from running a man down. Rob had never killed anyone. He’d never even been in a fight past high school. And as far as he remembered, a hit-and-run was still a crime.

His first instinct was to go to the police, but of course there wasn’t a single officer in sight, and no station to go to, either. He took a sharp right down a residential back road, losing all sense of direction. His heart raced as his hands clenched the wheel. Up ahead, he could see that the road had been blocked off with more vehicles, like another barricade.

Avoiding the trap, Rob took his first left, realizing that no matter where he turned, there were barricades in the way. They turned down a street where a six-foot-high concrete wall ran across the entire two-lane street. Rob slammed the brakes. Mila flew forward and caught herself against the dashboard. Peter nailed his head against the lower ashtray. The truck screeched to a halt as smoke rose from the tires.

Five men stood at the end of the wall, stacking cinder blocks.

Mila squinted. “What is this?”

Rob took a moment to catch his breath and looked out as well. “A wall. They’re blocking every exit.” He whipped his head around. “We need to find a way out.”

Carlos shouted from the truck bed in pain. “What’s going on up there?”

“We’re trying to find a way out,” Mila shouted back.

Suddenly, two armed men came rushing toward them across a nearby yard, covering ground in haste.

“Get out of the truck!” one of them shouted.

Rob put the truck in reverse and slammed the gas pedal. The truck jolted backward as Mila screamed. Rob kept his eyes on the rearview mirror for anything in their path as Carlos and Brad stayed flat in the back. The two men—large and covered in tattoos and piercings—maintained their breakneck pursuit.

Rob spun the truck sharply left, screeching the tires and taking out a mailbox in the process. The tattooed men sprinted toward them, trying to take advantage of their unexpected stop. Rob quickly recovered and sped past, leaving them in the dust.

“Weatherford!” Mila shouted. “Take Weatherford! That’ll get us back on the highway.”

Rob took an immediate turn, tossing his passengers in the air once again. Things began to come back to him, and his sense of direction returned. They drove past the rear of the hospital, realizing they had just made one big circle in their frenzied haste. “Damn!” said Rob.

“We’re OK now, we’re close,” Mila said. “See!” The Route 9 West sign was ahead. “What the hell has happened to our town, Rob?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Rob said. “We’re going to have to get winter supplies someplace else. Maybe the next town over.”

“What about the gas?”

“We’ll get more. We don’t have a choice,” Rob said. “That was too close. We can’t be taking these kinds of chances.”

Peter moaned from the floor as Mila leaned forward and grabbed her medical bag. She pulled it up and fished through the supplies for Peter. The disappointment of not being able to check on their home and Rob’s business began to take hold. They were alive, but Nyack had drastically changed.

Mila looked at Rob with gratitude. “You did great.” They merged onto the highway, leaving as quickly as they had arrived without looking back.




 
 

***
It was nightfall by the time they made it back to camp, in a totally battered Ford pickup with a single flickering headlight. Rob slowed the truck to a halt near Elliot and Reba’s cabin. There was no one around. The cabin windows were covered, as was their protocol at night. Rob wasn’t sure what time it was, but he knew it was late. Their search for winter supplies along the way had been a bust.

As they pulled up, no one spoke. The near brush with death left them subdued and quiet. Mila had done what she could with Peter’s hand and wrapped it in gauze to control the bleeding. He had passed out some time before reaching Bear Mountain. They had made it back with a half tank remaining and a truck that looked as though it had gone through hell.

Carlos and Brad stumbled out of the back. They stretched, not saying a word, as Rob switched off the ignition. Mila looked at their own cabin—its windows covered—and held back tears. She felt afraid of everything—too overwhelmed to even get out of the truck. She wasn’t prepared to tell the kids anything, but she was grateful to be back.

Rob turned to her, his face as worn and tired looking as hers. “We’re going to be OK.” His eyes stayed on hers. She only nodded in response.

Rob put his arm around her shoulder. “We had no idea things had gotten so bad. Now we know, and we can be better prepared.”

“That wasn’t our town,” she said in a shaky voice. “I don’t know what the hell that was, but it wasn’t Nyack.”

“The EMP …” Rob began.

“Screw the EMP,” she said. “This is the apocalypse. How could things possibly get so bad? Why isn’t anyone helping us? Where is everyone?”

“We have to help ourselves. That’s what I’ve been saying since day one. Back there … that was anarchy. Without phones or electricity or working vehicles, we’re nothing but rats in a maze right now. And people will take advantage of the situation.”

“What are we going to tell Josh and Kelly?” she asked as a tear streamed down her cheek. “They need to go back to school. Back to their lives.” She buried her face in her hands and sobbed. “We’ve failed them.”

“That is not true,” Rob said. “As a family, we’re doing all right, which wouldn’t be the case had we stayed in Nyack.”

Carlos came to Rob’s side and knocked on the window. “You gonna sit in there all night? Come on.”

Peter lay slumped in the middle, propped against the seat. Shattered glass from the front and back windows covered the floor of the truck. Mila pushed open the passenger door with her foot and stepped out. Rob opened his door and saw Carlos and Brad leaning against the hood, holding their sides in pain.

“How are you guys holding up?” he asked.

Carlos shook his head. “A little banged up, but just glad you got us out of there.”

Brad winced in pain. “I think I bruised a rib. Might even be broken.”

Carlos scoffed. “If it was broken, amigo, you’d know it. Trust me.”

Mila was guiding Peter out of the truck as Rob, Carlos and Brad took a few minutes to talk. Nyack wasn’t safe, they agreed. The town had fallen.

At the camp, people had been waiting for them, keeping watch, and anxious for news. They began coming out of their cabins one by one.

Krystal, Peter’s wife, walked out first. Mayra called out for Carlos and rushed toward him with the children, Antonio and Gabrielle, following. Brad’s wife, Ashlee, came out next, squinting into the darkness. Josh and Kelly walked past her holding ChemLights, eagerly looking for their parents.

“Carlos!” Mayra said. She dashed over and threw her arms around him. “I’m so relieved. It seemed like days. We were worried.”

“We’re fine. Everything is fine,” Carlos said, stroking her head.

Brad and Ashlee hugged each other, rocking back and forth in each other’s arms, not saying a word.

“Where are the kids? Are they OK?” Brad asked, trying to hide his pain.

“They’re in bed. Don’t worry.” Ashlee took a step back, examining him. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

“No, no,” Brad said, waving her off. “Just got a little thrown around back there.”

“Well, you come inside this instant,” Ashlee said and pulled him off toward their cabin.

Krystal approached the group in her nightgown, dazed. One look at Peter hanging onto Mila with his hand bandaged sent her into hysterics.

“Peter! What happened to him? Oh my God!”

His head rose as consciousness began coming back. Mila dragged herself toward Krystal with Peter leaning on her shoulder, both of them exhausted.

“He cut his hand, but he’s going to be OK.”

Rob walked around the truck to meet up with Mila just as Josh and Kelly found them. They looked as concerned as everyone else, and ran to Rob and hugged him. Kelly choked back tears.

“I’m OK. I’m OK…” Rob said, rubbing their backs.

“Did you see our house?” Kelly asked.

“Is the power back on yet?” Josh added.

“In time. Let us get situated first,” Rob said. His voice was hoarse and shaky.

They ran from him to Mila, who had just guided Peter into Krystal’s arms as she scolded him.

“What did you do out there, trying to give me a heart attack?” she asked, leading him to the cabin.

“I need to treat his hand tonight,” Mila called as their cabin door shut.

Josh and Kelly threw their arms around her and squeezed tightly, nearly knocking her over. She pulled them close, sobbing and assuring them that everything was fine.

Elliot then stepped out, having just woken up. He walked toward them in boxers, a white T-shirt, and slippers, scratching his head. One look at the dangling headlight and shattered windshield nearly sent him over the edge.

“What in God’s name happened to my truck?” he cried, running.

Rob grabbed his arm, stopping him. “Not now, OK? I’ll explain everything in a minute. But we have a job to do. We got the medical supplies, and my wife is going to treat Reba. The run nearly cost us our lives.”

Elliot looked on, confounded. “That bad? H-how? No police? No military?”

“Nothing,” Rob said. “Just us now.”

Later that night, Rob and Mila lay in bed, still shaken from the experience. Their bodies ached, but the soft mattress was a welcome change from being thrown around in the truck. Mila rested her head on his chest, sighing. It had been a long night for her.

She had done her best picking bits of glass from Peter’s hand and cleaning his wound. Then she turned her attention to Elliot’s wife, Reba, administering medication to her and checking her vital signs. She believed that Reba would make it. Only time would tell.

“I know that it’s for real now,” Mila said, breathing into Rob’s chest. “We never got the winter supplies, but I don’t know if I can go back out there.”

His hand massaged her back as his eyelids grew heavier. “We’ll figure something out. Don’t worry,” he said.

She lifted her head and kissed him. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” he said, drifting off.

“Rob?”

He awoke. “Yes?”

“Do you think we can survive this?”

“I do,” Rob said. “Things are bad now, but we’ll find our way soon.”

“Thank you,” she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Good night.”

 




 

***

Sunday, November 20, 2016

It was morning and business as usual at the camp. The kids were doing their chores, Elliot was pulling guard, and Mila was tending to Reba—trying to nurse her back to health. No one had gotten very much sleep. Rob had called for a quick meeting to fill everyone in about what they had seen and done in Nyack.

Brad and Ashlee sat among the Santos family and the Dunnes. Peter cradled his bandaged hand, recently dressed and cleaned by Mila. He was doing better but traumatized by the thought of ever going into town again. Carlos looked a little banged up, with a bruise or two on his forehead. The stoic, concerned faces let Rob know that the group had reached a threshold, and that their next moves would determine their fate in the camp.

Before addressing them, he tried to put on his best face. He wanted to assure them that there was still hope, despite their once-idyllic town having gone to hell. The chilly morning breeze was a stark reminder of the coming winter, which only added to the question of how long they could continue to hunker down.

“I called this meeting because I think it’s important to assess where we’re at. I’m sure you’ve all explained to your families the dismal condition of our town, and it’s true, what we saw yesterday was very concerning.”

“Who are these people?” Krystal cried out. She took Peter’s bandaged hand in hers. “The men who shot at my husband. I want to know.”

“I’m not sure, but I do have some idea,” Rob answered.

“Enlighten us, please,” Carlos said. Murmurs of agreement traveled through the group.

Rob continued. “The ability of law enforcement to do their jobs has been greatly diminished following the EMP. The same thing with the military. According to the last emergency broadcast, this situation is not exclusive to Nyack. Many areas have been besieged by criminal elements—gangs, hoodlums, you name it. It’s my guess that these groups have taken over Nyack and implemented their own mob rule. And I’m also willing to assume that the people we saw stacking bricks and doing yard labor like prisoners are the residents. Those who stayed behind.”

“Can’t they fight back?” Ashlee asked. The group nodded and voiced agreement while awaiting Rob’s answer.

“Not if they lack the means,” Rob said. He paced the stage. “Think about it. The power has been out for two months. Resources are low. People are desperate. All it takes is one bad element to come in and take over. We’re witnessing a complete breakdown.”

Carlos stood up. “So let’s go into town and take care of those bastards. Our friends and neighbors are counting on us.” Mayra touched his arm, urging him to sit back down.

“Hear, hear!” Brad said, himself feeling inspired to do something. People began clamoring for action, and the meeting was getting out of control.

“Listen!” Rob said, quieting the group. “It’s not that easy. We’re preppers, right? And what is our main goal as preppers? It’s to ensure the safety and survival of our loved ones. We can’t do that by trying to be heroes. Many of us have friends and family out there, and we’re without any idea of their status.

“It’s scary and frightening, and I know it’s driving us all crazy, but we have to stick to the plan. Until the power grid is returned and law and order established, we need to remain here, only leaving for supply runs. The real issue now is not the fate of Nyack, but the fate of our families, and how we’re going to survive the winter.”

The group was silent. Rob’s blunt assessment had resonated with them—or so it seemed. They all had their own concept of what hunkering down meant, but this was no weekend drill. They had been living in the mountains for over two months with no end in sight. The situation in Nyack was frightening. They truly were on their own.

 

***
Later that day, Josh and Antonio gathered their supplies for a day of fishing—the one activity that kept them sane. Cooped up in a cabin with their parents and a sister wore on Josh, and most of their days, outside of homeschool, were spent outdoors.

At fifteen, Antonio was two years older, but Josh got along with him just fine. They both liked video games and rock music. Antonio even played guitar. They did what they could to keep their minds occupied while trying to pitch in at the camp. At the end of the day, though, they were teenagers.

“I can’t believe that there’s no girls out here,” Antonio said as they hiked down the mountain trail toward the river. “I mean, why can’t a Swedish bikini team get stuck out here with us or something?”

Josh nodded. “Yeah.”

“That’s the worst thing about all of this, you know?”

The Dunne kids—Jeremiah, Mark, Luke, and Allison—were in their early teens too, but mainly kept to themselves. Allison barely said a word. She was fourteen and pretty, but extremely hard to talk to. Her brothers always surrounded her like bodyguards. Josh had pretty much given up.

Antonio continued. “I’m dying out here, bro.”

“I hear ya,” Josh said, ducking under a tree branch with his fishing pole in hand.

Antonio waved him off. “Ah, you wouldn’t know what to do with a girl if you had one.”

“That’s not true,” Josh protested.

Antonio halted and looked at Josh with a raised brow and a disbelieving expression. Josh had no choice but to stop as well. “Oh yeah?” said Antonio. “When was the last time you kissed a girl, huh?”

Antonio crossed his arms and waited as Josh thought about it, trying to conceal his panic. “Well,” he answered, turned away, “I haven’t done that yet, but I’m getting real close.”

Antonio bellowed. He slapped Josh on the back and couldn’t stop laughing, near tears now. “Oh, man. You are too funny.” He grabbed his sides while catching his breath. Josh looked down, not saying anything.

“Relax, Don Juan. I’m only messing with you,” Antonio said with a smile.

Josh looked up and shot him a skeptical look. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up.” He couldn’t help but smile too. He glanced over Antonio’s shoulder and froze as he saw something in the distance.

Antonio continued his exaggerated laughing, but when he got no reaction, he looked up and saw the dread on Josh’s face. Concerned, his smile disappeared.

“What is it, dude?”

“Someone’s out there,” Josh said.

Antonio spun around to look. Beyond the trees, a man was stealthily moving toward them. Antonio dropped his fishing pole and bucket and pulled out his pocket knife.

“Who’s there?” he shouted.

Josh felt his stomach tighten into knots. Had they been found out? Had others discovered them? Rob had always told him to not make too much noise during his fishing trips and not bring attention to himself. Was it too late to heed the warning?

“I’m not messing around, man,” Antonio called, holding his knife in the air. “Try me.”

A rustle came from the bushes as a man with a long gray beard and a rough, wrinkly face emerged. It was Grady, the hermit who had taken to bothering their camp as of late. He wobbled forward in his green jacket and torn, baggy jeans, appearing addled and drunk as usual. They had crossed paths with the old man a few weeks ago, when Grady had given them slurred and rambling warnings about coming dangers. This time seemed no different.

Josh felt relieved. Antonio kept his knife in view. Grady stopped when he was about five feet in front of them, leaned against a tree and let out a loud belch.

“What did I tell you last time, old man? Leave us alone!” Antonio said.

Grady raised his shaky arm and pointed at them. His eyes were wild and glazed over. “Buncha no-good punks … that’s all you are. Trespassing on my property…” His head stooped then went back up again. “How many times I gotta tell you to stay off my property?” he slurred.

“This isn’t your property,” Antonio said. “How many times do we have to tell you that? Get it through that thick, crusty head of yours.”

Grady’s face reddened. He looked confused, angry, and delirious all at once. His hanging arm began to shake violently, as if in a spasm. “You—you can’t talk to me … not like that. I want you off my property.” He tried to step forward but clung to the tree to keep his balance. “I want you off now!” he shouted.

Angered, Antonio took a couple of steps toward Grady, brandishing his knife. “Yell at me again, old man. See what happens.”

Josh leapt forward and grabbed Antonio’s shoulder, causing him to turn around. “It’s not worth it, man. We both know he’s crazy. Come on.”

Antonio calmed down and let out a big breath, almost as if he were relieved that Josh had intervened. He lowered his knife and stepped back. Grady clung to the tree, his wrinkled face filled with pure spite.

“News flash. You can’t own a mountain,” Antonio said, shaking his head in disgust.

“I can own anything I want!” Grady rambled. His hands went into his jacket, feeling for something. Antonio pulled his knife out again. Grady pulled out a flask, put it against his dry lips, and took a long drink that ended in a coughing fit. An air of relief came over the two boys. They weren’t sure what Grady was up to. Antonio slowly folded his knife and put it back in his pocket but kept his eyes locked on Grady.

“Let’s go already,” Josh said. “Enough of this guy.”

Antonio hesitated, but after a moment gave in. “All right,” he said, and knelt down to retrieve his fishing pole and bucket. He rose just as the old man was getting started again.

“You wanna know something else?” Grady bellowed. A light whooshing sound followed through the air. His face went blank with shock, and his body tumbled, falling flat onto the pebbles and leaves.

Josh and Antonio looked at each other, curious. Grady had simply slumped over without a word. They thought maybe he had passed out, but something wasn’t right. His legs and arms twitched, and then they noticed a long arrow sticking out from the back of his head.

“What the hell?” Antonio said.

Josh looked beyond Grady and saw several men dressed in camouflage jackets about twenty yards away, huddled in a pack. One of them was holding a bow.

“Nice head shot!” a lanky man with a handlebar mustache said. He gave a thumbs-up to the bearded man with the bow.

“Oh my God,” Josh said quietly. His feet felt frozen to the ground. Antonio was still transfixed by the arrow in Grady’s skull when Josh tapped him on the shoulder. He then looked up, noticing the men.

“Back to the cabin,” Josh said in a deadly serious whisper.

The men looked back—five of them in all—and noticed Josh and Antonio, it seemed for the first time, because they looked as panicked as Josh and Antonio did.

Josh dropped his fishing pole. “Run!”

The men sprinted forward, chasing them. Antonio went for his knife when Josh yanked him away. “Move!”

He got the message and bolted along with Josh, back up the trail toward camp. They could hear bushes rustling as the men raced after them. Another arrow whizzed right by Josh’s head and hit a nearby tree. He screamed out and pushed his legs as fast as they could go.

“Don’t let ’em get away!” a man shouted.

Antonio trailed slightly behind, gasping for air. Their legs felt like jelly as they ascended a steep hill. No matter how hard they pushed, gravity weighed them down. At his most frantic point, when he thought they were dead, Josh could hear the men’s voices fading. They were losing them.

“Come on!” he cried out to Antonio. “Keep moving.” They made it to the top of the rise and kept going with adrenaline racing through their blood.

 




 

***

 

Mila set some antibiotics on the table near Reba after having just set up an IV bag. Her condition was improving, and despite the terrible experience of retrieving the medical supplies, it felt good to be nursing again. Reba lay under her covers awake and in good spirits. Her color had returned, with her brief but healthy regimen of rest and medicine. She hadn’t recovered completely, but it was a good start.

“Dysentery?” she said to Mila, holding a warm cup of soup. “I’ve never had anything like that before in my life.”

Mila set a fresh glass of water on the nightstand with two pills next to it. “You’re not out of the woods just yet, but we’re getting there.”

“How did I get this … this infection?” Reba asked.

“I’m not sure,” Mila said. “Best guess is that you ate or drank something bad. Can you think of anything?” She hadn’t yet had the opportunity to ask Reba any questions about it. With her feeling a bit better, Mila thought the time was right.

Reba set her soup to the side and placed her face in her hands. “Oh dear…”

Mila looked up inquisitively. “What is it?”
She removed her hands, sounding ashamed. “We had some pickled ham I wanted

to finish before it went bad. That had to be it. I can’t believe myself. I should have known better.”

“But how did you get sick and not Elliot?”

Reba leaned forward and took the glass of water.

“Don’t forget your pills,” Mila added.

Reba took the pills and gulped them down with the water as Mila waited for her answer. She took another drink and continued. “He didn’t have any. Out of all nights, he said he wasn’t hungry.” She grimaced. “And don’t think I didn’t try to press him on it. So I had a piece and then threw the rest out.”

Mila crossed her arms over her lap and shook her head in motherly fashion. “You can’t take chances like that, Reba. You should know better. Now we need to check all your pickled foods.”

“There’s not much left now,” Reba said solemnly. “Which worries me. What did you find out? Is the power expected to come on anytime soon?”

“Looks like it’s going to be a while,” Mila said.

“Oh,” Reba said, sighing.

Suddenly they heard shouting from outside—the voices familiar. Mila shot up from her chair. “Josh…”

“What is it, dear?” Reba asked.

Mila hid her panic. “Nothing, Reba. Let me go check to see what’s going on. You need to stay in bed and finish your soup. I’ll be right back.” She exited the room calmly and then darted for the front cabin door once she was out of Reba’s view.

She swung the door open and squinted her eyes in the bright sunlight. Josh and Antonio ran right past the cabin and toward the meeting canopy where Rob and the others were still sorting out their ideas.

“Help!” Josh shouted. “Help us!”

“Josh!” She ran down the cabin steps, chasing after the two fleeing boys. Rob, Carlos, Brad, and everyone else raised their heads and looked over, alarmed. Rob started running toward them. The distressed boys looked as though they had just run from a bear or some other wild animal.

“There’re people here! They killed Grady!” Antonio shouted. “Now they’re after us.”

The adults looked shocked. Intruders? Grady murdered? They all rushed toward the boys. Things suddenly began to feel very dangerous. They had not expected the threat to come to their camp so soon. Carlos dashed to his son as the two boys slowed and nearly tumbled against each other in exhaustion.

“What on earth are you talking about?” He held his son by his shoulders, preventing him from collapsing. Both boys gasped for air. Sweat drenched their clothes and faces. “Slow down and speak to me.”

Mila went to Josh as he rushed into her arms. She’d never seen him so shaken.

“Tell me, hijo,” Carlos continued. “Where are these men?”

“They’re chasing us. They killed Grady. Put an arrow through his head,” Antonio said, panic-stricken.

Rob stepped forward to break up the interrogation. “Everyone get your weapons.” He pulled a handheld radio from his pocket and spoke into it. “Elliot, we have intruders in the area. I need you to do a complete scan of the area and let me know what you see.”

He paused for a moment, waiting. Static blasted through the speaker, followed by Elliot’s distorted voice. “Ten-four. I’m looking but don’t see anything.”

“There are men in the area. According to Josh and Antonio, they killed Grady and then went after them. I need a positive I.D. on this group. How many and what weapons they have.”

“I told you, I don’t see anything.”

“Well, look harder!” Rob shouted. He lowered the handheld radio and noticed everyone looking at him. “We know the drill. We’ve practiced this before. Everyone take positions in your cabins and be armed and ready. Shoot anything that moves.”

Brad tilted his head in disbelief. “You serious there, Rambo? How do we even know if what these boys are saying is true?”

Antonio turned to Brad, red with anger. “Because we saw it!”

“That’s enough,” Carlos said, holding him back.

“I know it sounds extreme,” Rob said. “I’m no killer either, but after what we saw in town, we can’t take any chances. Move, people!”

He took Mila and Josh by the hand and rushed back to the cabin as the group dispersed, ready to defend their camp by whatever means necessary.




 
 

***
Arthur’s gang slept in the forest overnight. They each carried a backpack with camping gear that had steadily begun to weigh on their backs. They were exhausted and needed a rest. They camped out for the night, close to the community they intended to ambush. They discussed the plan, believing they had discovered the mountain people who had terrorized their town, killed one of their people, and stolen their hospital supplies. Finding them was an amazing stroke of luck, which they credited to Arthur’s instincts and steadfast leadership.

“We can’t take anything for granted,” Arthur told them as they sat in a circle under the darkness of night. “These people are stone-cold murderers. And they pose an immediate threat to our community.”

“So let’s go in there, guns blazing, and take ’em out,” Jerome said.

“It’s not that easy,” Arthur said. “They’ve been living up here for a while—years even. This is foreign territory to us, and we have to be careful.”

The temperature was rapidly dropping, and the men pulled out their sleeping bags to unroll them. The next day would be full of surprises for their enemies. The plan was simple. Or was it? Arthur hadn’t been too clear. But at the risk of being ambiguous, he addressed the group once more before they went to sleep.

“We’re ghosts. That’s the key. They won’t know that we’re here. And by the time they do, it’ll be too late.”

A feeling of excitement rose between the men. Arthur was delighted. They were, after all, convicts. Some convicted of murder, battery, assault, and grand theft. Normally, their instincts needed to be restrained and controlled, but not always.

“That isn’t to say we’re going to kill anyone,” he told them. “Not just yet. We assess the situation first.”

Their enthusiasm slowly waned at the suggestion of restraint. The men settled down in their sleeping bags without further discussion.

Arthur wasn’t quite finished. “Once we do make contact, we’ll take the appropriate action,” he continued, but no one was really listening.

“Hey, Mr. Mayor,” Dwayne said in a hushed voice.

Arthur looked over at him after plopping down on his sleeping bag. “What is it, Dwayne?”

Dwayne reached into his bag and pulled out a crossbow. His eyes lit up with pride. “How’s that for stealth, huh?”

Arthur smiled. “That’s very … proactive of you. Where’d you get it?”

“Swiped from the hunting store,” Dwayne said, smiling and pleased with himself. Everyone was on their backs and quickly falling asleep.

“Do you know how to use it?” Arthur asked.

“Oh yeah,” Dwayne said with a wave. “Used to go hunting with my dad all the time. I’m a regular straight shooter with this thing. Far as I can remember.”

Arthur lay back and looked at the stars—a million tiny bulbs glowing in the sky, without concern with what was happening below. “Hopefully you’ll get your chance tomorrow.” His eyelids fluttered and grew heavier. The sudden thought of posting a guard occurred to him, but he was too tired; so were all of his men. Instead, they drifted asleep, exposed and vulnerable to whomever came across them. But no one did.

 

 




 

Ultimatum 

 

Arthur’s gang awoke the next morning to the sun beating on their faces and birds chattering all around them. Startled, they thought they had overslept, but only six hours had passed. Their bodies were sore from sleeping on the hard, rocky ground. They were on someone else’s turf, unknown territory. Unease existed among them for this very reason. But their mission was clear: eliminate the threat.

Arthur woke to find the root that had been digging into his back. He put his glasses on, stood up and stretched. “Morning, gentlemen. I trust you all slept well.” The men laughed softly.

They got up and stood around, still only half-awake, saying little to each other.

“Feel like shit,” Jerome said. He stretched his muscular, tattooed arms with a grunt. “But ready to take these scumbags out.”

The group nodded in agreement, ready and pumped up for action.

Arthur seemed less gung-ho. “Remember what I said. We approach with caution and assess the situation accordingly.”

“Jerome’s right,” Larry said. “Let’s do what we gotta do and head back home.”

Arthur frowned. “Don’t start getting overconfident.” He looked directly at Larry, daring him to contradict him further. Arthur was beginning to wonder if his most trusted right-hand man was in fact trying to take over. “Let’s pack up and move out.”

“Yes, General Mayor, sir,” Larry said, then added a mock salute.

The rest of the group—Parker, Eddie, and Dwayne—said little as they loaded their packs and munched on granola bars.

“Some coffee would be nice,” Dwayne said.

“Oh yeah,” the others agreed.

“What time is it?” Jerome asked.

Arthur looked up at the sky. The sun was low and under the clouds. Early morning. “We’ve still got the edge,” he said. “They don’t yet know we’re close. That’s our advantage.”

They assembled and left no trace of having been there, ready to get the job done. Arthur led them forward, up a steep hill, close to where the cabins were. They were focused and ready. The mountain people, so they had heard, were ruthless individuals, armed to the teeth. Savages who played by their own rules. But they were ready to face them, nonetheless, driven by pure vengeance.

After trudging through the thick brush, the group stopped. They saw a man in the distance—a haggard, drunk-looking man, holding onto a tree and shouting. Arthur pulled his binoculars out and observed. The old man looked to be alone, but he could easily blow their cover. He signaled to Dwayne.

Dwayne stepped forward as Arthur pointed ahead.

“That one of ’em?” Dwayne asked.

“I don’t know,” Arthur answered. “But if he sees us, we’re toast.”

Dwayne stepped back, knowing exactly what to do. He’d been hoping for such a chance. He pulled his crossbow out, fixed the arrow, raised it to his shoulder and aimed.

“What are you doing?” Larry asked, coming out from behind a nearby tree and zipping up.

“There’s a man ahead, but he’s alone,” Arthur said. “Dwayne’s on it.”

Dwayne steadied himself and shot an arrow into the old man’s head—a direct hit through the back. The man fell over as Arthur’s group rushed forward but then came to an abrupt halt. Two teenage boys were standing fifty yards ahead of them, frozen in place.

“Son of a bitch,” Arthur said.

“What do we do?” Dwayne asked, frantic.

Jerome pulled out his 9mm, spread his legs and raised his arms.

“No!” Arthur said, pushing Jerome’s arms down. “You’ll expose us.”

Arthur then looked at Dwayne, nodding toward the crossbow. “Do it!” But the boys had already taken off.

They chased after them, but when they reached the top of the hill, Arthur stopped. The boys were gone, and his men demanded answers.

“Why are we stopping?” Larry said. His voice was heated.

“They have a lookout!” Arthur said. He pointed up and tossed his binoculars to Larry. After a close look, Larry could see exactly what he was talking about. There was a man on an enclosed platform, with a hunting rifle cradled in his arms. He was talking into a handheld radio but hadn’t seen them yet.

“What do we do?” Jerome asked. “They seen us now. Might as well do this thing proper.”

“Wait,” Arthur said. There were five cabins in view with no indication of how many people lived in each one. However, from the looks of it, Arthur’s gang was clearly outnumbered. “I have another idea,” he said.

Before he finish explaining, Dwayne stepped forward and triggered a trip wire. Its loud blast sent Arthur’s men to the ground, where they stayed flat on their stomachs amidst rocks and leaves.

Arthur waited and listened as the trip wire blast echoed through the mountain. There were no other sounds beyond the heavy, anxious breathing of his men.

“All right, this is what we’re going to do,” he said, swatting gnats away from his face. “Everyone get up and follow my lead, but keep your weapons pointed down.”

“Not on my watch,” Larry said.

“Just do it!” Arthur shouted. “Trust me.”

The group followed Arthur, confused and conflicted. They walked crouched down, low to the ground. They could hear the clamor of the mountain people and saw them disperse and run to their cabins. Arthur’s gang was clearly outnumbered, and their next steps would have to be planned carefully.

“Follow my lead,” he reiterated as they approached the bottom of the hill, at the entrance to the camp.




 

***
Rob rushed Mila and Josh into their cabin and told them to stay away from the windows. He then went to Kelly’s room and pushed the door open to find her on the bed, reading. She jumped up, startled.

“We need you in the living room. Now,” Rob said.

“What’s wrong?”

Rob went to the window and drew the thick curtains. “Cover all the windows!” he shouted to Mila.

Kelly stood frozen. Rob looked over at her. “Come on. Let’s go.”

The urgency in his voice got her moving. He led her by the hand to where Mila and Josh were pulling the kitchen and living room curtains. Rob grabbed a nearby kerosene lamp and lit the wick with a lighter he kept in his pocket. The lamp provided a dim glow in the otherwise darkened cabin.

“Everyone gather around,” Rob said. As they circled him, he looked into their panicked faces and spoke as calmly as he could. “We’re going to be OK. We’re prepared for this.” He looked at Mila. “Grab your gun and take the kids to the crawl space.”

“What about you?” she asked.

Rob pulled the handheld radio from his pocket and called Elliot. “You see anything yet?”

“Yeah, I got a man in my sight right now.”

Mila put her arm around both kids and pulled them closer.

“What’s happening, Mom?” Kelly asked.

“People,” she said. “Outsiders. Your father has everything under control.”

“How many more do you see?” Rob asked.

“At least five. Wait a minute.” Elliot paused. “They have their hands up. All of them.”

It was a strange thing to hear, but Rob wasn’t taking any chances. He went to his room and grabbed his pistol and two magazines from the gun safe. Their emergency crawl space was located in the corner of the room under a hidden trapdoor, leading to an underground hole large enough to fit five people. As a last resort, it would serve its purposes.

Mila entered the room with Josh and Kelly at her side. Rob turned back to the gun safe sitting on their dresser and took her revolver out, handing it to her.

“Here.”

She took the revolver with an uneasy look on her face. “I don’t want you going out there.”

“Someone has to. We can’t leave this to Elliot.”

“Are you crazy?” she said. “He has a high-powered hunting rifle. I’m sure he can take care of a few drifters on his own.”

“I don’t think these are drifters,” Rob said.

“They tried to kill us,” Josh said. “They shot an arrow right at me. Please, Dad. Don’t go out there.”

Rob touched his shoulders and ran a hand through his bushy hair. “Don’t worry. These men aren’t going to hurt anyone.”

“They’re on the campgrounds now. Walking right past my cabin. Oh my God. Reba!”

Rob put the radio to his face. “Just stay calm. Do they still have their hands up?”

“Yeah. Like they’re surrendering or something. They’re looking up here now. I tell ya, Rob. If one of them tries to go in my cabin, I’m going to take him out.”

A man’s voice suddenly bellowed from outside. “We’re here to talk. Nothing more, nothing less. You have nothing to fear from us.”

Mila and Rob froze, trying to make out his words. Josh heard the man all too well. “He’s lying. Don’t listen to him, Dad.”

“You hear that?” Elliot asked.

“Yeah, what’re they doing now?” Rob asked into the radio.

“They stopped. They’re just standing there—five men in all. About … ten yards from your cabin.”

The man outside continued. “Sir. You in the tower. Please tell your people that we’re only here to talk. We left our weapons behind us.”

Rob spoke into the radio. “Ask him what they want to talk about.”
“Ten-four,” Elliot said. They could hear him calling out from the tower. “What do you want to talk about?”

“How we need to work things out. Peacefully, like civil human beings,” the man answered.

“Tell him that he’s going to have to do better than that,” Rob said, walking to the living room window and peeking out.

He saw five men with their backs to him and their hands up. Their attention was on Elliot. He had every opportunity to take care of them then and there, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not with the children present.

“Tell them…” Rob paused, radio in hand. “Tell them we want specifics.”

“Got it,” Elliot said. “He says we want specifics!” he shouted.

“Who says?” the man asked. Rob could feel his cover being blown by the second.

“No one,” Elliot answered. “Now answer the questions.”

Rob watched from the window as the man spun around slowly, scanning each cabin with his arms outstretched. “Sir, I wish to speak with whomever is in charge. As the leader of my own community, I think it’s only fair. Let’s be adults here. We don’t want any trouble. We’ve only come to work out our differences.”

Rob moved away from the window and held the radio to his face, unsure what to say.

“No,” Mila said. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Yeah, Dad. They murdered Grady, then they tried to kill me and Antonio.”

Kelly joined in. “Don’t leave, Daddy. Please.”

“I’m sorry,” he said to them. “Whatever this is about, I have to take charge. It’s the only way.” He walked to the middle of the living room and gave them one big hug. “Promise me you’ll go to the crawl space if anything happens.”

Mila held him tightly and agreed. She knew there was no changing his mind.

He stepped back and pulled his pistol out while talking into the radio. “Elliot. Tell them I’m coming out.”

“We’re sending someone out!” Elliot shouted from the tower.

Rob stopped at the front door and turned to see his family standing together watching him.

“Be careful,” Mila said.

“I will. Don’t worry,” he said. He opened the door a crack then pushed it open as sunlight beamed into the room. He took a step out and blinked at the brightness. The men were still there with their hands up. Rob walked down the steps and approached them from behind. He was careful to scan the area for others but didn’t see anyone.

“What do you men want?” he called out.

Surprised, the five men turned around, dressed in camouflage and wearing skullcaps. Two of them were especially built and rough-looking, while the others had long facial hair and tattoos showing on their necks. Rob held his pistol steady as the leader of the group stepped forward. He looked nothing like them. He was older and well-groomed—the only one wearing glasses.

“Hello.” The man waved, circling to the front of his group with his hands up. “My name is Arthur Jenkins. My group and I live in a town not far from here. I was hoping we could have a civil discussion.”

Rob kept his distance and his aim steady, not allowing anyone to get close enough to disarm him or try to take him down. “Just tell me what this is about first.”

Arthur gave a small laugh, smiled, and slowly lowered his hands. “Maybe if I knew your name first, I’d feel a little better.”

“I’m not here to make you feel better. But it’s Rob Parker.”

“OK, Rob. Now maybe if you lowered your gun we could ease the tension in the air.”

Rob examined the group. Their faces were stern and serious, unlike Arthur’s. Things then became clear. The men were most likely part of the criminal element running Nyack.

“Not a chance,” he said.

Arthur waved to the tower. “Look. If my men were to try anything, I’m sure your sharpshooter up there wouldn’t hesitate. We’re unarmed and at your mercy. I just want to talk.”

“Is that why you killed a man? Chased two young boys through the woods? Just to talk?”

Arthur hung his head, seemingly ashamed. Rob noticed his neighbors looking out of their cabin windows. He kept his pistol steadily aimed.

“That was an unfortunate accident,” Arthur said. “A misfire. Dwayne here thought he had seen a bear. The two boys … well, they spooked us too. We tried to catch them to explain ourselves, but things got out of hand. That’s why I told my men to lay down their weapons and come up here to work this whole mess out.” He paused and took a breath. “That’s why we’re here.”

“I’m sure that’s not the only reason,” Rob said. “And for the record, I don’t believe you. I think you were hoping for an ambush and things didn’t go your way. Now your next best option is to make nice until we let our guard down. How many others have you brought with you?”

The men stayed silent. Arthur nodded and scratched his chin. He shifted in place and then waved his hands wildly in the air, and made an I-give-up gesture. “OK, Rob. Let’s just cut the shit. You owe us. You stole from us and then killed one of my men while injuring another. Did we come here for blood? Possibly. But it doesn’t have to end like that. I have a solution that can work for both of us.”

“A solution?” Rob asked. “What could you possibly offer us?”

“A deal. Simple as that,” Arthur said.

“About the only deal we’re looking to make involves you leaving this area and not coming back. As far as stealing from you, what we took belonged to the hospital, not your band of criminals. As far as your two men, they shot at us. They tried to kill us and deserved what they got.”

Arthur waved Rob off. “It’s all in the past. You see, I’m only interested in the future. You remember how the settlers first established colonies around America? They’d set up trading posts with the Native Americans and other travelers, and hence free trade emerged. These are desperate times we live in now, and we need to help each other out. This is what I propose. We work together. Not as friends, but groups with mutual interests. You’ve obviously been up here a while. Your people are most likely skilled at hunting and have adapted to the terrain. So we’ll bring you items from town, canned soup, for instance, and trade you for some fresh meat. Catch my drift?”

Rob looked around at the faces peering through the windows. He wasn’t prepared to speak for everyone. His main goal was to get the men out of there without further bloodshed.

“I understand what you’re suggesting, but the decision is not up to me alone. It will have to be discussed with my group.”

Arthur looked around and shrugged. “So where are they? Get them all out here, and let’s talk about this.”

“No,” Rob said. “Not now, anyway. I would just like you men to leave now.”

Arthur shook his head in disbelief. “You know, we made quite the journey to work this all out. It would be unreasonable to expect us to come back again for an answer. We don’t have a nice pickup truck like you.” Arthur paused and looked past the cabins. “I don’t see it, though. Do you have any other working vehicles? We could make one hell of a trade.”

The vehicles had been moved to a nearby empty ravine and covered in camouflage tarp. Rob felt lucky that they had done it in time.

“There’s nothing more for us to discuss,” Rob said. “We didn’t steal from you, and your men attacked us first. Now please leave.”

Arthur smiled and lowered his hands. Rob hadn’t taken his pistol off him. “A deal without trust,” said Arthur, “is not a deal worth keeping. I think we should trust each other, Rob.”

“Keep your hands up,” Rob said.

“We have a truck too,” Arthur said. He held up his index finger. “One military cargo truck. Old as hell. Only a few of us even know about it. Why didn’t we drive it here? Simple. We don’t want the other residents to know that we have it. They’d turn on us in a frenzy.” He shook his head and laughed. “So now that you know our little secret, how about you tell us something about yourself. Where are you from, and how long have you been here?”

“I’m from Nyack, and we’ve been up here for two months.” He’d give them that, but didn’t plan on revealing anything else.

Arthur looked at him, impressed. “Well, you wasted no time, did you? Very smart. As mayor of your former town, I extend my hand and welcome you and your people back whenever you wish. It’s going to be tough to live up here in a few weeks. Come back home.”

“You’re not the mayor,” Rob said. “And your control of our town won’t last much longer. The power grids will come back on, and law and order will be restored.”

Arthur lowered his arms and crossed them. His own men’s arms were shaking from keeping them up. “I have to say, you sound pretty sure of yourself.”

Rob kept his steady aim in the center of Arthur’s forehead. “I am,” Rob said.

Arthur took a step back and sighed. “All right, Rob. Have it your way. I’m glad we could talk this out. Just think about what I said, and I’ll expect an answer soon. We’ll be leaving you now and causing you no further impediment.” He signaled his men to follow, pivoted around, and suddenly stopped. “Oh, one more thing, Rob. You seem to have a good number of folks here, but I have an entire town of people at my disposal. We’ll be back, and we’ll even bring supplies. But we’ll expect a trade in return.”

Rob squinted. “What are you talking about?”

“An ultimatum, Rob. I didn’t come up here for guessing games. Those are my terms. If you want to live up here peacefully, you’re going to have to start trading with us. That’s the same deal everyone gets around here. Everyone has to pitch in.”

“And if we don’t?” Rob asked.

“Expect to see us again. Lots more of us. And our terms won’t be so friendly. Simply put, we’ll burn this place to the ground.”

Rob stared at him, speechless. Elliot watched from the tower, apparently trying to listen in on the conversation, but he was a long distance away.

“Do we have a deal?” Arthur asked.

“What is it that you want to trade?” Rob asked.

“You tell me first. What are your people most in need of?”

Rob thought to himself. Then it hit him. “We need coats, blankets, and winter clothes.”

“Perfect!” Arthur said. “So we’ll come back in two days with more coats and blankets than you can handle.”

“And what do you want in return?” Rob asked.

“One of your vehicles,” Arthur said with a smile. “Just pick one of your choosing, but it better run.”

“We only have the truck.”

“I doubt that, but if that’s the case, we’ll take the truck. Good day, Rob.”

Before Rob could respond, Arthur and his group began walking back down the hill. Rob called to them, but they didn’t look back. He aimed his pistol into the air and fired. The shot rang out and the men froze in their tracks.

“I have a better idea!” Rob shouted. “How about if I shoot you all right now for trespassing?”

Arthur stepped forward, blocking his men, and shook his head in disappointment. “You could have done that to begin with. But you shoot us here, more will come looking for us. All of my men know we’re at Bear Mountain, many of them convicts who would so love the opportunity to kill again.”

Arthur turned and continued to lead his group down the hill. Rob held his pistol on them, deeply conflicted, but before he could think any further, they were gone. He lowered the nine and went for his radio.

“Elliot …”

“Yep.”

“I sent them away. Keep an eye out for them.”

“No problem. What happened? What’d they say?” 

“I’ll explain in a minute. Right now, I have to get everyone together and get ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“To fight for our lives.”




 
 

 

Coalition 

 

Arthur stood at the living room window staring out as Teresa boiled some water on the stove. He had been home a little over an hour, but there was no time to rest, not with a million things on his mind. Rob and his mountain people were the first real threat the town had faced. Arthur’s focus was on containment. Could a trade deal possibly work with the outsiders? He wasn’t sure.

His authority as mayor was directly linked to the collapse of the power grid. Rob was right about that. And it was clear Rob’s people didn’t belong in the new world, and Arthur wasn’t going to let anyone take his vision away from him.

“I still don’t like that you went out there,” Teresa said, walking out from the kitchen. She wore a button-down white shirt with her sleeves rolled up, white pants, and a blue bandana over her curly red hair. “You could have sent others in your place and still got the job done.”

Arthur had changed into a T-shirt and sweatpants and looked ready for bed, though the day was only beginning. He put his arm around Teresa as she came near and pulled her closer.

“I had to talk to him. It had to be me. And I’m glad I did.”

“You’re lucky you made it out of there alive,” Teresa said. “Those people are animals, living in the mountains like that.”

A few of Arthur’s men passed by the window, walking down the street and headed to the wall for their guard shift. Arthur was moving away from forced labor to offering incentives to work. His pay-by-the-pill method had seen great success so far. Nearly half the town was hooked. The wall extended from the north to the eastern part of town. They were halfway there.

“Their leader, Rob, was actually a pretty normal guy. They’re civilized enough. He fled there with other Nyack residents.”

Teresa stroked Arthur’s arm. “Well, whoever they are or wherever they came from, you have to deal with them before they terrorize this town again.”

“It’s not that easy. I’m working out a compromise right now. Something to keep them at bay until we’re ready,” Arthur said.

“Ready for what? Just send Larry and the boys in there and drive them out. They should be locked up with the others for what they’ve done to us. Put them to work on the wall.”

“They have weapons. A lookout tower and trip wire traps everywhere. It’s not as simple as you think.”

Teresa moved Arthur’s arm off her shoulder and shifted away. Steam from the bubbling water on the stove traveled into their nicely furnished living room. Arthur followed her back into the kitchen, still pleading his case.

“I need more people. Not just freemen. We’re going to need an army.”

Teresa spun around from the stove. “An army? Oh, come on! We’re dealing with what, twenty people at the most?”

“It’s not about that!”

Teresa turned the stove off. “Then tell me, what else is there, what else is it about?”

“These mountain folks are a blessing in disguise. Do I really need to explain that to you?”

A knock came at the front door. Arthur was expecting Larry. They were headed to town with preparation in mind.

“Don’t talk to me like I’m dumb. I waited six years for you. Six years! Is that dumb? Maybe I should get my head examined after all.”

Rob touched her shoulder, causing her to shudder. He continued, nonetheless. “This town lacks an external threat. We need an enemy to unite against.”

“I understand,” Teresa said. “But did you stop to think where all this perceived compromise is going to get you? People will think you’re weak.”

Someone knocked on the door again.

“Come in!” Arthur shouted.

The front door opened. “Just me, Larry.”

“We’re in the kitchen,” Arthur said.

Larry’s boots clicked across the hardwood floor as he entered the kitchen and leaned against the wall. His trim handlebar mustache branched out just above his lip. He had changed into fresh clothes—a biker shirt and black jeans. “Afternoon, Teresa,” he said with a nod.

Full of anger, she barely responded. Arthur lightly kissed her on the forehead. “We’ll talk about everything later.”

“Don’t let me hold you up,” she said sarcastically.

Arthur knew there wasn’t much left to discuss. Not when she was upset. He went to his room to change and emerged wearing a tan cargo shirt and jeans and pistol holster slung over his shoulders. He grabbed his boonie cap hanging on the wall and walked out of the house with Larry.

“Be back later, dear,” he said as they left, and gave Larry a look that said, “women!”

Larry and Arthur traveled down the neighborhood street under an overcast late-afternoon sky. They kept a steady but easy pace, talking about a litany of plans already in the works. There was so much to do, they didn’t know where to start.

 




 

***
The first stop on the mayor’s journey was to visit the prison. It wasn’t the state prison he had broken out of with dozens of other convicts. It was something different: an abandoned warehouse they’d converted into a holding center for those guilty of transgressions against the town of Tartarus.

Conditions among the prisoners were poor. They were rarely fed, and except for outside forced labor, seldom saw anything beyond their confining walls. There were twenty-two prisoners—men, women, and children—all detained for a variety of “crimes,” which included trespassing, ration theft, and subversive behavior against the freemen. They were a sad, hopeless bunch. But an offer was in the works that would change everything for them.

Arthur entered the heavily guarded warehouse, where rooms were lined along both sides of a wide, concrete hallway. Like everything else, the building lacked power. However, open skylights high above provided a decent amount of light, and each room had a thin glass window on the door. Arthur wasn’t sure what the warehouse was before they had found it vacant and abandoned, but it made the perfect prison.

He walked past two guards, Eddie and Nathan, who had just come on shift, and then into the last room on the left. He stepped close to the window and looked inside. The Reverend Phelps, an outsider caught wandering the town with a small group of followers, had been locked up for over a week.

He hadn’t been given any contact with his people or with the outside world, for that matter. He was in what Arthur referred to as the decompression phase. A week of solitude did wonders, helping a man realize how alone he really was—or so Arthur believed.

Phelps was sitting on a cot in the dark, empty room, wearing the same clothes they had captured him in: a tattered dress shirt and slacks. His bare feet touched the concrete floor, his head hung low, and his eyes were closed.

“That’s my boy,” Arthur said to himself with a laugh. He pulled a granola bar from his pocket and knocked on the door. Phelps’s head shot up as Arthur unlocked the door and stepped in. A sliver of light shone in from the narrow window above. He could barely see the pastor’s face. Last time they had met, Phelps had received a pistol blow across the head, sending him to the ground with a probable concussion.

“Good afternoon, Reverend,” Arthur said and closed the door behind him. Phelps looked away as he approached him. Even in the dim light, Arthur could make out the enormous bruise across his face, coupled with an eye still swollen shut. “How are you feeling today?”

He received no answer from Phelps and boldly took a seat on the cot next to him. It squeaked under his weight. He removed his boonie cap and set it on the cot next to a dirty pillow. “I came here to talk to you, hoping that we could reach an agreement. You see, I’ve been doing a little thinking, and I believe that we’ve been a little too harsh on you and your friends. With the way things are now, everyone is just looking out for themselves. A community can’t possibly function with such selfishness. There’re tasks that need to be done, and part of taking you prisoner is to get you into our labor program. But first, we need to determine if you pose any threat to the good people of this town.”

Arthur paused and waited for a response while holding the granola bar out for Phelps to take. But the reverend just sat there, staring ahead.

“Oh, of course. How could I forget?” Arthur said, pulling out a water bottle stuffed in his pocket. “Here. I know you’re thirsty.”

Phelps paid no mind to the water bottle or granola bar. Arthur set them next to him. “Now don’t go telling me you’re on some kind of hunger strike. That would be stupid. You’ll waste away to nothing. Then what good can you do?” He moved closer, intent on a response. “Take the water, Reverend. Please.”

Phelps finally reached for the bottle without saying anything. He slowly unscrewed the cap and took a swig. After one swallow, he gulped down the entire bottle and then set it aside.

“Damn!” Arthur said. “I knew you were thirsty. Now eat something.”

“I’d rather not,” Phelps said in a strained voice.

“Come on.”

“What do you want?” Phelps asked. He turned his head and looked at Arthur with knowing eyes. “Either end this travesty now or leave me be.”

Arthur had him talking. Good. The time was ripe to make his offer. “I came to offer a way out. Something reasonable and fair. Your group was caught trespassing and stealing from us—”

“We committed no crime!” Phelps objected. “We were just passing through. That’s not illegal, and you have no authority to hold us any further.”

“I have all the authority that I want,” Arthur said. “And the only way that you’re going to see the light of day is if you work with me. You’ll discover soon that I’m a fair man. I only want what’s right.”

Phelps scoffed. “You don’t know the meaning of the word.”

Arthur shook his head defensively. “Now hold on, Reverend. I know you’re angry, but hear what I have to offer first.”

Phelps looked away in disgust but then made careful, unyielding eye contact. “What is it?”

“There are people out there who wish us harm. People who live up in the mountains and conduct midnight raids on surrounding towns. I need an equipped force to help put an end to it. But it’s not going to be easy. They have defenses set up. I just came from a meeting with their leader earlier today. He rejected any compromise. These people will attack us again. As mayor, it’s my duty to protect our residents against it.”

“This is none of my concern,” Phelps said. “You’ve held me and my group here for over a week against our will. What makes you think we would do anything for you or anyone else here?”

“Because if you help us, I’ll release you. Simple as that.”

Phelps thought to himself and shook his head. “Why do you ask this of me? I’m not a soldier, nor are my people. We’re not violent people like you. We serve only God.”

“This is the deal,” Arthur said. “Convince the able-bodied men in your group.” He stopped to think to himself. “Dale, Zach, and Harvey, right?” he asked, counting on his fingers. “Convince them to join my cause, and I’ll see to it that you’re all freed.”

“I can’t,” Phelps said.

“You can, and you will. Their fate is in your hands now. Stay locked up in here as we risk our lives to defend this town, or take a stand with us as free men.”

Arthur rose from the squeaky cot. “Now come with me, and let’s talk to them.”

Phelps looked up as Arthur hovered over him. “They won’t listen to me. They’ll think I’m crazy.”

“You’re a man of God. Well, I’m a man of government. And there comes a time where we have to use our talents to convince others to do something they would naturally oppose. Work with me, Reverend, and I’ll grant you your freedom.”

Phelps looked conflicted, but seemed to be considering it. Arthur said nothing else and waited patiently. After a long silence, Phelps rose, holding his back in pain.

“Excellent,” Arthur remarked. “Now we don’t have much time. Let’s go.” He led the way out of the cell as Phelps limped behind him. They walked out into the hall where Phelps stood dazed, looking around. He hadn’t seen anything beyond the confines of his room since being detained. Food had been slipped in daily—and a waste bucket. That had been it.

Reverend Phelps longed to be free, back in a normal world of peace and goodwill toward men, if such a thing was still possible. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Or if he could tell his people what Arthur wanted him to say. Silently, he prayed for guidance and hoped that he would do the right thing.




 
 

***
An urgent meeting had been called and everyone summoned to the town square. All residents were expected to attend. There would be no food or drug distribution. The mayor, it was said, had other plans. An immediate threat alert had been issued for the town, which included curfews and headcounts. Arthur’s minimal force had managed so far to keep order, but their authority would soon be tested as it had never been before.

By late afternoon, Arthur took the stage under the canopy of their pavilion, with more than a hundred people waiting in the courtyard. Rumors had flown about a group of outsiders who had attacked the town and had fled into the mountains. The thought of this excited some residents. Perhaps the freemen weren’t so infallible after all. Arthur counted on this romanticized notion of people supporting an outside coup, and he had just the right angle for counteracting it.

“I call you hear today, good citizens of Tartarus, to stand together in this moment of crisis. You may have heard some things about this outside threat already, and I’m here to explain exactly what is going on.”

He was flanked by three armed guards on both sides to emphasize the militarized tone of his speech. If he was going to present his case, it was going to be from a position of strength.

“The people who came here threaten everything that we’ve built so far. Since the September twelfth blast, ‘Judgment Day,’ as it’s been termed, we’ve taken a town in absolute ruin and restored order and stability. While some may have thought our methods too harsh, I believe that my men and I have only done what was necessary. We stepped in where your government failed you. And where are your elected leaders now? Probably hiding in a bunker somewhere underground.”

Arthur took a step back and placed his hands on his hips while taking a deep breath. With no microphone or bullhorn, he had to make sure his words were loud and resonating. The residents would have to be inspired to walk away, ready to charge into battle. Before his brief stint in politics, he had always wanted to be a general.

“The outsiders did more than trespass into our town. The attacked two freemen, killing one and injuring the other.”

He stopped and ran both hands down his face.

“And I regret to report that they made off with a substantial amount of our supplies. Food, water, and perhaps worst of all, your medication.”

The wary and addled crowd gasped. Frightened people looked at each other. They couldn’t believe what they were hearing.

“How much of it?” one man shouted out from deep within the crowd.

Arthur paused then looked down. “All of it.”

A roar, filled with pain, rose from the crowd. Fists pumped in the air, punctuating the frenzied outcry. Arthur continued to stoke their rage, fanning the flames, as he laid out his plan for quick, decisive action.

“Now calm down, everyone!” he shouted in an attempt to be heard over the raucous panic and anger. “Listen to me!”

Jerome, standing close to Arthur, raised his pistol in the air and fired. People screamed, and the blast sent most of the crowd huddled to the ground in fear. An eerie silence followed. Jerome stared out angrily into the crowd. “Y’all listen to what the mayor is trying to tell you!”

Arthur looked at him with annoyance but then was pleased to see the crowd complying. He continued, his voice sharp and confident. “As I was saying, I have a plan. We went to the outsiders’ hideout with the intent to solve this thing peacefully. The people, twenty or so of them, turned us down. They said that no measure of peace with us is worth their own safety. So we have no recourse at this time but to take the fight to them. I’m proposing a force three times the size of theirs to invade their hideout and wipe them out!”

At first, people were quiet, but then a few began to whistle and shout. Then some began cheering, and finally, most of the others joined in. Arthur had been pacing from one end of the pavilion to the other, looking determined and confident. “It’s time to tell the enemies of this town that if they attack us and steal from us, they will face the full wrath of our citizens! Join us! Join us in taking back what is ours!”

He had whipped them into a frenzy. The cheering continued, amplified by clapping and stomping. A wide-eyed group of residents clamored in front of him, their faces full of rage and anticipation. The attack would take planning and strategy, but he had succeeded in the first, most important step: the people were ready to unleash their months of bottled rage, fear, and desperation on the unsuspecting mountain people, who would soon face the fatal repercussions of a town scorned.




 
 

***

 

The camp was at a time of reckoning. Rob had spoken to Arthur, the supposed mayor, and the words exchanged were very clear. He had been given an ultimatum. Either work with the criminals running the town, or face conflict. Whatever the outcome, Rob wanted to be prepared. He didn’t trust a thing Arthur had told him. And he knew that when they came back, people were going to die. He had to convince the camp of what he knew to be true.

“We don’t have much time. It’s very clear to me what they plan to do,” Rob told the group before him.

Carlos and Mayra. Peter and Krystal. Brad and Ashlee. Elliot and Reba. They all wanted answers. The standoff between Rob and the outsiders had put everyone on edge. Some considered leaving altogether, but Rob pressed them on standing their ground. There was no reason to run. If they did, they wouldn’t find a safer place to hunker down. This point alone became a cause for contention.

“We need to leave, and we need to leave now,” Peter announced, standing up from his bench. He cradled his bandaged hand as a reminder of the ruthlessness of the people they were facing.

“It’s not that easy,” Rob said. “We chose this spot for a reason. Sure, we could get in our cars and drive anywhere, but we don’t know what else is out there. We could drive across the Canadian border and find towns and cities even worse off than here. But that’s not the point.”

Carlos suddenly spoke up. “I don’t want my family to be here when they come back. It’s foolish to stay around.”

Most of the group agreed, giving grumbling support.

“None of us want our families in this situation,” Rob said. “But you’re forgetting one of the most important rules in times of crisis.”

“What’s that?” Carlos asked.

“Staying put,” Rob answered.

The group talked among themselves in a quiet huddle. Reba had finally built up enough strength to come outside. The kids were all in their cabins, told to lie low while plans were made. Everyone was on edge, there was no denying that, and Rob knew he had his work cut out convincing them to stay and fight. Even Mila, standing a few feet away, didn’t think that it was their best option. She wanted to take their beat-up Datsun and get as far away from Bear Mountain as possible. But Rob had other ideas.

“I’m sorry, Rob,” Elliot said, putting his arm around his wife. “It just doesn’t sound like a good idea to stay here.”

Rob took a step back and nodded. “I understand your concerns, Elliot. I understand all of it. You’re suggesting leaving here, just picking up and leaving. The problem with that is that we just don’t know what is out there, but we have an idea. Are all of you willing to risk that? Things could be far worse wherever we go. My family barely made it out of the city, and that was on the first day. I would go as far as to say that we don’t stand a chance anywhere else. We have to stay here. We have to defend our homes. If we don’t, we might as well all give up now.”

The group was quiet, thinking. It was a hard decision to come to, especially since children were concerned.

“What do you propose?” Brad asked, the lone open-minded voice.

Rob felt a moment of hope. “We set up defenses, triple what we have now. I have books that describe all sorts of traps we can implement. We fortify this place, get it ready for anything, and when they come, we defend it.”

Peter was incredulous. “You’re talking about fighting back like we’re soldiers or something. Look, I’m all about prepping, but this is too much.”

“This is our camp, damn it!” Rob said. “And if I thought it wasn’t worth it, I’d tell you all to leave in a minute’s time. I’d say to take our vehicles and drive to the Canadian border, but guess what. We don’t know what’s out there. What’s the greater risk? Staying here and fighting for what’s ours or driving off into the abyss?”

Every couple looked to themselves for answers. It was clear there weren’t many answers to be found. Rob had the most reasonable solution, given their situation. As quiet chatter continued, an agreement seemed to be in the works.

“I don’t like this situation one bit,” Carlos said. “Neither does my wife. But if you have a plan that will keep us safe, we’re willing to stay.”

The rest of the group signaled agreement. They were apprehensive, but it gave Rob a chance to explain more of his plan.

“All I ask is that we be ready,” Rob said. “And if we work together to protect this camp, they won’t have a chance.”

Mila suddenly stepped forward. “It’s the only way. I don’t want to deal with these people any more than the rest of you. But I do know that we either fight them off here or face far worse later on.”

The group listened, all finally in agreement. The plan was settled. They would fight against the outsiders. They weren’t going to live in fear. Rob laid the plan out. He explained it piece by piece. Barricades. Traps. Everything that would keep their enemies at bay. It made sense. There was no reason to stay at the camp unless they were willing to defend it. The alternative was to be killed or taken prisoner, either by Arthur or some other criminal gang on the outside.

Rob proposed an abundance of defensive measures. After he explained them, the camp got to work. They dug holes around the entire perimeter of the camp and set spiked booby traps—something he’d read about in a book about Vietnam.

They set trip wire traps on nearly every tree within a two-hundred-yard radius of the camp. They constructed blockades with logs providing them cover from approaching threats. They dug trenches near the cabins and extra trip wire next to each entrance. The plan was simple: keep them out. And the work involved took hours upon hours, all throughout the evening to the next day. They were exhausted, but also filled with strength.

In the end, they were ready. They didn’t know whether or not the outsiders would make good on their threat, but they were prepared. No one was going to drive them out, no matter the cost. Rob kept careful supervision of everything they did. The work was exhausting, and no one knew if it would make any difference whatsoever. But it was important to remember what they would lose if they failed. They were doing it for their families. They were doing it out of pure defiance. In the end, Rob believed, they were doing it because they had no other choice. The EMP had stripped everyone of everything except resolve and a glimmer of hope.




Civil War

 

Tuesday, November 22, 2015 

Two days had passed, and there was no sign of Arthur or any of his men. The heightened air of tension began to fade, and the normalcy of mountain life began to reemerge. School was in session in the Dunne cabin, where Antonio, Josh, and the three Dunne boys were in one class taught by Mila. Kelly, Gabrielle, and Allison were in another class one room over, run by Ashlee. Dividing the classes between the boys and girls made things easier; the challenge, however, was keeping them focused, especially given recent events.

“Good morning, class. Today we’re going to work on arithmetic,” Mila said. She stood at the head of their small makeshift classroom, set up in one of the spare bedrooms of Peter and Krystal’s five-room cabin.

The boys groaned from their seats, which had been placed along two tables, one table in front of the other, facing Mila. She picked up an old math book they had brought from home and leaned against her desk, unsympathetic to their woes.

“It may not be the most exciting subject, but can any of you tell me why it’s important to learn good mathematical skills?”

She raised her head and looked around the classroom. The three Atkins boys—Jeremiah, Mark, and Luke—sat at the front table, and Antonio and Josh behind them. Everyone looked down, not wanting to answer.

“Antonio, how about you?”

He stammered a response. “Uh. Because learning math makes you smart?”

Mila smiled. “Close, but it’s not quite the answer I’m looking for.”

Jeremiah raised his hand.

“Yes, Jeremiah,” Mila said.

“Because learning arithmetic helps us develop good problem-solving skills.”

Mila nodded, satisfied. “Excellent answer. Very astute of you.”

Antonio leaned toward Josh and spoke under his breath. “Dude, your mom is so boring. Get me out of here.”

“Ah, shut it,” Josh said. “She’s doing the best she can.”

“Look at them,” Antonio said, pointing at the Atkins boys. “Bunch of teacher’s pets. They’ve been homeschooled their whole lives, so no wonder they can take this.”

“Is there something you want to share with the class, Antonio?” Mila asked.

Antonio froze up and then shook his head. “No ma’am.”

“Good, then. Now let’s work on some practice questions. Everyone get prepared to write down the following …”

Antonio sighed heavily as the class opened up their notebooks. Josh looked at him and shrugged. Their lunch break couldn’t come soon enough.

 

In the girls’ class, Ashlee was returning graded homework from the previous day.

“I know things have been on edge here, but I’m glad to see that everyone did well on their science questions. And with the material still fresh in your minds, there’s no better time for a pop quiz.”

The girls, sitting along one table, groaned in unison. Gabrielle’s arms fell and went limp in protest. Allison said little, as was usually the case. Kelly shook her head and opened her notebook.

Ashlee was notorious for her pop quizzes. She seemed to revel in it. “So my first question is about photosynthesis. I want you, in your own words, to describe this miraculous process and why it is so important to life on this planet.”

From the end of the table, Kelly stared out the cabin window. She perked up when seeing Rob and Brad walk right by, lost in their work. She’d rather be outside digging holes for traps, or whatever else they were doing out there. The gray, cloudy sky was comforting to her in its own way. The temperature had dropped overnight, and everyone expected snow within the week. She never thought that they would still be living in the mountains more than two months after the EMP. But she hadn’t counted on a lot of things happening. Their futures were as hazy as the morning fog.

Carlos was on tower guard and kept a careful eye out for everything around them. He scanned the area with a pair of military-grade 10x50mm binoculars he’d purchased from Rob, back before they all found themselves building fortified barriers around the camp. Every day brought the possibility of an attack, and with his trusty hunting rifle at his side, he was ready. The air was cold, so much so that he had broken out his winter Gore-Tex jacket. His gloves and skull cap did the trick as well, but he wondered if it would be enough in the next few weeks. If they made it until then. 

He took the radio resting on the ledge and called Rob. “How you guys doing out there?” he asked as his breath flowed like vapor.

After a moment, Rob responded. “Making some headway. Just finishing up the last of the traps.”

They had implemented many of the same basic booby traps influenced by a book Rob had read on Viet Cong tactics. Spiked barricades made up of branches and logs enclosed the camp. And traps had been set all around at every conceivable entrance or path.

“We’re almost out of trip wire and blanks,” Rob said. “That could be a problem.” 

“Well, I hope it’s worth it,” Carlos said.

“Me too.”

Carlos set down the radio and looked out. He could see Rob and the others down below, outside the camp, carrying long wood spikes back and forth. Everyone was pitching in, even Peter, despite his injured hand. Reba was still recovering, and the kids were all in class. Everything seemed in its right place as Carlos took a swig of his water bottle. Despite the peaceful climate at camp, he couldn’t shake the feeling of uneasiness in his gut. Trouble was on the horizon. He could feel it.

Rob, Brad, Elliot, and Peter stopped to take a break and survey their work. They had over twenty sentry trip-wire points, more than a dozen booby traps, and several angled spiked barricades surrounding the camp. It was almost enough.

“Excellent work, everyone,” Rob said. “This should just about do it.”

They took a seat on a log, wiped the sweat from their brows, and looked around with pride. It was amazing how much they had accomplished in two short days. But it didn’t come without a price.

“I’m so exhausted, I can barely think straight right now,” Brad said, and took a big gulp from his canteen.

Peter laughed warily. “If those animals do decide to attack us, we’ll be so worn out, we won’t stand a chance.”

“Ah, let Carlos do all the fighting,” Elliot said with a laugh.

“We’ll be fine,” Rob said. “And remember, it’s not a question of if. They’re definitely coming back. We just have to be ready.”

“Can we try to fit them in next Wednesday?” Peter said. “This week’s just not good.”

Everyone shared a laugh as Rob looked around, admiring their work. He then heard a low rumbling in the distance. He wasn’t sure. It could have been his imagination. But it was growing louder.

“Hold on,” he said, quieting the group. “Listen …”

Their smiles dropped. They froze and listened. It sounded like an engine from far away. Something they hadn’t heard in months. It was the unmistakable growl of a large truck, an eighteen-wheeler perhaps. Rob stood perfectly still as dread consumed him.

“It’s them,” he said. “They’re coming.”
 “No,” Peter said. “Not today. It-it can’t be…”

They listened some more. The truck was getting louder, revving on full speed. Then it slowed, only to rev again. It sounded as though they were ascending.

Rob picked up his radio. “Carlos. Do you hear that? What do you see?” He waited.

“Sounds like a truck,” Carlos answered. “But I don’t see anything.”

“Keep an eye out. I think it’s them. We have to be ready.” Rob lowered the radio and looked at his group as they got up from the log, shaking with fear.

“We have to get assembled. Round everyone up. Where are Mayra and Krystal?”

“At the creek with some laundry, last I saw,” Brad answered.

“Someone needs to get them. I’ll go tell Mila. The rest of you, get your weapons and ammo ready and meet me at the square.”

“What are we going to do, shoot them all?” Peter asked. “We should just leave. They won’t know what to think.”

Rob placed his gloved hand on Peter’s shoulder and spoke with conviction. “Now’s not the time to doubt our plan. We have to be united in this. The camp has to be defended. It’s the only way.”

“I’ll go find Mayra and Krystal,” Brad said, running off toward the creek.

“Let’s move,” Rob said to the others. Elliot and Peter nodded in agreement, tugging at their work gloves. Neither of them seemed happy or full of the kind of resolve that was needed. Rob sprinted off, with the two men following behind at a much slower pace. Their knees cracked and their bodies ached as they trudged forward to the camp where the moment of reckoning had arrived.

Rob went to the Dunne cabin and stormed inside. He could see Carlos peering out from the lookout post with his binoculars.

“I see ’em now,” he said over the radio. “Big cargo truck about two miles out.” 

The echoes of its pounding motor had only gotten louder.

“Stay on it,” Rob said as he entered the cabin. “They can only get so close to the camp in that thing.”

“Ten-four,” Carlos said, adding, “Make sure that my wife and kids are OK.”

Rob walked past the living room of the quiet cabin and went for the first room on the right.

“Mila!” he said, pushing the door open.

Ashlee jumped at his abrupt entrance. The girls at the table looked up, anxious.

“Mila’s next room over,” Ashlee said. “Is everything OK?”

Rob swallowed and caught his breath. “I don’t want anyone to panic. I think the people from town are back.”

Ashlee covered her mouth. “Oh no …”

Kelly, Allison, and Gabrielle looked at each other with rising fear.

“Just stay here while we work this out,” he said.

He left and went into the next room. Mila sat at her desk and the boys were slouched at the tables, reading.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking up.

“It’s time. They’re coming.”

The boys turned to the window with grave concern. Mila stood as the boys huddled with each other, whispering.

“Where are they now?” Mila asked as Rob approached her.

“I’m not sure. They have a truck, and it’s getting closer,” he said, turning to address the boys. “Boys, I need you all to stick together until this thing blows over.”

Antonio stood up. “Just give me a gun and let me take ’em out myself.”

“All right, Antonio. That’s enough,” Mila said. She looked at Rob. “What’s the plan?”

“Get all the kids in here and wait. You stay here together and be ready to defend yourselves if necessary. I’ll bring back some weapons.”

Mila stared ahead, resolute and ready.

Rob continued. “The rest of us will take positions around the camp. Whatever they’re here for, they’re not breaching this camp.” He hugged her and left the room before she could say anything else.

Outside, the mood had quickly grown tense. Brad had just arrived, with Mayra and Krystal in tow. Peter and Elliot came out of their cabins, both carrying rifles.

“Time to arm up,” Rob said. The sound of the truck was louder. Carlos shouted to them from the top of the nearby lookout tower.

“They took the path right into the forest! There’s a canopy in the back of the truck, covering it. Could be a hundred people in there, could be none. ”

Rob considered the possibilities. An average cargo truck fit up to twenty people in the back. If Arthur kept good on his promise to bring more people, they would most certainly be outnumbered.

“Everyone listen to me,” he said, examining the nervous faces before him. “All we have to do is stick to the plan. Carlos will stay in the tower. Take your positions behind the plywood barricades and be ready to engage. Nobody steps foot in this camp.”

“Are we going to shoot them?” Mayra asked in disbelief. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“That’s what I was saying,” Peter added. “We’re not killers. Hell, Krystal and I don’t even eat meat.”

“Just listen to Rob,” Brad said, stepping forward. “We have to do what’s necessary to protect this camp.”

“Well, let’s hope that it doesn’t come to that,” Elliot said. “I need to check on Reba first. She’ll be terrified.”

“Do what you need to do and get out of there,” said Rob.

Elliot nodded and limped hurriedly away. Rob held up his radio.

“What’s the status, Carlos?” The truck sounded like a bulldozer plowing through the woods.

“Can’t see it,” Carlos said. “It’s close though. Probably taking the trail as far as they can go.”

Rob looked at the group. As frightened as they were, he was confident they could fight back. “I need to get some weapons for Mila. Brad, make sure Ashlee is taken care of.”

“Got it,” Brad said.

“We’ll needs someone to go out there and scout things out,” Rob said, looking around. “Any volunteers?”

There was no immediate reaction.

“I’ll go,” Brad said, raising his hand. “I’m the fastest one here, anyway.”

“You sure about that?” Peter asked.

Brad smiled. “Come with me and we’ll see.”

“I’d rather not,” Peter said.

Rob cut in. “Carlos lost visibility. I just need you to go out there and get eyes on that truck. Take your radio.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Rob thanked him and looked at the others, speaking with seriousness. “In the meantime, everyone get your weapons and take positions.” The group dispersed with a sense of urgency they hadn’t felt since the day of the EMP strike. Peaceful resolution still felt like an option, but they also knew that things could also go a completely different way.

Rob ran into his cabin and grabbed his Beretta pistol, Ruger high-action bolt rifle, his hunting knife, and Mila’s revolver. He took a backpack of ammunition and left. The booming engine sounded right outside the camp. He ran past Elliot and a dazed Reba as she was being escorted to the Dunne cabin. Once inside, he gave Mila her revolver. Everyone was in the same room now and huddled near the window, trying to look out.

“Get away from the window,” Rob said.

Brad entered and gave Ashlee a quick hug while handing her a pistol.

Rob said, “This will all be over soon. It’s just a precaution.” He turned to go. “Don’t leave this room unless absolutely necessary. If for any reason we have to evacuate, the rally point is at the creek. We’ll meet up from there and travel on foot.”

“You sure you weren’t ever in the military?” Brad asked.

“Nope,” Rob said. “I just read a lot. Pick up on a lot of that jargon.” He turned to give Mila a hug as Josh and Kelly rushed over. “I love you guys. Stay safe,” he said, pulling them close.

“You too,” Mila said.

Brad, Rob, and Elliot said their goodbyes and left the classroom, shutting the door behind them. They left the cabin and rejoined the others. They could see exhaust rising through the trees not far from the camp, where the truck had apparently stopped.

“Not sure what the hell they’re doing. Sounds like they’re stuck,” Elliot said.

“Carlos, you see anything?” Rob said into the radio.

“Nothing. Trees are blocking everything.” 

Rob looked around to see Peter, Krystal, and Mayra emerging from their cabins with weapons.

Carlos saw his wife carrying a rifle and joining the others. The radio came alive again with his voice.

“What is she doing out there?” 

“She insisted,” Rob said.

His voice then came over the radio, high-pitched and anxious. “Are you crazy? Get her inside with the others.”

“We need her. Besides, she’s a good shot. Better than you.”

“Very funny,” Carlos said. “You better hope nothing happens to her.” 

“Got it. Just keep an eye out for anyone coming.” Rob lowered the radio and looked at Brad. “You ready, Scout?”

“Check,” Brad said.

“If anything doesn’t look right, get back here right away. We’ll cover you.”

Brad appeared pumped up and ready to go. He slapped a magazine in his pistol and stuffed a radio into his pocket.

“Good luck,” Peter said. Elliot, Krystal, and Mayra gave him a hug. He waved to everyone and ran off into the woods, bent over and staying low, heading toward the alarming sound of the nearby intruder.

“Let’s take our positions now,” Rob said. “And stay alert at all times. We can do this.”

The group seemed in agreement but lost in their own thoughts. This was real. It was happening. But they had come too far to let a roving mob of killers take over their camp and drive them out. They were taking a stand for their families and their very lives. Rob bowed his head and led them in prayer.

Brad hiked his way through the forest, following the engine, and came to the spot where it was in range—about a half mile from the camp and just parked there. Only the driver was visible. There was no one else around. He circled the truck, ran to the back, and carefully lifted a corner of the back canopy. It was empty. He cautiously moved forward to the driver’s side and pulled the door open, surprising the bearded driver.

The man jumped and let his foot off the gas. “Whoa there!”

“What are you doing? Where are the others?” Brad demanded and aimed his pistol at the driver’s head.

“It’s just me. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Why are you out here?” Brad shouted.

“I got lost, OK? Now I’m stuck!”

Brad held his pistol steady with one hand and pulled out his radio with the other. “Rob. We got a situation here.”

“Go ahead,” Rob said over the radio.

“This guy is out here all by himself. Says he got lost. Could be a ruse, over.”

“Shut that truck off and bring him here.”

“Copy. Be back there in a minute.” He lowered the radio and put both hands on his pistol. “Out of the truck, now.”

The driver looked around, confused. “I don’t understand. What do you want from me?”

Brad lunged forward, jabbing the barrel into the man’s side. “Get out!”

The man held his hands up, seemingly frightened. “All right! I don’t want any trouble.”

“Turn the truck off,” Brad said.

The man did as told and then climbed out of the truck. Brad held the gun to his back as the man kept his arms up. “Start walking.”

“Can you please tell me what this is about?”

“Cut the shit. I know who you’re with. Where is everyone?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Despite his denial, Brad knew something was up. He called Rob on the radio. “We’re headed back. Keep your eyes open. This truck could have been one giant diversion.”

“They’re here,” Rob said. Gunshots popped over the speaker. Then the sound cut out.

“Rob!” Brad said. There was no answer. He jabbed the pistol into the man’s back. “Let’s go. Move faster!” He kept an eye out for the traps they had set. With that, they picked up the pace and hurried toward the cabin. He heard multiple shots coming from the camp.




 
 

***

 

Rob sunk into his position. Kneeling in his hole, he could see just over the plywood barricade in front of him. Everyone was at their spots circling the camp, and no one was going to get through undetected. Rob listened as Brad told him that the trucker was alone. But then Brad said the word, and it all made sense. A diversion.

Just as Rob called out to the others, he heard several gunshot blasts coming from the opposite side of the camp. The trip wire traps had been triggered—several of them.

“East side! East side!” Rob shouted. He stood up and ran across the camp, waving to Carlos and signaling to the other direction. Carlos turned and looked through his scope just as Rob took cover next to where Peter was set up—in a shallow hole behind a barricade.

“The trip wire is going off left and right!” Peter said frantically. “How many of them are there?”

Rob rested his rifle on the ground and pulled out his radio and binoculars. He held the binos to his eyes and looked beyond the barricade, into the dense forest ahead. There was movement, more people than he could count. More trip wire blasts went off. He heard shouting and the clamor of an angry mob. A group of people stormed the hill, mainly men and a few women, drawing in closer and strangely unarmed. Behind them ran gangs of camouflaged men holding rifles and pistols.

It looked as if the entire town had been enlisted, acting as a front wave for Arthur’s criminal army. After triggering the sentry wire traps, many of the townspeople hit the ground in fear. Some ran off, but the massive advance continued largely unabated. That was, until they came upon the multitude of traps placed in their path.

For the unlucky ones, their legs went right into the holes, followed by excruciating screams. The spikes had been set four feet into the ground and ripped into their feet and legs, stopping them instantly. Rob watched ten people fall to the ground, screaming in agony with one leg stuck in the hole, as they tried in vain to free themselves. Frightened, the townspeople began to disperse, some retreating. The armed men in camouflage, didn’t seem to like this and followed the deserters, shooting their rifles.

Rob hit the ground with Peter. He called Carlos on the radio, demanding to know what he was seeing.

“They’re shooting rifles in the air. Trying to keep their people from retreating. It’s crazy.” 

Rob glanced behind him and saw Brad running up with the truck driver at gunpoint. The man’s hands were tied behind his back with rope.

“Get down,” Brad said, pushing the man onto the ground near Peter and Rob. He then dropped to his knees, dazed and out of the breath. “Holy shit … what in the hell is going on?”

The radio came back on. “A lot of them are running off. The ones who don’t have weapons, anyway. I think we won this thing,” Carlos said.

“I don’t know what kind of demented plan this is, but if any of the armed men get close, be prepared to take them out,” Rob said. He lowered his radio and looked at Brad as gun shots and sentry blasts echoed around them. The forest was ripe with screams coming from all directions from those immobilized by the booby traps.

“What are they trying to do?” Brad asked. “This is madness.” He then turned to the trucker and held a pistol to his head. “What’s the plan? Tell me?”

The trucker winced in fear. “They made me do it. I’m not one of them. They took over the town and made me drive the truck!”

“All right. Calm down. Just tell me what you know,” Brad said.

“Please don’t shoot me!”

Brad smacked him across the face with his hand, hoping to knock some sense into him. He stared back, starting to cry, as he spoke. “He told us that you stole our stuff. All our pills!”

Rob moved closer, listening, as gunfire continued.

“They’re advancing,” Carlos said over the radio. “’Bout fifty yards out.”

Rob leaned closer to the trucker. “Who told you?”

“The mayor. Who do you think?”

Rob grabbed the trucker by his collar. “Well, it’s time to see where your mayor’s loyalties lie.”

Brad intervened, urging restraint. “Easy, Rob. He’s one of the townspeople. Just like us.”

The trucker shifted nervously as Rob gripped his flannel shirt with both hands. “We’ll see about that.”

There was no sign of Arthur anywhere. Rob shook the trucker. “Where is the mayor? Did he come, or did he just send all you to do his dirty work?”

Suddenly the gunfire faded as Carlos called through the radio. “They stopped advancing. Got some guys taking positions behind trees. Don’t know what they’re doing.”

Everything went quiet, except for the distant cries of booby trap victims. Rob looked beyond the barrier with his binos and saw several injured people pulling themselves away along the ground, dragging a bloody foot or leg. The traps had really done a number, and it seemed that the worst was over. So far.

“Why aren’t the townspeople armed?” Rob asked the trucker.

The man shook his head. “I-I don’t know. I mean, we’re not allowed to have weapons, for starters.”

“If you’re not allowed to have weapons, then what the hell are you doing up here? I’ve got people ready to shoot anyone who gets within ten feet of our camp!”

The trucker was baffled and growing more nervous by the second. “They just want their drugs. You give them back their drugs, and everything will be fine.”

“What drugs?” Brad asked.

“Guys,” Peter said, anxious. “Something’s going on out there. Looks like they’re regrouping.”

The trucker looked at Brad as if the answer he had just given was common knowledge and made sense. “The drugs you stole from us.”

“Carlos. Status,” Rob said into the radio.

“Rob Parker and his gang of merry men!” a voice hollered from the forest.

Rob and Brad froze. They would recognize that voice anywhere as the mayor’s. Rob looked out, but couldn’t see anyone, even with his binos. Arthur’s men had all taken their own defensive positions.

“Speak to me, Rob. Where are you at?” Arthur bellowed.

“You get a clear shot, you take him out,” Rob said to Carlos over the radio. He wasn’t going to take any chances. The mayor was a menace and meant business. He’d even used his own unarmed people as bait. Rob hadn’t a clue of what else he had done, but from the looks of their former town, he was nothing but a sadistic killer. The kind of person decent people had to be wary of, not just in a time of crisis, but all the time.

“I bet you’d like nothing more than to take me out right now. Wouldn’t you, Rob?” Arthur asked.

Rob scanned the area and tracked the voice as coming from behind a large oak tree about forty yards away from the camp. Rob had no intention of answering him or playing his game. He’d keep him guessing.

He held the radio close to his mouth and spoke quietly. “I think I’ve got him locked behind the oak tree at my forty meters north. See if and when you can get a shot.”

“Got it,” Carlos said.

“Let’s talk business,” Arthur shouted. His voice began to grow hoarse. “Seems we both tried to fake each other out. Rather than some long, unnecessary shootout, I propose we make a trade and call it even.”

Elliot, Krystal, and Mayra lay alert in their positions around the camp, taking everything in and listening to Rob’s instructions on the radio. He told them to stay in place, and that Carlos was going to take the shot the first chance he got.

“Rob?” Arthur called out. “Look, we’re not going anywhere. You might as well talk to me. I have an army here. True, your traps did some damage, but I have five times the people you do. It’s a game of numbers.”

Rob pulled the trucker closer as the man quivered. “It’s time to get this show on the road,” he told him, and looked the man in the eyes. “When I stand up, you come with me. Got it?”

“I … what are you going to do to me?” he asked.

“Nothing. Just follow my lead.” Rob looked at Peter and Brad. “We’re going to lure Arthur out. One of you watch my six.” They nodded as Rob called Carlos. “Be ready. Take him out at first sight.”

Rob pulled the trucker up with him. “What’s your name?”

“Shane,” the man said, as Rob pushed his in front, gripping his shoulder with one hand.

“All right, Shane. Let’s take a couple of steps forward.”

Shane took a few shaky steps as they moved out from behind the barricade.

“Arthur! You want a trade? I’ll make a trade. One of your men here, Shane!” He nudged Shane a few steps farther with the barrel of his pistol to his back.

Arthur had yet to emerge, but he yelled back from his concealed position. “OK. What do I get for him?”

Rob wasn’t amused. “I’ll give you one minute to organize your people and get the hell out of here, or I’ll put one bullet in the back of his skull.”

There was no response on Arthur’s end.

“One minute!” Rob shouted.

“OK, Rob. You win. Hand him over,” Arthur said, holding a hand out.

“Come on out and get him!”

Silence fell over the camp. Everyone on both sides waited in heightened anticipation. The smell of gunfire from all the sentry traps lingered in the air. The kids stood huddled in the corner of the room as Mila took a look out the window. Carlos’s finger caressed the trigger of his rifle as he locked in on Arthur’s spot. Larry, Arthur’s right-hand man, was positioned one tree over with a hunting rifle of his own—locked-in on Rob.

“Ten seconds!” Rob shouted.

After a slight pause, Arthur gave in. “Wait! I’m going to come out. And if I do, I don’t want any funny business. Let’s settle this like men.”

“Deal,” Rob said.

Arthur emerged from behind the tree, slightly out of Carlos’s target area. He readjusted and was trying to line up a perfect head shot. Rob was right, however. Myra was a better shot than him.

Then everything happened so fast that Carlos didn’t know what to think. Arthur took three quick steps forward, pulled out a long .357 Magnum and fired at Shane, blowing three giant holes in his chest. The shock threw Carlos off balance, but he immediately fired, hitting the mayor in the shoulder and sending him down on his back.

“Now!” Arthur shouted, his mouth full of blood.

Shane’s body collapsed and left Rob open. Before he could jump out of the way, a shot hit him in the abdomen as though a rocket had just been launched into him. He flew back and hit the ground hard. Gunfire suddenly began crisscrossing everywhere. Brad jumped to Rob’s aid, hovering over him. Rob looked up at the sky in complete shock. The round had struck his vest and managed to completely knock the wind out of him.

“Rob, you all right?”

A barrage of rounds flew overhead. The men from the woods charged forward in one mass movement. Shots rang out from both sides. Carlos fired from the tower, taking several of the men down. Peter, Krystal, Mayra, Elliot, all did their part and fired back at the advancing men. More unarmed townspeople began to emerge, running in front of the men with guns, confusing the camp about how they should engage.

“Rob,” Brad said, “look at me.”

Rob was hyperventilating. It felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to his ribs.

“You are one lucky son of a bitch with that vest on, but we gotta do something. Another wave of townspeople is headed our way.”

Many had already made it through the camp and gone immediately to the cabins, tearing through them in search of stolen goods. Carlos did his best to stave them off, shooting all around them. Peter, Elliot and the others were overwhelmed as dozens of people ran past them and into the cabins. Gunshots followed. Mila’s gunshots.

“Oh God! They got in!” Peter said, jumping up. He signaled to his wife. “They’re in our cabin. We need to stop them.”

A rabid group ran past Peter, nearly knocking him over. He fired his pistol in the air as they scattered. Carlos had had enough and began shooting anyone in his sights. The frenzied mob didn’t seem to notice or care, even when their own hit the ground, dead.

Brad sat Rob up and pulled the vest off him to help him breathe. Larry and some of the others were in the process of evacuating Arthur from the center of the battle. Most of the freemen had left the site, allowing the townspeople free rein to raid and vandalize the camp.

“Mila,” Rob said, holding his side. “We have to go help her.”

Brad helped him to his feet, and they made their way to the Dunne cabin as Peter and Krystal ran by. Shots from the tower struck all around them, missing the scattering targets. A man suddenly charged Rob and Brad with a two-by-four cocked back and his face enraged.

With one arm around Rob, Brad raised his pistol and shot the man through the head. His body fell as others scattered. Sounds of distress erupted from the cabin. Glass shattering. People screaming. And then silence.

By the time Rob and Brad got there, they found the cabin raided, their people injured and the bodies of dozens of townspeople dead on the floor with gunshot wounds. He raced to the room to find only Mila and Ashlee. The children were gone. Ashlee lay on the floor beaten and injured. Brad let Rob go and rushed to her side in horror, screaming her name.

Rob looked over to see Mila crawling on the floor near the shattered window, crying. Reba was crouched down, terrified, in the corner.

“What happened?” Rob asked, frantic.

“They swarmed in here like animals. There were so many of them, we couldn’t stop them!” she cried. “They took the children.” She sobbed as Rob cradled her. “They said that now they have something we’ll trade for.” They held each other on the bloody floor as the reality of the situation began to sink in.




Tuesday, November 22, 2016

 

It was early evening when the cargo truck roared through the cleared streets of Tartarus with its precious cargo in the back. The roving metal beast gained the attention of townspeople within earshot. It had been so long since anyone had seen or heard a working vehicle, and they wondered if it signaled a change of things to come. The military-style truck was large and bulky, with a camouflaged canopy covering the back. The mere sight of it instilled hope.

“We’re saved!” a bushy-haired middle-aged man shouted from his ransacked house.

“Cliff!” his hesitant wife cried out as he vanished.

The man’s family stayed behind and watched from the window as he ran outside to flag the truck down. The truck’s headlights were off. Its bulbs even looked shattered. Smoke billowed from its long vertical exhaust pipe. There was a black star painted on the passenger’s side that looked like the symbol of the US Army. The sight only propelled Cliff further. He dashed through his overgrown lawn and ran out into the middle of the street as the truck steadily approached.

“Hey!” Cliff shouted, waving his arms frantically in the air.

The truck’s horn blared, and the shuttling beast showed no signs of slowing down.

“Get out of the way!” his wife shouted from the front door, clutching her tattered bathrobe. The truck was bearing down, a mere ten feet away from him.

Cliff flailed his arms. “We need help! Stop!”

The truck was getting dangerously close. The blaring of its horn grew more incessant. Cliff’s instincts took over, and he leapt out of the way as the truck zoomed by. Wind and exhaust enveloped him as he flew face-first into his neighbor’s yard. With his face in the dirt, he couldn’t see a thing. The sound of the truck’s engine became fainter as it sped on.

Cliff rose from the ground and wiped his face on his shirt sleeve just as two lines of people began to walk by on both sides of the road, trailing the distant truck like foot soldiers. Cliff knocked the dust off his jeans and looked more closely. The men were armed with rifles and appeared as shadows, backlit against the dusk sunlight.

“Get back in your house,” one of the men belted out in a gruff voice.

Cliff squinted, trying to see more clearly what this was, as a sinking feeling came over him. They weren’t soldiers after all. They were freemen, the gang of criminals who had taken over the town for the past two and a half months. Their makeshift fatigues were dirty and bloodied. They looked exhausted. Maybe the rumor he had heard was true, and they had just returned from an assault on Bear Mountain, where they had destroyed a supposed group of bandits who threatened the town. At least that’s what the townspeople had been told by Arthur Perkins, their mayor. Perkins had convinced over a hundred townspeople to join the cause, and from what Cliff saw, there were few townspeople returning.

“What happened?” Cliff asked as the freemen walked by, not even glancing at him. “Where is everyone?”

No one answered.

Cliff turned to try to catch another glimpse of the cargo truck as it turned away at the end of the street. “Where did you find that truck? What’s going on?” he asked.

His repeated questions were ignored.

“Damn it, answer me!” he shouted.

Larry, a lanky leather-clad biker type and the mayor’s right-hand man, stepped to the side and pushed Cliff away. Larry scowled, and his handlebar mustache twitched. His face was covered with black smudges, dirt, and sweat.

“I said go back in your damn house!” he shouted.

Cliff approached him, defiant. “I had friends who went up there!”

Larry crossed his arms, clearly amused now. “Well, aren’t you a feisty one?”

Silence came over both men as Cliff tried to catch a glimpse of anyone he knew passing by. They were all Arthur’s men. Not a single person he knew personally.

“I just want to know what happened to my friends,” he said.

“Sounds like you’re prying to me,” Larry said. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll let it be.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” Cliff said. “This is my town. And a lot of the people who went with you were my friends.”

“They’re dead,” Larry said bluntly.

Cliff tensed up in shock.

“Well…” Larry paused. “Not all of them. Most, though.” He patronized Cliff with a pat on the shoulder and walked off, leaving him standing there in the yard just as the sun faded and night encroached on the shattered town.

The cargo truck continued down an obscure nearby road, approaching a vacant warehouse commandeered by Arthur and his men and initially used as a hideout. But things had changed. The warehouse had been converted into a prison of sorts while Nyack’s modest town hall building had become freemen headquarters. Long since vacated by the real mayor, Jeanine Layton, the town hall offered Arthur and his men the appearance of legitimacy they so desired—even if acquired by force.

The four-term mayor had disappeared soon after the September 12 EMP strike, along with most of the county council. In this time of crisis, their absence was baffling, but not nearly as disturbing as the disappearance of the sheriff and most other law enforcement officers.

After the blackout, it took less than a week for the looting to start, two weeks for Arthur’s men to ravage the town, and two months to completely take it over. By then it seemed unlikely to most that things would ever go back to normal. As prisoners in their own homes, reliant on the freemen for necessities, and afraid of things to come, it seemed there was no end in sight to their daily nightmare.

Arthur rode in the passenger seat of the truck as Eddie, one of his trusted men, careened the truck over the bumpy dirt road to the warehouse. The engine ran fine for the most part, considering that the truck was so old. The Vietnam-era truck had been discovered during a raid of farmhouses on the outskirts of town. Its owner, a coarse, elderly man named Dewey, tried to stop the freemen from taking it and was quickly dispensed with. The discovery of a working vehicle had been kept a secret from the townspeople. Any such knowledge could possibly lead to a revolt. But now it wasn’t a secret, and he had some explaining to do.

As the sun faded behind the horizon, the town became barren and dark. The only light came from the flickering of kerosene lamps in some homes and outdoors, from the glow sticks raided from a local outdoorsman hunting shop. The truck was difficult to navigate in the dark on account of its blown-out headlight bulbs.

The truck rocked and shook along the rugged path to the warehouse. When the long, rectangular one-story building came into view, Arthur pointed ahead and shouted directions to Eddie over the noisy engine. “Go ahead and park around back!”

Eddie nodded and pulled onto the grass, where the ground got even bumpier. They could hear shouting from the back of the truck. Young voices, some howling in pain. Eddie carefully followed a line of glow sticks that led to the back, where a few guards stood, rifles in hand. The truck heaved as Eddie downshifted. Arthur flew forward, almost hitting the metal dashboard. The window was down, and a breeze blew through his hair.

Teresa, his wife, hadn’t given him a haircut in a few weeks. But that would have to change. Appearance had a lot to do with being mayor. At forty-five years old, Arthur had the look of a politician. He was tall, with a chiseled face, steely eyes, and a thick head of silvery hair that now fell just below his ears. Bruised and dirty, he was as exhausted as the rest of his men. But there would be no time for rest. Not that night.

The Bear Mountain assault hadn’t gone as well as he had planned. The mountain people were formidable foes, and they had defended their land well. Arthur and his men were unable to defeat them and seize the five cabins that made up their camp. Instead, they were staved off with a variety of booby traps—trigger wire and spikes hidden among them, like something out of a movie.

The mountain people were no joke. They knew what they were doing, and their leader, named Rob, posed a serious threat to Arthur’s vision of staying in charge when the power grid came back on. Arthur would have to destroy him… eventually. In the meantime, he had the best bartering tool that he could imagine: their children.

 




New Arrivals

 

Five boys, from ages twelve to fifteen, rattled around in back of the truck together with three girls, from ages eleven to fourteen. Some of them were siblings, and all of them had been abducted from their families during the assault against their camp by dozens of fired-up, frightened, and deceived townspeople. In the back, one of the boys, Josh, held the railings of a wooden bench and tried to find a way out in the pitch-black darkness of the covered cargo bed.

“Where are they taking us?” Kelly, his younger sister, cried out.

“I don’t know,” said Antonio, the oldest boy among them. “Everyone just be ready to run.”

Escape was the most logical plan. They hadn’t been tied up, just tossed in the back of the truck and trapped inside, with a tarp tied shut.

Josh tried to stand and keep his balance. The truck’s erratic movements threw him back against the bench. “Damn it!” he shouted.

“It’s okay,” Antonio continued. “If they were going to kill us, they would have already done that. They need us.”

“Why?” Gabrielle, Antonio’s sister, asked.

The Atkins boys remained quiet as always, along with their sister, Allison. Seeing their mother beaten to the ground in front of them had put them into a state of shock.

Josh gained his footing and tried to stand again. The truck rocked to the side and almost threw him over, but he managed to stay upright. At the tailgate, he could see a thin slit in the tarp, where light shone through.

“Anyone have a knife or anything?” he asked.

Sitting beside him, Antonio checked his pockets. “I could have sworn I had one on me. Everything happened so fast. It might be on the floor somewhere.”

“We have to look,” Josh said. “Everyone has to look.”

The truck then hit a large bump that tossed everyone off their feet. Josh landed hard on his back and into a small puddle of water that soaked through his shirt. Kelly hit the bench, shouting out in pain.

The Atkins boys, seated on the passenger bench on the other side, grumbled and tried to hold on. The truck vibrated as they hit a dirt road. The driver was moving too fast with little regard for its passengers. But they weren’t passengers. They were prisoners. What that meant for them, no one was entirely sure.

Josh crawled around on the granite floor, searching. He could feel dirt and pebbles but no knife. “Antonio, get down here and help me,” he said.

Antonio grunted and slowly knelt down, trying to keep his balance. Josh continued toward the tailgate, sweeping his hand across the floor in front of him.

Josh felt something small and metal. “Think I got it!” he said.

The truck slowed and then halted. The force sent Josh tumbling back into Antonio, and they both rolled on the floor as the knife flew out of his hand. Josh gasped in return.

“What happened?” Antonio asked, sitting up on his knees.

“Nothing,” Josh said. “It’s just… I think I almost had your knife.”

The truck downshifted and vibrated twice as hard as before. The smell of noxious exhaust had drifted inside the canopy.

“You had it? Out of my way.” Antonio crawled past Josh and moved his hands across the floor.

Without warning, the truck squeaked to a halt and rustled the children around once again.

“Got it!” Antonio pronounced. The truck was still as the engine purred. Josh and Antonio stood up.

“Kelly?” Josh asked.

“Right here,” she said from a seat nearby.

Josh looked around. He could just barely make out the shapes of everyone else. “We need to stick together. That means everyone—Antonio, Gabrielle, Jeremiah, Mark, Luke, and Allison.”

“What’s the plan?” Antonio asked.

“Keep that knife hidden, for starters,” Josh said.

The engine shut off. They could hear the voices of several men approaching them.

“Everyone gather around,” Josh said.

Antonio pulled out his pocketknife and unfolded it. Josh could see its faint glimmer in the darkness. “I’m going to stab the first guy who sticks his head in here and take his gun. You ready?”

Gabrielle scoffed. “Have you lost your mind?”

“In a situation like this, it’s kill or be killed,” Antonio said.

Antonio was a big talker. No one was sure if he actually meant it. The plan, however, was much too risky.

“We’re outnumbered,” Josh said. “Keep the knife hidden and we’ll think of something later.”

Antonio remained defiant. “It’s now or never. I can do this.”

“No, Antonio,” Josh repeated.

The tailgate dropped, revealing a dark, graying sky and several shadowy men standing below with their rifles aimed.

“All right. Everyone out!” a man in front announced.

The children stood frozen, unsure of what to do.

“Let’s move!” another man shouted, startling them again. “One at a time.”

With knife in hand, Antonio glanced back at Josh as if expecting guidance. With the canopy open, the group could see each other a little better. They were dirty and sweaty, with matted hair and worn, frightened faces. It had been a difficult day, with no end in sight. Josh nodded. Antonio folded the knife and slipped it into the side of his shoe.

“Ain’t got all day!” yet another man shouted.

Antonio took a deep breath and walked forward. Josh followed and pulled Kelly along.

There were ten men below, each one armed, and their faces showing no signs of empathy. No matter how young he and his group were, it was clear that they were prisoners and weren’t going to be treated any differently from any other prisoners. Antonio stopped at the end of the cab, where a ladder had been placed. He climbed down first, as Josh and Kelly followed.

A tall, clean-faced man came around the side, and Josh recognized him immediately. He had come to their camp to make a deal with Josh’s father. He had chased Josh and Antonio through the woods. He had tried to kill them. Josh got chills. Antonio looked up as the man placed a black beret on his head and smiled. Their group huddled together, ready to defend themselves.

“Welcome home,” the man said. His grayish eyes didn’t seem to blink.

The group said nothing in return—that was, until Antonio stepped forward. “What do you want with us?”

The men raised their rifles at Antonio.

“There, there,” the leader said, signaling his men to back off. “Let’s not make our guests uncomfortable.” They lowered their weapons halfway.

Antonio continued. “We’ve done nothing to you. Why do this?”

The leader took a long breath and then looked at his men. “Leave us,” he said. “I’ve got this under control.”

All but two of the men dispersed. The leader looked back at the group and examined them as their eyes looked away.

“This some kind of sick game for you?” Antonio asked, holding nothing back. Gabrielle grabbed his arm to quiet him down.

Uninterested, the leader simply looked past Antonio to Josh. “You,” he said, pointing. “Come here.”

Josh couldn’t help but to look up and make eye contact. Kelly squeezed his hand. He let go and took one small step forward.

“You must be Rob’s son,” the leader began. “I can see the resemblance.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Josh said.

The leader was amused. “Sure you don’t.” He then pointed at Kelly. “That your sister back there?”

Josh glanced back then did a quick turn, facing the man again. “Um. No.”

“Girlfriend, then?”

Josh scoffed. “No way.”

Antonio cut in. “We recognize you. You killed Grady then tried to have your men kill us.”

“Grady?” the leader said, perplexed.

“He was an old hermit who lived in the mountains. He was an old grouch, but he didn’t deserve to die like that.”

The leader tilted his head back and then opened his mouth. “Ah, yes. I already explained that to Rob. One of my men mistook him for an animal. The wilderness can be a very dangerous place, you know.”

Josh decided to press their captor. “You still haven’t answered our question. What do you want with us?”

The leader of the town nodded. “I’m the mayor of this town. And being mayor sometimes means I gotta do what’s necessary to keep my people safe from your parents.”

Josh wasn’t sure what to say. He looked around in the darkness for any place to run. If it was just him, he’d probably consider it, but that wasn’t the situation. He was part of a group and they had to stick together.

“I don’t have immediate intentions of hurting any of you unless you give me a reason,” the mayor continued. “We made a deal. At least, I thought we had a deal. Your parents, Rob in particular, backed out of our arrangement in the worst way possible. Many lives were lost as a result.” He paused to adjust the bill of his hat. “With their own children as collateral I can now minimize the threat of further violence.”

Further ahead, beyond the truck was a long, dilapidated warehouse.

The mayor opened his jacket halfway, revealing a holstered pistol at his side. “I’m confident that we can reach a compromise with your parents. Until then, we have you.”

“Our parents aren’t stupid,” Antonio said. “All you’ve done now is sign your own death warrant.”

Arthur laughed. “I’m terrified. I really am.” He motioned the two guards over. They rushed forward and pushed the children toward the warehouse, jabbing them with their rifles. The children cried out in protest, frightened of what awaited them.

“Don’t worry,” the mayor said as they passed him. “They’re just going to show you your accommodations.” His voice trailed off as the armed men shouted to them to move faster.

Inside the warehouse was a long concrete hallway, with rooms on both sides—pure darkness, with glow sticks aligned on the floor in careful intervals. The larger of the two guards lead the way. He had a ponytail and wore a leather jacket. His neck was covered in tattoos all the way up to his chin.

The other one walking behind them had a bushy beard and scarred face. They were gruff, demanding men with no patience or care.

“Where are you taking us?” Antonio asked.

The bearded man raised his arm and smacked him across the head. The pop echoed down the hall as the group gasped. Antonio stumbled to the side as Josh caught him by the elbow.

“No… no,” Josh said quietly. “Don’t do anything. Not now.”

Antonio regained his balance and walked along holding his face, angry and humiliated.

The men’s black boots clicked along the hall as they passed door after door.

“What is this place?” Kelly whispered.

“I don’t know,” Josh said.

They came near the end of the hall, when the men stopped and opened a door. An even darker room awaited them—the air cold and sterile.

The men turned and held their weapons to their chests. The large ponytailed man pointed inside. “In the room, now.”

No one wanted to go. Josh’s legs were frozen to the ground. Arthur had said they wouldn’t be harmed, but he felt no trust. Once in the room, they would truly be prisoners. There would be no way out.

“Move your asses!” the bearded man shouted.

Josh knew they had little chance in resisting—not with three automatic rifles in their faces. He took Kelly’s hand and walked into the room as the others followed. He couldn’t see anything. No walls. No chairs. Nothing but darkness. He held his hands up to feel around and could faintly see the shape of his fingers. The Atkins boys piled in with their sister in tow.

“Josh,” Antonio called out. “Where are you at?”

“Here,” Josh said, feeling around. The walls were cement as well—rough and bumpy.

Once they were all inside, the door slammed shut. Gabrielle screamed. Any hint of light vanished, and they were left standing in a mysterious room in complete darkness.

 




Bloody Tuesday

 

The once-secluded campsite in Bear Mountain had been reduced to a wasteland. Bodies lay everywhere—townspeople who had foolishly stormed into the camp unarmed, crazed, and violent. Rob didn’t know what had turned them into a horde of wild-eyed maniacs, but he had his suspicions.

The fraudulent mayor, who had taken over the town with his gang of criminals, probably had something to do with it, and as Rob surveyed the area, walking past the gaping mouths and vacant stares of fresh corpses, he felt a call to action to get their children back.

Men and women alike lay on the ground, ravaged by gunfire. Rob’s people hadn’t fired at the unarmed invaders, of which there were many. The unarmed civilians had been shot in the back while running away from the cabins. That was not the work of Rob’s people. Arthur’s men, it appeared, had done the killing.

“My God…” Peter said as he approached Rob.

Over twenty people lay scattered among the trees, booby traps, and dozens of breached trip wires. But it was just a glimpse of the aftermath. They hadn’t even circled the entire area yet. Peter held a rag to his face as they moved along the damp ground of leaves, pebbles, and round casings. The noxious smell of gunfire was inescapable in the cool air.

Rob was no less shaken. He knew that if they were going to have any chance of rescuing the children, he had to think fast, but he wasn’t sure where they could even start.

Peter regained his footing. Rob kept a hand on his shoulder. With tears in his eyes, Peter took a deep breath and tried to focus. “I don’t understand how something like this is possible. Nyack is a nice town. A nice community. Things like this just don’t happen here.” Peter began babbling and stared off into nothing.

Rob shook him to snap him out of his daze. “Peter. Listen. I think it’s time you headed back. Go see Krystal. Make sure everything’s okay.”

Of the five cabins, all had been raided to some degree, but Peter and Krystal’s had seen the worst of it. An especially determined mob of townspeople had stormed inside and ransacked the place. What they found inside was more important than any stash of supplies: eight children taking refuge in a room, with two women protecting them.

Rob had anticipated trouble from Arthur and his men, ever since their location in the mountains had become known. He and his group had built up their defenses and were prepared for a possible attack. But nothing could have prepared them for an overwhelming number of townspeople charging the camp. Rob had estimated their numbers at close to a hundred against nine—Rob and Mila, Peter and Krystal Dunne, Carlos and Mayra Santos, Brad and Ashlee Atkins, and their seasoned residents Elliot and Reba Perry.

The loss of necessities—power, fuel, food, water, communications, mobility—had totally transformed their quaint hometown. And from what Rob had heard from the semi-weekly emergency radio broadcasts, their circumstances matched those in cities and towns all over the nation. There had to be something to hold onto, some hope of normality on the horizon.

“I’ve got to go find Krystal,” Peter said with his voice trailing off. Rob watched him walk off without saying a word. Everyone was struggling. Not just Peter. It was the most difficult time they had faced since fleeing to their cabins in hopes of finding safety in an increasingly dangerous world.

Rob took the binos dangling from his neck and looked out. In the forest ahead, a deer ran by. He put aside his urge to shoot it and instead just watched. The sharp pain in his chest reminded him that time was of the essence. The shot from Arthur’s .357 cannon during their standoff had sent Rob to the ground, puncturing his bulletproof vest. No real damage, though. Without it, he’d be as dead as all the other unfortunates. Rob believed his survival was a sign to fight with every last bit of strength and heart to save his town and its people.

The camp was split. They had to get their children. That much was clear. The question was how to do it. Rob showed up just in time to see Mila leaving Brad and Ashlee’s cabin with her medical bag in hand. Her eyes were still glazed with shock. She had bruises and smudges on her face. Her long-sleeved shirt, vest, and blue jeans were torn, her black hair a tangle of sweat and dust. But she trudged on. Brad stood close by the door, the essence of vigilance. He kept his rifle close to his chest and a careful eye on anyone approaching.

Carlos and Mayra walked out of their cabin carrying bags and headed to their bug-out station wagon—hidden with the other vehicles under a camouflaged net. Elliot and Reba, a retired couple and oldest of the group, were nowhere to be seen. Peter and Krystal were busy surveying the damage to their cabin. The bodies of the townspeople had been moved outside and covered under blankets, but large red spots seeped through. The sky turned an opaque gray, almost comforting.

“We’re going to get them back,” Rob said to Mila.

She looked at him, weary and tired. “I know that. Ashlee is going to be okay.”

Brad stepped away from the door he’d been guarding and turned to her. His plaid shirt was covered in blood. “What’s her condition?”

Rob put his arm around Mila as she did her best to explain. “She’s resting right now. I don’t see any signs of concussion.”

Brad nodded. “Good.”

“Nothing broken, either. She just needs to take it easy.”

“I’ll see to it,” Brad said. He stopped halfway before entering the cabin and turned to Mila. “What happened in there? How did they get the children?”

Mila took a deep breath as Rob comforted her. “We heard them kick open the front door. We huddled in the corner behind the tables. Ashlee and I squatted down and aimed at the door. There was multiple footsteps coming down the hall like a stampede. I told Ashlee to be ready. Then they busted into the room. We fired. The kids screamed. The rest… is a blur.”

Rob took her hand in his and squeezed. “It’s okay. We understand,” he said.

“I know it’s not easy,” Brad said. “You guys did all you could.” He then looked at Rob. “What are we going to do? Where do we even start?”

“We call a meeting. Get everyone on board.”

Carlos and Mayra hurried with their bags. Their intentions seemed clear. The routine of their daily bug-out life—hunting, gardening, guarding, and preserving—was over. There was a new priority.

“Carlos, wait,” Rob said, running off after him.

Rob caught up and slowed his pace, walking next to them. “What are you guys doing?”

Raising a duffel bag he was carrying, Carlos glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “What’s it look like?”

Rob moved in front of them in an attempt to block their path. “Come on now. We need to stick together. Now more than ever.”

Carlos stopped and tossed the duffel onto the ground.

“Calm down,” Mayra said to him. Her face was red and puffy, covered in dried tears.

Carlos turned to Rob with one finger in the air. “We’re going into town to get our children. Then we’re leaving for good.”

Rob took a step closer, pleading with Carlos. “Do you really think it’s going to be that easy? Arthur is toying with us. Don’t you see that? We have to strategize. It’s the only chance we have of getting them back.”

Carlos crossed his arms and shook his head. “No more. We’re done. I’ll shoot that son of a bitch myself and be done with it.”

Mayra seemed more hesitant to go through with the plan. She set her bags down and approached Carlos with a calm voice. “Rob’s right, honey. We can’t do this alone.”

Carlos bit his lower lip and glanced at them both. His face was flushed with anger. He took a step back and kicked the duffel bag with his thick, black mountain boot. The bag went tumbling down a slope toward the vehicles.

Mayra gripped his arm and pulled him to her. “Stop this nonsense,” she said.

Her touch seemed to do the trick. Carlos simmered down with a look of defeat. “We’re stuck. Our children taken from us, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“Let’s work together. We can help you,” Rob said.

Carlos raised his head. His eyes were red and watery. His shoulders dropped, and the creases in his forehead went away. “What’s the plan?” he asked.

“We get everyone together. Plan and execute just like last time,” Rob said, patting Carlos on the shoulder.

Under the cool, gray sky, the group assembled at their meeting place. Mila sat down next to Brad just as Carlos and Mayra arrived. Peter and Krystal walked up, still visibly shaken, with Elliot and Reba at their side. Rob took his place in front to address them. The despondent faces before him were less encouraging. There was no skirting around the issue at hand. Arthur was holding the cards. They were low on ammo. Their defenses—booby traps and trip wires—had been breached, the cabins ransacked, and the stench of death permeated the camp. They needed a plan.

Rob was certain that Arthur was going to move against them fast. “We’re angry and fed up. We’re scared and desperate,” he said. “We want our sons and daughters back, and we want vengeance.”

Carlos held Mayra, who looked close to weeping. Brad and Mila sat huddled together. He put his arm around her and gave her a reassuring squeeze. A tear streamed down her cheek.

Rob paced the small platform and continued. “For the past two months, we’ve been asking the same questions. Who launched the EMP? How long will it take to get the power grids back online? Where are our government officials? Where are the police and military? But right now, the only question we should be asking is how we’re going to rescue the children.”

Peter rose from the bench in a timid manner. “Excuse me, Rob. Before you go any further, I think it would be fair to let you know that Krystal and I are leaving. We care about you guys, but we’re not fighters. It’s not safe here.”

From in front of Peter, Carlos turned slightly. “Mayra and I were planning on doing the same thing. But there has to be another way.”

Brad stood up. “Agreed. My wife is in no condition to go anywhere.”

Carlos jumped in. “We need to take action. Mayra and I can’t spend a single night here with our children out there.”

“Listen,” Rob said in an attempt to redirect the conversation. “This is the plan. The safety of our children depends on how prepared we are to deal with this threat. Arthur wants us to come into town. He’s counting on it. And he’s counting on it because he knows we’re a small group. We’re outnumbered.” He glanced at Mila. Her gray eyes looked fierce with conviction. “Mila and I agree that the best course of action is to find others.”

He let the words sink in as Carlos asked, “Others? Other what?”

“People like us,” Rob answered. “We’re not the only ones staying out of sight. South of Rockland Lake, there’s a town. Small town, just like Nyack. We need to check it out and see if we can find people to help us.”

Carlos shifted in his seat. “Why would they help us?”

“Exactly,” Peter said.

“We trade. We barter. We do what we have to,” Rob said.

“If you really believe it will work, I’m with you,” Carlos said.

Rob took a step back and examined the group, feeling more confident. “Each step will be crucial, from now until we get into town.” He looked around. “But we can do this. They’re counting on us.”

There was no cheering—only apprehensive quiet. However, the group was still seated. No one had left yet, and that was a good sign.

 




A Proposition 

 

For Josh and the others, complete darkness made captivity even more frightening. The cold cement offered no comfort. Their footsteps and voices echoed in the cramped and foreboding space. Josh felt around and nearly tripped over some mattresses on the floor in the corner of the room.

“Where are you guys?” Gabrielle said. “Who’s all there?”

“Take my hand,” Antonio said, reaching out.

Josh couldn’t see beyond faint shapes, and panic was growing within their claustrophobic surroundings.

Mark called out to his brothers. “Where are you guys? Where’s Allison?”

“Right here,” she said.

Carlos, Gabrielle, and Kelly plopped down next to him on the single mattress. It provided some relief from the hard floor but reeked of mildew and dankness.

He heard Mark, Luke, and Jeremiah make their way to the mattress near him. Then Allison unexpectedly tripped and fell right next to Josh. He caught her before her face hit the ground.

“Oh. Sorry,” she said.

Josh held her for a brief moment. Even with her long-sleeved shirt, she was cold and shaking.

“That’s okay,” Josh said.

“Who is that?” she demanded, moving away.

Josh let her go as she stood up.

“It’s me, Josh.”

“Oh,” she said. “Mind if I sit?”

“Not at all.”

For a moment, everyone just sat with little to say. The realization of being prisoners was just beginning to sink in. The room was stuffy and without any ventilation, and they could hear little from outside.

Frustrated, Antonio spoke up. “So how are we getting out of here? Josh? Anyone?”

“I’m thinking,” Josh said.

“Our parents will come for us,” Mark said.

“You sure about that?” Jeremiah asked.

“Why wouldn’t they?” Luke added.

They were getting nowhere fast. Josh stood up and felt along the cement walls as the group talked over one another.

“What are you doing?” Antonio asked.

“Looking for a way out,” Josh answered.

“Good luck with that,” Mark said.

Josh turned to the group, ready to start using his head. “The mayor says they need us for collateral, but that may change.”

Kelly gasped. “Why would they hurt us? We’re only kids.”

“Because they’re bad people,” Josh answered. “We need to escape as soon as we can.”

“What’s the grand plan?” Antonio asked.

“You still have your knife, right?” Josh asked.

“Yeah,” Antonio said. “And they have rifles. What’s your point?”

The locks clicked, and the door creaked open. Josh froze and went silent. No one said a thing. A large bearded man with an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder entered the room holding a kerosene lamp.

“What’s all this chatter in here? You kids plottin’?” He spoke in a scraggly voice as he held the light out, illuminating the room.

Josh inched back toward the bed. He could see the cracked, stained walls and barren floors. He saw Antonio reach into his pocket and touched his shoulder.

“Not now,” he whispered.

The guard took notice and approached, zeroing in on Josh. “You say something there, partner?”

Kelly spoke up, albeit in a naïve way. “Please, sir. We don’t belong here. We didn’t do anything wrong… Can you let us go?”

The man threw his head back and laughed. They could smell booze on his breath as he inched closer. “Little lady, it’s not up to me. That would be the mayor’s call. He asked me to leave this lamp being how kids are scared of the dark and everything.” He bent down and placed it inches from Josh’s sneakers.

Antonio pulled out his knife as the guard rose back up, grunting from the effort.

Josh grabbed his arm.

“What?” Antonio whispered.

“Not now!” Josh said with clinched teeth.

“Goodnight, you little shits,” the guard said, stretching. He walked to the door, laughing under his breath.

“I need to use the bathroom!” Gabrielle said.

The guard stopped with his back turned. “I’ll grab you a bucket.” He said no more as he left, slamming the metal door shut and locking it.

Antonio yanked his arm away from Josh. “What’s your problem, man? That was our chance!”

“No,” Josh said. “You could get us all killed going at him like that.”

Antonio stared ahead and said nothing as he folded the knife and put it back in his pocket.

“We’ll think of something soon. Trust me,” Josh said.

Their eyes drifted down to the kerosene lamp, watching it flicker, with nothing left to do but wait.




 
 

***

Reverend Phelps’s faith had never been stronger. Even though he and the remaining members of his parish had been captured walking through town as “intruders” and placed in captivity for the past two weeks, he looked to divine power for guidance. The mayor had taken keen interest in him since day one. When first captured, the congregants were taken into a warehouse, lined up against a wall, and shot at. It was a traumatic experience—a sadistic game—but no one was hit. It was meant to send the fear of God to them. The town needed people, prisoners or not.

At first, Phelps believed spiritual intervention had saved them. But the mayor had no intention of killing them. In the time he had been held in confinement, Phelps had only seen his parish of seven one time. Harvey and Beatrice Wilson, an old-fashioned couple in their fifties, were locked up in one room, while Zach and Erin Brantley were locked up in another with their two young children, Tyler and Sloane. He friend, Dale Ripken, a Long Island landscaper, had been placed on the wall and forced to work.

Arthur, the mayor, had a sizeable team working to construct a cement wall around the entire town. For something so ludicrous, Phelps was surprised to see how close the mayor was getting. He woke up that morning with a single ray of light from a small window high above. In his constant confinement, he had begun to lose track of the days. He stopped to work it out in his head. It was Wednesday, November 23: seventy-three days after the EMP.

Absent his Bible, he prepared his own lesson and prayers for the day. Breakfast would come soon—usually gathered bits from MRE packages with portions getting smaller each day. He took a swig of a nearly empty water bottle and stretched.

A knock came at his door. No one had bothered to knock before, and Phelps didn’t know what to say, if anything. He rubbed the stubble on his face, where a large bruise was still visible. The pistol-whipping he had received upon meeting the mayor was still vivid in his mind. The doorknob unlocked as the door opened, revealing the mayor himself. His had a haircut and a fresh shave. He wore a crisp white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and ironed black slacks. He held a pair of tan boots and dropped them on the ground.

Phelps’s dirty and tattered appearance was quite the contrast. He was barefoot and wearing the torn long-sleeved shirt and jeans he’d had on the day of his capture.

“You know, Rev, you really look like shit,” Arthur pointed out.

Phelps looked away saying nothing.

Arthur laughed. “Relax. That’s why I came here. It’s time you took a shower and got into some fresh clothes.”

Arthur turned back to him and spoke with a strained, hoarse voice. “What difference does it make at this point? Just leave me alone.”

Arthur placed his hands on his hips and shook his head. “Nope. Sorry, Rev. Not biting today. We’re not going to argue.” He approached the bed and spoke quietly. “Now, look. I know you still think I’m sore about you letting me down the other day, but I’ve moved on. I promise.”

Phelps stared ahead blankly and scoffed. “I don’t care what you think, frankly.”

“Come on, now,” Arthur said in a congenial tone. “I’m sure you don’t want to spend the entire day locked up in here, am I right?”

Phelps shook his head and stood up. The hard cement floor was cold under his feet. He couldn’t remember what had happened to his shoes. The day of their capture was still a blur—some parts more vivid than others. “What do you want?” he asked.

“Some respect, for starters,” Arthur snapped back. “I’ve let you have this room all to yourself. You know, we got some rooms where there’s four to five people packed in there.”

“I never asked for this, so don’t act as though you’re doing me any favors,” Phelps said.

Arthur took a step back and scratched his chin. “Things can get a whole lot worse, trust me.”

“I’m counting on it,” Phelps said, staring him down.

“Okay, Reverend. Have it your way,” Arthur said with a smile. “You’ll come around soon enough. Now, come on. I’m not letting you sit here and stink up this cell all day.” He pointed to the boots by the door. “You should be a what? Size ten?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Put ’em on. We’re going for a walk.”

Phelps felt he had no choice but to comply. He didn’t want to stay in that barren room another minute. The urge to leave, combined with Arthur’s insistence, won him over.

“I want to see my people. They should all have the opportunity to shower and change into new clothes if I can.”

“In time,” Arthur said, leading him out of the room. “All good things come to those who wait.”

Harvey and Beatrice’s room was at the end of the ten-room hall. The walls were made of thick concrete, and the hall was covered with drywall to conceal it. Phelps had no idea what the rooms had been originally used for, but escape would be difficult, if not impossible. Arthur led him toward the warehouse floor and past what he understood to be Zach and Erin’s room with their two children. The accommodations, he supposed, were as limited as his own: bed, waste bucket, and sometimes, food.

Phelps followed Arthur out a door at the end of the hall, where dozens of freemen were congregated on the warehouse floor. There were unidentified boxes and crates everywhere. A large green military cargo truck was parked inside as well, taking up half the warehouse. The men looked to be preparing for something. They were all wearing tan military tactical clothes and vests. Many of the boxes were open, and Phelps could see more clothing sticking out.

“How do you like our big score?” Arthur boasted.

Phelps looked around. Arthur’s men studied him suspiciously. “What is all this?”

“Intercepted a shipment,” Arthur said. “Got a few scout teams positioned a few miles outside of town. They ambushed a truck, killed the soldiers, and took everything in it. Even the truck.”

Phelps stopped dead in his tracks and turned to Arthur. “Why are you telling me this? Are you proud of yourselves, murdering innocent people?”

“I tell you this so that you have a clear understanding of the situation.”

“What situation?” Phelps asked.

“Follow me.”

They walked to the double-door exit past a group of men digging through one of the boxes as though it were Christmas morning. Arthur pushed open the doors. The bright sunlight made Phelps squint. He hadn’t been outside in over two weeks. The fresh air was startling, and his lungs felt different with each breath. The grass under his feet was a big change as well. He wandered for a moment in a daze while holding his hand up to block the sun. Arthur put on a pair of sunglasses and motioned him alongside the building.

“Where are we going?” Phelps asked.

“Follow the dirt road,” Arthur said. “I wanna show you something first.”

They left the warehouse in the distance and walked about a mile and a half down a dirt road, kicking up dust with each step. Arthur seemed to be in conversation mode, although talking mainly with himself.

“I’ll tell you, Reverend. Just the other day I was ready for the snow to come falling down. Now look at it. It’s a bright sunny day.”

Phelps said nothing but was curious himself to see such spring-like weather so close to winter. It would have been a perfect day for a stroll through town under other circumstances. As they hit a rural stretch of paved road, they continued their journey. Arthur kept talking to him, but he said little in return. It didn’t matter. He believed Arthur just liked to hear himself talk. Given the opportunity, however, Phelps finally decided to ask some questions.

“Who are you?”

Arthur glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “What do you mean?”

“You weren’t always like this, I imagine. Who were you before all this happened?”

“I’m the mayor. Who else would I be?”

“You weren’t always the mayor. You were a man. Someone normal, I imagine. And if you think back to who that person was, there’s a chance you can save yourself.”

“The hell are you babbling about?” Arthur asked.

“It’s never too late to fall under the grace of God.”

They passed a sign for the interstate as the road wound to the right. There in front of them was a sight that nearly made Phelps sink to his knees. There was a wall. Tall and threatening. Going both ways as far as Phelps could see, and blocking both the interstate exit and the entrance into town.

The concrete wall looked to be at least fifteen feet high. Too high to see over. A group of men at the base was working diligently to trowel wet cement from a wheelbarrow over the joints between the cinder blocks. Each man wore an orange shirt, as though they were prisoners on some kind of work release program. Two armed freemen sat in folding chairs under the shade of a maple tree, with their rifles in their laps.

Phelps stood motionless and in complete awe of the project before him. Arthur approached and stood next to him, proudly surveying the culmination of his vision.

“What do you think?” he asked.

Phelps squinted and looked ahead. He recognized one of the workers. Wearing an orange shirt one size too big was Dale Ripken. He was bent over the handles of a wheelbarrow, slowly pushing it along the wall. He seemed to have lost a lot of weight and was dirty and unshaven.

“Dale!” Phelps shouted and walked toward the workers.

Dale slowly turned when he heard his name. Phelps ran toward him. “Dale! What have they done to you?”

Phelps felt a hand grab onto his shoulder and stop him. He turned to see Arthur staring him in the face. “Not so fast, Rev. Don’t bother my men when they’re working.”

Phelps pushed Arthur’s hand away in anger. “They’re not your men. Dale is a personal friend of mine, not some slave you can make perform forced labor.”

Arthur belted out a laugh that garnered the attention of his two armed guards. “None of these men are forced to do anything. They volunteered.”

Phelps tilted his head and smirked. “Now why would anyone do that?”

Arthur held out his hand and began counting on each finger. “Well, there’s the perks. They can leave their rooms, get some fresh air, and reap the rewards.”

“What rewards?” Phelps asked.

“Some of them just want some booze.” He stopped, dug into his pocket, and pulled out a prescription bottle, rattling it. “Others are fine with a few of these. Chases the blues away real quick.”

Phelps cut Arthur off. “This is barbaric. You can’t treat people in this manner. This is a crime against God’s law.”

“Really?” Arthur said keenly. He dug the tip of his boot into the ground and kicked up some dirt. “Well, I’ve been on both sides of the fence, and I can tell you that I understand the criminal justice system a little better now. The key is to protect the law-abiding from those who break the law. All of those men committed crimes and are now facing the consequences.”

“What crime did Dale commit? What about me?”

Arthur looked at him with a matter-of-fact expression, almost as though the answer were obvious. “Trespassing. Of course.”

“That’s preposterous,” Phelps responded. His voice, although hoarse, was getting loud enough to gain the attention of the workers.

“Come here,” Arthur said, leading him to the shade of a nearby tree and out of earshot of the workers.

Phelps reluctantly followed. He was about to plead his case, when Arthur spun around in full command mode. “It’s over,” he began.

“What are you talking about?” Phelps said, incredulous.

“I’m talking about the world we know. Now, listen to this.” Without saying another word, Arthur reached into his other pocket and pulled out a small radio, the size of his palm. “Found this beauty during one of our raids. I haven’t been able to figure out why some things still work and why other things don’t, but for the past week they’ve been talking about an EMP. Do you know what an EMP is?”

Phelps thought to himself. “Yes. A missile designed to take down the power grids.”

“Exactly. Well, someone attacked us and meant to do us grave damage. Iran. Russia. North Korea. Take your pick. If you had told me a month ago that the power would still be out and everything that followed would still be the same, I wouldn’t have believed you.” Arthur paused and took a deep breath. “But here we are. Now, I want you to listen to something.” He turned the radio on and scrolled through the channels with his thumb pressed on a knob. Nothing but static could be heard. “You hear that?” he asked.

Phelps leaned in closer. “What, the static?”

“Yes. That’s all there is now. No broadcasts, no emergency messages, nothing.” He turned the radio off and put it back in his pocket. “It’s over, Rev. We’re not going back to the way things were. This is the way things are. So you’re going to have to think real good and real hard about what you’re going to do from here on out.”

Phelps turned and looked at the wall. He would need an extension ladder to get over it at the very least. He couldn’t believe that Arthur had actually built the thing.

“It’s almost done too,” Arthur said, enjoying the look of disbelief on Phelps’s face. “Pretty soon there’ll be no way into town and no way out.”

Phelps swung his head in Arthur’s direction and pleaded. “Please let them go. I implore you to search your soul for mercy. Join me on the path toward righteousness and save your soul before it’s too late!”

Arthur cupped his chin with one hand and nodded, as if considering it. Phelps didn’t know if his words would make a bit of difference. He was confident, however, that if Arthur opened his eyes to God, no matter how far he had strayed, there was a good chance they could all be saved. The entire town could be.

“I’ll let your friends go,” Arthur said in a hushed tone.

Phelps froze. Arthur’s words took him completely by surprise. “I’m sorry? You’ll…”

“Let your friends go. All of them. On one condition, of course.”

He didn’t want to hear it, but he asked, “Which is?” The catch came as predictably as Phelps had imagined.

“After so many casualties the other day, there’s an undeniable sense of demoralization around town. And once people realize that things are going to stay like this, it’s going to get worse. My methods can only go so far in keeping this town in order. The people need something. They need something to believe in.”

Phelps nodded. “Faith is the cornerstone of a healthy existence.”

“I agree, and that’s why I want you to talk to our townspeople and spread your message.”

Perplexed, Phelps leaned in closer. “You want me to…”

“Preach the gospel,” Arthur said. “Deliver the word unto the people and convince them of my own divinity as a leader.”

Phelps blinked rapidly and thought to himself as Arthur continued. “Here’s the deal. You convince the people of my divine power as a messenger of God, and I’ll free your friends.”

“I can’t do that,” Phelps said. “That goes against the entirety of what I believe, and I will lose the grace of God with such blasphemy.”

Arthur smiled. “I knew you’d resist. After all, you failed to convince your followers to fight with me at the camp, and I’m sure you’d fail at this as well, if I allowed it.” Arthur leaned in closely and spoke with menace in his voice. “But fail me this time, and things are going to get a whole lot worse for you and your people. That much, I guarantee.”




 

***

Twenty-four hours had passed, and the children still hadn’t seen the light of day. When pressed about using the restrooms, the guards tossed a bucket into the room. “Enjoy!” one of them had said. They’d been provided little—some gruel, hardened bread, and a single water bottle to share between the eight of them. Confined in a dank cell with just a kerosene lamp to illuminate the darkness was bad enough, but not knowing their fate was even worse. There was nothing to do but wait.

Wait for word from their captors. Wait to be rescued. Or simply wait for whatever was in store for them. Antonio wasn’t one for waiting around, and after long hours of agonizing uncertainty, he had had enough.

“We’re getting out of here tonight,” he announced to the room. The others lay about on the mattresses, exhausted by sheer boredom but too unnerved to sleep. Nobody said anything. Antonio paced the limited confines of the room, walking in circles, his knife in hand.

Josh sat up and rubbed his eyes. “How do you plan to do that?”

“We call the guard, get him in here, and I’ll take care of the rest,” he answered.

The Atkins boys looked at Antonio with skepticism.

“Too risky,” his sister, Gabrielle, said.

“I’m trying to save us here,” he said back.

Kelly and Allison were quiet. They didn’t seem to want to get involved. Or maybe they didn’t know what to say. Josh stood up and stretched. He could sense Antonio’s increasing agitation and restlessness. True, none of them wanted to be there, but what measures could they possibly take?

Antonio pointed at Josh. “You know how to shoot a gun, right?”

“Well, yeah, but—”

Antonio pointed to the Atkins boys. “How about you three?”

Mark nodded, but Jeremiah and Luke said they had never fired a gun before.

“Hold on,” Josh said. “Let’s not get carried away.”

Frustrated, Antonio stepped forward and got in his face. “You’ve been telling me to hold on since we first got here, and now look at us. Caged like animals in here.” He drew his leg back and kicked a plastic waste bucket across the room, startling everyone. Fortunately, it was empty.

“Calm down!” Gabrielle snapped.

“Listen to me,” Josh said. “You’re right. We do need to get out of here, but it has to be done right.”

“I’m all ears,” Antonio said, placing his hands on his hips, waiting.

Mark looked at his brothers and then stood up, surprising Josh, who seemed lost in thought.

“All we can do is wait,” Mark said. “They can’t hold us here forever.”

Antonio groaned. “How do you know? They can do anything they want. There are no cops. No government. No army. This is it, man. We have to make a move. Longer we stay, the less chance we’ll have to escape.”

Josh chimed in. “There has to be some good people left in town. People who can help us.”

Antonio spun around to face him. “Yeah, and they’re probably locked up just like us.”

“Here’s an idea,” Josh continued. “We call the guard and ask to speak to that mayor guy. Tell him… I don’t know, that we have information about our parents or something.”

Antonio seemed intrigued, hanging onto what Josh was saying. “I like it. What else?” he said.

“Then, when they take us to see the mayor, we make a run for it.”

“All of us?” Antonio asked.

“No. Like, just a few. We go get help to free the others.”

Kelly spoke up. “That’s a dumb plan.”

“Agreed,” Gabrielle added.

Antonio took immediate offense. “What do you two know? Nothing. If you’re not going to help, keep your mouths shut.”

“No need for that, Antonio,” Josh said.

“You two are gonna get yourselves killed,” Gabrielle said.

“Shut up, Gabby!” Antonio yelled.

An abrupt banging on the steel door from outside scared everyone. “Knock it off in there!” a gruff voice demanded.

They froze in place as the room went quiet. Antonio stared at Josh with wide-eyed urgency as if saying, now is the time. Josh shrugged and turned away. Frustrated, Antonio moved to the door himself and pounded on its heavy metal surface.

“Hey, man. Hey, we need to talk to you!”

Josh ran over to the door and spoke in a hushed tone. “What are you doing?”

Antonio flashed a determined look. “Your plan, that’s what. It’s the only chance we have.”

Josh grabbed his arm. “Have you ever stabbed anyone before?” He seethed.

“No,” Antonio said sheepishly. “But there’s a first time for everything.” He raised his fist and pounded on the door again. “We got an emergency here!”

There was no stopping Antonio. Josh knew as much. The rest of the group stayed in the back, sitting on the mattresses, seeming afraid to speak up.

“What the hell are you hollering about in there?” the voice outside asked.

“We need to talk to you,” Antonio said. “It’s important.”

Josh released Antonio’s arm and looked back at the group and then to Antonio, sensing a point of no return. He had no idea what they would say to the mayor if they were taken to him. Everything was moving too fast. Josh hoped that the guard would ignore them and move on. Josh wasn’t ready.

To his surprise, the door unlocked and opened slightly as the man’s voice grew louder. “Get back and against the wall!” The glow of a ChemLight seeped through the crack.

“Okay, man,” Antonio said, holding his hands up. “We’ll get back.” He moved back as Josh followed. The door opened, and a burly, heavyset man cautiously walked in, holding a pistol in one hand and a ChemLight in the other. He had a slight Southern drawl, a bushy gray beard, and a blue bandana over his head. He was dressed in black from head to toe except for a tan tactical vest that barely stretched around his bowling-ball gut.

Antonio leaned close to Josh and whispered, “He’s perfect.”

Josh hushed him.

The man scanned the room, studying the kids sitting in the corner with frightened looks on their faces. He grimaced nastily, and Josh could hear him wheezing as he moved closer toward them.

“What’s this emergency?” he asked with a cocked brow. “I ain’t got no time for games.”

Antonio wasted no time. “Me and my friend here want to speak to the mayor.”

The man’s eye twitched as he leaned in closer, the gun inches from Antonio’s face. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“We’d like to make a deal,” Antonio continued. “Tell him, Josh.”

Panic hit Josh like a brick in the face. He felt uncertain with being put on the spot and wanted to lash out at Antonio. A long, uncomfortable silence followed as the man seemed to be staring holes through them.

“My dad…” Josh began. “The mayor knows him. Has it in for him real bad, if you know what I mean. We have information about my parents and their, uh… activities.”

The man took a step back and crossed his arms in a mocking manner. “Really?” he said, stretching the word out. “Now, why would you sell out your folks like that?”

Josh shrugged. “Every man for himself?”

A silence came back over them as the man studied Josh up and down. He then rocked back on his heels, mouth agape, and bellowed with laughter. Antonio glimpsed at Josh and gave him a quick thumbs-up. The man settled down and caught his breath.

“You kids today. Oh boy,” he said, shaking his head. “You ain’t got no loyalty for nothing.”

“We wish to speak to the mayor immediately,” Antonio said.

The man’s face went from jovial to enraged in an instant. “You don’t get to make demands here, son. Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” Antonio said. “But the information we have is only good for a limited time, if you catch my drift.”

Clearly conflicted, the man pursed his lips and stared ahead, thinking. His raised his thick finger and pointed at Antonio. “Why don’t you gimme a taste?”

“A taste?” Antonio asked.

“Of this supposed info. I need to know if you’re bullshitting me.”

“Yes, of course.” Antonio stopped and looked at Josh.

“Our parents and their friends have five working vehicles,” Josh spurted out. “Bug-out cars, they call them. All made in the late seventies and immune to the EMP, so they said.”

“Josh!” Kelly shouted out. “What are you doing?”

“You shut your mouth,” the man snapped, glaring at her. His eyes shifted back to Josh. “Go on.”

“Um. They have them hidden near the camp. We can tell you exactly where.”

Antonio cut in. “And that’s just for starters, but we’re not saying any more. We want to see the mayor tonight. Will you take us to him?”

The man’s eyebrows knitted together as he cupped his chin and rubbed his scraggly beard with his index finger. “All right. Let’s go.”

Antonio and Josh accompanied the man outside of the cell without saying a word to their group. Adrenaline rushed through Josh, and he could almost hear his heart beating through his chest. He wanted to shout at Antonio to end the charade. They had taken it too far. Antonio, on the other hand, looked more confident than ever.

It was dark outside the warehouse, much like when they had first arrived. Stars flickered between tree branches, giving a faint light as Josh and Antonio walked ahead, with the man breathing heavily behind them. The bitter, cool air sent Josh’s teeth chattering. It had gotten cold very quickly, but all sense of time was lost on him, other than that it was night. There didn’t seem to be anyone else around—a welcome sight, and the quietness was comforting, a fleeting moment of calm before they would have to act.

“Where are you taking us?” Antonio asked, turning around slightly, his head cocked back.

“To the mayor’s house. What’s wrong? You boys ain’t up for a little walking?”

“We’re good,” Antonio said.

Josh could feel the man’s presence behind them, breathing down their necks. His pistol was in the air, steady, and aimed at their heads. The opportune moment to run vanished as quickly as it had seemed to arrive. As though considering the danger at hand, Antonio shifted tactics.

“What’s your name, sir?”

The man hesitated and cleared his throat. “What the hell you wanna know my name for?”

“Just curious. A little ice breaker never hurt anyone,” Antonio said.

The man didn’t respond. It was patently clear that the guard wasn’t going to stoop so low as to talk with a bunch of kids. But Antonio persisted.

“My name’s Antonio. And my friend, who you have your gun pointed at, his name’s Josh.”

The man snarled in disgust. “Don’t give a shit who you are or where you came from. And if you keep it up, I’ll leave the both of you in a ditch. That clear enough?”

They continued across the dry grass toward a dirt road leading to a cluster of houses in the distance. Josh’s heart seized at the sight of homes under the starlight. It looked so comfortable and normal. The mayor could be living in any one of them. They were getting close and running out of time.

Josh opened his mouth, but no words would come out. He tried to force himself to spring off, into the abyss of a nearby forest, but his legs wouldn’t move beyond making steady footsteps. He had no idea what the man was capable of. He only knew that they were in over their heads. But again, Antonio persisted.

“If you’re not going to tell us your name, maybe I could guess it.”

The man said nothing. Antonino’s pace increased as Josh tried to keep up with him. They could hear the man struggling to keep up.

“Slow your asses down!” he barked.

Antonio slowed. “You look like a Larry. Maybe even a Barry. Am I close?”

The man raced forward with anger. “Shut your hole, you little shit. Just remember, I only need one of you.”

Antonio shook his head. Josh looked at him for some sign of what to do, but Antonio seemed set on taunting their gun-wielding traveler. “Do you always threaten teenagers with violence?”

The man smacked the back of Antonio’s head with one quick swoop of his meaty hand. Antonio jolted forward and grabbed his head. His legs almost went out from under him, and he stumbled.

“Keep it up, big mouth,” the man said.

“I just wanted to know your name!” Antonio shouted. “Is that a crime?”

“Keep your voice down,” the man said.

Josh found himself leading the way. As they continued down the dirt road, he could see several homes in view. He kept walking, one foot ahead of the other, at a pace all his own. He then realized that both Josh and the man had stopped. He turned to see Antonio standing with a hand still over his head. The man pushed the gun into his back. Several stringy gray hairs hung from below his blue bandana.

“What are you stopping for?” he asked.

“No one has ever hit me in the back of the head before for just asking a question.”

“I can do a lot more than that,” the man said.

“Antonio, enough!” Josh shouted.

Antonio turned to Josh and gave him a look that sent chills down his spine. No, Josh thought. Don’t do it!

Like clockwork, Antonio lunged at the man like a wildcat and grabbed at his pistol with both hands, struggling to take it away. The man stumbled back as Antonio, half his size, fell into him in a fevered attempt to wrestle the gun from his hands.

“Run!” he shouted.

Josh tried, but his legs remained frozen onto the ground. He watched the bizarre struggle, unsure of what to do. He watched as Antonio pulled his pocketknife out and thrust it into the man’s chest. A gargled scream erupted from the man’s windpipe, followed by an ear-splitting gun blast.

Josh jumped back, flinching. Antonio screamed, clutched his chest, and collapsed onto his knees then stretched out on the ground. The man stumbled back, cursing, and yanked the knife from his chest, throwing it on the ground. His hand gripped the pistol as smoke rose from its barrel. It was like something out of a dream. Antonio lay on the ground, twitching. His eyes were wide with shock, staring upward.

Echoes of the gunshot rang through the air, pulsing then fading. Dogs barked in the distance. The man gasped for air and stumbled toward Josh with his pistol swaying. “The name’s Jasper, you little shits. And you’re next!”

Josh’s flight instincts kicked in. He sprinted off without looking back as another shot whizzed past. His adrenaline had gone into high gear. He ran as fast as he could toward the shadowy neighborhood as sweat and tears poured down his face. The man shouted at him to stop and fired again. Josh felt his heart going into hyperdrive. Nothing was going to stop him. He had no idea what had happened but feared the worst.

Did Antonio just get shot? Nothing made sense. He couldn’t see or think clearly. His only objective was to find someone—anyone who could help them. The surroundings looked familiar. It was the town he knew. A premonition turned him in the opposite direction of the neighborhood, and he sped off down the road toward the highway. He’d only gone a short distance when he saw it: a large wall, with no apparent way around or over it. He was trapped. Several men came out of nowhere and launched themselves on him with the precision of scud missiles. They tackled him onto the hard pavement—three men in all. They pummeled his back, his head, his stomach, and he could hardly breathe. His lungs felt paralyzed. He didn’t even know what was happening. Somehow, he managed to get to his feet and began stumbling away.

“Get him!” he heard. “Get that little bastard.”

Jasper’s voice closed in, full of vengeance. Jasper tackled Josh, brought him to the ground, and delivered a swift punch to the face. Then everything went black.

 




Some Kind of Hope

 

The cold morning air drifted through the camp. A sheet of fog obscured the cabins like a sinister blanket. Mila was outside, trying to stay busy—anything to keep her mind occupied. She was in the process of salvaging her modest vegetable garden by spreading a thin bedsheet over their sweet peppers and cucumbers. But there was little she could do to take her mind off of Josh and Kelly.

She was sickened with fear. The thought of her children at the mercy of madmen crippled her physically and mentally. Her legs shook. She dry-heaved with panic, and no matter how often she told herself that everything would be all right, nothing could alleviate her anxiety. And she wasn’t alone.

The absence of their children punctuated the daily drudgery of camp life in ways Mila had never imagined. She walked around the side of their cabin to where their freshwater pump was implanted into the ground. Having to scrape by off the grid with their meager supplies and resources was hard enough. But now it was time to fight back.

Inside the quiet cabin, she went straight to her room, where Rob lay in bed on top of the covers.

“Let’s go,” she said. “I can’t take it anymore.” The floorboards creaked under her frantic pacing.

Startled, Rob’s eyes opened, and he sat up. He was still wearing his jacket and pants.

He rubbed his eyes and looked around, dazed. “What time is it?”

“It’s morning,” she said, standing over him. She touched his leg and spoke in a calm but serious way. “We have two options.”

“What’s that?” Rob said, wiping his face.

“We go into town, talk with that phony mayor, get our children back, or I lose my mind.”

Rob beckoned her to sit on the bed. When she did, he put his arm around her.

“Mila… We talked about this. We’re outnumbered and he knows it.”

“So what,” she said. “There has to be a way.”

“There is. We find people who can help us. Why all the doubt?”

Mila shook her head and rose from the bed. “I can’t wait for that. We need to do something now. The thought of Josh and Kelly at the hands of those people…” She paused and walked to the fogged window where tree branches swayed in the bitter wind. “I can’t take it anymore.”

Rob swung around and hung his legs off the bed, struggling to respond. “I’ll… I’ll take the truck into town and talk with them. Put an end to this nightmare.”

Mila turned with her arms crossed. “You’re not going alone.”

“Carlos will go.”

“I’ll go.”

Mila was on the warpath, and Rob knew it would be impossible to have her wait another day or two. His carefully laid strategy had been blown out of the water.

She leaned against the end of the mattress, pressing it down. “All we need to do is convince those bastards that we have more numbers than he thinks we do.”

They looked into each other’s eyes, sensing a compromise. But the plan wasn’t clear just yet. There was a lot to work out, and the sense of urgency could not have been greater. Mila found her sadness fading and a burning anger taking its place.

Rob gathered the camp in the pillaged meeting area. Winter jackets were out in full force.

Just the other day, the sun was out, with no hint of winter on the horizon. Rob stood at the podium, vapor flowing from his mouth. Carlos and Mayra sat huddled together, their faces worn with exhaustion. Brad and Ashlee sat nearby with Peter and Krystal behind them, sipping coffee from a thermos. Elliott and Reba were still sleeping, and Rob didn’t want to bother them.

Mila stood behind everyone, observing, with hope that Rob could rally them to the cause.

“It’s been a restless night for many of us,” he began. “And it’s time we go into town and do what we need to do.”

“We have the numbers now?” Carlos asked.

“No,” Rob said, pausing. “But they won’t know that.”

Peter raised his hand. “Rob, uh… what are you getting at?”

Rob stepped closer with his gloved hands clasped over each other. “I propose that we drive our vehicles into town and offer a trade for the kids.”

Silence followed as their eyes widened. The very notion of giving away their vehicles was madness. But Rob expected resistance.

Carlos responded calmly. “The mayor has a truck. What is he going to want with our vehicles?”

“Because he knows how helpless we’ll be without them,” Rob answered.

Mayra cut in. “They took the children because they were losing. How do you know that he won’t just kill us?”

“We can’t give him that option.” Rob glanced at Mila. She nodded back at him in approval.

Peter spoke up. “All the vehicles? That’s suicide.”

“I propose we take three vehicles and offer him two,” Rob said.

Silence filled the air again. Their faces were uncertain.

Carlos thought to himself and nodded. “Sounds almost reasonable. But very risky.”

“I agree,” Rob said. “If those criminals detect any weakness on our part, we’re finished. That’s why I want to take our best shooters… Mayra, Brad, and Elliott. I’ll need you to sneak into town ahead of us and take positions.”

“Where is Elliott?” Carlos asked.

Rob sighed. “I was hoping not to involve him, but… looks like we have no choice.”

“Reba will throw a fit,” Mayra said.

“Whose cars are we taking?” Brad asked.

“Mila and I will take my Datsun. Carlos and Mayra, what do you think about throwing your station wagon into the pot?” Rob said.

The couple looked at each other, unsure.

Brad spoke up. “Take my car.”

Mayra turned. “No, Brad.”

“Please,” he said. “Whatever it takes to get my children back.”

Carlos took Mayra’s hand. “Listen to him. The station wagon’s too big. We don’t have enough gas.”

“We’ll work out all the details soon. Let’s get ready,” Rob said.

The group seemed energized at the thought. They were going to take control of the situation. No more waiting around.

“We move today,” Rob added, stepping off the small platform.

He walked over to Mila and took her hand. Her face was free of fear and doubt. She looked ready to take down an army of men.




 

***

Arthur felt at home in his office in the modest two-story building that housed the town hall. He and some of his top enforcers were beginning to take their jobs more seriously as self-proclaimed officials. They had gotten away with so much so far, and the townspeople were nothing if not broken. Nothing had yet gotten in their way. Resistance was nonexistent. Outside police and military forces had not yet interfered in their plans. This was strange considering news from the city, where rumors of a militarized zone had reached the ears of many.

Tartarus had been in existence for two and a half months. During that time, the town had had no power, running water, or working vehicles. They were off the grid—isolated and segregated from any nearby populated areas. Completion of the wall ensured that much. It also prevented escape among the townspeople. What is running a town when you have no people to control? There was also a litany of problems to attend to. Winter was at their heels, and there was no oil or electricity to heat their homes.

No coal or wood furnaces or heaters, either. It could not have been more to Arthur’s liking. Desperate times ensured Arthur’s vision of a community subject to his every whim. So far, his feud with the mountain people had worked entirely in his favor. The townspeople were more frightened of outsiders than ever. But Arthur had one main problem, and as he called his team into the dim conference room, he let them know just how displeased he was.

“I want to know how it happened. Every. Single. Detail.”

Arthur glared at them. Larry and Jerome sat on one side of the conference table, Dwayne and Nathan on the other. Standing near a window, next to an American flag, was Arthur’s loyal wife, Teresa. She had been taking a more active role in their affairs since the conflict with the mountain people, and she was every bit as shrewd and domineering as her husband.

They were supposed to discuss plans on getting heat into the homes of residents, and to prepare for the risk of house fires, all too common as of late. Instead, they discussed the circumstances surrounding the shooting death of one of their young captives. The boy, Antonio, had been shot trying to escape with another boy, who was later captured. The boy’s death, though not particularly meaningful to Arthur, was a display of incompetence. Arthur moved around the table like a mad general, waiting for answers.

“What were the boys even doing outside in the first place?” Arthur held his hands out. “It-it’s unconscionable.”

Larry cleared his throat. “From what I heard, they told Jasper that they wanted to talk to you. Had information to tell you about their parents.”

“Oh!” Arthur said in a mocking tone. “I suppose if the boys had told Jasper to make them a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, he would have gotten right on it, right?”

Larry looked at Jerome, who then looked at Dwayne. All men were at a loss for words. Teresa stepped forward and continued the questioning. “What the mayor is saying is that we’re all very aware of what happened. What we want to know is why it happened.”

“It’s like we said,” Nathan cut in. “I mean, Jasper isn’t exactly the sharpest drill in the toolbox, but he means well.”

“He means well?” Arthur hissed.

“He made a mistake,” Nathan said.

“Let me explain something here,” Arthur said. “Those kids are high-value commodities. Any day now, our friends in the mountains are going to come here and try to rescue them. But we don’t have much leverage with dead kids, now do we?”

Arthur strode to the front of the table and stopped. “We’re damn lucky it wasn’t Rob’s son. Either way, we’re looking at an all-out war over this.”

“Why not just finish what we started?” Jerome asked in his low, baritone voice. “What else is there to talk about?”

Arthur closed his eyes and sighed. “I don’t want them dead—I want them taken to the steps of the town hall and made to kneel before me as though I was their king. That’s what I want!”

“We need to just kill the bastards,” Larry said. “We’re playing with fire here, and your damn ego is blinding you to the fact.”

Arthur turned away without saying a word. The room went uncomfortably silent.

“Larry…” Teresa began.

“That’s quite all right, dear. Larry has a point,” Arthur said. He slowly turned to face the room. “My eyes are more open than ever. You fools know how to pillage a town, sure, but you know nothing of wielding permanent power.” He took a wide stance and clasped his hands in front of his chest. “These are the times we live in. And you better start thinking in the long term. The shooting of one of their kids puts everything at risk. It gives our enemies the high ground. We want to use the threat of violence against their children but not actually carry it out. If you gentlemen can’t understand that, then you are in dire need of some political perspective.”

Arthur stared them down, and no one seemed sure how to respond. The convicts who made up his trusted freemen inner-circle, they were dangerous men. They could easily kill him if they wanted to. But for some reason, they neither desired nor planned such a move. Arthur brought stability to the table, controlled anarchy, and they respected him for it.

“I want Jasper taken off guard duty. Put him on the wall and make an example of him,” Arthur said.

“Whoa,” Nathan said. “Jasper was my cellmate. I’m not about to send him up the river like that. He’s earned his way, just like the rest of us. You reduce him to a prisoner working on that damn wall of yours, it’ll crush him.”

Arthur shook his head. “Well, I’d hate to hurt the man’s feelings, but that’s what’s going to happen.”

Nathan balled his fist and jumped up from his chair, startling everyone. Teresa backed against the window as Nathan’s nostrils flared. “Do you hear me? I’m not going to let that happen to him. Period!”

Arthur remained calm. “If it bothers you so much, Nathan, you can join him.”

Nathan looked shocked, glancing at his fellow convicts, but their eyes were cast downward. “Go to hell yourself, Mr. Mayor. I think I’ve had enough of your shit.” He pulled a pistol out from his side holster and aimed it right between Arthur’s eyes.

“Nathan! Dude. You lost your mind?” Jerome said.

Arthur leaned back and crossed his arms, staring at the pistol. “What are you doing?”

“Something we should have done a long time ago.” He held the pistol steady. Arthur said nothing. Nathan then heard a click behind him.

“How about you stop pointing your gun at my husband,” Teresa said, pushing her pistol against his skull.

Nathan froze. Arthur shrugged and nodded. “I think you better do what she says, Tex.”

The standoff was interrupted by the sound of a car engine from outside, growing closer by the moment. Everyone stopped to listen. Nathan lowered his pistol. “What the hell?” he shouted.

Teresa backed up and went to the window to look out. They were on the second story and had a good, long view. Arthur listened as the engine grew louder, then he turned and joined Teresa at the window as the other men rose from their chairs. Then they all rushed over to join Teresa and Arthur. The window overlooked Main Street. They could see two vehicles driving fast down the road, toward the town hall. The lead car was a small red Datsun with a driver and passenger. An old four-door Jeep Cherokee followed. It was tan, with side wood panels and a rack on top.

As they rapidly approached, they gained the attention of everyone within earshot. People stopped in their tracks and stood with their mouths agape. Even the armed freemen didn’t seem to know how to respond. The men at the wall stopped working. Arthur leaned closer, trying to get a better look at who the driver in the red car was. A trail of thick, black exhaust billowed from the Cherokee. They both looked to be very old cars—relics of another time and place. Something from the 1970s or 80s. Arthur’s initial panic subsided when he began to make some connections. Older vehicles, so it appeared, were immune from the effects of the electromagnetic pulses that had destroyed the circuitry of most modern vehicles. That would explain their own military cargo truck working. That would explain why Rob and his prepper friends in the mountains did in fact have vehicles. His instincts told him as much.

He turned from the window and slammed his fist against the wall. He was angry at himself for not having put it together sooner. And that wasn’t all.

“What the hell is happening here? How did they get in?”

Larry and Nathan turned to him, stunned and unable to answer.

“What good are fucking walls when anyone can just roll in here in some clunker from the seventies?” Arthur shouted.

“I don’t know what happened,” Dwayne said, shrugging his shoulders. “We’ve got men posted on each entrance into town.”

Arthur stepped forward again, glaring out the window. The two cars sped past stunned onlookers and desolate and pillaged shops along the street. Armed freemen stood on the sidewalks, gazing as the vehicles shuttled past them, too astonished, it seemed, to shoot. The sight of complete strangers riding downtown Main Street brought the entire town to a halt. Townspeople and freemen alike began running after the vehicles as they headed toward Town Hall.

“It’s them!” Arthur shouted. For the first time in a long time, he felt completely taken by surprise. “Son of a bitch!”

Teresa walked away from the window and followed Arthur as he strode back into the room in a panic.

“What is your problem?” she asked, stopping him. Her blue eyes pierced like daggers. “Get it together, you hear me?” She seethed, signaling to Larry and the rest of the men at the window with a jerk of her head. She gripped both Arthur’s arms and spoke softly. “What is it, two cars? Six to eight people? We have hundreds. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Arthur nodded and pulled Teresa close. Tires screeched outside.

“Holy shit!” Larry said from the window. “One of them just pulled right up to the steps of Town Hall.”

They heard a loud crash. The men at the window stood wide-eyed and in disbelief.

“Damn! That crazy dude in the Jeep just took out a bench!”

Arthur released Teresa and ran back to the window, pushing his way through. The Datsun was parked crookedly at the base of the concrete steps leading into Town Hall. Black skid marks defined its path from the road to the sidewalk. The Jeep was parked in a square of mulch and weeds, having just uprooted a nearby bench from the ground. Neither driver had exited his vehicle yet. Smoke seeped from under the hoods of both vehicles. A growing crowd was headed in their direction, huddled into one mass mob.

“Here comes trouble,” Larry said, pointing to the advancing crowd.

“Shit’s gettin’ real down there,” Jerome said.

The doors of both vehicles opened. A man and a woman exited the Datsun, and a man and another woman stepped out of the Cherokee. There were four people in all, and Arthur zeroed in on the Datsun driver—a dark-haired man with a thick stubble on his face, wearing a red flannel shirt and blue jeans. The mountain people were back, and they had brought their fearless leader.

Arthur stepped away and looked at his men. “We better get down there before the town tears them apart. Make sure you’re locked and loaded.”

The men nodded and followed Arthur out of the room, hustling along the way. Teresa remained, studying the scene outside as the sound of their clattering footsteps faded.




 

***

Finding a way into town had been difficult for Rob’s team. Most routes had been blocked by concrete walls ten to twelve feet high. Remaining unseen was an even greater challenge. Rob knew that Arthur’s men were everywhere, most likely on high alert. Rob drove his Datsun with Mila while Carlos followed in Brad’s ’75 Jeep Cherokee.

Rob’s 9mm handgun rested at his side, while Mila’s revolver was hidden in her knee-high boots. The rural two-lane road ahead was a blanket of uncertainty. All the old road signs to Nyack had been torn down and replaced with makeshift signs with the town’s new name, “Tartarus.” It was a reminder of how badly things had gone since the EMP.

Brad, Mayra, and Elliot had taken Elliot’s truck, traveling a different path, where they could get into town undetected. Their plan was to park out of sight and climb the wall. The target: town hall. Their concealed rooftop positions would give them a vantage point of Main Street—where Rob and the others were heading.

Rob’s hands were steady at the wheel. Carlos was a few car-lengths behind them. A large wall made of brick and cinder block was within view.

Rob picked up his handheld radio and called Carlos. “Bear with us. We’ve got to find a way in.”

“Got it,” Carlos said.

“I’m worried about Elliot,” Mila said. “He wasn’t looking well. His age concerns me.”

Rob waved her off. “He’s a veteran, First Cavalry Division. One of our best shots.”

“I know,” Mila said, “but still—”

They turned right down a road that ran parallel with the wall, looking for any kind of opening.

Mila marveled at the concrete spectacle as it passed by their window in a blur. “How did they build this so quickly?” she asked.

“Forced labor,” Rob said. “I think it’s pretty obvious.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Mila said.

They continued past several vacant and vandalized two-story colonial homes on the outskirts of town when Rob spotted an opening in the wall—a large gap where construction was still taking place. There looked to be no one around, only some unattended wheelbarrows, ladders, and shovels. Rob picked up his radio. “We’re going in.”

He moved into the left lane and drove up a grass-covered hill leading to the gap in the wall as Carlos trailed behind them.

Mila gripped her passenger-door handle as Rob passed the wall and swerved around all the tools and equipment on the bumpy ground. Down the hill, a road was ahead.

“We can do this,” Rob said as they hit the road, taking a turn into the nearest neighborhood. “Just need to be ready for anything.”

They jetted past a stop sign and continued down the road between lines of homes where stunned faces watched them from windows. Their arrival was no longer a secret, and things would only get worse.

Rob held the radio and spoke. “We’re gonna take Main Street straight to Town Hall, got it?”

“Ten-four,” Carlos said.

“You okay back there?”

“Yeah,” Carlos said.

“Time to do this,” Rob said. He then looked at Mila. “Let’s hope for the best.”

Main Street wasn’t far—a little over a mile ahead. Rob sped as more townspeople began walking out of homes, taking notice. They looked like zombies—malnourished and wired. What had happened to them? Rob could only assume.

“Brad, you there?” he said into the radio, hoping they found their positions.

A few static-filled moments were followed by Brad’s voice. “Yeah, I’m here here.”

“You make it in yet?” Rob asked.

Brad grunted. “Yeah. Just over the wall. About to take positions now.”

“Okay. We’re close to Main Street. It’s go time.”

“Got it,” Brad said.

Rob set down the radio and placed his hand in Mila’s, bracing her.

A quick turn on Main Street, and he floored it. The Datsun rattled over a stretch of cobblestone road. Faces turned to them from all around. Men with guns just stood aside, confused. Rob zoomed past them. People began following the two-car convoy down Main Street. Mila unfastened her seatbelt and got ready.

The old town hall building was in the distance—complete with an empty fountain, benches, and steps that led up to the entrance. Wind flowed through the car as Rob picked up speed. No one had fired at them since they entered the main drag, even though many of the onlookers were armed. The plan, so far, was working. They sped past nonfunctioning traffic lights. The street had been completely cleared of other vehicles. Rob’s own shop was only a few blocks away, but he had no immediate interest in seeing it. They had come for one reason only.

“All teams be ready!” Rob said into the radio.

He gripped the steering wheel and jerked it to the left, causing the Datsun to screech across the road and fishtail onto the sidewalk, inches from the steps. The smell of burnt rubber filled the air. They slid to a complete halt just as the Jeep Cherokee rushed past them and crashed through a bench, sending wooden slats and metal braces flying. Both vehicles had stopped. Rob shut off the engine and looked behind them. A mob of people was heading their way—lacking only fire and pitchforks.

Rob and Mila looked at each other, ready to jump out of the smoking car. Rob went first and pushed the door open with his foot. Mila jumped out and ran over to him, where she handed him his radio—all part of the plan. As the mob closed in, they put their hands in the air, surrendering.

Carlos tumbled out of the Cherokee and regained his balance. The front end of the jeep was dented. Smoke billowed from under the hood. He stood next to Rob and Mila and mimicked their stance.

Rob lowered one of his hands and spoke into the small handheld. “All teams, it’s on. Lemme know if you’re good.”

“I’m good,” Brad said.

“Me too,” Mayra answered.

“I’m ready,” Elliot said.

“Great,” Rob said. “Just remember your signals.”

Hollers from the advancing crowd grew more threatening. Men with guns vaulted ahead and circled them, but their hands were already up. A cold chill swept through the air. Rob, Carlos, and Mayra pressed their backs against each other, ready to enact the first phase of their plan.

 




The Trade-off

 

“Hold it right there!” Arthur shouted, walking down the steps and flanked by two armed men on both sides, their rifles aimed. He wore tan fatigues and a black beret—different for him. Rob faced the mayor directly as fifteen men circled them rabidly with weapons aimed and ready.

“Search them!” a red-haired bulldog of a man ordered the others. They patted Rob and each person in his group down, snatching the radio in Rob’s hand. The group kept their hands high in the air. Rob’s heart raced. There was no going back.

Arthur smiled in amusement as he reached the bottom of the stairs, only a few feet from Rob, his great nemesis. Townspeople gathered around—men, women, and children with despondent faces and vapid stares. Arthur raised his arms, urging restraint. He studied his unexpected guests with pure wonder.

“I must say, I’m surprised that you decided to barge into my town like this.”

“We came here to negotiate,” Rob said. He scanned the area, looking for sympathetic faces. “We’re not here to fight. Enough blood has been spilled already.”

“We certainly agree.” Arthur paused and turned to one of his men. “How many did we lose? Thirty? Forty?”

“Think it was more in the twenties,” the man replied.

Arthur whipped his head around to face Rob’s group. “That’s still a lot.” He stepped closer, pulled a pistol from his side, and placed it square against Rob’s head. Mila screamed. The growing crowd gasped. Rob squeezed his eyes shut.

Arthur continued. “Some might say that an eye for an eye doesn’t begin to cut it as far as you folks are concerned.” He lowered the 9mm Sig Sauer. Rob opened his eyes. Arthur then moved from him, stopped at Mila, and pressed the barrel against her head, causing her to wince and cry out.

“No!” Rob shouted, nearly grabbing Arthur’s arm. “I have a proposition. Listen to me!”

Just as quickly as he had brandished it, Arthur removed the pistol and put it back in his holster. He moved back to Rob, stood within inches, and spoke directly in his face. “Rob, I must say, it’s immensely enjoyable to see you in such a desperate position. I guess you are human after all.” He rocked back, howling with laughter, slapping the arm of one of his men, who began chuckling. Rob and his group were not amused. The situation could go south with one wrong comment or gesture. Rob was beginning to see that Arthur and his gang were not run-of-the-mill convicts. They were psychotic—either through gradual disassociation with the real world or through their own natures. What else could explain their allegiance to Arthur and the laughable acceptance of the faux military getup proudly worn by him?

“My people knew the risks coming here. We know the seriousness of the situation,” Rob said. “You’re a smart man, Arthur. We’ve seen what you’ve done with this town during the crisis. You’ve kept its people safe and alive. We’re appealing to this same intellect and reason, and proposing to end this conflict between us nonviolently.”

Silence filled the air. The convicts kept their weapons aimed and at the ready. Arthur thought to himself and took a step forward. “I assume all this flattery and nonviolence has a little something to do with us having your children captive. Yes?”

Rob didn’t say anything. Humored, Arthur walked around the group, looking into the faces of Ashlee, Carlos, Mila, and back around to Rob, who then had an answer ready for him. “Obviously we’re in this position because of that. You’re holding all the cards, Arthur, and we came here to negotiate.”

Arthur nodded and then pointed at him. “First of all, let’s start with the proper title. My friends call me Arthur. You and I, I’m sorry to say, are not friends.”

“And what would you like me to call you?” Rob asked.

“Mr. Mayor or Mayor Jenkins. Those are pretty much your two options.”

“Mr. Mayor,” Rob began.

“That’s better…”

“You talked before about trade. My group and I have decided that we can reach a satisfactory conclusion through the art of trade, just like you suggested.”

“That’s splendid to hear.” After a moment’s pause, Arthur suddenly turned away and began to walk back up the stairs, where he could overlook the entire scene. He raised his arms and made a crisscross fanning motion to settle everyone down and then began to address the crowd below. “The outsiders want to negotiate!” he bellowed. “The man before you, Rob, is in fact one of you. A former resident who went hiding in the mountains with his friends the moment the shit hit the fan. Some of you may even recognize him. Did he try to warn any of you of what was happening? Did he and his friends try to help anyone?” He paused and waited for an answer from the grumbling crowd, stirring their resentment. “No!” he shouted with bombastic flair. “They scurried into the mountains to leave you to fend for yourselves. Then, when we finally created a system, a way to adapt and survive in this new world, these very same people who turned their backs on you came back to steal from us like bandits.”

Having grown to fifty strong, the crowd had a frightening effect when it jeered in unison. Arthur’s men—acting as human barricades—had to hold them back from Rob’s small circle. It didn’t take much to rile them up, but Arthur was far from finished. He pointed one long accusatory finger at the outsiders and began speaking with the fervor of a fiery preacher. “They stole from you. Massacred your husbands, sons, daughters, and wives! And now they come groveling before you today to beg for their children back!”

The crowd roared in anger—calling out for blood. Rob looked at Mila. Her face flushed with worry. Things were quickly getting out of hand. Arthur’s men were the only things keeping the crowd at bay.

After his incendiary speech, Arthur urged calm by slowly lowering his hands, as if pushing something down. He looked at Rob and smiled, a sign that the show was over and he was ready to engage. “So tell us, Rob,” he said, mainly to the crowd, “what terms have you brought to this negotiation you’re proposing?”

Rob cleared his throat and spoke loudly. “We’re prepared to do whatever it takes. Our vehicles are yours. That and whatever supplies we have. We just want to take our kids and leave this area. You’ll never see us again.” His arms felt strained from holding them up so long. The rest of the group seemed to be struggling as well.

He could see Arthur’s eyes widen. “Your vehicles, you say?” Light murmurs floated up from the crowd, followed by a series of disapproving gasps. Arthur leaned toward the mustachioed man standing in front and to the side of him and whispered in his ear. The man nodded, and Arthur moved back. “I don’t know how familiar you are with the art of negotiation, but in order for it to work, both parties generally have something called leverage. And for the life of me, I don’t see that you have any.”

“Take their cars and kill ’em!” a man shouted from the crowd. Raucous cheers followed. The crowd was ablaze with passion. Mila turned to get a look at the crowd, hoping to spot people she knew—neighbors, coworkers, friends, anyone. Everyone looked the same—pale, dirty, and malnourished. Many of them had scabs and blisters on their faces. They seemed wild and feral—devoid of humanity, altered in some basic way in just two and a half months. It was an unbelievable sight.

“Now, now,” Arthur began. “I want to get to the bottom of this before we kill anyone. I would never have thought these outsiders dumb enough to just burst into town without some kind of assurances.” He turned to Rob. “Am I right?”

“Yes,” Rob stated with conviction. “Your men took a radio from me, and I would like it back now.”

Stunned and boisterous laughter followed from those standing nearby. Arthur seemed to want to play along—as if wanting to prolong the taunting display of authority he commanded over the outsiders.

“Whoever took Rob’s radio, please give it back,” he said.

A tall, skinny man with a shaved head and goatee stepped forward and handed it over. Rob lowered his arms, and the rest of the group followed suit. He was ready to reveal the next part of their plan and felt cautiously optimistic about what was next to come.

“I would never risk my life or that of my friends without ensuring that we had… what was it you said? Leverage?”

Arthur nodded. His eyes squinted, and his demeanor changed from jovial to suspicious in an instant. The clamor from the formerly reactionary crowd faded into silence.

“Since the attack against our camp,” said Rob, “we’ve searched for others. Former residents, just like us. They joined us, and they’ve since infiltrated the town by the dozens.”

Arthur’s lips pursed as he tilted his head skeptically. His men began looking in every direction, scanning the area for intruders.

“Still don’t believe me?” Rob said. He held the radio to his mouth and spoke. “Group number one, you see us?”

One of Arthur’s men lunged to grab the radio. Rob swung his arm away, and in his sweeping motion, knocked the man away, pitching him to the ground. “You know what to do,” he continued.

A distant gunshot sounded, blasting out the streetlight right above Arthur. Panicked screams rose from the crowd, which seemed to fly to the ground in one mass movement. Arthur’s men scrambled to take cover. Rob and his group remained calmly huddled in position as Arthur jumped out of the way and hit the ground, sliding on the hard pavement and into the stair railing. His head jerked up as his beret flew off.

“You just signed your own death warrant, you stupid bastard!” He seethed.

“I don’t think so,” Rob said. “If your men so much as point their weapons at my group, my team of sharpshooters will pick you and them off, one by one.”

Mila gripped his arm. Her hand was cold and trembling. Rob knew that the success of their plan hinged on the next crucial moments.

Arthur stood up but carefully stayed low while moving behind a nearby cement waste receptacle. “You put one guy out there, and I’m supposed to believe you have an army with you?” He scoffed. “Don’t make me laugh.”

Rob calmly held his hand up, pointing two fingers in the air. Another shot rang out from a different direction, striking a window in the building and sending the crowd below into a frenzy. Frightened and confused, the mob trampled over one another, trying to get away or hide, as Arthur’s men took cover and fired in rapid succession in the direction the shots came from. Rob took Mila by the hand, and they began moving quickly toward the cars, and in the confusion, nobody tried to stop them. Carlos and Ashlee were right behind them.

“I hope this shit works!” Carlos shouted over the shooting.

“It may already have,” Rob said and signaled to where Arthur was cowering. He then wasted no time standing up and signaling with three fingers. A barrage of distant gunfire sailed onto the building, blasting out one window after the other.

“All right!” Arthur yelled as bits of glass rained down around him. “Call them off!”

Rob made a fist in the air, and the gunfire stopped. Several of Arthur’s men kept firing into nothing, desperate to find any of the shooters hidden in their midst. But they were wasting ammo, which soon ran out, and things went eerily quiet. The noxious smell of gunfire was inescapable because there had been so much of it. Arthur peeked out from behind his cement receptacle and moved back to a spot at the top of the stairs.

“All right, everyone. It’s okay,” he announced to the dozen residents who still remained, many still lying in the road, flat on their stomachs and petrified. Arthur’s men regrouped and surrounded Rob, ushering Mila, Carlos, and Ashlee away from the car and back out into the open.

“Put your hands up!” a bearded man shouted to Rob, his face flushed with anger.

“No, you idiot!” a man holding a shotgun yelled. “That’s how he’s signaling them!”

“Enough,” Arthur said, walking down the steps, approaching them. He got close, right in Rob’s face. “Clever…”

“Thanks,” Rob answered. “Like I said, no one has to die here.”

Arthur cut him off. “The question now is, do you have the leverage you need to get what you want and leave here safely?”

“I’m counting on it,” Rob said.

Arthur looked at one of his men and smiled. “What do you say, Larry? Should we let them leave?”

The mustached man looked the group up and down, his rifle aimed directly at Mila. “I wouldn’t.”

Arthur turned to Rob. “Sorry, Larry said no.” Seeing Rob’s bewilderment, Arthur laughed. “I’m just pulling your chain. I think we can work something out after all.” He turned and then pointed toward the steps. “But what I want first is for you to kneel before me and call me your king. Then I’ll release your children. It’s that simple. You give me the vehicles, bow before me, and the kids go free.”

It was an unusual request, to be sure, but the intent was obvious: subjugate Rob and, at the same time, solidify his authority. Carlos and Mila looked at Rob, who seemed to be thinking it over. Arthur waited patiently as some townspeople began coming out of hiding and gathering around again.

“Whatever gets you off, I guess,” Rob said.

Arthur’s smile stretched across his face. “Excellent.” He beckoned Rob forward.

“Now?” Rob asked.

“No, next Tuesday. Yes, now. Come on.”

Rob looked back at Mila. Her face was masked in deep concern.

“Are you kidding me?” Carlos said.

Arthur was already well on his way up the steps.

Rob spoke in a hushed voice. “Just do what he says, and this will all be over soon.”

“We agreed to the vehicles. That’s plenty. Now tell this psycho to release my children,” Carlos said, crossing his arms.

“I’m waiting!” Arthur bellowed from the top of the steps, wallowing in his own arrogance. “And I only want you, Rob. Leave your pitiful posse and come honor me.”

“To hell with him,” Carlos said.

Rob took Mila’s hands in his. “It’s my burden now. Close your eyes if you have to.”

Carlos’s head slumped as he stared at the ground.

Arthur stood atop the steps proudly in his tan fatigues and beret. His chin was lifted high, and his hands were locked behind him. He rocked back and forth on his heels in anticipation.

Rob walked up the stairs as a hushed silence fell over the crowd. Arthur raised his arms as Rob stopped at the step directly below him.

“People, gather around! This man is the leader of the traitors who abandoned you, stole from you, and killed your loved ones.” Arthur turned to the side, ushering in an unexpected guest.

“Reverend Phelps! Will you join us here?”

The double doors of the building opened, revealing the pastor, dressed in a three-piece suit and tie. He had a trim beard and freshly cut slicked-back hair. He also looked nervous—apprehensive, perhaps—about being there.

“Let’s get started!” Arthur said, smacking his hands together. “The reverend, here, is going to guide us along.”

Rob looked ahead, beyond Arthur to the shattered windows of the town hall building and the glass strewn across the concrete entranceway. The charade he was to become a part of felt like a trial of some kind, and he was beginning to see how Arthur had seized power in such a brief period of time.

“The reverend is here to validate my ascension, not only as king of the outsiders, but as a prophet of the divine word.” He paused and looked at the reverend. “Isn’t that right?”

The pastor hesitated then nodded. “Yes. That’s correct.”

“So as a divine prophet and king, the first thing I want is to receive a blessing and homage from our visitors.” He turned to Rob and held out a hand with one particularly large, golden ring on one of his fingers.

“You may kneel now, Rob, and kiss my ring.”

The ring shone in the gloomy light. It looked like something stolen from a jewelry shop, where Rob had no doubt it came from. He closed his eyes, emitting a heavy sigh and dropped to one knee. He opened them to find Arthur’s pale hand in his face, the ring right below his lips. His stomach turned as he pressed his lips against the ring and gave it a quick, light peck. Nonetheless, Arthur seemed satisfied.

“Please rise,” he said.

Rob stood up and stared at Arthur’s sunken eyes, his gray stubble and sagging cheeks. He saw a man without scruples. A man void of humanity.

“And you recognize me as your king and divine ruler?” he said loudly for the crowd to hear.

“Yes…” Rob said softly as the knot in his stomach tightened.

“Louder!” Arthur said.

“I said yes. I do!” Rob repeated.

Arthur gazed out into the crowd with his arms spread wide. “So there you have it. Your mayor is now divine king in the eyes of his enemies! They shall harm you no more!” He signaled two men to his side. “That’ll do. Bring out the captives.”

Rob felt a wave of relief rush over him. It seemed as though the worst was over. Mila, and Carlos looked as if all the tension had drained from their faces and bodies. Carlos unclenched his fists, and Mila held back tears as they waited in anticipation for the children, watching intently as the two men went into the building. A hushed silence came over the crowd. Trees swayed in the breeze along Main Street—absent their leaves but rustling as the wind shook the branches. It was the only sound resonating. A few moments passed, then two of Arthur’s gun-wielding men emerged from the building, followed by a group of children. Mila moaned. Their dirty faces were ghostlike. Their wrists were bound by zip ties.

As they appeared, one by one, Rob’s heart jumped. Josh and Kelly were in front. Mila cried out. Rob took a quick step forward, only to be rebuked by Arthur.

“Not so fast, loyal subject. We still have some things to work out.”

Rob turned sharply toward Arthur. His eyes narrowed. “What the hell are you talking about? We have a deal.”

Arthur nodded. “Yes, of course. The deal still stands, with one exception.”

“What’s that?” Rob said. He tried to push past Arthur, but four armed men on both sides of him held him back. They clutched his shoulders on either side, pinned his arms, and hemmed him in. The men guarding the children formed what looked like a human wall to keep the children at bay. They were calling their parents’ names. Arthur spoke to the crowd once again, revealing the latest demand to be made of the outsiders.

“Rob here wants to know what else I ask of him. As if another request by your king is unreasonable.”

Arthur’s men chuckled, joined by some in the crowd below.

“This man should be honored!” Arthur said. “Because what I’m asking him now is to stay aboard as a productive member of Tartarus!”

The crowd cheered and applauded. Ashlee and Carlos looked frightened. Arthur was trying to turn the tables. They desperately tried to get a glimpse of their children, being kept under guard away from them. Mila knelt down and reached into her leather boots.

Rob, furious and betrayed, jerked and twisted as Arthur’s men held him in place. They grabbed both his arms and pulled them back as Rob shouted, “What is the game here, Arthur? We’ve given you what you want. Stop this madness and let us go! Keep your word.”

Arthur’s face folded into angry red creases as he stepped forward and punched Rob in the face with the gold ring. Rob’s head jerked back. The kids screamed out.

“Dad!” Josh shouted, sprinting forward. A large man grabbed him and threw him back as he skidded across the pavement. Kelly cried out for Rob. The other children stood frozen and petrified as Arthur’s men blocked them from moving.

“This is how it’s going to be, Rob,” Arthur said in an angered tone. “The art of compromise. We’ll reach an agreement when I say it’s time to reach an agreement. And you call me Arthur again, I’ll shoot you right here, and I don’t care how many gunmen you have positioned out there.”

“Rob, what’s going on?” Brad’s voice shouted through the radio in Rob’s pocket. Larry twisted Rob’s arm, pulled the radio out, and smashed it on the ground.

Arthur gripped Rob’s neck with both hands and began lifting him up, squeezing his throat. “Your family leaves. Your friends leave. Your little shooters leave. All of them. And they never come back. But you, you’re far too valuable. That’s my final offer. You don’t want anyone to die, this is the only way.”

Rob swallowed as Arthur gripped his neck tighter.

“Take it or leave it. What do you say?”

He released his grip just as Rob heard Mila running up the steps. “You son of a bitch!” she shouted.

“She’s got a gun!” Larry yelled.

She made it up halfway, when one of Arthur’s men clubbed her in the stomach with his buttstock. The force sent her tumbling backward and onto the ground in one hard fall. Her revolver flew into the air, smacked the ground, and slid toward the boot of one of Arthur’s men. He picked it up, waggled it at her derisively, and pocketed it.

“Mom!” Kelly cried out.

Josh tried to run toward them again but was pushed back by large, hairy arms.

“Five seconds, Rob. What’ll it be?” Arthur said.

Rob gagged and spit as he struggled to breathe. “Okay,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I’ll do it.”

Arthur spread his arms as if embracing the crowd, or even the world, and gave a knowing look to Pastor Phelps, who stood nervously to the side. Arthur turned back to the crowd. “He has agreed to my terms!”

The crowd cheered and whistled and stomped. Before Rob could say another word, he was thrown to the cold concrete and bound at his wrists by zip tie.

“Rob, no!” Mila called. She struggled to run to him but was held back.

Arthur turned to the guards behind them and signaled for them to move the children forward. “Get ’em out of there. The deal is made.” The men pushed the frantic children forward and down the steps, past Rob, and to where the others were standing. Arthur pressed his boot against the back of Rob’s head. “You’re the one I always wanted, Rob. None of this spectacle was necessary, but it’s been fun.” He waved his hand to the men grouped around Rob. “Take him away.” They pulled him to his feet and carried him off.

He then turned to the men surrounding Mila and her group. The children had just been released. Mark, Luke, Jeremiah, and Allison looked aimlessly around for their parents. Gabrielle rushed Carlos and cried into his arms as Kelly charged toward Mila. Josh tried, once again, to push his way through to Rob but was thrown back again.

“Try that again, and we’ll shoot you,” Larry said, aiming right between his eyes.

“See to it that they’re escorted out of town beyond the wall,” Arthur said to his men. “And if they come back in, you know what to do.”

“Let’s go!” the redheaded bulldog shouted with his rifle in Carlos’s face.

Mila gripped Kelly’s hand as they stumbled along at gunpoint with tears streaming down their faces.

Carlos moved as quickly as he could, with Gabrielle at his side. They were being pushed along so hastily he couldn’t see where Antonio was.

“Help us!” Mila shouted to the townspeople as they were herded away from Town Hall and down Main Strike. They looked at her with indifferent faces, only moving aside just enough to give them space to get through. “What is wrong with you people?”

“Antonio!” Carlos shouted with a look of worry that grew more frantic by the second. “Where’s my son, you bastards!”

“Shut up and move,” one of the gunman said.

“Antonio!” Carlos shouted. He turned to Gabrielle, wide-eyed and on the edge of panic. “Where’s your brother?”

“I don’t know,” she said, sobbing. “They tried to escape.”

“Who?” Carlos said.

She pointed to Josh. Carlos grabbed Josh’s arm and pulled the boy over to him as they continued down the street, men with guns behind them and at their sides. “Where’s Antonio?” Carlos yelled.

Filled with terror, Josh couldn’t speak. Carlos grabbed his shoulder and violently shook him. “You tell me where he is!” Josh’s mouth opened, but he couldn’t get the words out. Carlos shook him again, but Mila, alarmed by Carlos, stepped in and pulled Josh away. “Stop it!” she said. “He’s just a child.”

Carlos swung around and looked behind and around them as tears streamed down his cheeks. “Antonio! Antonio, where are you?”




Dark Days

 

The group waited on the side of the road of Route 9 West after having been escorted out of town at gunpoint. They were angry, confused, and in a state of shock. Carlos wanted to know the truth about Antonio, but no one was saying anything. Mila’s shock at losing Rob hadn’t fully sunk in yet. She was caught between the relief of getting Josh and Kelly back and the devastation of his capture.

The plan now was for Elliot to pick them up in his truck with Brad and Mayra. Mila knew as much from talking to them on her handheld. Elliot said they had slipped out of town undetected, but they were as stunned and confused as everyone else. There was no sign of them yet, and all the group could do was wait.

“What did they do to you?” she asked Josh. “You need to tell me everything.”

“Nothing,” he said. “They locked us in a room.”

She looked to the Atkins boys to fill her in.

“What kind of room? Where?”

“Just a dark, empty room with a bunch of dirty mattresses everywhere,” Mark said.

“And they didn’t hurt you?” she asked.

“They shouted and stuff at us,” Mark said. “But that was pretty much it.”

“We’re going to get you kids back to your parents. They’re both okay,” she said.

Carlos continued to probe Gabrielle. What he didn’t know, what no one knew, was that Josh hadn’t told anyone what happened to Antonio. He was still reeling from it himself and in a state of denial. To tell of Antonio’s death was to admit that his friend had in fact died. Josh wasn’t ready to accept that. It was, however, something that Carlos was determined to get to the bottom of.

“Please, Gabrielle,” he pleaded. “Tell me what happened to your brother. Where are they holding him?”

“I don’t know!” she said as her eyes welled with tears. “He tried to escape. Him and Josh!”

Carlos whipped around to where Josh stood next to Mila and Kelly. Josh looked away as Carlos advanced toward him like a bull.

“Give them time,” Mila said as he got closer. “They’ve been through hell, and we can’t push them. They’ll talk when they want to talk.”

Carlos looked at Josh. “He knows something.” He then dropped to his knees with his hands folded. “Please, Josh. I know it’s hard, but you have to tell me what you know. Is Antonio okay?”

Josh opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“Gabby told me that you both tried to escape,” Carlos said.

Josh nodded as Mila, standing behind him, placed her hands on his shoulders and squeezed. “It’s okay, Josh,” she said. “You can tell us.”

“What did they do with Antonio?” Carlos asked, his voice calm as his body trembled in fear.

“We…” Josh began. “We told the guard that we had to talk with the mayor.”

Carlos didn’t say a word. He was frozen on one knee with wide, unblinking eyes. The faint sound of a truck engine could be heard in the distance.

“They’re coming!” Ashlee announced while squinting ahead into the lowlying sun, down the long, empty road. It was only afternoon but getting dark fast.

“Please. Go on,” Carlos urged.

Josh took a deep breath, replaying the moment in his head, as he had done over and over again, replaying it up until the moment everything became a blur. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Just start at the beginning,” Carlos said.

Elliot’s beat-up white pickup truck came into view, to the relief of most in the group.

For Josh, there was no avoiding the inevitable. Things were becoming clearer for him as Carlos’s insistence peeled away layers of suppressed trauma. “We tried to escape,” Josh said. “That was it. We didn’t want to hurt anyone. We just wanted to get out of our cell.”

“I understand,” Carlos said. “You were trying to escape. What happened after that?”

Josh took a deep breath. “I think. Umm.” He placed his head in his hands, holding back the emotions running through his body. Mila heard his sniffling and placed her hand on his shoulder to comfort him.

“Josh, honey. What happened?”

Josh raised his eyes. “He shot Antonio. He shot Antonio, and then I ran. That’s what happened, okay? We failed!”

Carlos’s eyes were wild with shock and fury. The words tore him apart like an explosion. He grabbed Josh’s arm and pulled him close.

“Carlos!” Mila said.

“What are you talking about?” Carlos said, his voice shaking and tears welling in his eyes. “Who shot him, and why?”

The rest of the group turned away from the approaching pickup truck, their attention drawn to the intense scene unfolding before them.

“The guard. A big guy,” Josh said. “I ran away as soon as I heard the gunshots. I don’t know. I never saw Antonio again after that. They ran after me, tackled me to the ground, and threw me back in the cell. I don’t know!” His head dropped back down into his hands as he sobbed. Mila held him as he turned around and cried into her arms, leaving Carlos to speculate on the worst.

Carlos slowly rose from the ground and walked away as everyone watched. Josh didn’t know what else to say. Mila was in a state of disbelief. Gabrielle chased off after her father, calling his name. The pickup truck roared closer and slowed down. Elliot was driving, with Mayra in the passenger seat and Brad sitting in the back.

They slowed to a halt, their faces weary and disturbed. Brad jumped out and ran to his family, kicking up dirt behind his hurried steps. “Oh thank God!” he said, pulling them near. “I’m so thankful to see you guys.” They hugged him back as tears flowed from all their faces.

Mayra jumped out of the truck and ran off as Elliot waited patiently at the wheel.

Mila approached him looking dazed with Josh and Kelly at her side. “What was all that business that happened back there?” he asked her.

“They took Rob,” she answered, her voice strained and tired. “I don’t know what we’re going to do, but we have to get him back.”

Elliot bit his bottom lip and looked down with a grim expression. “I’m… I’m sorry to hear that. I wish there was something I could do, but…”

She placed her hand on his door. “Not here, Elliot. It’s all right. We’ll think of something. We need to get the children back to camp.”

She turned away, and led Josh and Kelly to the back of the truck. “Come on, kids. Let’s get in. We’re going home.”

“What about Dad?” Josh asked.

“We’ll get him later, I promise.”

Brad brought his four children to the back of the truck as well, helping them get in. In the distance, Mayra fell to her knees. Antonio’s absence had them in a panic. Carlos tried to comfort her, but she pushed him away. Gabrielle rushed to her mother and helped her stand up. It

“He’s dead,” Josh said to Mila as he climbed in the back. “I know it now.”

“What?” Kelly said, shocked. “Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”

“Just get in,” Mila said, trying to say focused.

“What was that?” Elliot asked with his head turned, eavesdropping.

Mila went to him and spoke quietly. “We could all be dead if we don’t get out of here.”

Back by the tree, Carlos, Mayra, and Gabrielle cried in each other’s arms as the group waited, not wanting to disturb them.




 
 

***

Arthur regrouped in the conference room with his roundtable of trusted confidants, including his wife, Teresa. She had watched the entire spectacle unfold from the second-story window as well as having played a large part in getting everything organized: from the reverend’s part in it, to the children, lined up in position and ready. It was a cold evening, and the temperature was expected to drop even more the next day.

Two kerosene lamps illuminated the room from both ends. Arthur sat at the head of the table, still wearing his beret. Larry, Jerome, Dwayne, and Nathan sat in their respective chairs as Teresa stood by the window. She never sat, no matter how many times Arthur insisted.

They were going over the day’s many significant series of events. Rob had been captured, and Arthur had been right in predicting it would take nothing less than capturing every child from their camp to get him. Arthur felt they had achieved two significant goals that day: depriving their enemies of a leader, and the invaluable propaganda of humiliating them in front of the townspeople.

It was a win-win as far as Arthur was concerned. But their brief victory wasn’t going to make everything better. With the coming winter and lack of supplies, they were going to face some real challenges in the coming weeks.

“It’s been quite a day,” Arthur said in a congratulatory tone. “But our work is only beginning. Wall construction is still ongoing, and it will only get harder once the snow comes. We’re low on food, water, and basic necessities. Prescription drugs and alcohol are in high demand but dwindling faster than sand through the glass.”

“Can I point out the obvious here?” Nathan said, raising his hand.

Arthur paused, narrowing his eyes. “Yes, Nathan. But first, let me make something clear. I’ll remind you that I’m willing to look past our skirmish earlier today as long as we’re on the same page about Jasper.”

Nathan stared ahead. His Adam’s apple moved as though he had just swallowed his pride. “Yes. We are, Mr. Mayor.”

“Good,” Arthur said.

Teresa remained off in the darkness, quiet and observant. She rarely intervened in their meetings. Most of her words were reserved for Arthur at the end of the day. Nathan turned slightly to see if she was still there, behind him. She was.

He turned back to the table and spoke with urgency. “I don’t think it was smart to let them walk out of here. You can bet that they’ll be back, especially that woman and the parents of that dead kid. I’ve got my bets on that big, bald Hispanic dude as the father.”

“Your concerns are valid,” Arthur said. “It’s fair to say that they’ll return with a ragtag group of vigilantes, looking for vengeance and whatnot. We’ll implement new security measures, shoot-on-sight directives, and perhaps the most important piece of all…”

“What’s that?” Larry asked, intrigued.

“I’m going to go to work on Rob,” Arthur said, “more than I’ve done on anyone before. Imagine, if you will, his pretty wife storming Main Street screaming her husband’s name, only to find him standing in the middle of the street, waiting for her. But instead of rushing to embrace her, he signals her closer. Then he aims a .357 magnum cannon in her direction and blows a hole through her chest.”

Jerome looked confused. “What the hell?”

Arthur raised a cautionary hand. “I’m talking about mind control. We’ve already seen it in this town among the desperate and weak. But if we can take someone like Rob—a self-sufficient man with a tenacious will—and turn him against his own instincts… My God, think of the possibilities.”

The room was quiet as everyone took a moment to let Arthur’s grand scheme settle in. No one had any objections or anything else to add.

“You should have told that boy’s father,” Nathan stated abruptly. “Wasn’t right sending him out of here without explaining what happened to his son.”

Larry and Dwayne both waved him off.

Nathan continued. “He’ll be back. And he’ll be looking for blood. Yours and mine.”

“All we can do is be ready,” Arthur said. He leaned forward in his squeaky vinyl chair and placed his arms on the glossy surface of the wood table. “Your problem, Nathan, is that you have too high a regard for the human spirit. Those people are emotionally broken. They have no vehicles. Their camp is a graveyard. They’ve been exiled from their own town. They’ll be lucky if they survive the winter.”

“How do you know they don’t have more vehicles?” Nathan asked, brushing his shaggy hair to the side.

“We don’t,” Arthur answered. “But you know what the good thing is about working automobiles in a world where ninety percent of them no longer work?” He paused and waited for an answer. “You can hear them coming from a mile away.”

Teresa suddenly stepped forward unexpectedly. She walked to the front of the table, where Arthur stood. “There are no easy answers, but there are simple answers,” she said as all eyes moved to her. Her curly red hair was shadowed by darkness. The flicker of a nearby kerosene lamp reflected in the lenses of her glasses. “One thing being overlooked here is more obvious than Nathan’s concern. I’m talking about expansion.” She spread her arms out wide as silver and gold bracelets jingled on her wrists. “We have to spread out and expand this town in new areas. Just as the settlers did before us. We’ve been given a wonderful new start with this EMP. It’s changed everything and left it up to us to usher in a new era.”

“But,” Dwayne began. “What about the wall?”

“The wall expands with our territories,” Arthur said.

“Yes, that’s correct,” Teresa said, placing her hands on Arthur’s shoulder as she stood behind him. “You all did wonderfully today, and I hope that you learned a thing or two about the power of using humiliation and shame to achieve your objectives.”

“Teresa and I have been reading up on this for years,” Arthur boasted.

“And the time will come when we have to use all the tactics we know against any of those who would oppose us.”

“Hear, hear!” Arthur said, clapping.

The room joined in the applause as Teresa smiled back at everyone, ready for the next chapter in their unquenchable thirst for power.




 
 

***
The next day at camp was no less difficult than the day before. Josh and Kelly were back, but Rob’s absence left a gaping void from which she didn’t think she could recover. All night long, she lay in bed, dozing off fitfully and waking suddenly, drenched in sweat and trying to devise a plan to get Rob back.

Their entire group was more fractured than ever. News of Antonio’s passing had brought everything to a standstill. It took all of their combined energy to prevent Carlos from storming back into town, seeking vengeance. The mayor had won for now, and there was no getting around it. By the next morning, an air of gloom and defeat encompassed the camp, but there was still hope for Rob. That much, Mila knew. And she would do everything she could to get him back.

She rolled out of bed at sunrise and stood on the cold, creaking floorboard. She got dressed—jeans, flannel jacket, and work boots—but had no idea how they were going to save Rob. He was a resourceful person and problem solver, but leaving his fate to the mayor wasn’t an option. She had to take action.

She quietly walked down the hall past Josh and Kelly’s rooms and went to the kitchen, where Rob’s coffee mug sat empty on the counter—a white mug with “I ♥ New York” written in big black letters. She placed the mug in the sink as an overwhelming sense of anguish came over her. Rob was really gone. She filled the coffee maker on the counter and began boiling water on their butane stove. The cabin was cold inside, but it was much colder outside. One look outside frosted kitchen window indicated that much.

She heard voices outside—Carlos and Mayra—and it sounded heated. She walked to living room window and looked out. Carlos was headed toward Peter’s cabin, dressed all in black, with a rifle slung around shoulder. Mayra, still in her bathrobe, called out to him to come back.

“Where do you think you’re going? This isn’t going to solve anything!” she yelled.

“I have to do this,” Carlos said. “We did it Rob’s way last time, now we do it mine.” He banged on Peter and Krystal’s door without care. Mila walked outside as the cold air gave her chills.

“Peter, it’s Carlos. Open up!”

His incessant pounding continued as both Mayra and Mila approached.

“Please stop this,” his wife begged with a hand on Carlos’s back.

“I don’t have a choice, Mayra. You know that.”

Mila kept a careful distance but asked, “What choice?”

Carlos turned to face her with eyes worn and distraught. “Going into town and getting answers about my son.”

The door unlocked and opened slightly, with Peter’s face peering through the crack. “What is it, Carlos?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. “You scared the hell out of us.”

Carlos turned back toward the door, determined. “We’ve got a situation, Peter, and I need your car.”

Peter opened the door fully, standing in his pajamas and slippers. “What are you talking about?”

Neither Peter nor Krystal had been told yet what had happened and had not been seen outside their cabin the day before.

“We can get answers,” Mila said, stepping forward. “But we have to be smart about it.”

Carlos shook his head. “I’m through listening. This is about blood for blood now.”

Peter stood dumbfounded. “What happened out there? Did you get the kids back?”

Carlos balled his bruised fists. “While you’ve been here lying low, we’ve been out there risking our necks for this camp.”

“Carlos!” Mayra said.

He continued, unabated. “So it’s only fair that you loan me your car this time around.”

Peter backed away cautiously, with his hand on the door. “You’re lost your mind,” he said.

“Let’s talk this out,” Mila said, stepping in between them. Blocking Carlos was the last thing she wanted to do, but to her surprise, no one argued back. Instead Carlos turned and hugged his wife as she cried into his chest.

Peter stood silent, trying to figure things out.

“We have some major problems right now,” Mila said to him. “We got the kids back.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Except for Antonio. Josh said that they shot him.”

Peter gasped and covered his mouth. “No…”

“And… they took Rob.”

“My God,” Peter said. He looked over Mila’s shoulder to Carlos and Mayra. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea…”

“There’s still hope,” Carlos said. “Josh didn’t say that he was dead.”

Mayra wiped tears from her eyes. “We haven’t slept all night.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Peter said “I mean, Krystal and I planned to leave today. We were just waiting for you guys to return.”

Carlos narrowed his eyes. “Leave? Where are you planning to go?”

“I don’t know. Canada is unaffected?”

“They’ve got two of our vehicles,” Carlos snapped. “Tried to make deal with them, but things went south real quick.”

“Listen, I want to help. I really do,” Peter said. “It’s just… I would need to talk to Krystal first.”

“Everyone slow down,” Mila said, mediating. They needed a plan. There was no honor in foolish heroism. There had to be a solution, though she could feel the thread of the group’s bond unraveling. “Carlos, what about your station wagon? It still runs, right?” she asked.

“That’s why I’m here. I tried to start it this morning. It’s fucking dead.”

“Yeah, but Krystal and I need our car. It’s the only hope we have,” Peter said.

“This is about more than you two!” Carlos barked. “I want that mayor’s head.” He pulled a long hunting knife from a sheath on his belt.

“I understand your anger,” Mila said. “They have my husband. But you can’t just go around demanding people’s cars.”

“So what do you propose we do?” Carlos asked.

Shivering, Mila turned to Peter. “Can we all sit down and talk this out?”

Peter stood there for a moment and then nodded, seeming more agreeable. “Yes, yes of course. Please come in.”

He stood aside as Mila thanked him and walked in, with Carlos and Mayra behind her. Peter shut the door and rubbed his dry hands together. “Sure gettin’ cold out there.” He turned and followed the group to the living room, where four chairs were positioned in a circle over a large multicolored rug. “Please, have a seat. Can I get any of you some coffee?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Carlos said, placing his rifle against the chair as he sat down. Mila declined as well, completely forgetting about the water she had left boiling on the burner.

“I would love some, actually,” Mayra said.

Peter walked off toward the kitchen, talking to them over his shoulder. “I’m just going to let Krystal know what’s up and then start us a pot.”

They sat as he left, and Carlos wanted to dive right in. “Okay, you got us in here, Mila. What’s the plan?”

“I’m going with you,” Mila said, leaning forward and talking quietly. “But we’re not going to rage our way into town. We need numbers, and you know it.”

Carlos shook his head, looking around. “Well? Where are they? The numbers.”

“We go out and find them. Build our strength with new people, just as Rob originally suggested.”

Carlos leaned back in the wicker chair, displeased, and crossed his arms. “That could take days. Weeks. We don’t have the time. My son doesn’t, and neither does Rob.”

“Part of the reason we’re in this mess is because we went into town with so few people. I take responsibility for that. I pushed Rob to go, and I’m kicking myself now because of it. Will it take time? Certainly. But if we act now, find people, like us, who may have suffered or are suffering. We can give them hope. There are good people still out there. We need to find them.”

Carlos sighed and looked at Mayra. “What do you think?” he asked.

“I don’t want you needlessly putting your life in danger. You can’t do that to me. Mila’s right. If we’re going to do this, we need to do it right.”

Carlos turned to Mila with a slight smile. “Well, General Mila. What do you have first on the agenda, then?”

“We borrow Peter’s car, as planned. I think Elliot’s truck is on its last leg,” she answered.

“And he’s done far too much as it is,” Mayra added.

“We travel to the nearest town opposite Nyack. Stay low, and stay safe. Find who we can,” Mila said.

“So, we’ll be, like, recruiters,” Carlos said. “Interesting.” He placed his hands on his knees and leaned forward. “But why do you think anyone would help us? How could we possibly convince them to risk their lives for complete strangers? Would you?”

“All we can do is ask,” Mila said.

The group was quietly thinking as Peter walked into the room with two coffee cups.

“Lo and behold, Krystal already had a pot running. She’ll be out in a minute.” He handed Mayra a cup. Mila and Carlos appeared to be in deep thought. “So any decisions yet? What’s the plan?”

“Well, Peter,” Mila said. “We’re going to travel north. Search throughout Rockland County for another town. Carlos and I are going to try to recruit some people for our cause.”

Peter tilted his head and looked up, considering the proposal.

“And we’d be extremely grateful if we could borrow your car for the day.”

He nodded. “And you’re not planning to go into Nyack?”

“Not today,” Mila said.

He then grimaced and shook his head. “I suppose that would be all right. No hard feelings, but Krystal and I are not going to be sticking around here much longer. She’ll be fine with a day or two, but—”

“I understand. We’ll work fast,” Mila said. “We have to. Rob is depending on us.”

It seemed settled. They had a viable plan, and Peter was on board. Mila felt much better. Now all they had to do was convince a large number of good people to reclaim their town from a horde of madmen. Defeat wasn’t an option. The battle was just beginning.




The Messenger

 

Rob sat in his cell, quiet but strategizing. Nothing had been explained to him. Arthur hadn’t spoken of their plans or why they wanted him in the first place. If out of spite or vengeance, they hadn’t done anything to him yet. He was left to wait and wonder—which was probably the idea. They had stripped him away from his family, blindfolded him, and escorted him to a dank, darkened room made up of four concrete walls and a tiny window above. He sat on a single mattress with his back to the wall and his arms resting on his knees.

Blood had been spilled and Rob thought that whatever his fate, the outcome would probably not be in his favor. The children had been a ploy to pull him out from the safety of his camp. Arthur had admitted that much earlier. It was time to be ready for anything. And if he had any chance of surviving and getting back to his family, he’d have to play his cards right.

He thought of Mila, and his heart sank. He thought of Josh and Kelly and everything they had been through. He didn’t want them to suffer anymore. Getting back to them wasn’t a question of chance. He had to make sure that it happened. He reached into the side pocket of his torn jeans to grab his wallet, but it was gone. The men had taken it, along with his car keys. In his wallet was a family picture. He folded his hands together, pressed them against his forehead, and prayed under his breath.

The door to his cell creaked open. It had been hours since he had had contact with anyone. A tall, skinny man with a thick handlebar mustache and long hair braided in the back from a receding hairline walked in holding a shotgun. Rob looked up as the man introduced himself as Larry.

“Boss wants to see you,” he said.

“Okay,” Rob said, slowly rising from the mattress while holding his back.

“Turn around and get against the wall,” Larry said with his shotgun aimed.

Rob gave no resistance and did as told. He placed his hands against the concrete wall as he had seen in a dozen different cop shows. Larry’s boots clicked as each step brought him closer. He stopped, and Rob could feel his hot breath against his neck.

“So you’re the crazy son of a bitch who ran over my friend and left him for dead.”

“I don’t know what you’re taking about,” Rob said, still keeping his hands against the wall. He felt as vulnerable as anyone could possibly feel. The shotgun barrel pressed against the back of his head caused him to wince.

“Of course not. Before you start feelin’ sorry for yourself, just remember, you started all of this.”

Larry swung his arm back and punched Rob in the kidneys, hard and fast. An intense pain rushed up his back and sent him to his knees, clutching his sides.

“That’s for Johnson,” Larry said.

Another punch hit him square in the center of his spine. Rob fell over, clenching his teeth in agony.

“And that’s for me.”

Just when Rob thought it couldn’t get any worse, a swift kick of Larry’s boot knocked him on his side and into a fetal ball.

“And that’s for all the stupid bullshit you’ve started since.”

A puddle of drool had formed on the ground below Rob’s mouth. He could barely breathe. Numb from the pain all over, he just lay there in a defeated heap, which Larry seemed to find amusing.

“Yeah, tough guy,” Larry scoffed. “If it was up to me, we’d have killed you by now.” He leaned down and pulled Rob to his knees by the collar of his shirt. “But I don’t call the shots around here.” He paused. “Right now, anyway.”

Rob could hear Larry’s knees crack as he stood over him. He wondered if the worst was over or if he would just be some kind of punching bag for Arthur’s goons until the end.

“Stand up and put your hands behind your back.”

Rob nodded, placed his hands on the ground, and pushed himself up slowly. The moment he put his hands behind his back, he felt a zip tie being yanked around his wrist and tightened.

“Now we can go,” Larry said.

He grabbed Rob by the arm and pulled him away, leading him out of the room and into the hall. Everything looked blurry to Rob, who was still reeling from the beating. There were two other men in the hall, armed and patiently waiting—one overweight man with a shaved head and tattoos up to his neck, and the other with shaggy hair, a goatee, and a scarred face.

They greeted Rob with the same look of contempt he had received from Larry. It was clear he wasn’t a very popular man about town. The feeling was mutual.

He tried to see how many other rooms, or cells, existed down the hall, but it was so dark, he could only make out a few metal doors with faded red paint chipped away.

“What is this place?” he asked in a tired voice.

“This is where we keep heroes like you,” the large man belted out. “Now move your ass!”

Before Rob could say anything more, a blindfold went down over his face. The black rag covered his eyes and was pulled tight and knotted in back. Larry pushed him forward, and he limped down the hall, disoriented, with only their echoing footsteps to guide him along.

He heard a door open, and they entered a room where many other voices were in conversation. Hammering and sawing rang out. A factory of some kind? The noises continued unabated as Larry gripped his arm again and led him past the noise and to another door, which they opened.

A cold breeze hit him. They were outside. Rob could smell burning wood and could see some light through the blindfold. Pebbles crunched under his shoes as they led him down a curving path. A small hole tripped him, causing him to stumble forward. Larry gripped his arm tighter and pulled him back. “Watch it there, dumbass.”

The thought of killing the men crossed his mind. They had certainly caused him and his family enough grief. But he wasn’t like them. They were murderers and criminals. He was just a man trying to survive. There had to be a difference. Or maybe the EMP had blurred the lines between good and bad, innocent and guilty. Rob thought of Arthur’s men taking residency in his home, raiding his business, and destroying everything he owned. That was the difference, as far as he saw it. Those men were takers, and they’d take all they could until someone put a stop to it.

“Here he is, Mr. Mayor,” Larry said, pulling Rob to a stop.

He could see only a faint outline of someone standing in front of him.

“Excellent. Take his blindfold off.”

Rob heard the snip of a knife cutting the back of the rag as it fell down on his face. Arthur stood there inches away in his tan fatigues and beret. The man was certainly letting the despot image go to his head.

“Nice to see you again, Rob,” he said with a smile.

Rob narrowed his eyes, with his bottom lip pressing against the top in a drooping grimace.

“Not much for hellos. That’s okay,” Arthur said. He then looked at Larry, standing behind Rob. “Go ahead and remove the zip tie.”

Larry hesitated and stepped forward, objecting. “But… he’s our prisoner.”

Arthur pulled him aside. “Just do it. See all the men with guns around here? Where’s he going to go?”

“You don’t know what he’s capable of,” Larry said in protest.

Rob surveyed the scene as the two men bickered. They were on the outskirts of town, surrounded by wilderness, and away from the residential neighborhoods. There was a fire pit ahead, down a dirt trail, where a few logs were burning. A circle of men stood around in jackets and wool caps, drinking from some kind of bottles, maybe beer.

The other two guards kept a careful eye on Rob, their rifles, resting in their gloved hands, pointed at him all the while. The bickering between Larry and Arthur stopped, and Larry walked slowly over to Rob and cut the zip tie.

“If he runs, he’s your problem,” Larry said, pointing his knife toward Arthur.

“That’s fine,” Arthur responded. “I don’t think Rob will be going anywhere anytime soon. Not until we come to an agreement.”

Rob brought his hands around to the front and rubbed his wrists. He quickly observed the pistol at Arthur’s side. He got the point. Arthur was trying to make him feel comfortable. The games never ended, and judging by what kind of person Arthur was, games were all that he had.

“I think we’re going to go for a walk,” Arthur told Larry. “Just Rob and me. Keep an eye on the fort while we’re gone.” He pointed to a dilapidated warehouse—the very place they had escorted Rob from.

Larry appeared incredulous. He stepped close to Arthur but within a faint earshot. “What are you up to?” he whispered. “That man’s a prisoner. I don’t know exactly what use you have for him, but there are plenty of people who want him dead right now.”

“I understand that,” Arthur said. “But I have other ideas.” Turning his back on Larry, he then signaled to Rob. “Please. Follow me.”

Rob looked around cautiously, taking in the expressions of the scowling men surrounding him.

“It’s okay,” Arthur said, striding ahead. “Come.”

Rob walked past Larry’s burning stare and joined Arthur, who was heading toward the fire pit, where a group of ragtag goons seemed to be unwinding and having a good time.

“What do you want with me?” Rob asked.

With his eyes forward and a permanent smile on his face, Arthur responded, “What do you want with me, Mr. Mayor.”

Rob stopped dead in his tracks as Arthur continued on for a few paces then slowly turned around. “Larry has a point, you know,” Arthur said. “The people of this town want your blood, and the one man stopping that from happening stands right before you.” His friendly demeanor dropped as he rushed Rob, stopped inches from him, and put a finger in his face. “So you better get used to showing me a little respect from here on out!”

Rob remained composed, his face showing little emotion. “Why don’t you get to the point, Mr. Mayor? You attacked my camp. You kidnapped my children. Now you have my vehicles. What’s the end game here?”

Arthur tilted his head back and cupped his chin. “I’d like us to come to new terms, Rob. That’s the only reason you’re standing here right now.”

“You humiliated me once before with that bowing-down-before-you charade, and I’m not going to let that happen again.”

Arthur laughed. “That was pretty good, wasn’t it?” He signaled Rob forward and started moving again. “Walk with me. Please.”

Rob sighed and followed. He glanced around and noticed that all the other men nearby seemed distracted. The thought crossed his mind to run, but he knew right away that would be a mistake. Any immediate escape attempt would land him right back in his cell or get him killed.

“Who are you, Rob?” Arthur asked. He was walking with his hands behind his back as though he were strolling through the park on a Sunday afternoon. “I mean, what did you do before all of this?”

“I owned an outdoors shop right here in town. Sold survival gear.”

“Funny,” Arthur said. “I always figured you for ex-military or something.”

“Nope,” Rob said.

“Seems like you missed your calling,” Arthur said.

Rob shrugged. “My calling was to protect my family, and we were doing just fine until you showed up.”

Arthur took no apparent offense. “The funny thing is, I think we’re both similar in many regards.”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” Rob said.

Arthur laughed lightheartedly. “You run a campground with cabins, quite resourcefully, and I run a town. There’s still a chance we can make things work.”

“Impossible,” Rob said.

Arthur stopped and grabbed the sleeve of Rob’s tattered jacket. “Why not?”

Rob looked him straight in the eye. “Because of who you are.”

A smile came across Arthur’s face. “I assure you, I’m no less sane than anyone around here.”

“That’s what bothers me,” Rob said.

Up ahead, the fire pit crackled as the men—seven in all—paused in their jovial laughter and beer swigging and turned their attention to the mayor and his prisoner.

“I come from a political background,” Arthur said. “And in politics, you sometimes have to compromise. We see it all the time with foreign policy. We build diplomatic relationships with countries that we don’t agree with all the time. Why? Because there’s no black and white, only gray.”

Rob cut the mayor off. “I’ll ask again. What is it you want, Mr. Mayor?”

Arthur leaned in closer and pointed to the men by the fire as they turned away to avoid being heard. “My men could learn a thing or two about living off the land like your people. This town, your town, isn’t going to last much longer on the limited resources we have. We need your knowledge, your know-how. You were prepared for the EMP, just like a good prepper. You knew exactly what to do.” Arthur placed a gloved hand on Rob’s shoulder. “Show us the way, Rob. Share your tactics with us, and I’ll drop this entire feud.”

Rob thought to himself as Arthur awaited an answer. “Do you expect me to believe that you give a shit about these people or this town? You’ve destroyed it. If I were you, I’d take your gang of criminals with you and leave here before the National Guard shows up.”

Arthur lowered his hand in exaggerated disappointment and turned away. “Come with me.” They walked past the fire pit, farther down the dirt path, to an empty two-lane road. “Look in the distance,” Arthur said, pointing.

The sun was quickly fading behind the thick clouds, making way for evening. Rob could see a long wall on the horizon, stretching endlessly, it seemed, in both directions.

Arthur continued. “Contrary to what you believe, we’ve been working on that wall to keep people out. Those who would do us harm. You’ve heard the reports, as I have. This thing has spread far and wide. Millions of people are without power, just in time for winter. Now there aren’t even reports anymore. Any military have long gone home to their families. No one is coming to save this town.”

“And you’re content with that?” Rob asked.

“No. I’m a man of my environment. I cleared the vehicles off the roads,” Arthur said, jabbing his own finger in his chest. “I made it happen. I restored order in this town. I did it all!” He turned and walked back in the direction of the fire pit as Rob followed.

“Where is your shop located?” Arthur asked.

“Off of Main Street. I’m sure it’s been raided by now.”

“And you have a house in town, I’m sure?”

“Yes. But I don’t hold out much hope for it, either,” Rob said.

“I think you’d be surprised. Much of the town is still intact,” Arthur said.

They came back to the fire pit, where the men were still standing around and warming their hands. It was getting darker by the minute, and the small fire was becoming the only source of remaining light. The smell of burning logs brought Rob back to a place he would rather be—camping at the cabin the winter before. There was nothing to be afraid of then. He had never imagined that things would fall apart so quickly.

Out of the darkness emerged Larry and the big guard with the shaved head and neck tats. Arthur looked at them almost as though he was expecting them. He turned to Rob as the fire gleamed in his eyes.

“You need time to think about everything, I understand. When you’re ready to talk or even consider what I’ve proposed, I’d be happy to continue our conversation.”

He signaled Larry with a wave of his hand. Larry clutched Rob’s arm and pulled him away. “Let’s go.”

“Wait,” Arthur said. The men stopped and turned to face him.

“Your house, your family, your shop. You can have it all back. All you have to do is be willing to compromise.” He paused and adjusted his beret. “You remember Reverend Phelps?”

Rob nodded. “Sure. Why?”

“I want you to have a word with him. He was an against-the-grain kind of guy dedicated to his own people, like you. He came around, and someday you will too.”

Arthur turned and walked over and joined the men at the fire as Larry led Rob away. Lit embers floated in the air, drifting upward on a cool breeze. Rob tried to get his thoughts together. Perhaps he should have run when he had the chance. He wasn’t sure. But then again, Arthur hadn’t killed him yet, or professed any plans to have him killed. Rob could work with that. He could give Arthur what he wanted and more. But giving in too easily would undoubtedly raise suspicion. He would have to play the game smartly.

“Hold up,” Larry said, stopping him. “Hey, Trevor. Lemme have that blindfold.”

“Come on,” Rob said. “There’s nothing to see!”

“Shut up,” Larry said, taking a blue bandana from the large guard. He wrapped it around Rob’s face.

“How many of those things do you plan to go through in one day?” Rob asked.

“Just following protocol,” Larry answered, pulling it tightly in the back and tying it. They pushed him forward, walking him at gunpoint back into the warehouse, where he could hear the same hammering from earlier still ongoing. A door opened, and he could hear the familiar echo of his footsteps as they walked down the hall. The stopped at his cell, opened the door, and pushed him in.

“Take the damn thing off yourself,” Larry said, slamming the door and bolting it shut. Rob stood quietly for a moment as he listened for them walking away. He pulled the bandana off and was met only by the immense darkness of his cell. They hadn’t tied his wrists that time and barely remembered to blindfold him. Their carelessness gave him hope. He could work the situation to his advantage. That much he knew. No one had to die, but that didn’t change the fact that he was willing to kill them all if it meant getting back to Mila and the children.




Unknown Town

 

It was early afternoon when Mila and Carlos left the camp behind. Josh and Kelly were in Mayra’s care. The rest of the camp was not up for making an excursion into the unknown. Brad and Ashlee were making their plans to leave, along with Peter and Krystal. But they promised that they would be willing to wait at least a couple of days before going, so they didn’t have much time before they had to get Peter’s car back to him. Mila realized that the job of rescuing Rob was largely on her shoulders. Carlos faced the same realization in regard to discovering his son’s fate.

Carlos drove Peter’s 1979 Buick LeSabre—classy, but cosmetics were the least of their concerns. They had two five-gallon jugs of fuel in the trunk and a full tank. Clarkson, the nearest town outside of Nyack, was twenty-five miles north. Mila had their route mapped out, much as she had done with Rob during their travels. The drove up Route 9 West alongside the Hudson River, which was covered in thin sheets of ice. The sky was light gray, and the passing oaks had shed nearly all of their leaves. Their windows were up, and the heater was on—a blessing to have.

A small arsenal rested in the backseat—two AR-15 rifles, two shotguns, and multiple magazines. What they lacked in numbers, they made up in firepower. They also brought what supplies they could—preserved food in tubs, canned foods, and water purification tablets—in hopes of bartering or earning the trust of the people they needed to join them.

They passed a crooked road sign reading: Clarkson ─ 10 Miles. Mila donned a thick green army coat Rob had brought home from the thrift store months prior. A purple wool cap covered her head, and a pair of brown leather gloves rested on her legs under the map. Carlos was decked out in his covert ensemble: black long-sleeved shirt, black jeans, mountain boots, skullcap, ammo vest, hunting knife, and pistol. They were on a mission but, so far, had said very little to each other during the trip. Their minds were elsewhere.

Mila was already five steps ahead of the plan. In her mind, she had already amassed a hundred people to go and take back Nyack and save Rob. Victory was theirs, and everything was back to normal. She snapped out of her daze when Carlos asked her if she was ready.

“Yes, of course,” she said.

“Ten miles out. From what point should we walk?” he asked.

“I don’t know. We don’t want to leave the car unattended for too long.”

They had passed many cars dead on the side or middle of the road, and it didn’t really seem to make a difference where they parked. And not everyone was aware that an old car might be a working car. But time was of vital importance, and they could not risk being stranded.

“What’s that?” Carlos said, pointing ahead.

Something was in the middle of the road. A body. A man’s body just lying there, dressed in a yellow jacket and blue jeans. Carlos slowed the car. They looked closely as he carefully maneuvered around him. One side of his face rested against the road. The exposed side was discolored and hollow, as though the body had decomposed.

“Well, that’s not a good sign,” Carlos said.

“Just keep going,” Mila said, shaking her head. “We have to do this.”

“But we also need to consider the signs when we see them, you know?”

“A dead body is one thing. Ten is something else,” Mila said.

Carlos nodded. “Got it. But let’s just be prepared, okay?”

“Sure,” Mila said.

Carlos seemed apprehensive. Fear of the unknown was impossible to deny. “We could be dealing with more than an EMP here,” he continued. “A biological attack. SARS or something. There’s no telling what’s in store for us.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Carlos,” she said. “We have enough to worry about as it is.”

He waved her off. “I know that. My son could be dead. That doesn’t change the fact that we’re in the shit right now, and that this whole bug-out plan hasn’t really worked out so well.”

She said nothing more as they neared a sign reading: Welcome to Clarkson. More vehicles obstructed their path on both sides of the road. The roads had long since become salvage yards. Carlos slowed to a halt as the town came into view.

Village homes, similar to those around Nyack, aligned the streets on both sides. Brown leaves covered everything from cars to homes, as though they had just poured down from the sky. Everything looked abandoned and vacant. They’d seen this picture before. Mila knew that the apparent emptiness of any town could be deceiving.

“Here we are,” Carlos said. “You ready?”

Mila lifted her revolver and checked the chamber. It was loaded with six hollow-point rounds. She looked ahead. A gray mist shielded the town from complete inspection. “Ready when you are.”

Carlos brought a pair of binos to his eyes and scanned the area. “I don’t see anyone. This is so weird. I’m sick of this ghost-town shit.”

“You and me both,” Mila said.

They waited for a moment as the car idled. Getting out of the car was challenging. It was the only protection they had from the unknown, and if the post-EMP world meant anything, it was that danger lurked around every corner, even in picturesque, upscale towns like Clarkson. Mila turned to look at the weapons in the backseat.

“What should we take?” she asked.

Carlos gripped the steering wheel. “It could go either way. Fill our backpacks with supplies. Take a couple rifles just in case. We don’t want to look dangerous, but we don’t want to look weak, either.”

Mila nodded. “How about we each take a rifle and backpack?”

“Sounds about right to me,” he said.

They reached around and grabbed both rifles and brought them to the front seat. Mila took a few extra magazines and put them inside her jacket pocket. She hoped, for the life of her, that she wouldn’t need a single round. She held fast to her belief that good people were still around. Without such hope, nothing would make sense. Carlos let the car coast forward and stopped behind a large SUV parked on the side of the road. He killed the ignition, and they stepped out of the car—a half mile into town—ready to embark on the mission ahead.

From opposite sides of the car, they hoisted their backpacks over their shoulders and held their rifles firmly. Carlos put on his Oakleys—even though it was hardly bright out. He tilted his head, signaling Mila.

“Let’s move. Stay low and out of the open.”

The stuck to the side of the road, on the grass and under the shedding trees. The road ahead was paved in brick. They came to a sidewalk and kept a careful eye on the two-story cottage homes ahead.

“Should we call out or something?” Carlos asked. “Let them know that we’re not here to cause any trouble?”

“Like, we come in peace?” Mila answered.

“Joke all you want. I don’t want to get shot.”

They cautiously walked beside each other through the mist, stepping across curious bits of broken glass and all the while scanning the windows and doorways. An ambush could happen at any moment. They were in new territory, outsiders once again. If reasonable people still existed, Mila hoped to find them here. She squinted ahead to see a line of cars, positioned like a barricade and completely blocking the road.

“Stop,” she said, grabbing Carlos’s arm.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Something’s not right.”

Carlos looked where Mila was pointing and saw the vehicle barricade fifty feet ahead. “You’re telling me it’s not right.”

A gunshot rang out and echoed in the emptiness, sending them diving to the sidewalk, flat on their stomachs. Mila’s rifle fell near her side.

“Shit! You hit?” Carlos said, breathing heavily.

“No,” Mila said quietly.

“State your business!” an unseen man shouted.

Carlos grabbed Mila’s arm, and they crawled beside a nearby blue sedan for cover. He pulled his binos out and scanned left and right. He spotted a man on the other side of the vehicle barricade holding a long hunting rifle and looking through the scope.

“I’m not gonna ask you again!” he shouted.

More shots rang out, hitting the car and sending up metallic sparks. Mila covered her head and pushed against Carlos as he attempted to crawl underneath. The windshield blasted out. Glass bits rained down, and the gunfire pulsed in their ears. This wasn’t the first time someone had been fired upon, which explained the other bits of glass they’d just seen. Now the relentless shots were firing from all around them—confirming that there was more than one gunman.

“What do you want to do now?” Carlos said in a panicked voice while trying to cover his head.

“Answer his question!” Mila said.

A brief silence followed the drifting echo of gunfire.

Carlos stood up on his knees with his arms up in the air, just enough to peek out from the side of the bullet-ridden car. “Don’t shoot! My name is Carlos Santos! I’m from Nyack!”

“Carlos, who’s your friend there?” the man shouted.

Mila gained her courage and stood up with her hands in the air. Her rifle still lay on the sidewalk. She put aside any further hesitation and walked right past Carlos and out into the open road.

“Mila!” he said urgently. “What are you doing?”

“My name is Mila Parker,” she said, walking forward. With her eyes straight ahead, she pulled at the straps of her backpack and lifted it over her shoulders.

“Watch it there!” the man shouted.

“We come in peace,” she said, holding up the bag.

“What?” the man asked.

“We don’t want any trouble. We’re looking for good people. If you want us to leave, we’ll go.” She slowly lowered the bag onto the brick road and stood away from it. “But please accept some supplies as a token of good faith.”

“Step away from the bag!” the man shouted. “And keep your hands in the air!”

She backed away, trying to remain calm, though all her instincts told her to run.

“This town doesn’t accept outsiders. We have enough trouble of our own,” the man said. “So take your compadre there and hit the road.”

She looked up and saw dozens of armed people in different windows of the homes ahead, aiming their rifles. The people of Clarkson weren’t messing around.

“We’re not asking to live here. We’re not asking for supplies or anything else.”

“Then what the hell do you want?” the man asked.

“To talk like civilized people, for starters,” Mila answered.

The man turned as though he was talking to someone else. He nodded and turned back to Mila. “How do we know that there aren’t more of you?”

“Our group has a secluded place in the mountains. There’s eighteen of us in all, but only us two here.”

“And they sent you to do what? Scrape and beg? Or maybe you were hoping to catch us off guard!”

“That’s not true!” Mila said. “We were attacked by a gang of criminals who ravaged our town. Led by a man named Arthur.”

The man stopped and turned his head again. Mila saw it as a promising sign and waited with heightened anticipation. Clarkson was close to their last option, and she was determined to make her case despite any danger she might be putting herself into.

The man turned back to her. “You and your friend step forward, but keep your hands in the air!”

Mila turned to see Carlos, still lying on his side by the blue sedan and clutching his rifle. He looked up at her, hesitating.

“We’re both armed,” Mila said. “But only because we didn’t know what to expect. Like I said, Nyack has been taken over.”

“Easy,” the man said. “Put your weapons on the ground next to your pack and come forward.”

Carlos pushed himself up and walked slowly toward Mila with one hand holding his rifle out in front of him, and his other hand held high up. “You sure about this?” he said to Mila out of the corner of his mouth.

“It’s our only chance. We’ve come this far.”

“There are other towns, you know.”

“They haven’t shot us yet, so I’d say we’re doing pretty well.”

Carlos cocked an eyebrow at her and placed his rifle next to her backpack. He then pulled off his backpack and set it down. They stood next to each other with their hands up, awaiting the next command.

“Any other weapons you got, you know what to do,” the man said.

Carlos shook his head. “This is ridiculous.” He pulled out his knife and pistol as Mila fished her revolver out from her boot.

“One more question,” the man said. “How did you get here?”

They looked at each other. Carlos hesitated as Mila turned to the man. “We drove,” she said.

“Are you crazy?” Carlos whispered, his face flushed. “Why don’t you just give them the keys to our cabins while you’re at it?”

“We have to build trust!” Mila said.

They waited in silence as the man continued his side conversation. Mila knew that their unexpected presence had at least piqued the curiosity of the community.

“Go ahead and step forward,” the man said. “Try anything funny, and we’ll shoot you on the spot.”

Mila and Carlos did as they were told, as men and women, their faces filled with suspicion, watched from their windows above. Clarkson seemed to have descended into the Wild West in a manner similar to Nyack. Was there no place left untouched by the EMP? It had affected not only the grid, but also people’s humanity. Mila pondered this as they got closer to the man behind the barricade, who never took them out of his rifle’s sights.

“That’s good,” he said. They stopped walking. “Keep those hands up, and move slowly.”

They reached the line of cars and stopped. “No turning back now,” Carlos said under his breath.

They could see the man more clearly. He had a full head of light-brown hair that hung over his ears, and a matching brown beard to go with it. Under the bill of his hat, his eyes were a wild blue, and he was wearing green camouflage gear like an outdoorsman. He stood up fully, and they could see that he was a well-built man of average height, probably in his late thirties. He looked at them no less suspiciously now that they were up close.

“You can go ahead and just climb over now,” he said.

Mila stepped on the front bumper of a dented-in Chevy Cavalier and moved across the hood with her hands low and feeling her way across the dusty metal. The car dipped lower as Carlos followed her lead. Once they were on the other side, the man walked over and greeted them.

“My name is Bill Dawson,” he said, removing his hat. He didn’t offer a handshake, but giving them his name was a start.

Mila looked around, trying not to be obvious about it. She could see the town better now that they were past the vehicle barricade, and it helped that the mist had lifted a bit too. People continued watching them from their windows. Most homes were boarded up, with only a window or two to look out of. Farther down the road, cars were positioned from one side to the other, like personal barricades, where other people were standing with rifles aimed.

There was no denying that the town was fortified beyond anything she imagined. It was also very quiet, even though their presence had not gone unnoticed. But Mila was elated to see so many people and families who had seemed to escape the anger and violence that Nyack residents had endured. Behind Bill was another man, sitting on a crate. Slightly paunchy and with sagging cheeks, he wore a thick parka with a fur hood pulled over his head. He adjusted his glasses, stood up, and walked over to them.

“We could hear you coming a mile away,” he said.

“Figures,” Mila responded.

“That’s why I asked Bill here to ask you how you got here. We appreciate your honesty. I know that if I had a working automobile, I’d be less inclined to tell anyone.”

“We wanted to build trust,” Carlos said, seemingly taking credit for the idea.

Mila looked at him funny then turned to the approaching man. “I’m Mila—”

“I heard your names. I’m Jordan. Jordan Flynn.”

“Nice to meet you, Jordan,” Mila said with a breath of relief. “I’m so glad to meet some normal people for once.”

Jordan stopped and raised his hand to prevent her from going on. “I wouldn’t go that far yet. You just met us.”

“I can tell,” Mila said.

“Suit yourself. Now, I heard you mention someone by the name of Arthur.”

Mila’s smile dropped. “Yes. Unfortunately, we’ve crossed paths with him and his gang.”

Jordan crossed his arms and brought one hand to his chin, thinking. “We know the name all too well. But before going any further, you need to check in with our town sheriff. He’ll want to hear everything you have to say.”

“You have a sheriff?” Carlos asked. “Damn, I don’t think I’ve seen a cop in two months.”

“Follow me,” Jordan said. He turned to Bill. “Keep watch. This day has been strange enough, and we don’t know who else is going to come wandering in here today. And check out their packs. See what they brought us.”

“Got it,” Bill said.

Jordan beckoned Mila and Carlos to follow him. They walked together as the brick soon turned to flat pavement. Smoke was in the air, rising from a number of smoking burn barrels in their path, obviously set up for heat. The town was flat-looking and desolate. On closer inspection, the homes seemed worn and damaged, and many were boarded up with plywood over the windows. The trees reached their skeletal bare branches into the sky, and there was no sign of wildlife beyond a flock of birds flying overhead.

They passed a few other men, who maintained their shooting positions behind strategically placed cars—many of them with smashed-out windows and flat tires. Sloppy graffiti covered many of the cars and homes. The men were scruffy and dirty, dressed in mismatched winter clothes like vagrants. They looked worn but hardened, offering no friendly greetings or nods of acknowledgment. Mila tried not to make eye contact with them. Jordan and Bill seemed cordial enough, but Mila and Carlos appeared to be on thin ice with everyone else.

“How many people do you have here?” she asked Jordan as they were passing a vacant post office and entering a quaint but empty business district.

Jordan thought to himself. “Well, Clarkson had a population of about six thousand. Lot of people left. Others, well, we’ll get to that later.”

“How many are left now?” Carlos persisted.

“I’d say we have about a thousand people. A little more, maybe.”

“Wow,” she said. “Our numbers are much lower in Nyack.”

“Our mutual acquaintance, Arthur, drove most of Clarkson out,” Jordan said.

Mila covered her mouth. “Oh no. Here too?”

“I’ll let the sheriff explain more.”

The evidence was in the shops they passed. Gaping holes stood where windows used to be. Many were absent doors and anything else inside. Nothing but empty shelves remained. On the corner of the street, they came to a small, red brick police station with its windows intact and protected with bars. There were a few police cars in the parking lot, and unlike most other cars they had encountered, they were free from leaves, branches, and debris.

“The sheriff is really strong on appearances,” Jordan said. “You’ll see.”

“Thank you for hearing what we have to say,” Mila said.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Jordan said, leading them across the street and to the police station. “The sheriff will make the final call.”

They entered the building to find it plenty dim inside, with a single kerosene lamp resting on the front counter of an empty lobby. Jordan told them to wait as he went to the counter and rang a small bell as though they were checking into a hotel.

Behind the glass, a door opened and a man emerged—striking in his old-fashioned appearance. He had a thick head of white hair, aviator glasses, and a long-sleeved gray police shirt with a sheriff’s star over his chest. He was tall and skinny, and his head was blocked by a visor on the lobby window.

“What can I help you with, Jordan?” he said in a deep, gravelly voice.

“We have some visitors from Nyack,” Jordan said.

“Oh yeah?” The sheriff peered through the window to get a closer look at them. “How’s that old town holding up?”

“Not well,” Mila said. She felt comfortable enough to speak up.

The sheriff paused and then looked to Jordan. “What do they want?”

“To speak with you, of course,” Jordan said.

The sheriff thought for a moment, hidden behind his dark sunglasses. Mila wondered how he could even see. “Busy today. Why don’t they come back later? We got a heap of shit on our hands right now.”

Jordan leaned in closer and spoke in a hushed tone. “It’s about Arthur. Apparently he’s made a name for himself in their town.”

The sheriff stopped, as though someone had just hit him upside the head with a shovel. “Give me five minutes, then send them to my office. I’m trusting that they’re unarmed?”

“That’s correct, Sheriff,” Jordan said.

“Five minutes,” the sheriff said. “They wait five, and then I’ll give ’em five, fair enough?” he asked, looking past Jordan.

“Yes, that would be great,” Mila said.

The sheriff was gone before they knew it. Jordan turned back around with a shrug. “That’s that. Just have a seat, and he’ll talk with us soon.”

Mila and Carlos sat on the first two chairs as Jordan stood patiently, leaning on the counter.

“And I thought we had some weird folks in our group,” Carlos said. Mila shushed him but couldn’t help smiling.

“How have your people managed here so far?” Mila asked.

“Each day is a new challenge. Most of us are just holding up, hoping that the power grid will come back online. Steven, an engineer, explained to us about electromagnetic pulses and how even if the power does come back on, nothing is going to work. Nothing that got fried, anyway.”

“My husband is big on that stuff too,” Mila said. “Our car was manufactured before the eighties. And anything made before then seems to work just fine.”

“The Buick?” Jordan asked.

“No, that’s our friend’s car. We’re preppers.”

“You don’t say.”

After some brief chat—not revealing too much—Jordan said that it was time to see the sheriff. Mila was feeling better about their prospects by the minute. They had ventured into the town and introduced themselves, a big first step. Now all they had to do was convince the townspeople to help—and help was in short supply almost everywhere, with every person for themselves.

They walked into the next room through a swinging lobby door. What Mila saw next surprised her. Vacant desks and chairs were aligned in a spotless work area that looked like something out of a museum. The room was still and quiet. In the back was a single office with a glass door and a name engraved on it: Sheriff David F. Dawson.

“Dawson?” Mila said out loud.

“That’s right,” Jordan chimed in. “They’re brothers. Him and Bill.”

Jordan knocked on the door lightly. “Come in!” the sheriff’s voice bellowed. Jordan opened the door and stood aside for Mila and Carlos to enter. The sheriff was leaning back in a leather swivel chair with his leather cowboy boots propped up across his dark-stained mahogany desk. There was a bookshelf behind him filled with various plaques and awards, a bald eagle statue, and a folded American flag in a glass case. He took a sip of coffee and pointed to the two chairs in front of his desk.

“Have a seat.”

Mila and Carlos walked over and sat down.

“Take your coats off or something. You’re making me sweat just looking at you.”

They both hesitated.

“Don’t worry, this building is old and insulated for the next century.” He looked up. “You too, Jordan. Make yourselves at home.”

Jordan leaned forward to take Mila’s coat, when suddenly a full rifle magazine fell out of her pocket and hit the carpet.

The sheriff leaned forward, intrigued.

Mila could feel everyone’s eyes on her. “What can I say? Never leave home without them.”

The sheriff slapped his desk. “Looks like our friends are stocked up on ammo, that’s for sure.”

Jordan felt along her jacket, pulling out more magazines.

“Not much those would do me without a weapon, right?” Mila said.

“You’re right there,” the sheriff said, sipping from his coffee mug. “I get it. Don’t worry. You’d have to be a fool to travel around these parts without taking the proper precautions.”

“Thanks for understanding,” Mila said.

The sheriff removed his feet from the desk and sat upright as his leather chair squeaked. “So I told you folks that I’d give you five minutes. Go ahead and lay it on me. What can we do for you?”

“You’re familiar with Arthur?” Mila asked.

Jordan shut the door and put Mila’s coat on a nearby rack.

“Yes, I am,” the sheriff said. “He’s a convict. As in a prison escapee from the ol’ Rockland Correctional Institute. A whole lot of them came through here and tore things up. We fought them off and drove them out, but it didn’t come easy. Lost a lot of good people. Town pretty much cleared out after that. People moved on to find greener pastures.” The sheriff leaned back and put his boots back on the desk. “You see, Clarkson used to be a fairly affluent area. Lots of folks with money came out here with their families. I’ve been sheriff for ten years, come up here from Tennessee. It’s been a good run, then that damn EMP turned everything to shit.” He took another sip of his coffee. “I don’t know if this town will ever recover.”

Carlos looked at Mila, signaling her to speak. She leaned forward and took the chance. “Honestly, Sheriff. Your town is doing a hell of a lot better than ours. Arthur and his men have completely taken it over. He calls himself a mayor. He abuses the people, killing on a whim. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. It’s complete anarchy.”

“You lost, and he won,” the sheriff said. “We faced the same thing. What do you want me to do about it?”

“We want your help!” Mila said, in a tone too loud. Her emotions had gotten the better of her.

The sheriff fidgeted with a model police car on his desk. “Help doesn’t come easy nowadays, little lady.”

“They kidnapped my husband. They shot his son,” she said, pointing at Carlos. “We’ve been hiding out in the mountains for almost three months, and things just keep getting worse and worse.”

The sheriff waved his hands over each other as if cutting her off. “Cut your losses, and get as far away from Nyack as possible. That’s my advice.”

“I don’t have a choice,” Mila said with startling conviction in her eyes. “My husband is out there now.”

Carlos cut in. “Mr. Sheriff, if I find out that these bastards killed my son, I’m going to go into town with or without her. I’m going to kill as many of them as I can. I don’t care. In the end, I know that I’ll be dead, but that doesn’t matter. Like Mila, I don’t have a choice either.”

The sheriff sat up straight again, peering at them through his aviator sunglasses. He picked up a pen on his desk and started to tap it. “I understand where you’re coming from. I know about loss. My wife… well, let’s just say I miss her. And sometimes I wake up at night not knowing where I’ve been. I’ve had the same dream over and over again where I’m a sheriff of another town, fending off maniacs from getting inside our walls.”

“He’s built a wall around Nyack,” Mila said. “At least fifteen feet tall. And he’s not going to stop there. He’s going to come for this town too.” She vaulted up from her chair, startling the men in the room. “Now’s the time to fight them. We can’t do it without you. I know the weak points in town, places we can enter, undetected. I’d do it myself if I could, but I can’t.”

“I don’t know,” the sheriff said. He looked up. “What do you think, Jordan?”

Jordan stepped forward, pondering the decision before them. “The question is, should we get involved?”

“You think that you’re safe here?” Mila said. “If he attacked you before, I can guarantee he’ll be back. That’s how he operates. His ego is larger than the size of both our towns.”

“We don’t know that,” Jordan said.

“You don’t know that he won’t,” Carlos added. “Are you willing to take that chance?”

A brief silence came over the room as the sheriff leaned forward and crossed his arms over his desk. “It’s going to take my people some convincing. Survival is hard enough as it is without stirring up more trouble. What exactly do you need from me?”

“Anyone who can handle themselves,” Mila said. “Anyone who can give us a chance against these monsters. I can get you into the town. I can help you fight. And after we win, I’ll be forever in your debt.”

The sheriff nodded and studied Mila with what looked like admiration. “I appreciate your tenacity… but it’s not entirely up to me.” He laid his hands flat on the surface of his desk. “Here’s what I can do. We get some of our best people together for the job and ask them.”

“What can you give us in return?” Jordan interrupted.

Mila and Carlos thought to themselves. “We brought supplies,” Mila said.

“Keep going,” Jordan said.

“Our weapons?” Carlos said.

“That’s a start.”

“The Buick,” Mila said outwardly. All eyes went to her.

“No,” Carlos said. “The Buick is off the table. Hell, Mila. It’s not even ours.”

The sheriff, however, seemed to take keen interest in the offer. “You hand over your car, and then we can talk. That’s for starters.”

Mila and Carlos looked at each other with little to say.

“Surely this isn’t the first time you’ve had to barter?” the sheriff asked.

Mila turned to him. “We’ll give you a car. The Buick doesn’t belong to us.”

The sheriff’s eyes widened. “You mean you have more cars that run?” He smacked his desk with his palm and laughed. “Jordan, you know what we have here? A couple of doomsday preppers!”

Mila and Carlos awkwardly smiled as the sheriff’s laughter died and his face went serious. “You get me in that town, little lady, and my people will do what we can. But first, I need to rile them up.”

Outside the police station, the sheriff had called his strongest and most resourceful team to help Mila and Carlos in their fight against the criminal forces of Nyack. Around fifty no-nonsense men and women showed up just after hearing the name Arthur.

“We remember the man,” the sheriff said from his soapbox. “He terrorized this town, but we pushed him back. Now it’s come to my attention that he’s taken over another town—our neighbor, Nyack. In a few short months, he’s built a wall around the town and changed its name to Tartarus.”

Laughter emitted from the crowd as Mila and Carlos stood close to the sheriff, hoping they would garner the support needed for their cause.

“It’s no laughing matter, ladies and gentlemen,” the sheriff continued. “We’ve been down this road before. I believe it’s time that we helped our neighbors and took out this cancer once and for all.”

The crowd listened attentively without clear indication of where their emotions were. Apparently, riling them up was going to take some work.

“Arthur has deemed himself mayor and terrorized the good people you see before you,” the sheriff continued. “Mila and Carlos here have come to us asking for our help. Many of you will ask yourselves why you’d risk your life for complete strangers. I know because I asked myself the same question. Jordan here too.”

He paused and looked to Jordan, who stood to the side, observing.

“But after talking about it, I’m convinced that Arthur poses every bit of a threat to our town as he does to our friends here. That’s why it’s important to take him out before he comes back with more people. More firepower. And more determination than ever.”

The townspeople followed along with stern expressions that matched their apprehensions. They weren’t warriors, by any measure. Their faces were tired and dirty. They wore layers of tattered clothing like vagrants. But there was anger in their eyes. Anger that Mila believed Arthur could ignite.

“Who will join them to fight back? Who will say, ‘Enough’?” The sheriff stopped to catch his breath and then pointed into the crowd. “Bill Howell. You remember what Arthur and his men did to your home. The home you worked decades restoring.”

“They tore it to pieces!” Bill, a pale, disheveled man, shouted from the crowd.

“That’s right,” the sheriff said, pacing the stage. “Susan Miller. Those sons of bitches raided your house, beat you and your husband, and left you for dead.”

“They did,” she said from deep within the crowd. Her face was scarred, and her eyes welled with tears. “And we’ll never be the same again. There’s no going back from that.”

“Care to even the score?” the sheriff said, leaning forward. He took a step back and bellowed out in his loudest voice yet. “It’s time to help our neighbors! It’s time to reclaim a town that has suffered a fate worse than our own. It’s time to take the fight to the people who wronged us. I ask again, who’s with me?”

The crowd responded with wild enthusiasm, whistling and shouting. Mila looked at them, somewhat surprised. They looked angry and impassioned. The cheering continued, filling Mila with hope. She moved near the sheriff and put her hand on his shoulder, thanking him.

He leaned close to her and tried to speak over the crowd. “We’re still good on that Buick, right?”

Mila hesitated. “Anything for your help.” She didn’t like the idea of offering up Peter’s car, but there was no going back. The sheriff had done his part. So far.

He cut in. “I don’t plan to take it now. It’ll be perfect as a lead back to Nyack,” he said, putting his hand out.

Mila handed him the keys as Carlos shook his head.

“You won’t regret it,” the sheriff said with a smile. “We beat these scumbags before; we’ll do it again.”

She didn’t know how she was going to explain it to Peter. They could work something out. There could be some compensation. He would have to understand. She would have traded twenty Buicks if there was hope of getting Rob back. Nothing was more important.




Coalition

 

Rob was back in his cell, alone with his thoughts. If Arthur had meant anything he had said, the opportunity was there. The townspeople needed help. Rob wanted to help them, but any kind of alliance with Arthur was out of the question. Perhaps there was another angle. He knew that Arthur regularly mistreated the residents, taking prisoners and punishing them with forced labor. Yet now Arthur was masquerading as a legitimate official, one who was concerned for the well-being of the residents. Rob didn’t believe any of it.

Arthur wanted power above all, and the more Rob thought about it, the more Arthur’s proposal made sense. Arthur’s power relied heavily on controlling all the town’s resources. Rob’s self-sufficiency knowledge, outdoors survival skills, and prepper know-how was a resource in itself.

Of course, Rob thought. The bastard has no intention of letting me leave.

He examined his darkened cell. The tiny window was much too high up and small to even consider escaping through. There was no escape from his cell. The key, Rob believed, was to get himself in a position where escape was possible. He burned with determination and wondered how many others had been taken from their families and locked in this very same room.

He was startled out of his daydream when he heard the sound of keys jingling and the door unlocking. His body ached from Larry’s cheap blows. He figured that before the day was over, more beatings were in order. An armed guard stepped inside, one Rob hadn’t seen before. He was older than most and had gray hair and a bushy beard. Tattoos ran up both arms, and his face looked as though he had seen plenty of things in his lifetime. He said nothing as he glared at Rob with contempt.

Before Rob could ask him what he wanted, he simply stepped aside as a man in a suit walked in. Rob had seen him before. He was the supposed pastor, who had declared Arthur some kind of divine being in front of the townspeople. Another man with glasses walked in, wearing slacks and a button-down dress shirt and tie, sleeves rolled up, and a pair of purple latex gloves. They were both well-groomed and far different from the usual convicts Rob was used to seeing.

“Hello, Mr. Parker. I’m—”

“I know who you are, Phelps. Arthur send you here?” Rob asked. He didn’t get up, just stayed there sitting on his mattress.

“Yes. He wanted me to talk with you, but that’s not the only reason I’m here.”

The two men looked at the guard as he stood watching by the open door.

“Think we could have a moment here?” Phelps asked.

The guard flashed a look of incredulity. “You wanna be alone with that guy?” he asked, pointing. “You got some kind of death wish?”

“It’s quite all right,” the man with the rolled-up sleeves said. He then turned to Rob. “My name is Dr. Layish, and I’ve been sent here to check you out.”

Rob shook his head in amazement and laughed. “This is one hell of a place.”

“So if you would, please,” Phelps said to the guard, gesturing toward the door.

The guard fidgeted with the door handle, slowly moving the door back and forth on its hinges. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. After that kid got shot, we’re supposed to be a lot stricter ’round here.”

Rob perked up. “What kid?”

“Nothing you need to worry about,” the guard said.

“Sir, please,” Phelps said to the guard. “Can’t you see that you’re already upsetting this man?”

“What kid?” Rob asked. “I want to know.”

The guard looked at Phelps, backed away, and started to leave the room. “You got five minutes. Anything happens, that’s on you.” He slowly closed the door behind him.

Layish and Phelps looked at Rob with concern.

“What kid was he talking about?” Rob asked.

“An unfortunate tragedy involving a young prisoner being shot trying to escape,” Phelps said. “But I don’t know the details.”

Rob swung his head to Layish. “What about you?”

“This is the first I’ve heard about it. Now, can you stand up, please?”

“This is stupid,” Rob said. “I don’t need a doctor, and I don’t need a pastor. Tell your boss that he’s won. Tell him that I don’t need any more convincing.”

Layish stepped closer. “Please stand. I want to have a look at you.”

Rob groaned and stood up. Layish walked over to him, examining him through oval-shaped spectacles. “Are you feeling any pain or discomfort?”

“No,” Rob said.

“Can you lift your shirt, please?”

Rob grudgingly raised his shirt, exposing a bruised back and side. Layish immediately zeroed in on the marks.

“What happened here? Where did you get the bruises?” He lightly touched Rob’s side with a gloved hand.

“Where do you think?” Rob said. “One of Arthur’s goons took a couple of cheap shots at me earlier. I’ll live.”

Layish seemed less than satisfied. “You need to let Arthur know. His guards can’t be doing this to prisoners.”

“I’m sure he’ll make it a top priority,” Rob said, lowering his shirt. Layish had him open his mouth and stick out his tongue. He took his blood pressure with a Velcro arm band and small pump he pulled from his pocket. As the examination continued, Phelps at first watched quietly then began speaking in a raised voice.

“I used to be like you, Rob. I was a man of my convictions. And I’m still that man today. But what I came to realize is that Arthur’s methods, though questionable at times, have held this town together. I heard that things were pretty bad at the beginning, but he’s changed. I truly think he cares about this community now. If you spend some more time with him, you’ll see that.”

“I told you I don’t need any more convincing. I said that I’ll help. But don’t for one second try to convince me that he’s nothing more than a degenerate psychopath.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Phelps said. “Layish can vouch for that too.”

Layish nodded. “That’s true. Arthur has changed. He wants this community to work.”

“He wants power, and he’s afraid to lose it,” Rob said. “Without heat, half the people in town will freeze to death. He doesn’t care if they die. He only cares if they try to leave. That’s why he’s pushing this insane wall project.”

“Nonsense,” Layish said loudly. “You couldn’t be more wrong. Why can’t we all work together?”

“For the better of the community,” Phelps added.

“Whatever you say. Just remember, some day he’ll pay for all that he’s done. And you two will be judged right next to him.”

Phelps did a one-eighty and leaned close to Rob. “We have to be careful. Arthur has spies everywhere,” he whispered.

Rob turned to him, his brows raised.

“You appear to be in good health, Mr. Parker,” Layish said loudly. “Try to take it easy on the back.”

“We don’t have much time, so I’ll make this fast,” Phelps continued. “We need to stop him before it’s too late.”

“What are you talking about?” Rob whispered back.

“Dr. Layish and I have been coerced to help him, just like you. He made promises to me as well, and I have to play along.”

Layish then spoke in a whisper. “I heard them talking. Crazy things. Unbelievable things.”

“Like what?” Rob asked.

“Just a couple of days ago, they captured an old army truck and killed the two soldiers driving it. Before he died, one of the soldiers revealed that the military was making its way up here to restore order. It’s taken a while, but it’s happening all over the country.”

Phelps cut in. “Arthur said that if that ever happens, he would see to it that everyone in town was dead.”

“How?” Rob asked. “By shooting them?”

“No,” Layish said. “He doesn’t have the manpower or ammunition for that. He’s going to poison the food supply. He’s calling it The Last Meal. Then he plans to flee. Him and all his men. Just like Jim Jones, leader of the Peoples Temple, and the mass Kool-Aid killings in Guyana.

“The difference,” said Rob, “is that most of those people drank it willingly.”

Phelps tapped Layish on the arm and signaled to the door. Layish perked up, stepped away from Rob, and began speaking loudly again. “So, Mr. Parker. You’re in good health. Just make sure you dress warm out there. You don’t want to catch cold!”

“We don’t know when he plans to do it,” Phelps said quietly. “But if the military come outside those walls, that’s what’s going to happen.”

“Just tell the people what he plans to do,” Rob said.

“I told you,” Phelps said. “He has spies everywhere. Dr. Layish and I have played along far enough. We need to put an end to it.”

“Why are you telling me this? What do you want me to do?” Rob said.

“We’ve both talked secretly of killing him. But we can’t do it. I-I’m a man of God. Dr. Layish, well…”

“You want me to do it?”

Phelps reached into his suit coat and pulled out a switchblade.

“We just need you to get close enough to make it happen.”

“So I think our work is done here, Pastor,” Layish pronounced loudly. “Why don’t we give Rob some time to rest? Big day tomorrow.”

Phelps leaned in close to Rob’s ear. “Tomorrow he’s going to perform another mock ceremony. He wants me to declare him a saint in front of the entire town. I don’t think I can go through with it.”

“I have a family,” Rob said. “A wife and two children. Killing him puts my life in danger, and we don’t even know each other. How can I even trust you?”

“Please,” Phelps said, holding the knife for Rob to take. “It has to be you. You can save these people.”

The outside bolt unlocked as the door creaked open. Phelps pushed the knife into Rob’s hesitant hand. “Please…” he said.

The bearded guard walked in just as Phelps backed away from Rob. “Trust in Arthur,” Phelps said, patting Rob on the shoulder. “Together we can get this community through the winter and beyond.”

The guard watched them suspiciously as Rob slipped the knife into his pocket. “Five minutes are up. Let’s go.”

“Of course,” Layish said, turning to Rob. “Be well, Mr. Parker.” He walked to the door just as Phelps gave Rob one last urgent glance.

“Good day, Mr. Parker,” he said, leaving the room.

The guard remained for a moment and shook his head at Rob. “Like a bunch of snakes in the grass. Arthur will wise up soon and put bullets in your heads. Outsiders.”

Rob said nothing as the guard turned and left. The door swung shut, and Rob slid back down the wall onto the mattress as the bolt slammed home. The cold steel of the switchblade protruded from his pocket. His mind raced with options, and he wasn’t sure what to think of any of it.

What have I gotten myself into now?




 

***

 

Over fifty of Clarkson’s vengeance-seeking residents followed behind the Buick LeSabre, relieved as they approached Bear Mountain. The trip had taken hours, with a few rest stops along the way. The roads were wet and sleek. Now that it was evening, there was no other choice but to stay at camp for the night. The people needed rest, and Mila had to deliver news of their plan to everyone else in the camp.

The sheriff was behind the wheel, with Mila in the middle and Carlos in the passenger seat. The backpacks of their sizable entourage were packed into the backseat and trunk. If there had been another way to make the trip, Mila would have been all for it. Time was of the essence. But there wasn’t a single working vehicle left in the entire town of Clarkson, and they had to deal with what was on their plate.

Traveling by foot or bicycle was the only way most people got around, and for many of Clarkson’s finest, it was the farthest they had ventured outside of town since the EMP strike. Arthur’s initial attack had left them scarred and afraid to explore.

As hopeful as their mission seemed, Mila knew that a much more difficult and violent road was ahead. She anticipated and dreaded the assault at the same time. No matter what the end result, people on both sides would die, but she tried to remind herself what it was all about. Freeing Rob was crucial, but they also had the opportunity to reclaim their town and drive the cancer of Arthur and his gang out for good.

During the trip, the sheriff talked a lot about his history in law enforcement, his family, and the sudden and tragic passing of his sick wife, months before the EMP strike. With her gone, he was completely focused on the people of Clarkson.

“None of them care to hear me blab on about myself,” he said, indicating the group following behind. “I imagine they’re sick of hearing me talk. But it’s nice to meet new people.”

“Especially people who aren’t trying to kill or rob you,” Mila added.

“You got that right,” the sheriff said.

Mila and Carlos gave some background on themselves. Who they were and what they did. Carlos worked for the post office. Mila was a nurse. The sheriff seemed impressed on both regards.

“Good thing I can shoot,” Carlos said. “Not much use for post office employees after the apocalypse.”

“Nonsense,” the sheriff said. “Correspondence is more important than ever. You get your hands on a horse, you’ll be just like Kevin Costner in that one movie.”

“Where can we get some?” Mila said, taking his suggestion at face value.

“There are a few ranches around Clarkson,” the sheriff said. He then hung his head and sighed. “But Arthur’s gang slaughtered a lot of livestock. The horses too.”

“That’s terrible…” Mila said, covering her mouth.

The mention of Arthur aroused Carlos’s anger all over again. “When do we attack?” he asked. “I mean, what’s our strategy?”

“We go into town early. Take ’em by surprise,” the sheriff said.

“I’m certain Arthur expects us back,” Mila said. “But he may not have counted on it being this soon.”

“I’m gonna put a bullet right between his eyes,” Carlos said.

The sheriff turned his head. “I reckon a lot of people feel the same way.”

They came upon the muddy dirt road leading up the mountain and to the camp. Visibility up the mountain was severely limited—more so than the road there, as the headlights no longer worked. None of their cars had working bulbs, even though almost everything else ran okay. Carlos grabbed some ChemLights from his backpack and offered to lead the way.

“Sure thing,” the sheriff said.

Mila moved over as Carlos got out. He announced to the large group of weary travelers that they were close, and several of them sighed, saying “At last.”

“I can’t thank you enough for this,” Mila reiterated to the sheriff.

He nodded in acknowledgement. “You get us into town, past those damn walls you say he’s built up, and we’ll take it from there.”

“I can fight,” Mila said. “This is my battle too.”

Steering through the bumpy terrain, he looked at her, impressed. “Well, aren’t you the original badass.”

Mila laughed then felt more focused than ever. She had tossed her doubts aside and wanted only to get Rob, reclaim their town, and restore peace and well-being to herself and those hundreds of others. Was that too much to ask?

The Clarkson fighters arrived at the camp after an exhausting slosh up the soggy dirt road that led to their temporary sanctuary. Mila had lost track of the time, but judging from the look of the camp, it was late. No one was outside. All the cabins had their thick curtains drawn. There was no guard on site or in the tower—a clear sign of the fracture in their normally cohesive group.

“So this is where y’all been holding up, huh?” the sheriff said.

“That’s right,” Mila said. She wondered if anyone had heard the car coming, but nobody came outside.

He slowed the car to a halt near a platform and benches, looking around and admiring what he could see in the darkness. Mila got out of the car as Carlos headed immediately to his cabin. She needed to get everyone on the same page as quickly as possible. Brad, Ashlee, Peter and Krystal, Elliott and Reba—she knew that they would most likely opt out. Most of them wanted to leave the camp altogether. If there was any chance she could convince them to stay and fight, she would. Her morale had lifted greatly in recruiting the sheriff and his people to their cause. She hoped her friends would feel the same way.

Carlos walked out of his cabin with Mayra, who looked as if she had just been woken. They went right to Peter’s cabin, and Carlos could be heard knocking on the door. A feeling of panic hit Mila as the deal she had made with Peter concerning the Buick resurfaced. It was brave of Carlos to handle it first thing. There were other cars. There might even be hope to recover their own. Already, the others were settling in.

The sheriff stepped out of his Buick and went over to his people, who were looking for dry ground to unpack their sleeping bags. “Great job so far,” he said.

Mila glanced over to her cabin. “I can fit a bunch you in my place. As many as possible.” She thought of Josh and Kelly, not wanting to wake them. But she knew she had to at least see them.

“What are you talking about?” Peter’s voice could be heard yelling in the distance.

Great, she thought. It’s starting already.

Carlos had wasted no time telling Peter about the deal, wanting to get it over with. Now Peter was huffing over, approaching Mila.

“What does he mean, you bargained my car away?” Peter asked. He had tossed a jacket over his striped pajamas. The commotion had brought Brad and Ashlee out of their cabin. Peter stopped dead in his tracks when he noticed the large, mingling group behind Mila.

“Whoa,” he said. “What’s this? Who are these people?”

“Please, relax,” Mila said, fanning her hand. “I’ll explain everything in a minute.”

Carlos came toward them, with Brad and Ashlee trying to keep up with Carlos’s long strides.

“What is this?” Brad asked. “Who are all these people?”

“Looks like you brought the whole town back with you,” Ashlee said, looking around in wonderment as the Clarkson crew unpacked.

“They’re from Clarkson, and they’re here to help,” Carlos said.

“Help with what?” Ashlee asked.

“Help us take back Nyack,” Mila said. “We’re invading the town tomorrow and ending this once and for all.”

 




Civil War

 

It was a surprisingly bright morning in downtown Nyack. Light frost was on the ground, and smoke trails from small fires everywhere drifted throughout the town like ghosts. A ceremony was in the works above the steps of Town Hall. Many people were already up and moving, preparing for the day’s events. A newly constructed wooden stage was being carried by several men and placed at the top of the stairs. Rows of chairs had been placed at the bottom of the steps, empty for the time being. It was an important day, for Arthur intended to solidify his questioned leadership of the town and their defeat of the outsiders.

By celebrating their survival against the odds, he hoped to bring the town together, united against further attacks from the outside world. A world that he was convinced was out to get them.

Arthur watched the ceremony setup from the second-story window of his office. He had taken a liking to his tan fatigues and beret, but that morning he was wearing a suit and tie.

For Arthur, today was a dream come true. Regardless of the circumstances surrounding it, he was finally mayor. No one could take that away from him.

“How do I look, Larry?” he asked while straightening his tie.

“Just fine. Remind me why we’re doing this again?” Larry asked.

Jerome and Dwayne were in the room as well, sitting across from Arthur’s desk, looking bored.

Not paying attention, Jerome said, “Need to find me a good woman. Sick of this shit.”

“You and me both,” Dwayne agreed.

Arthur turned from the window and looked at his men, disappointed. “Where’s your spirit?” he asked. “Today is an important day for Tartarus. We’re going to declare our own independence and sovereignty. We’re going to celebrate our recent victory. And most important of all, we’re going to announce expansion into neighboring counties. You gentlemen play your cards right, and you could be mayors of your own towns someday.”

“These people just want a way to stay warm,” Larry said.

“And they want food,” Dwayne added.

“I’ve got both avenues covered,” Arthur said, leaning on the back of his leather office chair. “I’ve got a shop crew examining those cars to figure out why they still work. There has to be something in their design, similar to our two cargo trucks. That could be the key in getting the heat back on in this town too.”

“I’ll save them the trouble,” Dwayne said, tilting his head back and yawning. “They’re old.”

“I understand that, Dwayne,” Arthur said. “But we need the specifics. We can learn and rebuild. Make this town functional again.”

“And the food?” Larry asked.

“Everyone who attends the ceremony will be given a healthy food ration from our private stock. That should keep them happy for the day.”

“But everyone is required to attend,” Larry added.

“Yes,” Arthur said, fastening his cufflinks. “So make sure that happens.”

Someone knocked at the door. Arthur looked up and signaled to Larry. “See who it is, please.”

Larry walked across the carpet and opened the door a crack. Reverend Phelps peeked in.

“What do you want?” Larry asked.

“Hello. I came to see the mayor,” Phelps said.

Larry opened the door fully to see a line of people outside the office, all the way down the hall.

“You’ve got visitors,” he called to Arthur.

Arthur waved Phelps in and told Larry to close the door. He sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “This early, and I’ve already got a line outside. The trials of being a mayor!”

Townspeople often gathered outside his office first thing in the morning for personal requests, complaints, food, supplies, and a litany of other requests. His newly established “open-door policy” was starting to have its consequences.

“How can I help you, Pastor?” Arthur asked as his men eyed Phelps suspiciously.

“Good morning, Mr. Mayor. I just wanted to let you know that the guards transported Mr. Parker to the building.”

“Perfect,” Arthur said while patting his hair and studying his reflection in the window.

“Would you like them sent in? Perhaps we can all have a one-on-one,” Phelps said.

“Certainly. But first, I want to make sure that we’re clear on what you’re saying this morning. I want everything to go perfectly.”

“Yes. I’ve got it all up here,” Phelps said, pointing to his head.

Arthur turned around. Various conversations could be heard coming from the hall. He told Phelps, “You will speak of your vision of a true leader. And I think you know the rest.”

“Of course, Mr. Mayor.”

Arthur approached the pastor and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Do this, and I’ll hold up my end of the bargain. Just remember,” he said, pointing. “Upon their release, your people aren’t to speak of this town to anyone. If they betray my trust, they will suffer the consequences.”

Phelps nodded with enthusiasm. “They understand that.”

“And of course, if they choose to live here, that’s fine by me as well. I did, after all, relocate them from their cells to a nice town home.”

“And they’re deeply grateful” Phelps said.

Arthur slapped him on the back. “Just tell me what they decide at the end of the day. Go ahead send Mr. Parker to me.”

“Right away, Mr. Mayor,” Phelps said, turning to the door. As he opened it, outside conversation spilled into the room. Once shut, the room went quiet again.

“You’re not really going to let them leave, are you?” Larry asked.

Arthur laughed. “Of course not. He’ll understand later. I just need him on point right now.”

A knock came at the door again. Larry went to open it and saw a burly, gray-bearded guard standing there with Rob, who was zip-tied at the wrists.

“Your boy’s here,” Larry said.

“Splendid, please come in,” Arthur said.

The guard pushed Rob in past Larry and made it halfway in himself before Arthur stopped him.

“Go ahead and help with setup, Isaac. Rob will be fine.”

The guard nodded and left the office. Arthur’s men stared Rob down as he stood in front of the desk, wearing a dark-blue sweater and jeans.

“You look spiffy, Rob. Glad you got a chance to get cleaned up. I hope the new clothes are a good fit.”

“It works,” Rob said.

Arthur’s men kept their eyes locked on both him and Rob, adding to the tension in the air. Arthur had had enough of their suspicions and waved the men away.

“Give us a minute, will you?”

Larry, Dwayne, and Jerome looked at each other but didn’t move.

Arthur’s tone grew sharper. “I don’t need babysitters. Get out of here! I’ll call you when I need you.”

Dwayne and Jerome reluctantly rose from their chairs and followed Larry outside the office. The door shut as Arthur looked to Rob, waiting a minute before speaking to him.

“I was told that you’re willing to work with us.”

“That’s right,” Rob said.

Arthur stopped and examined him keenly. “Can you tell me what the deciding factor was?”

Rob shrugged and looked past Arthur, out the window overlooking the town. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”

“Yes. It is.” Arthur spun around and looked at him hard. “But if I know you at all, Rob, you’re looking for an out. And I must say, I don’t blame you. I’ve taken you from your family. I’ve caused you a lot of harm.”

“I’m not in any kind of position to make demands.”

Arthur nodded. “I’m glad you can see that. But it doesn’t change the fact that you cannot be fully trusted. At least for a while.”

As Arthur turned away, with his back turned toward him, Rob stuck his hand in his right pocket and felt the knife.

“I understand.”

He carefully pulled out the closed switchblade. He listened for noises out in the hall and signs of any possible intrusions. It was probably the only chance he would have that day to do something. He stopped as Arthur turned to face him.

“I’m going to introduce you as a reformed man. Or at least a man seeking redemption. The pastor will help with that. You know a lot of people in this town better than I do, I imagine. And they know you. I’m sure you have your share of supporters, despite a majority who hate your guts.”

“No doubt,” Rob said.

Arthur turned again to face the window, almost as though giving Rob the signal. Almost as though he wanted to die. Rob pulled the knife out fully, when the door suddenly swung open and a man walked in sounding rushed.

“Mr. Mayor, just about everyone is out there now.”

Rob fumbled to conceal the knife, nearly dropping it. Beads of sweat rose on his forehead.

“Good to hear. Thanks,” Arthur said, turning around.

Rob slid the knife back in his pocket, trying to remain cool and natural.

“If you mention food rations, it magically brings the town together,” Arthur said, looking at Rob.

Rob struggled to crack a smile. “About those prepared food rations…” he began.

“Yes?” Arthur said, leaning closer.

“What are they made of?”

“I don’t know,” Arthur said. “Military-grade stuff in air-tight packages. Got them straight off an army truck we seized.”

“I see.”

Arthur smacked his hands together with enthusiasm. “Now let’s go. Your crowd awaits!”

Rob nodded as Arthur led him out of the office. Below the window of the second-story office, over a hundred people had gathered as mandated, eagerly awaiting their rations. It was another spectacle. But at least it gave them something to do.

 




 

***

 

The crowd was in place as Arthur took the stage amid his men, who were positioned throughout the plaza, providing security. Oddly enough, Arthur had managed to assemble a band of trumpet players in the pews. Their rendition of the Star-Spangled Banner was sloppy but earnest. Makeshift flags displaying a red letter T within an oval streamed from light posts down Main Street: the flag of Tartarus. The ceremony was about to begin.

Rob was escorted behind the stage without restraints next to two armed guards. He looked over and saw Phelps and Layish standing together talking near the stage. The pastor noticed Rob first and signaled to Layish, who turned and nodded to Rob with an unfriendly expression. Rob shrugged. What did they want him to do, kill Arthur in broad daylight in front of the entire town? He’d be signing his own death warrant.

“Welcome!” Arthur said to the gathered crowd. They looked worn and apprehensive, there for only one purpose: to get food. Arthur’s men stood guard at positions around the seated audience of over a hundred people and were also scattered throughout Main Street.

“I’m so glad to see you all, and I’m very excited to bring you news of a new day. We gather here to not only plan our collective future together as a strong community, but also to commemorate our strength and survival against overwhelming odds.” He continued his pep talk for several more minutes, his voice booming above the heads of the gathered crowd below. A giant banner hung overhead, strung from one street post to the next, reading, TARTARUS is the Future. And the Future is NOW.

“I know it hasn’t been easy. I know that you have families and personal matters to attend to. I know that you have former lives and occupations to think of. I know that many of you are scared for the future. And I also know that many of you just want your food rations. We’ll get to all that shortly, but first I want to officially mark today as the day when Tartarus becomes an independent municipality free from the corruption of the outside world. The wall we have worked so hard on has become a reality. It is because of this wall that we can now live in relative peace and harmony, free from outside threats.”

Arthur never paused to consider who the real threat to the townspeople was, thought Rob. As far as he was concerned, he was as legitimate a leader as the town had ever had. Most people knew this much, but many were so desperate to live by the scraps thrown to them that they accepted whatever he did and however he did it.

“I’m going to bring Reverend Phelps up here in a minute, but first, I want to introduce someone many of you are all too familiar with.” He spoke with a hint of irony, and a sly grin lit his face.

Arthur turned toward the back of the stage, where Rob waited.

“Help me welcome back our old friend, Rob Parker!”

Forced applause came from the crowd as the guards pushed him on stage. Rob stumbled, and the crowd gasped, but he steadied himself, scowling at the guard, who smirked and gave him one last shove. They let him be then as he walked to the center of the stage and stood next to Arthur, who placed an arm around him.

“With minimal motivation, Rob has promised to turn himself around and dedicate his time and efforts to helping us make it through the winter. Many of you might be familiar with his prepper store, which I’m going to allow Rob to reopen.”

Rob felt inside his pocket again to assure himself that the knife was still there.

“And he would like to share a few words with you today, assuring each and every one of you how together, we can survive anything.”

Arthur stepped to the side to let him have the stage. Rob looked out into the crowd, all eyes fixed on him. Their faces—tired and broken—reminded him of how important his task really was. But in helping them, there was only one thing he could really do, and the time wasn’t right to do it. He moved his hands away from his pocket and cleared his throat. His mouth was dry, and the chill in the air had him slightly shaking.

“I’m… Umm… I’m glad to be back and given the opportunity to make things right again,” Rob began. He figured it was groveling enough to please Arthur. The disapproving crowd looked less than pleased. He scanned for any familiar faces: Bernie, his neighbor at the thrift store, Carol, the bookstore owner, even his landlord, Mr. Clayton. He couldn’t find them. Maybe they had made it out of town before the madness.

“I have some knowledge about surviving the elements, skills that may help most of you. I can show you how to trap the heat in your homes with duct tape and blankets. I can teach you about preserving and drying food. Anything you want. How to purify water. Even how to make your own weapons.”

Arthur cleared his throat with a level of theatrics that warned Rob to kill any talk of weapons.

“I can show you how to start a fire the good old-fashioned way. How to start what I call a garage greenhouse. This is where you grow your own vegetables in the comfort of your own home with cups of soil. It takes time, but I can offer tips or anything else you want to know.”

Arthur joined Rob in the center of the stage and turned to address the audience.

“And what do you think of me, Rob? How I gave you another chance. Would you say I’m a tyrant with an insatiable thirst for power?”

Rob looked around. Arthur’s men narrowed their eyes at him. “No, of course not. You are a leader.”

“Is that right?” Arthur asked.

Rob took a deep breath, hating himself for the words he was about to say. “You’re just the leader this town needs.”

Arthur held his hands out triumphantly. “There you have it, folks. Straight from the horse’s mouth. Thanks, Rob.”

A light applause, prompted by the guards, followed as Arthur signaled for Rob to exit the stage. Rob turned and stopped, distracted by the sound of several faint pops in the distance.

Arthur gripped his arm. “What is that?” he asked, staring ahead in fear.

His men looked around curiously as the pops got closer and louder.

“No,” Arthur said, realizing something was terribly wrong. “Not today…”

The seated people began to turn around with concerned looks on their faces. Arthur’s men readied their rifles. Silence fell, with only the rustling of the wind to be heard.

Arthur steadied one hand and with the other, reached into his suit jacket breast pocket for his pistol. “Be ready,” he announced to his men.

Reverend Phelps and Dr. Layish looked at each other with apprehension. Trouble was on the horizon. Everyone could feel it. Suddenly multiple shots were fired onto the town square from above. Three of Arthur’s men near the stage took hits and dropped to the ground like lead weights. The seated crowd screamed in terror and hid under their chairs or started to run as more shots rang out. It was hard to see where they were coming from.

Panicked, Arthur scanned the building rooftops along Main Street. He could see bright flashes radiating from different locations as each shot was fired.

“They’re on top of the buildings!” he shouted to his men. “Take positions!”

The crowd ran in different directions, anywhere away from Town Hall, as several of Arthur’s men laid down suppressing fire at any building in range. Rob couldn’t believe what was happening, but he knew he needed to take cover. He moved to jump off the stage, when Arthur yanked him back by the collar of his sweater.

“You son of a bitch!” Arthur seethed. “Are these your people? We had a deal!”

Rob pulled the switchblade from his pocket, and in one quick swoop, he released the blade and jammed it into Arthur’s chest. Arthur screamed out in pain and stumbled backward with the knife still sticking out. His men were too distracted by the gunfire to notice. Rob leapt from the stage, falling into Reverend Phelps, who was desperately trying to find cover.

“Quick, under the stage!” Dr. Layish said. There was just enough space to crawl under. The three men dropped to their knees and then flat on their stomachs, slipping underneath just as a barrage of men poured onto Main Street like an advancing army. Rob pushed himself farther under the platform as Phelps and Layish followed, grunting and heaving. “I did it,” Rob said. “I stabbed the bastard!”

Mila was somewhere in the back of the first wave of fifteen men who stormed Main Street, taking position behind trash cans, vehicles, and anything else they could use for cover. Arthur’s men engaged relentlessly, firing at them nonstop. Bullets flew over Mila as she jumped behind a rusty Camry parked on the side street. Carlos and Brad fell in next to her, ready to bring the fight home.

“Stay here!” Mila said. “We don’t want to be used for target practice.”

“Damn right,” Brad said, covering his head. Bullets shot through the Toyota window, sending glass bits airborne.

“Has anyone seen Rob?” she asked between heavy breaths.

“Looks like they were having an event before we showed up,” Carlos said.

“A human sacrifice?” Brad asked in jest.

One of the sheriff’s men ran past them and hit the ground, taking a shot to the head.

“No!” Mila shouted.

Carlos got up on one knee, peeked out, and fired his rifle from behind the car. Arthur’s men were everywhere and advancing quickly. Gunfire was heavy in both directions, and from the rooftops. Arthur’s men were falling like rocks all around the stage.

Mila looked out and saw a man writhing in the center of the stage, in agony. He was on his back, dressed in a suit, and looked familiar. “Oh my God,” she said. “It’s him. It’s the mayor.”

“Where?” Carlos said, his face burning with rage.

“On the stage,” Mila answered, pointing.

He fired but didn’t have an open shot, hitting one of Arthur’s men in the chest and sending him to the ground. The sheriff suddenly jumped behind the car to join them. He had fallen back.

“There’s a lot of them. We’re trying our best!” he said, holding a pistol and adjusting his crooked sunglasses.

“I saw Arthur!” Mila said.

The sheriff’s eyes widened. “Where at?”

“On the stage!” Carlos answered. A shot rang out from behind them, and they turned in unison to see five men with rifles advancing toward them. They were surrounded.

They unloaded on Arthur’s men, riddling their bodies with multiple rounds. The blasts, coming from all around, were deafening. The group of five collapsed in bloody heaps, with spent gun shells scattered around them. But the fight was far from over. The sheriff’s men fired repeatedly, hitting Arthur’s team but missing some too, and using up ammo. Any unarmed resident had long since vanished. The once-quaint Main Street had become a war zone.

“That was a close one,” the sheriff said, clutching his pistols and staring at the bodies before them.

“Too close,” Mila said. “We have to survive this. It’s our only option,” she said jokingly.

“You’re telling me,” Brad said. “I’ve got four kids waiting for me back at the camp.”

Carlos scanned the area ahead, looking toward Town Hall. He could see the man Mila identified as the mayor crawling off the stage toward the ground. Carlos stood up suddenly and charged forward as his boots crunched against glass and shells.

“Carlos, no!” Mila shouted.

He was already far ahead and dodging gunfire.

Mila and Brad aimed their rifles down the road and fired, doing their best to provide suppressing fire after being taken off guard.

“Watch our backs!” Mila shouted to the sheriff.

Carlos kept sprinting forward through the hail of bullets, focusing on his target. One of Arthur’s men jumped out from behind a barrel with his rifle aimed. Carlos shot him through the head, and he spun backward, screaming. As he dropped, another shooter came out of nowhere, putting Carlos in his sights. Carlos blew the side of his face off in one shot and kept running.

The stage was getting closer. He was almost there. The mayor was on his knees under a tree and trying to push himself up. As Carlos advanced, a lanky man with a handlebar mustache ran to the mayor and shielded him. For a moment, he was too distracted to notice Carlos charging toward them, but when their eyes met, he quickly swung his rifle around to take fire. A gunshot rang out from atop a nearby building, cracking the man’s head open and throwing him to the ground near Arthur. Surprised, Carlos jumped but kept his pace.

Arthur had managed to get up on his feet just as Carlos pummeled him like a bull. Arthur gasped and spit blood as the two men flew onto the hard concrete ground. Sporadic gunfire blasted, coming from all sides. Several of Arthur’s men dropped as others quickly realized they were outnumbered. They threw down their weapons and ran, but the Clarkson crew weren’t ones to take prisoners.

Shot in the back, the fleeing men collapsed next to the bodies of their own, drenched in pools of blood that leaked throughout Main Street.

“Get off me!” Arthur shouted. Carlos rolled to the side and got on his knees. Before the mayor could say another word, Carlos’s meaty fist pounded his face with lightning-fast punches. He then clutched Arthur’s neck.

“What did you do to my son?” he asked, squeezing his neck and cutting off his oxygen. “Tell me, you sick fuck!”

The knife still protruded from his chest. Carlos reached for the handle and yanked it out. Arthur cried out in gasps of pain. “Cat got your tongue? Talk, damn it!”

“I-I’m sorry,” Arthur wheezed. “It wasn’t me. It was an accident.”

“The fuck you talking about?” Carlos asked, hunched over him.

“One of my men took it too far. We buried the boy. Gave him a proper burial just like anyone else!”

Completely in shock, Carlos loosened his grip. “What? He’s dead?” Tears welled in his rage-filled eyes. “You killed him? You fucking killed my boy?”

He removed his hand from Arthur’s neck and stared forward in a horrified daze. Sound was fading. Everything was becoming blurry. In Carlos’s moment of crippling astonishment, Arthur reached into his coat, pulled his pistol out, and pushed it against Carlos’s chest. Carlos looked down just as Arthur fired. A stinging pain swept through him, and he fell to his side beside Arthur.

Rob crawled out from under the stage when he heard the nearby gunshot. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He shouted to Carlos and ran over and kicked the pistol out of Arthur’s hand before he could fire another shot. Carlos lay on his side, shaking and coughing with rapid breaths.

Rob fell to his knees next to him and placed his hand on his back. “Stay with me, man. Come on!”

Arthur lay next to him, his face swollen and bloody and one eye half-shut. His lips curled upward in a smile. “Got him,” he muttered.

Rob was too distracted with his friend to even hear, as gunshots continued nonstop. The sheriff’s men were quickly advancing and staving off Arthur’s gang. Rob pulled off his sweater and gently nudged Carlos onto his back. He was hit. A bad spot—right in the chest. Blood oozed out, soaking through his jacket and forming a puddle under him. Carlos gasped for breath as sweat dropped from his forehead.

“Look at me, Carlos!” Rob said.

Carlos’s eyes looked through Rob as he muttered something about Antonio.

Rob moved Carlos’s hands and wrapped his sweater around the wound, tying the sleeves tight to staunch the blood that showed bright red against Rob’s white undershirt.

“It’s going to be all right,” Rob said in a desperate, demanding tone. “You hear me? You’re going to be okay. Think of your wife and daughter!”

For a moment, the gunfire seemed to have ceased. More of the sheriff’s men were in sight after successfully taking the street.

“Dr. Layish!” Rob shouted. “We got a man down here!”

Reverend Phelps and Dr. Layish looked out cautiously from beneath the stage.

“It’s clear! You can come out. But I need your help.”

Layish ran over, ready to help, and took a knee next to Rob. One look at Carlos, and his face looked stricken with hopeless concern.

“He’s one of ours,” Rob said. “You’ve got to help him.

Layish examined Carlos, pulling aside the sweater to look at his wound. His head whipped around to face the pastor. “Quick, Phelps. Get my bag. It’s in my office on the first floor.”

Phelps nodded and darted off, nearly tripping over Larry’s motionless corpse.

“I don’t think it hit any major arteries,” Layish said and wiped his forehead. “If I can clean and dress the wound in time, he should be okay. Might have to get him out of here for surgery.”

“Surgery?” Rob said, brushing back his hair. Being so completely preoccupied with Carlos had given Rob tunnel vision. So much so, that he didn’t notice that Arthur’s gang had been defeated, or so it seemed. Most of his men lay dead in the street. Others had managed to run off, fleeing the town in a panic. His team of enforcers, at thirty-five strong, had been decimated. The freemen had taken an enormous blow. Their leader, however, had survived, lying off to the side, trying to crawl away before it was too late.

“Rob!” Mila shouted from afar.

Rob turned around and stood up, shocked to hear her voice.

She ran up the stairs in a fury and jumped into his arms. He lifted her up, and they embraced for what felt like an eternity. They both laughed and cried in ecstatic delirium.

“Oh my God,” she said. “I’ve never been happier…”

“Me either,” Rob said, stroking her hair. “Me either.”

He lowered her down as their lips pressed hard against each other. “I had faith,” she whispered. “Faith that we would get you back.”

Rob looked up and surveyed the scene as the sheriff walked up the stairs in slow, confident strides. Bodies of Arthur’s men lay everywhere. It was a bloodbath. He backed away and looked at Mila, surprised. “You did this?”

She touched her hair and gave him an innocent expression. “I may have had something to do with organizing it.”

Phelps ran from the building, carrying a bag, and handed it to Layish. “Here you go, Doc.”

Mila looked down and gasped. “Carlos!”

“It’s okay,” Rob said, holding her. “Dr. Layish here is going to take care of him.”

Carlos continued mumbling about Antonio and revenge, but he had remained conscious, and that’s what mattered, as Layish went to work on his wound. The sheriff came up and touched Mila on the shoulder.

“Looks like you gave us a Buick,” he said with a smile.

She turned, smiled, and looked back at Rob. “Rob, this is Sheriff Dawson.”

“You must be the man she did all this work for,” the sheriff said. “Nice to meet you.”

Rob gave him a handshake, threw an arm over his shoulder, and thanked him, and thanked him again.

“Not a problem. Couple of my men got hit, but we’re dealing with it. Looks like ol’ Carlos took a bullet too.”

“He’ll be okay,” Rob said. “He’s a fighter.” He wanted more than anything to believe it.

The sheriff cocked his head back and noticed Arthur slowly crawling away and trying to get to his pistol.

“Hey, I know him,” he said, pointing.

Rob and Mila turned to look. Rob took a step forward, only to have Mila grab his arm. “No,” she said as he turned to look at her. “I want to have a word with him.”

She stepped past Carlos and approached the mayor while pulling out her revolver.

“Hey!” Rob said, running over to them.

Mila kicked Arthur with her boot. He grunted and fell on his back, spitting blood. Mila stood directly over him, her legs straddling both sides of him. She raised her gun and aimed at his face.

“All the pain you’ve caused. All the lives you’ve destroyed. I can only think of one thing to do with you.”

Rob slowed his pace and approached her cautiously with his hands up. “That’s enough, Mila. He needs to answer for his crimes.”

She looked over at him. “In what world will that happen?”

Rob delicately touched Mila’s arm, pulling the gun down. “Don’t give him an easy way out. He doesn’t deserve it.”

Clearly conflicted, Mila’s shoulders shook as tears streamed down her cheeks. “He deserves to die, just like his horrible gang.”

“No, Mila,” Rob said. “We can’t decide that anymore.”

She lowered the gun completely as Rob wrapped her arms around her and squeezed. “Those days are over.”
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