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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Panic 
 
      
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    I don’t even know where to start.  
 
    Frowning down at the spatters of blood on my hands and clothes, I can only imagine what my face looks like.  Now that the dried smears on my skin have been acknowledged, they begin to itch.  Frantically, I feel the insane urge to scratch the blood away; anything to remove the physical reminders of what happened last night.  
 
    My legs become tangled in my sleeping bag in my haste to escape.  Meekah yawns up at me from the pile of straw where we made our bed.  Finally, I crawl free.  The air is cool on my skin, but I see the bright sunlight through the cracks in the barn siding.  
 
    The first order of business is to wash up.  My first instinct is to run back to the house, but I’m not sure that’s the smartest thing to do right now.  
 
    The caked-on blood begins to feel heavy, like it’s etching into my skin.  Trying to think rationally through my panic, the barn door slides open a few inches beneath my fingers.  With no idea if anyone is outside, if those men from the night before are anywhere near, I need to be careful.  Peeking through the slot between the doors, I wait a moment before opening it all the way.   
 
    Nothing but silence and a slight breeze greet me.  My head is still spinning with the events of the previous night.  The traitor, Adam coming back, Brad shot, Ally gone… Part of me wants to curl back into my sleeping bag in the hay and refuse to face any of it.   
 
    There’ll be time for thinking later.  Pushing it away, I focus only on the here and now.  
 
    The coast is clear. I rush out the doors and toward the back of the burnt down farmhouse.  The stink of smoke hangs heavy in the air.  My knee twinges, reminding me of my week-old injury.  Meekah tears out of the old wooden building, excited to escape the confines.  Forcing myself to a walk, the old hand-pump of the well comes in sight.  Pushing the handle down a few times, gushes of clear, cold water reward my efforts.  Kneeling, the water cascades over my hands and arms.  Using my fingernails, the dried blood and dirt flake off, instantly lost in the tangle of yellow and green growth.   
 
    I scrub until my skin feels raw, but still, I don’t feel clean. 
 
    Soap.  I need soap.  And a mirror.  
 
    Meekah laps at the water pooling around the base of the pump.  That reminds me: I didn’t bring any food for either of us.  I don’t feel hungry; instead, I feel like I may never eat again.  I mentally do a scan of the night before… what did those men take from the house?  And, more importantly, what did they leave behind?  
 
    My mind flashes back to the bodies of the dogs, lying in pools of their own blood.  Of Brad, delirious with blood loss, still trying to refuse to leave his home.  Of Adam… boldly leading me up the stairs to a supposed rape, only to end in his own death.  I shudder.  The events of the night before are like a nightmare, nothing that I want to dwell on.  
 
    Focus! 
 
    The leader of Adam’s little group had told him and the others to take the dogs and anything else ‘useful.’  The group that had burned down the farm had taken a random smattering of boxes, but not everything.  I don’t think that I have a choice; I have to go back to the house. 
 
    *** 
 
    Meekah has drunk her fill of the water and is nosing around the barn, intent on finding a suitable place to do her business.  My mind skitters from possibility to possibility, trying desperately to figure out what our next steps are.   
 
    A noise startles me from my contemplation. 
 
    Whipping around, I reach for my rifle, only to find that it isn’t there.  Am I so stupid and tired to have forgotten my lifeline?  To be honest, I can’t remember if I left it in the house the night before or my sleeping stall this morning.  Scolding myself harshly only makes me more ashamed about the last fifteen hours.  
 
    These thoughts flash through my mind in hardly a second, before the image across the field begins to take shape.  
 
    … Beau?  
 
    Could it be?  
 
    A knicker breaks the sound of the quiet morning as he increases his speed in my direction from the safety of the woods surrounding the property.  Shock ripples through me.  Shouldn’t he be… dead?  Or… eaten?  Or… something?  He still doesn’t seem real until his velvety nose is nuzzling into my hands and neck.  How?  I question him aloud, tears dripping down my cheeks.  “How are you alive?  How are you here right now?”   
 
    Meekah dances between his feet, a shrill bark of excitement echoing through the field around the farm.  Some of my distress is washed away with his warm breath against my face.  Wrapping my arms around his neck, I let myself breathe in his earthy, sweet scent.  This animal, whom I saved from certain death from neglect, has certainly saved me in kind.  He carried me from danger to the arms of safety; I wouldn’t be happier if I had found a member of my own family running to me.  In a way, I guess I have.  
 
    Beau and Meekah follow me easily enough to the doors of the barn, both hesitating at the entryway.  Of course, they can probably smell the blood much more keenly than I can.  It takes some coaxing, but I eventually lead them inside and shut the door behind us.  The weak streams of light between the barn rafters show me the way to where the food is kept.  An old plastic cup in the barrel of feed lets me spoon the appropriate amount into Beau’s pail.   
 
    Time to plan out my next steps.  I think it would be folly not to return to the house to see what I can salvage.  Even if there is not much left in the house, I realize that the chickens and ducks were probably left unmolested in the backyard.  At least, I hadn’t heard anyone disturb them.  It’s worth checking into, no matter how much I dread it.  
 
    With Beau impatiently mowing down on his breakfast, I look at Meekah, sitting at my heels.  I can’t take her with me.  A part of me is terrified that those men will come back, the other half convinced that they would have come back by now.  Either way, my conscience demands that I leave her here.  Herding her into the stall that we slept in, I do my best to make her a nest in our recently vacated sleeping bag.  Her brown eyes gaze up at me, trusting.  “Stay,” I tell her, before closing the stall door.   
 
    With the barn doors closed behind me, I turn to take a slow, careful look around the property.  In the distance, I can just make out the red siding of the house through the spring growth on the trees.  The world is silent, except for the sounds of birds celebrating spring.  Taking a deep breath, I steel my shoulders and take the first step.  I am going to reclaim what is mine.  
 
    *** 
 
    The long driveway leading from the farmhouse to the road is muddy.  My boots squelch noisily in the wet earth, making me feel like a target in the open.  Weaponless, I feel vulnerable.  I still can’t believe that I was stupid enough to flee without a gun last night.  Chalking it up to exhaustion, I again push the thoughts away.   
 
    One step in front of the other; just focus on getting to the house safely.  The walk has never seemed so long.  
 
    Finally reaching the packed dirt road, I strain for any sounds of human activity.  Quickening my pace, I decide to go around the rear of the house, through the backyard.  The front door seems too dangerous, exposed.  
 
    The sky is clear above me; no clouds at all.  The sun is warm against my back and new green shoots of life are everywhere.  This perfect spring day is a poor match for my thoughts.  As I near the rear of the house, the open door of the chicken coop immediately alarms me.  The chickens and ducks start flapping their wings and calling out to me from their pens.  Only about half of them are left, but relief floods through me anyway.   I at least have the birds as a food source to start with.  I know that they’re hungry, but I turn to the house first.   
 
    The window that leads into Ally and Brad’s bedroom is shattered.  The wood around the casing is splintered and shards of glass stick into the space haphazardly.  Of course, this is how those men broke into the house last night.  Adam must have known that surprising them and subduing Brad first would be the only way sure way to defeat us. 
 
    I want to lay down and cry as the memories of last night crash over me again.  Overwhelmed with emotion, my heart is pounding, and it feels like I can’t get enough air.  Sudden dizziness leaves me nauseous, forcing me to sit on the wet ground.  Hands shaking, my fingers drag through my hair distractedly.   
 
    Brad, Ally, Adam, blood, a bookend, a gun, the force of slamming a heavy object into soft flesh… the images are scrambled and flashing in rapid succession.  I can’t see the physical things in front of me; my mind’s eye is consuming me.  
 
    Brad, Ally, Adam, blood…bradallyadamblood…bradallyadamblood… all merging together.  My chest hurts with the force of my pulse.  Am I having a heart attack?  Gasping for air, I think I might faint.  
 
    Bradallyadamblood… Meekah. 
 
    Focus on Meekah.  
 
    Meekah is alive. 
 
    Meekah needs me.  
 
    I put my head between my knees and close my eyes.  Inhaling slowly… exhaling to the count of ten.  Over and over, attempting to slow the panicked rhythm of my body.  Opening my eyes, I try to focus on a single blade of grass.  It’s yellowed and stands feebly against the world.  Anything could crush it at any time; rain or a random footprint… but, still.  It stands. 
 
    My heartbeat slows and the rush in my head is diminishing.  I haven’t had a panic attack in years; too bad I don’t have any Xanax.  Slowly, crawling to my knees and then standing, I do a mental check of my body.  The back of my head, my lips and chin, and my knee are all in various degrees of pain from the beating I took last night.  Other generalized aches are there in the background, but overall, I’m okay.   
 
    I will be okay.  
 
    Thank goodness no one is in the house; sitting on the ground having a panic attack would have been an easy target for the poorest shot.  Time to focus on getting in and out of the house unscathed.  Staying busy always helped me battle anxiety, and this is no time to be lolling around.  
 
    The back door is locked when I reach for it.  Sighing, I eye the broken window.  Still feeling shaky, it’s hard to find a safe place to put my hands and feet around the bits of glass.  As soon as I lean in, the coppery scent of blood fills my senses.  Fighting the urge to gag, it’s no easy feat to force myself up and through the window.   
 
    The inside of the house is dark and gloomy.  Blood stains mar the carpeted bedroom floor, showing the place where Brad was shot.  Two of the three dogs still lay where they fell.  Averting my eyes, I press on to the living room.  
 
    I am not here to mourn them.  I am not here to cry.  I need to get what I need and get the hell out of here.  
 
    Proceeding to the bathroom, I shut the door behind me.  It blocks out the worst of the stench.  Leaning over the sink, it seems scary to look myself in the eye in the mirror.  Finally raising my eyes, my appearance startles me.  My eyes are red-rimmed; my bottom lip swollen and cracked.  There is blood in my disheveled hair and splattered across my neck.   
 
    Grabbing a bucket of water from beside the tub, I drag it over to the sink.  It’s cool, but I don’t care.  The last bar of soap, only a small wedge now, is slippery between my fingers.  It takes a few minutes until I’m satisfied that all the blood is gone.  Feeling marginally better, I move on to brushing my teeth and throwing my hair up into a ponytail.   
 
    Bracing myself before opening the bathroom door, a mental list of resources starts to form.  Picking my way between the blood and bodies on the living room floor, I rush up the stairs to my bedroom.  Most of my clothes are already packed and at the barn, but these stiff, bloody clothes are screaming to come off.  Discarding them on the floor, a sweatshirt and clean jeans are soothing against my abused body. 
 
    I carefully avoid looking at Adam’s dead face, staring into nothing.  
 
    Next, all the weapons in the house need to be gathered.  Having already stripped Adam of his buck knife the night before, I walk away from his body and the bedroom without checking him.   
 
    I don’t ever want to go back in that room.  
 
    Downstairs, a random assortment of weapons are scattered across the floor.  In our haste to pack up Brad and the rush of the attack, Ally and I had left everything where it had fallen.  Searching and bending, stripping the bodies of the men of anything useful, I soon find myself with a pile of various knives and guns.  There’s no ammo, though.  Only what’s already loaded.   
 
    Under Ally and Brad’s bed, I find the duffel of handguns and ammunition that Brad had shown us so many weeks ago.  Most of them are gone; Brad had set aside some that he decided weren’t safe to shoot, due to age.  That had left only five guns that we had divvied up between us.  There were two left in the duffel, along with the remaining ammo.  Choosing a large buck knife and my own rifle, I leave the rest in the bag.   
 
    One box of canned goods is left.  My bathroom toiletries go into a plastic bag, which will fit with the weapons.  Completely focused on the task at hand, I try to prioritize the most useful items.  A couple of pots, some utensils… There’s a lighter in the drawer.  Gloves, hat, sleeping bag.  The tent!   
 
    Running out to the shed, my heart sinks a little when I see the door is open.  Brad always kept it closed.  The men from the night before must have broken in.  The gas cans are gone, along with the fishing poles and the big tackle box.  Fortunately, they left the smaller tackle box that was tucked on a shelf below the work bench.  Inside, there are some fishing line and hooks.  I take the whole box, gladly.  Thankfully, Brad’s tent is still in the bag on the floor against one wall.   
 
    Two tarps are balled up in a corner and a hatchet hangs on the wall.  A length of rope is coiled neatly on the bench.  Yes! I look around, trying to think clearly; I don’t want to forget anything.   
 
    My arms full, I cross the yard back to the house.  Again, the birds in the coop call out to me.  How will I transport them?  Slaughtering them all doesn’t seem like a good idea.  The dog crate!  One of Ally’s dogs had used a large dog crate that’s still in the living room.   
 
    The plan is coming together.  The biggest question is how I will possibly take everything with me.  It’s not like the dog crate will fit on Beau.    
 
    Brad has that little trailer that he used the four-wheeler to tow… Could I somehow have Beau tow it? 
 
    The six chickens and two ducks do not want to crowd into the dog crate. Throwing some of their feed into the back to tempt them only works on two of the chickens.  Eventually, rounding them up by hand and pressing them in is the only way they’ll go into the small space.  Two new gashes on my hands from their talons bleed freely; just add them to my list of wounds.  Leaving them outside for the moment, I head back into the house. 
 
    My mind is moving a thousand miles an hour, anxiety forgotten for the moment.  The pile of goods in the living room becomes larger, now that I have a plan for transportation in the cart.  Kneeling on the floor, I attempt to pack everything as efficiently as possible, either into the bags or the cardboard box of food.   
 
    Something tugs at the corner of my consciousness.  
 
    The clink of the mason jars of food as I rearrange them drowns everything else out for a few seconds.  As the sound of glass-against-glass disappears, another sound finally breaks through into my awareness. Is that…? 
 
    An engine! 
 
    The shock is paralyzing for a few precious seconds.  
 
    Getting a grip on myself, I look around.  There’s no way that I can take all this stuff.  The most important bag is the duffel, full of weapons and ammo, and my rifle.  The bag is heavy and awkward from everything that I just crammed into it; using the two small handles, I lift it and swing it ahead of me in short bursts.  My rifle is slung around my shoulder, adding to the awkwardness. 
 
    This is crazy.  I can’t take this far. 
 
    Why am I surprised?  Why am I not more prepared?  
 
    It must be the guys from last night.  It has to be.  They must have waited for the others to come back and now are coming to see what happened.  Maybe they had a few drinks to celebrate their victory last night and that’s why they didn’t come earlier.  Who knows? 
 
    Who cares! 
 
    Focus! 
 
    Lifting the bag one last time, I shove it through the broken window and out.  Climbing through, I land awkwardly on top of the bag, almost rolling my ankle.  Slow down!  You can’t afford to get injured right now! 
 
    The whine of the engine grows louder before it cuts off abruptly.  They’re here! 
 
    Oh, shit.   
 
    Pulling the zipper open on the duffel, I dig around until I find the rifle ammo.  Hurriedly, fingers shaking, I check the gun.  Only one bullet is loaded; pressing three more into the slot on the side of the gun while shaking this badly is more difficult than I could have pictured.  Brad always called this gun his old ‘Ted Williams,’ but I don’t know what that means.  All I know is that I’ll feel a lot better with it fully loaded and squeezed into the crook of my shoulder.  
 
    As the last bullet slips in, I hear loud voices.  My back is against the rear wall of the house, the driveway behind me and to the right.  The chickens are again going wild; the sound of voices combined with being crowded into the dog crate has left them panicked.  Once the men see the birds in the crate, they’re going to know that someone was here. 
 
    Is here. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I need to see what’s going on.  If I leave the duffel and the birds, I think that I can slip off into the woods.  What’s more important?  Well, if I don’t make it out of here alive, I guess the rest doesn’t mean shit.  
 
    As the men enter the house, their voices carry through the busted open window.  I strain to make out what they’re saying.  One of them whistles.  I suppose they just got their first look at the dead bodies of their comrades.  
 
    “What the fuck happened here?” one voice demands. 
 
    “Where’s Adam?” asks another.  
 
    How many of them are there? 
 
    Slowly, much slower than I want to, I turn my head and lean toward the window casing.  With one eye, I peek into the bedroom for a limited view of the living room and kitchen.  One man is leaning down, checking the body by the woodstove.  Another leans against the kitchen counter, the collar of his shirt pulled over his nose as if to block the odor.  A voice comes from somewhere outside my view. 
 
    So… three?  
 
    Turning back, I estimate where their blind spots will be from the windows.  If I run straight back toward the woods, I might be able to make it to the trees without being seen.  Then, run across the street and to the barn to grab Meekah and Beau and back into the trees.  It can work.  I hope it works. 
 
    Moving to step away from the house, one of the voices inside stops me in my tracks.  I think I heard the word ‘horse.’  Pressing my back to the house once more, I listen again.  A different voice this time.  I peek through the window again.  A fourth man has walked into the living room.   
 
    The leader.  The one who had thrown me to the floor and trussed me like a pig.  
 
    What had Adam called him?  Al?  
 
    As he turns his face, a livid purple bruise becomes visible on one cheek.  A dirty hand reaches up to touch the swollen flesh.  “Man, that horse got you good!” Another one of the men says. 
 
    Al grimaces in his direction.   
 
    Shrinking back from the window, my mind races.  What does that mean?  Is that how Beau got away?  He somehow kicked him in the face and bolted out the barn doors?   
 
    “That fucking horse.  I bet we can lure him back in with some feed, if there’s any left in that barn.  We’ll head back over there next. Come on, load all this shit in the truck.  Bring the dogs too; we’ll use them as bait.” 
 
    Oh, no!  Meekah!  Beau!   
 
    I have to get back to the barn before them.  My panic blinds me to everything else. Dashing from the house, a yell from behind me signals that I’ve been seen.  One of them must have popped into the bedroom without my noticing.  
 
    More yells behind me.  
 
    I’m not going to make it to the trees before they catch me.  Limping along on my sore knee keeps me from running full out; A prickle in the middle of my back where I imagine that one of them is aiming a gun spurs me to run faster.  Making a quick decision, I dart behind a large rock.   
 
    After taking a deep breath, I turn to face the house.  Resting my trigger arm on the rock, my gun is steadily aimed at the back door.  Slowly breathing in and out, I wait for one of them to round the house.  
 
    I’m rewarded seconds later as one tears around the corner.  Adjusting my aim accordingly, my first bullet takes him in the neck.  He’s a big guy with sandy hair; vaguely familiar to me from town.  A spray of blood is visible in the early afternoon sunlight.  He drops to the ground. 
 
    One down.  
 
    The aftermath of the gun shot leaves my ears ringing.  Yells from the men are muffled; I can’t understand what they’re saying to each other.  Still, the birds behind me are squawking.  My pulse is pounding through my head.  I strain to ignore the clamoring to focus on the house.  
 
    Where are they?  Where’s the next one?  
 
    Movement to the left.  Shifting the rifle, I can just make out the shape of someone in the shade of the house.  Quickly, he darts from the security of the wall and into the sunlight.  He zigzags back and forth, making it difficult for me to follow him with the barrel of the gun.  I think I almost have his rhythm; squeezing off a shot, I miss.  
 
    Pumping the lever action of the rifle, I keep it aimed at him.  He’s narrowing the distance between us.   
 
    I can recognize him now.  It’s Al, the leader.  A wave of hate and anger rushes through me.   
 
    THIS IS YOUR FAULT! 
 
    My hands are still shaking with the adrenaline pounding through me.  I squeeze the gun tighter into my shoulder.   
 
    He’s within twenty feet of me.   
 
    Exhaling slowly, I pull the trigger again.  
 
    He dodges back and forth, once more escaping my bullet.  
 
    Hastily, I work the lever of the gun again.  I only have one more shot.  Scrambling backward to put more distance between us, a rustle from behind me and to the right draws my attention.  I was so focused on Al coming at me from the house; I never heard one of the others circling around through the trees.   
 
    Frantically moving my feet, I look back and forth, trying to assess the greater danger.  Terror has paralyzed my chest;  I can’t take a full breath.  My foot catches on a root, my sore knee twisting beneath me.  I land on my lower back, but still holding the gun in some semblance of self-defense.   
 
    This is it; this is how I die.  
 
    Abruptly, the man from the tree line lunges in my direction, startling me out of my frozen horror.  Swinging the gun in his direction, I pull the trigger.  He’s only a few feet from me.  The blast takes him squarely in the gut.  His momentum still carries him toward me; he crashes to the ground, moaning.   
 
    Everything is happening so fast.  Where’s Al?  
 
    The crunch of a twig breaks through my foggy hearing.  I look up and over my shoulder just as Al steps over me.  My position is awkward on the ground with the empty rifle.  Starting to swing the gun like a bat, I see Al’s fist flying toward my face, he- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two  
 
      
 
    Desperation 
 
      
 
    Pain.  
 
    It’s the first thing that I’m aware of.  I hurt all over.   
 
    Rising toward consciousness, focusing on my hurts and taking a mental scan for broken bones gives me something to concentrate on.  My face is throbbing; Al must have punched me right in the nose.  One eye already feels swollen.  The metallic taste of blood is in my mouth.  Gingerly, I explore the area with my tongue, checking for loose or missing teeth.  Finding none, I figure that the blood must be from my nose or lips.  
 
    My shoulders are sore.  Still groggy, I try to pull them forward to ease my aching muscles.  I can’t.  My hands are tied behind me!  Where am I?  
 
    It’s hard to open my eyes through my pounding head and swollen flesh.   
 
    The sound of voices breaks through my haze.  “Is she still out?”  
 
    I freeze. 
 
    I hear a sound, like something brushing metal.  “Yep, still out cold.”  
 
    “Bitch better not die, not after what she did to us.  I bet she knows where the others are, too.”  Al’s voice.  
 
    “I know a way that she can pay us back,” the other says. 
 
    “Oh, she’ll pay… in more ways than one.”  
 
    I try to hide my shudder.  It sounds like one of them is close enough to see me.   
 
    “Come on,” Al growls.  “Let’s load the rest of this shit up and get the fuck out of here.”  
 
    Muffled footsteps.   
 
    Estimating that they are far enough away for me to at least open my eyes, I force them open.  My right eye is painful and blurry.  I shut it; my left seems to be okay, though my head is swimming from the blow.  Trying not to move too much, I take stock of my surroundings.   
 
    The floor beneath me is cold and ribbed.  As my vision starts to steady, I can make out brown canvas in front of me and chipped, green metal beneath me.  It takes a minute to sink in… but I think I’m in the back of a pick-up truck.  Yes!  The brown canvas is one of the bags from the living room.  
 
    Oh. 
 
    They’re loading me and all my stuff into their truck.  To take me… where?  
 
    No!  I cannot let this happen.   
 
    What about Meekah?  And Beau?   
 
    I think about them being left locked in the barn, unable to escape.  Eventually dying of thirst… Or the men killing them and adding them into the bed of the truck… 
 
    No! 
 
    No, no, no.   
 
    What will happen to me?  Will they kill me?  Rape me?  Beat me?  Torture me?   
 
    My rapid pulse only makes the pounding in my head intensify.   
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    STOP.  
 
    Breathe.  In.  Out.  You can do this.  Just breathe.  Nothing has happened yet.   
 
    Think. 
 
    Footsteps.  Growing louder.  
 
    They’re coming back! 
 
    Closing my eyes, I feign unconsciousness.   
 
    The truck flexes beneath me as more of my things are put into the bed around me.  The glass of my canned goods clinking against each other makes my head pound harder.  Dull thuds sound behind me as something else is dumped in.   
 
    “Help me grab the chickens,” Al commands.  “How nice of her to tuck them into a box for us.”  
 
    Moving my hands, I get a feel for how much slack my arms have.  My wrists are tied tightly together, but low.  I can move my arms up and down a fair bit.  My fingertips brush up against something smooth.  What is that?  Exploring further, it feels like… hair? 
 
    Flinching, I pull my hands back.  Shifting my shoulders, I turn my head as far as I can to see what they just threw in the truck behind me.   
 
    Something between a gag and a sob tightens in my throat.  
 
    It’s the dogs.  Ally’s dogs.  Just dumped in here like trash.   
 
    A few tears escape my eyes.  Gritting my teeth, I look away.  Now is not the time to cry for them; there will be time for that later.  
 
    The men’s voices interrupt my thoughts.  Again, I go limp and close my eyes.   
 
    The chickens and ducks are still voicing their complaints about being squeezed into the dog crate.  Over their protests, I hear the tailgate open.  Roughly, my ankles are grasped and pushed toward the cab of the truck. Fighting the urge to resist or scream, I stay flaccid and quiet.   
 
    The dogs and other items in the bed are similarly shoved toward the cab, making room for the crate of birds by the tailgate.  Once the crate is hoisted in and the tailgate closed, one of the men sighs.  “Do you think we’ll find that horse, Al?” 
 
    Someone spits.  “Nah.  We’ve got a much better prize here.”  
 
    I hear two truck doors open and close.  Relief spreads through me that they aren’t going to the barn to try and find Beau.  The truck rumbles to life beneath me, bringing a whole new level of anxiety.  
 
    Oh, fuck oh fuck oh fuck.  
 
    What do I do?  
 
    I need to get out of this truck! 
 
    Wait!  All my food and weapons are in here!  How will I live?  
 
    Will it matter if you’re dead?  
 
    Imagining jumping out of the truck and hiding until they are long gone has its appeal.  I can sneak back to the barn to Meekah and Beau, grabbing my camping bag that I packed the night before and be gone.   
 
    But then, visions of Al seeing me jump out of the truck, of him deciding that I’ve caused him too many problems to let me go… Catching me on the side of the road, raping me before finally slitting my throat… 
 
    NO! 
 
    I think it’s safe to say that they aren’t going to let me go without a fight.  
 
    I need to end this.  Now.  
 
    The truck has been reversing down the driveway while I think.  Everything in the bed jostles and settles as it slows to a stop before shifting into drive.  The bumps of the dirt road after not being maintained for so many months are numerous.  I feel like my brain is rattling in my head.    
 
    Lying on my right side, I again test the limits of my arms.  Slowly, pushing my wrists down as far as I can, they just reach the base of my tailbone.  Rotating my hips backward, my tethered hands start to slip over the shape of my butt.  My arms are fully extended, painfully strained behind me.  I push down a little harder, gritting my teeth.  Finally, my shoulders ease as my wrists clear my hips.  
 
    Now, to get them out from behind my legs.  I want to rush, but I don’t want to draw attention to myself.  Who knows how often the men in the cab are looking back to check on me?  Shouldn’t they be guessing that I’d be waking up by now?  
 
    Inch by inch, I slide my upper body toward my feet.  The dogs behind me and the bags in front of me don’t leave much room to maneuver.  The bouncing of the truck over the bumps helps slightly.  As my wrists pass my knees, my hamstrings begin to burn with the stretch.  Pushing my wrists lower, my calves start to ache.  Mentally, I chide myself for not stretching more regularly.   
 
    With one last push and a soft grunt, my hands clear my booted feet.  My body screams in relief as my shoulders and legs relax.  I almost feel faint.  
 
    Looking around, it seems that my duffel of weapons is missing.  Shit, they must have it in the cab with them.   
 
    The truck slows before making a sharp right turn.  The shape of a house becomes visible.   
 
    How far have we come?  Oh my God, I need to hurry! 
 
    As the truck gains speed, I reach out to investigate the brown canvas bag in front of me.  My fingers feel clumsy from the tight restraints, but I’m able to unzip it a few inches.  Blindly, sorting through the items, my numb fingers pull out a fork.  That means that this bag has my utensils!  Hurriedly, I fish around again.  Grasping a thick handle, I pull out the heavy chef’s knife that I had thrown in, almost as an after-thought. 
 
    It’s sharp enough, but I don’t think that I have enough time to saw through the rope around my wrists.   
 
    Using my heels and hips, I scoot toward the cab until I can raise my upper body and see over the sides of the truck bed.  Straining to see familiar details, we pass a stone bridge. 
 
    Yes! I know where we are! 
 
    A plan starts to formulate in my head.  There are a lot of what-ifs, but it’s a start.  
 
    On cue, the truck starts to slow as we head toward another corner.  Quickly, I heave myself forward and crawl to the end of the bed, between the sidewall and the dog crate.  Grasping the knife by the handle, I hold the blade so its flat against the inside of my forearm.  When the truck almost comes to a complete stop for the turn, I throw one leg over the side.   
 
    Turning my torso to face the cab, I feed all of my exhaustion, pain, and anger into a shout.  “Hey, asshole!”  
 
    Nothing happens; the rumble of the old truck and the fiercely screaming chickens must have covered the sound of my voice.  
 
    I yell again, “Are you going to let me get away?  You stupid mother fucker!”  By the time the final word escapes my mouth, I am shrieking.   
 
    The truck screeches beneath me as he hits the brakes harder.  Time to go. 
 
    Using my hands to grasp the side of the bed, I swing my other leg up and over, vaulting from the side of the truck.  I hit the ground, rolling before the truck has come to a complete stop.  During my tumble, I hold the knife out and away, to avoid gutting myself.  Still keeping it concealed against the front of my body, I start moving into the brush.  There is a small river ahead of me; a hill that rolls down to the water’s edge starts a little further on.  I hear one of the truck doors open.  Hurry! 
 
    Pushing all thoughts of terror and pain away, I stumble toward the water.  At least that way, they can only come at me from one direction.  
 
    The passenger is gaining on me.  Looking over my shoulder, I see Al still rounding the truck.     
 
    At the top of the small hill, I turn to face my attacker.  As I aim the knife in toward him, he jumps as if to tackle me.  The knife pierces his clothing and into the soft flesh beneath his ribs.  His barreling momentum pushes us back over the lip of the hill.   
 
    He lands roughly on top of me.  The knife is driven further up into his body.  Warm blood gushes out over my hand, still grasping the handle.  The man’s face is hovering over my own; a look of shock still plastered there.  The breath was knocked out of me on the impact; panicked, my chest heaves for air. 
 
    Rocking back and forth, I work to shake him off me, but his dead weight is far heavier than I would have guessed.   
 
    The rustle of leaves announces Al’s arrival.  “Don’t let her go!” he screams. 
 
    He doesn’t know about the knife.  
 
    From his distance, still about fifteen feet away, he must think that my struggling is actually the man subduing me.  
 
    Letting go of the knife, I plunge my right hand down between us, reaching for his waistband.  
 
    There! 
 
    The smooth grip of a handgun tucked at his side makes me want to cry out in relief.   
 
    Yanking on the gun, it’s caught on something.  Screaming in frustration, I pull harder.   
 
    He’s almost here! 
 
    Finally, the gun comes free.  As Al appears above me, I raise the gun in the space between the dead man’s torso and outstretched arm.  A brief look of surprise starts to form on his face before I squeeze the trigger.   
 
    The only sounds after the gunshot are the birds flapping from the trees around us and the rushing water of the river.  They almost drown out the thud of his body hitting the forest floor.  
 
    *** 
 
    A chest-racking heave of air is finally drawn into my lungs. Coughing, it feels like I’ve been short of air for ages. 
 
    Dropping the gun, I place both my hands on the dead man’s shoulders, attempting to push him to one side while shimmying out the other.  Finally, he budges enough for me to slip out.   
 
    The steady hum of the water behind me seems too natural for the things that just happened.  How could the world be normal?  There should be explosions or silence or… something.  How can the world just carry on when it feels like it should be ending?   
 
    My head is spinning; the adrenaline is starting to fade, leaving me feeling on edge and weak.  Glancing around, I take stock of my surroundings while taking a few deep breaths in an effort to calm myself.  One dead man a few feet away, another a few beyond that.  Up the slight incline sits the truck on the road with both cab doors open.   
 
    Sitting here, I feel exposed.   
 
    Could anyone else know where we are?  Or what these men went to find?  I suppose it could be a possibility, but my gut tells me that I’m safe, for now.  I should have, at least, a few hours to get out of here without anyone else arriving.  From this group, I guess.  The way things have been going, anything is possible.  
 
    Quickly, with a fierce grimace of determination, I rise to my feet and search the bodies.  Besides a couple knives and one gun off Al, they don’t have anything else of use.   
 
    Looking up and down the road, no sounds of oncoming vehicles greet me.  Rounding the truck, I shut the passenger side door.  The view down the incline toward the creek shows me the two lifeless bodies.  Should I move them?  What if someone else comes across them?  I’m so tired.  I think I’ll take my chances and leave them there, even though the small voice inside me keeps whispering that I should hide them.   
 
    Climbing into the cab of the truck feels strange.  The cracked tan leather of the seats feels familiar, yet foreign.  The keys are still in the ignition.  Pulling the seat forward to better reach the pedals, the last few months could be a dream; I could be about to drive to work or to Ally’s.  It could just be a normal day.   
 
    No, no.  Stop.  It’s NOT a normal day.  It’s past time to get the hell out of here! 
 
     The truck is a full-sized beat-up Ford.  It’s boxy and green; only one of a hundred like it in the surrounding towns.  As the truck roars to life, I check the gas gauge.  The almost half tank is a blessing. 
 
    There’s nowhere for me to turn around.  Up ahead, about two hundred yards, the road is wide enough for me to do a three-point turn.  The ride back to the house only takes minutes, but it feels like it takes much longer.  At any second, I expect another truck to speed up behind me, even though the logical side of me knows that this very truck is one of only two to travel this road in months.  
 
    The house looks weird to me.  I’ve already separated myself from it.  All the good memories have been obliterated by the events of the last few days.  A part of me dreads reentering the home that is no longer my home.   
 
    Taking another moment, a tentative plan comes together.  Get in, gather what’s needed, get Meekah and Beau, and get out of dodge.  
 
    *** 
 
    Al and the other guy already did most of the heavy lifting.  How nice of them.  
 
    Very little is left of what I had planned to take.  Although now that I have a truck, my hoarder tendencies resurface.  It reminds me of the day that the power went out and I tried to pack my entire house into the car.  Although somewhat diminished, I feel a similar urge.  Blankets and pillows, warm clothes and boots, and a few more kitchen utensils make it into the ‘take’ pile.  
 
    In the crawlspace, there are a few large bottles of water and empty five-gallon buckets.  The lot of it gets thrown into the truck bed.  Finally, I return to the chicken coop.  Inside, against the wall that is protected from the birds with wire fencing is the last bag of feed, as well as the seedlings that we had started a few weeks ago.  These may turn out to be the greatest salvageable resource.   
 
    Eventually, I take a final look around the inside of the house after everything is packed.  Is this it?  The last time I will see these rooms?  
 
    Time to just bite the bullet and go.  
 
    Go. 
 
    With one hand on the doorknob, I bid my goodbyes to this house.  Closing my eyes and ignoring the stench of death that seems to have permeated every nook and cranny, I envision Ally, Brad, and I around the kitchen table.  That is how I always want to see these rooms.  Not this empty, bloody shell.  
 
    Closing the doors behind me feels like I’m closing a chapter.  And I suppose I am.  
 
    *** 
 
    Once outside, I spy the small trailer that I had originally planned on towing all my goods with.  I think it can still come in handy.  Luckily, the hitch on the trailer seems to align with the one on the truck.  It takes only a few minutes to drag it by hand into the driveway and up to the rear of the truck.   
 
    And, just like that, I’m finished. 
 
    Finished at this house.  Finished at the home that housed my two best friends.  Finished with the home that had saved me.  Nothing left to do now but leave.  
 
    *** 
 
    I find that it is much easier to pull out of the driveway than I had first envisioned.  Of course, it may help that I am only going across the street.  
 
    The burnt down farmhouse sends a pang through my chest.  Yes, there are horrid memories that live inside that place, but it has become so much more.  How much different would my life if we had never found that little black goat nosing around the backyard?  If I had never found Beau?  Hell, if we never found those whistles?  
 
    I can’t let myself feel the pain of the what ifs.  I might be stuck here forever if I do. 
 
    *** 
 
    Snorts and excited barks greet me as I slide the large barn door open.  I feel my spirits lift as Beau stretches his nose out toward me and I can just make out Meekah’s face between the slats of her own stall door.  They are my reason to keep going, to keep fighting.  I have to remember that.  
 
    Meekah gets let out first; she is so excited to see me.  Her butt wiggles back and forth and she won’t take anything less than me squatting down to hug her before she’s satisfied.  Before releasing Beau, I make my way over to the small office/tack room area.  There, I grab some of the books off the shelf.  So far, they had been a huge help; they had instructed me on how to properly ferry the horses and had several other homesteading techniques.  Who knows, if they end up being useless, I could always burn the pages as a fire-starter.   
 
    Wow.  Did I really just consider burning a book?  
 
    I’ve come a long way in the apocalypse.  
 
    Next, I check the barrels that hold the feed for the horses.  Well, horse, now.  Silently, I send up a prayer for Tanker.  I hope that he escaped too, or at the least, had a quick death.  
 
    The barrel only has a few inches of food left in the bottom.  I start to look around for a smaller container for the feed, but then realize that a plastic barrel might come in handy.  Visions of collecting rainwater, or something similar flash through my mind.   
 
    Back at the truck, Meekah is waiting patiently by the passenger side door.  Of course, she wants to go for a ride.  I oblige.  She hops right in like she’s been riding in that truck her whole life.  Well, at least one of us is living in the moment. 
 
    Smiling, I walk to the back of the truck.  Then, it hits me: the dogs.   
 
    They are still in the bed of the truck.  
 
    How could I forget them?  
 
    The smile is immediately wiped from my face.  What should I do with them?  
 
    My immediate thought is to burn or bury them.  But the thought of the physical effort needed for either choice leaves me close to tears.  I’m just.  So.  Tired.   
 
    Besides, who knows what that amount of smoke might draw in?  
 
    Although it hurts my heart to do so, I finally decide that I have to just leave them.  There are no extra tarps for me to wrap them in, so they’ll just have to be left in the open.  Driving behind the barn feels better than just leaving them in the driveway; the least I can do is put them in the back field.   
 
    The dead weight of the three large dogs is heavier than I expect.  It’s so difficult to be gentle with their big, lifeless bodies.  I do my best.  In the end, they lay side by side on the grass in the sun, tucked behind a stone wall.  Tears leak from the corners of my eyes; memories of them as puppies, the crazy antics of three big hounds in a small house, the years of snuggles and love.  They deserve more than this. 
 
    Tearing myself away, I silently bid them farewell.  I want to imagine them howling and wrestling somewhere, not this terrible, ugly, final image.  
 
    Meekah’s whine from the truck snaps me back to reality. 
 
    Right.  We need to get out of here.   
 
    Meekah’s tail wags and her tongue lolls out of her mouth as we make the quick drive back to the barn.  Manhandling the barrel of feed into the bed of the pickup takes me a moment.  Scanning the barn, the shovel that we used to muck out the stalls gets thrown in for good measure.  
 
    The only thing left to grab is Beau.  He eagerly slips into his halter and stamps his foot while I clip his lead rope to one of the brass rings.  He comes along willingly enough as I lead him to the back of the truck.   
 
    What a sight.  A piece of shit pick-up truck with a ramshackle garden trailer behind it. And now I’m going to tie a horse to it.  I’m like a traveling circus.   
 
    I decide to attach Beau’s rope to the trailer, instead of beside it to the truck.  If the rope comes undone, I don’t think that he’ll go anywhere.  At this point, he knows where the food comes from.  At least, I hope he does.  
 
    It probably doesn’t matter, but I slide the barn doors shut.  It just feels right.  I give one last glance to the wires that attach to the wall of solar panels out back, but I have no idea how they work.  An amazing resource, but one I’m afraid I’ll have to leave behind.  
 
    The sun is starting to move toward the trees.  Packing took longer than I had expected.  If I’m going to get somewhere safe by dark, it’s time to go.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    A Plan 
 
      
 
    The end of the driveway has two choices: right or left.  
 
    To the right is back toward the house, toward town, toward… people.  
 
    To the left, the road winds through the trees before coming to a dead end.  From there, the unmaintained portion of the road continues.  That way leads only to the woods.  
 
    When I had first realized that I had a running truck, the first thing that came to mind was fleeing this whole area.  Running to my dad, or to Jason, or to anywhere but here.  But, realistically, where can I go?   
 
    Could I go to Marie and Eugene’s?  The thoughts of Brad that I had been anxiously avoiding focusing on flood in… is he alive?  Did Ally make it up there okay?  If I showed up, could I beg for forgiveness?  Hide my betrayal?  Live with them like nothing had happened?   
 
    I physically cringe.  
 
    No.  I can’t go there.  I closed that door.  Out of fear or anger, it doesn’t matter anymore.   
 
    Traveling with the cart and Beau behind the truck will be slow going.  I’ll be a target for anyone on the roads.   
 
    I feel the woods and mountains calling to me.  
 
    The mystery of the forest, the anonymity of disappearing into nature, away from people, away from danger… I have everything that I need to survive.   
 
    I look at Meekah.  That’s it kids, we’re going left.  
 
    *** 
 
    Easing the truck onto the road, I watch Beau in the sideview mirror.  He hesitates for a moment, and then plods along behind.  Okay, it’s working. This is going to work.    
 
    As we move through the trees, relief starts to ease the tension in my shoulders.  I’m going somewhere that no one will be able to find me.  Somewhere to wait this whole thing out until the world calms down or goes back to some semblance of normality.  I just need to be… away. 
 
    The maintained portion of the road ends in a small turn around.  A space between the trees forms the shadowed entrance to the mountain road.  Slowing for the bumps, I see Beau move to the side of the road.  Seeing him snatch a mouthful of grass, I stop the truck.    
 
    I decide to give him a few minutes.  In the meantime, I hit the power button on the old radio.  Flipping through the stations, only static comes through the speakers.  How wonderful would it have been to hear voices?  A message saying that we are all about to be rescued?  I crush that thought. The eject button by the cassette player catches my eye; it’s extended, suggesting that there is a tape inside.  Pressing it, I am rewarded with the dull gray tape coming out an inch or so.  Pulling it out, about three feet of shiny, gray tape in a giant tangle follows.  Of course.  Because why couldn’t I hear music after so long?  
 
    I’m taking this as a sign; just because I’m alone doesn’t mean this is about to get any easier.  
 
    *** 
 
    Under the trees, it feels like the darkness is literally descending around the truck.  I can only push the truck to between five and ten miles an hour; basically idling.  This past winter was hard on the road.  Some corners show evidence of washouts, but the road is passable, barely.   
 
    I haven’t been down this road for years.  In high school, it was fun to steal a couple beers and sit on someone’s tailgate as herds of teenagers looked for a private spot to socialize and experiment.  If it’s anything like it used to be, it leads up and over one of the smaller mountains in the area.  One house was accessible by this road, but it’s miles away, on the other side of the mountain.   
 
    There should be plenty of places to camp along the road.  It travels through the tight woods, around some open areas that overlook rural clearings and streams.   
 
    I can’t wait to be swallowed by the woods.  Leaving everything behind and focusing solely on survival sounds like paradise.  I have everything that I need.  I don’t need anyone else.  
 
    *** 
 
    Through the trees, I can see that it’s getting dark, even beyond the forest.  Time to set up camp.   
 
    I estimate that we’ve gone perhaps a mile over the bumpy, rutted road.  Ahead, a small clearing to the right becomes visible.  A narrow creek flows to the left, high with the last of the melting winter runoff. The final bits of snow clinging to the ground in the shade have finally disappeared, leaving a cool bite to the air.  Last year’s leaves and undergrowth lie over the earth like a brown, rumpled blanket.  
 
    Pulling the truck into the clearing takes a bit of maneuvering.  Hitting the brakes, I pause.  Why does it even matter if I pull over?  It’s not like anyone else is going to be driving up here tonight.  The road coming up was muddy in places, showing no tracks of anything motorized.  Habit, I guess.  It’s crazy to me that after all this time, I still can’t wrap my head around what’s happened. 
 
    Opening the cab door, I stop to listen.  The only sounds are the tinkling of the stream and the rustle of the leaves.  Beau snorts from the end of his line.   
 
    We’re alone.  
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t think that this will be where we make permanent camp.  It’s too… open.  Yes, there’s trees for cover and water nearby, but right on the side of the road?  It just doesn’t feel right.  It does feel like an excellent place for our first night of camping though.   
 
    First thing’s first: I let Meekah out of the truck.  She runs around, nose to the ground, investigating our campsite.  Beau bobs his head on his lead rope as I walk up to him.  Nuzzling into my neck with his velvety nose, I stroke the sides of his great, brown head.  After a moment, he dips his head to pull at the meager spring growth poking through the leaves.  Clicking my tongue, he follows me up to the stream easily enough.  
 
    Meekah is already at the water’s edge, eagerly drinking her fill.  Cupping my hands, I let the frigid water pool in them before lowering my mouth to drink.  Am I supposed to boil the water first?  Is it dirty?  It looks clear… I don’t’ know.  Maybe from now on, I should boil it. 
 
    Tying Beau to a tree by the water, I walk back to the truck, surveying the land around me.  It’s kind of a spongy moss under the trees, where you can see through the dead leaves.  Too wet for the tent.  The truck cab doesn’t appeal to me.  The truck bed it is; no way am I sleeping next to the chickens though.  They’re still causing a bit of a ruckus in their crowded crate.  I wish that I could let them roam around a bit to forage for some bugs or something, but I’m not sure I could round them all back up in short order.  Grabbing a handful of their feed, I toss some into the cage, watching to make sure that they each get some.   
 
    After filling a bucket with a few handfuls of Beau’s precious grain, I turn my mind toward dinner for Meekah and I.  There isn’t a lot to choose from for her, so I settle on a can of chicken stew.  She laps hers off the ground while I pick at the cold mixture with a spoon.  Now that we are away from the ‘safety’ of the homestead, I feel a strange mixture of relief and apprehension.   
 
    What if those guys have yet more friends that will go looking for them?  What if they go to the house and find their bodies?  I should have buried them… or burned them.  No, there was no time for that.  What if they are somehow able to follow the tracks down the dirt road?  It’s certainly muddy enough in places.  What if they ambush me during the night?  How will I get away?  Will I hear them coming?  
 
    I can feel my pulse rising, pounding in my chest.   
 
    I should keep driving.  Just keep going into the woods until no one can ever find me.  
 
    Panic is rising up my throat; my jaw is clenched tightly.  Wildly, I find myself looking over my shoulder, straining to hear the sounds of people.  Where are they?  They must be close.  
 
    No longer hungry, I place my barely touched portion of stew down on the tailgate of the truck.  Picking up my rifle and making sure that it’s loaded, I swing it up to my shoulder.  I’m guessing that they’ll be coming from the direction of the house. 
 
    My breaths are coming fast, almost a pant.  How many will there be?  
 
    Maybe I should leave the truck here.  I could make better time with just Beau and Meekah.   
 
    The snap of a branch echoes through the forest.  It feels like my heart is in my mouth and that I jump a foot off the ground.  Turning, I see that it’s just Beau, continuing to graze along the ground near the stream.  A breath heaves out of my chest, deflating my anxiety.   
 
    Meekah has finished her dinner and is staring at me intently.  
 
    Staring at me.  Not out into the woods, not down the road… at me.  If someone were coming, wouldn’t she be able to hear it?  Or sense it somehow?  She would probably hear them a lot farther away than I would.  And if she doesn’t hear anything… 
 
    Crumpling to the ground, I gather her in close to my chest, my rifle on the ground beside us.  I feel tears sting my eyes.  I have to stop panicking if I’m going to live.  That’s already twice in one day… I can’t keep doing this.  Somehow… I need to find a way to keep my mind busy or some other way to focus.  Maybe by moving further into the woods tomorrow, I’ll feel a little better.   
 
    Right now, it feels like I’m going crazy.   
 
    *** 
 
    With the birds moved, it doesn’t take long to clear a space large enough for the sleeping bag in the bed of the truck.  Beau should be fine where he is and as soon as the sleeping bag is down, Meekah is curled up on top.  Now that it’s full dark, the temperature has dropped considerably.  It would be nice to have a fire, but I don’t want anyone to smell the smoke.  With nothing left to do, I snuggle in beside my warm companion.  She licks my hand contentedly before laying her head on my shoulder.  
 
    The weapons bag is on my right side.  My handgun and rifle are beside me, one hand resting on top of the rifle butt.  I feel a little safer and calmer than earlier, but still, I don’t like to feel so unprotected.  My body is exhausted; every muscle aches in turn as I force myself to relax.  Mentally, I tally up my injuries from the last few days: my left knee is still sore from my fall off of Beau, my face is sore from being thrown onto it last night and then punched today… the pain in my face drowns out most of the others, but it feels like I should be one giant bruise.   
 
    Gingerly, I touch my face, exploring the damage.  My lips are swollen, and my left eye is puffy.  Bits of dried blood still cling beneath my nose and mouth. Not wanting to disturb Meekah, I feel around in the truck around me until my fingers feel the straps of my backpack.  Blindly searching the bottom, my hands brush up against my first aid kit.  A bit of gauze soaked in a little rubbing alcohol should get the blood off easy enough.  Gently dabbing the wounds, my eyes scrunch closed involuntarily at the sting.  Finally, as clean as I’m going to get, I dry-swallow a few tablets of ibuprofen for the swelling.  
 
    The night sky above me is a deep navy framed by the black silhouette of the trees on either side of the road.  A myriad of stars shines brightly around the pale face of the moon.  It really is beautiful without the lights from town marring the details.  Blocking everything else out, I focus on the pinpricks of light until I eventually fall asleep.   
 
    *** 
 
    A wet nose nudging my hand drags me toward wakefulness.  The sky is a light grey; all signs of the stars gone.  The songs of the birds are loud in the early morning silence.  Sitting up, I stretch my arms over my head and look around.  Beau’s head is lowered to the stream, his lead still tethered to one of the nearby trees.  I can hear the chickens and ducks thumping around in their crowded quarters.  If for no other reason than them, I need to find a more permanent place today to release them from their cage.  
 
    Rolling out of the sleeping bag reminds me of all my injuries.  My head feels heavy and cloudy; I think I could sleep for another twenty-four hours.  Well, time enough for that later. 
 
    I hate to use up my supply, but I shake a few more ibuprofen out into my hand.  Meekah hops out of the truck bed, following me over to the stream.  The water is frigid.  It makes my teeth ache with the biting cold as I swallow the pills.   
 
    Feeling a little more awake, I throw some food to the chickens and ducks and put some of Beau’s grain into his bucket.  Meekah gets the last of the chicken stew from the night before, my stomach protests at the thought of food right now.  
 
    It doesn’t take long before everything is repacked into the truck.  With Beau tied up behind the little trailer, Meek and I hop back into the cab and press on.  Just like yesterday, the going is slow.  I can only push Beau to go so fast, especially with him stopping every fifteen feet to try and grab anything green.  The road itself is rough; washboard-like ripples in sections and giant potholes in others.  The winter and water have been hard on the packed dirt.   
 
    After a few hours of the slow-going stop-and-go pace, the forest starts to thin.  It feels strange; like I don’t recognize this area.  I swear that the trail used to go in another direction at one point.  Still creeping forward, I spy a flash of yellow through the trees.  Meekah rocks forward on the bench seat at my abrupt stop.  
 
    Idling in the road, I keep my eyes locked on the section of yellow.  When it doesn’t move, I shut the truck off and open the door.  The squeal of the metal latch seems ridiculously loud.  Meekah, excited to be out of the confines of the truck, jogs ahead of me, eager to stretch her legs.  I am more cautious than her, but I try to trust in her relaxed demeanor that no one else is out here.   
 
    It feels good to be standing, but my sore knee twinges at the uneven ground.  Picking my way through the underbrush under the trees, I take stock of my surroundings.  The trees are much thinner ahead and to the left.  The bright greenery is behind us in the sunshine; spring hasn’t yet arrived to this gloomy section of earth under the canopy.   
 
    Finally, I can see through the trees.  There is a large clearing up ahead; the faded grey flesh of the tree stumps is broken by the darker felled trees lying every which way.  In the center of the clearing, the sun is shining down on a bright yellow piece of heavy equipment.  It has patches of rust scattered over the body of the tractor.  I don’t really think it’s a tractor, but I don’t know what it’s called.  Something huge that takes trees down?  
 
    I hadn’t realized that they were logging this area.  That must be why after a certain point it seemed unfamiliar.  The logging roads probably had seen more traffic than the old trail and I must have taken a wrong turn.  Not that it matters much, since I don’t have a specific destination in mind.   
 
    Obviously, no one has been here since before the power went out.  When I try the yellow door on the tractor, it’s locked up tight.     
 
    The clearing with the tractor only has one road and it’s heading away from where I walked in.  This clearing must have been as far as they had made it before wrapping up for a weekend or something.  Glancing around, nothing useful sticks out at me, except perhaps all the potential firewood.  I’ll worry about that later. Calling for Meekah, we slip back through the trees.   
 
    Back in the truck, we resume our steady creep along the one lane road.  If you could even call it a road at this point.  Not long after stopping, we round a long curve to the right before reaching a fork.  I think that if we were to head right, we would end up with the tractor in the clearing.  No point going that way.   
 
    After heading left, the road gains some elevation before leveling out once more.  The trees are steadily thinning, and the sun is shining brightly.  A warm-ish breeze can be felt as we pass through some of the more open areas.  In the distance, I can just make out some of the taller buildings in town.  They’re tiny from this vantage point.  
 
    Once again, the road forks.  I decide to shut the truck off to walk around a little.  Both Meekah and I are getting a little fidgety from sitting in the cab for so long.  The chickens are still being loud, and Beau is still contentedly ripping at the spring growth wherever he can find it.  Satisfied that everyone is okay for the moment, I decide to make the short hike up the hill in front of us.  The fork splits at the base of the knoll.  Hopefully I’ll be able to decide which way to go when I can get a better view; I only have the vaguest impression of where I am.   
 
    My knee protests repeatedly at the effort of stepping up and over rocks as I make my way to the top.  Meekah bounds ahead of me, lost to my sight in seconds.  Scraggly trees offer convenient handholds as I pull myself up the last few feet.  The top is fairly flat, with a collection of rocks and long, yellowed grass, left over from last year.  The wind is much stronger here.  Tucking my hair behind my ears, I turn to face the view.   
 
    I know where I am.  
 
    My throat tightens as a memory from my childhood flashes through my mind.  In the third grade, when it had become obvious that my parents were getting divorced, my dad took my younger brother and I for a hike.  It was up a small local mountain and wasn’t too difficult, even for elementary-aged kids.  At the top, we sat with my dad on an outcropping of rock to see the view.  The rock was slightly lower than the peak, requiring us to kind of squat and slide down onto the granite.  I made it just fine, but as my brother slid down to join us, a blood-curdling scream had ripped through the quiet, late afternoon.  Apparently, there were a few porcupine quills on the ground; my brother had slid over one of them, causing it to become lodged through his jeans and into his butt.  Nine-year old me had found it hilarious, until my dad had had to pull his pants down, snip the end off and rip it out.  We left right away, my dad carrying my brother over his shoulder all the way down.  Needless to say, my mom had not been impressed.   
 
    A smile breaks through my tears at the memory.  It’s still kinda funny.  
 
    Looking around, I pace around the edges of the flat area on top of the hill.  In one direction, the ground drops off sharply for hundreds of feet.  The woods are thick at the base of the mountain before giving way to fields that look like a patchwork-quilt from here.  Each block is separated by a road that looks little more than a piece of thread.   
 
    That way eventually leads to town, to people. 
 
    Looking down, I finally see the rock that we had sat on to see the view with my dad.  It’s smaller than I remember.  My eyes sting with tears again; how strange to be standing so close to a place that I had shared with my family such a long time ago.   
 
    Shaking it off, I turn to look in the opposite direction.  The drop off on this side is much more gradual and shallower.  The descent leads to a sort of valley, set between two ridges that lead back to where I’m standing.  We had driven across one of them to reach the most current fork in the road.   
 
    Now that I know where I am, it’s easy to figure out where I went wrong.  I took a wrong turn shortly after leaving the house yesterday.  It has been so long that I just hadn’t recognized it anymore.  The crisscrossing logging trails had confused me, leading me to drive up the back side of the mountain, just short of the summit.   
 
    Still surveying the landscape, I decide that this is a good thing.  The valley will make a nice area to set up a more permanent camp.  It’s high enough to be off the beaten path and the ridges of the mountain should hide any campfire smoke from someone passing through.  I like it.   
 
    *** 
 
    Back in the truck, I choose the left fork.  The road curves around the side of the mountain and immediately starts sloping down toward the valley.  This section of the road has suffered far more than the rest that I’ve seen today.  The ruts have turned into huge holes and some sections of the edges are missing completely.  The pitch of the road becomes steeper.  Looking in the side view mirror, I see Beau hesitating at the end of his lead.  Mashing the brakes to the floor, the truck skids to a halt, sending dirt and rocks skittering down the hill in front of us.   
 
    Maybe this road wasn’t the best idea.  
 
    Throwing it in park, I hop out, leaving Meekah in the cab.  Peeking in at the chickens and ducks as I pass by sends a pang of guilt through me.  They glare at me from their tight quarters; they look dirtier than usual, which I guess is to be expected.  I have to get them out of that crate as soon as I can.   
 
    Beau has both front hooves planted firmly, the lead rope stretched taut between his halter and the trailer.  It takes a moment to unravel my knot from the back of the trailer, especially with the tension that he’s putting on the line.  Finally untying it, I click my tongue at him to get him to come closer.  He snorts at me instead, refusing to move.   
 
    Of course.  Because why would he make this any easier? 
 
    It takes a minute for me to pick my way around the potholes to reach him.  He again snorts as I draw close.  Dipping his head, he nudges my middle with his big head.  I almost lose my footing as he pushes me back.  Trying to comfort him, I scratch the side of his face with one hand and his neck with the one holding the rope.  Coaxing him over to a sturdy looking tree, it’s easy enough to loop the lead over and tie a quick knot.   
 
    The sound of something behind me makes me pause.  What was that?  Glancing over my shoulder, I don’t see anything out of place or moving.  Warily, I turn back to Beau to ensure the knot is tight. 
 
    There it was again.  Kind of like a… skidding noise… or something.  
 
    Still, I don’t see anything.  Hurrying past the trailer, the source of the noise finally dawns on me: the truck!  Facing down the steep hill on the loose dirt; the truck is starting to slide!  As I pass the hitch connection to the trailer, the truck slides again.  This time, it doesn’t stop after an inch or two.   
 
    Meekah!  The birds! 
 
    A loud clang of metal against metal echoes loudly through the trees.  The back-passenger tire of the truck has slammed into a pothole, causing the trailer hitch to twist and hit the back of the truck.  Thankfully, the hole has stopped the forward momentum of the vehicle.  I heave a sigh of relief as I reach the cab door and get back in.   
 
    Jesus Christ.  My heart is pounding in my chest.  Nothing is ever easy.  
 
    *** 
 
    Finally, the angle of the road levels out.  My pulse has returned to some semblance of normal, though I am really not looking forward to limping halfway up the mountain to fetch Beau.  I don’t think I can ride him down; I might fall straight over his head if he decides to stop suddenly.   
 
    I let Meekah out of the truck this time after I’ve shut it off for what feels like the tenth time today.  Checking the hitch, it looks like it’s hanging on by a thread.  I don’t think it’s going to make it much further.  Sighing, I decide to worry about that later.  
 
    The walking up is much harder than the driving down.  The various potholes and ruts do lend some sturdy footholds that provide a little more security than the loose dirt and pebbles.  Of course, the dog has no issue racing up the mountain ahead of me.  She runs straight to Beau, wagging her tail and giving him a few shrill, excited barks.  Nervously, his head is bobbing up and down.  His hooves dance back and forth, further exciting her.  “Meekah!” I scream.  “Meekah!  Come!”  
 
    I am envisioning having to watch her be crushed by the horse.  
 
    Scrambling to move faster, my left leg slips under me on the loose shale.  I can’t peel my eyes away from my only friends as I fall to one knee.   
 
    And then, something amazing happens.  
 
    As Beau rips his head back and forth, the knot in his lead rope comes undone and it slithers to the ground.  Trying to get away from the barking dog, Beau trots down the hill toward me.  Bits of stone and sand bounce down ahead of him, showering my face with the dry earth.  Meekah gallops to me; half of her body is wiggling in excitement.  At what, I’m not sure.  Maybe just the three of us being together and the glee of stretching her legs.  “I could kill you,” I croon to her as I ruffle the fur around her neck and ears.   
 
    At least this time, her shenanigans benefited me.   
 
    Beau is still heading downhill, so I turn and carefully pick my way back to the truck.  To further entice him to come to me, I climb up into the bed of the truck and scoop out a handful of his grain.  Meekah sits like she’s getting a treat.  Well, better there than running between his feet, I suppose. 
 
    He trots up to me and gently nibbles the grain from my outstretched hand with his velvety lips.  Picking the rope up from the ground, I retie it to the back of the trailer.  Only a little farther now, whether it be from the trailer falling off or finding a suitable place, we’re almost there. 
 
    *** 
 
    The logging trail meanders through the trees after leaving the mountain slope behind.  This section looks old and unused, like it hasn’t been travelled in years.  The edges are undefined; the underbrush and grass creeping in to retake the path.  It’s actually kind of beautiful.  The sun is bright overhead, leaving a dappled pattern where it shines through the trees.  Greenery is much more prevalent here in this sheltered, sunny valley.  I even see the tops of daffodils in one area.   
 
    Further on, the road is hardly more than a goat path.  A wall of trees, evergreens mostly, have grown thickly together to my left.  Eventually we come to a small gap in the trees where some of the taller have reached up toward the sky and created an archway.  It immediately catches my eye, like a doorway into a secret garden.  
 
    On impulse, I turn the truck through the narrow pass.  It opens into a small clearing with trees all around.  It’s large enough so that the sun can reach the ground without being blocked by the ring of pines.  On the far side, in one corner, I can make out what look to be two big boulders.   
 
    Once Beau has passed through the clearing opening, I turn the truck to the right and pull it all the way up to the tree line.  Cutting the engine, I hop out for what I hope will be the last time today.  It’s afternoon and the sun is shining brightly overhead.  This place is giving me a good feeling; besides, I’d rather be out here than cramped in the truck any longer.  
 
    Taking a quick walk around with Meek, I’m thrilled to hear the sound of rushing water.  Stopping in the center of the clearing, I turn to survey the whole place.  Decently far from anything of note, water nearby, enough space to be open enough for what I have but still private… I think this is it. 
 
    I think we’re home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Settling In 
 
    I’m not the only one excited about this spot.  Meekah is following her nose through the yellowed grass, absorbing all the new scents.  Beau has his head lowered, pulling at the stalks of old grass.   
 
    The squawks of the birds interrupt my momentary distraction.  I think the first step should be arranging an area for the chickens and ducks.  They really need to get out of that dog crate.  My eyes run over the truck, trailer, and Beau.  What options do I have?  
 
    The trailer is roughly four by six feet; Brad had really only used it around the yard to pile leaves and grass clippings to get them off the lawn.  Could I somehow… create some sort of mobile coop from it?  I had thrown a few odds and ends in it in passing while packing up the house, but there was really no need for it, not with the truck.  Even if this isn’t where my permanent camp ends up, I can sacrifice the trailer space.   
 
    Carefully, I lower the tailgate and drag the shrieking dog crate to the edge.  Locking my fingers through the wire crisscrossing the open spaces of the crate, I lift and slowly lower it to the ground.  It’s intimidating, letting the birds loose.  What if they run away?  What if I can’t get them back into some sort of shelter and predators get them tonight?  There are a lot of what its, but the only definite is that they can’t stay in this crate any longer.   
 
    Mentally crossing my fingers and every other part of me, I squeeze the latch and open the crate door.  Immediately, the chickens press through the opening and spill out onto the grass.  Flapping their wings and voicing their displeasure at me, they quickly scurry away.  Eyeing me sideways, they eagerly start pecking the ground.  The one duck stands apart, wearier than the chickens.   
 
    Wait… one?  
 
    Weren’t there two ducks when I put them in there?  
 
    Bending, I peer into the dimness of the plastic crate.  One white duck is still crouched inside.  Reaching my hand in to coax it out, it flaps it’s wings nervously.  “Come on out,” I whisper to it sweetly.  Shuffling it’s feet, it tries to press itself even further away from my outstretched hand.  As it moves, I can see that it is holding up one of its feet.   
 
    Great.  
 
    Kneeling, I lean in and use both hands to pin its wings to its body and pull it out.  It struggles, but weakly.  In the afternoon sunlight, the duck looks worse.  Keeping the leg tucked up into its body makes it difficult for me to see what’s wrong.  Beyond that, there are a few bloodied areas marring the white feathers; one on its neck and two on the body.   
 
    Placing it on the ground, I wait to see what happens.  Still favoring one leg, it tries to limp away before lying on the ground.   
 
    Well, that can’t be a good sign.  
 
    I don’t have the time or the resources to deal with this right now.  I don’t think the duck is sick, just injured.  I think I remember that chickens will gang up and attack a weak one.  Maybe the duck injured its foot in the crate somehow and then the chickens kept attacking it?  It’s all I can come up with.  Right or wrong, why waste food and medicine on something that will probably die anyway? 
 
    Gathering the duck back into my arms, I probe the wounds.  I don’t think that there is any infection present.  I’m no veterinarian, but it seems like the right answer.  
 
    The duck lies limply on the open truck bed as I put it down. The camping bag that I had packed the night that I had sent Ally away is shoved behind the driver’s seat.  It’s Jason’s old frame pack; it feels like it’s from another life.  Wrapped in a shirt near the top is the large hunting knife that I had taken off Adam on that fateful night.  Testing the edge with my thumb, I’m satisfied with the sharpness.   
 
    Casting a handful of the chicken feed toward the birds, I hope that will be enough to make them stick around.  A length of rope, the knife, and the injured duck fill my arms as I walk toward the sound of the river.  Looking down at the injured bird, my earlier resolve starts to weaken.  A pang of guilt and sadness shoots through me.  I squash it quickly; what must be done, must be done.  
 
    As I near the tree line, Meekah catches up with me.  Of course, she won’t let me leave her behind.  The water is not far away, based on what I can hear.  The trees are packed in tightly together until I reach the rocky bank.  It’s less a river and more a wide, shallow creek.   
 
    It’s like I’ve stumbled into a fairytale.  The rocks and surrounding land are covered in a dense layer of rich, green moss.  The trees hang out over the water on both sides, leaving everything in shadow.  The scene takes me back to weekends as a teenager.  There was a popular spot off the beaten path that looked just like this, though on a much larger scale.  Families gathered there to swim and picnic during the day, while teens and twenty-somethings gathered at night to drink beer.   
 
    Panning up and down the waterway, I can see fairly far in either direction before it curves out of sight.  There probably won’t be anything big, but I’m sure I can pull some small, native fish out of here.  Yes, I think I’ve chosen a good spot. 
 
     The duck squirms a little, bringing me back to reality.   
 
    Crossing to the far side of the water is easy enough; there are plenty of rocks jutting through the surface to choose from.  Meekah whines, pacing.  Ultimately, she refuses to follow me and sits to keep a close eye on me.   
 
    A large, flat rock is a few feet away.  It’s damp from the spray of the moving water, but otherwise clear.  I don’t want to think about what I’m doing, so I rush, before it overwhelms me.  Setting the rope and duck down on the rock, I use my left hand to cover the eyes of the bird while lowering its head and neck to the rock.  The hunting knife is heavy in my right hand.  Taking a deep breath, I swing the knife down swiftly and firmly.   
 
    Not only does the knife remove the head in one shot, but it passes through the flesh so easily that it clangs against the rock face.  Examining the knife edge, I can see dings in the metal where it hit the rock.  I guess next time I should cut it on something else.   
 
    Blood is seeping from the severed neck.  It seems strange to me that this should disturb me more than all the surgeries I’ve ever witnessed at the hospital.  Funny how life works, sometimes.  
 
    With no idea how to begin properly, I just start yanking feathers out.  Originally planning on saving them to use for something, that idea gets tossed out quickly.  The feathers don’t really want to come out of the skin; it’s a painful, tedious project.  In no time, bits of white feather and fluff are floating around me like bloodied snow.    
 
    After what feels like a lifetime of this horrible task, the last of the feathers comes out.  I’m so tired that I don’t even care about the impending steps that would normally nauseate me.  I just want this to be done so I can go to bed.  Using the big hunting knife, I trim the neck down to look more like something you’d buy at the grocery store. 
 
    Examining it closely, I try to envision what the rest of a chicken or duck would look like from the store when all its insides have been removed and placed in a plastic bag.  How do I get to those parts?  
 
    It’s not pretty.  The scent of the guts practically slaps me in the face, forcing a violent dry heave.  It’s like shit and guts, guts and shit.  Ugh.  I don’t think I’ll ever be able to un-smell that.  
 
    The finished product is right, I think, but definitely something I would have turned my nose up at prior to the power going out.  I place the neck, heart, liver, kidneys and random pieces of fat and flesh that suffered from my amateur butchering onto the rock beside me.  Anything I don’t recognize, goes on the ground.  Grabbing a decent, green stick, I use the knife to shave a quick point.  Dragging the stick through the cold, moist earth creates a little hole in no time.  The ‘unusable’ parts of the duck, including the head, get pushed into the hole and covered with the overturned dirt.  Stomping it down for good measure, I hope nothing big is drawn in by the scent of blood and entrails.  
 
    The rope loops easily around the limp feet of the duck; the other end gets tied to one of the nearby tree branches. The suspended upside-down body seems grotesque. I have no idea if I should be doing this with a duck.  Brad always did it with his deer, so I figure it should be okay.  Tucking the knife handle carefully under one arm, I gather the duck organs with both hands and start back to camp.  
 
    Meekah is excited when I rejoin her on her side of the water.  After washing my hands and the knife, I turn to go back to where the truck is parked.  Glancing over my shoulder, I check the placement of the duck once more.  I would have liked to hang it a little closer, but at least for now, I’d rather leave all the blood and other bits on the others side of the water.  Who knows what predators the smell may bring in?  
 
    Going immediately to the truck, I fish the cookpot out and throw the organs in.  A sigh of relief to see the rest of the birds still pleasantly pecking away in the near vicinity lightens the tension in my shoulders.  Hopefully, another toss of chicken feed will act as extra insurance to keep them close.   
 
    There are a couple of things that I need to get done by nightfall.  First, I need to make a proper coop for the chickens to overnight in.  It doesn’t have to be perfect; just keep them in and other animals out.  It can always be doctored up later.  Second, I need to put up the tent for shelter.  And third, I need to cook that duck.  For that I’ll need a fire, but I think that the coop is the most important, for now.   
 
    Unhooking the trailer from the truck isn’t too bad: the hitch is already twisted and barely hanging on after the steep descent down the hill.  It’s light enough that I can drag it by hand, for short distances at least.  Pulling it further into the clearing seems better than tight up against the woods line.  Grabbing the hatchet from the truck, I head toward the forest. 
 
     There is a lot of dead wood on the ground, but much of it is rotted or the wrong size.  Not suitable for building, but the bigger pieces could be used for firewood.  Eventually, I find ten saplings that are about an inch in diameter and taller than me.  The hatchet makes quick work of them.  Carrying the bunch over one shoulder back to the garden trailer is tiring.  I am reminded that I haven’t eaten since who knows when.  My stomach involuntarily rumbles.  Well, it’s better than feeling sick.  
 
    After stripping each sapling of every spare branch, I’m left with ten slightly crooked limbs with enough flexibility to bend them into a frame for the coop.  Placing one end inside the trailer wall, I can flex the other end down far enough to wedge inside the opposite wall.  I’m left with something that looks like one of those old-fashioned wagons in the game The Oregon Trail.  I’m just missing the white canvas and a group of people with dysentery to create the look.   
 
    My chicken coop construction takes a little longer than I had anticipated.  The afternoon light is moving toward early evening.  Grabbing the two tarps from the truck, there is just enough room for me to cram one end of the shiny, canvas material between the saplings and the trailer walls.  It takes both tarps, but I finally cover the coop to my satisfaction.  Lastly, I poke a couple holes in the tarp for ventilation.  I hate to ruin the tarp like that, but I don’t know what else to do.  I can’t leave it like this forever, but it should keep critters out for tonight.  Hopefully, with Meekah, the birds, Beau, and I all sleeping in close proximity to a fire, most things will stay away.  
 
    Standing, I press my knuckles into my lower back.  Sore from bending over with the trailer, it feels like I could go to sleep now.  Gathering up Meekah, Beau, and a couple of the five-gallon buckets, we all head to the water.  Nothing seems to have disturbed the duck in my absence.  Beau drinks deeply while I partly fill the buckets with the cold liquid.   
 
    It’s really heading toward dark now.  With the duck slung over one shoulder and a bucket in each hand, I cluck my tongue to the animals to get them to follow me back.  Rifling through the goods in the truck, I look for something shallow enough for the chickens to drink from.  The best I can come up with is an old Styrofoam take-out container from under the front seat.  With it folded open and lying flat, each side can hold a decent amount of water.  Luring the chickens in with yet more food, I see to it that they all get a turn at the water dish as well.  Grabbing one of the larger chunks of wood that I had found earlier, it looks to be a decent fit as a ramp up into the trailer for the birds.  Once the water bowl is placed inside, a little more food placed in a trail up the wood block and into the trailer itself draws the first chicken into the coop.   
 
    Whew.  Well, at least that part worked.  
 
    Once the six chickens and the now lone duck are accounted for, I tuck the tarp in and check for any access points.  Looks good, at least for tonight.  
 
    Not to be forgotten, a warm nose nuzzles my neck.  His warm breath comes out in snorts.  Taking a moment to rub his neck and gaze into those big brown eyes, I am yet again thankful for finding Beau alive yesterday.  Putting some of his grain into a bucket, he is finally appeased and removes his muzzle from my clothes.  
 
    I had originally planned for Meekah and me to eat duck for dinner, but I don’t think I can wait that long.  The last few days of minimal food are really catching up with me.  A jar of Marie’s homemade stew looks good.  Meekah licks her portion up off the grass, hungrily looking for more.   
 
    I eat mine more slowly, savoring each bite.  Man, I hope I sleep like a log tonight.    
 
    *** 
 
    Before it gets full dark, I need to take care of this duck.  It’s not like I can leave it in the refrigerator overnight.   
 
    Back at the creek, I gather several small to medium rocks.  Using my tee shirt as a pouch, I pile the rocks inside.  It takes a few trips, but in less than thirty minutes, a neat fire ring is complete.  The firewood that I had come across earlier is too big to use as a starter; small tinder is available everywhere, so I grab as many armloads and handfuls as I can and stack it next to my ring of stones.  
 
    I have the flint in the frame pack, another relic of Jason’s, but I don’t have the patience.  The lighter is much more convenient.  By the time the bright orange flames are licking the air, it’s full dark.  The warmth feels good in the evening chill.  
 
    Going to the dog crate, I squeeze the mechanism that unlocks the front door.  There is one on each side of the wire grate, making its removal quick and easy.  It fits perfectly on a couple of river rocks over the fire, like a little make-shift grill.   
 
    How should I cook it all?  I decide to roast the duck and boil the organs.  Adding some water from a bucket into the pot and placing it on the grill top only takes a minute.  I find myself wishing for salt and herbs, but I guess I should just be thankful for this food.  I figure it should feed Meekah and me for a day or two, at least.  
 
    The duck itself fits next to the pot on the grill.  The flames are too high, licking the meat through the mesh.  Using a stick, I poke at the wood and coals to adjust the fire height.  Eventually, I get it to my liking.  Already, occasional drips of fat are sizzling onto the embers below.  The rich aroma of cooking meat fills my nose. It’s heavenly.  
 
    Looks like I’m going to be here for a while.  The air is chilly, but not too cold.  Sitting here by the fire is really quite pleasant.  Screw the tent; I’m going to sleep right here.  It’s hard to stand from my crouched position.  While it was easy to forget some of my aches and injuries while staying busy, now that I’ve sat down, it’s like the memory of every pain is crashing in at once.   
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to just lay down and pass out more than I do right now.  
 
    The truck is about twelve feet from where I’ve built the fire.  With what feels like the last of my energy, I grab the broken hitch and pull the trailer until it sits at a ninety-degree angle from the rear of the truck, almost like a solid corner around the flames.  Beau is tied to the sideview mirror of the truck, adding another wall to our pen around the fire.  I’m left with a view that looks across the clearing and to the far line of trees.  At least, it would if I could see through the darkness.   
 
    My sleeping bag, extra blankets, and pillows fit perfectly between the truck and the fire.  I’m not too close to worry about my sleeping bag catching on fire, but I can still feel a little warmth.  It also feels safe to be between the two.  Before I’m finished arranging my blankets, Meekah is already nestled down with her head on a pillow.  I smile at her sweet face.  
 
    Lastly, I place the rifle, a nine-millimeter handgun and the knife within arms-length.  I picture the scent of the cooking meat drifting through the forest, drawing in animals and humans alike.  Well, sorry guys, tonight I’m not sharing.  Snuggling in, I let my mind drift through the list of tasks that will need to be completed over the coming days.   
 
    No matter how far into the woods we go, will I ever feel truly safe again?  Is there anywhere I can go where I won’t have to worry about someone hurting me?  Or that I might have to hurt them?  So many faces flash before me: Ally, Brad, Adam, Marie, Eugene, the men from the house…  My throat tightens painfully.  Banishing their images, I picture my family instead; each alive and well, surrounded by loved ones and safe. My mom is playing cards with her sisters and my grandma.  My dad and Brandy around the kitchen table with my brother, Brian, and his family.  My other siblings, curled up somewhere with their husbands and wives, surrounded by my sleeping nieces and nephews.  Silently, I wish them well.  
 
    Before giving in to sleep, I tally up the days on my fingers.  As far as I can tell, it’s May 1st.  In a way, I’m surprised.  How can all of this have happened in just four months?  
 
    The night passes with a strange, dream-like quality.  I can’t let myself sleep too deeply; the fire needs tending every hour or so.  It seems like this single night is days long.  Dozing comfortably in my nest of blankets, my internal alarm wakes me periodically to check the grill.  My waking periods are by no means even.  A couple of times I wake to find the fire mostly out and have to slowly feed it a little more to keep the coals going.  Other times, it’s like I’m waking every few minutes.  After the first few hours, I push the pot as far to the side as I can and pull most of the coals away.  I don’t think the organs need to cook all night, maybe just stay warm at this point.  The duck on the other hand is cooking slowly over the coals.  I rotate it and move it around the grill as needed.   
 
    As the dawn light creeps through the clearing, I let myself fall fully to sleep.  I don’t care if the fire goes out.  Meekah and Beau will wake me if something comes.  I’m too tired to care.  
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, I wake feeling better than I have in days.  I finally feel like I’ve had enough sleep.  While still sore, my face and left knee hurt far less than yesterday.  Thank God I’m on the mend.  
 
    As usual, the animals come first.  The birds survived the night unscathed; as I pull back the front tarp, they hop eagerly down the makeshift ramp.  Beau and Meekah accompany me to the stream.  Hmm… some animal was definitely around last night.  It dug up the duck scraps completely.  Oh well, at least it didn’t come too close to us.   
 
    With buckets half-full and animals watered, we make our way back to the little camp.  What a sight.   
 
    Once Beau and the birds get a little feed for breakfast, I turn to the grill.  The organs in the pot, along with the fat and other scraps, have made something akin to a broth that has started to congeal.  Restarting the fire is no problem; once warm, the soupy concoction loosens up again.  Picking out a few of the organs, I toss them to Meekah.  Gulping them down, she stares at me for more.  She’s never full.  
 
    The duck is charred in places, but who cares.  The skin is fatty and crackles as I break through to tear one of the drumsticks off.  It’s a little tough and dry, but otherwise delicious.  Once the first bite passes my lips, I realize how ravenous I am; unable to help myself, I’m gnawing on the leg in my left hand while my right is tearing at the breast meat.  Every few bites, I throw Meekah another chunk.  The meat is kind of greasy, but good.   
 
    When we have devoured almost one entire breast, I force myself to stop.  My fingers and lips are slick with grease.  I don’t want to make myself sick after my minimal food over the last few days.  Not knowing what else to do, I put the pot of ‘soup’ on the passenger side of the bench seat in the truck, and the partly picked carcass on the dashboard.  At least this will protect it from other animals and insects.   
 
    Now that we have all been fed and watered, it’s time to get down to business.  Part of me wants to start building a long-term shelter right away, but the other part of me is whispering that I need to know more about this area before putting in all the work.  
 
    I decide to compromise.  Today will be focused on setting up the tent and making things feel a little more permanent.  As soon as I can scout out the area and make sure that this is a safe place to be, then I’ll turn toward building something a little more stable than a canvas tent.   
 
    It feels good to have a plan.  My morning is consumed with hooking everything back to the truck and pulling it to the far side of the clearing.  I’m not sure if anything will come through the opening, but if it does, I want to be as far from it as possible, with a good view.   
 
    Yesterday, when we had arrived in the clearing, I thought that there were two boulders in the far corner.  The big objects slowly become clearer as my menagerie of cart, truck, and animals creeps across the spring grass.  One of them is indeed a big rock, but the other turns out to be a pile of rocks. At first, I’m not quite sure what to make of it.  Partly obscured in the woods line is something that sort of resembles a basement… a rough square outline that is set a foot or two into the ground.  On one end of the square is the pile of rocks, like where a chimney would sit. 
 
    It dawns on me: it’s all that’s left of an old house!  Or… cabin or shanty or something.       
 
    Who knows how long this has been here?  Long enough for there to be nothing left but an imprint and a pile of rocks.  Turning around, I gaze back over the clearing.  From where I stand, the opening in the trees leading to the hidden meadow is roughly a quarter of a mile away.  A fringe of tree branches hangs down over the old foundation, hiding it from anyone further than a couple hundred feet away.  I like this spot.  
 
    The tent is pretty easy to set up in the middle of the old basement.  It just seems like the right place to set up.  Nostalgia and longing send aches throughout my body as I snap the tent poles together.  How many times had Jason and I set a tent up together?  How many laughs had been shared?  
 
    Before starting to cry, I swallow my emotions and attempt to focus on making this place a home.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    A Look Around 
 
    The rest of the day is spent puttering around.  The bedding is placed in the tent and the ring of firestones taken from its place the night before and pressed into a new fire ring.  The chicken coop gets backed up to the boulder and the truck parked to one side.  I hope that this allows for some sort of protection for the birds from predators.  The chickens themselves follow me willingly enough to their new location; a few scatterings of feed have them following me like faithful puppies.   
 
    Beau has spent the majority of the day alternating between nosing around for fresh growth and trying to follow me around.  I don’t know what happened to this horse before we found him in that dark, smelly barn, but it hasn’t taken long for him to become attached to me.  As he presses his soft nose into my hand, I am once again overcome with gratitude and happiness that he survived those men that burnt down the barn.  Feeling brave, I remove his lead rope that I have tied to a tree to keep him close.  It makes almost no difference in how he spends his time.  If he found his way back to me after being loose for a whole night when the barn burned down, my gut says that he’ll stay close.  
 
    Meekah has taken it upon herself to scout our new camp.  So far, she’s chased a handful of squirrels, chipmunks, and birds away.  It’s actually really nice, and distracting, to be able to look up at any given time and see my dog lying in the sunshine or running through the trees.  She’s so carefree.  I wish that I could be more like her.  Maybe my new goal should be to live only in the here and now and to forget everything else.  Snorting, I laugh at myself.  Fat chance of that happening.  
 
    As twilight closes in around us, I stand from tucking in the tarp on the coop behind the last hen.  Knuckling my back, the twinkling light of the first stars catch my eye.  Marveling, not for the first time, at the difference in how they look with no light pollution from the towns and cities.   
 
    Stretching my arms over my head, I survey the day’s work.  All that’s left is to bucket some more water to camp and feed myself and the animals.  The tasks go by quickly and before I know it, Beau is tethered to a tree by the tent and Meekah is snuggled on the pillows inside.  Sitting in the mouth of our little canvas home, the light and warmth of the fire is comforting on my face.  My belly is full of the roasted duck, my animals are cared for, and we have survived another day unscathed.   
 
    My eyes are heavy with fatigue and my muscles are sore from manual labor.  It feels good to lie back on the blankets.  Nighttime is often the worst time for me; with nothing to distract me, my thoughts often turn to things that leave me full of guilt and dread.  But tonight… tonight, I am too tired to do anything but sleep.  
 
    *** 
 
    The singing of birds wakes me when the sun is not yet fully up.  The buzzing of a mosquito trapped inside the tent walls with us brings me fully awake.  Swatting ineffectually, Meekah and I crawl from the tent into the damp, grey morning.   
 
    Now that the basics of the camp are established, I’ve decided that today should be spent scouting the area.  Before anything more permanent goes up, I need to know if this area is safe.  After the animals are watered, Meekah and I devour the rest of the duck.  With greasy fingers, I shovel the last few bites into my mouth while considering my options.  If there’s any need for stealth, it will be hard with Meekah.  I could leave her here, in the truck cab, but ultimately decide against it.  What if something were to happen to me?  I’d be condemning her to slowly starving to death in the vehicle.  At least she would have a chance if she’s free.   
 
    What about the birds?  I hate to herd them back into the coop so soon, but it doesn’t feel right to leave them out unsupervised either.  Any animal could wander in and kill one or all.  I can’t afford to lose any of them, so I guess it’s back into the coop.   
 
    With the morning chores done, I pack my backpack with the essentials.  Two extra handguns and ammo, an extra knife, the lighter, flint and steel, an extra set of clothes, a couple jars of food, and some handfuls of feed for Beau round out the pack.  Hopefully, this is all overkill, but if for some reason I can’t come back, I’ll be prepared.   
 
    Once the fire is out, the birds back in the coop, and everything generally tidied, I lead Beau over to the big boulder.  The back side of it has a slope gentle enough to climb, with a flat area about four feet from the ground.  With the lead rope tied to both sides of his halter to create makeshift reins, I clamber up the rock, grab hold of his mane, and heave myself onto his bare back.  He stands steady beneath me, ready to bear me anywhere.  As usual, Meekah is close by, waiting to see what direction we’ll head in.   
 
    Nudging Beau’s flanks with my knees, we head back across the clearing. At the opening between the trees, we turn left, back onto the trail that led us here. The day is overcast and cool; I hope it doesn’t rain.  I let Beau pick our pace, a slow plod through the woods.   
 
    As soon as the clearing entrance is left behind, I feel like I am back on the road from Ally’s house to my dad’s.  My pulse quickens and my face feels hot.  I think I might throw up.   
 
    It’s okay.  Just breathe.  
 
    Slow, easy breaths through my nose and out my mouth.  Repeat.   
 
    I am suddenly positive that there is someone waiting for me just around the next bend in the path.   
 
    My head feels like it’s swimming; my heart is beating so hard that I swear anyone within a mile radius of me should be able to hear it.  
 
    Beau responds to my sawing on the reins and slows to a stop.  Carefully swinging my leg over his back, I slide to the ground.  My legs crumple beneath me.  My vision is starting to blur.   
 
    In through your nose and out through your mouth.  
 
    Trying to slow my breathing isn’t working.  Now it feels like I can’t get enough air.   
 
    Tears slide from the corner of each eye.  Lying flat on my back seems to help, rather than being hunched forward.   
 
    Visions of a man trying to pull me from my horse explode behind my closed eyes.  A man with his hands on Meekah’s throat.  Of an empty house.  Of a mother and son shot in cold blood.  Of dead dogs.  Of Brad, lying on the floor, bleeding to death.  Of Ally, pulling away in the night.   
 
    Oh, God.  What have I done?  
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t know how long I laid on the ground, lost in all the awful things that have happened since the power went out.  Since humanity lost its shit.   
 
    It could have been ten minutes or ten hours; either way, it feels like an eternity before Meekah presses her head into the crook between my neck and shoulder.  Wrapping both arms around her grounds me, gives me something physical to focus on.  Opening my eyes, I find the sky still grey above me.  The tops of trees with green buds border all sides of my view of the sky above me.   
 
    Focus.  
 
    I focus on what I can see and feel.  The ground is firm beneath me.  Meekah’s thick fur is silky between my fingers.   
 
    My heart rate begins to slow, and my tears start to dry up. 
 
    Hugging my puppy tightly once more, I release her and stand.  A little wobbly, but I think I’m okay.  I’m not panicked, but the feelings of guilt, fear, and terrible sadness are still there.  Should I go back to camp?  Or keep going?  
 
    Ahead, a break in the clouds lets a ray of sunlight shine through the trees.  Taking it as a sign, I decide to carry on.  I don’t think riding is a good idea though, it might happen again.  Better to walk, at least, for now.  
 
    *** 
 
    Meekah sticks tight to my side once we begin.  With her on one side and Beau on the other, I feel slightly more confident, though I suppose that doesn’t really make any sense.   
 
    Walking seems to have done the trick in grounding me; I feel much better.  Still, I focus on projects that can be done back at camp instead of the things that bother me.  Best to shut those away, for now.  
 
    The afternoon continues to brighten.  While the air is still cool, the sun is warm on the top of my head when the trail isn’t swallowed by the shade of the trees.  After what I estimate to be an hour, the path makes a sharp right corner before rejoining with the logging road.   
 
    We stumble upon the road so quickly that I don’t even have time to stop and listen for signs of danger.  Beau and Meekah seem unalarmed though, so I guess we’re probably still alone.  Scanning the area, I realize that it seems vaguely familiar; was this part of the original mountain road that I traveled as a teenager?  Turning, I try and get my bearings.  The highest point of the mountain is behind me, lending some guidance as to my whereabouts.  I think… this area of the road might loop back through the hills and eventually lead to the town center.  If that’s true, then that means that the one house I remember being on this road shouldn’t be too far along.   
 
    I decide to go for it.  If that house is the closest neighbor to my camp, I should know if anyone lives there.  And further, are they a threat?  A resource?  Better to know now than after all the effort is spent to build something more permanent.  Thankful that Meekah is sticking close to me now that we may be in range of other people, we turn right onto the hard-packed earth and head toward the secluded house in the woods.  
 
    *** 
 
    It takes almost forty-five minutes of walking before I spy an old gray mailbox on the side of the dirt road.  Stopping immediately, I pull Beau’s head in close to my own.  Holding my breath, I await the sounds of human life to send me scurrying back down the road.   
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I wait a little longer. 
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    Meekah sits at my feet, cocking her head sideways at me in curiosity.  Slowly, the three of us creep up toward the house along the rutted dirt road.   The continued silence encourages me.  The trees open on the left side of the road, the lawn sloping down to meet a wide front porch.  Curtains are drawn in each window and the absence of a car in the packed dirt driveway gives me hope that no one is home.  The hair on Meekah’s back is flat and she has given no sign that she smells anyone else. 
 
    What else can I do? 
 
    I drop Beau’s lead rope in the yellowed, spring grass and just walk straight up to the front door.  
 
    Jiggling the doorknob, I find it locked.   
 
    Circling the house to the back, I try to look in all directions at once.  The house is sided with rough-cut wood, giving the impression of an unfinished kind of place.  But from the neatness of the grounds, I can tell that someone loved this home.  Crushed stone borders the house, ringing the cement foundation, separated only by the even areas of open dirt with green shoots poking through.   
 
    The back of the two-story home shows me a tidy backyard; the owners had taken care of the leaves before the past year’s snowfall.  A shed in the back has a roof overhang on one side, sheltering carefully stacked wood.  I feel like I am intruding on a happy family’s life, but I guess that’s silly.  It seems obvious that no one has been here in quite some time.  
 
    The back door is also locked.  A single stone step leads to an old white door with no windows.  The only window that I can reach is to the left of the door.  The panes are covered in a layer of dust on the inside, but I can’t see clearly into the room beyond.  The darkness hides the details.  I’m guessing it’s a basement, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    This house intrigues me.  There is no evidence of looters or break ins.  Not many people would have traveled this road before the power went out, which has left it, luckily for me, untouched.  Grabbing a chunk of wood from the shed, a pang of guilt shoots through me before I smash the basement window.  Holding my breath for a minute, no sound of alarm echoes from inside the house.  Using the wood, I knock the remaining shards of glass from the frame.  Looking behind me, I double check that Beau is grazing peacefully in the backyard.  Meekah, always my shadow, waits patiently for my next move.   
 
    Throwing one leg over the sill, my knee twinges with pain, reminding me of my recent injury. Adjusting my position, I ease my other leg through the window.  Before I can fully stand on the cement floor, Meekah has bounded through the opening, landing gracefully at my feet.   
 
    The cellar smells stale and damp, like every other basement I’ve ever been in.  As my eyes adjust to the darkness, the outline of more stacks of wood and a large wood stove are visible.  Making my way through the dim light, I stub my toe on some hidden object.  Tripping and swearing, I narrowly avoid falling into a stack of plastic storage totes.  Finally, the tell-tale shape of the stairs shows itself on the far side of the room.   
 
    The steps creak as I climb, but still, no sounds from above.  Opening the door, I see a neat, but rustic, home.  Everything is put away in its proper place; knick-knacks carefully placed on beat up, used furniture.  The house smells and feels unused.  Walking through the rooms, it seems as though the occupants had packed up and left, not fled in fear for their lives.  Clothes are missing from the drawers and toothbrushes gone from their holders.  I’m picturing a family packing and going to stay with family to ride out the power outage.  I guess I’ll never know.   
 
    After wandering through the ghost of a home, I plop down on the couch.  Meekah is somewhere, sniffing around.  It feels good to sit on cushions.  Straightening my legs, I push back into the soft material, relishing the comfort of the couch with my eyes shut.  When was the last time I snuggled up on a couch?   
 
    At Marie’s.  
 
    It wasn’t even that long ago. 
 
    Memories of the warmth and camaraderie of the home that I had spent much of my childhood in is quickly overtaken by the memory of watching Marie shoot a woman and her teenage son in cold blood.  The shock at seeing the bullets smash into them before even properly questioning them had rocked me to my core.   
 
    Ugh.  Don’t think about that right now.  Or ever.  
 
    Swallowing, I stand up and look around.  The idea of moving into this house is tempting.  Perfect shelter and there must be a well nearby that I can access.  But… what if they come back?  What if someone were to follow the mountain road to get away from town and find the house?  What if… I could what if myself to death.  I decide to go with my gut instinct.  My fear won’t allow me to stay here.   
 
    Time to inventory what I can use.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Building a Home 
 
    The week after finding the house feels like the busiest one since the power went out.   
 
    I don’t know why I’m surprised, but the house is a veritable goldmine of goods.  The previous owners of the house had packed like they were leaving for a vacation, not like they were running for their lives.  Under the bathroom sink, I find a couple bars of soap, a bottle of shampoo, and a travel-size tube of toothpaste.  I am most excited about the toothpaste; I’ve been brushing with just plain water for weeks.   
 
    In the medicine cabinet is a half-full bottle of ibuprofen, Tylenol and some allergy medication.  A couple prescription bottles are on the top shelf:  Vicodin and Xanax.  There are only a few of each, but I think they could both come in handy.  
 
    The kitchen also yields up supplies.  It doesn’t seem like the owner had taken any food with them.  There are armloads of canned goods, a few boxes of pasta, a little rice, and a bag of flour and sugar.  Not to mention, my favorite find, a canister of instant coffee.  Everything is either close to or past its expiration date, but like I give a shit about that.   
 
    I immediately regret opening the refrigerator; the stench wafting through the open door of all the spoiled food is enough to make me bend over and retch.  Closing the door only minimizes the smell, I feel like that odor will be stuck in my nostrils for days.  I’m not sure what I thought I’d find in there.  Old habits die hard, I guess.  
 
    Outside, I find the greatest discovery of all: a portable garage.  It’s one of those canvas and metal rounded shelters, like a carport almost.  Either end has a canvas door that rolls up and down.  My brain is going a mile a minute at the possibilities.  If I’m not going to live in the house… what about this?  
 
    After removing all the lawn equipment from inside, I give a yank to one of the metal supports.  It barely budges in the dirt.  It must weigh at least three hundred pounds.  Images of Beau towing the structure back to camp materialize in my mind, but I don’t know how realistic that is.   
 
    Finally, I decide that there’s no way all of this stuff is getting back to the clearing without the truck.  It’ll all have to wait until tomorrow.   
 
    *** 
 
    That night, Meekah and I eat our fill of a large jar of Marie’s chicken, potatoes, and carrots in a thick gravy.  Now that I know there’s more food coming, I allow us both a larger portion than I normally would.  The flickering of the fire is comforting in the cool dark.  I feel carefully optimistic, as long as I can push grim thoughts away.  
 
    My sleep is wracked with nightmares.  I give up on anything restful before dawn.  Wishing that I had at least brought the instant coffee back from the house, I settle for water instead.  Anxious to start the day, I feed all the animals and fire up the truck before the sun is fully out.   
 
    It’s a tight squeeze in a few areas with the truck.  Twice, I’m forced to get out to use the hatchet to hack at the undergrowth and small trees to create enough room to eke by.  The branches leave long scratches on the truck sides, squealing as I slide through.   
 
    Meekah rides happily along on the passenger seat beside me.  Reluctant to leave Beau behind, his lead is once again tied to the rear of the truck.  Reaching the house, I find it just how I left it.  It looks lonely and forlorn in the early morning light.   
 
    With the space in the truck, my hoarder tendencies resurface.  Everything from garbage bags to the couch cushions get loaded up.  An axe from the shed out back and a large roll of chicken wire also get tossed in.  Two small bookcases, random kitchen items, and a broom later, I think I need to rein myself in.  Along with all the dry goods I had found in the cabinets the day before, I am thrilled to throw in salt and pepper and a variety of other spices, too.   
 
    When everything is packed that I think I can use from the house, I move to the portable garage outside.  It seems as though I should be able to dismantle parts of it and break it into manageable pieces.  Using every possible tool that I can find in the shed, it takes my literal blood, sweat, and tears and three hours to pry the thing apart.  I only hope that I can reassemble it in the clearing.   
 
    The green pick-up looks like part of a circus-act, piled high with my stolen goods.  Convinced that I have everything I need to make a good start in creating a permanent camp, I jump in the driver’s seat and head back toward the trail.  Locking the doors before leaving just feels right, and in the rearview mirror, it seems like we were never there.  
 
    *** 
 
    After deciding not to live in the house, the clearing starts to feel like home.  I was eventually able to put the portable shelter back together, but I had to spread the reassembly over three days.  My frustration had threatened to boil over into fits of rage several times; I had to take a couple mental breaks and move onto something else.   
 
    Finally assembled, the rest of my home setup seems relatively easy.  One end of the shelter is butted up against the large boulder in the clearing.  My plan is to use the rocks from the old chimney that I had found to create a chimney of my own.  The rocks need to be placed just so, to direct the smoke out of the gap between the shelter and the boulder.  I might not need it now, but eventually, I’ll need to keep the shelter warm, and I’d prefer if the whole thing didn’t fill with smoke every time I light a fire.  With some trial and error, the trickle of smoke makes its way up the chute of rocks and out into the sky beyond.  
 
    The inside of the shelter, once erected, quickly comes together.  The narrow, short bookcases are placed against the wall on one side.  Canned goods and my kitchen products fit nicely on the wooden shelves.  Couch cushions on the dirt floor against the other wall serve as a nice bed.  My sleeping bag on top, along with the pillows salvaged from Ally’s house make a cozy nest for Meekah and me.  My clothes and extra belongings are wadded up on my backpack for now, but that’s only until I decide how best to organize them. 
 
    Overall, I’m pretty pleased with myself.  
 
    Nights continue to be the hardest time for me.  During the daylight hours, I set myself task after task, making it impossible to finish in one day.  This helps keep my mind focused.  But at night, even if I have worked myself to the bone, my body aching and yearning for sleep… My mind is active with the faces of my past.  I cannot unsee Brad’s bloody face… or Ally’s pleading one.  The faces of those I killed haunt me as well.  I may be able to logically explain away their deaths… but my heart sends me their faces, nonetheless.   
 
    *** 
 
    My days are filled with weather-tightening my new house.  Taking apart the shelter left a couple rips in the canvas.  I patch them with wadded up trash bags for now.  These prove to be somewhat effective as the next week brings a mix of weather.  Leave it to New Hampshire to be sunny one day, raining the next, and snowing the following.  In May, no less! 
 
    Granted, the snow melts in less than a day, but really?  
 
    The shelter seems too big for just Meekah and me, so I decide to turn the far end into a makeshift stall for Beau.  One of my tarps, slung chest-high between the two sides of the shelter creates a barrier between his area and mine.  The night it snowed, I led a very confused horse into the shelter and lowered the canvas door behind him.  The small fire quickly warmed the confined space.  As I fell asleep, the sweet smell of horse and hay filled my nostrils.  In the morning, his manure stank up the joint.  There’s no help for it though; as much as I think on it, this is the best shelter I can give him, as well as giving me the opportunity to keep him close.  
 
    *** 
 
    The days pass.   
 
    I spend some of the days filling the holes of my shelter with garbage bags, mud, and pine boughs.  Bucketing water back and forth for the animals builds the muscles in my arms and back.  I am so thankful for the food available to me; I don’t like to think of how building my new home would have turned out without it.   
 
    Scouting the area around the camp seems most important.  The first time that I had set out I had found the house.  Beyond that, I think it’s important to look further away and make sure that no one is close to me.  Thoughts of security nag at me; can I set up defenses?  Trenches or other traps?  Should I be taking advantage of the spring hunting or fishing?  What am I missing?  
 
    Thoughts of my family nag at me endlessly.  Where is my mom?  Is she okay?  As Mother’s Day approaches and passes, I silently send her my thoughts over the distance between here and Virginia.  I dearly hope that she is holed up with the rest of my family in safety.  It hurts too much to consider otherwise, so I stick with this vision.  
 
    Last I knew, my dad, my stepmom Brandy, and my brother Brian and his family had retreated up to my dad’s cabin in northern NH.  He had left me a note in his house that I had discovered only a few weeks ago.  Brad had helped me create a makeshift saddle to ride Beau to my father’s house and to Ally’s mom, Marie’s.  I had found that my dad had fled with part of our family and that Ally’s family was thriving.  The plan had been to move to Marie’s family compound.  We had been packing for the move when Adam had brought a group of men to rape, rob, and kill us.  
 
    Adam. 
 
    I can’t believe that I trusted him. 
 
    But why wouldn’t I? 
 
    I had known him since grade school.  Why had he betrayed us like that?  
 
    His face haunts my dreams, along with the rest.  
 
    I try not to dwell on these facts or faces.  In fact, I try not to think about them at all.  Down that road, I feel pain, guilt, and terrible, terrible anxiety about my choices.   
 
    Keeping these thoughts away every evening is a chore in and of itself.  While awake, I can almost manage the task… but when sleeping… it’s a whole other ballgame.   
 
    Just keep working… just keep working… it’s my silent mantra.  I can do it.  
 
    *** 
 
    The first of June finds me snug in my new home.  I’ve blocked all the holes that let in the rain and the chimney keeps the smoke away on cold nights.  Beau has adjusted to coming in to share my space.  He’s almost a puppy, the way he follows me around.  I no longer bucket in water for the horse and Meekah; they go to the nearby stream on their own when thirsty.  It’s just one less chore for me.   
 
    I’m not sure how to spend my days at this point.  Sometimes, I think of some item or other that I need and go to the house to fetch it.  It’s like the house on the mountain road is my own personal shopping mall.  Eventually, I know my needs will be unanswered by the house, but for now, I’m taking advantage of it.   
 
    One load with the truck, and a lot of sweat, brought all the stacks of firewood back to camp.  I’m grateful for it and silently thank the family who cut and stacked it every time I feed my fire with it.   
 
    The chickens and one remaining duck seem to be okay with the minimal feed I give them.  Instead, they seem to enjoy foraging for their own food.  Beau also forages for most of his food.  Meekah is the only one that I willingly share my meal with.  All in all, I think we are doing pretty well.  
 
    I hate to say it… but I think I’m… bored.   
 
    And this is a very, very bad thing to feel.  My chores are minimal, and I do them by rote, with no thought involved.  My mind is increasingly crowded with the faces of my family, begging me to come find them.  With Ally, asking why I didn’t go with her.  And Brad… pleading for help when I withheld it.  I think… I think he’s dead by now.  The thought makes me feel short of breath.  
 
      I can’t keep track of the times I feel short of breath.  I haven’t had a panic attack since my early twenties, but I know that familiar tightening in my chest, the frantic feeling of helplessness… It’s a terrible, awful feeling that I wouldn’t wish on anyone.   
 
    Why do I feel this way?  I question myself over and over.  I’m surviving, I have a safe place to live, my animals are taken care of… So… why?  Why is my mind tormenting me?  
 
    *** 
 
    June sixth… my brother Brian’s birthday.  Is he celebrating somewhere?  I hope so.  The thought breaks through my anguish.  It’s the first time that I’ve thought of someone else in days.  I can only think of my own pain and suffering right now.   
 
    *** 
 
    June seventh… my mind is rallying.  It’s time to WAKE UP!  Stop feeling so sorry for yourself!  You are surviving the apocalypse and doing it well!  Just look at the good that you have done!  Get out of bed!  Do your chores! 
 
    It works, for a little while.  A renewed vigor has quickened my step around the camp.  Instead of skipping breakfast, I try to enjoy the morsels of the spaghetti that I cooked the night before.  Meekah is certainly enjoying the plain pasta that I have dumped into a bowl for her.  Force-feeding the last few bites into my mouth, I move onto my morning chores.   
 
    What can I do to improve my camp?  To improve my life?  
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    NOTHING! 
 
    My mind screams at me. 
 
    It’s so depressing, living alone like this.  In the middle of nowhere.  Why didn’t I go live with Marie?  They had all that they needed, up at her compound.  Why didn’t I go with Ally?  Why didn’t I save Brad? 
 
    The thoughts echo in my mind until I can’t work anymore.  Laying down on my soft bed in the shelter feels good after the pressure that my unrelenting brain has pressed on me.   
 
    JUST IGNORE EVERYTHING. 
 
    I obey and slip into a deep sleep.  At least, until the next nightmare wakes me.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, I awake, ashamed of myself.  Since when do I need to lay down for sleep in the afternoon?  Since when do I laze about when there’s work to be done? 
 
    After realizing that I skipped dinner the night before, the conclusion that Meekah skipped dinner too further shames me.  Scrambling out of my sleeping bag, I hurry to feed her and Beau.  I try not to imagine the reproachful look in her eyes as I dump the pasta into her bowl.  
 
    *** 
 
    I need to get out of bed.   
 
    Do it. 
 
    Come on, just do it.  
 
    *** 
 
    I can’t.  
 
    *** 
 
    Today, I think I can.  It’s June eleventh.  How did that happen?   
 
    I feel more clear-headed than I have in days.  Maybe it’s the hunger.  I haven’t eaten a proper meal in what feels like forever.  What’s wrong with me?  I don’t feel that sad… only anxious that my world is ending… that I ended my own world when I sent Ally away with Brad on that dreadful night.  
 
    *** 
 
    I feel a little better today.  Why?   
 
    I have no idea.  
 
    All I know is that the animals are hungry, and I haven’t been paying much attention to them.  Do the birds have water?  Have Beau and Meekah eaten?  When is the last time that I ate?   
 
    I honestly don’t remember.  
 
    Get up.  Get up and STOP FEELING SORRY FOR YOURSELF! 
 
    I push away the faces of Ally and Brad as I crawl out of my sleeping bag.  I get a whiff of myself… after all this time, I’m even stinking myself out of the confined space.  How long have I been just laying around?   
 
    I disgust myself. 
 
    Maybe I should just lay back down and let it pass.  Maybe I should just starve to death and let it end.  
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    NO! 
 
    Fine if you want to kill yourself but you are NOT going to let your dog and horse die! 
 
    The thought stirs something in me; guilt, I think. 
 
    The voice is right.  Why should my animals have to die for my craziness?  
 
    Peeling myself out of my dirty clothes, I painfully slide on some clean ones.   
 
    Out in the fresh air, I find the day sunny and probably in the mid-fifties, if I had a thermometer.  Brushing my teeth at the stream, I make myself a plan for the day.  I need some firewood for my evening warmth, check on my seedlings, and think about making the birds a more permanent coop. 
 
    Feeling the surge of energy from my to-do plan, I grab the axe from beside the shelter and head toward my stack of firewood salvaged from the house up the road.  Needing kindling, I set up one of the larger hunks of wood and take a swing with the axe.  I miss it entirely. 
 
    What can I say?  Brad always did this shit. 
 
    I am immediately angry at this fucking stupid piece of wood. 
 
    Swinging again, I hit the corner, causing the wood to tip over and hit the ground. 
 
    “God damn’t!”  
 
    I HATE THIS CHORE!  WHAT THE FUCK?  WHY IS IT SO HARD TO CHOP FUCKING WOOD? 
 
    Standing the wood up again, I take a swing with all my might.  Again, I swing wide of the target and miss it completely. 
 
    My rage comes gurgling out in a roar of frustration.  
 
    Swinging the axe up on my shoulder, I use my left hand to try and straighten the chunk of wood.  My right hand tries to control the axe as I swing it down to the piece of wood steadied by my other hand.   
 
    The edge of the axe skips off the wood with my pitiful swing and into the soft flesh of my left hand.  
 
    I scream.  
 
    Blood spreads out from the wound almost immediately.  What have I done?  
 
    It takes a moment for it to set in, but the pain snaps me back to reality.  Dropping the axe, I grip my left hand in my right.  Bright red blood oozes over the fingers of my right hand.   
 
    I need to wash the wound out right away to evaluate the damage.  Stumbling toward the creek, I wince at the pain in my hand, tears streaming down my face.  My brain is doing a decent job at segmenting the pain; it feels separate, like someone else is feeling it, but I am horrified at the implications.  
 
    Reaching the edge of the water, I drop to my knees and plunge my injured hand into the crystal depths.  The cool water feels good at first, numbing.  Until I can feel my severed piece of skin flapping in the current.  My stomach turns at the sensation.  This is more serious than I thought.  
 
    Peering into the water, the flap of skin becomes evident.   
 
    My gag reflex surprises me. 
 
    When the wave of nausea has passed, I pull my hand from the water.  The bleeding seems to have slowed, at least.  Inspecting the wound, it definitely needs stitches.  Holding my hand above my heart, my canvas-covered home seems miles away.  Inside, it’s a struggle to not drip blood everywhere while pulling my first-aid kit from a pile of rumpled clothes.  I pull an appropriately sized suture with attached needle out of the bag, as well as a gauze patch and wrap. 
 
    At the bottom of my backpack, I find the two last nips of alcohol.  One of a dark, liquorish flavored alcohol and another of clear, brown whiskey.  The black licorice goes down in one swallow.  I immediately feel the warmth spread through my chest and head.  My right-hand fumbles for the needle driver. 
 
    Without having to think, like some other being is driving me, I start suturing the wound on my left hand closed.  It hurts… like it FUCKING HURTS.  Both of my hands are shaking, but I focus closely on the injured flesh.   Fighting the urge to scream in frustration and pain while inspecting the wound, I don’t see any major vascular damage.  Hopefully, it’s all soft tissue.   
 
    My head is buzzing from the shot.  I wish I had a huge bottle to drown myself in. Thank God it was my left hand that was injured; I can’t imagine trying to sew with my left hand. Every throw of the needle is a new scream of agony.  Continuing, I grit my teeth while forcing the tip of the needle through each fold of skin, pulling it tight to make both sides meet. 
 
    It’s almost an out of body experience to be both sewing and feeling the needle.  I don’t like it.   
 
    Cutting off the black suture with my scissors, I tie a knot that rests above the smooth skin of my hand.  Thinking back to my days of assist school, or even the days of being a nurse in the operating room, I’m not impressed with my handiwork. Tying a knot one-handed is no easy feat. I suppose I should just be glad that I’m capable; anyone else may have just had to wrap it.   
 
    The suturing job may be finished, but what of the rest of it?  What’s going to happen to me now?  
 
    *** 
 
    The pain sends a dull wave of aching through me.   The jagged line of sutured skin on my hand is a constant distraction.  I wish I had an ice pack to put on it periodically, but I don’t.  Swallowing a mouthful of Tylenol and some of the antibiotics that I had taken from the feed store, I glance around at the sorry state of my camp.  My neglect has left it a mess.   
 
    The sharp edge of the pain seems to have renewed my vigor to live.   
 
    THIS WILL NOT BE THE END OF ME! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    A Change 
 
    With my hand wrapped in clean gauze, I use a pilfered towel as a makeshift sling to keep my hand elevated.  I take it easy, but make sure that the animals and camp are in order.  Eating a decent meal doesn’t seem particularly appetizing to my churning stomach, but it will be helpful with healing.   
 
    My hand is steadily throbbing away through the day and evening.  Finally crawling into bed, I take one of the Vicodin I took from the house.  I guess if there’s a time when they’re necessary, this is it.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, the ache in my hand wakes me.  It leaves my legs feeling a little shaky.  Swallowing the panic that threatens to shatter my newly found determination, I slowly make my way through my morning chores.  Another dose of Tylenol and antibiotics should take the edge off.  What the hell?  I throw a couple ibuprofen into the mix too.  
 
    My hand feels like it weighs a hundred pounds.  I fight the urge to take the bandage down and look at the wound.  I’m afraid that I won’t like what I see.   
 
    It’s amazing what the loss of the use of one hand has on the impact of everything that you do.  I mean, you could imagine it, but until you live it, all the details escape you.  Every task, from unbuttoning my pants to go to the bathroom to opening the chicken coop or a can of soup… It takes forever to do the simplest thing, not to mention that my head feels cloudy from the pain.   
 
    As the day winds down toward dusk, I gather enough firewood and water to have nearby in the shelter just in case it rains.  Exhaustion pulls me down toward the blankets and sleep.  
 
    *** 
 
    I wake to complete darkness.  The throbbing in my hand is like a kick in the gut.  I can’t believe that I slept at all.  Rifling through my backpack full of medical supplies, I struggle to read the labels in the dim light left from the few coals in the fireplace.  The letters swim.  My whole body feels a little achy.  Uncapping a few bottles, I dry swallow a few pills, grimacing at the taste.  Dipping a cup in the bucket of water, I guzzle a few gulps.  Immediately, I retch up the water and the partially dissolved pills.  
 
    Shaking my head to clear the stars from my sight, I wipe the water from my mouth and chin.  Taking a much smaller sip of water, I wait to see how my stomach reacts.  It holds, for now.  Taking my small sips, I dig out a few more pills to swallow down.  Despite the pain in my hand, I curl back into my sleeping bag.  When I laid down, it was a warm night, but I’m almost shivering with cold.  
 
    Laying in the darkness, feeling completely miserable, I try not to dwell on what these signs mean.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next time my eyes open, I can see through Beau’s end of the shelter.  Its full daylight.  My brain is fuzzy.  Trying to stand, I kick over the water bucket, soaking the floor and part of my backpack.  I’ll clean that up later. 
 
    Outside, the sunshine seems too bright.  Holding the bucket in my good hand, I stumble toward the stream.  Halfway across the space between the shelter and water, I glance down at my bandaged hand.  Where the clean, white bandage had been only the night before, dark stains of blood have seeped through.   
 
    Uh-oh.  
 
    Finally reaching the water’s edge, I bend to sit on the mossy bank, half-falling.  It’s difficult to lift the bucket when its full of water, but I finally manage to drag it up into the dirt beside me, sloshing most of it back into the stream.  Removing the sling, I lower my hand to my lap, already starting to shake with pain and anticipation.  
 
    Gingerly unwrapping the bandages, the faintest stink of infection wafts out.  My stomach drops with the realization.   
 
    Gritting my teeth, I take down the rest of the bandages to get a clear look.  Where I had pulled the skin together with suture as carefully as I could, the two edges have pulled apart.  The sutures strain at the swollen flesh.  It’s angry and red with visible drainage in the wound.   
 
    Through the pain, I steel my resolve: this will not be the end of me.   
 
    I know what I need to do: I need clean water, some sort of antibacterial agent, clean packing, and the right antibiotics.  I only wish that I didn’t feel so woozy.  All those steps seem almost out of reach.   
 
    Still inspecting the wound, my feet feel unsteady beneath me.  Going back to the shelter, I’m torn between staring at my poor, aching hand and watching my footing.  It’s fairly level grass, but for some reason it feels like I can’t lift my feet high enough to move without tripping.   
 
    After what feels like half an hour, I finally reach the safety of my little house.  Collapsing into bed, I struggle to sit up and rifle through my med bag.  Again, it feels like the words are blurring together in front of me.  The names of the four types of animal antibiotics are unfamiliar, but the endings sound close enough to those I know.  Maybe I need something broad spectrum?  Do I even have anything that will stop this infection? 
 
    Even sitting feels difficult.  My whole body is aching, and I am so…so tired.   
 
    The bottles keep jumping out of my hands.  Trying to separate them with my addled mind, I start to question if I had even been taking antibiotics this morning…  How many pills are even in these things?  Why didn’t I keep count?  How many do I need? 
 
    Imagine the irony if I were to overdose on something and die here in the woods.  
 
    The thought makes me giggle.   
 
    Not thinking, I put my bad hand down on the bed to steady myself from swaying.  I shout in pain.  
 
    Meekah’s head jerks up in alarm from her position on the floor, looking for danger.  Sensing none, she lays her head back down, staring at me with those brown eyes.  
 
    I look at my hand again.  Before, I had been so concerned with the state of the open wound that I hadn’t noticed the redness and swelling that has spread all the way to my wrist.  
 
    Oh, God.  If there is a god, if there is anyone out there… Please.  Please let this stay in the soft tissue and not go into the bone.   
 
    I only have so much gauze; it’s going to take some creativity to keep it clean.  
 
    Looking around, I realize that I left the damn bucket of water by the freaking stream. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    It feels devastating, knowing that I have to walk that far again.  
 
    Selecting the best antibiotic, I shove two in my pocket, as well as a few more Tylenol for good measure.  My med bag has an over-the-counter antibacterial ointment, my precious supply of gauze, and a myriad of other odds and ends that I don’t think I need right now.  Another towel, my surgical scissors, and some paper towels go into the bag, too.  
 
    Standing with the backpack on is hard.  I feel a little faint, but steady myself on one of the little bookshelves across from my bed.  Meekah stands, ready to follow.  
 
    Slowly… so slowly… I make my way back to the creek.   
 
    I don’t have the energy to start a fire and boil water.  Creek water it is.  My hand is already infected… whatever. 
 
    Plunging my hand into the cool water is both awesome and terrible.  The cold has a lovely numbing affect, but it wears off quickly.  Using my other hand, I explore the area with my fingers, checking for areas of infection and sensation.  Using the scissors, I snip at the black suture trying to hold my swollen skin together.  Once the suture is out, my hand actually feels a little better.  Thinking about having to sew it closed again is another layer of things I can’t mentally handle right now.  
 
    Smearing some ointment onto some gauze, I pack the wound carefully.   
 
    I need to hurry… I feel sort of… dizzy. My heart is kind of pounding and my face feels hot. Swallowing, I press on.  I’m almost done. 
 
    Paper towels make a nice cover over the gauze which I then cover with the clean towel and secure it with a bit of medical tape from my bag.  Its big and bulky… but I’m done.   
 
    I close my eyes while a bout of light-headedness washes over me. 
 
    This feeling reminds me of that one time I got black out drunk… the spins… the nausea.  Except this time, I didn’t get to feel good first.  I snort at that ridiculous thought.  
 
    Remembering the meds, I sip from the bucket and swallow the pills.   
 
    Please work.  Please work.  
 
    I think I might lay right here in the moss and worry over my hand until I fall asleep. 
 
    Somewhere far away… this feels like a bad idea.  I lay down anyway.  The moss smells earthy, kind of comforting.   
 
    The throb in my hand is the only thing that’s keeping me conscious… I think. 
 
    *** 
 
    Seconds or minutes or hours, or shit, days. I don’t know.  It could have been forever or no time at all.   
 
    Is this what dying feels like?  
 
    *** 
 
    My face is hot.  Blinking, I can barely open my eyes against the bright afternoon light shining through the trees.  Everything is floating, like I’m in a dream.  But if the pain in my hand is any indication, I think I’m awake.  
 
    A sound behind me makes my heart bound up into my throat.  
 
    Turning my head is hard, like it weighs a hundred pounds.   
 
    I don’t see anything at first, but a shadow by the edge of the clearing catches my eye. 
 
    What is that?  
 
    An animal? 
 
    … A… person? 
 
    By instinct, I reach for my rifle.  It’s not there.  That’s weird… don’t I always have it? 
 
    Another sound, this time on the other side.  Pushing myself to my knees with just my good hand is difficult, especially trying to look over both shoulders at once.  
 
    Meekah? 
 
    My mouth is dry, and no sound comes out.  I try again, “Meekah?”  
 
    Where is she? 
 
    Beau?  
 
    Why can’t I see them?  
 
    And who is making the noises? 
 
    Am I surrounded? 
 
    Have they killed my animals? 
 
    WHAT IS HAPPENING? 
 
    Everything blurs when I turn my head.   
 
    Another sound… almost like… the swish of a heavy coat or the rustle of the leaves.   
 
    I’m unsteady on my feet. 
 
    RUN! 
 
    I need to get to the shelter to my gun, to get my back against the wall.  
 
    Running is hard.  It’s like I’m just throwing my legs out and hoping that my feet hit the ground.   
 
   
  
 

 Half-way to my camp, my toe catches on something, or nothing, I don’t know.  Unable to break my fall in this dream-like state, the right side of my face skids painfully against the ground.  Thankfully, my left, injured hand is at my side and not crushed beneath me.  My breath whooshes out of me in a rush.   
 
    Gasping for breath, my chest hitches painfully. 
 
    Is this how I die?   
 
    *** 
 
    I open my eyes.  Did I faint?  How long have I been out? 
 
    The sun is still shining.  My head feels like my brains have been scrambled.  Stringing two thoughts together is almost physically painful.   
 
    It’s all I can do to lay here. 
 
    Turning over onto my back is hard, but my good arm is pinned under me.  My eyes shut involuntarily against the bright light.  When I open them… there are sort of… blurry shadows over me. 
 
    Did I pass out again?  Is it dark? 
 
    The shadows shift… pale things like faces are visible in the folds of darkness.   
 
    Is that… Brad?   
 
    How? 
 
    His voice echoes in my head.  “You could have saved me.”  My heart clenches.   
 
    Ally’s face emerges beside his.  “Why didn’t you come?” 
 
    A confused redheaded old woman, grasping a bloody neck wound becomes visible, staring at me with cold, dead eyes.  
 
    A rising tide of emotion makes my throat clench painfully.  It is so forceful that I feel short of breath.  I can taste my tears in my open mouth as the horrors above me stare down.  I think I recognize other faces among the crowd too, but nothing but the words, “I’m sorry… so sorry,” croak out of me.   
 
    *** 
 
    When I open my eyes again, the clearing is pitch dark.  My hand still throbs, but my head feels clear.  
 
    Taking stock of the area around me, I feel Meekah nestled up to my side.  I can’t see Beau in the darkness, but I’m sure he’s close.  Relief spreads through me.  I curl the fingers of my good hand into the thick fur at her neck.   
 
    What happened today?  Or the last two days?  How long have I been out here?   
 
    I still feel body aches and chills, so probably still a bit feverish, but I think the medicine is starting to help.  Crawling to my feet, I still feel awful, but far better than earlier.  The full water bucket is too much for my weakened state, but I head back to the stream and drink my fill.  When I feel strong enough, I make it back to the shelter and swallow more medicine with the last sip of water left in my cup.  Trying to ease myself down to the bed is too hard; it’s more like falling onto the cushions and passing out.   
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t know how long I slept last night.  For the first time in what feels like days, I’m kind of hungry.  Grabbing my pills, the stream doesn’t seem quite so far away.  Meekah and I share a cold breakfast of canned stew dumped into two bowls.  The food tastes good.  I’m tired, but at least my thoughts make sense and feel like my own.   
 
    The bandage around my hand looks clean enough and doesn’t feel any worse, so I decide to leave it without checking, for now.  My morning chores of tending the animals yields for the first time, a few eggs in the coop.  They had stopped laying after the move, but it seems like they are settled in enough now.   
 
    Eggs for dinner! 
 
    After my chores, another dose of medicine and a nap are in order.  Lying in my sleeping bag, the songs of the birds in the trees and the whisper of the leaves in the slight breeze are relaxing, but I feel distracted.   
 
    The faces of Brad and Ally and the rest have been lurking on the fringes of my mind since I woke up.  My fever must have been pretty high for me to hallucinate… but the rest… that was all me. 
 
    In a way, it feels like I got to apologize.  Even the thought feels silly, but it comforts me enough to let me push it away and fall asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next two days are much the same.  Morning chores, eat some meals, keep the animals alive, and take a few naps.   
 
    I’m feeling more like myself than I have in weeks.  Now that I’m clear-headed, it’s time to take a look at my hand.  It’s probably long past the time that I should have checked the bandage, but based on how I’m feeling, I think it’s okay.   
 
    With my med-kit open and the necessary supplies arrayed around me in some semblance of order, I take a deep breath, and start peeling off the towel.  The paper towels are somewhat stuck to my skin around the wound, but they come off easily enough.  Before peeling out the gauze packing, I poke around the skin on my hand and wrist.  The swelling is way down, and the redness has retreated from my arm.  All good signs.  Mental fingers crossed, I use my forceps to grasp the edge of the ointment-soaked gauze and gently pull it back.   
 
    It hurts, but not as much as I had expected.  The wound looks great, well, for a wound.  It’s still an open gash in my hand, but it looks clean enough; the tissue is pink, no black areas, and the smell is gone.  I’ll keep taking the antibiotics for another week at least, and hopefully that’ll do the trick.  
 
    Since the swelling is almost gone, it’s time to close it again.  I take the time to boil the forceps, needle driver, and scissors to keep everything as clean as possible.  Downing the last nip of whiskey as my anesthesia, I wince at the taste and the burning in my throat before beginning.   
 
    The pain is worse this time.  Like my mind knows what to expect before the needle even pierces through each layer of skin.  I want to turn away; I don’t want to see what’s happening while feeling the sensation… but I can’t.  Trying to hurry, but at the same time, be careful.  My hand will bear this scar until I die.  
 
    Finally, I reach the end of the wound.  It’s not pretty, but it’s done.  Both my hands are shaking with pain.  Clearing my supplies away, I take another dose of antibiotics and a Vicodin.  There are only two left, but I think tonight warrants one.  Since I was able to pull the two sides of the wound together, I need something to seal the skin.  Outside, I scan the woods until I spot a pine tree… the sap has natural antibacterial properties.  Snapping a live branch off the tree, I’m able to get a small amount of sap and using the end of the branch itself, smear it along the edges of the wound.  Hopefully, it acts as a glue, keeping things together and germs out.  
 
    To keep from bending my hand and pulling on the new stitches, a splint of wood and a shirt do nicely.  A few layers of paper towels and some tape protect the wound and act as a cushion between it and the splint. With the towel retied as a sling, I think I’ve done all that I can.   
 
    Sitting by the fire that night, influenced by the shot and the Vicodin, I again see the faces of my fever phantoms.  The fuzzy feelings floating through me don’t let me push the thoughts away this time.  I’m forced to face the feelings head on; wallowing in the guilt, shame, and sorrow that I’ve been holding back until it feels like I’ll burst with these rotten emotions.  Tears stream down my face as I whisper my apologies into the night.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    The New Me 
 
    The next four weeks are both busy and slow.   
 
    My days of anxiety and injury had left my camp in a state of disarray.  My seedlings had been ready to be transferred to the ground for some time; a few are wilted from a lack of water and attention.  I hope to be able to save them all.  We had them arranged by type of plant when we had them set up at Ally’s, but in my haste to pack and flee, they had gotten mixed up.  I’m not quite sure what is what, I’m just hoping that they all lead to food.   
 
    Beau’s droppings have become a problem.  He wanders where he will, and therefore, shits where he will, which seems like everywhere.  Shoveling it all up takes forever as I don’t have a wheelbarrow.  I consider putting it all on a tarp to drag it to the edge of the clearing, but I don’t want to ruin one of them.  Picking at it each day seems to help, as long as I pick up more than he drops.   
 
    All the droppings are turning into a big pile, which I start to use as fertilizer for my newly planted garden.  A stack of pallets behind the mountain house and some ‘borrowed’ tools from the shed have allowed me to build a fence around the small garden.  Birds will be able to fly in and pick at the small plants, so I fashion two sticks into a cross for the start of a scarecrow.  An open shirt that flutters in the breeze and a hat will hopefully be enough to keep them away.  
 
    Eggs are getting a bit old.  We average about five a day; Meekah and I eat a couple and I try to boil a few, too.  Inside my shelter, I dig deeply down into the dirt to create a little food storage area.  Any food that I can pack in plastic food containers should stay moderately cold and protected from any scavenger animals or insects.   
 
    My hand is healing well, for what it is.  The area at the base of my thumb is numb, but I can still move it back and forth.  I can’t make a fist yet, but I gently exercise my fingers, pulling them back and forth to try and retain some sort of dexterity a few times each day.  
 
    I haven’t had a panic attack since I hacked into my hand with the axe.  I still feel sad and guilty sometimes, but instead of running from it, I let myself feel the pain.  If I’m going to survive long-term in this new world, I need to face the choices that I’ve made and make peace with them.  If not, I don’t think I’ll make it.  
 
    Brad, one of my longest friends and engaged to my best friend, Ally, may have gone off the deep end while we shared a home, but I think about his knowledge and advice every day.  I don’t want to take it to the extreme that he did, but he was right about a lot of things.  
 
    To quote him directly, “This isn’t a fucking fairy tale.”  
 
    *** 
 
    With Brad’s words of caution and preparation guiding me, I start thinking about the future.  If this is my now, my life, what happens down the road?  This winter?  Next year?   
 
    The idea of living alone in this camp for the rest of my life is simply not an option.  I realize now how much I’ve been missing the companionship of Ally and Brad.  Even if we were all sitting silently in front of the woodstove while the snow piled up outside, it was comforting to share my space with them.  
 
    Every day, I try to appreciate the beauty of the landscape, or a type of bird that I’ve never seen, or a mink hopping from rock to rock on the riverbank, or a thousand other things… and the first thing I want to do is turn to Ally and share the experience.   
 
    I think I needed to be alone, I needed the solitude to sort myself out in the days after Ally’s parents, Marie and Eugene, had brought me back from their family compound.  Terrified of Brad and Marie, worried about Meekah, excited for the move, shocked by the intrusion of Adam and his gang… the deaths, fighting for my life… I couldn’t make sense of what was happening.  I didn’t know whom to trust… except myself.  
 
    Only eight months ago, if you would have told me the things that I’ve had to do to survive… I would have laughed in your face.  But here we are. 
 
    *** 
 
    I’m too afraid to travel, for now.  Considering going to Marie’s now leaves me with mixed emotions.  Did Ally and Brad make it to their house when I had sent them off that fateful night in the beat-up Bronco?  What if Brad had died on the way?  Honestly, I don’t think I want to know either way.  What if I’m responsible for his death?  This is a choice that I am learning to cope with, but I don’t want a definitive answer; just the possibility is enough to leave me shamed and panicked.  
 
    Brad had believed that this mass power outage was due to a coordinated attack on the nine largest power supply stations in the United States.  It would essentially knock out the power everywhere.  As he was interested in prepping before all of this started, this was one of the situations that he had ‘suspected would happen eventually.’  If his guess is true, he had estimated that the parts needed to fix the supply stations, which ironically, can only be bought from overseas, and the labor it would take to repair the stations and restore power would be, at least, fourteen months.  
 
    I don’t know if any of this is true, but it’s all I have to go on.  
 
    What will happen if the power ever comes back on?  Will we all just revert to the way things used to be?  Play nice and forget about what we’ve done?  In the name of saving our loved ones?  Can I do that?  Can anyone?  
 
    We’ll cross that bridge when we get there, I guess.  
 
    Based on the information that I have now, I need to be able to survive at least until next March, which would mark the end of fourteen months since the power went out.  So… eight more months.  That’s daunting.  But I can do it.  I have to.  Even if the power doesn’t come back on, making it until March will mean that I have survived another winter, and this one, on my own.   
 
    Maybe I should plan to leave my little clearing in the woods in March no matter what.  If I’m not staying here alone forever, that’s as good a time as any.  
 
    *** 
 
    I can’t help my analytical nature.  I think that’s why I chose a career in the operating room: clear steps with technical details.  With a theoretical date, no matter how far away, I have something to prepare for.  And, not just myself, but Beau, Meekah, and the chickens.  What do we need to survive?  Shelter, water, warmth, and food.  I feel confident in the first three, but food is going to be tricky, especially for Beau.  It’s not like he can graze all winter.  Hopefully, the books that I took from the barn will have some information about how to prepare.   
 
    *** 
 
    In addition to brainstorming about how best to survive the winter, I think about Brad’s security techniques.  How can I use his advice to work here?  Can I do it?  Alone? 
 
    I take stock of my weapons.  Six handguns, two rifles, five decent sized knives, and limited ammo.  Of course, I can only use one thing at a time, but still, the cache of weapons makes me feel more secure.  When I had been riddled with anxiety, I had been slacking in carrying a weapon; all of Brad’s teachings lost in a fog of panic.  In some way, I feel like I am paying him homage by sticking to his advice. From now on, I’m keeping a handgun stuck in my pants and a rifle over my shoulder.  
 
    *** 
 
    My shelter is as snug as I can make it.  For good measure, I’ve thrown pine boughs over the whole thing, hoping that it will camouflage it… from… I’m not really sure what, but it seems important.  The only daylight visible is through the intended gaps in the chimney to direct the smoke out.  The far end of the shelter rolls up to allow entry into the makeshift stall for Beau, which I am satisfied with.  There’s plenty of room for all of us.   
 
    The chickens are another matter.  At one point, I had thought to have the entrance to their coop included in Beau’s end of the shelter, but I don’t think it’s possible.  As an alternative, I have the trailer-turned-coop parked close to the canvas draped home; my emptied food cans and other metal debris that I have found in the woods (teenagers leave a lot of beer cans in the woods when they party) are strung along some fishing line.  Hopefully, if any predator tries to get at the hens and one remaining duck, I’ll hear it.   
 
    Speaking of the duck, I’m not sure what to do with it.  It’s been sort of mopey since I had to put the other one down.  She keeps to herself while following the hens around the yard at a distance.  I haven’t collected any duck eggs, so unless she’s hiding them in the woods, she’s not laying.  At some point, I think I’ll have to eat it, like the other, but not quite yet.  
 
    Another food source tallied up on my mental list.  Meekah and I might benefit, but I still am not sure about what to feed Beau. 
 
    *** 
 
    Since my shelter is winter proof, at least, in my mind it is, I move on to my next task: food and security.  Water is covered with the stream nearby; in the winter, I can melt snow or ice.  Warmth will be provided by the firewood that I pilfered from the mountain house and anything that I can scrounge between now and then.  I try to dedicate at least an hour each day to gathering dry wood or using the axe to fell a small to medium sized tree.  If I cut it now, it will be decently seasoned by the time winter rolls through.   
 
    All the canned goods should be saved for emergencies, for obvious reasons.  I decide to focus on fishing for the time being.  Meekah and I follow the creek up through the woods, where we find that it widens and eventually meets a larger stream of water.  Wrapping my line around a hunk of wood that I have whittled into a handheld spool allows me to cast the line out by hand and in turn, wind it back up, similar to a traditional fishing rod.  
 
    Thank God for all those survival shows that Jason made me sit through.  
 
    My first attempt yields three small trout, maybe the size of my hand.  I decide to smoke them over my fire.  The next day, I try again, but only get one of the small trout.  Maybe I would have more luck in a larger body of water?  With no idea where the nearest lake or pond is, I add a trip to the stream either in the morning or at dusk to my daily routine.  Being able to smoke the fish will let me store some nutrients toward our winter stores.   
 
    It’s Beau that keeps stumping me.  There’s hardly any grain left, so I stop giving it to him.  Dumping the remains into a plastic bag for emergencies, I place his precious food in the storage area in my shelter, protected in a plastic container.  With the big barrel empty, I set it aside for some future use.  In these times, I can’t throw anything away.  
 
    *** 
 
    The key to my sanity is to keep busy.   
 
    Securing the chicken coop with more than a tarp takes up almost two whole days.  Another pallet, taken from the mountain house, provides the wood to create a more permanent roof.  The roll of wire that I had previously taken from the house creates a barrier between the slats.  I tuck the tarp under the coop in case I need it to keep the birds dry in bad weather.  A stolen milk crate, stuffed with grass, and tucked in the corner makes a nice little nesting area for the hens.  They seem to like it and, at least half the time, they lay their eggs there, instead of having to find them all over the clearing.   
 
    With that task completed to my liking, I decide to make good on my earlier ideas about scouting the area.  It seems like that should be how I devote the majority of my afternoons; not only to discover anyone who might be living or moving through the area, but also to scout for some more food sources. 
 
    Waking with the sun comes easily now.  Tending the animals, scooping manure, throwing in a line, and general clean-up of the camp now come by rote.  Talking to Meekah and Beau while doing my chores, or even singing some of my favorite songs, passes the time.  Strange to say, it’s comforting to hear another voice, even if it’s my own. 
 
    Following my chores, we’re off.  Meekah and Beau follow along, though when Beau stops to munch for too long, I have to halter him to keep him moving.  I always carry a bottle of water in a fair-sized reusable container that I took from the house.  Both guns, a hunting knife, enough food for Meekah and me to have a meal, and the lighter, for an emergency fire, are packed into my backpack.  One of the prepper books, taken from the farm, is also packed in the bag; it has an excellent section with pictures of edible plants and mushrooms.  I’m too nervous to harvest any mushrooms… at least for now.   
 
    Berries, plants, and various grasses that I come across are carefully packed on top of my supplies in my bag.  Once home, I take them out and separate them into their respective storage areas.  The grasses I leave in the sun to dry, usually on top of the chicken coop to keep Beau away from it.  As it dries, I pack it into the large barrel that previously held grain.  The barrel cover seems to keep the elements out; I throw the cover from the tent over it for good measure.   
 
    It’s comforting to be working toward the future instead of wallowing in the now.  Just keep moving forward… it’s all I can do. 
 
    *** 
 
    Each day, as long as it isn’t pouring rain, we venture a little further out from camp.  After ten days of scouting, I feel like I know the land immediately surrounding our shelter.  Working in a wide circle around the clearing, I follow the old logging roads and game trails until I feel like I could draw a map of the intersecting lines.   
 
    As we move through the woods, we spook various small animals.  A close call with a porcupine and Meekah left my heart pounding with relief that it didn’t end in my having to pull quills out of her face.  Birds, squirrels, and chipmunks are the most common.  I find fresh scat, from a deer, I think, a few times.  Trying to mentally take note of which game trails are marked with the droppings, I dream of venison roasting over the fire.  
 
    One afternoon, Meekah is in the lead on a narrow trail through the woods that heads in the general direction of the distant town center.  The ever-hungry Beau is being pulled along behind me as he has been stopping at every green leaf to eat all morning.  Purely by chance, as I readjust the strap of my rifle with the lead rope tucked under one arm, Meekah spooks a pheasant out of its hiding place.  With the gun already in my hands, I somehow manage to get a shot off.  And to my amazement… I hit it.  
 
    Not a clean kill. 
 
    Meekah races up to the thrashing body of the bird.  Quickly, I snatch up the bird and wrench its neck.  Shocked at my own actions, I’m thankful that my instincts kicked in; I’m not sure I could have done that if I had thought about it.  Holding it by the neck, we continue with our walk before looping back to camp.   
 
    Looks like Meekah and I are having pheasant for dinner. 
 
    *** 
 
    Besides scouting and gathering, it’s time to get serious about security. 
 
    What if someone were to find my clearing?  Or see me scouting and follow me home?  I may eventually have the need for an escape route.  Pondering this for a few days on my rounds, it seems clear that I will need more than one way out.  Which way is safest?  I guess it depends on which way the intruder comes in… 
 
    I try to think like Brad and look at the clearing critically.  The weakest point is obviously the arched opening leading into the small meadow.  Any sort of material used to block the entrance would only point out that it is an entrance to anyone coming by.  Besides, that is the way that we most commonly exit the camp to scout.  I nix the idea of trying to block it.  
 
    The rest of the clearing is surrounded by thick woods.  If someone were to find me… it would most likely be by the front opening; coming through the woods would make too much noise.  Maybe if I were to make the forest impassible, I could funnel any outsiders to the archway.  It makes sense to at least attempt this; the archway is as far from the shelter as anywhere in the clearing.  
 
    Using some of my fishing line and whatever trash I’ve come across, as well as the empty food cans, I string up noise makers between likely areas of entry.  Hopefully, anyone coming in will hit one of the lines and the jangling metal will alert me to their presence.  I have dreams of moats and pits with stakes, but this is the best I can do for a start.  
 
    As for escape routes, I finally decide on four, including the mountain house.  The first is along the mountain road, facing the direction that eventually leads back to Ally’s house.  This is the only path that the truck can traverse, so I stash it in the woods, a bit back from the narrow dirt road.  The dark green paint of the truck sort of blends with the surroundings; some branches and other debris camouflage it further.  I’m confident that no one will see it from the road, unless they’re looking for it.   
 
    Along my travels, I find an interesting tree.  I think it’s a pine, but I really don’t know the differences between trees.  There are actually a few of them, spread throughout the forest here and there.  It has long branches that spread out from the trunk with bunches of green needles at the ends.  The weight of the branches pulls the long limbs down until the needles almost brush the ground.  The layers of branches keep the ground under the lowest limbs dry, like a little protected dome.  With a little tweaking, I think it could be an emergency shelter.  It’s straight back from my camp through the woods, probably a quarter mile away.  It’s the most likely direction I would go in if someone were to attack through the clearing opening.   
 
    The third route of escape is random; cut straight through the trees on the right of the clearing for a few hundred feet before it reaches an old, dry streambed.  The rocky bed is easier to run down instead of through the woods, with its branches that seem to smack or snag at every step.  A couple hundred feet down the stream bed is a natural formation of rocks, which I can squeeze an escape bag where it stays relatively hidden and dry.  
 
    I’ve stashed these safe bags at every escape route.  As much as possible, the contents are uniform.  Two cans of food (even if one is a can of corn, it’ll fill my belly), a hunting knife, a change of clothes, a way to start a fire, a bottle of water from the mountain house, and something to sleep in.  The tent, I left with the random pack by the streambed.  The truck, the tree, and the mountain house all offer their own version of shelter.  
 
    So, in total, if someone were to attack, I can flee to the mountain house, to the tree shelter, to the random bag in the woods by the streambed, or to the truck.  It’s comforting really, to know that I can run in almost any direction and join with one of my many trails to gather up a bag that may mean the difference between life and death.  Meekah can essentially eat whatever I’m eating, but what about Beau?  
 
    Always, the food situation comes back to Beau.  I shudder from the thought, but I can’t envision an escape that saves the big brown gelding.  He’s become family, like Meekah, but by and large, he’s the most difficult to plan and care for.  I can only cross my fingers that I will never have to test any of the escape routes.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    August 
 
    The days pass in heat and rain, sunshine and cool mornings.  I find comfort in the changing of the forest around me.  Never having spent this much time in the woods, it’s no surprise that I’ve never been so keenly aware of the minute details and beauty.  The shady glade by the stream, with its moss-covered rocks, still enchants me; the blossoming of the wildflowers on both the mountainside and the surrounding hills add breathtaking bits of color to the green landscape, if only you stop to look.  
 
    August, for the most part, is hot and humid.  The shelter, while not under full sunshine, seems to trap the heat.  Lying on top of my blankets at night, the damp air leaves me tossing and turning.  During the day, Meekah, Beau, and I seek refuge from the heat by the stream.  Beneath the protection of the tree limbs, the air is still thick, but cooler than either the shelter or the clearing.  Whiling away the hours in the shade, I peruse the books taken from the farm, attempting to memorize plants that can be foraged and other handy tips.  My fishing lines still bring in the occasional small trout, which I clean by the water and cook over the smallest fire possible.  Beau tears at nearby greenery while the pup and I split the fish.   
 
    Once the sun sets and the heat becomes somewhat bearable, we venture out and spend our evenings foraging and scouting.  I’m running out of room to put the dried plants for Beau’s winter stores, but still, I collect as many as possible.  Other edible plants, like dandelion greens, get set aside for my own cookpot. The work is never ending, but I’m glad to keep busy, and honestly, what else would I be doing with my time?  
 
    In the third week of August, it rains steadily for three days.  Beau doesn’t seem to mind, but Meekah and I spend the time in the opening of the shelter, sitting on my sleeping bag.  When pawing through the same old books gets boring, one of the smaller hunting knives is good for whittling.  I don’t know what I’m doing but attempting to bring a face or animal out of a small chunk of wood is gratifying and time consuming.   
 
    The third day of rain leaves me irritable.  While the rain has certainly cut through the humidity, falling behind in all of my chores and eating from my cache of food is disheartening.  I suppose the water is good for my little garden; I don’t need to bucket water from the stream, but I’m bored and grumpy all the same.  
 
     Not all of the seedlings survived being transplanted into the garden, but most did.  Of those that survived, I can identify six corn stalks, three tomato plants, four sets of cucumber leaves, and two measly sprouts bearing string beans.  I’ve never grown corn before, so I’m not sure what to expect or when to harvest, but I’m thinking sometime around fall seems right.  The tomatoes, cucumbers, and beans though are coming along nicely.  One section of one of the books goes over home canning, which I may use to preserve the vegetables that I won’t be able to eat before they go bad.  I’m excited at the thought of adding to my winter food supplies, but nervous that I don’t have new lids for the jars from Marie’s home cooking.  No use worrying though, what else is there to do but try?  
 
    *** 
 
    The last week of August is beautiful.  After the rains stopped, everything seems shiny and new.  The worst of the humidity appears to be in the past, which makes our daily chores that much easier to complete.  The nights are cooling down and sleep comes more naturally.   
 
    Resuming our previous schedule of chores and fishing in the morning followed by further scouting of the area until the sun starts to set feels good.  I’m in no rush for winter’s cold, but I’m glad to have, hopefully, seen the last of the real summer heat.   
 
    One morning, camp chores complete, we head up the stream to the larger pool to cast a few lines.  On my first cast, I catch the largest trout I have all summer.  It must be at least a pound!  Thrilled, I clean it on the rocks by the water and head back to camp.  Adding some spices, I roast it over a low fire before Meekah and I wolf it down for breakfast.  It’s a clear and beautiful day; ordinarily I would have thrown a fish that size over my smoker, but I’m eager to get out and about, instead of tending to a fire all day.   
 
    Deciding to turn out further than before, the three of us wind our way through the woods until we reach the edge of a large field.  I’m not sure what it was used to grow before this, but for now, waist high grass greets me.  Probably five miles from camp, a whole field of food for Beau!  I can easily harvest this!  I can’t believe it!  A big trout and this field all in one morning! 
 
    Letting Beau happily munch away, Meekah and I continue to amble along the edge of the field where two old ruts shows where a tractor used to work this land.  It’s nice to not have to push branches out of my face but being on the edge of such an open area does leave me feeling exposed.  Carefully holding my gun to appease my anxiety, we make our way to the opposite end of the field.  There, the two tractor ruts join with a larger trail, which I believe are the remnants of old railroad tracks.   
 
    The tracks are bordered on either side by a thick layer of trees, but through them, I see yet another field.  Excitedly wandering along the border of the second field, tall grass to my left and another thick hedge of trees to my right, the end of the field becomes more visible.  The trees open up, but to what, I’m not sure. 
 
    A minute or two later, the unmistakable sound of rushing water meets my ears.  A river?  Here?  
 
    The riverbank is steep and gray with clay.  There is an area where I think I can make my way down to the edge of the water to fish.  I bet I’d have better luck here than in that little stream and pool!   
 
    I can’t hide the grin on my face.  Today is turning out to be a wonderful day full of surprises.   
 
    I am a bit confused though.  I must have gotten turned around somewhere, because I would have sworn that the river was in the opposite direction.  Either way, I’ll just be careful on my back to the clearing and mark my trail so that I can return tomorrow.  Unable to hide my happiness, I smile as we head back toward the distant field where Beau is grazing.  
 
    Along the way, blackberry bushes line the path on the right.  I missed them on the way in because of the path I took.  Stopping to fill my bag full of the sweet treat, I don’t hear the warning signs until it’s almost too late. 
 
    Rustling in the brush followed by a soft snort…  
 
    My mind only processes them in the background.  It’s not until the snort grows louder, into a sort of roar, that I look up.  A black bear, standing on hind legs, is growling at me.  Or… roaring at me, I don’t know which.  
 
    Taking a slow step back from the trail I had previously been following, I softly call Meekah to my side.  She ignores me, staring at the bear square on, the fur on her back standing on end. 
 
    “Meekah,” I hiss, begging desperately for her to ignore the bear and return to my side.  “Meekah, come!”  I say the words half-heartedly, like I don’t expect her to obey.  
 
    “Meekah!  Come here!”  I say the words louder than before, pleading with her to come back to me and out of the potentially deadly black bear’s line of fire.   
 
    Inch by inch, she backs up to my position.  
 
    Grateful heaves of relief echo through my chest, in pace with my thundering pulse.  When she’s close enough, I slip my fingers through her collar at the nape of her neck and, ever so slowly, drag her backwards with me.  As we continue to retreat, the bear hunches down on four legs and, eventually, starts back the way he came.  
 
    I could have shot the bear, but what if I missed?  What if it only pissed him off?  Also, the thought of killing an animal unnecessarily leaves me cringing.  
 
    Funny how the same thought process never occurred to me when I’ve taken the lives of humans.  
 
    Confident that the bear is gone, Meekah and I retreat to the first field.  Thank God Beau is still munching away. Finding a rock that I can climb, I swing up on the handsome brown horse’s back; I haven’t been riding him much, but I’m eager to get back to camp.  I’m unsettled by the bear and want the safety of the familiarity of the clearing.  
 
    *** 
 
    That night, after we fill our bellies, I decide to hike up the back of the mountain just before dusk.  It isn’t too far from the camp and I need the advantage of the view to figure out how I got turned around earlier.  Months have passed since I last climbed to this point; I haven’t wanted the reminders of childhood hikes and high school parties.   
 
    Those things are in the past and I am all about the now.  
 
    Beau stayed behind in a little group of trees at the base of the road before the steeper climb over rocks.  When Meekah and I finally reach the vantage point of the mountain top, I feel both sad and afraid.  In the distance, the center of town should be just visible.  Before the power went out, you would see the glow of the gas stations and other businesses.  But now… there’s just darkness.  Here and there, I can see the twinkle of what must be fires.  They are far from the clearing… but… they’re there.  There are people in town.   
 
    What would it be like, to slip my arms through my backpack and Meekah’s leash and just arrive in town?  Would they be kind to me?  Tie me up?  Kill me?  Rape me?  Take everything that I have left of my old life?  Or would they offer to accept me into another small community?  Like Marie and Eugene?  
 
    It’s shaming to admit, even to myself, that I don’t know which scenario would be more terrifying.  At least if they attacked me from the get-go, they’d be upfront about it.  But if I went to live with them, I’d be living in fear of when things would go wrong; of when the next time the shit hits the fan and its every man, or in this case, woman for herself.  
 
    Shuddering at my mental vision of a future that I pray never comes to pass, I try to push it away and focus on why I made this climb in the first place.  
 
    In the last light of day, the first signs of stars showing above me, I can just make out the patchwork quilt of fields and forest below me.  Using a small stick, I scrape a rough map in the sandy dirt.  The clearing, the mountain house, and town are easy to pinpoint, the fields and river that I had visited earlier in the day are added in as I compare my morning path to the vista around me.  It seems as though I simply went in a different direction than I had planned, but the thought fills me with shame.  
 
    How will I ever survive through the winter if I can’t even take a walk without getting lost?  How can I expect to survive if I let my guard down long enough to lollygag through the woods like I’m taking a Sunday stroll?   
 
    I shake my head in disgust as I turn away from the view and head back to camp.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    A September Surprise 
 
    The days are quickly passing toward autumn; the earth around me changing by the day.  My little seedlings that I feared were hopeless have sprouted vegetables that I can harvest and eat.  
 
    The evening of September first finds Meekah and me sitting atop a small, grassy hill.  Before us, we can see the fields that I harvest for grass each day for Beau.  The sun is setting behind the far landscape of trees and distant mountains.  We are sharing a cold meal of hardboiled eggs and berries that I gathered along the way.  Beau crops peacefully in the field below us.   
 
    Singing softly to interrupt the silence, I keep my hands busy between bites by attempting to weave dried grass together into a sort of mat.  I hope to hang the mat inside the shelter door to help keep the cold out when winter is at its worst.  So far, it’s going okay, but it looks like a long braid of grass, waiting to take shape in my hands.   
 
    Abruptly, a whiff of campfire smoke awakes my busy subconscious.   
 
    Where could that be coming from? 
 
    Looking around frantically, like I expect the fire to materialize in front of me, the smell grows stronger.  I can’t see a hint of a fire anywhere.  Shoving the last half of an egg into my mouth, I quickly pack the braided grass into my bag.  Meekah senses my alarm, sticking close to my side.  Whistling softly, I get Beau’s attention, but after a moment’s hesitation, he goes back to grazing.  Fucking horse.  I hope that whoever has built the fire  isn’t close enough to see us.   
 
    Trudging down the incline, I find myself looking over both shoulders for any sign of the intruders.  I have claimed all of these lands as my own; scouting, foraging, and essentially, watching over them, these lands have become mine, even if I’m the only one that knows it.  
 
    Reaching Beau at the base of the hill, the smell of smoke grows stronger.  
 
    The line of woods is maybe a hundred yards from where Beau is standing.  Internally debating, I decide that I can’t go back to camp without locating the potential threat.  Warily leading him to the edge of the woods, the horse’s lead rope is easily looped around a tree.  I can’t have him slowing me down or betraying me to whoever might be out there.  
 
    Pulling Meekah’s leash out of my pack, it clips to her collar with a small click.  She needs to stay close, no matter what we find.  Almost as an afterthought, I drop my backpack at the foot of the trees.   
 
    Stepping carefully between the trunks, the darkness masks my way.  Avoiding broken tree limbs, it seems that the crusty undergrowth is just as loud.  From earlier explorations, I know that this stretch of trees is narrow, separating the field I just left and another.  The short black silhouette beside me is not so quiet; a slow rumble of a growl starts to echo in her throat as we draw closer to the other side of the tree line.  
 
    Ahead, I can just make out the orange flicker of flames against the darkening night.  Positioning myself behind a large tree, the fire, a tent, and two people are just visible in the light cast by the fire.  One hundred feet away, the details are fuzzy.   
 
    They both look to have short hair, though longer hair could be hidden by hats.  One is larger, broad in the shoulder, and tending the fire and a small animal roasting on a spit.  The other is smaller, sitting cross-legged on the ground.  Absorbed in conversation, neither turns back to look at the forest or any noises we may have made.  
 
    There aren’t any weapons laying around, but anything could be hidden in the darkness.   
 
    Fingering my rifle, I contemplate taking them both out from here.  If I can shoot the first one, I don’t believe the other would be able to see me, not after their eyes have been used to the fire.  I could take the other, before they even knew what hit them. 
 
    Snugging the gun in close to my right shoulder, I squeeze it tight, to brace for the kickback.  The trigger is smooth under my forefinger.  As I aim carefully for the head of the larger one, a little voice in my head whispers to me, “You could just slip away.”  
 
    Lowering my gun, I can hear nothing but the sound of my breath in my chest: in and out, in and out.   
 
    What am I doing?  They don’t seem like a threat.  
 
    I’m miles from camp.  Just leave! 
 
    Trusting my gut, I start to turn away, planning to gather Meekah and Beau and head back toward camp.  A loud growl interrupts my focus.   
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I can see that both heads have swiveled toward us, searching for the sound.  
 
    Oh, fuck.  
 
    Meekah’s growl continues, despite my squatting and urgent pats, pleading with her to be silent.   
 
    The larger one rises, a gun now visible in her hands.  Back and forth, she sweeps the woods with the barrel searching for her prey.  
 
    Holding my breath, Meekah finally ceases her throaty growls.  
 
    The two have split from the fire, now each holding a gun leveled at the forest.  One calls, “Who’s there?”   
 
    A woman’s voice.   
 
    One mumbles to the other, I can only assume it’s a hush order.   
 
    As I much prefer to be the one holding the gun, I take a step back through the trees, dragging Meek with me.  It seems as though we’ll be successful in our retreat, one step at a time.  As my right foot moves behind me, a branch snaps under my weight.  Freezing, my breath stops in my chest.  
 
    Both guns swing in my general direction.  I know they can’t see me, but if they fire their guns in my direction, I’ll be dead whether they know I’m there or not. 
 
    A shrill bark rings out through the trees from beside me. 
 
    Damn’t Meekah! 
 
    Roughly grabbing her muzzle, I try in vain to keep her from giving away our location, but the two are already homing in on us.   
 
    As they draw nearer, I hear the tell-tale sound of a gun cocking. 
 
    “Wait!” I call, before things can get any worse.  “Please, don’t shoot!”  
 
    Terror is spiraling through me; how did this happen?  I came here in control, to scope out the situation.  And now… now… I’m one move away from a bullet.  
 
    Holding up one hand, I drag Meekah through the trees with the other until we are in sight of the two strangers.  They’re both women.  I can only hope that this works in my favor.  Stepping out from underneath the trees, each of them eyes me in turn.  
 
    They are both dark haired, both cut short.  Though each are leveling a gun at my chest, the larger one looks far more comfortable than the smaller.  “Please, don’t shoot,” I beg.  “It’s just my dog and me.  We were looking around for some food when we smelled your fire.”  
 
    A painfully silent moment passes before the larger one answers me.  
 
    “It’s pretty late to be looking for food.”  She pauses.  “You look well fed to me.  You got a camp nearby?”  
 
    “Not really,” I respond.  I’m going to have to lie my ass off to get them to believe I’m not a threat.  “My camp is that way,” I nod in the opposite direction, “It’s about five miles away.  We haven’t taken anyone in for a while though.”  
 
    “Then why did you come from that way?” the larger one probes. 
 
    “I was out scouting, I’m just on my way back.”  
 
    “It doesn’t look like you got anything,” she snaps back.  
 
    “I didn’t find anything,” I say.  
 
    The smaller one turns her face, and I can just make out her features in the distant firelight.  She looks to be in her forties and looking to the other for guidance.  The larger meets her eyes before turning back to me.  “And what would you be looking for, this late in the woods?” 
 
    “Big game,” I ramble off.   
 
    The larger one doesn’t seem to believe me.  “How many people are in your camp?  How many scouting?”  
 
    “J- Just me,” I stammer.  “There are only a handful left in my camp.  We got raided a week or so back.”  No answer greets my response.  “Please, don’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Like we’d hurt a dog!” The smaller one exclaims, lowering her gun and squatting to extend a hand towards my dog.  The traitorous bitch leans a nose out to the unfamiliar hand, gently wagging her tail.  
 
    I watch her stroke my dog and decide that maybe, that one can’t be all that bad.  
 
    “Joann, stand up,” The larger demands. Almost regretfully, Joann gives Meekah a final pat before standing up.  “Take her gun.”   
 
    “Shay, loosen up.  If you were going to shoot her, you already would have.  If she was going to shoot us, she could have done it from the trees before we even knew she was there.”  Despite her words, Joann steps closer to me and pulls my rifle strap over my head.  What can I do, except let her?  
 
    The larger one, Shay, doesn’t move at Joann’s words.  The narrow barrel of the gun is still aimed at my chest from mere feet away.  “She’s right.  I only came to check out the source of the fire.  I don’t want anything from you but to be allowed to be on my way.”  My voice is shaky in the silence.  
 
    Shay’s dark eyes, even in the near darkness of the evening, bore into me mercilessly.  The rustling of leaves and the snap of a stick from behind me in the trees causes all three of us to jump.  Shifting her gun from my chest to the trees, I see Joann mimic her stance. 
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    My shout startles them almost as much as the sound coming from behind me.   
 
    “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    “I knew she wasn’t alone,” Shay snarls, her gun pointed at me once more.  Moving closer, she presses the end of the rifle into my chest.  “How many are there?”  
 
    Before I can utter one complete word, she drops the rifle, letting the strap carry its weight.  In one motion, she’s grabbed a huge hunting knife from her side and has maneuvered it and me until she has the blade against my throat.   
 
    It happened so fast that I hadn’t had time to even think about struggling.  The metal is cold against my flesh and my pulse is thundering in my ears.  Her left hand is tangled painfully into my hair, pulling me up on my toes.  Meekah, sensing danger, growls softly at my feet.  
 
    Panic floods through me; how do I convince them that there is no one out there?  That its only Beau? 
 
    The knife is pressed so tightly to my throat that I’m afraid to talk.  Breathing through the pain of my awkward position and my terror, a few audible words eke out through my clenched teeth.  “Horse.  It’s my horse.”  
 
    “Did she say, ‘her horse?” Joann asks.  
 
    Shay releases the pressure on my hair and eases the knife a scant hair from my skin.  I nod emphatically.  With her hand still in my hair, the knife is returned to her belt.  Raising her gun, she nods for me to turn, before planting it between my shoulder blades, “You first.”  
 
    Slowly leading the way into the trees, my feet catch on roots and leaves that are invisible in the growing darkness.  As we near Beau’s position, he knickers at me in greeting.  “It is a horse!” Joann says excitedly.  Pushing past us, she approaches the brown gelding and immediately starts scratching his neck.   
 
    “Get his rope,” Shay commands.   
 
    Joann is talking under her breath; I can’t tell whether its happy whisperings to my horse or skepticism at Shay’s directions.   
 
    Yanking me by the hair, Shay marches all of us back to their campfire.  Once in the flickering circle of firelight, she has Joann pat me down.  Finding my handgun in the waistband of my pants and the knife on one hip, she drops them unceremoniously to the ground with my rifle.  Gesturing with her gun to the ground by the fire, there’s nothing to do but plop down.  Meekah curls into my lap, ignorant and comfortable in our current circumstances.   
 
    Shay gestures to Joann.  The two of them whisper for a moment on the opposite side of the fire; Shay never looks away from me.   
 
    When they’re finished, Joann takes up the post across from me with the gun.  I watch as the broad-shouldered silhouette of Shay moves to their tent and makes quick work of breaking down their shelter.  All of their belongings are packed away into two large backpacks; blanket rolls are neatly stowed in the straps, like they had done this a hundred times.  
 
    Well, they probably had.  
 
                Anxiety is like a pit of fire in my gut.  Will they shoot me?  Force me along at gunpoint?  Bring me back to a group of their own?  It feels like every meal that I’ve ever eaten is roiling forcefully around in my stomach.  Should I beg for my life?  Will it make a difference? 
 
    Shay moves determinedly around the camp, like her mind is already made up.  But about what, I’m not sure.  Eventually, Shay drops the backpacks at Joann’s feet and stares hard at me over the dying fire.   
 
    I don’t want to beg, but I can hear the desperation in my own voice.  “Please.  I don’t care who you are or where you’re going.  Just let me go.” 
 
    The only sounds are the evening breeze through the trees and the last pops of the wood burning. 
 
    Finally, she answers.  “I guess Joann is right; you could have shot us before we knew you were there.  I can’t shoot you in cold blood and I don’t reckon it’s worth it to try and drag you and your baggage along with us.” 
 
    Her words fill me with reluctant hope.  I may get out of this after all.  
 
    Before continuing, she bends to pluck up one of the backpacks and swing it over her shoulders.  Joann mimics her movements awkwardly; straining to keep her gun trained on me. Her movements are jerky and uncoordinated.  Finally, all that remains is the fire and the two of them.   
 
    Reaching around, Shay pulls a large water bottle from the side pocket of her pack.  In the last light of the glowing coals, her face looks almost haunted.  “I don’t know if I can trust you, so we’re going.  You go your way, and we’ll go ours.  If we hear you follow us, I’ll shoot with no hesitation.” 
 
    The coals hiss as she dumps the water over them.  Immediately, they both start to back toward one side of the trees, guns still pointed at me, until they finally just melt away into the steam and darkness.  
 
    *** 
 
    When the last snaps of twigs underfoot disappear into the night, I climb to my feet and snatch Meekah’s leash and Beau’s lead. Picking up my discarded weapons, I quickly tuck them back into place. Together, we clamber through the underbrush beneath the trees back toward home.  The low hanging branches viciously slap at my face; my eyes are watering in the first ten feet.  Once into the open air of the field, I consider climbing up on Beau and racing the miles back toward safety.  The darkness makes me hesitate though; pushing my horse at night could lead toward a broken leg.  
 
    We trudge on by foot.  
 
    Meekah is eager to be home, pulling against the leash.  Beau, for once, walks easily, having his fill of greens throughout the day.  Picking up the trail after the fields is a little tricky, but we eventually find our way through to the mountain road and on to the clearing.  The entire journey has my hair standing on end, like someone is watching us.  Pausing every few minutes or so to listen for anyone following only adds time to our journey, but I just can’t stop doing it.  
 
    In the clearing, all three of us drink deeply from the stream.  My chest is heaving deeply; from exertion or anxiety, I’m not sure which.  Slowly, my pulse normalizes.  I can’t hear anything besides the breeze through the trees and the trickle of the water.   
 
    We’re alone.  At least, I hope we are.  
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t dare start a fire, not with people potentially so close to camp.  Wouldn’t it be ironic to have someone find me by the smell after I had just found them in the same way?   
 
    Going to lay in my bed doesn’t appeal to me.  I’m tired; both physically and mentally, but the survivor in me is screaming out that we aren’t safe.  With Meekah and Beau tucked into the shelter, I leave the canvas behind Beau unzipped halfway.  Sitting in the doorway, I prop myself up in a sleeping bag with my rifle in my lap.  For what feels like hours, I strain to hear the telltale sound of someone tripping over my fishing line with the tin cans or a word or two carried on the wind.   
 
    Hearing nothing out of the ordinary only feeds my conviction that someone’s out there.  Taking slow, deep breaths, I don’t let my anxiety get the best of me.   
 
    If anyone comes near me tonight, they’re dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    A Change of Heart 
 
    Somewhere off in the distance, my hands are aching, and the sun is warm on my face.  Slowly, as I rise toward consciousness, the various pains in my back and neck become obvious.  Opening my eyes, I’m confused for a moment.  Where am I?  
 
    As the grogginess wears off, I realize that I must have nodded off at some point in the early morning hours.  I’m cramped from sleeping in this position.  Even in sleep, it seems that my hands kept a firm grip on the gun across my knees.  Groaning, I stretch my hands, back, and neck.   
 
    Calling to Meekah and Beau, who are still obediently in the shelter, we walk to the stream for a drink and to start the day.  The water is cold and quickly wipes away the last of the fog from my brain.  Still sipping the cool liquid, I consider the events of the night before.  Where had Shay and Joann gone?  Are they still around the area or had they kept moving throughout the night?   
 
    I have to admit a grudging respect for the two of them.  
 
    After all, they spared my life, and that of Meekah and Beau.  They didn’t take my weapons or anything else from me.  Why?  
 
    Why hadn’t they just killed me and taken everything?   
 
    Maybe because there are still good people left in the world. Could it be as simple as that?  
 
    And, if that’s true, that means that I was prepared to shoot the only good pair of strangers that I’ve come across since the lights went out.  A pang of guilt bounces around in my stomach.   
 
    How was I supposed to know that?  How was I supposed to risk them finding me here?  Or trading information of my whereabouts to save themselves to others, if it came down to it?  
 
    I hate that I have become such a skeptic and that I’m capable of these thoughts.  The only comfort is that I still believe that these thoughts are those of a survivor.  I’d probably be dead if I blindly trusted everyone.  
 
    *** 
 
    I’m not sure whether its smarter to go out and scout or to stay close to camp.  Exhaustion and achy muscles beg for me to stay close.  Compromising, I only scout a short distance away from camp and spend the rest of the day on chores in the clearing.  There’s always cleaning to be done, as well as inspecting the shelter and coop for any weak spots.  
 
    The day drags on in typical fashion when there’s a lot of work to be done.  Stacking firewood for the coming winter and reinforcing the roof on the coop takes most of the day.  Late in the afternoon, a crispness in the wind reminds me that the seasons are changing.  The world is moving on toward autumn, whether we are ready for it or not.  
 
    *** 
 
    My back is sore from chopping wood.  As the light winds down toward twilight, I decide to call it a day.  Clicking my tongue for Beau, I survey the clearing and feel good about the work that I’ve completed.  Nothing like a day of physical labor to get your mind right.  At least, that’s what my parents used to say.  Still say, I firmly remind myself.  
 
    As my little family of three crosses the clearing toward the stream to wash up, a sudden movement to my left makes my heart freeze in my chest.  Reaching for the handgun shoved into the back of my pants, I aim at the entry to my clearing.   
 
    There, perfectly framed under the hanging branches, are Shay and Joann.     
 
    We are far enough apart that I’d have to raise my voice to be heard clearly, but there’s no mistaking them.  Joann, short and slim, Shay, tall and broad.  “What do you want?”  My voice breaks the quiet and I’m proud that my voice isn’t shaking.   
 
    Meekah is growling at my side as we move toward them, my gun trained on Shay.  Why would they be here? Panic is racing through my veins, but I refuse to let them take the advantage in my clearing.  Drawing closer, I see that Joann is leaning against Shay, instead of standing a bit behind her, like it had first seemed.   
 
    Only twenty feet away now, the sound of my handgun cocking rings menacingly in the silence.  “What do you want?” I repeat.  
 
    In response, Shay throws her rifle at her feet.  Her large hunting knife follows.  Still staring at me, she reaches into one boot and pulls out another knife.  Their backpacks are placed beside the weapons.  
 
    I don’t know what to make of this.  I consider shooting them both to be done with them, but horror at that thought quickly pushes the notion away.  “I said, what do you want?”   
 
    Shay gently helps Joann to the ground where she can rest against the backpacks, the weapons just out of reach.  “I don’t want your help,” she says, almost too quietly for me to catch.  “But we need it.  Last night, before we’d gotten a quarter mile away, Joann tripped and fell in the woods.  It’s her ankle.  She can’t get far.  We need a place to stay, at least until she can heal up a little.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” I demand.  
 
    “As soon as I realized she wasn’t getting far, I left the supplies with her and turned around to follow you.  I had to know if you were going back to a group, like you said, or if you were by yourself.  Once I tracked you here, I went back for Joann.  It’s taken almost the whole day for us to get here.” 
 
    Anger floods through me at this revelation.  Why did they have to come here?  I guess it’s too late for that thought and the nurse in me surfaces as I consider Joann and her injury.  Still training my gun on her, I nod to a space further in the clearing near the woods line.  “You can set your tent up there.  Leave your weapons.”   
 
    Shay nods and bends down to check on Joann.  I expect them to whisper to each other, to reveal some hidden game they’re playing to take me by surprise.  But, instead, Shay gives Joann a quick squeeze on the shoulder before heading toward the tree line that I’d indicated.  A pent-up breath flows out of me, releasing a bit of the tension between my shoulders.  Meekah has given up growling; she’s wagging her tail, sniffing at Joann and her backpack.  Beau has returned to the stream, munching some grass.   
 
    Joann is looking up at me, her face-tinged gray.  She looks exhausted, but the ghost of a smile is there.  Double checking that she can’t reach any weapons, I squat in front of her outstretched leg.  A pair of sturdy, ankle-high boots are on her feet.  The one on her injured leg is unlaced, but still in place.  Glancing up at her, I find her watching me unsteadily.  “I have to take your boot off,” I say softly. 
 
    She closes her eyes, swallows, and nods.   
 
    Gently inserting my fingers into the top of her boot, she cringes back from my touch.  Her skin is hot against the back of my knuckles.  Sensing something amiss, Meekah returns to Joann, this time, pressing her muzzle into the hollow of her neck.  Her arms wrap around my dog’s neck, searching for comfort.   
 
    Hoping Meekah will be enough of a distraction for me to remove the boot, I tug a little harder.  Joann lets out a moan into the thick fur that she’s pressed her face to.  
 
    I pull a little harder.  The boot doesn’t move at all.   
 
    Joann is openly crying now. 
 
    Calling to Shay, I look up to see her already moving toward us.  Without thinking, my right hand moves back to the gun lying on the ground beside me.  She sees the movement, stopping in mid-stride, raising her empty hands.  After a moment, I nod to signal that she can approach.  Still wary, she moves to sit next to her friend on the ground.   
 
    “I need you to support her leg.  Don’t let her pull away.” 
 
    Shay nods.  She’s tough.   
 
    Once Joann’s leg is safely in Shay’s grip, one final yank on the boot pulls it free.  Another shriek, and mercifully, she passes out.  Shay lowers her gently to the ground.   
 
    Not wanting to waste a second of her unconsciousness, I strip the sock off as well and take my first good look at the injured ankle.  The ankle is disfigured; already the skin is blackened around the joint and along the outside edge of the sole of her foot.  It’s swollen, but the boot had contained most of it.  Using the tips of my fingers, I prod around the area, searching for further injuries.  Her foot feels cool to the touch: not a good sign.   
 
    Joann is starting to stir.  Shay plants a hand on her thigh, pinning the leg in place for me to continue my assessment.  After another few minutes, Joann asks to sit up.  Helping to support her leg, we lean her against her backpack in an effort to find a comfortable position.  “What do you think?” she asks, finally.  
 
    “Well.  It’s not an open wound, so that’s good.  It’s definitely broken, but without an x-ray, I can only guess at how bad it is.” 
 
    “What else?” she asks after a moment.  “Your face looks pretty worried for a broken ankle.” 
 
    Sighing, I debate on whether or not to tell the full truth.  Eventually, I decide that nothing good will come of lying.  “I can’t find a pulse in your foot.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Shay demands. 
 
    “Essentially, you aren’t getting blood flow to your foot.  I can’t tell if it’s because your foot is too swollen, or if there really isn’t a pulse.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Shay demands again.  
 
    “If your foot is just too swollen, then we’re in okay shape.  We can try to set the ankle, elevate it, ice it in the stream, and make you a splint…” 
 
    “And if the pulse is really gone?” 
 
    Mentally, I distance myself from these women.  What do I care about them?  I don’t know them.  I don’t trust them!  They could still have a plan to take everything I have.  Better if I had never run into them the night before.  Or if I had pulled the trigger when I had the chance.   
 
    “If there truly isn’t a pulse, then the broken bones probably severed a blood vessel in your foot.  Without blood flow, we can’t ice it, we can’t… really… do anything.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” Shay’s voice is cold in the wake of my diagnosis.  
 
    “I’m a nurse,” I say simply.  
 
    “What kind of nurse?” she digs. 
 
    “I worked in the operating room.”  
 
    “There has to be something you can do,” she pleads. 
 
    Joann seems to be in shock, silently absorbing our words.  
 
    “I’m not a surgeon!”  
 
    “Still!  There has to be something!”  
 
    “If there’s no blood flow to her foot, it’s going to start to die.  Literally.  Her body won’t be able to heal any kind of foot wound, she’ll get infected, which will travel to the rest of her body and kill her.  Not to mention, the severed vessel in her foot can’t stay that way… she’ll just continue to bleed inside the limb, until it’s able to clot itself off or…” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Honestly, I really don’t know.  The only thing that I do know is that this is bad.” 
 
    We sit in silence for what seems like hours.  
 
    It’s getting dark.  If we’re going to do anything, it needs to be now. 
 
    “Shay, you should finish setting up your tent.  We’ll need a place to set Joann up so she can rest.” 
 
    Meekah follows Shay over to the pile of poles and canvas.  While she works, I take Joann’s hands in mine.  “Before we can do anything else, we have to set your ankle.  That will make it easier for us to see what we’re dealing with.  It’s going to hurt… a lot.” 
 
    She nods in response, a lone tear trickling down one cheek.   
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, their tent is fully set up and Joann is reclined on a sleeping bag with her bad leg elevated on her backpack.  My medical bag is beside me, but I’m not sure it’s going to be much use here.  With Shay beside her and holding one hand, and Meekah on her other side, I guess there’s nothing left to do but set it the best I can.  I have two ace wraps and a couple thick, straight sticks to use as a splint.   
 
    Here goes nothing.  
 
    Motioning to Shay with a silent nod, I watch as she wraps both hands around her thigh, just above the knee.  Grasping her foot with both hands, just below the ankle, I study the disfigured joint.  Picturing the bones lying beneath the skin, it’s difficult to envision just how the bones have twisted.  Crooning comforting words to get her to relax as much as possible, I decide on my course of action.  When her calf muscle become slightly less tense in my hands, a satisfying crunch sounds throughout the small space as my gentle movements culminate in a hard yank. 
 
    For the second time that day, Joann passes out.   
 
    The ankle looks better, I think.  The joint looks more natural, at least.  I hope to God that I just did the right thing.  I can feel a bone shard, about the size of my thumbnail just below the skin.  It’s so dark in the tent that I can’t see well, and I don’t know how much more she can take.  Placing the tree limbs around her leg, I use the ace wraps to hold them in place.   
 
    For now, it’s the best that I can do.   
 
    *** 
 
    About an hour later, Meekah and I are sitting on the bed in our shelter, eyeing the cache of weapons on the floor.  I don’t really know what to do with the guns and knives that Shay threw down in good faith; I only know that I don’t want to give them back. 
 
    Joann hasn’t moved since I set her ankle.  Shay, on the other hand, came to my tent shortly after I had left theirs.  I could tell it was hard for her, to thank me for the help, but it felt sincere.  She left soon after.  
 
    *** 
 
    It’s hours after midnight.  Probably closer to dawn than dusk. 
 
    I haven’t slept a wink.  I haven’t even crawled into bed.   
 
    I can’t shut my brain off.  My head feels weird… kinda floaty. 
 
    Darkness invades the periphery of my vision, like I’m looking down a long tunnel.  
 
    My heart is beating so fast and hard that I can scarcely hear anything else.  
 
    Meekah, long since passed out, is breathing heavily from the warmth of my sleeping bag.  Beau is quiet, moving his feet every so often in his make-shift stall at the far end of the enclosure.  A low fire snaps and pops, adding to my anxiety.  
 
    My pistol is clutched tightly in my right hand, and in my left, my largest hunting knife.  Over my shoulder is the strap of my rifle.  The strap must weigh a hundred pounds; it hangs heavily, anchoring me to the bed. 
 
    I’m sure that they’re awake, plotting a way to sneak up on me.  Right now, Shay is probably slipping through the trees behind my shelter, thinking to take me unawares.   
 
    Won’t she be surprised to find me awake and armed?  
 
    Better if I beat her to the punch.  
 
    I could slip out; Meekah and Beau wouldn’t give me away.  Crossing the clearing would take less than a minute.  Unzip the tent door, whisper that I’m just there to check on Joann… and two gunshots would be all it would take to end them.  
 
    To end this terrible feeling of uncertainty.  To put a stop to the questions running through my mind.  Can I trust them?  Can I put my life into their hands?  Believe what they say?    
 
    My breathing is quick and shallow, my chest, tight.  If I’m going to do it, protect myself and my animals, I have to go now! 
 
    Before I know it, I’m halfway across the clearing.  My jaw aches from clenching it tightly in my determination to end this awful night.  
 
    A low sound, coming from straight ahead of me stops me in my tracks.   
 
    Then, a rustle behind me.  
 
    A low, dark shape, just visible in the moonlight comes close before sitting.  Just Meekah, ever my shadow, joining me in this grim task.  
 
    Drawing closer, the low grumble becomes clearer.   
 
    Just five steps from the door now…  
 
    Heart pounding in my ears, it takes a moment for the sound to register.  It’s not a grumble, it’s a snore.   
 
    A snore? 
 
    Wait. 
 
    …What? 
 
    Standing still in the darkness, I strain my ears for any change in tone; anything that might give it away that they’re faking sleep to lull me into complacency.  
 
    And then… the sounds of a second person breathing, barely audible in the break between snores.   
 
    Could it be?  Could they both be sleeping?  
 
    As I pause to consider, Meek pushes against my leg, startling me.   
 
    … What am I doing?... 
 
    It’s almost as if I’m watching someone else. Someone else has walked across the clearing.  Someone else is bent on killing two women in their sleep.  Someone else, someone unrecognizable is about to do something that she can never take back.  
 
     Looking down, seeing the loaded gun in one hand and the knife in the other, shame and revulsion stop me in my tracks. What was I planning to do with the knife?  WHAT AM I DOING?! 
 
    Horror chokes me; tears are moving down my cheeks, but I don’t remember how they got there.   
 
    Fleeing back to the safety of my shelter, Meekah is silent at my side.  Throwing myself on my bed, I sob hard into my pillow.  Who am I?  What have I become?  
 
    Forcing myself to take deep, measured breaths, I clear my mind and count to one hundred.  And then I do it again.  And again.  Finally, my pulse slows, and my tears dry; I sit up to change my clothes and lay my weapons within reach. Crawling into my sleeping bag, I reassure myself over and over that I didn’t do anything wrong.  I’m right to be suspicious, but I let my anxiety get the best of me.   
 
    Wrapping my arms around Meekah, I close my eyes.  I can still get a few hours of sleep.  
 
    As the first wave of sleep is creeping over me, my anxiety starts to whisper, they could have been pretending to sleep because they heard you coming…  they could be outside right now… 
 
    Banishing the voices to the farthest recesses of my mind, I speak aloud in my firmest voice, “I don’t care if they kill me.  If they come, then so what.  At least this will be over.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Decisions, Decisions 
 
    The next morning dawns clear and cold.  Beau’s nickering breaks through my exhaustion.  My first instinct is to roll over and go back to sleep; my eyes are swollen, and my cheeks feel sticky from crying.  My head hurts and I realize that my cup is empty by my bed.  In the events of the night before, I forgot to fill it.   
 
    Rolling out of my blankets, I put my head in my hands.  Remembering how it felt to find myself by Shay and Joann’s tent, intending to kill them makes me feel a little sick to my stomach.  Throwing on a jacket, I take Meekah and Beau out of the enclosure in search of a cold drink. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected to find when I walked into the clearing, but it wasn’t Shay sitting beside a small fire in the stone ring outside my shelter.  A small percolator is bubbling merrily, and the scent of coffee surprises me almost as much as the sight of Shay holding up a dead rabbit like an offering.   
 
    Coffee! 
 
    She eyes me wearily over her morning kill but lets the faintest hint of a smile touch her lips.  “How?” is as far as I get before she cuts me off.  
 
    “We don’t have much.  The last town that we passed through, we slept in a couple abandoned houses and found a few things.  A bit of coffee was one.” 
 
    Returning to my shelter, I grab an old mug, pilfered from the house, and go back to the fire.  Shay pours me a healthy cup and just the warmth of the mug on my fingers stirs nostalgia and comfort.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “I always liked mine better with cream and sugar, but you know, I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    “I can’t help with the cream, but I can help with the sugar,” I say.  Once again, I dash back into my shelter.  I have a five-pound bag of sugar that I took from the house as well, but I’ve had no use for it.  Dishing some out into a little Tupperware bowl, I bring some out and Shay and I spoon it into our bitter brews.  
 
    She nods in thanks.  “You’re full of surprises.” 
 
    Shrugging, I tell her that I’m bringing the animals over to the stream.  She remains by the fire, staring into the flames like she expects to find something there other than heat.  
 
    I don’t know what to think.  A piece of me is screaming to be careful, but aren’t I?  Haven’t I taken their weapons?  Checked on them in the night?  Sure, Shay could take me down in a fistfight if it were to come to that, but I don’t think it will.  She could have done so already, not to mention, she could have shot me the night before, well before I even realized that she was there.   
 
    Maybe they are who they say they are.  It’s hard for me to accept this.  But it’s harder to carry on like we are going to kill each other if we’re staying in the same camp.   
 
    We don’t have to be best friends, but I guess we don’t have to be enemies either.   
 
    Just be cautious, prepare for the worst, and hope for the best.  It’s all I can do.  
 
    *** 
 
    After the animals are suitably watered, I make my way over to check on Joann.  She’s in roughly the same position that I left her in last night.  Her bad leg is elevated on the backpacks and I see that Shay has wrapped her own sleeping bag around Joann’s.   
 
    She still looks a bit gray to me, but she smiles when our eyes meet.  Her face is kind, but I can’t quite make myself look her in the eye.  “How are you feeling?” I ask.  
 
    “About the same,” she replies.   
 
    She feels warm when I place the back of my hand against her forehead.  The pulse in her wrist is quick under my fingertips, though it could be just from the pain.  I have no way to check her blood pressure, but the fact that I can feel a faint pulse in her good foot tells me that her pressure is at least high enough to pump blood as far from her heart as possible.  It’s a good sign.  
 
    Carefully removing the splint and bandaging, I hold my breath in anticipation.  Her ankle is swollen, and the bruising in her foot and ankle looks darker than it had.  Placing my fingertips gingerly on the top of her foot, I put the fingers of my other hand just behind the ankle bone on the inside.  Both of these areas should have a pulse.  I search for what feels like a long time, trying to keep my face neutral.  Her toes are cold to the touch. 
 
    The canvas ruffles behind me as Shay pulls the flap open and peeks in.  The disappointment I’m feeling must be showing; Shay’s face goes from a hopeful smile to one that is carefully blank.  Silently, she motions me from the tent.   
 
    Moving a couple yards away, she asks in a loud whisper, “How does it look?” 
 
    “I still can’t find a pulse.” 
 
    Her jaw muscles clench clearly in the morning light.  “Can you do anything?  Please.”  The last word is soft, a plea. 
 
    This is it.  It’s now or never.  I’m either all in or all out… and I think it’s too late to be out. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Can you ride?” I ask. 
 
    Quickly, she nods.   
 
    “I need supplies, more than I have here anyway.  There’s a house, about five miles from here.  I need you to get there and bring back what I need.  Can you do that?” 
 
    Again, she nods.  I give her quick directions and a brief list.  Clicking my tongue, I get Beau’s attention.  He’s never far off.  Grabbing his halter with the attached reins from a hook in the shelter, he stands still for me to put it over his nose and fasten it.  Slipping back into the shelter once more, I come out to find Shay standing next to Beau, her backpack in place over her shoulders.  I return one gun and her hunting knife.  “Be safe.”  
 
    Using a fallen tree on the woods line as a step, she’s on Beau’s back and turning toward the clearing opening in seconds.  “Hey!” I call.  Turning, she raises an eyebrow.  “If you can find a turkey baster, grab it!” 
 
    Squeezing the horse’s flanks, he jumps into action and they’re away.   
 
    Against my better judgment, I think I kinda like her.  
 
    Before I get started gathering supplies, I go back to the tent.  “So.  How bad is it?” Joann asks me.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I resolve to tell her the truth.  “Honestly, I don’t know.  I still can’t find a pulse.  There’s a bone shard that’s out of place, that may or may not be affecting your blood flow.” 
 
    She takes a moment, staring at the inside of the tent wall, a sheen of tears forming.  “Do I just lay here and wait to see what happens?”   
 
    Kneeling, I take her hand in mine.  Sparing her the worst details, I explain what I want to do.  She nods at my words, and, in the end, agrees that it’s the best plan.  Squeezing her hands tightly, I leave her to go and prepare. 
 
    *** 
 
    A little over an hour later, Shay and Beau turn back into the clearing.  Sliding off his back, she hands me her gun and knife before dropping her backpack to the ground.  Considering, I accept the gun, but push the knife back toward her.  “For the rabbit,” I say.  
 
    Nodding, she takes it back, sliding it into the sheath at her waist.  Bending, she fishes out my requested items from the house.  A pair of rubber dishwashing gloves, a sharp paring knife, a turkey baster, kitchen tongs, and a stack of towels.  I’m grateful that she was able to find it all.  Lastly, she slides an almost-full half gallon of whiskey out of her bag. 
 
    Immediately, I’m back at Ally and Brad’s kitchen table; each of us taking a swig of the bitter liquid before passing it to the next.  Remembering the laughs we shared before Brad had turned sour sends a pang through me.  None of us had expected what was in store in the following days.    
 
    “You okay?” Shay’s voice brings me back to reality.  I’m happy and sad at the same time.  
 
    “Where did you find that?  I thought I had gone through the house pretty thoroughly and I don’t remember seeing that.” 
 
    “In the basement.  It was in one of the totes, at the bottom.  Someone was hiding it, I guess.”  Before handing it over, she untwists the cap and takes a slug off it.  She grimaces at the taste.  “Figured we might all need a bit of it today.” 
 
    I suppose she’s right.  
 
    Shay follows me as we bring the goods to my shelter.  She hesitates before following me in.  At the rear of the enclosure, I have two pots of water boiling over a healthy fire.  My bed is made, with a clean sheet over it.  Shay is eyeing everything, taking stock of what I have.  My hackles raise instantly, but I swallow and push them down.  We’re all on the same side, I remind myself.  
 
    “What do you need me to do?” she asks.  
 
    “Hold her down and hold a flashlight, I’ll take care of the rest.  Better to do it in here, it’s warmer at the least.  I’ll bunk with you tonight if that’s okay.” 
 
    She nods, accepting my plan without question.   
 
    *** 
 
    Joann is subdued when Shay and I duck into the small tent.  She is sitting up, waiting for us.  We say a few words as we stand her up and support her with a shoulder under each arm.  Our progress is slow across the clearing with Meekah running anxious circles around us.   
 
    We turn sideways to edge into my shelter.  Joann seems positive as we enter, commenting on how cozy my home is and questions how I built the stone fireplace and chimney at the far end.  I answer while we lay her down on my bed.  When she’s comfortable, a pillow behind her head and one supporting her bad leg, I give Shay the signal.   
 
    She pours a healthy shot of the whiskey into a cup from my shelf.  Turning away, I start my set-up, rehearsing the steps of my plan in my head.  One of the pots of water has the paring knife, a ladle, and my surgical instruments in it; they won’t be sterile, but as close as I can get.  The kitchen tongs are also in the boiling water, but only the ends.  The handle is out of the water, propped up against the side to keep them from falling in.  The rubber gloves are draped over one side of the pot, soaking in the hot water up to the wrists.  
 
    Behind me, I hear Shay speaking to Joann in a low, soothing voice.  She is feeding her shot after shot.  I don’t want her to vomit, but to be as drunk as we can get her.  It shouldn’t take too much, she’s slim and probably hasn’t had any alcohol for months.  I hear Joann refuse a shot, but Shay convinces her to drink just one more.  Yes, the alcohol will thin her blood, but without any alternatives for anesthesia, I’m willing to take the chance.  
 
    While we wait for the alcohol to kick in, I rummage through my medical bag for my precious antibiotics and suture.  I was a first assist student, back before the power went out.  I had loads of expired suture of all types from the hospital to practice with at home.  These are still sterile at least.   
 
    Months ago, I had raided a livestock feed store and had been able to get my hands on a few bottles of antibiotics.  Sure, they were meant for animals, but they’d done the trick so far.  Selecting a large, white bottle, I shake two pills out into my hand.  “Give her these.”  Shay takes them, eyes wide with surprise at the meds.  
 
    I turn my back again. Donning a heavy winter glove, I remove the ladle by the hook over the edge of the pot and use it to scoop water into three bowls.  One of the towels is cut into strips; they barely fit into the first bowl of water.  Using the tongs, the paring knife and surgical instruments are placed on the cleanest towel at the foot of the bed.  Selecting a few sutures, I open and dump them onto the towel as well.   
 
    “How are you feeling, Joann?” I ask, moving toward the head of the bed.   
 
    “Oh, I’m much better!  The best I’ve felt in ages! Ha!” 
 
    Her words are a tad slurred.  No time like the present.  
 
    At the edge of the fire, I place a whittled piece of wood with a sharp point and a butter knife; both with the tips resting on hot coals.   
 
    Shay rolls up Joann’s pantleg, exposing her leg up to the knee.  Sliding yet another towel under her foot and ankle, there’s not much left to do but begin.  Using one of the last slivers of soap left, I use it and water from the second bowl to wash her from toes to mid-shin.  Joann moans at my touch, but Shay is able to keep her calm.  Next, I wash my hands and don the hot, rubber gloves.  They’re bulky, but I should be able to do a fair bit with them on.  
 
    Turning, I find that Shay has positioned herself above the knee of Joann’s bad leg.  Her good leg is pushed against the wall of the shelter, unable to interfere with the clean area of the procedure.  Still holding the whiskey bottle, Shay uncaps it again and takes a long swallow.  Shaking it off, she recaps it, and puts it on the floor by my bed.  Her left hand moves to secure Joann’s leg below the knee, her right clicks on one of my flashlights and aims it at the swollen ankle.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I grasp the paring knife and begin.  
 
    *** 
 
    The skin on the inside of her ankle splits easily beneath the knife.  I have to make sure that I don’t push too hard and slice through any blood vessels.  When the incision is about an inch and a half long, I take the sharpened wood piece from the flames.  The hot point cauterizes the small bleeders that I can see.   Using the turkey baster filled with water from the third bowl, a gentle stream aimed at the wound is enough to let me get my first good look.   
 
    There, at the far end of the incision, I can see the broken shard of bone.  It’s large; about the size of my pinky nail.  When I set the joint the night before, it must have sheared off.  Extending the wound with the knife, I get a better look: it’s crushing a blood vessel against the bony prominence of the ankle.   
 
    It’s possible that the bone shard is keeping the vessel from openly bleeding.  Cutting the needles off two of my sutures, I decide to tie the delicate vessels off above and below the shard.  The rubber gloves are too big for this work.  There’s no help for it, so I discard them onto the towel.  Feeding the sutures around the areas is tedious and takes me a few tries, but eventually, I’m able to tie them off with the knots that were taught to me in what feels like a different life.   
 
    The forceps grasp the shard and I hold my breath while I pull it free.   
 
    The knots hold. 
 
    I exhale loudly.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shay demands.  
 
    Not trusting myself to speak, I just shake my head in response.   
 
    Joann is mumbling, but I can’t make out the words.  I hope that she passes out soon.   
 
    The bone shard on the posterior vessel explains why I couldn’t get a pulse there.  Now, to explore the other area.  Gently, I use the hot edge of the butter knife to separate the fascia toward the top of her foot.  The strips of wet towel and the turkey baster, alternated with the heat of the knife, allow me to slowly gain access.  Finally, I’m able to lay eyes on the other major vessel feeding her foot.  It’s there and unharmed; at least, as far as I can see.  
 
    There isn’t anything else that I can do but close her up and cross my fingers.   
 
    “Almost done,” I tell them.  
 
    The curved shape of the needle pierces the layers of skin and brings the edges back together.  It’s therapeutic really, to close the wound as best I can.  When it’s fully closed, I ask Shay to go outside and bring me back a branch of pine, with visible sap.   
 
    While she’s out, I feel Joann’s forehead and take her pulse.  I’m not sure when she passed out, but I’m glad she did.  Her hangover will be miserable, but I resolve to give her a few of the last Tylenol to ease her pain.  When Shay returns, I smear some of the sap across the wound.  When it dries, I deem the procedure complete.   
 
    Grabbing the whiskey bottle from the floor, I uncap it and take a long draw.  The amber liquid burns my throat, but I don’t care.  I take a second, and then a third.  As my heartbeat finally slows and I can chase away the thought that I should have just let her lose her leg or die, I motion to Shay to come join me outside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Sharing 
 
    The rest of the day goes by in a blur.  I never had much of a tolerance for alcohol and it’s only gotten less since the power went out.  My head is swimming twenty minutes after Shay and I sit on the ground around the outside fire.  It’s not much more than ash, but Shay gets it going with some of the kindling and logs stacked neatly by the shelter.  
 
    It’s pleasant really, to sit here and feel numb.  To not worry about them trying to kill me or me trying to kill them.  I just sit and veg out and let Shay take care of business.  She sits across from me, skinning the rabbit with that hunting knife that’s practically a machete.  She makes quick work of it; the hide comes off in one piece, which she sets aside carefully.   
 
    Removing the organs, Shay spits them over the fire, turning them frequently.  When they’re cooked through, she throws them to Meekah, who is waiting patiently nearby.  Again, I feel myself getting emotional.  Fucking whiskey.  But I can’t help being touched by someone else feeding my dog in a world where food is more valuable than cash.   
 
    I can tell that Shay is no stranger to breaking down small animals.  There are no wasted movements as she works.  The head and bones go into a pot of water over the fire.  She asks if she can use some of my seasonings and I do little more than wave her into the shelter.  With the alcohol making me feel floaty, Joann resting in my bed, and someone else cooking dinner, it’s like I’m on an unexpected vacation.   
 
    Returning to the fire, she adds a healthy dose of salt to the boiling water.  She thumbs through the box of seasoning containers.  Adding a bit of the precious vegetable oil into a hot skillet, she adds the chunks of lean rabbit meat.  When the meat is browned, she takes it out and adds a bit of water and flour to the browned bits and oil.  A can of mixed vegetables go in next.  Slowly, she adds in water and seasonings, and finally, the cooked rabbit meat.   
 
    How long has it been since I’ve watched someone else cook?  How long since I’ve taken the time to appreciate the aromas of campfire and food mingling around me, stirring me to hunger?   
 
    The portions she ladles out into two bowls, sprinkling a little salt and pepper on, seem to me the most heavenly meal imaginable.  I spoon the hot stew into my mouth slowly, savoring it.  Opposite me, Shay is still working between mouthfuls.  Amazingly, she pulls a colander out of her bag, her last item taken from the house.  She strains the boiled head and bones out of the liquid into another pot.  It’s pale-yellow, shining with bits of fat.  Ladling the liquid into one of my mugs, she brings it inside to give to Joann.   
 
    I sit for a moment, considering my situation.  It’s probably just the booze talking, but I feel happier than I have in a long time.  
 
    *** 
 
    Joann’s not the only one who wakes up with a hangover.  
 
    My back hurts from sleeping on the ground in the tent with Shay.  I was too drunk to even feel anxious about sleeping close to her by the time I crawled in and passed out.  Meekah, of course, had slept on top of me.  Thankfully, Shay had watered Beau and tucked him into his end of the shelter before bed.   
 
    By the time I rub the sleep from my eyes, Shay is gone from the tent.  My head is pounding.  Ugh.  
 
    Shuffling to the fire, I find Shay scrambling some eggs in a pan.  The chickens are happily pecking their way around the clearing, Beau is grazing, and a little bowl with some leftover rabbit and a scrambled egg are waiting for Meekah.  I could cry with relief.  
 
    Turning to me, Shay holds out what my mother would have called a ‘ditty bag.’  It’s a little zippered bathroom bag that lives in every American woman’s beauty arsenal.  Unsure of why she’s handing it to me, I open it to find an assortment of over the counter and prescription pain medications.  “We collected them from every house we stayed in,” she volunteers. 
 
    I opt for the extra-strength acetaminophen with caffeine.  Swallowing them with a gulp of water is almost enough to turn my stomach, but after a moment, it calms.  Shaking a Percocet into one hand, I head into the shelter to check on Joann.   
 
    She’s half sitting up; Shay must have piled up the extra blankets to get her comfortable.  Her face is a bit pinker than I remember, which I take as a good sign.  Fishing out a few antibiotic pills, I hand them over, along with the Percocet.  “How are you?”   
 
    “I’ve been better.”   
 
    Shutting my eyes against the pounding in my temples, I feel Joann’s forehead and her pulse in her wrist.  She feels cooler than yesterday, but her pulse is still weak. 
 
    Lastly, I check her injured ankle and incision.  The sap is still covering the wound.  The flesh around it doesn’t look too red, though the foot is still too swollen for me to feel a pulse.  I’m confident though, after visualizing it yesterday, that she will be okay.   
 
    “You know what would make me feel better?” She asks as I stand to leave. 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “A cloth to clean up a little.  And some of that broth.” 
 
    “That, I can take care of.”  
 
    Back out by the fire, I see that Shay has beat me to it.  The pot of broth is already simmering over the flames.  She hands me a bowl of scrambled eggs and a mug of coffee as I sit down beside her.  “Joann’s about ready for that broth,” I say into the cool morning.  
 
    “I figured she might be.  How’s she looking?”  
 
    “Better, I think.”  
 
    Chewing on my eggs in silence, I wonder what the next few days may hold.  Will they stay?  Go?  Realistically, Joann shouldn’t travel for weeks… But will they listen to my advice and stay?  Do I want them to?  Do I care if they leave and chance it on the road?  
 
    I don’t have to dig deep to realize that I do.  I do care.  Why else would I have used my own supplies to help Joann?  Or share with Shay?  I’m a little surprised at how easily I have taken to these strangers, but I suppose all the months of no one to talk to but Meekah and Beau have left me eager for company.  How nice was it to leave the evening meal to someone else?  To trust my back to someone else, even so I could take a few swigs and relax?  How long has it been? 
 
    I know how long it’s been.  Since the day that we’d been attacked at Ally and Brad’s to be exact.  But I shy away from the thought.  Best to think about the here and now, instead.  
 
    “Why don’t you live in the house?” Shay asks, interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    “Too easy,” I say, taking a bite of eggs.  “If someone is looking, they’ll look on the road, in a house before they’ll look here. Besides, I’d never be able to keep up with the wood stove in the winter.”  
 
    She considers my words for a moment.  “Is there someone looking for you?” 
 
    “Not anymore.”  
 
    Shay doesn’t answer right away.  I can only imagine what she’s thinking.  I wonder where she and Joann came from, while I’m sure that she wonders why someone may have been searching for me.   
 
    “How did you catch that rabbit?” I say finally. 
 
    “I had some wire in my bag.  I couldn’t sleep, so I got up and set some snares.  Just got lucky.” 
 
    I let this sink in for a moment.  Having no idea how to set snares, I am jealous of her skills. 
 
    Looking around the camp, I search for something to pull me away from the fire and Shay.  Seeing Beau, I make a lame excuse about going to find him food.  “Stay here,” I tell her.  “Tend to Joann.  I’ll be back later.” 
 
    I don’t wait for her to respond before I stand up and make my way to Beau.  Only wanting to be away, I hurriedly slide his halter over his nose and use a tree stump to push my way up onto his back.  Clicking my tongue to Meekah, I squeeze my heels and we’re off. 
 
    *** 
 
    The trails whip by me in a fury of leaves and branches.  Though the peak of the fall foliage is weeks away, the leaves are just starting to turn.  I lose myself in their beauty as I gallop away from camp toward the fields where I harvest most of the hay.  Focusing on the landscape in front of me, I let reality seep in, only a bit at a time.   
 
    Am I being crazy?  Stupid? Should I trust them so quickly? 
 
    My thoughts chase themselves around in circles.  A dull headache pounds out the rhythm.  Beau guides me down the wide trail, and then to the smaller one that leads to the fields of grass.  He knows the way toward food.  Meekah lopes behind us, content to stop and smell along the way, trusting that we won’t go where she can’t follow.  
 
    I feel myself relax into their easy acceptance of what is.    
 
    Finally reaching the fields of grass, I slide off Beau’s back, letting him be free to follow his nose.  Folding myself into knee high greenery, I try to be still.   
 
    So still that the wind and cold don’t bother me; so still that I won’t be seen by anything passing by.  Is this what it means to survive?  To try and disappear into the landscape so that no one and nothing can hurt me?  
 
    I ponder this for a time.  
 
    The sky is mostly clear, with a smattering of wispy white clouds above me.  I feel like I’ve lost my identity, my purpose.  But does it have to be that way?  Does letting someone in mean that I am no longer myself?  No longer this hard, impenetrable version of myself?  
 
    The thought of staying hard and, inevitably, alone for the rest of my life is almost enough to make me throw in the towel.  Why bother surviving, if I never plan to rejoin humanity?  What if surviving is more than just existing… what if it means letting in two women who may need me as much as I need them?  
 
    As I’ve already decided that I’m all in, I guess it’s time to act like it.  
 
    *** 
 
    Returning to camp a few hours later with my bag full of grass to dry for Beau’s winter stores, I’m not surprised to see Shay making herself busy around the clearing.  Orange flames lick the twilight from the fire ring and a line of smoke trails from the shelter’s stone chimney.  The smell of meat roasting greets us as I ride through the informal gates.  Meekah trots on ahead, meeting Shay by the fire.  
 
    After dismounting and watering Beau, I inspect my surroundings.  Three squirrels are skinned and roasting over the flames, Joann is snug in my sleeping bag in the shelter, sipping on the last of the rabbit broth.  Everything seems to be in order.   
 
    A little part of me relaxes that I didn’t know was tense.  How nice to come home to dinner and a tidy camp after foraging for winter stores.  
 
    Joining Shay, I’m surprised when she goes into the shelter and returns with Joann.  Under Joann’s arm is a crude crutch; a sturdy limb with a fork, woven with cloth to create the underarm brace.  She hobbles painstakingly to the fire before seating herself on a rough-cut log that Shay has placed for her.  I chide myself for not thinking of the crutch myself.   
 
    Biding our time in silence, I watch Meekah as she moves from person to person, sniffing and begging for scraps.  Once Shay serves us dinner, she noses off for her own bowl of roasted innards.  The squirrel is a little tough and gamey, but I’ll take it.   
 
    Joann has her bad leg straight out in front of her, wincing every now and then when she shifts her position.  Shay has replaced the splint, mimicking how I had put it on initially.  “You okay?” I ask.  
 
    “Better now, to be out of bed,” she responds.   
 
    A few minutes later, full darkness is around us.  That’s how it is in the fall here in New England.  One minute its light, and the next minute its dark.  It will be worse in a month, but for now, I’m thankful for the daylight hours.   
 
    When the last dinner dish is taken to the stream by Shay and me, and rinsed in the steady stream, we return to the fire where Joann is entertaining Meekah with a few scraps in one hand and rubbing Beau’s nose with the other.  Shay disappears behind the shelter’s doors for a moment, returning with Joann’s antibiotics and a pain pill.  After she swallows them down with a swig of water, Shay materializes the bottle of whiskey from her bag.  Raising an eyebrow, she wiggles the bottle at me.  
 
    Why not?  
 
    *** 
 
    Though I’ve only been hangover-free for a few hours, I take the bottle and take a deep drink of the bitter amber liquid.  Relishing the burn in my throat and chest, I pass the bottle to Joann, who takes a much smaller drink.  With a full belly and my faithful pup at my feet, we could be any group of friends on a girls camping trip.  
 
    After the bottle has made a few quick rounds around our small circle, I ask the question I’ve been dying to ask: “So, how did you guys end up here?”  
 
    Joann answers right away.  “Mine started in kind of a funny way.”  She tsks sarcastically before continuing.  “I hadn’t seen some of my college girlfriends for years, and the night before the power went out, a bunch of us had gotten together and driven to Boston for a bachelorette party.” She stares into the fire as she describes what happened next.  “It was really late, maybe one am, we’re all pretty drunk, and my old roommate decides to hug one of the female bouncers at a club.  She meant it to be funny, but the girl took it as a threat.  I tried to break them up, and long story short, all seven of us ended up in the drunk tank.  They took our cell phones and keys of course and told us that since none of us have criminal records, we could sleep it off, pay a fine in the morning, and be on our merry way.  We all passed out and a few hours later, we wake up, no big deal, except for our headaches.  We all thought this would be a big laugh, no harm done, but… of course, that’s not how it turned out.” 
 
    She takes a longer pull off the bottle this time.  I can imagine the scene as she paints a vivid picture of waking up with no power in the jail.  They had a backup generator, which hid what was happening outside even further.  It should have been a quick process, but they were held up in the morning trying to pay their fines.  And then again trying to get a cab back to their hotel, and so on, and so forth.  It was late afternoon before they were finally making their way out of the city and back toward one of their houses where the rest of the cars were.   
 
    “It was dark by the time I got home, and the house was empty.  My husband and son had gone away to stay in a cabin for the weekend for a quick ‘boys’ trip while I was away with my girlfriends.  My house had a gas stove and a generator, so I was warm with my candles and a good book.  When I woke up the next morning, the power was still out, and by that time, my cell phone was dead.   
 
    “It was like my neighborhood- the whole country, for that matter, was holding its breath.  What could it mean?  How the hell had we all lost power at the same time?  Everyone around me was hunkered down in their homes, waiting to see what would happen.  I waited and waited, but my husband and son never came home.  After a few more days, when those without generators or heat started moving toward the city, I figured that I should go too.  My family would have had to drive through Boston to get home, and I thought that they may have stopped in the city and not been able to make it the rest of the way.  I packed the car, left a note, and hit the road.  
 
    “Getting into the city was a nightmare.  By this time, people were panicking, and couldn’t decide whether the city or the countryside was safer.  There was so much traffic going in and out, that a lot of people ran out of gas just waiting in line.  Eventually, I got into the city and signed into one of the temporary camps.  They were scattered throughout Boston and they posted the lists of everyone who signed up each day, to check and see if your loved ones were there somewhere.  I checked every day for weeks.” 
 
    She didn’t need to finish that thought for me to know that she had never found them.  My heart aches for her.  After clearing her throat and wiping her face, she continues.  “Security was tight in the city, at first.  The city officials and police had locked everything down right away, to avoid looting and panic.  It helped, but little by little, the police were slipping away to be with their families, and the camps grew more and more unruly.  I tried to leave after a while, to see if my family had gone home, but that direction was closed.  They were letting people go north, but not directly south out of Boston.  Apparently, there was some sort of explosion or something that took out the main highway, and the rest of the roads had been blocked.  To head south, you have to go north and circle around God knows how far.  So, I stayed.  
 
    “It was cold, those first few months.  The food was rationed, and I was always hungry.  When the city began to thaw in the spring, people had taken to wearing cloth over their faces, to avoid the stench coming off that many unwashed bodies that had shit and pissed in what seemed like every square inch of the place.  
 
    “A fire started, in a camp near mine, and the people had nowhere to go.  So many of them were trapped in the flames; you could hear their screams for blocks.  I know I’m not the only one felt their stomach rumbling at the scent of burning flesh.  We hadn’t had fresh meat in months.  It made me gag to feel that way, but I couldn’t help it.  I knew then that it was time to get out of there.” 
 
    This makes my stomach clench, but on a weird level… I get it.   
 
    “Where did you go?”  
 
    “My daughter was in college in northern New Hampshire.  I thought I’d make my way to her, since I couldn’t find the others.” 
 
    I nod understandingly for a moment, turning her words over in my mind.  I glance at Shay, but she avoids my eyes.  The silence is heavy for a moment, so palpable that I feel like I can reach out and run my fingers through it.   
 
    The bottle makes its way around again.  The smallest sip still gives me that warm blast, but I don’t want to get drunk and repeat my hangover.  I’m a little buzzed, but the cool air is sharp against my cheeks, keeping me alert.   
 
    Turning my own story over in my head, I contemplate how much to share.  It will be my turn eventually… I know it, and I don’t have it in me to lie.   
 
    Shay stands, holding her hands close to the flames.  Her look is distant; just when I think she’ll stay silent, she begins.  “My wife and I lived in an apartment in south Boston.  My dad passed a few years ago, and my brother soon after.  It was just her and I.  When the power went out, we had candlelit dinners of canned spaghetti and just waited for it to come back on.  We lived in a pretty big apartment complex, and we knew a handful of our neighbors.  One of them worked for the city, and was called in to help with the lockdown, even though he normally just worked for the road crew.  Every night, he told us how bad it was getting.  He brought back rations when he could get them, and apologies when he couldn’t.  There were so many stories floating around about what was happening, we couldn’t make heads or tails of them.  
 
    “After the first month was over, we started hearing gunshots on a regular basis.  Just when we didn’t want to start going out, we were forced to; there wasn’t anything left to burn to stay warm and we were just about out of food.  My wife stayed home while I went out to stand in line at the camps to see what I could get.   
 
    “While I was out, a riot broke out in the apartment complex.  It started over food, someone taking more than their share and locking themselves in their apartment.  Before anyone knew what was happening, mob mentality took over.  By the time I made it home, gangs of people were breaking down doors and dragging people out and beating them to death.  People were shouting that they were hiding food or wood or anything that had become valuable in the power outage.  Some people lived through it… and some didn’t.” 
 
    Again, I’m struck by unspoken words.   
 
    How differently I see these women, only days after I had contemplated killing them.  Their own stories and losses have changed them from threats to real people.   
 
    “After the riot, I joined the crowd moving north.  I ended up in a camp outside of a hospital in Winster.”  
 
    Shock ripples through me.  I had worked at the hospital in Winster, right up until the day that the power had gone out.  “What happened there?” It comes out as a rough whisper.  
 
    “The whole hospital campus and surrounding area was gated off by the time that I got there.  I heard that a group of doctors had brought their families in, right from the start, to keep the hospital running and to monitor supplies.  It was cleaner than where I was in Boston, but harder.  You aren’t allowed into the actual camp unless you need something medical, or you have medical skills.” 
 
    My eyes widen at her words.  Is it possible that I know the doctors who have done this?  Who, instead of running to their families, brought them?  It makes sense in a lot of ways: there are backup generators, a well-stocked cafeteria, plenty of beds, units that can be locked down, medicine…  It’s no longer just the whiskey that’s warming my belly.  This may be the best news that I’ve heard in… well, ever, I guess.  
 
    She’s watching my face in the flickering orange light, cocking one eyebrow in question.  “I used to work there.”  I don’t volunteer anything else.  Not yet, I’m not sure what to think of this news.  Another question occurs to me: “Did anyone in Boston or Winster have any idea why the power went out?”  
 
    Shay shrugs her shoulders.  “Kind of.  There were a lot of rumors, but the one that we heard the most in Boston was some sort of coordinated attack on the major power stations.” 
 
    I can’t believe it, Brad was right! 
 
    My first instinct is to turn to Ally and Brad and share in his victory.  It’s like I’m losing them all over again when reality crashes in.  Mentally stumbling, attempting to hide my feelings, I scramble for something else to ask.  “What was it like?  On the road between Boston and Winster?” 
 
    Both of them shake their heads, like they’re shaking off a bad memory.  Joann answers first.  “Most of the road isn’t monitored by anyone, unless people have decided to monitor their own little stretches.  There are a few groups that will steal from or kill other travelers.  Luckily, I fell into a larger group with this one.”  Gesturing to Shay with her chin, they both quiet again.  
 
    “Why did you leave Winster?”  
 
    “Too many people, not enough food.  Joann wanted to head north, to her daughter’s school, so we did.” 
 
    “And your supplies?  Guns?”   
 
    “A lot of people didn’t survive the winter,” Shay answers grimly.  “Was easy enough to get what we needed, if you spend the time looking.”  
 
    “The first town that we came to after Winster that was relatively deserted, Shay holed us up in a house.  She watched from the window for two days before she let us leave.  After that, we just grabbed what we could and kept heading north.  “We’ve had to hide out a few times, from bigger groups or walled off towns or gunshots.  She found a decent map near the beginning, so we tried to stay off the roads as much as possible.  Slower, but safer.”  
 
    I nod in agreement, considering my own choice to build this camp in the woods rather than travel the roads to find safety.  They are clearly done with their telling, both watching me now.  I take a deep breath and begin.  
 
    *** 
 
    Omitting isn’t the same thing as lying.  At least, I don’t think so in this instance.  
 
    It takes me a while to tell my story from the start.  From leaving my house with Meekah, to being forced to abandon my car, and spending that first night in the snow in the woods.  Finally getting to Ally and Brad’s house, settling in, making my journey to both my dad’s house and Ally’s parents, until that fateful evening when a group of men had come to take what we had.  
 
    I don’t tell them about Adam and his betrayal.  It’s still too raw.  They don’t need to know about my own betrayal either.  Though I’ve made peace in my heart over telling Ally and Brad that my medical bag had been stolen before sending them away in the night, I don’t want to talk about it.  Ever.  
 
    When the fire is down to the embers and only an inch or two remains in the whiskey bottle, Shay and I help Joann to my bed in the shelter.  When she’s tucked in, we head back to the tent for the night.  Though I’m still buzzed and physically tired, I can’t shut my brain off.  Telling my story had stirred up all my emotions.  The other women’s stories only add to my fear for the future.   
 
    From the sound of Shay’s breathing, I can tell it’s a long time for sleep to find her, too.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Comrades 
 
    The following morning, my head hardly hurts at all.  Thank God.   
 
    After crawling from the tent to find Shay had beaten me to the fire once again, I smile.  The smell of cooking meat is wafting toward me; the two shapes of what look to be squirrels are roasting on the grill insert over the flames.  By the time I wash my face and water Meekah and Beau, Shay is helping Joann to sit by the fire.   
 
    Doling out the meat between the three of us, and two hard boiled eggs in a bowl for Meekah, we are quiet for a time.  “So, what should we do today?” Joann interrupts with her upbeat voice.   
 
    “You aren’t doing anything, except resting,” I state plainly.  She only sighs in response.  Shay and I share a smile between chews, and I realize that I could definitely get used to this.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next few days pass quite pleasantly.  It seems strange at how easily the three of us have fallen into the rhythm of living together.  Shay is usually up first, out checking her snares and getting the fire going before Joann and I wake up.  During the day, she tends to leave the clearing, sometimes on foot and sometimes on Beau.  She’s always back before it starts to get dark and, usually, with a prize in hand.  Sometimes its fish or a bird of some sort, other times, its items she’s pilfered from God knows where.  
 
    Spending a fair amount of time at the house down the road, she brings back things that I had passed over and thought of as useless.  I swear though, Shay can put anything to use.   
 
    Joann and I have been sticking close to camp, except when I ride out to harvest the tall grass from the fields for Beau’s winter feed.  She’s quite crafty; the woven grass mat that I’d been dreaming of and failing at, comes together in her hands in a matter of hours.   
 
    All three of us take turns cooking, though Joann hates it the most.  She’s limited in what she can do and where she can go because of her ankle, so she grudgingly accepts the task, I think out of a wish to be useful.  Shay has set her up with a scavenged canvas camp chair and a stump to keep her leg up.   
 
    Before dusk, we’ve taken to sitting around the fire and talking.  We tell stories of our past lives, some funny and some sad.  Tales of our parents, siblings, school pranks, first loves… Joann is especially skilled in spinning stories.  She and I giggle over her stories while Shay looks on with her amused smirk.  I can see why Joann is a music teacher;  she has a knack for relating to others.  
 
    A few times, I catch the two whispering together.  My first instinct is to be suspicious.  I can’t help it.  But, ever so slowly, I’m learning to trust them.  They were companions long before me and should be able to hold their own conversations.  I pretend I don’t see, but my mental notes are tucked away.  
 
    *** 
 
    The morning of September ninth is overcast and cold.  I’m hoping that the weather turns, and we get another warm stretch before winter, but no sign of it yet.  After breakfast and the morning chores completed, Shay asks if I want to accompany her when she leaves camp for the day.  I shrug in agreement; it’s not like I have anything else going on.  
 
    Joann assures us that she’s fine to stay back alone, showing us the rifle strap around one shoulder and the handgun in a pouch hanging from her crutch.  Shooing us away, she turns back toward the fire and her latest project.  
 
    Leaving Beau behind with Joann, Shay, Meekah, and I head out through the archway and onto the well-worn trail.  As she moves through the trees ahead of me, I can’t help but notice how quietly and smoothly she moves through the woods.  One by one, she shows me the snares that she has set at varying distances from the clearing.  Kneeling, she shows me how she’s made each one.  Some are made of a small-gauge wire, others with rope.  I’ll need practice to perfect the knots that she shows me, but I’m confident I’ll get it with time.   
 
    Crossing a small creek bed, Shay leads me into a part of the forest that I haven’t spent much time in.  As the waterbed widens, she points out different animal tracks in the soft earth.  Eventually, the creek joins a wide, slow moving section of river.  It’s the same river that I’ve been fishing all summer, but much further down than my typical spot.  
 
    It’s obvious that Shay has been here a few times already.  Inside the bend of the meandering waterway, she’s been gathering rocks of all sizes.  In a low voice, she explains her plans to build a fish trap.  Basically, a wall of stones built in the water, and bait is placed.  The fish are attracted to the bait and swim through a small space in the rocks.  Once in, they usually can’t find their way out.   
 
    It’s slightly warmer in the sunlight here than it was back at camp earlier in the day, but I can’t say that I’m thrilled when Shay pulls two pairs of shorts from her bag.  Before we change our clothes, we stow our bags and round up the rest of the rocks we need to complete the wall.  When she says we have enough, we quickly pull our pants, socks, and boots off and pull on the knee-length athletic shorts.  The frigid water takes my breath away as I walk in up to my knees.   
 
    As quickly as possible, we carry the rocks and place them in such a way that the section of water closest to the bank is enclosed in a rough, circular wall of stones.  The openings between the stones are small, letting water flow in and out, but nothing bigger than a minnow can fit through.  Shay and I work in near silence, besides her curt directions and my own complaining about my toes going numb.   
 
    Meekah has contented herself with lying on the riverbank chewing on a stick.  Occasionally, she gets up to sniff around, but doesn’t alert us to any signs of danger.  It’s amazing how much I’ve come to trust and rely on her cues.  
 
    Finally, the last stones are placed.  The wall is stacked just barely higher than the water is deep.  Moving up onto the cold packed sand, the air feels cooler than the water.  We admire our handywork for a moment before Shay heads back into the water to adjust the opening in the rock that will act as the passageway for fish to get through.   
 
    As she rejoins me on the bank, we quickly shed our cold, wet shorts.  Shay retrieves a tattered towel from her backpack for us to dry our legs and feet with.  Rubbing some feeling back into my feet, I’m grateful to pull my pants and thick socks on.  Once dressed, she again reaches into her bag and pulls out a small, sealed Tupperware.  Removing the lid, I see that it contains what look like the innards of the squirrels that we ate for breakfast.  Wrinkling my nose, I take a step back.  Walking to the water’s edge, she spreads the guts the length of our trap, closer to the stone than the bank.  
 
    By this time, it’s moving toward late afternoon.  Deeming the fish trap complete, the three of us turn from the water and head back to camp. 
 
    *** 
 
    It’s almost dusk by the time we join Joann in the clearing.  She’s strangely excited and sort of jumpy.  I guess she was probably lonely all day with no one to talk to but Beau.  On the grill rack over the fire, our largest pot is bubbling merrily.  Lifting the lid, I peek inside to see what looks to be the last of the pheasant that Shay had gotten a few days prior, a weak broth, the last of the dandelion greens, and our depleting supply of seasonings all mixed up into a hot soup.  All in all, it sounds delicious after our cold afternoon on the water.  
 
    We eat around the fire, describing our day’s work to Joann.  As the last of the soup is eaten, I see Shay give Joann a look over the fire.  The hackles on the back of my neck raise in alarm, but I bite my tongue.  “Why don’t you go get it?” Joann asks Shay cryptically, nodding at her crutch.  
 
    “Get what?” I demand.  
 
    Shay stands and moves toward the shelter. 
 
    “Get what?” I repeat.  
 
    The sound of Shay fumbling around for a moment is audible over the popping of the fire.   
 
    My heart is pounding a little.  
 
    Seconds later, Shay comes out holding… something.  A squarish container, balanced on one hand, while her other hand is cupped, protecting something that reflects against her face.  I’m immediately reminded of a child’s birthday party, with the parents bringing out a cake with lit candles.  Looking to Joann, she’s got a grin from ear to ear.  Turning back to Shay, I’m further baffled by the sound of singing. 
 
    “Happy birthday to her… Happy birthday to her…”  They sing in chorus, Joann’s loud and excited, Shay’s quieter and reserved.   
 
    As Shay draws closer to me, I interrupt mid-song, “Guys, what is this?”  
 
    “You mentioned the other night that your mom’s birthday is today!  We thought you needed to celebrate; we know how much you miss her.”  Joann scratches Meek on the head while she tells me.   
 
    Shay bends down in front of me, showing me a blackened square cake pan.  Some sort of thick, blue liquid is spread unevenly across what I assume to be cake.  A small, white votive candle is flickering in the middle.  My eyes are burning with emotion.  This?  This is what they were being so secret about?  A pang of guilt shoots through me when I consider how suspicious I had been.  A tear escapes and trickles down one cheek.  
 
    I don’t know what to say.  
 
    My mind whirling, I stand and rush into the shelter.  Pawing through one shelf, I locate two candle sticks.  They are the sort that my mother would put in candleholders on the table for special occasions.  Returning to the fire, I light the ends and hand one each to my friends.  Shay raises an eyebrow in question.  “Not just for my mom, for every birthday we’ve missed this year.  For all the ones who will never see another.”  
 
    The cake is placed on the stump that Joann normally rests her injured leg on.  We gather around it in silence.  Tears are reflected in the eyes of my companions.  After our moment of silence, we each blow out our candle.  
 
    *** 
 
    The cake is some sort of flour, sugar, and egg mixture that Joann has come up with.  The icing: a can of condensed milk and blue food coloring.  It was cooked over the fire, hence the soot-marked pan.  The edges are almost burnt and the middle almost raw, but it’s the first sweet thing I’ve had in ages.  Sharing a spoon, we take bites of the edges between the last shots of whiskey in the bottle.  We laugh between tears and stories.  Joann even sneaks Meekah a bite of icing-free cake.   
 
    That night, as we all crawl into our own beds, my heart is full.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Winter Plans 
 
    The days and weeks pass more quickly than I could have imagined.  Every day is shorter, darker, and colder, but the thought of spending winter here in the clearing no longer fills me with dread.  Thinking back to the months before Shay and Joann arrived, it’s strange to consider all the ways that I tried to busy myself.  Though there’s always something to do, the tasks shared between the three of us no longer feel like chores.   
 
    Shay is so full of ideas and strategies to make our home better; I find myself in awe of her almost daily.  Shortly after our birthday celebration, she and I clear out the shelter and use tools from the house to build new beds.  We are able to build upon the one that I was using to improve it for Joann.  We build and raise a platform, creating storage space beneath it.  On the opposite wall, we build a rough imitation of bunk beds for ourselves.  I was nervous at first, to crawl onto the top bunk, but the trees that we cut down for posts and slats hold my weight easily.  All three beds are padded with the couch cushions, pillows, and anything soft from the house.  None of the platforms are large enough for us to take mattresses from the house, but they all end up decently comfortable anyway.  Each bed has our sleeping bags and every extra blanket we have found.  We don’t need the extras yet, but I’m sure we will soon enough.  
 
    The first week of October, Joann and I are awoken by a gunshot.  Shay’s excited calling from the clearing twenty minutes later calms my racing heart.  She had gone out early to check her snares and shot a deer on her way back to camp.  Joann hobbles out of bed and gets the fire built up.  I head into the woods with Shay, a tarp, and Meekah.  She has already cut the doe from stem to stern; the stink of the entrails spilled onto the earth is almost enough to turn my empty stomach.  We muscle the carcass onto the tarp and, with some difficulty, drag it back to camp.  Choosing a tree across the clearing from the shelter, Shay throws a rope over a sturdy tree limb.  One end is tied tightly around one leg of the deer, the other is tied to a rope connected to a make-shift canvas harness slung around Beau’s chest.  It takes some convincing, but we use him to hoist the doe up into the air.  When it’s high enough, we tie the rope around a tree trunk.   
 
    To keep away predators, the three of us take shifts day and night over the following forty-eight hours.  Shay puts her giant hunting knife to use to skin and butcher the deer.  It’s messy work and I let Shay do the majority of it.  We feast that evening and discuss how best to store the meat.  Expanding the small rack that I had used to smoke the fish allows us to smoke a large amount of thinly cut portions.  Double bagging some of the meat in sealable gallon sized bags, Joann and I create shallow, rocky areas in the stream and secure the bags with larger rocks.  It’s the most consistent temperature that we can think of, at least, until the snow flies.   
 
    One afternoon a week or two later, Shay returns from yet another excursion to the house with a large roll of plastic, the type that you would unroll to cover a floor when painting.  I had seen it months ago in the garage and had considered a use for it but hadn’t been able to come up with a good one.  Following her through the woods, she doesn’t speak much as she carefully selects the tallest saplings she can find.  My job is to limb each one, creating long, flexible poles and carrying them back to the clearing.  It takes three days to collect more than fifty of them, between chores and hunting.  Joann and I just shake our heads and smile at Shay’s cryptic nature; who knows what masterpiece she’ll create?  
 
    The day after our collection of the poles is complete, Shay chooses an area almost directly in the center of the clearing.  Using the shovel, she digs a narrow trench in a circle, slightly smaller in diameter than the length of the poles.  We don’t have much rope left, but a bale of meat twine from under the house sink and a bit of the chicken wire taken from the coop should be enough to secure the poles.  At least, that’s what she tells me.  A small dome-like structure comes together under her instruction in a matter of hours.  The butts of the poles are placed in the trench and then flexed down toward each other.  The twine isn’t quite enough to secure them, so she settles for something between a dome and a teepee.  It really is amazing to watch her work, but I’m still not sure where she’s going with it.  
 
    The following day, rocks are placed between the butts to hold them in place, and then both the rocks and pole ends are buried.  It’s clumsy work with my heavy gloves on, but the soil is so cold that my fingers get stiff without them.  When the earth has been tightly packed in, Shay retrieves the roll of plastic.  Slowly, she wraps the plastic around each pole at the base, slowly working her way up.  The plastic lasts just long enough to reach two feet below the top.  Out of her bag, which at this point is reminiscent of the magical bag in Mary Poppins, she grabs a tube of… plastic wrap? 
 
    A space just wide and tall enough for us to crawl through has been left open between two poles.  Standing on a stump inside, Shay fenagles the thin wrap that my mother would have covered all her leftovers with, around and through the poles, leaving about eight inches open.  As she crawls out to us, one of her rare grins splits her face.  Crawling to her feet, she turns to admire her handiwork.  Holding her arms out she asks, “Well?  What do you think?” 
 
    “What is it?” Joann asks. 
 
    “A greenhouse, obviously.”  She states matter-of-factly.  
 
    I turn back to the plastic-wrapped teepee with fresh eyes.  A greenhouse?  Again, I think that Shay is a genius.   
 
    Over the next few days, Shay insulates the floor of the greenhouse with layers of pine boughs.  She sets me to work building rough shelves out of stumps and a few pieces of old lumber stripped from an outbuilding at the house.  The little plastic planters that I had brought from Ally and Brad’s house get filled with soil and are placed in a row on the shelves.  An old tin washbasin that used to be a flower planter in front of the house goes into the center of the small round building.  
 
    Weeks before, when we picked the final harvest of corn, cucumbers, and tomatoes from my garden, the three of us had spent hours harvesting every seed possible.  We also had saved seeds from the berry bushes that we had come across in the wild.  Since we were still experimenting, we plant only a fraction of our seeds into the containers that go into the greenhouse.  No sense wasting them all if it doesn’t work out.  Finally, Shay fills a bucket with water and places it and an old beat-up ladle inside.  She had commissioned Joann to weave one of her grass mats to act as the door; when she hangs it, I can see that it is much larger than the actual opening, blocking most of the cold air from getting in.   
 
    On the day that we finally planted and placed the seeds inside, Shay grabbed a five-gallon bucket with a handle and lined it with tinfoil.  From the fire, she plucked several large stones out with tongs and placed them into the foil-lined bucket.  In the greenhouse, some of the hot stones go into the washbasin and she ladles water over them.  Hot steam fills the small area immediately.  I can’t believe it.  
 
    Over the course of the next week, Shay spends almost all her time in the greenhouse.  She says that she is experimenting with how long it will hold heat.  Her explanations of how the sunlight affect the warmth inside combined with the rocks at specific points in time are somewhat lost on me, but I appreciate them all the same. When her week of monitoring the greenhouse is over, she shows Joann and me a schedule of rock placement for both day and night.  Apparently, the three of us are going to rotate days; when it’s my turn, I will be responsible to keep the fire going and rotate the rocks.  Joann and I playfully roll our eyes at the task, but we both know that Shay’s innovation and food sourcing could be the difference between life and death. 
 
    *** 
 
    Though I probably would have forgotten about Halloween if I had still been in the clearing alone at the end of October, Joann does not let us forget.  She presents us with masks that she has created from squirrel skins, bones, and thin strips of hide used to tie it all together.  We play along and put them on and even participate in the scary story telling after dinner.   
 
    I can’t help but think that we are living the scariest story I can think of.  
 
    *** 
 
    Another one of Shay’s contributions is her discovery of the natural clay packed into sections of the riverbank.  I remember playing with it as a kid, but it had never occurred to me to bring it back to camp and use it.  The fireplace and chimney in the shelter are now sealed with the grey clay; no more drafts pouring in between poorly placed stones.  Using it to patch two of the larger rips in the canvas roof of the shelter, from both inside and out, have made a big difference as well.   
 
    *** 
 
    It’s funny really, how the mind works.  
 
    With companionship, warmth, food, and water, most of my immediate concerns have been removed.  Though still exhausted most nights when I crawl into bed, my mind races more than ever.  Where will I go in the spring?  Should I stay with Joann and Shay and travel north, to find Joann’s daughter?  From there, can I make it even further north and find my dad in his cabin?  How long will that take?  
 
    The guilt of sending Brad and Ally away no longer reduces me to an anxiety-riddled mess when I think about them, but I do wonder how they are doing.  It seems unavoidable that Brad died; but what of Ally? And Marie?  Are they cozied up together right now in their family compound? Did they come look for me?  Do they think that I’m dead?  
 
    And what of Jason?  And his family?  Did he go to the house and look for me after the power went out?  Does everyone think that I’m dead?  Or worse, is there anyone left out there who knew me, who wonders if I’m alive somewhere?  
 
    *** 
 
    The week before Thanksgiving is marred by the death of all our birds, except the duck and one chicken.  The protests of the birds were drowned out by the fire and wind, taking a few precious minutes to wake me up in the middle of the night.  By the time that Meekah and I make it to the coop, one of the chickens is missing and the mangled bodies of the others are all that’s left.  Scooping up the terrified birds, I hold one under each arm and carry them into Beau’s stall to sleep with him.   
 
    It makes more sense for the birds to stay in the shelter with us; Beau doesn’t seem to mind the company, but it takes us all a few days to get used to the sounds that they make.  Meekah is especially distracted by having them so close.  I suppose that we’ll all get used to them in time though. 
 
    I have no idea what got the chickens, but Shay guesses that it was probably a weasel or fisher cat.  We didn’t find any discernible tracks, so I guess we’ll never know.  
 
    With the birds in the shelter, that frees up the supplies and Brad’s ATV cart that I had used to build their coop.  After a good scrubbing, the cart is easily hitched to Beau’s canvas harness.  Suddenly carrying firewood isn’t such a daunting task.  As long as we gather twice as much as we use each day, we guarantee ourselves another warm day this winter.  It’s easy enough to go out and gather or chop fallen trees, then stack it in the cart for Beau to pull home.  Our woodpile grows at a much faster rate than before.  
 
    *** 
 
    The use of the cart has been a game changer in a lot of ways.  Even cleaning the manure from the clearing is no longer the most dreadful task.   
 
    With the completion of the greenhouse, we’ve been trying to focus on safety as our new project.  Joann has the idea to use downed wood as a sort of wall behind the shelter.  We would never finish one all the way around the clearing but having one that sits between the shelter and the woods line means that nothing can get to the shelter without us seeing them first.  This includes any people or predators, like the one that killed the chickens, or anything bigger sniffing around for an easy meal.   
 
    We start by chopping down trees no bigger than four or five inches in diameter of varying heights.  Beau pulls them back to camp for us and then Shay and I use the existing tree line as the vertical posts for the wall.  It takes some planning, but the cut trees can be placed between the standing ones, almost like weaving a mat.  In addition to security, the green wood can season correctly when it’s stacked like this.  When we need more wood to burn, we’ll have a steady supply nearby.     
 
    The wall is almost as tall as I am before we call it quits.  The finished project starts about forty feet away, goes behind the shelter, and then wraps around the near corner of the clearing.  It takes over a month to stack the wall, but I sleep better knowing it’s there.  We move the outdoor fire ring to the space between the shelter and the wall, along with the smoker, and other random supplies we keep outside.   
 
    We went from a shelter in a clearing to what feels like a home with a yard.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The day before Thanksgiving, Shay gets a turkey.  Joann has been insistent that we at least try to go turkey hunting before the holiday.  She says it’s good for all of us to celebrate the holidays.  I can’t say that she’s wrong.  It has been kind of fun to look forward to something.  
 
    There’s no shortage of turkeys in the area.  We see evidence of them everywhere, but they steer clear of the camp.  It’s midafternoon when she brings her prize back to the clearing.  She cuts the head and feet off and guts it, the organs set aside for Meekah and other insides for bait for the fish trap.  Joann and I share the task of plucking the large bird.  It’s tedious and takes what feels like days.  My fingers are sore from grasping and pulling, grasping and pulling, over and over.   
 
    The morning of Thanksgiving dawns clear and cold.  The shelter is snug and warm and makes it hard to get up and go outside.  When the morning chores are complete, I set to cooking the bird.  Since Shay improved the chimney and the weather turned cold, we’ve been doing most of our cooking in the shelter.  Balls of tinfoil in the bottom of the pan hold the turkey up and out of the bit of water I put in the bottom.  Rubbing seasonings and a bit of oil both on and under the skin have me reminiscing about past Thanksgivings, cooking with my mother and grandmother. 
 
    For sides, we are eating the very last can of potatoes, and a jar of our very own corn, put away just two months before.  It’s a full-time job just keeping the heat steady to cook the turkey, but I’m grateful to be inside and out of the cold.  Joann busies herself with more grass-weaving; she’s making mats to hang beside each bunk, giving us each a bit of much needed privacy.  Shay has gone out for the day on Beau with a promise to be back by dusk.  Meekah is curled at our feet while we chat, cook and craft.   
 
    Hours later, a blast of cold air signals Shay’s arrival. She leads Beau into his stall at the far end of the shelter, throwing some of his hay into a bucket for him.  Her nose is red from the cold, but she holds up her backpack triumphantly.  “Smells great in here!” she says while bending to open the bag.   
 
    “Where’d you go this time?” I ask.   
 
    “Just to the outskirts of town,” she answers nonchalantly.  
 
    “What?  So far?” Joann demands.  
 
    “I didn’t see anyone.  Besides, I’ve searched everywhere else.  Gotta keep going further out.” As she speaks, she starts laying her goods out on our makeshift table.  It’s just a few planks of wood laid out on sawhorses, but it works and can be stored in pieces.  The first thing that she lays down is a half-empty lighter.  But then, out comes two cans of fruit cocktail, a can of beans, a half-empty first aid kit, and a full bottle of coconut rum. 
 
    All in all, it’s a pretty exciting haul.  
 
    The rest of the day is spent cooking, eating, and drinking.  Joann has a great idea to cut up the fruit cocktail and mix it with the rum.  It’s a fruity, delicious mixture that has us giggling around the table.  When the turkey is done, I mix some flour in with the drippings and make a thin gravy.  It really does feel like Thanksgiving as we gather around the table.  Joining hands, Joann suggests that we each say what we’re thankful for.  When it’s my turn, I look around at our snug shelter, my friends, the food on the table, my dog at my feet, and my horse watching from over the blanket that separates him from us.  It’s hard for me to put into words what I’m thankful for; how do I say that a year ago, we were sharing this meal with loved ones?  That in almost eleven months of our lives being turned upside down, we would come together and find ourselves here in this moment?  Compounded with the rum, my emotions get the best of me.  My throat is tight, and I can’t form the words.  The hands grasping mine give a tight squeeze.  
 
    I find that I don’t have to say it.  They just get it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Winter Approaches 
 
    In the first week of December, Shay gets another deer, this time a spike horned buck.  We go through the same routine as last time; gut, drag to camp, and string it up in a tree.  Instead of across the clearing, this time we hang it near the outdoor firepit, protected from the woods by the wall.  It’s a little easier to take our nighttime shifts of watching the deer carcass so close to the shelter.  
 
    The temperatures have steadily been hovering around freezing, so storage of the meat won’t be so difficult this time.  We’ve had flurries and dustings of snow, but nothing significant that’s stuck to the ground.  I know it has to come some time, but I’m glad that we’ve had this time to work on the camp and gather food, rather than being hunkered down.   
 
    Back in September, Shay and I had agreed that the daily forays down to the field to gather a few armloads of grass for Beau’s winter food supply didn’t really make sense.  Instead, the two of us had made a few trips until mid-November to the field and cut as much as we could.  We left it there in the field to dry in the sun.  We had planned on hauling it all back on tarps, but now the use of the cart should make the transportation even easier.   
 
    December eleventh surprises us with a few inches of snow on the ground.  It has stopped snowing by the time we get up, but the heavy, grey skies say that more is probably on the way.  After breakfast, Shay looks at me and says, “Probably past the time when we should have gone to get that hay.” 
 
    I nod in agreement.  “Let’s check the fish trap on the way.”  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Shay and I hitch the cart up to Beau.  Joann is staying behind to tend to the fire and the greenhouse.  She’s been getting around much better now that her ankle can support her weight, but I still think it’s best if she sticks close to camp.  Meekah tags along behind us as we head out of the clearing.  Not like anyone could make her stay behind, even if I wanted her to.  
 
    The fish trap has been partially successful.  We’ve had to rearrange the rocks several times with the fluctuation of the water depth, but even so, it hasn’t been the goldmine that we hoped for.  With the net that Joann weaved for us, we can scoop the fish out easily enough, but they’re typically pretty small.  We’ve caught a variety of sunfish, bass, and trout and keep anything bigger than one hand.  Today, three trout are swimming around in the trap.  Only one is of decent length; we throw the two small ones back in and gut and string the largest one onto a stick to carry with us. 
 
    The edges of the trap are covered in thin ice.  I’m not sure how long we’ll be able to use it without breaking through the ice.  Shay throws in some more bait before we head back up the bank to where Beau is waiting.  
 
    The cart and our footprints make a strange sort of trail through the fresh snow.  I almost want to turn back.  It feels like there are neon arrows pointing out our camp.  Shay is also clearly worried; her brow furrowed as she glances behind us.  “We can’t let the hay sit out here any longer,” she reminds me.  
 
    I sigh in agreement.   
 
    Yellowed foliage pokes through the blanket of snow covering the field.  It’s fairly obvious where we cut the grass down most recently.  Luckily, the snow is light and fluffy and easily swept aside to reach the hay.  The layer closest to the ground is almost a total loss; it must have frozen and thawed and frozen again.  It’s kind of a mucky mess.  The topmost layers should be okay though, as long as we can get it dry back at camp.  
 
    It takes a few hours before the cart is full.  I catch Beau trying to eat what we pile in, but I pull him over to where some of the tall stalks are still standing and let him munch those.   
 
    We’re both quiet on the walk home.  I try and remind myself that we haven’t seen anyone out here, that there’s no reason to freak out, but my hackles are at full attention.   
 
    *** 
 
    By the time we sit down for dinner, it’s full dark outside.  Joann has her healing ankle propped up on her bed beside the table.  She’s packed a few handfuls of snow around the joint.  Apparently, she tripped over something when she was coming back into the shelter after tending to the greenhouse earlier in the day.  I hope that she didn’t reinjure it, but we’ll see how she feels tomorrow.  
 
    As soon as we crawl into our bunks, the flicker of the fire dancing patterns across the canvas roof above me, my body settles into the softness of my bed cushions.  Meekah snuggles into her customary place at my side.  Throwing a small blanket on top of her, I feel her heave a long sigh of contentment.   
 
    The sound of Shay’s breathing from the bunk below mine lends a rhythmic beat to the night.  It’s lulling me into a sort of deep calm somewhere between waking and sleeping.  I’m not sure how long it’s been since we headed to bed, but I’m abruptly woken by… something.  Straining my ears, I wait for some kind of signal to tell me what startled me out of sleep.   
 
    After a long, tense moment, I decide it was nothing.  Who knows? 
 
    My eyes close; it doesn’t take long to start drifting back toward sleep.   
 
    My heart skips a beat as Meekah jerks her head up from under the blanket.  Even though she can’t see anything, she stares at the wall of the shelter over the mound that is Joann wrapped in her blankets.  Petting her head, attempting to soothe her, Meekah only becomes more agitated.  
 
    A low, throaty growl immediately interrupts the steady breathing of my friends.  “What’s going on?” Shay asks quietly.  
 
    “I don’t know.  A big animal, maybe?”  
 
    Swinging my legs over the side, I slide down until my feet hit the floor.  Grunting at Meekah’s weight as I lift her from the top bunk, she doesn’t relax when I stick her in the bed with Joann.  Handing the dog collar and leash to her, she seems surprised for a moment.  “No way you’re going out there with that ankle.  Stay here, keep Meekah with you.”  
 
    By this time, Shay is pulling boots on over her heavy wool socks.  Moving to do the same, I freeze when the distinct sound of two voices carries over the wind.  My heart drops somewhere south of my belly button, instantly shooting my pulse and blood pressure through the roof.  Who the fuck is this?   
 
    Shay and I reach for our guns.  Handgun in my waistband, rifle strap over my shoulder, knife in my belt.  Shoving my feet into my boots without stopping to tie them, I shrug into my jacket, leaving it unzipped for easy access to my weapons.  Joann has gathered her own but is still sitting on her blankets.  “Get back by the fire, keep Meekah close,” I demand softly.  
 
    Whispering, we make a quick plan.  “I’ll go out the front, see what I can see.  You go around the back.  Stay hidden until we know how many of them there are and what they want.”  
 
    Sliding the blanket barrier aside, Beau shuffles his feet at our sudden intrusion into his space in the dark.  The lone chicken and duck ruffles their feathers in the milk crate laying boxes as we pass.  Shay moves along the right-hand wall toward the canvas end.  I move to the left-hand side that will put me closest to the back of the shelter and the wall.  Only a vague outline of Shay is visible in the near darkness, but the movement of her nod is unmistakable. 
 
    The cold air is like a slap in the face.   
 
    Keeping my back to the shelter, I sidestep around our house, putting myself in the five-foot wide area between the building and the wall.  The woods are silent.  My pounding heartbeat thunders through me.  Shay’s voice pierces the still night, “Stop right there!  Don’t come any closer!”  Her voice is strong, even though I know that she is as shaken as I am.  
 
    The voice that answers is lost in a gust of wind.  
 
    The backside of the shelter has portions of Shay’s most recent deer hanging from chicken wire hooks and covered with a tarp.  Making sure to steer clear, I move as quietly as possible to reach the chimney.   
 
    Peering around the stone fireplace, I search frantically for Shay and any intruders, but it’s too dark and my angle is off.  Adjusting my rifle, I step forward to creep further around the shelter.  Before I can take a second step, the distinctive click of the hammer of a gun being cocked back stops my breath in my chest.  
 
    “Drop your gun.”  
 
    The voice is male and unfamiliar.  Turning my head to get a look at him, what feels to be the barrel of a gun is pressed between my shoulder blades.  “You don’t need to move.  Put your gun down.”  The voice is low and calm, like he’s soothing a wild animal.  
 
    Frantically grasping at any possible way around relinquishing my rifle, a shout from the other side of the shelter rings through the night.  I don’t know if it was Shay or someone else.  At the sound, the fire goes out of me.  Slumping my shoulders, I pull the strap over my head and lower my weapon to the snow-covered earth at my feet.   
 
    The barrel is removed from my back before I am roughly patted down.  My knife and handgun are stripped away, leaving me feeling naked and vulnerable.  “Turn around,” the voice commands.  
 
    Slowly, I turn to face him.  The light from the moon highlights the boney prominences of his face, but that’s about it.  Meekah starts barking inside; the muffled sounds of Joann trying to quiet her distract the man momentarily.  Taking quick steps to my right, I keep the tarped deer parts at my back.  “Stop!” he shouts, turning his complete focus back to me.   
 
    “Why are you here?” I ask shakily.  
 
    “Our camp sent us out looking for supplies.  Looks like you girls have some stuff we might need.”   
 
    “What do you need?  We don’t mind sharing.  Maybe… maybe we could work out a trade or something.” 
 
    He barks out a cruel sounding laugh.  “I don’t think so.”  
 
    Another shout and more barking from behind me.  
 
    “How many of you are there?”  
 
    “Here?  Oh… a couple.”  He smiles down at me. 
 
    Slowly, my hands behind my back, I probe under the tarp with my fingertips.  The shape of a hoof becomes clear after a few seconds.  “What do you want?” I ask, racking my mind for anything that might distract him.  He takes a half step toward me.  “How many people are in your camp?  Could they use a few more people?” 
 
    “They might,” he spits.  “Why don’t you come out front and ask my friends?”  
 
    Grasping the frozen foreleg of the deer awkwardly, I press upwards to loosen the meat from its hook.  It’s way heavier than I expect, immediately swinging toward the ground when it’s freed from the wall.  The man’s eyes widen as the portion of deer drops below the tarp.  Keeping the momentum going, I use my other hand to lend some power to my upward stroke.  The man takes a step forward, quickly moving to pull his gun up toward my chest.  He’s too slow as the heavy frozen club hits him under the chin.   
 
    His teeth clack together audibly in the silent night.  The force of the blow knocks him backward; he trips, landing on one knee.  Not waiting to see what he’ll do next, I bring the weapon down on the back of his head as hard as I can swing it.  He drops flat on his chest in the snow.  Kicking his gun away from his outstretched arms, it’s hard to tell if he’s breathing.  Kneeling, his pulse is weak beneath my fingers.  He doesn’t have much on him; his gun and a pocketknife are pretty much it.   
 
    Retrieving my own weapons from where I had thrown them down, I check him once more.  Still out cold.  Maybe he’ll freeze to death.  I don’t care.  
 
    Turning my attention back to the front of the shelter, my ears strained over the wind, I realize that I haven’t heard anything in a while.  Moving back by the wall, it seems that my eyes are finally adjusting to the night.  Rifle butt tucked into my shoulder, I warily ease myself around the canvased end of my home.  Shay is there, face to face and gun to gun with another man.  “You okay?” I ask loudly as I swing into view. 
 
    She nods, not looking away from the other intruder. 
 
    Moving forward, I station myself about ten feet to Shay’s right, looking around for anything else that might be out of place.  
 
    “Where’s the third one?” He asks. At first, I don’t understand what he’s asking.  The third intruder?  “The pretty one with glasses?” He continues. 
 
    Joann.  
 
    How would he have known Joann was here?  She hadn’t been outside since we’d been back.  “Have you been watching us?”  I practically shout.  
 
    “Had to know what we were getting into,” he confirms.  “Figured you three wouldn’t be a match for us.”  
 
    “Well, I guess you were wrong.  Now, shut the fuck up and drop your gun.”  Shay’s voice is steady, calm.  It reassures me. 
 
    Lowering his gun slightly, he brings his forefinger and thumb up to his mouth.  By the time I realize what he’s doing, a shrill whistle sounds through the clearing.   
 
    From out of the darkness near the trees, roughly fifty feet away, movement becomes visible.  A lot of movement.  Within seconds, the shape of three mounted riders becomes more distinct.  Each of them is leading another saddled, rider-less horse.  Six in total?  If that’s true, where’s the- 
 
    Just then, a scream and barking sound behind me.  Joann and Meekah! 
 
    Pivoting, I run to the shelter.  Shay takes advantage of the man turning to watch me and dives for him.  I only catch it from the corner of my eye as I struggle to reach the rest of my family.  Adrenaline is pounding through me, my breath coming in heaves.  Ripping aside the thick fabric door, I’m not prepared for something to swing out and catch me in the stomach.  Instantly dropping to my knees, gasping for air, the shape of two unfamiliar boots moves into my line of sight.   
 
    Meekah is barking from somewhere nearby.  The world is spinning.   
 
    More shouting.   
 
    Someone running.   
 
    A gunshot.   
 
    A scream.  
 
    Beau, still in his area behind the tarp tries to rear up on his hindlegs in fear at the loud sound.  The entire shelter is jarred with the force of his panicked movements.   
 
    Another scream.  
 
    JOANN! 
 
    The blanket separating him from the living space is violently ripped down in Beau’s struggles; he tramples it in his haste to be clear of the noise and chaos.  His hooves come dangerously close to me, but I’m powerless to move out of his way.  The canvas end of the shelter is no match for his frantic movements as he fights to free himself from the confinement of his stall.   
 
    The tiniest whisper of air finally reaches my lungs.  Seconds later, I can almost take a full breath.   
 
    Get up!   
 
    Climbing to my feet, two figures wrestling around the small open space between our bunks become visible.  Long, brown hair is whipped back and forth; Joann’s attacker is a woman.  Meekah is dancing circles around the two, viciously barking and growling at the pair.  Taking a step closer, I see that they are struggling over a single handgun.  They shriek as they fight for control.   
 
    In an instant, a gunshot blasts through the small area.  Before I can tell who shot whom, something strikes me in the back hard enough to drive me forward to my knees.  Another gunshot. 
 
    My ears are ringing.  My stomach hurts.  My back hurts.  Have I been shot?   
 
    Planting my hands on the floor in front of me, a boot is placed on my back.  Roughly, I am shoved facedown into the floor.  Meekah is going crazy.  I can tell that she’s torn between getting to me and trying to warn away the strangers.   
 
    Another set of boots stomp by me.  One lashes out toward Meekah, just missing her head.  He kicks at her again.  This one catches her in the flank.  Yelping, she jumps on Shay’s bunk to get away.  For the moment, he leaves her alone.  
 
    Raising my head, I struggle to see if Joann is okay.  
 
    The back of a man is visible walking toward the motionless pair of women in a heap on the floor.  Roughly, he grabs the brunette by the shoulder.  She slumps to the side.  Hope shoots through me, if Joann shot the other woman, then she must be okay.   
 
    “Bitch got Stacey before I got her.  Shame.”   
 
    The man’s voice sends dread through me.  I close my eyes.  I don’t want to see.  
 
    Making his way back to me and the unseen body attached to the heavy boot planted between my shoulder blades, he makes a point to step on my outstretched fingers.  “Get her up,” he says.  
 
    The boot is removed.  Before I can get my hands under me, a gloved hand grips my hair and hood in a tight grip.  I won’t give them the satisfaction of a shout of pain.  The speaker is standing in front of me.  Without ceremony, I’m stripped of my weapons for the second time tonight.   
 
    The hand in my hair jerks me back and to one side.  Stumbling, I almost lose my footing, making the pain in my scalp amplify.  As I get my feet under me, the man who seems to be in control steps past me.  There, on the floor, is Joann.  Her lifeless body is face up, her eyes open and unblinking.  Blood stains one corner of her mouth and the single, jagged bullet wound in her throat. 
 
    “JOANN! NO!”  I try to throw off the hand in my hair.  I need to get to her.  Maybe I can stop the bleeding.  Maybe I can save her.  “Let me go!  Joann!” 
 
    A closed fist boxes my right ear, stunning me.  Some of the fight drains out of me. 
 
    Save your strength.  Mourn later. 
 
    Repeating this to myself, I turn my thoughts to Shay.  As we move out into the night, I silently pray that Meekah stays where she is.  No need to tempt them with the chance to hurt her further.   
 
    Shay is on her knees in the snow and I’m forced down beside her.  One of her eyes is puffy and swollen, her bottom lip split and bleeding.  An unmoving figure is facedown about ten yards away.  Another is nursing a bloody nose.  From the looks of it, she put up a good fight.  
 
    The man who shot Joann busies himself for a couple minutes building up the firepit.  The shapes of horses milling around the clearing become a little more visible.  I still only count six, plus Beau, who is farthest away from us.  As for the attackers: one clubbed behind the shelter, one dead inside, one dead outside… that leaves broken nose, the one who kicked me in the back, and the leader.   
 
    After the flames are built up, the one with the broken nose moves to the woodpile and pulls a few sticks free.  Wrapping them in some cloth, he lights them.  Handing them out to his companions, I get a good look at all three of them in the torchlight.  They all look somewhere between thirty and fifty years old.  Recently clean shaven and good hygiene.   
 
    “What do you want with us?” I ask. 
 
    The leader pulls Joann’s camp chair across the ground until he’s sitting directly across from us.  Pulling a hunting knife from the sheath at his waist, he slowly uses the tip to clean his fingernails.  “I said-.” 
 
    “I heard you,” he interrupts.  
 
    The one who kicked me is standing the closest to me; his gun is trained steadily at my head.  With his free hand, he digs in a jacket pocket pulling free a crudely rolled cigarette.  Using the torch to light it, his buddies laugh when he singes his eyelashes.  Looking around, he plants the butt of the torch beside the firepit so he can smoke and aim the gun freely.   
 
    This? 
 
    This is who got the best of us? 
 
    It only makes me angrier.   
 
    Sneaking a glance at Shay, I see her staring at the seated leader with a look of pure disgust and hatred.   
 
    “We hadn’t intended on killing you.  Maybe rough you up a bit.  You have plenty of food here, plenty to share with us, at least.”  Shay doesn’t blink at his response.  “But you all had to come out with guns drawn and force my hand.” 
 
    I hate this man.  I hate everything about him.  Why go on with this bullshit?  Just to taunt us?  Make us feel like this is somehow our fault?  The urge to jump on him and claw his eyes out is almost overwhelming.  
 
    He continues, but I’m not listening.  Broken Nose looks up suddenly; something behind me has drawn his attention.  No sound reaches me, but an urgent lick on one of my hands tells me that Meekah has joined us.  The one with his gun on me shuffles forward as if to aim a kick at her.  Leaning to block the kick, his boot catches me in the ribs.  Again, the air whooshes out of me. 
 
    All eyes on me, Shay springs into action. 
 
    Rolling onto the balls of her feet, she launches herself at the man with the gun.  It’s no longer pointed at me while he catches his balance after the kick.  He squeezes off a shot in his shock at being tackled.  They hit the ground with a loud thump.  The gun is shaken free of his hand, landing not far from me.   
 
    Jumping on the gun makes me feel like I’m being kicked in the ribs all over again.  Rolling onto my back, I aim the gun at the camp chair.  It’s empty.  Swinging the gun to the side, I see the leader pulling my rifle up to his shoulder to aim at Shay’s back.   
 
    My arm kicks back as I pull the trigger.  The gun is unfamiliar and almost comes free of my hand.  The force of the bullet in his chest makes him step back as he fires his gun.  Thankfully, it goes wide of Shay.   
 
    Meekah is barking again, but it’s muffled through the ringing in my ears from the gun blast.  Steadying my arm, I pan the gun to aim at Broken Nose who is still fumbling for his own.  The bullet takes him in the shoulder.  He falls to the ground.  His torch is thrown wide from his injured arm.  I don’t wait to see where it lands. 
 
    Shay is holding her own against the last man.  Holding my ribs with my left hand, I crawl to my feet.  Limping over to them, I put my forearm on my friend’s shoulder, the gun pointed straight down at his face.  The fight goes out of him at the sight of the barrel.  
 
    She rolls off him, wincing.  Looking around, she nods in thanks.  “Joann?”  
 
    I can only shake my head.  The words won’t form.   
 
    “Please.”  The man on the ground pleads up at me.  “I didn’t know what they were going to do.  I barely even know them! Please!”   
 
    Strange what you notice in these moments.  A thin scar under one eye mars an otherwise handsome man in his thirties.  The thought comes from far off; I don’t want to examine this and allow this animal to become a man.  
 
    My bullet shatters his face.   
 
    Shay has pulled herself up into a sitting position, her back against Joann’s stump.  She’s facing the shelter, her face blank.   
 
    Moving through the snow, I reach Broken Nose first.  One hand is pressed tightly against the wound in his shoulder.  Raising the gun, my bullet ruins another face.  
 
    The leader is lying motionless, but a bullet in the head is the only way I’ll be sure that he’s gone. 
 
    Good riddance, asshole.   
 
    I feel no guilt, only pain and rage. Suddenly exhausted, I slump onto my knees in front of Shay.  “Are you hurt?” I manage.  
 
    “Nothing serious.  How are the ribs?”  
 
    “Sore, but I’ll live.”  
 
    Taking her hands in mine, we are quiet for a moment.  I want to cry for Joann, but I think I’m in shock.  How did this happen?  How did it happen so fast?  
 
    A gunshot sounds at the same time as pain rips through my right arm.  
 
    Whipping around, I see the figure of the man I had clubbed coming toward us.  My left-hand cups my injury, hot blood running through my fingers.  “You’re going to pay for this!” he shouts. 
 
    I expect Shay to come rocketing off the ground in attack.  Turning, I see a dribble of blood drip from her mouth.  Both of her hands are pressed to her chest.  I shrink back in horror.  “Shay!  Oh my God!  Shay!” 
 
    A rattle echoes out through her open mouth in response.  Growing tense for a moment, she relaxes, her eyes locked on mine in death.  
 
    “NO!” 
 
    Turning back, the man is almost upon me.  
 
    To my left is the firepit and the pile of weapons taken from us.  The firelight glints off something metal.  Diving for it, the fingers of my left hand find the handle of Shay’s huge hunting knife.  He fires another shot, but it misses me.  Another one.  He’s still coming at me when he pulls the trigger again, but this time, the click of an empty magazine is all that’s left.  
 
    Screaming my anger, our bodies collide as I stand to meet his attack.  Stabbing as hard as I can with my weaker, left hand, the knife sinks into his neck.  Falling to the ground, I yank the knife back to stab him again, but my hand is slick with blood, leaving the knife wedged in bone and muscle.  He gurgles a last breath and lies still.   
 
    Rolling onto my back, Meekah frantically presses her head into my neck.  “It’s okay,” I say.  But then, as my adrenaline subsides, the ache in my ribs and the fire in my arm remind me that things are not okay.  A sob tears through my chest.  Holding my right arm with my left hand, I close my eyes and wail my sorrow through the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eventually, cold flakes of snow rouse me from the ground.  My face is sticky with tears.   
 
    To my horror, I see that the thrown torch landed close enough to the wall to ignite the limbs and undergrowth surrounding it.  By the time that I notice it, flames are licking the wall behind the shelter.  Moving as quickly as I can, tossing everything in reach out into the snow.  All of our backpacks, my medical bag, containers of dried fish and venison, jars of broth and vegetables, weapons, blankets, and pillows.   
 
    Picking around Joann’s body, I finally face her head on.  The tears are slipping down my cheeks again.   
 
    The canvas wall at the back of the shelter is starting to smolder.  When I’ve taken as much as I can, it’s time to move Shay.  With only my left hand, I grasp one arm and painstakingly drag her to our home.  The roof is melting in places by the time I get her inside.   
 
    The trees on the far side of the camp are on fire by this time; the clearing brightly illuminated in shades of orange and yellow.   Pulling my belongings far enough away to keep them safe, but close enough that I can feel the heat, I settle in the camp chair.  My medical bag at my feet, I strip my jacket and shirt off.  The gunshot that killed Shay only grazed my outer arm.  It still hurts like hell, but most of the bleeding has stopped.  Suturing with my left hand is difficult, but not impossible.  I’ll have a nasty scar, but somehow, having a physical memory of this night seems right.   
 
    With my ribs wrapped and my clothing replaced, Meekah and I watch our home become a funeral pyre for our two friends.  They deserve better, but it’s the best that I can do.   
 
    Is it fate that I should keep winding back up at square one?  That my dog and I are alone again with nothing but what we can carry?  It feels cruel, but I suppose dying would be worse.   
 
    Wrapping us in a blanket, I await the new day.  I’m not sure where we’ll go, but we can’t stay here.  
 
    It feels like the rest of the night lasts days.  When the first light breaches the clearing through the trees, a rough plan has formed.  Time to pack everything up and get the hell out of here.  
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