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   INTRODUCTION
 
    
 
   In 2026 the Pacific Ring of Fire shook the world causing untold damage regionally. While the volcanic activity was localized near the Palliser Island chain in French Polynesia, the effects are soon felt globally. Millions of metric tons of ash and debris spewed forth daily, reaching up to the highest levels of the atmosphere, where it then spread across the face of the planet like a funeral shroud. 
 
   As three new volcanoes formed, the world was held powerless as the sun slowly became blocked from view. Satellites and air travel were soon rendered all but useless and the world seemed a big place once again. Scientists across the globe scrambled to find new ways of producing enough food, having estimated that it would take more than a decade for the ash to settle enough to allow open-air agriculture again. The starvations began far sooner than expected.
 
   In 2029, over the span of forty-one hours, an already weakened America saw three of its nuclear generating stations destroyed. The terrorists only attacked plants situated on or near major bodies of water, multiplying the amount of damage done and land lost to radiation. Showing a range of coordination thought impossible to them, over forty well-armed combatants from a host of different Middle-Eastern nations participated directly in the assaults; hundreds more indirectly. 
 
   Using nothing more than conventional weaponry and some improvised explosives, assault groups of jihadists managed to achieve total melt-down at all but one of the plants. In the case of the Enrico Fermi Nuclear Generating Station which operated just south of Detroit, Michigan, it took nearly two days before the main reactor building exploded, dumping radioactive graphite and fuel rods out into the open air and water. 
 
   Huge areas of the country were evacuated simultaneously. “In an orderly fashion” went out the window within two hours of the roads becoming impassible. Chaos and panic reigned those first weeks, and even cities unaffected by the disaster saw heavy levels of unrest. Hundreds of thousands found themselves trapped, the path forward blocked, the path behind no longer an option. The government briefly faltered, as the scope of the problem seemed almost too big to comprehend. For all those people left behind to starve, cowering in the oppressive darkness, survival meant having to lose their faith and dignity, causing the horror of the situation to escalate. 
 
   All that could be mustered during these riotous times were a few overwhelmed, self-serving communities that resorted to regional currencies to keep a stranglehold over what resources still remained. In most cases, these towns and cities were just lucky enough to be both outside a disaster area and nearby a Military or National Guard base. This is where the lines started to be drawn. On one side people standing up and pushing back against the violence that threatened to consume everything, on the other throngs of refugees fighting over scraps.
 
    
 
   Note from the author
 
   Please be aware that this is my first novel and it has not been professionally edited. I intend to continue revising periodically to improve the experience. You, as the reader, can be of great help to me in reaching this goal. Please feel free to post any comments or concerns on the book’s Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/lookingbackthroughash. Thanks in advance, Wade Ebeling.
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   Chapter 1
 
   Sunday, August 21 - 2039
 
    
 
   “Moron,” he thought.
 
   His name was Daniel Moore, and after telling several lies he had finally reached a deal with the vendor. To anyone in the bazaar happening to pass them by, the two men would have appeared like they were engaged in a heated argument. This was considered completely normal behavior, however, and those people would have continued to walk on by. Some nearly-forgotten piece of Daniel reminded him that he loathed the use of intimidation as a bartering tactic, but in all of his twenty three years showing kindness had proven to be a surefire way of getting exactly nowhere. Despite this pained feeling, a wry smile adorned his thin, angular face. Above all else, Daniel had still gotten the better of the novice merchant. 
 
   In stark contrast to Daniel, the short, bearded man standing on the other side of the stall sported a very grim look. His eyes were squinted and his lips were puckered, as if he had just sipped some rancid lemon juice. The scowl seemed out of place on the weird man and, most certainly, did not agree with the comical aesthetics of his strange ensemble. Lengthy vivid-pink cloth wrappings were twisted around his lower legs, turning the wraps into a kind of calf-high sandal, and draped over his back was what looked to be a child’s raincoat. The way the cord held it tied around his neck made the slicker resemble a transparent cape that was dotted with cheery, top-hat wearing ducklings. Cut-off tweed dress pants strained to hold back his bulbous, bare belly. This man was obviously not well-fed; the rest of his body looked quite thin and fragile. The swollen joints and stomach were classic signs of starvation.
 
   Not wanting to give the dull-witted trader a moment to have a change of heart, Daniel hurriedly transferred items from the table into one of the two burlap bags that he had brought along. After he had finished, the stall was left looking quite sparse. He had swapped three useless textbooks for a cotton mop head, four mousetraps, a bight of hemp twine and six deformed tallow candles. It was a trade that only someone with an innate guile had a chance of pulling off. 
 
   In an act of pure malice Daniel had revealed to the vendor that he did not like dealing with the city of New Warren directly; even going on a rant about the Municipal Gas Stipends as proof of his convictions. To finish baiting the hook, he mentioned the books in his bag. Books that this vendor, if he bought them, would then have the prospect of selling to the only school in the area for a huge profit. This of course was nothing but a well-sold lie, told as if he should be obliged to Daniel in the end. 
 
   What the odd man did not know was most of the curriculum the city-funded school now taught with had been supplied to them years ago from a collection of books found in the front room of Daniel’s salvage-stuffed home. This was just the first of many profitable trades that he had brokered with the city over the past seven years. Ever so slowly the essentials that Daniel and his father before him had managed to collect together were being converted, helping to fill the void left behind by the more perishable of items. 
 
   Not for one second did Daniel feel sorry for this man. Those kinds of feelings, if they ever had existed in him, no longer came to the surface. In fact he was wondering if he should have kept pressing the nearly-toothless fool, certain that if he had even more could have been gained in the trade. It was mainly the thick, earwax-yellow candle made from some indeterminate type of corpse fat which Daniel still wanted. Unfortunately, that would have to wait; itt was always best to get away quickly after a deal had been made, well before a dispute could get started.
 
   Snappishly turning away from the latest victim of his haggling skills, Daniel continued threading down one of the long rows inside the sizeable bazaar. Dressed in his usual attire, khaki cargo pants, dark t-shirt, and hiking boots, held together by thread, glue, and good intentions, Daniel Moore stood out from the crowd at large. His clean clothes and blue-tinted sunglasses perched atop a faded ball cap gave off the aura of wealth, but it was the fact that he stood over six feet tall and was in obvious good health that really set him apart. Hard years of malnutrition stunted growth and hindered muscular development. Daniel showed no sign of these maladies which were all too common within the quarantine zone. 
 
   Having quickly traded away the books, Daniel shuffled his tall frame through the bustling market section of the Warehouse. Deftly ducking in and around other people as he headed for the far southeastern corner of the massive building. The conflicting sounds and smells found within the bazaar surrounded him in the most confusing of ways, both comforting and restrictive at the same time. What appeared on the surface to be utter chaos was in fact a carefully-choreographed play; filled fresh daily with equal parts of drama, comedy, and the ever-present tragedy. 
 
   Scavengers, who had finally managed to scrape together the initial balloon payment for renting a stall within the structured bazaar, were placed in the swap sections of the market along the eastern corners of the mammoth, powder-white structure. These areas contained a true potluck of goods and they also spilled over the natural confines of the Warehouse through numerous shutters. These openings were noting but dozens of 8-foot square cuts made into the heavy steel cladding of the building, all evenly spaced around the bottom of the thirty-five foot tall, I-beam framed structure. The impromptu portals had hinges attached across their tops and were kept propped open by large posts. Only closed during the foulest of weather, the shutters had only been allowed in the eastern half of the Warehouse, adding to the open-air atmosphere of the bazaar. 
 
   The main public entrance, centered on the eastern wall, led into the middle row that held all of the long-established traders, including the first of the tailors, cobblers, barbers, and beekeepers, giving them an advantage on sales. All the food products were compartmentalized on the southern side, as to be closer to the tavern, smoke house, and wood-fired ovens, all of which were housed inside lean-tos just outside. Further out, to help keep down the noise and stench, were the dog kennels, chicken coops, and rabbit hutches.
 
   The tavern was a long, narrow addition that used the Warehouse as its main support. Its roof was a series of intermixed tin and green plastic corrugated sheets that shed away most of the rainwater. It also had colorful spray paint on the front that scrolled out ‘The Alibi’ in a hard to read graffiti text. The bar top itself was nothing more than a few hollow-core doors turned on their sides and butted together. The inside of The Alibi smelled a combination of smoke, stale body odor, and vomit. This unpleasant smell did not stop it from being the city of New Warren’s most well-liked attraction, and it was nearly always full; no matter the hour. Selling packaged liquors and crazy weed out of a walk-up window on the side, all from the city-owned still and greenhouse, only added to its popularity and profitability. 
 
   The blacksmiths, leatherworkers, and gunsmiths were placed on the north side of the bazaar, offering them quick access to the shipping containers and forges found a dozen paces from the exterior wall. The public garage could also be found on this side of the Warehouse, housed inside a large steel canopy that was tightly wrapped in colored tarpaulins of blue and green. Every available car, truck, repair garage, and retail store within the City Council’s reach had been pilfered to build up its inventory, thus ensuring that nearly any conceivable replacement part could be found and installed here. This was usually done for a nominal fee; it was in the city’s best interest to keep as many vehicles in working order as possible, as they could sell more gasoline that way. Of course, this courtesy was only extended to the tax-paying residents of New Warren.
 
   Daniel played his parts of avid trader and self-imposed outsider quite well. Whenever something broke at home or was close to running out, it always meant a visit to the very heart of the city, and this was the Warehouse. Anything that you could ever imagine needing could be found here. While food, bullets, fuel, women, and dried young tobacco leaves might be at the top of the list for most, by no means were these things exclusive. 
 
   Two unarmed initiates of the New Warren Police Department began pushing their way forward. The people crowding around in the space near Daniel were quick to get out of the way of a developing shoving match up ahead. Both of the combatants wore the different colors of the gangs. One of the men wore burgundy and the other a washed-out shade of purple. Daniel had no idea what these colors denoted other than it obviously made the men sworn enemies. Every new migrant camp that popped up in the area gave the gangs ever more reason to continue the fight. The remaining scraps of the past society were now paid for by tooth and nail. 
 
   Daniel gave a nervous laugh as he passed by the brief struggle, mistakenly catching the eye of one of the purple gang member’s supporters. Streaks of blood were left on the floor as the men were dragged away. Both having received a swift beating from the swarming police. What they had managed to impart on one another was nothing compared to how they looked now. 
 
   Daniel watched the rough treatment without giving it much thought. Violent fights, sneaky stabbings, and even the odd, indiscriminate shooting were all still fairly commonplace around the public side of the Warehouse, despite the ever-tightening security. With the guards intervening in this case, Daniel had enough good sense to stop watching. Although it did make him casually settle his hand on the butt of the pistol on his right hip, which was secured inside a nylon holster by a safety strap with a quick-release snap. The ruckus also caused him to eye the crowd a bit more carefully; these fights could always be set up well before hand, a distraction for something much bigger.
 
   Perusing the wares and prices along a row of baker baskets gave Daniel the time needed to calculate which items on the grocery list he could actually manage to buy. While everything was for sale, if you could pay the asking price, he only possessed seventeen stipends. Beyond the salvage left inside his home, this was everything that he had left to his name. 
 
   The creased paper of Daniel’s municipal stipends were tucked safely away from the pickpockets, hidden inside a rabbit pelt pouch that hung on the end of a string, half-way down the inside of his pant leg. Avoiding human contact was all but impossible after entering into certain sections of the bazaar. Losing money to a crafty pickpocket, who used this fact to his or her advantage, was a lesson that Daniel only needed to experience once before it became ingrained. 
 
   Seventeen stipends, it seemed, did not buy what it used to. Daniel tried his best to stretch them out as far as they would go. Only managing to buy two heavy loaves of bread, a dozen eggs, a small paper bag of potato chips, the haunch of a medium-sized dog, and three hot-house tomatoes. 
 
   With both of his bags now as full as they were ever going to get, Daniel donned a posture meant for intimidation. He strode across the dirt-defined aisles with a lunging gait. Keeping his shoulders arched back he tried to look as tall as possible, while his muscled arms crept away from his body and his chest puffed out slightly. It was now time for the most dangerous part of any trip made to the Warehouse, and it involved keeping everything that he had stuffed inside the two burlap sacks. 
 
   Weaving his way closer to the exit, Daniel noticed that the guards had not resumed their posts after dealing with the earlier tussle. This made his shoulders reflexively droop slightly back down again, coiling his body for action by lowering his center of gravity. He stopped briefly at the large rolling door that served as the entrance into the Warehouse. Even the seldom felt warmth of the sun with its reaching-for-sunglasses brightness splashing on the stained concrete before him could not manage to raise his spirits. After the blue framed mirrors were in place over his eyes, Daniel still had to tilt his head downward to bring the brim of his hat into use. Once this shielding was in place, he could clearly see what was outside. Some fifty yards away, stretching out before him like a bad dream that refused to end, stood the swarm of ‘drifters’, at least this is what everyone with residency called them. 
 
   Driven by the prospect of landing a steady job, anyone hearing the rumors about the work camp further to the south came running in droves. The city was well known as the main staging area for all of the trucks, workers, and equipment that made its way down to contain the ecological disaster caused by the attack on the Fermi II nuclear power plant some ten years before. Despite their individual plights, the Council refused to take the drifters in, starving masses were nothing new after all, and a “pay to play” policy had been adopted long ago to deal with this problem. If you brought trade goods or a skill that was in demand you could pay your way in, maybe even get transported down to the work camp. If you showed up empty handed and unprepared, you just joined the rest of the group standing outside the Warehouse fence until you scrounged up something, or until you starved to death. 
 
   While most of the city’s more influential citizens lived sealed away inside the western housing section of the Warehouse, Daniel Moore owned a house outside the protected Warehouse boundaries and paid the taxes on it diligently. He had helped to build this world, earning free access to it in doing so. Being that Daniel could leave at any time, he always wanted to. There were perpetually too many milling bodies about, too many eyes looking for an angle. It was far too stressful to endure for any length of time. A deep-rooted mistrust of people ensured that his trips to the Warehouse were always kept short and without much interaction with others. 
 
   Deciding to give the guards a few more minutes to return, Daniel follow a dirt path to the right, skirting around the outside of the building. He walked slowly past a tattoo kiosk, watching the artist pumping away at a foot-powered gun as he worked on a rotund whore. Daniel pulled a spare pistol magazine from his left pocket, then stripped one of the cartridges before stuffing it back down. As always, he made sure that the magazine faced the right way, just in case he needed the extra rounds later. 
 
   Waiting his turn in the four-deep line outside the bar, Daniel turned the loose round over for two grams of potent looking marijuana. Through a hole in the plexiglass window Daniel mumbled, “Thanks.” to the acne-scarred girl on the other side. The triple-beam scale sitting between them showed that the weed had weighed a little over and he appreciated the small gesture. 
 
   As Daniel headed back around to the front, he gave a wide berth to four members of the ‘Trays’ gang. Each of them wore bright yellow jerkins that had been dyed using the inner bark of the eastern black oak tree. He knew all about this gang, everyone did. They had been the first bunch of hooligans to arrive on the scene with numbers big enough that the Council could not just employ the military to put them down like all the others. 
 
   The concentration of the Trays power lay inside a dome-shaped building to the west, which was once filled to the ceiling with road salt. After they gained controlled over this and an apartment block directly adjacent to it, the Trays became a force to be reckoned with. One of the towering apartment buildings became their hardened fortress. From there, dug in like ticks, they refined the salt down to finer grades. Once the Council realized there was no shaking the gang off their backs, they were quick to make an accord with them. Their vast supply of salt could be traded in the bazaar and, to prevent the brewing unrest, the Council made it widely known that only the one competing monopoly would be allowed. The salt game was controlled with an iron fist; these were definitely not the kind of people you trifled with.
 
   Making his way back around the beaten dirt path, Daniel tried to not look quite as scared as he felt. The guards had still not reappeared outside, and he knew he would have to deal with the crowd alone. With their carts full of useless salvage, the drifters found themselves in limbo when they arrived in New Warren. If they could not get one of the scarce clean-up jobs through the city, who supplied all of the workers to the camp, they were destined to remain outside of the fence gate until they could steal or sell enough wares to pay for a spot inside the bazaar. However, most of the people living outside of the Warehouse were themselves scavengers so, as a general rule, residents would not support the competition. Daniel was no different and he would usually try to completely ignore the drifters, unless something extremely rare had been found. Having looked briefly inside the carts that lined the trampled path on his way in, finding nothing of interest, the quicker he could get from the fence gate down to the blacktop parking lot would be all the better. 
 
   As it stood now, the old world was fast becoming useless and dead. A good number of things could be replicated, sometimes even quite handsomely, by using bits and baubles of formerly useful items. Nevertheless, remnants of the old world’s former glory no longer came easy to those searching them out, as any hidden scraps had to be dug from the ruination piece by piece.
 
   Knowledge that had once passed down to each following generation, just as a matter of simple survival, became abandoned when it was deemed no longer pertinent. As society thought itself progressing, these matters became nothing but archaic garbage piling up alongside the hi-tech road to the promised better life. Humans, though, are a clever lot when pushed to the brink, be it starvation, exhaustion, or sanity, and this mislaid-information quickly found a way to come back into favor. Just one long-forgotten book could revive an entire area. Once one person learned some tidbit of once-common wisdom, it had a way of making its way around with a velocity not seen since the verbal grape-vines of old.
 
   Still, when there is nothing left to be had, there is nothing left to be done about it except a reversion to the ‘might makes right’ mentality. And this just happened to be the exact point in time that the drifters found themselves trying to eke out a living. On any given day, where there used to be just a dozen or so transients at the gate, there were enough of them now that they honestly posed a threat, and what made this even worse was that they knew it. 
 
   As the years had passed around the Warehouse, the ranks of people standing outside the fence had swollen and contracted. Due to the sheer volume of foot traffic that came in and out through the gate, an easily removed chain drooping its way across the opening had been put up as a subtle deterrent. The rusty chain might show where the actual boundary line with the Warehouse was, but it was the knowledge of what would happen if caught trespassing that actually kept the drifters compliant; it would either be their worst day, or their worst and last day. 
 
   At least sixty of the drifters stood in Daniel’s way now, each the most desperate kind of person, each looking to gain a piece of the perceived better life on the other side of the razor wire crowned fence. Most of them were even more than willing to accomplish this base goal by any means necessary. Though they all came from different backgrounds, they still shared the same uniform. Torn, soot-streaked and poorly-fitted attempts at clothing associated them all as being in the same profession of searching through piles of burnt rubble. The few women within the crowd wore shapeless tunics, sewn together using snippets of mismatched, colorful materials. Their nipples poked out at odd angles, breasts having been pressed immobile by pieces of fabric tied tightly around their necks and torsos, different variations on the same halter-top theme.
 
   Some of the Drifters would most certainly have guns tucked away, but the weapons would be old and battered, most likely single shot rifles, cut down and mended with bailing wire, or homemade zip guns made from whatever materials happened to be close at hand. Almost everybody, including the women and their near-feral children, kept plainly visible one variety or another of the dual-purpose weapons. The kind of objects that could be helpful in breaching thick walls or digging through compacted wreckage, yet still useful for offensive and defensive purposes. The most common of these tools were fashioned axes of all sizes, pry bars of all lengths, and shortened shovels with replacement handles at the ready. In this abandoned corner of southeast Michigan, outside the ring of protection offered by New Warren, one moment you could be searching the basement of a collapsed house for a possible undiscovered pocket of riches, and fending off bushwhackers the next.
 
   Daniel’s pebble-kicking approach had aroused the hawkers to yell out their itineraries. These standardized lines were shouted without much zeal. After all, the audience was just one person. He, again, briefly entertained the thought of waiting for the guards to return outside before trying to leave. This he knew would only show the drifters the fear that they seemed to feed upon, giving them all the more reason to harass him when he did go through later on. 
 
   He rolled the tops of both bags tightly, and gripped them firmly with his left hand, thus freeing the right to stay in close proximity to the pistol. Always ready for quick-action, the recently cleaned and greased matte black Taurus PT24/7 PRO C DS sat forward on his hip. It was a semi-compact, handy automatic with a double-action trigger and a two-stage, decoking safety. It held twelve .45 cal., 55 grain rounds in the main magazine and 10, now 9 after buying the pot, in the smaller spare in his pocket. It was not the best gun for a shot of any range, but considering that the vast majority of the population now used melee weapons, and that most combat took place in the up-close-and-personal range, it suited his purposes just fine. Besides, it was the pistol his father had on him when he died. 
 
   Primed for the impending harassment, Daniel ducked under the chain, plunging himself into the middle of the disconcerting crowd that had started to collapse around him. Trying to preempt the worst of the pestering that had yet to happen, he yelled out, “I don’t want anything!” Some, but not nearly all, of the smelly throng parted upon hearing these seriously spoken words. It was only those who remained interested in him that Daniel really dreaded trying to deal with anyhow. 
 
   Three men became conspicuously separated from the group, which was now currently dividing itself along both sides of the narrow path. These men spaced themselves across the pathway like an echelon, obviously an attempt to slow his built-up momentum. To Daniel all three of the men looked quite pleased to have a new victim. It was the kind of look that only came along with prior success. 
 
   “Wha’cha got there?” the stocky man in the center asked cheerfully. 
 
   The man stood about five-foot-eight and played host to more hair on his body than anyone Daniel had ever encountered before. The armless, faded-blue flannel that he wore was unbuttoned revealing a thick, black mat of curly hair that stretched all the way from his belly to the top of his head. There was only a small oval around the man’s eyes where flesh could actually be seen, and even this was etched by a startling unibrow. It would have been comical to see this man from a distance, but Daniel felt none of that humor standing nearly face-to-face with him right now. His hands were empty, but the look in his eyes spoke volumes as to how dangerous this hairy man truly was, despite his friendly tone.
 
   Both of his flunkies, still perched just behind on either side, chuckled a little too eagerly. The tallest of the trio, pacing around to the right of the hairy man, stood almost as tall as Daniel, who was six feet two inches. He was shirtless and fidgety, every tendon and rib protruded with late-stage malnourishment. There was a large spade or knife stuck down his patched pants, held in place by an electrical cord serving as a belt. A pair of red-tinted ski goggles over his eyes and a length of brown material tied around his head served as an impromptu dust mask, but it also obscured the details of his face. 
 
   As intimidating as those two were, it was the shortest of the bunch that drew Daniel’s gaze. This man was covered in filth and blackened ash, making any attempt at discerning the original color of his clothing quite impossible. His face was scratched and scabbed, like he had fallen in a briar patch, repeatedly. This smudged mole-man was very deftly twirling a small camp axe. The motions of his hands were almost a blur as he expertly tossed and spun the honed blade from hand to hand. His skill with the weighty tool was very obvious.
 
   Daniel was forced to stop walking, just to keep a short distance between him and the three men. He was ringed on either side by carts and fellow drifters, who were starting to take an unhealthy interest in the exchange. Daniel once again contemplated turning around to make his way back up to the Warehouse. He might be able to get some of the guards to come back out, maybe even get an escort all the way down to his truck. 
 
   A flash of indecisiveness later, given the human proclivity for defending one’s bravado, he refused this option. It would only show the weakness that these lecherous bottom-feeders were looking for, what they thrived on. In fact there was no guarantee that Daniel would not be jumped from behind as soon as his back was turned. He suddenly felt that this was precisely what these men were trying to get him to do; bash him on the back of the head like cowards, no doubt.
 
   Instead of retreating, Daniel answered the hairy man’s question by making a quick flourish with his right arm, which ended when he placed his hand on the pistol, unsnapping the webbing that held it in place. 
 
   “Oh…Are you talking about this…? This here is a .45,” Daniel said happily in reply, like they had been friends forever and he was just showing off a new toy. Seeing that the men’s eyes were now fixed upon his hand and pistol, he clicked off the safety for added effect. Daniel was scared beyond all belief, his pulse quickened, his vision narrowed, and the sounds of the world started to fall away.
 
   The hairy man took a step forward, trying to keep his crocodile grin from going askew as he said, “No, no. Not that…,” his eyes rolled, “Those. What have you got in the bags, friend?” Despite the chuckle in his voice, Daniel could tell that some of the authority he was trying to convey had gone into hiding on him. “You got anything good in there that you might…say…like to share with us? I mean, we are friends, right?” He then turned his head to look at his cronies, watching them sequentially nod in agreement. 
 
   Daniel did not know whether the man did this as a reminder about his being outnumbered, or if he was just making sure that the pair still stood behind him. Either way, it bolstered him enough to take another step forward. The hairs on the back of Daniel’s neck stood up on end, and his palms suddenly felt moist and clammy. He had to take action soon, the man was almost within arm’s reach. 
 
   “I’ve got nothing for you…or your dogs,” Daniel spat, taking half a step backward, while smoothly pulling the pistol out at the same time. He kept the gun’s barrel pointed in a neutral position, the ground by his feet. Trying to force his peripheral vision back into use, Daniel darted his eyes around, desperate to ensure that no one was sneaking up on him from behind. Bringing the pistol into play could easily backfire. He was so handsomely outnumbered that it might quickly escalate the situation beyond his control. 
 
   Playing off of Daniel’s slight breach in etiquette the hairy man spoke, not just to him, but to the crowd in general. “Hey, there’s no need for that!” he announced, arms spread out wide. He had said it as if he was genuinely hurt by the sudden appearance of the gun. The hairy man was certainly smarter than Daniel had initially given him credit for. The man was testing the waters, seeing if he could urge more help from the surrounding crowd. The crowd, however, remained blissfully silent and motionless. No help was coming for either party.
 
   “Look, just get out of my way. I’m not in the mood to play with you or your fucking buddies right now,” Daniel expressed heavily. It was too late to try another tactic, best to stick with the illusionary position of strength. He attempted to accomplish this by including all three of the men in the overt threat, the pistol tilting up ever so slightly. There was still no mistaking that he was surrounded by a far superior force, even if their body odor did well-up tears.
 
   The dirty thug stopped spinning the axe, dangling it down by his knee; not a good position for a fast move. The tall skeleton of a man had still made no attempt to reach for whatever kind of weapon it was tucked down his pant leg. The zenith of the past few moments would come down to what the hairy man did next, as he was obviously the leader of this dysfunctional troupe. 
 
   The grin was wiped clean away from the hairy man’s face, as if Daniel had only imagined it there in the first place. It certainly no longer looked like a face that had seen many smiles. He now seemed to be trying to gauge the distance between himself and Daniel. His hand started to twitch while he apparently contemplated a suicidal lunge forward. 
 
   Survival out in the unprotected areas often meant having to swallow your pride, which is undoubtedly the absolute lowest form of the phrase ‘live to fight another day’. This was usually sold to the brain as a weighed-out equation involving energy expenditure over potential energy gained, but it still involved yielding ground first. Luckily for Daniel the fuzzy man had learned this lesson long before meeting up with him. 
 
   There was little chance of surviving a head-long attack, so the hairy man eventually relented. Looking more than ever like he was only one generation removed from having knuckles dragging on the ground, his brow furrowed, mentally struggling between bloodlust and self-preservation. “Yeah, you’re a big tough guy with that gun. Probably doesn’t even have any bullets in it. Bet’cha it don’t. I will remember this, ya know? We just…maybe…wanted a little of wha’cha got. An’ you go an’ pull a fuckin’ gun on us,” he spouted, trying to still sound tough, but it came across a little like whining. “Let the big man through. We’ll see him again…soon enough.” The hairy man hissed out this last part just loud enough to ensure that Daniel could still hear him.
 
   Like a dejected child with a few chuckles coming from the crowd, the man walked to the north side of the path, sitting down on the bumper of a truck-bed trailer to mope. His cronies followed suit after some ineffective posturing. The hairy man knew Daniel was not bluffing. He had always been able to tell lie from truth, fear had a way of making it very plain. This man was not as scared as he should have been. The gun he held was loaded, full of trusted ammunition too. Men were never that brave when counting on second or third generation reloads. 
 
   Despite having to pass within an uncomfortable proximity to the three men to get by, Daniel ignored his racing pulse and longing desire to go the other way, calmly saying, “While you are remembering, remember that you started this dumb shit, not me.” 
 
   Daniel kept the pistol in sight until after he had made it safely past the scoffing men. When his pulse reached a comfortable level again, he holstered it right next to his favorite blade. Hidden from view behind the large nylon holster was an Army pilot’s survival knife. The tanned leather of the metal-backed sheath had become supple after years of constant use. The sharpening stone within its built-in pouch, was now ground concave as a result of his compulsion to keep the blade honed razor sharp. He always carried it as a backup, just in case the pistol failed him in some way.
 
   “Better watch your back, you son-of-a-bitch,” the hairy man seethed through clenched, busted teeth, after Daniel had gotten far enough away to regain some of his lost boldness.
 
   “Okay…Thanks,” Daniel laughed, waving behind him. 
 
   Every fiber of his being wanted to turn around and put the man down for threatening him. There was no such thing as a hollow threat in this world. The hairy man had definitely meant it and Daniel was already projecting what he had said out into the future. From now on, every trip made to the Warehouse would be even more taxing than it already was, tainted by this man’s words. Daniel would most definitely have to watch his back. This was made all the more difficult because of the fact that he had to come here alone.
 
   It had always been a struggle for Daniel to control his temper. His formative years had been spent in isolation and he had never quite mastered the act of controlling his emotions. It was a hard thing to accomplish, being master and student at the same time. The depths of his anger grew with every step away from the drifters. Some of the anger directed itself at Corinne, his wife, who refused to come back to the Warehouse, despite having been basically raised there. She would not allow their four year-old daughter, Rebecca, to even step one foot inside either. 
 
   This was not because of the inherent dangers associated with the Warehouse; Daniel might even be able to understand that. Corinne’s reasoning, however unbelievable, was far more irrational than this. The root of her outright refusal to come back was the result of her mother, Susan Locke. For some reason, Susan had made zero effort to support or even acknowledge Corinne and Daniel’s marriage. Point of fact, not once had Susan ever left the comfort of the Warehouse housing units to come visit her daughter, or subsequently her granddaughter, at the Moore’s home. 
 
   This broken relationship between mother and daughter often worried Daniel, but now, especially after what had just happened, it infuriated him even more. If Corinne would have just come along, they could have parked on the other side of the Warehouse in the secured lot. She still retained the tag on her mother’s old car that would permit this benefit. Daniel’s wife and daughter could have visited with Susan, like normal people would often do, while he went off to do the shopping. In doing so he could have avoided the impeding drifters altogether. Just because he had residency and helped design, build, and supervise key modifications that went into making the Warehouse what it was today, it did not mean he was welcome in all areas. There were still plenty of people around who held his surname against him.
 
   Corinne’s only form of revenge to combat Susan’s shocking behavior was to never be the one who gave in first. She wouldn’t let Daniel take Rebecca along or let him use her car all because there was the slight chance that he might run into her mother. The whole thing confounded Daniel to no end; even though he loathed his father, he could not help wishing him alive from time to time.
 
   The overlooked variable in all of this was Rebecca, who only got to spend time with her grandmother on Wednesdays and Thursdays, the two days of the week when she attended the community daycare center while her parents went to work; Daniel with the Maintenance Department and Corrine as the general adjunct to the New Warren Council. Susan Locke once held the title of Director of Housing on the Council, but she left the position shortly after “injuring” her hip, which mysteriously happened to coincide with the week Corinne left to live with Daniel. 
 
   To see Rebecca, Susan would sit outside the Warehouse smoking her pungent cigarillos, waiting for Daniel to drive off in one of the Maintenance Department vehicles from the parking lot across the street. She would then take her electric cart over to City Hall, where the school and daycare were located. This maneuver gained Susan the unfettered access to Rebecca that she desired, without having to deal with Daniel or Corinne. Rebecca never understood why her grandmother always told her not to let her parents know about her visits, but after her mother’s reaction to the first time she let it slip, the young girl never mentioned it again. 
 
   Sporadic trips to the Warehouse bazaar and two days a week working for the Maintenance Department, always on the endless upkeep for the water and power systems, were the extent of Daniel’s forays into the world now. Two years ago, when the Maintenance Department cut his work load down, he was unofficially put in charge of raising Rebecca. It was as if parts of his old life withered and died, only to be surreptitiously replaced by the chores of parenthood. 
 
   Rebecca and Daniel took their baths together and he always tucked her into bed at night. It was up to him to cook all of the family meals and work on home-schooling her; the public schools were only free to those who lived inside the housing area of the Warehouse. Daniel looked forward to this task, because he still had plenty of useful books and enjoyed the act of teaching his daughter new things. Besides, the school was notoriously filled with governmental propaganda. 
 
   Even though Corinne only had her part-time job working as admin for the Council, it always consumed the bulk of her weekly allotments of patience, stress, and energy. Daniel tried his best to make life bearable for Corinne and pleasant for Rebecca. His empathetic work load was rarely complained about; it was still a far cry better than being alone.
 
   Daniel made it down to his passed-along and thoroughly rusted truck. He looked over his shoulder for the hundredth time, making sure that his new friends were not following behind. After lifting up the access hatch on the rear of the heavily-patched aluminum cap, he placed the two bags into the bed of the truck. His left knuckles struggled to relax, aching from the constant angry grip that he had been keeping on the burlap. 
 
   Manually unlocking the driver’s door, Daniel slid into the threadbare seat of the formerly black extended-cab truck. The key ring still held a dozen keys that no one still alive knew which locks they fit and a key fob, its battery long dead. He only left the useless items dangling from the ring because they had once held some kind of meaning to his father, and to take them off seemed like an affront to his memory. For quicker access, Daniel pulled the pistol out and wedged it between the exposed foam cushion of his seat and the cloth upholstery of the center jump seat. 
 
   After giving the twenty year-old engine a minute to idle out a little smoother, he eased out into the empty seven lanes of Klondike Avenue, rear differential clunking ominously as the truck shifted gears. Despite there being no other cars visible, he still looked both ways for people coming to and from the Warehouse. A practiced right turn followed by an immediate left had him picking up Cannon Drive at its western end. He passed by the busy City Hall building, which was on his right, before continuing on towards the east and the safety of home.
 
   Once on the road, after checking the mirrors several times, Daniel calmed down a little. All of the anger he was misdirecting at Corinne dissipated; it was not her fault that men like that existed. ‘I’m just glad she still works for the Council,’ he thought kindly of his wife. ‘Without her stipends…’ Although it was his mind that had started the panic-inducing thought, it was his body that punctuated it with a shiver. Corrine was paid well, far better than he was anyway.
 
   Daniel had become very adept at storing away all of the food that he bought or traded for at the Warehouse. He had amassed quite the larder in the basement by buying items in bulk and then finding clever ways to prolong its shelf life. With his meager pay barely covering the water bill now, this practice of long-term storage had become the main way that he helped out the household. All of the bigger fixes that he put into the house were just expected of him and he usually never got much credit for those. 
 
   Fear over his family’s future filled the conscious mind to brimming while the subconscious managed the task of driving him home. His thoughts started to meander down all of the usual dark pathways, eventually settling on the household checklist which was always kept close to the surface. Chores like scavenging and cleaning plastic bottles to store bags of beans or corn in had just become way of life, so had dropping a small perforated sachet of rice and salt into the bottles first to absorb any residual moisture left in the food. 
 
   Stockpiling items like tinder, matches, and candles was done out of necessity. While a makeshift light could be made out of nearly any shallow container, just by adding a tightly rolled strip of cotton to the fuel it contained; lanterns were much more portable and distinctly brighter. The hundreds of candles that he had once owned, all collected from the surrounding houses when he was younger, were close to being depleted, and he had even been forced to break-up and melt down all of the color-streaked, volcano-like glass bottles that were left behind. Daniel molded new candles by using a cardboard tube as the form and a spool of cotton twine as the wick. As a result, he had just recently started buying the often-inferior beeswax and tallow candles. They never burned as clean or as long, and they usually gave off an odor that was anything but fragrant. 
 
   The generator sitting in the Moore’s garage was never used anymore; they simply could not afford the gas to run it. Several red plastic 5-gallon jerry cans sat next to it in the garage, but only one of them was full of stabilized gasoline, and it was one of their most prized and cherished possessions. The house did have solar panels on the south side of the roof. Unfortunately, the ash falling from a series of new volcanoes in French Polynesia had rendered them useless. 
 
   The impact of the volcanoes was felt in every corner of the globe and its grit fouled machinery of all forms. Solar panels were ruined as the number of particulates increased, dimming the sun and damaging the panels themselves, most of which occurred when grit-filled rain fell, or when winter snows compressed on the panels before slowly sliding downward, carving away at the thin glass shroud over the photovoltaic cells, like repeated miniature glaciers. Food production took a sharp decline and when this was combined with the travel bans some localized starvations began.  
 
   With the world already ailing from the ash shroud, terrorists attacked three nuclear generating stations in three different states; Watts Bar on the Tennessee River, South Texas on the Gulf of Mexico, and Enrico Fermi II on the Detroit River. Large swaths of the country were plunged in to darkness and the electricity that everyone depended on was never to return in most places. Chaos reigned as uncontrolled evacuations took place causing further conflict within the neighboring areas. When the Department of Continuance arrived in the decimated city of Warren after a year of confusion and pain a strained sense of normalcy returned with them.
 
   What this meant to the Moore’s today, without any form of refrigeration, was that they only stored canned, jarred, and dried goods. Any small amounts of extra fresh meats, fruits, or vegetables that they found themselves with went straight into the dehydrator box for preservation. Daniel found it easiest just to dry everything thoroughly. The resultant dried food could be reconstituted days, weeks, or sometimes even months later. 
 
   Slowing the truck to a snail’s pace, Daniel watched a substantial band of scavengers at work. He had never witnessed an operation of this size before. Not only was the group the largest he had ever seen in this area, at least four families strong, but they looked to be very well organized as well. They were currently working together to systematically strip apart a house. The choicer contents of which had already been emptied out by Daniel long ago. 
 
   It took a painstaking amount of work to crack apart a home for the copper piping and wiring hidden within its walls and ceilings. Numerous piles of salvage dotted the overgrown front yard of the stick-framed house. The rubble was being dumped out of the way, tossed into a waterless swimming pool. Gutters were heaped into one pile, while tubing and wires were being stacked in others. Several mounds of lumber and other indiscernible items were strewn about, but this was not at all done in a random fashion. 
 
   The haggard men, women, and children, some no older than Rebecca’s four years, stopped working to give the passing truck hard stares. A man, who was pulling the last of the shingles from the roof shouted something obviously meant to be derisive before throwing a chunk of brick pulled from the tumbled chimney at the gawking man in the truck. The projectile sailed through the rare blue sky, all eyes following its path. It twisted and spun majestically before landing just short of the road, catching in the deep grass. Even though the man had missed what he had been aiming for, given the distance to the moving target, it had the desired effect; Daniel sped back up.
 
   ‘I guess that’s what people have been reduced to,’ Daniel thought, not realizing that his mind had jumped tracks on him. 
 
   These days, at least in this corner of the darkened world, everything meant to be perishable had already perished, either by means of consumption or contamination. Common items became rare, and rare items became non-existent. Adding to this problem was every new person that moved into the area, who only stretched out thinner what little resources did remain. 
 
   The Department of Continuance, which was shortened to D.o.C. and pronounced as ‘dock’, had helped prolong the fate surrounding Detroit. Brought into existence by a series of Presidential Orders, the D.o.C. was responsible for dealing with the combination of problems that plagued America at the time; namely the falling ash and serial riots. Even so, ever since their establishment of the compulsory ‘dark’ days, where power was cut to all but a few key parts of New Warren during daylight hours, everyone around knew that even the Department of Continuance, once thought to be all-powerful, was now running low on supplies.
 
   Due to the lack of options left available to him without the use of the generator and electric hotplates, the only thing that really changed for Daniel was his having to get more creative about how he cooked meals. At first a propane camping grill did most of the toil, but now that almost all of their extra propane bottles had all been used up, and that the price to refill a single thirty pound tank was nearing twenty stipends, he had all but abandoned it. Instead, Daniel saved what little propane the family still owned for use in the retro-fitted water heater. 
 
   A decade ago, National Guard mobilizations secured all of the propane filling stations and the stored massive inventories around their individual states. When the D.o.C. finally started refining new diesel and gasoline again, the by-product of which was more propane, they helped replenish what had been used thus far. After a short lapse, roughly a year to two years in most places, where the people went without assistance from the still developing D.o.C., the reformed government began supplying goods again. The city of New Warren was one of the first on the list to begin receive supplies, as the nuclear disaster to the south was given priority to be dealt with. Convoys started delivering the propane, different grades of fuel, and packaged foodstuffs, all of which had to be first flown into Selfridge Air National Guard base. Those trucks were now becoming increasingly infrequent and, when they did show up, the prices were frequently higher. 
 
   Daniel’s other limited options included solar ovens for making cornbread, muffins, or bannock, weather and dust level permitting, and fondue gel, which worked just fine to heat up the scarce can of soup or portion of fresh food of similar size. Almost every house that he searched in his youth held a screw-top tin or refill bottle of the flammable gel, and he made sure to collect it all. Several ‘pop can stoves’, what his dad would call ‘penny stoves’, gave just the right amount of heat and time to cook rice or beans. 
 
   His father had taught him how to make the small burners using nothing but salvaged aluminum cans, a sharp knife and a sharp nail. He had also left behind four cases of pure methanol fuel additive. The liquid within these yellow plastic bottles burned hot and clean, especially when used as fuel inside the fabricated stoves. Unfortunately, just like everything else his supply was running short with all of the increased usage. Although, he had just recently discovered that moonshine worked almost as well. 
 
   The Moore family lived just over three miles north of the Detroit barriers, which put them some fifteen miles within the quarantine zone. The rampant fires that had once plagued the unprotected areas, spreading unchecked, meant that New Warren had to outlaw the use of outside fires. Half-charred neighborhoods were apt to reignite, especially during the dry summers and winters. Fire was not just another concern to the city and its residents, it was one of their main concerns. Under the threat of harsh-to-severe penalties, most everyone, which included Daniel, obeyed. New Warren had managed to pull together fairly decent firefighting equipment and trained its volunteers well, but even with these safeties in place campfires and the burning of garbage were still strictly prohibited within city limits. 
 
   Using a fireplace to cook or heat your home was still permitted as long as the Maintenance Department came out to inspect the flue first. Daniel had gone through cords of wood heating a portion of the house during the winters, so he naturally cooked a lot by using the coals and a Dutch oven. It was amazing how much of his life was spent concerned with feeding himself and his family. It seemed that he was either cooking, cleaning, buying, storing, steeping, or eating. 
 
   It was still far better than being alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   After Daniel made the turn north off of Cannon drive he navigated the labyrinth of traversable roads within his burnt and barren subdivision. Most surface streets, especially those a mile and a half away of the Warehouse and City Hall were blocked off at various points. This was done intentionally in some cases, usually by a new water line or by residents not wanting visitors, but most of the time they had become naturally chocked by wind felled and driven trees. In this particular area few homes stood in a habitable state and only a fraction of those were occupied. 
 
   The path home required a meandering style of driving to avoid the numerous obstacles across the split and rutted roads, swerving around small sink holes and fallen trees. Some of these trees had been too large to be removed and it was far easier to drive around them on one of the formerly pristinely-manicured lawns. The smaller limbs, hacked from the tops of the trees to make a passageway large enough for a vehicle were piled up to aide in jumping curbs and as fill for the larger holes in the ruptured roadway. 
 
   Finally through the maze Daniel backed the truck in close to the garage of a white brick ranch-style home. All of the lawns had devolved back into a diverse concentration of lush grasses, wild flowers, and weeds, so he carefully wedged the truck between the knee-high meadow of his former neighbor’s yard and his wife’s formerly bright-red car. The lee-side of her two-door compact still held remnants of the original color. The rest like Daniel’s truck had been scrubbed clean by the coarse ash and rusted by exposure. 
 
   Daniel was glad to have gotten a chance to drive the truck even for only a couple of miles. A glance at the gas gauge told him that these little jaunts would soon be ending. His truck would then join the ranks of the other slowly decaying heaps already peppering the streets and driveways. He mindlessly holstered the pistol before side-stepping his way to the back of the truck. After gathering the bags from the bed and before locking the cap, he checked for sights and sounds that would warn of having been followed. There were already too many people who knew where they lived and he aimed to not add to that number.
 
   Confident that no one was around Daniel walked into the garage. Three bikes stood just inside ascending in order from Rebecca’s ‘princess-themed’ bike, past Corinne’s seldom used ‘cruiser’ model, up to the long-standing bike of Daniel. In a lonely childhood Daniel had outfitted the mountain bike with plastic crates. They were twice the size of normal milk crates and they sat atop front and back book racks. Two large saddle bags hanging from the rear framework completed the workhorse of a bike. 
 
   The three bikes sat opposite a tidy workbench in the two-car garage. Where a cramped pathway led to the inside door through ten feet of boxes, bags, and bins all filled with the spoils attained by years of scavenging. He stashed away the strong smelling weed in the wall mounted cabinet, right beside a dozen colorful glass pipes that he had found over the years. Walking back to the garage door Daniel pulled the safety release and slid the bar lock into the track when the door banged closed. 
 
   Greeting him just inside the door was the scent of dehydrating meat, which had a simple marinade of wild dill and parsley brushed on with sunflower oil. The dehydrator box was custom built to fit ten cookie cooling racks inside of it. The racks themselves were brought home decades before by his father from someplace called a home-goods store. The box that Daniel built ended up being quite tall and narrow. It had a line of holes drilled in along the bottom and a solar-powered fan attached on top. The holes and fan once used to keep a pet carrier cool, kept a steady supply of warm, dry air circulating up and out. 
 
   The whole contraption sat against the passive window of the south-facing sliding door that led out into the backyard. To help use the sun’s long-wave radiation to its fullest the outside of the box had been painted black and several pieces of reflective insulation had been framed out around it, creating a semi-sealed air space. The dehydrator worked quite well even on the days where dust filled the sky, diffusing the amount of available light and energy. 
 
   Daniel paused seeing if any other smells could be discerned. His nose was searching for the kind of odors that always accompanied food being cooked. Nothing of the sort could be found wafting through the house.
 
   Daniel thought, ‘Maybe, just maybe, she will make me a real meal someday.’ Chuckling to himself, he amended the thought, ‘Hell, even stale ramen noodles would be great.’ 
 
   He really could not blame Corinne for her lack of culinary knowledge. She had been raised inside the communal areas of the Church and then later the Warehouse. This meant with her mother on the Council, there were plenty of others around to do the manual labor, so she never had to cook for herself, let alone anyone else.
 
   "Hey, Babe," Daniel called out, directing it straight at the living room couch.
 
   The plush, brown leather couch, which had originally been found still wrapped in plastic in the break room of an old cell phone store, was hidden from view by the J-shaped, dark-grey kitchen countertop. When Corinne moved into the house twelve years ago she constantly complained about the former, abused countertop. Daniel discovered that the dilapidated home-improvement store still held wide Formica rolls that had survived the fires and lootings. He was sure that in the entire span of the last 6 years he had been the first husband within three counties to redo a kitchen counter for their wife. 
 
   Of course once this task was complete Daniel then had to search empty residences and businesses for suitable furniture. This included the couch and everything else the house lacked or did not meet up with Corinne’s standards. All of the numerous bins that had once littered the house were emptied and their contents put into suitable hiding spots. New gun-metal grey paint coated the walls and dozens of paintings and architectural designs adorned them. Matching bedroom sets were a must, as well as large rugs and runners to cover most of the varnish-lacking hardwood floors. Despite Daniel’s best efforts the green-blue carpet in the living room, cut to size from an office building’s meeting room, rippled in the middle from not having been stretched properly. Corinne made the house a home after much work done by Daniel.
 
   "Hey…You're back quick," Corinne replied slowly. “How did it go?”
 
   “It was alright, I guess. Lots of people were there today,” Daniel said, wondering how much he should tell her. “I got a few things that I know we can use. Sorry, but the milk is crazy expensive now. We still have plenty of that powdered stuff though…I don’t think Rebecca even notices the difference anymore.”
 
   “Did you get anything to eat? I’m getting pretty sick of rice and beans,” Corinne accused, figuring that he had only gone to the Warehouse to buy a bunch of useless crap for himself.
 
   “Yeah…I got some bread and eggs, a little meat, let’s see…some potato chips for Rebecca…” He knew better than to mention the weed out in the garage. “Listen, I only had a few stipends. You could go back over there after we get paid, you know? Although, it’s probably not the best of ideas after what happened to me today…” Daniel snarled with a slightly raised voice. Some of the anger was creeping its way back in.
 
   “Why? What happened this time?” Corinne moaned, as if whatever it was going to be was surely of his own doing.
 
   “Oh, it was nothing much. Just that three guys tried to jump me!” Daniel said, emphasizing the “jump”.
 
   “Really, what did they try? Did you say something to them?” Corrine asked, without any real interest. Daniel always had some kind of story to tell after going to the Warehouse and he had obviously not been hurt.
 
   Realizing that Corinne would never truly understand just how close he had come to a life or death situation, and that if he tried to explain it to her she would most likely blame him for not handling it better, Daniel downplayed the encounter. “It was just some drifters outside the fence. No big deal, honestly. The one guy was totally covered in hair.” He laughed at the remembrance, making the lie sound genuine. “You should have seen him, Babe. He looked like a big cat.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? Pretty hairy, you say? I’m just surprised that you are back so soon. Aren’t you the one that wanted some ‘alone time’?” Corinne asked coyly, setting him up for any future instances that he might dare ask for the same.
 
   “It was just that I traded those books for some really good stuff right after I got there. I worked over this new vendor pretty good.” Daniel laughed again, this time for real. “Once I got the food, I guess, I just…Well, you know me and crowds,” Daniel scoffed, it came across as defensive. “Where is Rebecca, by the way?” he asked quickly to change the subject, hoping that Corinne had not let their two months from five years old child go outside unsupervised again. He was still upset about the last time she had done this.
 
   After a long pause, Corinne replied uncertainly, “I think she’s downstairs…” Thus, indicating that the conversation should end here and now.
 
   Daniel knew not to push his wife further. If he kept questioning her about Rebecca’s whereabouts, it would ruin any chance that he had of enjoying a pleasant conversation later. Trying to stay right with the ways and rules of the world, Daniel calmly asked, “Are you hungry? I’m heading down to the basement. Do you need anything?”
 
   “I’m good. Oh…I guess we could use some water. The pitcher is empty again…” Corinne replied, taking the given way out more than the olive branch. She then returned to flipping pages on whatever romance novel that she was currently reading.
 
   Corinne had not meant for some of her responses to sound malicious. She had always been good about giving Daniel time to go read or putt around on his projects. It was not her fault that Daniel did not use his prearranged time efficiently. To her it was as if he seemed to dread being on his own.
 
   Daniel spun on his heel and headed down the stairwell that was right beside the door out to the garage and across from the unused half bath. Moving before Corinne decided that she was hungry too, he switched the biting canvas bags into his right hand allowing blood to flow back into his left, which now had semi-permanent creases laced across the palm.
 
   In the all-around Corinne was a good mother. When it came to keeping Rebecca in clean clothes, plentiful toys, and appropriate books Corinne was the best. Daniel still loved his wife dearly, despite their recent problems. She knew that his work ethic had extended the job with the Maintenance Department into the current part-time position. It was just that, as tends to happen between spouses who stop communicating on a genuine level, the stress of the shrinking stipend budget had slowly crept into an unspoken distance between them. 
 
   Corinne was a pretty natural blonde of average height, who had soft, rounded facial features highlighted by piercing, ice-blue eyes. Over the past few years she had gotten just a little heavy for a woman of twenty-two. Most of the weight having been gained during her pregnancy with Rebecca, Daniel tending to her every whim and craving and she just did not get enough exercise to lose the troublesome weight. Daniel suspected that a mild case of depression about this had added a little to the distance between them too. 
 
   By any means they were not cold to one another. Daniel and Corinne still loved to talk as long as it was about other people or to plan activities for Rebecca. He struggled with being a stay-at-home dad most of the time and she struggled with the constant belt-tightening. Both of the formerly avid lovers struggled with the lack of privacy that before the birth of Rebecca had been taken for granted. A deep love for their daughter kept any arguments they had quiet and short.
 
   Daniel descended the stairs with an agility that showed his twenty three years. With broad shoulders and narrow hips, he stood just over six feet two inches tall and found himself weighing-in at over 200 pounds for the first time in his life. Strong cheek bones and a sharp jaw line sat beneath pensive, worry-lined, brown eyes. His muscles were like taut cables stretched over, what some considered to be, a thin skeletal frame. Lack of steady work had let all of his nagging injuries heal. That same lack of work had also given him a slight paunch and sprouted the first onset of grays into otherwise short, brown hair. 
 
   Daniel spotted his daughter sitting in the dark quietly painting impressionist art in her corner, which was now completely dedicated to childhood diversions. Coming up to his waist Rebecca shared her mother’s hair color and father’s narrow frame and deep-set, brown eyes. It was obvious that she was going to get nothing but more beautiful as she aged; a disturbing thought for a father. Daniel couldn't help but smile when he addressed her, "Hi, Bugs! Why don’t you have a light?”
 
   "Daddy! You home?" Rebecca beamed, her white teeth shining like a beacon. “I was gonna ask Mom…”
 
   “No problem, sweetie,” Daniel sighed. “And, yep, I'm home. Are you hungry at all?” he asked, knowing that her question was really a statement of true joy for his return. 
 
   "Oh, I thought…” She shot a glance at the now lit lantern hanging from the ceiling. “Can I have a pickle?" Rebecca, completely unfazed by the unnecessary inconvenience, vocalized the first item that she could think of which qualified as food.
 
   "No way, honey. You need to eat something good…Understand? How about I make us some fried egg sandwiches with…,” Daniel fumbled trying to open the bags, “some chips?" he posed, revealing the tell-tale, oil-stained brown paper bag. He was trying hard to find the line of compromise between nourishing and palatable to a four year-old girl. 
 
   "Okay," Rebecca sighed, the prospect of getting some fresh chips and her general level of hunger being the reasons for the rare, easy resignation. Stubbornness was something else that she shared with her mother.
 
   "All-righty, give me a minute," Daniel said, the warmth evident in his voice and eyes. 
 
   Twelve years ago his father had done all of the finishing work on the basement himself and his mother decorated it in the rustic style. Being so far underwater on their mortgage, selling was not an option for them in the faltering economy of the time and the family only got one year to enjoy the new basement before the foreclosure came. A year later with the world burning around him at only thirteen years of age, Daniel was the only one who would move back in full-time.
 
   He set the bag of brick-a-brak down outside the storeroom and walked the food across the 30’x50’ main room of the basement. The floor was covered in cropped, brown carpet that seemed to float beneath the transition with the walls, which were painted a companionable, lively-green paint. The door leading into the storeroom behind him went back alongside the stairs and storage shelves into the space that held the water heater, solar battery bank, utility tub, and furnace further down, off to the right. 
 
   Daniel entered the left of two bedroom doors that were separated along the main partition wall. This bedroom had been repurposed into a pantry and kitchenette. The other bedroom held what little was left of the supplies his father had gathered together before his death. A sideways, walk-through closet linked the two bedrooms with doors on opposite ends. 
 
   The pantry consisted of two, wide, black plastic racks that were lined top-to-bottom with canned and jarred goods.  Stacks of old plastic bottles were penned-in against the walls like cords of split wood filled with dried rice, corn, wheat, beans, and oats. Daniel had converted a long, folding, poker table into a work space by cutting off the padded rails and attaching a length of counter top to it. This created a sturdy and ample surface that held all the various stoves and the hand-crank grain grinder, used to make fresh flours and meals. Odds and ends such as garbage bags stuffed with thin grocery bags and boxes filled with printer paper poked out from underneath the table. 
 
   Four slices were cut from one of the newly purchased loaves, two thick and two thin. Daniel then stashed the rest of the loaf inside the bread box; crafted to sustain the preservative-free bread’s freshness longer. Once he removed two eggs from the carton he wiped the rest down with mineral oil, then he put both the eggs and the tenderloin of dog into the garbage can that lined the dug root cellar in the closet. The eggs would keep quite a long while this way, whereas the meat might only last for two or three days before the rancid bits would need to be cut away.
 
   Lunch was made quickly and eaten slowly. Rebecca thought it hilarious that her Father had chosen to eat with her at the scaled-down child’s table that dominated her little corner of the world. Other than on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, when Rebecca’s days were spent at the community daycare center, this corner was where she spent most of her time. 
 
   Daniel used the poor air quality outside, which was a genuine concern at times, as his excuse for not letting Rebecca explore the world as he had. Sadly, the truth being the greatest danger that young girls and boys faced while growing up was strangers, who were without ample reason to contain their impulses. Rebecca was kept hidden away from the beginning; it was just safer for everyone that way. Temptations were very powerful drivers in this new world and in most cases easier to fulfill. Daniel and Corinne had to accept that they were going to be at higher risk when their child was born, especially when the child turned out to be a girl. 
 
   After putting the new supplies away in the storeroom, Daniel vacuum sealed the finished jerky and carrot crisps, accomplishing this using lung power and a straw. Keeping busy to avoid having to talk to Corrine, he replaced the wicks in all three of the household lanterns and topped off their oil. The new wicks were made by trimming loose cotton coils from a mop head and then soaking the strands in a salt water solution before hanging them to dry. After readying light sources for the oppressive evenings he went outside to draw three buckets of water from the rain barrels for use in the kitchen and bathroom. 
 
   At the end of the upstairs hallway amidst the three bedrooms the main bathroom received two buckets of untreated water and an old phonebook. They used the water to rinse urine down the toilet and the ubiquitous yellow books had extremely thin paper pages that could be ripped out and softened by repeated crumpling as you sat on the crap bucket. The bucket was fashioned from nothing more than a 5-gallon bucket with a plastic grocery bag suspended under its plywood lid and an oval cut into the center with a toilet seat glued in place. 
 
   The body’s solid waste, caught by the plastic bag in the bucket, was removed and tied-off then placed inside a large garbage bag housed within a snap-lidded bin to aid in keeping everything sanitary. Having tried several versions of this system over the years, he knew there was no way to eliminate the stench altogether, but it made disposal of feces easier and less frequent. 
 
   The last bucket of rain water was put through a large filter for use in the kitchen. After the water had finished its purifying, slow dribble, Daniel poured half of the clean water into two cut-down pails, each of which sat inside the separate basins of the stainless steel kitchen sink. The other half was reserved as drinking water in the cool root cellar. 
 
   His father, Allen Moore, had assembled the filter, after the initial chaos that followed the terrorist attacks had died down a bit. Two buckets with lids firmly in place were joined atop one other, a ceramic cartridge and length of clear plastic tubing circumventing them. All Daniel had to do was pour rain water into the top bucket of the filter to create a pressure siphon, which would then pull the water through the cartridge. Once the rain water bucket was emptied, it was wiped out with a bleach-dampened rag and sat on the floor beside the chair where the filter sat. The bottom bucket of the ad-hoc filter had a small plastic spigot that would refill the, now cleaned, rain water bucket. Daniel diligently changed the cartridge out every year, borrowing from the vast supply of them left behind by his father.
 
   Dinners were always the largest meals at the Moore household. It was an effort to clear out what little food may have been placed inside the ‘cold hole’ during the past days. Daniel would much rather see the food eaten with a few complaints than to watch it spoil. The mood was light as the Moore’s sat laughing over an unusually diverse dinner of reheated and cold foods. 
 
   After everyone had been fed, Daniel lit two lanterns, thankful that the new wicks had gotten enough time to soak in the oil. Thus allowing them to burn brightly while only giving off the thinnest tendrils of oily, black smoke, which muddled and smudged the interior of the lamp’s glass chimneys. Once he had started using the lanterns almost exclusively, it did not take long to realize that the longer you allowed the swirled soot to build-up, the dimmer the lamp became and the harder it was to clean off. It had taken him quite a while to find the perfect-sized flame that cut right between the line of conservation of oil and brightness of illumination. The lower the flame, the dirtier the lamp burned, especially when using improvised wicks. To clean the glass chimneys, Daniel used wadded newspaper in combination with a solution made up of 2 cups water, ¼ cup vinegar, and two shots of moonshine.
 
   He left one lantern by the sink for Corinne to have enough light to wash the shallow pot, frying pan, plastic bowls, and silverware that had been sullied by cooking the day’s meals. He carried the other lantern, along with Rebecca, into the pink bedroom. Daniel placed the comforting light source on the dresser, to the left of the door, so he could gently lay Rebecca down on her bed using both of his arms.
 
   “I want my blankie,” Rebecca demanded tiredly.
 
   “Where is it, Bugs?” Daniel groaned, as he spun the crank on a LED lantern that served as her nightlight.
 
   “I think downstairs,” she answered, very little confidence backing it up. As she scooted over onto her pillow, which had a yellow-haired maiden frozen in a toothy smile on it, she yawned while trying to ask, “Can you take my pants off?”
 
    
 
   “Sure can. It’s really getting hot in here, huh?” Daniel asked the obvious question with a goofy expression. Immediately wondering why he dumbed-down the way he spoke when talking to his own child. He reaffirmed his desire to start speaking plainly, for Rebecca’s benefit, before pulling on both legs of her faded-pink, cotton pants.
 
   Now free of the sweltering clothing, of which she would not have put on in the first place if anyone would have just listened to her, Rebecca smiled. “Are we going to sleep in the basement again, Daddy?” she speculated excitedly, her memory as sharp as ever.
 
   “I’ll ask your mom if we can move our beds down soon. How’s that sound?”
 
   “You will ask me what?” Corinne inquired cautiously, poking her head into the small room.
 
   “Daddy said we should move down to the basement again!” Rebecca answered brightly, and quite loudly.
 
   “Yeah, I guess we should,” Corrine relinquished. “I could barely sleep last night. Goodnight, Rebecca. I don’t want to be woken up tonight. You hear me?” She then moved past the door looking lost in thought. The lantern she carried danced light across the pale skin of her arm and face as she moved past, like a glowing, disembodied specter. 
 
   “Good night, Mommy! Love you!” Rebecca called, just after the hallway had blinked dark again.
 
   Corinne had headed straight into the bathroom without uttering another word, shutting the door quietly behind her. Daniel could deduce this from the recognizable clicking noise the latch made as it sprung back out into the strike plate.
 
   Daniel and Rebecca gave each other funny smiles trying to not make the first sound. Rebecca broke first, starting to laugh in the fakest and truest of ways. Daniel tickled her sides as punishment, making her suck for gulps of air given the laughter’s long duration.
 
   “Okay, okay. Lay down for me and I’ll go get your blanket,” Daniel laughed out.
 
   “Alright…G’night Dad. I love you,” Rebecca’s response came while enduring the jaw-locking effects of another great yawn. She lazily rolled over and settled down, satisfying Daniel’s lone stipulation regarding her near-constant companion.
 
   “Night Rebecca. I love you too,” he said softly, tucking his daughter’s flaxen hair behind her ear. He turned on the hand-crank LED lantern, blinking at the sudden brightness. Turning away from the bed he retrieved his light and headed for the basement in search of her pink support system.
 
   Daniel found that he needed to replace the lids on the last of the precious paint jars and rinse out the fuzzy-topped, battered paint brushes before he could even start looking for her blanket. It amazed him how quickly the little girl had gone through almost an entire art classes’ worth of supplies. He eventually found Rebecca’s blanket tucked behind her table, only after he had searched everywhere else for it first. 
 
   Daniel had collected the art supplies, the shelves of books in the front room and all of the other scavenged items in the garage and basement during the years he spent breaking into the local homes, businesses and schools. He could still remember thinking that he would never be able to use it all. Of course that was well before he had a wife and child. Nowadays, he found himself trying to stem the tide of when the stored goods would run out. 
 
   Upstairs, blanket in hand Daniel crept back into Rebecca’s pink room, gently placing the fuzzy material over her legs. He snuck back out and continued down the hall to the master bedroom. Corinne was just setting down a wind-up alarm clock on her nightstand as he entered.
 
   “You getting up early?” Daniel asked, having completely forgotten that Corrine had been told to start working on Mondays again.
 
   “Seriously? I swear…You must not listen to anything I say…”
 
   In a flash, it all came back to him. Her mood today suddenly made all the sense in the world. 
 
   “…Oh um. You sure you don’t want a ride in?” he added quickly, trying to get back on her side. “Rebecca would probably love to take a last ride in the truck. I mean, it only has a little…”
 
   “I can drive myself,” Corrine said flatly. “Besides, I was gonna get up early…get ready there…” she added.
 
   Daniel could tell that his wife was looking forward to pampering herself in the morning. Making the fact that she had completely ignored what he was trying to say about the truck hurt a little less. Why shouldn’t she look forward to a little time alone with electricity and a blow dryer?
 
   “You mind if I read a while?” he asked softly, a smile almost showing.
 
   “I can’t sleep with those candles…” Corinne replied, weariness filling in her voice.
 
   Daniel grabbed the book on mountaineering that he was currently struggling to finish from a side table. The book was a complete disappointment filled with dialogue and fluff, while hardly any useful information had been gleaned from it. Taking the only light source with him, Corrine had just snuffed her lantern, he left the room with a nonchalantly spoken, “Alright, Babe. I’ll be back in a little bit.” 
 
   There was really no need to upset her about such a trivial thing, even though he felt somewhat annoyed about never being able to read in his own bed at night. Reading had become Daniel’s form of escape during the years he spent alone, and it usually mattered very little to him what the subject matter was about. Where learning about different knots and traps was amazingly fun and time consuming to him, the books about architecture and needlepoint held just as much allure. Knowledge was a standalone goal, especially to a socially-deprived adolescent. 
 
   Knowing that Corinne had to get up early to leave for work was not helping to soothe him. Lying down on the adhesive leather couch, sweating more than reading, Daniel looked up longingly at the stagnant ceiling fan. The ashen dust would coat everything inside the house if he opened the doors in an effort to gain some semblance of relief from the accursed summer heat. The doors were his only choice as there was really no way for him to physically open the windows, they had all been sealed shut long ago. 
 
   The worst of the dust storms had seemed to pass and the atmosphere looked clearer with each passing year. As he thought of his trip to the Warehouse earlier in the day, Daniel realized that almost no one including him was wearing masks to guard against the choking particulates. This alone stood as testimony to the fact that the dusts were easing up. He thought of opening the sliding door and standing in front of it for a while just to catch a slight breeze. Corinne waking up to a fine layer of dust coating everything in the house would not be considered trivial, so Daniel endured the safe choice. 
 
   When he was a child the sunlight would almost be completely blocked out by the dust on some days. The sun itself became nothing more than a hazy brightness in the sky, its true position could never be ascertained. The growing seasons were shortened significantly and had to be accomplished in sealed hot houses to keep the plants protected. 
 
   It had only been a year since Daniel started making attempts at growing food in the backyard. This was made possible due to the fact that the ash had finally lessened to the point where the nearly-full power of the sun could be felt again. Additionally, Daniel could see the end of consumer goods coming down the pike. Refilling the numerous boxes of canning jars he had emptied over the years was really the only foreseeable option moving forward. To keep Rebecca in nourishing produce year round without his full-time pay was going to require a rather sizeable addition to the garden patches next year. 
 
   Daniel struggled with the warmth and dim lighting for a while longer, retaining nothing of what he had read so far. His sagging eyelids eventually forced him to peel his back away from the soft leather couch and head back into the bedroom with Corinne.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   Water was intensely metered to help pinpoint the location of leaks. The quantity that each household was permitted to pull from the tap was based on a mathematical ratio, mainly determined by how many people drew from the same line. This arrangement worked very well, as it was controlled by stiff fines. 
 
   The Maintenance Department worked tirelessly for years to get sections of the water system operational. Before the Polynesian volcanoes polluted the world, the City of Warren had started updating portions of its 70 year-old water system. This meant that the old maintenance yards held pipe, valves and back hoes, along with precious replacement parts; almost all the materials needed to start water flowing again. 
 
   The D.o.C. supplied all the missing pieces needed to get the pump and pressure houses operational. This crude yet effective technique pulled water from the Red Run drainage, southeast of the city buildings and kept it pressurized by means of closed-loop. Anything not being used was sealed off, minimizing the amount of new pipes that had to be replaced above and underground. To keep the water flowing at the Warehouse even when the system was turned off it was pumped by generator into the water tower that sat in the center of the General Motors Technical Center. 
 
   The water that was supplied to the surrounding area removed most of the sediment and chemicals, but still needed to be boiled or filtered to be made potable. Given the power restraints, it was impossible to remove all the pathogenic bacteria. The city had no way to control what leeched into the flow, and it made little difference to the person drinking the water whether it was some flesh rotting upstream or if it was some vehicle dripping poison.
 
   Corinne took a brief shower every morning when the water was flowing. To her it was seen as absolutely necessary. When the water system lost pressure she would be reduced to hand washing with tepid water. This alone was enough to make her cry some days. Hefting the bucket of water to flush the toilet was despised, but washing dishes in buckets of filtered rain water was not quite as bad, Daniel filled and emptied those. Corinne only endured these menial tasks, so that her showers could be extended by a few minutes. 
 
   Wanting to leave with enough time to finish blow drying her hair and affix her make-up before starting work, Corrine stuffed a bag and made for the door. After a childhood spent in a constant state of filth, hot showers and the ability to cover blemishes had become the things that sustained. She would not willingly return to a life without these requirements. 
 
   Her addiction to beauty products began shortly after puberty and could be attributed to the force that her mother applied to ensure that it was so. This compulsion was enabled by every enthusiastic beau, right up to the point where Daniel presented an entire storage bin of salvaged products to her. The petite vials and containers had all been acquired from neighboring homes, as were loads of other things under the heading of ‘will find a use for later’. He never would have guessed that the contents of all those medicine cabinets would end up being the perfect engagement present.
 
   Corinne swiped away the fine dust that had settled around the edges of her car door using a small brush that she kept in her purse exclusively for this purpose. Only two tinny-sounding speakers worked in the car when she took over possession of it from her mother, but it was still better than nothing. Before pulling away from the house she changed the CD in the otherwise useless radio to something more soothing and melodious. 
 
   Music did not really hold that large a part in her life beyond that of the odd celebration or live musician at the bar. Compact disks at least those not scratched beyond repair, could be purchased in bulk. Even though a few artists or bands names could still be read on the circular artwork Corinne had never paid that much attention to them, other than to use the colors as an easy way to remember which ones she liked. She knew that the compact disk with blue-gray swirls and four red carnations on it was one of her favorites, but she could care less about what the name of the band actually was.
 
   Corinne, who was one of the only two females on the top floor worked at the consolidated New Warren City Hall and Police/Fire hub. This meant unlike the first three floors where the majority of people worked or attended class, the small women’s bathroom on the fourth floor would only have her and Marisa Donner inside. 
 
   Corrine’s bag held everything she needed to finish her hair and face, as well as a black pantsuit which probably had more replacement thread than original, and a white and black, horizontally-striped blouse. Only people who lived inside the Warehouse had access to around the clock juice and only a few of those actually worked at City Hall across the street. The rest of the workers lived somewhere close by and most used the supplied power inside to finish any needed primping, just in the larger washrooms downstairs. 
 
   In a grand show of New Warren’s authority, City Hall which was a four-storied building twice as long as it was wide was supplied electricity during the weekdays. City Hall was usually a hive of activity on these days as it housed all of the social services on the first floor, bank on the second, school rooms for children under the age of twelve on the third and Council business on the fourth. 
 
   Despite the early hour people walking, biking, pulling carts and even driving the occasional car or truck all slowed Corinne’s progress. It was beyond her to conceive that this daily migration was just people trying to avoid the brunt of a summer day’s pain. She paid no heed to their plights, or to the contempt showing in their eyes. The drifters had grown exponentially in numbers and should have been a major cause of concern to a lone female driving down the road, but it did not affect her in this way. They could not touch her in the world where she lived. The dirty drifters passed by almost unnoticed, like they hardly even existed at all; sub-humans the lot. 
 
   Corinne was allowed to park inside the gated west lot. This required her to punch in a code to gain entrance, the raising of the plastic entry bar always made her feel special. This lot was usually reserved for the Council, Corinne’s bosses and the fire and police chiefs. 
 
   She walked the short distance to the back entrance of the red utility brick and tinted glass monolith. Using this limestone-clad doorway always made Corinne happy that she didn’t have to go through the usual platitudes with the rank-and-file forced to funnel in through the main entrance on the other side of the building. Once inside the small glass-faced atrium, striding right past the interior door leading to the stairwell, she headed straight for the elevator. As far as Corrine was concerned this was a perk for being so invaluable. 
 
   When the door dinged open on the fourth floor she turned away from the mirrored surround of the elevator car. Giving a cursory glance down the hallway to the right making sure that it was indeed empty, she turned and started walking to the left. The hall dead-ended at a water fountain which stood guard between the two self-closing doors that kept the sexes separate.
 
   Safely inside the women’s bathroom, and without anyone seeing her unprepared state, Corinne was surprised to find the resonate space empty. It seemed that she would, thankfully have some time alone. Marisa, her co-worker was married to Lieutenant Bob Donner of the New Warren Protective Police Force and his shift started at six a.m. Every weekday Bob would give Marisa an escort over from their Warehouse housing unit. Corrine only knew this because Marisa made sure to mention it all the time. 
 
   Shortly after the greater Detroit area was thrown into turmoil, Bob Donner at the age of ten years old was informally adopted by Troy Campbell, the current Chief of Police. On that day Bob lost his mother and two older sisters. He’d followed Troy around like a compliant puppy ever since. When the Council appointed Troy as the Chief of the newly formed Police Force, one of his first proclamations was to name Bob, barely a teen-ager at the time as one of his lieutenants. 
 
   It went without saying that anyone messing with Bob, messed with Troy. It was also often said that messing with Troy Campbell was tantamount to a death sentence. This subject was usually brought up right after a person fitting that very description had just disappeared from the face of the Earth. The rumors around town, never more than whispered, often spoke of an old house filled with instruments of torture, and a back yard filled with the bones of the lost. If he was ever questioned about where someone had gotten off to, Troy would say, in the vaguest of ways, something about escorting them out of town for some unremembered infraction.  
 
   Marisa Donner was not what Corinne would consider to be pretty, but why she had ever married a short, zit-faced weasel, especially one as universally disliked as Bob Donner, was completely beyond her. Bob was always wearing the biggest boots he could find, his attempt to look taller than five foot five, and had long, stringy black hair. Corrine had often guessed at why the two had gotten together, and the only answer was that Marisa had only wed Bob for the power that came along with him. This had always made Corrine a little leery about the power couple; the truth behind this answer was no prettier than Marisa.
 
   Pushing these persistent thoughts away, Corinne centered herself between the sinks. She loved the modern look of the room, and had even tried to get Daniel to remodel their bathroom using the brushed nickel accoutrements of the otherwise stark white room as a template. Replacement parts, however consisted of whatever could be found inside the empty homes and businesses, and Daniel never could find suitable replicas for Corinne, despite making several attempts. Sighing deeply at her gross reflection, which stared back from inside the mirror just big enough to enclose the two shallow sinks, Corinne started pulling her beauty from the pack.  
 
   Nearly an hour later, Corinne was finished getting ready and was just killing time by tucking away errant hairs. She finished her packing with the straightening iron, which had finally cooled enough as to not melt anything that it came into contact with. Daniel had to search for a new one, apparently paying way too much for it, after tying to use her old straightening iron to seal bags of food with, leaving bits of melted plastic behind. She still missed the old one more than she should. 
 
   Pausing to give herself one more glance, Corrine was startled by Marisa bursting in through the door. Marisa looked absolutely horrible. Her hair had dried into an off-kilter, curly brown mess and she really needed some make-up to lessen the hue of her pale white skin. Her face was flushed, and her shiny face was covered with red splotches that were centered over her pimples.
 
   “Corinne,” Marisa started to say. Winded, she paused, putting one finger up as she caught her breath before trying again, “Corinne, Bob is freaking out!” 
 
   Corinne did not know what to say to the disheveled monster that stood before her. Remaining mute, but putting on a mask of concern she decided to just wait for Marisa to continue.
 
   “They are talking about stopping the patrols! Can you believe that? Someone said the Council was gonna try and pull people off the blockades, too…I mean, what good are all those people in the camp if we can’t use ‘em? They’ve already cancelled work!  Shut down the whole office…!” Marisa rattled off, still gulping for air. “I just came to see…if anyone was still up here. I have to pee so bad…” She then dashed into the closest stall and forgot all pretenses by letting out a loud sigh of pleasure.
 
   After a slight pause, Corinne realized that she was going to have to pry it out of her. “What’s going on?” she asked a little too curtly.
 
   “The Chief said the fuel shipment didn’t never show!”
 
   “So what? That’s happened plenty of times before…” 
 
   “I know. I said the same thing when Bob told me. But this is…different.” The toilet flushed, followed by the rustle of clothing. The stall burst open. Marisa made straight for the door, picking up where she left off. “It was like…like they was told it wasn’t ever comin’. We’re all supposed to go down to a meeting in the lobby. C’mon, we have to go!” 
 
   Marisa was almost shouting at this point, narrowing Corinne’s eyes down into painful squints. Not waiting for a reply, she let the door swing closed, leaving a stunned-looking Corinne in her wake, alone in the bathroom once again. 
 
   After grabbing the stuffed pink and lime green backpack and swinging it onto her left shoulder, Corinne made her way out into the hallway. She made it just in time to hear the stairwell door click shut. Looking up at the elevator display, the orange light told her that the car was back on the first floor.
 
   “Fine,” Corinne grumbled, making her way to the stairs. 
 
   She stomped her way down, not going nearly as quick as she could have. The clash between the beige wall paint and bright blue railings hurt her eyes the entire way. She then opened the door to a very loud and hectic first floor. 
 
   This floor had several small offices ringed around the main area of the open lobby. Most of the available space across the lobby, not being occupied by the long reception desk, was currently being used as storage. Little clusters of mismatched chairs and sofas were spaced around amongst the boxes and racks, creating semi-private seating and meeting areas. Plastering her best fake smile on, Corinne stepped a little ways into the crowd to let the insistent door close behind her. 
 
   Seeing that Marisa was already having the same abbreviated conversation with a woman who looked like she had a willing ear, Corinne started looking for someone that she wouldn’t feel too uncomfortable to stand beside. She soon spotted Tony Jenison standing just a few paces from the front door. Tony sat on the Council as the head of the Maintenance Department. This made him both Daniel’s boss and one of Corinne’s. He was really the only member of the Council that had been truly nice to the Moore’s over the years. Being the only person to join the Council since Susan Locke’s departure, Tony never had the same pre-conceived notions that the others did. Sure, the other members were all cordial enough, but it always seemed like something dark swam just below the surface when she talked about her husband. 
 
   Corinne’s singular skill with computers had permanently grandfathered her into the clerical position that took care of the Council’s paperwork. This they could do nothing about, nobody left in Michigan understood the blinking screens better than her. Unfortunately for the members of the Council, who were less than pleased with her snarky attitude, Corinne knew that if she passed this skill along to anyone else, she would be passed along shortly afterward. Their one attempt at introducing a “trainee” had failed so miserably that the Council would not dare to try again, so the members had to endure. After all, they could not propagate their own existence without the wordy reports that they so boisterously passed back and forth. 
 
   Corinne started pushing her way across the crowded room, trying to get to Tony’s side before the spot next to him was taken. He was not hard to keep track of as she swam her way through the swirling current of bodies. He had to be at least a head taller than anyone else in the room, standing at six and a half feet tall. The navy-blue suit coat that he wore was clean but it was not tailored to fit, so it sagged from his thin shoulders as if it were soaking wet. 
 
   Twice Corinne had to swing around large convergences of people caught up in a hushed, darting-eyed conversations. As she closed the distance with Tony, she caught the despondent look in his eyes, which were fixed in the direction of the main entryway. This was the first time that Corinne had ever seen him without a smile on his face. 
 
   Marisa was always up in arms about something, so Corrine had taken little notice of this latest episode, but just seeing Tony standing stooped-over like this, a scowl firmly entrenched on his horse-like face and his arms crossed in a frigid pose, was enough to scare Corinne. Tony could always be counted on for his grin and up-beat tempo. Something must have really gone awry for him to look like he did now.
 
   Tony had not registered Corinne’s approach. She faked clearing her throat to get his attention.
 
   Turning to look for the source of the sudden sound, recognition quickly flashed across his face back to resignation.  “Where have you been?” he accused.
 
   Feeling her face heat up with anger, she had obviously been one of the last people to be called down to this impromptu meeting. Corinne spat, “On the fourth floor.” It was very hard for her to resist saying the “Where the hell else would I be?” that so desperately wanted to come out.
 
   “Do you know what is happening around here? Do you know what’s about to go on?” Tony asked, his voice matching the concern showing on his pot-marked face. He continued speaking without leaving enough of a pause for Corinne to form a reply. “Pat Fouts is coming over here to say that we need to shut the whole place down and send everyone home…” 
 
   Pat was the generally absent Mayor who had annexed the position from the former mayor, who just happened to have been his father. 
 
   “Why do we need to go home? Marisa said something about a late gas shipment. Is that what all of ‘this’ is about?” Corinne asked, waving her arms around at the milling crowd. 
 
   “Not gas, fuel oil. Diesel. What our generators and city trucks run on. Without it…,” Tony said distraughtly. Vocalizing this to her made it feel all too real. Tony had Corinne’s full attention as he brought his hand up to cover his mouth in a subconscious effort to put the words back. Tony’s hand then moved down to rub the stubble on his chin, lost in frantic thought. 
 
   “Mr. Bubbles…wants us to shut everything non-essential down!” he suddenly blurted. Tony made his verbal point even sharper by using wild gesticulations that ended in air quotes at the “non-essential” part. 
 
   Mr. Bubbles was everybody’s pet name for Mayor Fouts. His complete lack of humor and inability to show the slightest hint of people skills had garnered him this moniker. Hearing Tony say it so loudly, and in such a public place, made Corinne cringe and sheepishly look around to see if anyone was going to associate her with the faux-pas just by proxy. Everyone within earshot was either too preoccupied by their own conversations to care, or they were thinking something very similar.
 
   Corinne usually thought that most of the people inside the Offices were really not needed. She did not feel this way today though. Not now that she too had been lumped in with the lot of them. Corinne suddenly viewed the people around her as bailers trying to keep a listing ship afloat. ‘Without the bailers, what will happen to the ship?’ she thought gloomily, mind now fully analyzing the process. 
 
   “What about the Bank? Tony? Are they going to shut the school down too?” Corinne’s thoughts had begun to stream out of her mouth. 
 
   The truth was rushing its way forward, fighting to dawn within her. She had nothing to do with the ration cards now used to organize the distribution of food to the elderly, infirm and families with too many mouths to feed. She had nothing to do with the Bank either. The Bank was where all of the city employees and residents received their pay in the form of municipal stipends. Short of making up the flyers posted on the bulletin boards and now-dark light poles, Corinne had little to do with the daily operations of the other programs housed within City Hall. 
 
   When the “Great Pain” occurred ten years ago the President began dissolving the numerous tendrils of the government. Then he effectively relinquished control measures over to FEMA, DHS and the Pentagon. It did not take long from there before the individual branches of the military and FEMA started to be forced under the all-encompassing umbrella of the newly-created Department of Continuance. Five like-minded generals, who knew that sometimes compassion was attrition, ended all the growing squabbles over who had control over what. The D.o.C. now controlled it all. 
 
   After New Warren formed on its own accord under the leadership of Allen Moore, the D.o.C. helped restore establishment-style order by supplying fuel and food to the city. The Bank was formed to convert this fuel into stipends of various values that New Warren issued out to keep control over its citizens and to satisfy the D.o.C.’s fuel conservation orders. If anyone sold or traded goods or services to New Warren stipends were what they received as payment. The amount of stipends that could be issued out per month always directly depended upon the quantity of fuel the city received from the D.o.C. It was a good system at least to those who mattered.
 
   Worrying thoughts crept up Corinne’s spine. She looked around without seeing faces, realizing for the first time that her job of preparing Council reports and presentations for the Department of Continuance was needed, but it was far from essential. 
 
   “Oh, well…what…err…when do they think we can come back? How long until this truck actually shows up?” Corinne asked Tony quietly, like it was safe for him to tell any secrets that he might have. She was really hoping he could somehow find a way to shield her from the worst of the possibilities forming in her mind.
 
   “Tsst…hold on. Here comes the Chief and Pat.” Tony replied, adding a dismissive wave of his hand.
 
   Corinne bit her tongue and turned to listen alongside the rest of the quieting room, most people just now taking notice of the two men walking in through the vestibule. She had been so caught up in her own thoughts over the past few minutes that she didn’t even notice that several rows of people had moved in front of her and Tony. Most of her view of the front door was now blocked. Even so she could not miss the two huge hands thrusting up above the crowd to signal quiet. 
 
   “Can I have your attention, please? Please?” a booming voice ordered more than asked. The voice and hands belonged to the enormous Troy Campbell, who even in the crisp-looking uniform looked like he would be more at home tending to a farm. As his weathered bear claws for hands went down, one chubby stump of an arm replaced it, the fingers like crowded plump sausages. It was the hand of Mayor Fouts giving a flippant, half-hearted wave.
 
   “Thank you, Chief,” Pat Fouts said, not really acknowledging the mountain of a man standing next to him. “I have received some…disturbing news.” He paused for effect. “The Department of Continuance is undergoing another…consolidation phase.” Undoubtedly, he was using the same term given to him. “As of last Friday, the D.o.C. issued orders to cease all deliveries of food stuffs and fuel. What this means is that the City must act in its own best interest, saving only what can be saved as it were…” The Mayor scanned the crowd, forming what should be said next in his mind. These people didn’t need to know everything; at least, not yet.
 
   Corinne looked at the starkly silent crowd becoming acutely conscious of the fact that it could very well be the last time these people might have to stand under the flickering florescent lights. She knew that the Mayor’s words meant the Department of Continuance was abandoning New Warren. But why?
 
    “The D.o.C. gave no notice to any of the various county or city governances most impacted,” Pat spewed. He was obviously irked by this, as if the whole thing had been set up just to slight him. “Just now, I personally received this communiqué from Coronel Baxter over at Selfridge,” he held up a piece of paper for all to see, searching for a particular line of text, “in it, he advises us to form…some…let’s see. Ah, yes…here it is…local means of feeding and housing those without the ability to do so for themselves,” Pat could not help the chuckle from bubbling out as he said this.
 
   The room gave a collective shiver at his callousness. There was only one answer to what was happening. After eight years clean up and construction of the concrete sarcophagus around the nuclear plant had been completed. The D.o.C. was pulling out and the entire economy that had grown to support their efforts was no longer going to be kept propped up. 
 
   With a quirky smile and sloppy, mock salute made with a flopping, fat hand, Pat announced in the most matter-of-fact way, “You…are all on your own. Consider the Warehouse and City Hall permanently closed. What little resources we have left will be…well, they will go towards keeping these buildings secure.” The pompous little ball of jelly, testing the limits of a grey, flannel suit then unceremoniously turned around and waddled out the front door without bothering to say another word.
 
   Bob Donner was a typical ten year-old when he lost his mother and sisters, oblivious to the dangers surrounding him. Despite Troy’s huge stature and intimidating demeanor, in some rare cases he showed a kind heart. He tucked Bob protectively under his colossal wing, even with his duties as head of Security, and then later as Chief of Police. The giant man now hesitated, trying to decide whether he should follow the Mayor out or not. The choice looked as if it infuriated him.
 
   The crowd stood frozen in place. Their mouths sagged agape at the audacity of the Mayor’s quick address and sudden exit; their eyes all fixed on the door still closing. 
 
   Nodding to no one in particular, Chief Campbell turned to fully face the crowd and offered, “Go get the last of the pay owed to you and then go home. We are not on our own as Mayor Bubb…Fouts has said. We have each other and our neighbors to look out for us. I’m requesting that all of my police personnel and for that matter, any other willing city employee or resident get with either me or Lt. Donner.” His voice was stern, near reproachful. 
 
   “We need to keep the barricades functioning with or without the D.o.C.’s support. All of those people at the work camp are gonna wanna come right through here when they leave. So, this is obviously for all of our safety! We need people spaced along fence line…um…to keep ‘em from getting any dumb ideas about climbing over and helping themselves to what we have left. Am I right? You know those people. And I know I don’t have to remind you how many there are…We will no longer be able to go on patrols soon and we will need a lot more bodies on hand to close up the gaps in our defenses. Mainly around the Warehouse…for obvious reasons…If you want to volunteer or if you know anyone that will, tell them to just come down to town. We will move you into position from there.” Obviously having other things vying for his attention, Chief Campbell put an apologetic hand up, then turned to follow the Mayor’s cowardly trail out the door.
 
   As if on cue the packed room erupted in unison. Some cried out for Troy to stay, while others tried to shout unheeded advice over one another. Corinne looked over to Tony, needing some type of reassurance and realized the tall man was already long gone. A great push began towards the northern hallway. The line for the Bank was going to be very deep indeed. 
 
   Corinne had inherited a slight trepidation of crowds, born from all the time living alone with Daniel. She had never felt this peculiar creeping fear during the entirety of her childhood, which was spent growing up in the overcrowded communal areas. However, she felt now that a taste for crowds would have to be relearned. Looking at the panic-stricken room, Corrine knew that today was not the day to test her resolve in this matter. 
 
   Waving off the proffered spot in line ahead of Marisa, who had just waved a hurried good-bye to a lanky Bob Donner as he turned into the southern hallway toward the emergency services garage, Corinne walked around most of the chattel in her way. She was bumped and jostled as she tried to make her way over to the west side exit; to the same door that she had entered through only an hour and a half before.
 
   In an oddly calm way, everyone started forming lines. They all still expected to be given something and anybody holding a ration card from Social Services split into a separate queue from those trying to get up the stairs in to the Bank. Fuel backed the city’s municipal stipend program and ran its vehicles and generators, without fuel the city was as good as lost again.
 
   By making a cut-back across the lobby, Corrine made it around the thickest concentrations. Everyone in the room, except her knew that something was starting to go wrong at the head of the lines. The shouting was growing steadily louder. 
 
   “What did he say?” the crowd mumbled behind her.
 
   “Why did this have to happen to me?” Corinne’s mind demanded. 
 
   “I don’t want to deal with this shit.” This she said aloud, but only after reaching the hollow acoustics and solitude offered by a vestibule near the back stairwell and elevator. The small act of breaking the law by swearing inside City Hall seemed outrageously unfulfilling.
 
   Failing to stalwart herself, Corinne mumbled curse words at the world the entire way to her car. The thought of going home gave her even more grief. There was really only one place else that she could go, and she was looking at it from across the street. 
 
   Thoughts of the life spent with her mother came out of waiting, which then morphed into laughable visions of a miraculous reconciliation. This was followed by harrowing thoughts of moving back into the Warehouse. Still, she had not fully accepted what was happening all around her yet. Corinne heedlessly charged ahead with trying to come up with a plan, without reaching out for Daniel’s or her mother’s help. 
 
   “Maybe I should just wait here for a while. Let the line die down a bit. It would save me a trip back…How much pay do I have coming?” The torrent flowed, letting the willful ignorance well back up into place. 
 
   Counting the days backwards, Corinne came to the total of four. Four days’ worth of pay was worth thirty-two stipends. She did the math several times just to be sure, and to postpone the next thought from forming.
 
   “What should I buy?” Corinne worriedly asked the warm air inside her car. “Mayor Jackass said the Warehouse was closed, right?” 
 
   Her procrastination had managed to slow the thought, but it could not be stopped indefinitely by just wishful-thinking alone. In the end reality cannot be shooed away so easily. The brutally honest perception of exactly where she was in life hit her with all the force of the worst case of cramping ever. It was all over. 
 
   Panic coursed through her limbs, making them start to itch and shake. It felt like bugs crawling all over her skin. 
 
   “I have to get home.” This fully resolved thought was not said calmly.
 
   The two things that Corinne thought about while driving away was the way Chief Campbell had said ‘my police personnel’ and the amount of burnt or empty houses that encircled their home. 
 
   “What neighbors, huh? Tell me that,” she laughed, in nervous humor.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   While still wearing a grease-streaked, white lab coat and protective earmuffs, Frank Keller was dumped into a freshly-dug hole and covered over with loamy soil. Frank had been the head civil engineer in charge of the Powertrain Warren Power Plant. He had also stopped answering the hails coming from the military-style radio.
 
   A small contingent of D.o.C. troops, part of Project Overwhisper, the 2nd Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion, was sent overland in two LAV-25s and one M915A5 line-haul tractor truck from the Selfridge Air National Guard base to reclaim the tanker of fuel that kept the “Plant” operational. The squad had to call in for new orders when they arrived to find the generator still operating. Frank Keller was summarily executed for not turning off the power on Sunday night. He had been directed to do so by the Department of Continuance. Issued directives from the D.o.C., after all, were not suggestions. 
 
   The power plant itself was a four kilowatt generator, housed inside a windowless, soundproofed building within the same industrial complex as the Warehouse. The power plant formerly supplied backing power to the square mile of the General Motors Technical Center. It now supplied power to the small grid that contained the Warehouse, pump house, and City Hall. 
 
   Nine years ago, when the Department of Continuance first arrived in New Warren, they held a large meeting. Anyone and everyone who crammed themselves into the Warehouse remembered that day. It was when easy hope was promised. 
 
   With the full backing of the Federal government, as men and materials poured through town to begin the unenviable task of cleaning up a nuclear disaster twenty five miles away, transformers started to get replaced and dozens of trees were felled to make room for new transmission lines. A quick electrical grid was relinquished from the remaining infrastructure by driving in new power poles where needed or putting metal bracing upon the poles that were still in decent shape. This new power grid, however small, was connected to the large substation at the Plant, which was hooked up to the fuel tanker that had been trucked in. 
 
   The power was back on. At least, it was back on for those who willingly submitted to their new benevolent rulers. The water system, when compared to the work that went into restoring the power, was the hardest part and took far longer to complete. The town had boomed with the influx of free supplies, and people flooded back into the abandoned corner of the state looking for work. 
 
   Today, the generator was clicked back off and drained of all fluids once it had cooled down. The power would not be coming come back on. The Mayor and the Council members were the only people in New Warren who knew this fact with any kind of certainty. The work was completed in Detroit and New Warren was still technically inside the quarantine zone, The Department of Continuance, while receiving positive press for finally securing the Fermi II Nuclear Generating Station, clearly no longer had any vested interest in the area, and were pulling out to assist in other efforts.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Daniel awoke to the sound of pattering, tiny feet. Rebecca was heading his way, failing at her attempt to hold in a belly full of laughter. He looked at his watch with the kind of unfocused laze that only early morning could bring to one’s eyes. 
 
   Nine thirty-something the glowing hands told him. Not so early after all. 
 
   He hardly remembered anything about getting up after Corrine left. There was nothing beyond the foggy memory of lying down again after putting the brace back in place on the front door. 
 
   Rebecca entered into the bedroom, giggling quietly while trying to sneak up on her father. “Daddy, someone is at the door,” she said very quickly, the words almost unintelligible. Completely unconcerned and no longer able to contain herself, her laughter bubbled over, oozing its way out of her mouth as she made her way to his side of the bed.
 
   That’s when Daniel heard the hard knocking at the front door for the second time. He had still been partially asleep when he heard the earnest rapping before, misconstruing the noise to be part of Rebecca’s footfalls. Rocketing into an upright position and flipping the blanket away, he swung his legs off the side of the bed. 
 
   His mind started to race, ‘Where is my pistol? Who could that be?’ 
 
   A third and more forceful banging inked some clarity back into him. Standing and reaching up into the highest shelf of the darkened closet, his hand zeroed itself right onto the butt of the compact black pistol. The relief was short lived, but it was still nice to find it where it was supposed to be.
 
   “Excuse me, Rebecca,” Daniel called out, as he half-leapt, half-shoved his daughter out of the way. He was suddenly fully awake and very conscious of the fact he was only in his underwear, while at the same time brandishing a firearm and charging down the hallway. 
 
   Turning into the front room turned library, he skirted left of the front door and short half-wall that penned-in the small entryway. His intention was to try and steal a peek of the front porch through the large three-paned window that faced the street, which was covered by heavy, woolen drapes of the dullest gray. He was interrupted before the slow arc had led him close enough that he could poke a finger through, gaining a view of whoever was at the front door.
 
   “Fucking open the damn door!” a female voice shouted.
 
   “Is that Corinne? Why is she home?” Daniel asked the ether. 
 
   Complete clarity now. 
 
   He rushed to the front door and hastily removed the 2 x 4 that was wedged in its hangers. He would always remove the brace before Corinne got home, as she could not enter the house through the locked garage, or open the heavy rolling door if it were left unlocked. 
 
   Seeing that the door handle and deadbolt latch had already been turned into the unlocked position, he pulled the door open. Corinne looked as if she had been crying, and she shakily bumped into the door jamb, almost dropping her keys, as she crossed the threshold.
 
   “Are you alright? What happened?” Daniel stammered, quickly shutting the door behind her and locking it. He did not, however, replace the brace out of fear that it would just piss her off more.  
 
   “You won’t believe…I don’t believe!” Corinne managed to get out between sucking breaths.
 
   “What’s going on, Babe?” Daniel asked slowly. Wanting to ease her distress, he placed his hand gently on her shoulder, trying to lead her into the dining room. 
 
   ‘Maybe just get her to the couch,’ he considered morosely.
 
   Corinne shrugged off his hand, continuing to move forward of her own accord. Crying out, “Ahh! I am so screwed!” as she went.
 
   She stomped right past the hallway and a shocked-looking Rebecca. Daniel paused just long enough to ask their stunned little girl, “Will you go downstairs and play for a bit, Honey?” his tone implying that it was not a request.
 
   “But it’s dark down there…,” Rebecca reasoned, keeping him from turning and following behind Corinne.
 
   Daniel tried to placate her quickly, “I’ll go light your lantern for you, alright?” He then added for Corinne, “I’m sorry, Core…Just give me a second. I’ll be right back. Okay, Babe?” 
 
   Corinne waved him off, still heading for the living room. 
 
   ‘Yep, she’s heading for the couch,’ he thought sullenly. 
 
   He reached down and grabbed Rebecca’s hand, because her eyes and attention were following her mother the other way. “C’mon, Bugs,” he said as soothingly as possible. This wasn’t very much given the palpable upheaval of emotions that Corinne radiated. They could both see and sense that something had gone terribly wrong. 
 
   Daniel escorted Rebecca downstairs, getting her set-up with the brightest of the oil lamps, which he hung on a rubberized hook screwed into the ceiling above her table. He got all of the paint and brushes out, and three large pieces of paper that only had water damage along one edge. There was no way of telling how long Rebecca was going to be needed to stay down here, so he also got out a bowl of chips and a pickle for her to munch on as well. Daniel headed back up the stairs to the sound of his daughter humming contentedly along to a song in her head which had no discernable melody. 
 
   His imagination went into overdrive, working at a pace which threatened to freeze him in a panic. 
 
   Why is she even home? What won’t I believe? Did the Council fire her? Is that why she’s all upset? 
 
   The questions bombarded him as he made his way through the kitchen and dining room. Once down the step into the living room, he grabbed a colorful fleece blanket from the worn leather recliner. Wrapping the blanket around his near-naked frame, Daniel sat down on the arm of the couch near Corinne’s feet. Laying his hand on top of her stocking covered foot, he waited for her to speak, hoping that she would speak plainly when she did. 
 
   Corinne sat up and laid out most everything that she could remember for him. She repeated nearly everything said by Mayor Fouts and Chief Campbell with amazing clarity. However, she did omit the part about skipping the pay line (she didn’t need to hear his crap about it) and she decided to not tell Daniel about Troy Campbell asking for volunteers either. Daniel needed to be here for her, not running around playing cops and looters. 
 
   The two sat bound in fear together for a couple of tense hours, talking quietly as to not disturb Rebecca. Each were trying to console the other in their own way. Daniel did his part by telling lies about how everything would most assuredly be alright. Corinne did her part by telling lies that underestimated the problem at hand. Rebecca finally snapped the heavy mood by charging upstairs, hands on hips proclaiming that she was starving to death. Daniel got up to get dressed and make an early lunch. 
 
   His mind was reeling with all that needed to be accomplished. If everything that Corrine had said was true, this area was no longer safe to be in. He kept going back to the years that he lived in the house by himself. He hadn’t much minded it at the time, he was usually out gathering supplies or exploring new conquests most of the time anyways. Besides, most of what he ate came pre-cooked in a can or raw from a plant. Now that he had a family to take care of, losing the town seemed unbearable and frightening. He lost his appetite around about the same time he reached the half-way point of his still-expanding list of new concerns. This latest quandary seemed more than just another setback; at first glance, it appeared to be nearly insurmountable.
 
   If the city had fallen, there would no longer be police patrols keeping the evils of the world at bay. Protection was no longer something that was just there. So, unable to admit defeat the first thing Daniel decided to do was install window shutters. This required rummaging through the large pile of lumber sitting alongside the west side of the house in the narrow portion of their yard boxed-in by fencing and overgrown shrubs. 
 
   The quantity of wood had grown over the years. Bits and pieces always found their way into the pile after Maintenance Department jobs were over. Several dirt-streaked sheets of ¾ inch plywood already leaned against the compromised, moss-covered privacy fence behind him. Daniel was now searching for the straightest, nail-free 2x4’s and 1x3’s that he could find within the shifting heap. 
 
   All of the super gangs had been wiped out almost a decade before. Still, Daniel did not want to be the test-piece for a new gang suddenly getting too big or dangerous that they garnered the ire of the D.o.C., Police, or National Guard. These seemed to be the criteria that would result in instant termination for pillaging mobs. 
 
   Daniel had no way of knowing for certain that the area would no longer be protected by the local police, or that the armored convoys of the D.o.C. were never to come through again. Suspicion about it though, made him come up with the plan to make sturdy frames around the windows, where plywood could be easily slid in and secured or removed to let light flow back in. Corinne was vehemently opposed to Daniel permanently covering over the windows. She had told him this after exclaiming it would make her feel trapped inside her own home.  
 
   It was past noon and the barely diffused light of the sun was pressing down on the two raised-bed garden patches that dominated one corner of backyard. You did not have to be part of the flora to sense the willing life that the sun gave off. His head raised and his eyes closed, face tracking the warmth like a newly sprung seedling. 
 
   Only as he had gotten older did Daniel realize what the sun coming back truly meant. Most certainly, he had gotten used to the cooler days when he was younger, working all those long hours out in the open, multiple layers of clothing on as his only protection. Now, standing in unfettered sunshine, he felt his spirits lifting, worries dissipating. Of all the things that he had gotten used to missing, it seemed strange that he had never added this one to the list; especially since it had pushed the mosquitoes back into hiding. It was probably for the best that what he felt at this moment had not caused him additional sorrow in the past.
 
   Finding just enough wood to complete the windows, Daniel walked the length of the cracked and pitted concrete patio, being very mindful of one particularly open and raised fissure that he had already twisted his ankle on twice in the past. Beyond the sliding door, he approached a 55 gallon drum sitting at the corner of the house, which served as one of the rain catches. 
 
   He had been standing next to a similar barrel while at the wood pile, but that one had a weighty lid and a circular hole cut into the side six inches from the top with a flexible gutter extension attached. This would lead any overflow away from the house so the basement didn’t flood. There was also a black barrel at the front of the house, which was rarely used, except in the worst of the dry periods. 
 
   The thick, white plastic barrel that he walked up to was raised 32 inches above the ground by four courses of 8 inch cinder block. An old house spigot a couple inches up from the bottom made filling buckets easier or, like he was doing now, attach a length of garden hose to. 
 
   The barrel was only half full; a result of two warm and rainless weeks. This meant that Daniel had to hunch over to get the water flowing out of the hose with enough force. Daniel tried to rinse away the dust from his modest assortment of fruits and vegetables. The ash, which did coat everything, seemed particularly attracted to the fragile plants. At first, it would just congeal, refusing to wash away. Copious amounts of rain water, eventually, made the grayish glop yield from the garden plant’s leafs and sprouts.
 
   Last year, Daniel had put together the garden beds by using rows of 6x6 landscape lumbers. The frames and soil filling them had come from the same place, the burned-down house directly behind the Moore’s place. All that remained standing of the former, colonial-styled home was the indignant chimney. Daniel reclaimed the pieces of lumber from the landscaping that was still above ground and without rot. Peeling away the damp, springtime sod from the rubble-strewn yard, he scraped at the top-soil underneath to fill the new frames. The dark, rich soil would not be missed by anyone still breathing; the chimney had been the lone occupant of the lot for ten years.
 
   At times, the dust would come in very fine, while at others it stung to stand in the wind because it was so thick and coarse. The grainy, brown and gray hues muted primary and secondary colors alike, permanently streaking structures when it rained. Enduring despite the harsh conditions, gloomy buildings stood in stark contrast to the vibrant greens all around. 
 
   Daniel stood proud, trying to visualize the growth of his healthy-looking tomato plants. A succession of quick popping sounds, followed by two larger bangs emanated from the immediate south. The gunfire, coming from somewhere along the divider with Detroit, reminded him to get back to working on shuttering the windows.
 
   The windows themselves had already been sealed with liberal amounts of sealant and spray foam, thwarting most of the ash and dust’s advance into the house. To make his new defenses effective, and yet still be removable, Daniel decided to build the shutter framework on the inside of the house. If a fire broke out, he still wanted to be able to get his family out, even if it meant breaking out a window to create an emergency exit. 
 
   From the stories that Daniel had heard, marauders showing up at your door used to happen quite frequently in the early days of despair. Settling down into one place was the quickest way to put a target squarely centered on your back. The gruesome tales that spread their way around the scattered community were of prolonged sieges on the homesteads and enclaves that lay outside the small protected areas. 
 
   Even if, after days of sinister effort, the raiders found themselves rebuked, they would usually just leave without setting their unclaimed reward ablaze. There was always that one last glimmer of hope for the damned; that they would eventually think of another way to get inside. Destroying buildings, especially those with some of the last remaining provisions inside, had become an almost unthinkable last resort. Despite knowing all of this, Daniel was no more certain about his ability to repel a gang single-handedly than he was about what they would do afterward, if he did manage to stave them off. Securing the windows was not being viewed as a way to keep the world at bay, but more as a way to gain precious distance and invaluable time. When, or if, those types of things were ever needed.
 
   Everything was to be cut and pre-drilling with hand tools, to aid in the sinking of the long screws. The plywood would be marked for cutting after the framing was done on each of the different sized windows. He was, most definitely, not looking forward to cutting it all by hand. This made him thinking of running the generator briefly as he fumbled to close the sliding glass door wall without spilling an arm full of long lumber. Thinking the noise would be an unnecessary risk, Daniel took the more painful, safer path.
 
   Daniel would have been done with the window project sooner, but deciding to cut advantageous viewing ports into each piece of plywood took longer than planned. After his last scroll saw blade broke, he was forced to cut them with a flimsy drywall saw. The port holes did allow a shaft of light to shine in on the floor, and they gave the ability to look out the windows from up close. 
 
   The hour and a half lost to cooking and cleaning up after Rebecca’s “potty accident” had not helped speed things up either. It had led him to the next problem at hand, though. Daniel had already dribbled some dog and root vegetable stew down his shirt, so when Rebecca fouled her pants, an idea just kind of came to him. 
 
   No power at the pump house meant no water pressure, and no water pressure meant no water heater, which had been retro-fitted to run on propane. So, even though he could heat the water, without pressure, it did him little good. Daniel and Rebecca would usually take two baths together each week. Washing twice a week by most standards was already a luxury, but knowing that Corinne could not go without washing as long as they did, something would have to be done soon. 
 
   Soon it was time to make a dinner of thin bean soup, with bread spread equally as thin with separating butter. Rebecca needed to be, and was, fed, cleaned up, and settled into bed. Rebecca knew that she would usually get up early the next morning to go to school, but was told that she would not be going. The bedtime routines were only being done out of habit. Rebecca thought of complaining, she did want to stay up later after all, but her father already looked sad for some reason so she thought better of it.
 
   Daniel sat by her side, cranking away at the small LED lantern, while she insisted on holding the oil lamp for him to work by. Finished with his minute of finger-cramping agony, Daniel placed the light on the white side table beside her bed; one of the few items in Rebecca’s room that had not been painted pink. He turned on the lantern and the room went awash in a bright, blue-white light. The brightest of the lamp’s power would only last for about two minutes, and then it would slowly fade, along with Rebecca, into sleep.
 
   “There you go, girly-girl,” Daniel crooned, forcing a smile. He hoped his cheery tone would assuage the worried look washing out her typically bright eyes. Leaning over to give Rebecca a kiss on the top of the head before retrieving the lantern from her, Daniel lingered just to admire the spindly, dirty-blond and brown-eyed girl beneath his propped up body. His smile grew even bigger, and far more sincere.
 
   “Is Mommy gonna be okay?” Rebecca asked, with a concern that only a child could muster.
 
   “Yeah…What do you mean, Rebecca?” Daniel asked back, feigning surprise with a slight chuckle, as he sat back up. 
 
   His intention was to show her that he was not at all concerned about his wife but, deep down he was. Corrine had gotten a look in her eye that at one point bordered on lunacy. The look had since gone away, but it felt like it hadn’t gone that far given her current vacant stare. 
 
   “She’s mad at me. I think…,” Rebecca pouted her lower lip out and continued, “Is she? Did I do sumfin’ to her, Dad?”
 
   “Not at all, Rebecca. She just doesn’t feel good...I mean, she’s sick, remember? Huh? Remember that’s why she came home from work today?” he lied. Daniel was again just trying to convince her that Corinne would soon feel better. “You just need to give her a little space? You know how you feel when you’re sick, right?”
 
   Rebecca nodded her agreement. 
 
   “Just let her rest tomorrow and I will give you…a bunch of quizzes,” Daniel said, his voice and eyebrows raised. She loved his hand-written pages of basic counting and reading problems.
 
   “A bunch of them, you said? …You pinky promise?” Rebecca asked quickly, eyeing him sideways, as if the moment might slip by. She had perked up a bit, though, and she was reaching her hand out, trying in vain to get only her pinky finger extended. Once Daniel interlocked pinkies with her, it would be absolutely binding. He never broke a pinky promise, but she still needed to work fast.
 
   “I pinky promise.” His laugh boomed out when he sealed the deal with one deft finger and opposite hand over heart. “C’mon, time for bed. I love you, princess. I’ll come back to check on you in a couple minutes. Sound good?”
 
   Rebecca smiled her affirmation this time, then hunkered down beneath the bedspread, her pink blanket clutched firmly in hand. How she could even think of using a cover was beyond him. It was uncomfortably warm inside the house with all the sunlight lately. Daniel wanted to move their king sized bed down into the basement tomorrow, so they could enjoy the cooler temperatures afforded there. Rebecca would absolutely love the move. Corinne was another matter altogether. 
 
   She had not taken kindly to Rebecca’s tossing and turning in the middle of their bed last year. Rebecca had used her slight, and often fortuitous, fear of the darkness as a means to weasel her way into sharing the bed last time. There was no way to be sure which would be the bigger fight: Getting Rebecca to sleep in her own bed downstairs or telling Corinne that Rebecca was going to be bruising ribs again. 
 
   Looking back through the thin gap left in her doorway, Daniel saw Rebecca kicking and thrashing to get the bed cover untwined from her legs. He smiled briefly at her wriggling form before going back to trying to solve the riddle of how to wash bodies and clothes in this new, yet familiar, reality. He also had to think of a way to secure the door wall, which was now the only exposed glass left around the house because of the dehydrator assembly, and it needed to be done in a way that would still allow easy access to the back yard. 
 
   As gently as he could, Daniel tiredly poured himself into bed next to Corinne. His mind was spinning wildly, switching along too many tracks to fall asleep. True rest would not come for him until hours later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   Jimmy Sutter wormed his way out of the rank cramped sleeping bag. He was trying carefully to not wake his younger brother Chase, who was wedged in alongside. After freeing himself, Jimmy rubbed vigorously at his upper arm and shoulder which his brother had been using as a pillow. A couple seconds of clenching his hand into a balled fist was enough to ease the tingling numbness away. Chase stirred, but remained asleep atop the day bed down in the musty basement of the house that they had broken into the night before. 
 
   Like the rest of the homes in this area, George Grant had found a door to this house had already been breached. In this case, it was a side door that led into the attached garage; the door connecting to the interior was also unlocked. George had taken Jimmy and Chase stealthily inside to continue the never-ending search for food. 
 
   George was kind of scary at times, but he wasn’t all that mean to the brothers. He would often make Jimmy and Chase carry the heavy bags full of bedding and water, or if his anger was roused slap them on the back of their heads for asking what he considered to be dumb questions. Jimmy thought it a small price to pay for being saved. 
 
   Jimmy and Chase’s mother had died eleven months ago while in the ineffectual care of the Warehouse clinic. The only thing that the doctors could tell them was that she had died of some form of cancer. It usually made little difference what type of cancer it was, the results were usually the same, a slow painful death. Shortly after their mother’s passing, the Sutter’s house, where their mother worked as a prostitute burned to the ground. Jimmy guessed that it had been started by an untended candle that Chase had taken into their mother’s room wanting to sleep in her bed. As of yet Jimmy had not asked the question and Chase had not owned up to it.
 
   The morning after losing the house, the firefighters had left once they had ensured that the flames would not spread, Jimmy took Chase back to the Warehouse seeking refuge. The police controlling access to the housing area door explained to the brothers that was no room available inside. The Council had sealed the space claiming it was at full-capacity. The armed guards then directed the boys over to a woman, who was standing in front of a large cooking pot at the head of a serving line, where they received bowls of stew and fresh bread. The newly orphaned brothers were fed shortly before being ushered back outside the fence. Not knowing where to go next the young brothers went back to familiar ground. 
 
   While picking through the ashes of their former life Jimmy was approached by George Grant. George soon realized that the brothers had no food or shelter and he offered to share what was left back at his place. After it got dark inside the house, George said they could sleep on the couches. Jimmy and Chase were just never asked to leave after that. Jimmy had never worked up the nerve to ask where George’s family had gone to, or why they hadn’t taken him along with them. George was 19 years-old but, with his full beard and large frame, looked much older. Jimmy was 17 and Chase was about to turn 15.
 
   After the food ran out at George’s house, he told the brothers that the odd group of cast-offs would have to start breaking into empty homes and businesses to look for more. At first, they would bring anything they found back to George’s house. They ate an eclectic, mixed-bag of meals during those months; Soup mix with mice one day, a box of moistened, stale bread crumbs and charred crickets the next. The task of finding meals stretched across from day to day. It was a very rare occurrence if they had more than two or three days’ worth of food at any one time. Even if a cat’s den or rat’s nest was found, the meat would only go so far, and last for so long. 
 
   Soon enough though, the combination of depleted local resources and the stench of unwashed dishes, decomposing garbage, and rotting sewage made the decision to leave the house an easy one to make. They just packed up their meager belongings and stayed inside the various places that they broke into. Most buildings didn’t have much in the way of packaged food inside them, some having been picked through several times over, and if no critters were found they could always dig worms as a last resort. 
 
   They soon found themselves searching ever more places and in ever stranger spots within those places just to scrape something together that would give them at least one partial meal. Piles of old luggage almost always produced moldy snacks within the houses and desks yielded more of the same inside businesses and office buildings. Every house that they checked in this new neighborhood, east of their old stomping grounds closer to town had already been broken into and stripped clean, but there was just enough wildlife to keep them going. 
 
   George had an old Dan Wesson Arms revolver that was chambered to hold six .22 long rifle rounds. He kept the entirety of its 4 inch barrel stuck down his disgusting pants in a cross-draw configuration. It looked more than worn and had almost no bluing left. The cracked and taped wooden grips looked monumentally filthy, speaking as to how long it had been since it had been properly cleaned. Still, it was in working order and .22 shells were prized for their reliability; rim fire ammunition gave more than one chance at going off, the priming powder was sealed inside the case and could usually be coaxed into firing. 
 
   The group was getting desperate and George was now saying that the only way to get enough food to last for a while was to hit an occupied home. This statement had an indescribable effect over the trio and it followed them around like a bad stench ever since its utterance.
 
   Jimmy quietly exited the small room that he and his brother had slept in, creeping past a snoring George outside, who was crashed out on a raggedy looking green couch in the main space of the once beautifully finished basement. The high tide mark of the basements annual flooding could now be measured on the bar attached to the far wall. Needing to get out of the horrible basement, Jimmy winced every time that the stairs squeaked out in protest. George hated to be woken up. 
 
   He found a small nautical-themed bathroom at the top of the stairwell. With the help of a cheap lighter to spark a sealed tin of fuel, he evacuated his bowels into the empty toilet. The flickering orange light gave illusionary movement to the speckled fish, forever swimming upstream on the peeling wallpaper border.
 
   The three had not had enough time to search around upstairs the night before. This was because they had arrived at dusk; having skipped over several streets because of a “bad feeling” George said that he was having. He would get severely pissed at the brothers if they started waving candles around where people outside might see them, giving away their sleeping position. George had been acting extremely paranoid since leaving his old home and the safety of a known area. Making them all sleep down in the mold-riddled, stinky basement stood testament to this fact. They had also started sleeping later and later into the day. The group’s sluggishness could be attributed to slight malnutrition, three days without finding any substantial food sources was depleting their stores far too quickly.
 
   Not wanting to chance going back down the squeaky stairs, Jimmy went to continue the search alone. After a tertiary search of the main floor, he hurried up the flight of stairs to the second floor, even though they made more noise than the basement ones did. He found that the first two bedrooms had nothing in them but worthless junk, left behind from whenever the previous occupants had moved out. Judging by the amount of dust on the banisters and window sills, this had taken place some years ago. 
 
   Backtracking down the hall, Jimmy went past the top floor bathroom on his way into the last bedroom. He opened the door and saw that it was in the same state as the rest of the house; empty. He was about to turn around and head back downstairs when movement caught his eye. He sidled up to the window in the master bedroom, which like all of the other windows was devoid of any kind of shades or blinds. Jimmy cautiously peered out into the backyard of the house that was behind and to the left of the house where they had slept. What Jimmy saw looked like a beacon shining through the midday calm, a possible answer to some of their worries. He saw a lanky-looking, yet obviously well-fed man, alone using a hose to water down a pathetic looking set of gardens. 
 
   “I better go get George,” Jimmy muttered to himself. While heading back down the two flights of stairs to awaken his brother and George, Jimmy did his best to ignore the fear that was trying to creep up from behind.
 
   A few minutes later and after what was sure to be a fresh bruise on his arm, Jimmy led George into the upstairs bedroom. Pointing out a general direction for him, Jimmy stepped well out of his way. George just managed to catch seeing the man heading back inside his house, carrying what looked like a long stack of lumber.
 
   George turned, pointed at the barren carpeted floor and said gruffly, “You stay here. I want to watch this dude for a couple days. Check all around us too. I want to know if there are more people living around here. You better make sure that no one sees your ass up here,” emphasizing his point by raising and exposing the back of his hand. “I’ll send your brother up in a little bit. After he wakes up and makes me some food.” With that George moved to leave the room, heading back towards the basement and the broken-down couch.
 
   “Can you tell Chase to bring me up one of those folding chairs? You know? The ones that were in the room where we slept?” Jimmy asked this very sheepishly, immediately regretting it.
 
   Surprising him a bit George just yawned while saying, “Yeah, whatever,” before he walked out.
 
    
 
   ….....
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   Daniel awoke later than he had planned, the glowing green hands of his watch told him this plainly. There were so many things that he wanted to get done today, but the fog in his brain conspired against putting a cohesive order to them. Thoughts clearing slightly as he sat up, Daniel arrived at checking the garage for project materials first. 
 
   He belted on his favorite pair of khaki cargo pants for the third straight day and a faded black t-shirt that his father had given him, which had ‘Interpol’ printed across the front in red, blocky font. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he tugged some socks worn fresh several days before, right side out and put them back on. Then his comfortable, but delaminating pair of old hiking boots went on over the stiff socks. Finally, a tattered-brimmed blue baseball cap with a fancy looking ‘D’ went on. The hat was from a sports team that Daniel could never forget the name of, given his father’s passion for the sport that they used to play together in a past life. 
 
   The hat and watch were worn almost every day, but it was the remaining stored items in the basement and the blue-lensed sunglasses that reminded Daniel most of his father, Allen Moore. This mixed bag of items was all that was left of his father, and of a troubled childhood.  
 
   As Daniel walked down the groaning hardwood of the hallway, heading toward the sounds of his wife and daughter having an animated conversation. He tried to shake the memory that always accompanied thinking of his father. At one point in time Daniel could summon up several different events, each making a permanent impression upon him in his youth, but these memories now seemed determined to compile themselves into one particularly scarring occurrence. 
 
   The hazy remembrance was now only of his father, who was shooting a gun and yelling obscenities. The memory then skipped ahead like a vinyl record to where Allen was roughly picking him up, carrying him away from something horrible, something he could never quite remember clearly, before throwing him into the truck. Flashes of smoke and fire, blood, and strange men and women shrieking were dispersed throughout. The memory eventually faded away into the shadows of night where he and his father made it back to this house and stayed. At least the thirteen year-old Daniel stayed, as he was by himself most of the time from then on.
 
   Rebecca’s shrill laughter broke him out of the dark reprieve, along with the smell of cooked food. Much to his disbelief and even more to his delight, Corinne had made oatmeal with dehydrated blueberries in it for breakfast. The two girls had a boisterous board game going and hardly noticed his passing. He looked inside the pot next to the burner as a plan for the day solidified in his thoughts.
 
   “I’m heading out to the garage for a bit,” Daniel interrupted.
 
   “No way, missy! I saw that. You spun a three. Start over from here,” Corinne playfully scorned, pointing her direction at the board. She turned her head around to face him, smiled with light apologetic blue eyes and addressed his statement, “Oh, alright Babe. I made oatmeal…We saved you some.”
 
   “Thanks, Core. I’ll grab a bowl right now. Then I am going out to work on a surprise for you,” Daniel said, meeting her smile, and letting their gaze linger.
 
   “Oh, I can’t wait,” Corinne replied, coyly rolling her eyes before turning back around to see if Rebecca was cheating again.
 
   Daniel smiled slyly about getting out of his pinky promise. Rebecca was lost in an exquisite laughter, thinking only of getting her mother to smile along with her. He grabbed the bowl and spoon left out for him and tried to pry a scoop from the pan. Corinne had overcooked the oatmeal using the two-burner, portable camping stove, while probably using up far more propane than she needed to. Daniel did not mention either of these things and he still wore a smile as he entered into the garage. 
 
   Daniel really hoped that Corrine had broken out of her depression. He had a lot to get accomplished and could really use some help around the house. Selfishness was not the only reason why Daniel was glad to see his wife’s improved countenance, it was the rejuvenated look in Rebecca’s eyes this morning. Rebecca seemed to feed off of her mother’s moods. If Corinne was happy the whole house was happy. 
 
   He set the untouched bowl of sticky oatmeal aside, which could probably be used as weather proofing at this point. The stress that he was feeling filled his stomach anyway, keeping any of the hunger pangs that he might otherwise feel at bay. For Daniel it seemed the wiser choice to pretend that he had enjoyed receiving the food, as opposed to upsetting Corinne on one of her first ever attempts at cooking by saying he was not hungry. 
 
   Inside the stuffed garage Daniel moved around and restacked several bins and boxes filled with various types of plunder, clearing a path to the extension ladder and reflective insulation left over from when he built the dehydrator box and solar oven. The plan for making the new shower would be very similar to both of these items. After clipping on a carpenter’s belt with pouches full of useful tools and different kinds of fasteners and after pulling his father’s sunglasses down to shield his eyes, he went out to measure the height and width of the seldom-used black rain barrel in the front corner of the house. Using these measurements, he planned to build an insulated box up on the roof, which would have its south side made of glass.
 
   Building off of a wedge-shaped platform to keep the barrel level, the insulated box went together fairly quickly on the roof. The glass panel he needed was pulled from a window on the house next door. After sealing the box, Daniel refilled the black water barrel with the same buckets that he had used to empty it. Effectively, what he had built was a giant passive solar oven, baking the barrel whenever the sun was out. By insulating and sealing the box, he hoped to help increase the contraptions heat retention during the night or long periods of cloud cover. If the dusts kicked up again, sealing the box would have an added benefit.
 
   He drilled the only penetration that was going to be needed into the roof above the garage, fishing the garden hose down into it. With more epoxy than was necessary, Daniel sealed all the way around the new hole. He had to clear another pathway inside the garage to gain access to the pull cord of the folding, drop-down stairs that led up to the attic. Not only was it stiflingly hot inside the confined space, but it was dangerously dusty too. Learning to not breathe in the ashen dust was an easily absorbed lesson, which took a lifetime of careful preparations to accomplish. After he had donned a respirator, Daniel finished drilling the holes through the plywood and drywall, which spanned across the rafters above the garage. After sticking the hose through these holes, he sealed them up also. 
 
   Curious about how much water pressure there would be, Daniel grabbed two large wheeled bins, placing one under the impromptu new shower head. Knowing that the water would need at least a day or two to warm up did not stop Daniel from eagerly striping down to wash away the layer of gritty sweat that he had built up. In one way, the sun shining was a good sign, but he could already feel the heat of a mild case of sunburn radiating from his skin. 
 
   Daniel wheeled the dirty shower water over to the driveway’s edge and, naked as a Jay bird, dumped it out. No one lived in any of the houses across the street, and he lived furthest away from the Warehouse in this direction, so no foot traffic ever came down the street either. Modesty was not a huge factor in your life when you truly believe that no one can see you.
 
   Standing inside the bin, watching it catch the already warming water, Daniel had an idea of how to go about washing small batches of clothing. If a few articles of clothing were put inside the bin during a shower, they could be agitated by that person’s feet, underneath the warm, soapy water, to try and clean them. They could then be rinsed out in a separate bin to help remove leftover soap and grime. He was not sure how well it would work, but anything had to be better than the knuckle-busting wash board, so he decided to go draw some more buckets of water from the barrels in the backyard, which he poured out into the unused second bin. 
 
   The sunshine and bracing breeze dried his exposed skin. The effect was invigorating, and he could now say that it had been sorely missed. Ripples of snowy white clouds stretched low across the azure sky. The effect looked strikingly similar to the sandy bottom of a body of water, like the same unknown force applied in both cases. 
 
   Securing the garage door and returning to fully dressed made Daniel ready to go back inside. He had more than earned some time to cool off after working up in the sweat box. He would forgo working on the sliding glass door and moving the bed downstairs, replacing that allotment with some quality time spent with the family. It was the perfect occasion to secretly celebrate the completed project with a shared lunch and board game. His appetite had returned, and it wanted to make up for lost time. Daniel decided that he was not going to tell Corinne or Rebecca about the new shower until after it had gotten a chance to warm up for a while, then he would reveal it to them. 
 
   Following lunch and a heated argument about Rebecca’s future sleeping arrangements, Daniel gathered together the bathroom waste bin and the garbage can that was used to collect table scraps. Putting the can atop of the far heavier waste bin, Daniel announced, “I’m going out back.” He needed some time away from his wife and a quiet space to think clearly about what should be done next around the house.
 
   In the corner of the back yard, hidden from view behind the lone live oak, Daniel set down his odiferous load. He stood a piece of particle board that was laying on the ground up on its edge, propping it against the privacy fence. This revealed the 6’x3’ composting pit, which was dug down into the soil around 20 inches. Daniel tossed the fresh table scraps into the trench, which consisted mostly of eggshells and shredded paper. The Moore’s’ utilized reams of printer paper as use for their dinner plates. Once used, the sheets of paper were shredded by hand while they were being put into the scraps can. He added to the pit a handful of sifted wood ash from the fireplace, stored close by inside a plastic coffee container. Daniel briefly turned the contents of the pit over with a fiberglass-handled metal rake, also kept nearby. The swelled, heavy particle board was plopped back down in place to shelter the compost from the rain and the ash, and to help keep in the heat that was generated. 
 
   Daniel grabbed a fiberglass round shovel, after replacing the rake back in the corner of the fence, under a car hood awning. Through a section of fencing that he had removed to create a portal, Daniel carried the waste bin and shovel into the strip-mined yard of the burnt house. He dug a shallow hole, and rolled the bin’s contents down in. Two large chunks of thick, weedy sod covered the round baggies of body waste, which had spread themselves around the hole with an innate geometric order. He took another clump from the pile that was created when the topsoil for the garden beds was gathered, stomping this one down into place. Daniel took time and care while rinsing out the garbage containers; the rinse water going straight into the garden beds. 
 
   Ever since coming outside, Daniel had kept looking up at the solar water heater, quite satisfied with the job and with the amount of the sun shining down upon it. He tried to envision it through the eyes of Corinne and his father. Even though it looked impressive to him, all that his father could see was how obvious it was. Suddenly, it didn’t look like all that good of an idea, and he found himself wondering whether draping a blue tarp over the backside of the box would help or hurt its visibility. Corinne would appreciate it, though, and that was enough to bring him back to the present. 
 
   Who cares if people can see it?
 
   Being done with his chores, and having no more reasons to stall, Daniel went back inside. The temperature was woefully similar to what it had been outside. When Daniel pointed this out to Corinne, she suddenly agreed to help move the bed downstairs. Even though his wife was still angry at him, she did not want to spend another night upstairs. Daniel and Corinne worked quietly together, struggling to get the bed around all of the corners and down the stairs. Rebecca being constantly in the way “trying to help” only served to shorten their tempers with each other even further. He left Corrine to be harassed while trying to make the bed; Rebecca was now insisting that by being on the bed was somehow helpful to the situation. 
 
   Daniel stepped back into the garage to put the boxes back out of the way under the refolded attic stairs.  A clothes line was hung up, using two nails, driven in at a steep angles, and the bartered for hemp string. A figure-eight knot on one end was stretched tight over to a clove hitch and two half hitches. The series of hooks around the spare bedroom could still be used to hang wet clothes on to dry. The new clothes line out in the garage was strung up purely as a convenience, and because the level of ash had dropped so dramatically. Daniel planned on taking another shower to try out washing his grubby clothes, but not until after he had made dinner. 
 
   He snuck back into the house with the uneaten oatmeal hidden from view. The girls were deep in the throes of a squabble, covering the sounds that he made while scrapping the bowl out into a plastic grocery bag. There was nothing to hide the bag of oatmeal with inside the freshly cleaned garbage can, so he slid open the back door and flung the mushy bag as far as he could toward the burnt house. When Daniel returned to the basement, he found that Corinne and Rebecca were now actively ignoring one another.
 
   “So? What’s this big surprise?” Corinne asked. Her tone making it well known that she was in a huff.
 
   “Oh…right. You want to know now, or after I make dinner?” Daniel replied, trying for very mysterious.
 
   “I mean…What is it? Just tell me now,” Corinne sighed, certain that she would not be impressed.
 
   “All righty…I made you a shower. I put a barrel up on the roof and closed it up like I did with the sun oven. Rebecca, you little girl get to take a bath at the same time,” Daniel announced matter-of-factly.
 
   “I can?” Rebecca asked.
 
   Followed quickly by Corinne’s, “You did?”
 
   “Yep. It will probably be a little cramped, sorry ‘bout that. But if you guys want to take a shower while I make dinner, you’ll find it out in the garage,” Daniel said, starting to laugh. 
 
   The look on Corinne’s face did an immediate reversal. “Did you take the soap out there?” she asked, following right behind Rebecca, who was already making for the stairs.
 
   “No. No towels either…” Daniel called after them.
 
   “Okay. I’ll get them,” Corinne said in the most accommodating of ways.
 
   “Well hold on, I still have to get you some candles stands out there, so you guys can keep the big door closed.” Watching them scurry away had made him remember just how much he loved his wife and child. It was a moment of pride and joy for him.
 
   Daniel briefly talked the girls through what they should do out in the garage, and then left them alone to have some privacy. While he made spaghetti topped with a chopped dog and crushed tomato Bolognese sauce, doughy biscuits, and a very old jar of green beans for dinner, the girls spent a surprising amount of time cleaning their bodies and clothes. He ate dinner alone, listening to the squeals and giggles coming from the garage. When the sounds finally came back inside, he grabbed a clean pair of underwear, called out the location of the food, and went to take a real shower. 
 
   He wheeled the 50-gallon tote out into the faltering light of evening to dump out the fifteen gallons of shower and bath water that the girls had used. He poured it out into the same circular splay mark made earlier in the thick grass. Daniel had explained to Corinne about adding a few pieces of clothing to the bin while taking a shower. The other bin was going to be just for rinsing and wringing out the clothes in, so Rebecca was told to stay out of it. The one taut string across the garage completed this most basic of washing and drying systems. 
 
   It was nothing like what he had put in at the Warehouse. Daniel had built them four large cisterns, heated by a complex flue system; one reservoir for each stage of cleaning. An entire bank of communal baths stood against the opposite wall, the plans were straight from a book about ancient Rome. The whole system was run off of diverted water from the short, square water tower in the center of the old complex. This way, only one generator was needed to pump the water up into the tower. From there, gravity could be used to get the water to the numerous locations that it was needed.
 
   Daniel stole two puffs of marijuana, did an abbreviated version of what the girls had done in the shower, then, again naked, he dumped the water into the same damp spot. His plan for the morning was to create a wide funnel that could be attached to the barrel during rainfall to help fill it back up. How well this worked would determine how much water would have to be hoisted up in the future to keep Corinne in warm showers. 
 
   All that was needed to keep the possibly perpetual shower working was for it to start raining on a regular basis. How well the system worked during the colder months of the year would, of course, determine whether or not he had to think of something else. But taking this first small step felt like a good start to maintaining some of the creature comforts that Daniel and Corinne had gotten used to again.
 
   After hanging his reasonably clean clothes up on the line, right beside the girl’s still dripping garments, Daniel returned to the basement to join his family in the newly positioned bed. Rebecca had obviously won the last debate about where she would sleep, her bed remained upstairs inside the pink bedroom. Corinne and Rebecca were both definitely in higher spirits now, and they were laughing heartily as they got into bed, feeling both full and clean. Daniel crawled into the bed, in only his underwear, giddy that he was feeling cold.  
 
   “Thank you, Baby. It wasn’t quite as hot as I like, but it still felt pretty amazing!” Corinne said, reaching over Rebecca to rub his shoulder. “I put the rest of the spaghetti, which was great by the way, in a bowl, and put it in the hole…You can totally tell that the water will get even warmer. Ya know? Maybe if it gets to sit in the sun for a couple days. I hope so,” she said wistfully, withdrawing her hand. “The clothes seemed pretty clean, too. That’s what took us so long, I did mine and Rebecca’s. But I couldn’t twist them enough to get most of the water out. Is there any way you could make me something to help squeeze or wring them out? Of course, it didn’t help having this one hogging the whole tub,” Corinne said with a partial grin.
 
   “I’ll try to think up something for you tomorrow,” Daniel said, smiling his promise to her.
 
   “That was super fun! Can I take another bath tomorrow?” Rebecca asked, scooting up further on her pillow to get eye to eye with her father.
 
   “As long as it starts raining again soon. The barometer says that the pressure is falling and the humidity is rising. So, it might rain tomorrow or the next day. If it does, you and Mommy can take one almost every day,” he beamed, trying to prolong their admiration of his cleverness. “Tell you what, we’ll give her a little break and, soon, you can take a bath with me. That sound like a deal?”
 
   After one of the better days had in a long while, despite all the added stresses, the Moore family snuggled together atop the mattress, which was now lying on the cool floor of the dark basement. Within minutes, every member had fallen into a deep and contented sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   Good to his word, George had kept either Jimmy or Chase watching over the man’s house. The boy’s view of the house was through the obscuring properties of the second-story window’s dirty glass. They sat ten feet away from the window and off to the right hand side. Only the thinnest of glimpses could be seen of an old burnt house out of the window to the left. The remnants of the house were like an open sore just beginning its healing process, leveling ever closer to the world’s plane mark with each new garbage bag or tree limb that got tossed in. 
 
   The three boys would never dare to wipe a viewing port into the greasy glass, things like that would eventually be noticed. The brother’s backs were aching from all the time that they were spending sitting atop the sharp backs of the metal chairs, using the uncomfortable perches to have the right downward viewing angle. It hurt sitting atop the chair for hours on end, even with two balled up shirts underneath. 
 
   Jimmy caught himself drifting away, thoughts leading him far away from where he was. Arousing only found that he was staring out of the same damn window again.
 
   On the first day of forced voyeurism, the man could be seen systematically boarding up his windows. Every window that could be seen on the house was secured, the only exception being the large glass sliding door in back, which the man kept using to go in and out of. It was like the man knew they planned on trying to break in. At one point George had pretty much given up altogether on breaking into the house. The man had not left the area and he seemed to be preparing for an impending assault. But as they watched the second day saw the man’s behavior go from slightly weird in the morning to just plain strange before nightfall.
 
   George made sure that Jimmy got up early each morning. He needed to be certain that the man did not leave without them knowing about it. After a couple of boring, yawn-laced hours, the man came outside in late morning to gather more lumber from the side of the house. Jimmy thought the wood would go to sealing up the big glass door, but that never happened. The man took a piece of plywood and a few scraps of 2x4 around to the front before heading over to the house next door. This put Jimmy into a panic. The house, where the boys had set up their silent vigil inside no longer felt safe at all.
 
   What if he is checking all of the houses? Was that some kind of battle belt he was wearing? If he goes in a circle, are we going to be next? Or, will we be last in line?
 
   It was quite the relief to see the man reappear carrying a large pane of glass. Jimmy calmed back down, again confident that their hide-a-way was not going to be invaded. The tree swaying to and fro in the steady breeze kept Jimmy from noticing the man up on the roof earlier than he did. Only when the man walked up to the peak, and from behind the tree in Jimmy’s sightline, did he finally see him. The man turned slowly, stopping when he seemed to be staring right at the second story window that Jimmy sat behind. Sitting on the chair’s back put Jimmy eye level with the man and, he thought, in plain view. But the man turned away before Jimmy yelled out to warn his brother to run. The blue sunglasses the man wore must have hid what his eyes were truly focusing on. Jimmy slid down to sit on the chair correctly, his backside approving of the move, and settled in to watch the man build a glass cabinet on the roof that had a water barrel inside of it. The man worked hard and fast, leaving the roof after filling the barrel with buckets of water. 
 
   It was around lunch time, and Jimmy was thinking of going down to the basement to see if George and Chase were awake yet. Despite the hunger pangs, he did not leave his post. After hearing a loud splashing sound, Jimmy stood up very slowly. Much to his chagrin, Jimmy was staring at the man again, who was now naked and carrying buckets of water along the side of his house. Jimmy was in complete disbelief as he watched the man fill the buckets from a rain barrel, pausing every now and then to tilt his head up towards the sun. 
 
   The man looked absolutely crazed. Who else but a fool smiles at the sun while walking around naked? This guy had to be off his rocker.
 
   Chase was on watch around the time the man was working on something in the corner of his yard, which was blocked from view by the leaning, moss-covered fence. Chase said that after the man worked a while in the corner, he dug a hole in the yard of the burnt house, threw some small bags into it and covered the cavity back over with some clumps of grass. Around this same time, George and Jimmy were in the basement, discussing the man’s sanity while fretting over their own food situation. 
 
   The trio only had one can of stewed tomato and one can of green beans left between them. Both cans were well past their freshness dates and looked more than questionable. In fact, the contents of the smaller can was only discerned by the ‘G.B.’ written on it in faded indelible marker. Once opened, the tomato’s seemed fine, and even though the green beans had a strong metallic tinge to them, they had none of the tell-tale odors of rot. 
 
   George ate half of each can and sent Jimmy upstairs to share the remainder with Chase. Jimmy ate one of the last four remaining tomatoes and one large bite of green beans on the way up to see his brother. Chase was given the last of the food as ‘his share’. While Chase wrinkled his nose and tried to eat, Jimmy watched as the man came out and threw a baggie into the hole left by the burnt house.
 
   Jimmy and Chase sat together for several hours without seeing the man again, and without discussing the fact that they were out of food. As the sun began to set, George came up demanding to speak alone with Jimmy. Chase was left to continue the watch without George even acknowledging the amount of time that the younger brother had already spent in the sparse room. Jimmy and George sat in the dim basement for a couple of hours debating over what the group should do next. All of the homes in the area were stripped clean; and not just of the food. The past ten homes had yielded absolutely nothing useful. They were officially out of food and prospects. 
 
   George made his case for taking over the man’s house very clear. It appeared that desperation and hunger had given him all the skill of a trained orator. In truth, the prospect of Chase’s starvation was really the only point that need be made. Jimmy could not dispute any of George’s seemingly air-tight argument. Nonetheless, the idea of attacking the man was flat appalling to him. The escalation of punishment from looting to murder weighed in heavily on the equation, too. 
 
   Looters were generally stripped of all their belongings before being severely beaten and sent away from the area as a limping warning sign for others to see. Murderers, however became a community event if they were caught red-handed. The indicted killers were not executed outright, or even by the townsfolk themselves. Instead, they were marched along in the center of a large jovial procession, which ended at the border with Detroit. This is where the already harassed killers were carried through the barricades and had their major arm and leg tendons slit to prevent their escape. In a wriggling pile of helplessness, they were left awaiting a fate that was far worse than the prospect of a slow, eventual death. The rats always found them first.
 
   The townspeople who hung around always knew that the captured and sliced-up killers had survived just long enough because of the piercing screams. Being eaten alive always resulted in macabre howls, which never tapered in intensity once they had been imprinted upon one’s psyche. These bone-chilling death throes were exactly what the Council was going for. Those screams were what kept the people of New Warren in line. Witnessing them for the first time, just this past year, gave Jimmy pause the entire time that George kept openly talking about committing homicide. 
 
   George, feeling that he had won the quarrel, then tried converting Jimmy to the idea of mounting an assault on the crazy guy’s house. George kept alternating between saying how easy it was going to be and how they probably wouldn’t have to kill the man anyway. Jimmy could not withstand the constant barrage for very long and, eventually, gave in wholly. Before Jimmy realized what had happened, George, satisfied with his thorough mental working over of one brother, went upstairs to get the other. He wanted to see if the man had been spotted again, or if anyone else had been seen around the house.
 
   Jimmy now sat nervous and alone. The one candle lighting the basement with wicked, guttering shadows did not help. The idea of Chase and George together, without him being able to supervise the interaction, helped even less. Fast enough to keep the worst of the possibilities from forming, Chase came feeling his way down the dark, creaky steps. He picked up a folding metal chair and set himself quietly down beside his brother. The faint beam of George’s shake-flashlight preceded his descent. The flashlight hardly worked anymore, despite, or perhaps because of, George’s constant sophomoric gesturing with it.
 
   “That dumb-ass tell you what he saw? Said the guy was running around naked outside again,” George guffawed.
 
   “Really, Chase? What did you see him doing?” Jimmy asked his despondent-looking younger brother.
 
   “He came out and dumped more water…or, whatever…out again,” Chase answered dimly. The three youths had had plenty of time to think up ghoulish scenarios to explain the constant dumping of water by a nude lunatic.
 
   “Was he really still naked?” Jimmy wondered aloud. The idea that this guy really was crazy had fully taken root. This made the man different and therefore, lesser. Offensive action was easily more palatable against a freak than it was against an equal.
 
   “Not the first time…He came out twice. Uh…The first time he had clothes on. The second time he was…well…” Chase said, obviously annoyed about having to retell the story. “I don’t want to talk about him. The dude scares me…I mean…”
 
   “Whatever, man. We know for sure now. He has to be in there by himself. Nobody would be acting that weird if other people lived in there,” George announced boldly, starting to pace the basement.
 
   “What are we gonna do?” Chase asked Jimmy, with a hushed tone and pleading eyes, which were in search of an answer that would put him back at ease.
 
   George answered for Jimmy, ruining any hope that Chase had left. “I’ll tell you what we are going to do…” He pulled the small revolver from his waistband to end all doubts about what he meant.
 
   “Maybe we could just ask him for some food?” Jimmy begged, reaching for anything that might change George’s mind.
 
   “Hell, even if he did give us some food then what? Go ask him again the next day?” George growled. “No…Then he would just know we are around. We take this dude tonight…We’ll bust that big ass glass door of his with a tree branch or something. When he stumbles out to see what has happened, we will all bum rush his ass.” George smiled cleverly and continued, “We will go over there in a couple hours. Let him fall asleep first. Won’t even know what hit him.” 
 
   George tried to exude confidence as he said this, but failed. Still, neither Jimmy or Chase said a word in reply, as neither brother could think of a viable option that would put a stop to what was about to happen. All they could manage was disinterested nods of agreement to George’s grand postulating about what kind of foods they were bound to find after the deed was done.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Wednesday
 
    
 
   Allen Moore was long dead, and Daniel’s sleep was rarely invaded by the caustic memories of his father anymore. He was dreaming of him now though. It seeped out from some dark, mental crevasse, thought to be long forgotten. The theme of the visage was guilt. A deep-rooted shame felt over the last few days that father and son had spent together. Daniel and Allen had devoted years to becoming journeymen of how to talk without communicating. Then, in the last few days they would have together, just before Allen was killed Daniel suddenly became interesting to his father. 
 
   Allen spent those last days with his son trying to rectify all the years of neglect. First, he helped Daniel sift through and reorganize the items Daniel had acquired, which were spread all around the garage and house. After that, Allen led Daniel into the bedroom downstairs that held all of his own hard-earned plunder; the same room that Daniel had just broken into. Allen showed and itemized everything in the room for Daniel without reproach. 
 
   The next day, Allen let Daniel drive his truck around the subdivision, laughing and coaching the entire way. The drive ended at an old branch of the library system several blocks from the house. Allen taught Daniel how to breach the rear door by using a long pry bar, heavy wooden shims and a hydraulic jack that he carried around in the bed of the truck. 
 
   Daniel made sure that he was as unaccommodating as possible to his father on those last days. He had no way of knowing that there would not be another chance to gain his redemption.
 
   In his dream, realization washed over Daniel. Allen Moore knew he was going to die.
 
   Daniel was back standing in the dark library, acting like he was alone even though he was with his father. Holding a hard-covered red book in his hand, Allen was telling him to make sure that he read it someday. Allen then set the book high up on the top of one of the book shelves so that Daniel would remember where it was amongst the sea of look-alikes.
 
   Terror still had a hold over Daniel when he realized that he was now, in fact awake. A hand was painfully griping onto his left shoulder. Daniel reflexively brushed the hand away with his right arm, startled to find that it was Corinne’s. He rolled onto his left elbow to look at his wife. Corinne was trying to whisper something to him, as she made a grab for his right shoulder this time.
 
   “What?!” Daniel sleepily cried out, while blocking her hand at the same time.
 
   Corinne cringed at his volume. “Shhh! someone broke a window…upstairs!” her low tone and finger up to her lips demanded attention, immediately and quietly.
 
   Rebecca awoke with a shutter, immediately trying to crawl inside her mother’s torso to find safety. Daniel was glad that he could not see the fear in Rebecca’s eyes, of which Corinne had spread to her like a disease. Feeling the first symptoms himself Daniel bolted out of the bed. He then just stood dumbly, trying to make sense of his surroundings. Allowing for enough time to recognize his own basement, reflex took over. 
 
   Daniel had to crouch down to raise the edge of the bed from the cold, multi-brown tones of the Berber carpet. Found quickly, the cold feel of the compact pistol gripped tightly in his warm right hand helped to steady his nerves. Sitting next to the bed was a pile of items that had come off of his belt and from his cargo pockets. 
 
   His fingers brushed across the multi-tool. No, not that. His thumb caught the hilt of the sheathed combat knife. No, not that, either. Finally, his pinky found what he was looking for, and he grasped the small flashlight tightly in his left hand. 
 
   The single large candle, which sputtered its barely adequate light upon the walls gave an effect reminiscent of being under water. It revealed just enough of the floor ahead of him to avoid stepping on Rebecca’s landmine challenge of plastic building blocks. Straining his ears and eyes, Daniel headed up the stairs into the unknown, cringing at every tread that squeaked, wearing nothing but boxers on his body and concern on his face.
 
   Daniel slowly crossed the kitchen floor, pounding heart straining against the confines of his chest cavity. The heavy drapes that covered the door wall and dehydrator assembly suddenly billowed inward. Daniel dropped to his right knee, simultaneously raising the pistol up and clicking the flashlight on to aim at the movement. His mind envisioned a monster pushing its way inside the house, but the aqua colored drapes mocked him by cresting their movement and settling back into place. 
 
   ‘Why is the door open?’ Daniel’s stunned brain wondered. 
 
   The flashlight then caught something out of place in the center of the living room. There surrounded by a dazzling sea of broken glass, was half of a cinder block. Daniel immediately recognized it by the black overspray as the same block that he used to prop up the solar oven. He struggled to place together a scenario that would result in this heavy block moving thirty feet across the trampled lawn, only to then hurl itself though the sliding glass door. 
 
   Daniel turned off the flashlight, trying to listen to what lay beyond the encompassing noise of his beating heart. The wind sounded like the worst kind of noises in his ears, all howls and whispers. But that disturbing wind also brought the gift of unwashed flesh to his nostrils. 
 
   ‘Someone is out there!’ his mind screamed, trying to force the body into action. 
 
   For some reason his brain did not offer up any suggestions to back its desire for movement. Daniel just remained motionless, kneeling on the hard linoleum, staring in mute rapture at the slowly waving draperies. 
 
   ‘Nine bullets?’ his mind asked meekly, just to see if telling him how many bullets the pistol held helped out in any way. It was scrambling, struggling to relay into his consciousness any pertinent information that it could grab hold of. 
 
   Abandoning the inner turmoil Daniel crossed the dining room, moving parallel to the gapping maw that was now his glass door. He took awkward steps down the hardwood hallway to avoid the pitfalls of the bare, creaky spots, heading straight for the pink refuge of Rebecca’s room. The window there had a partial view of the backyard that he hoped could be used to his advantage. 
 
   Daniel had to stick his fingers through the small opening in the plywood to bend down a couple of blind slats to see out. It offered only a narrow, blurry view; it was enough. The living room jutted out from the rest of the house to his left, and the door wall was just around the far corner. The view, however did not hide the two shadowed figures that were crouched down facing away from him. The shadows were trying to peer around the corner, obviously waiting for someone to exit out of the newly smashed door. The bats or pipes that they held in front of them foretold of what awaited Daniel if he chose to use that route.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   George led the way out of the house, but only after the waiting had become unbearable. The trio backtracked through the two doors in the garage and out into the empty, weed-lined driveway. Jimmy kept pace a few steps behind George and Chase brought up a cautious rear further back. They all swiveled their heads, searching for any signs that might mean they had been given away. 
 
   After a few anxious moments, George led them slowly down the driveway and along the sidewalk. They took this longer route to avoid leaving an obvious path across the tall grass that had survived withering because of the shade the house offered. It took them several more tense minutes out in the open to high-step over the weeds that crisscrossed the besieged concrete path. 
 
   Despite the growing anxiety, they still took ample time side-stepping between the two vehicles in the crazy man’s driveway. Most of the cars that were still running had sensitive alarms installed on them, and a blaring siren would surely warrant a swift beating from George. The chain-link gate to the backyard only gave a slightly audible protest as George opened it. 
 
   The three teenagers followed an up-heaved concrete pathway that cut between the ankle grabbing grass and tacky white stones, which lined the side of the house. Despite the waning moon, only two days past full the darkness and quiet of the night seemed to amplify the further along they walked. Chase tripped when he stepped on one the white quartz stones nearly twisting his ankle. After a long ‘What the fuck?’ look from George, complete with cocked head and raised hands the would-be assassins turned to the right and started to survey their chosen ambush site. 
 
   Jimmy took his cue from the earnest pointing by George. He was to place himself around the corner from the glass door. Chase followed right behind, not waiting to see if there were to be any further instructions directed at him. George aimed the little revolver at the shadowy reflection he saw in the glass and started walking backwards. He wanted to be close enough to the house to be able to get a shot off in the event that the guy charged out at them, but far enough away as to not be caught off guard by anything unexpected that the crazy man might do when he came out. 
 
   Jimmy watched as George stumbled on something hidden in the grass, falling heavily backwards onto his rear end. Fear of retribution and the gravity of the moment kept Jimmy’s laugh stifled. In the eerie, soft light cast by the ample moon, Jimmy could see George pick up a square rock while a maniacal smile stretched his face. The smile put Jimmy even further on edge. 
 
   George looked back and forth between the tree at his side and the rock in his hand. He stood back up and walked towards the house with an ominous nod directed at Jimmy, the square rock still in hand. He coiled his big frame, grunting with the effort as he released the rock underhand. The violent, sharp sound that the glass made as it shattered into thousands of shards pierced through the still night like a lance. Within the confines of the enclosed yard, the surprising crash made the Sutter brothers flinch in unison. 
 
   George scampered back to the tree and hide behind its girth. He flattened himself against the live oak, squinting around the side of the gnarled trunk.
 
   Jimmy struggled to breathe with something that resembled normalcy. The brothers waited, clutching the inadequate feeling bats in front of them like warding talismans. 
 
   Chase leaned in close, getting right next to Jimmy’s ear and whispered, “We should just run.”
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Back inside the creaky hallway Daniel squatted down and stole a quick glance around the corner. He yanked his head back behind cover after seeing nothing but the table and chair legs in the dining room. 
 
   “Damn,” he whispered.  
 
   Standing back upright, he shot his head out once again, leaving it there this time. Nothing moved, short of the mocking drapes still silently stirring in the breeze. As quietly as he could manage, Daniel made his way to the front door. From inside the small entryway, Daniel was just out of sight of anyone who might be looking in from behind the swaying, aqua conspirator. Forcing himself to not look back was far harder than quietly removing the brace and turning the locks. Daniel was almost unnerved as the screen door yawned out his exit, possibly raising the alarm for the people in the backyard. 
 
   The door seemed so loud. It had never occurred to him how loud the squeaky spring on it actually was. Daniel swore that if he made it through this night he would oil the door once a week from now on.
 
   The warm, humid summer air, along with his racing heart had Daniel’s skin dampened by the time he made it around the front of the garage and saw that the side gate had been swung open. Something loosely resembling a plan formed within him. He would turn the corner to face his aggressors, leaving plenty of distance between them. He would then yell an atrocious tirade at them, hopefully getting the shadows to stand out in the open. Last, he would effectively blind them by shining the flashlight into their eyes. He did not know what to do with them once he had them at gun point, but knew that this part of the plan would sort itself out.
 
   Eyes adjusted and night vision in place, the world now appeared well-lit and vivid. Still, anything beyond fifty feet or so looked muted and the shadows still kept their secrets. Daniel started down the narrow pathway towards the backyard. His bare foot stepped forcibly down onto one of the white stones that had escaped the confines of its pen. 
 
   Daniel barely contained shouting ‘Motherfucker!’, but his mind yelled it internally, over and over for him. It took everything Daniel had to not make any sound as he ungainly limped off the worst of the pain.
 
   A hobbling, almost naked Daniel stormed around the corner, stopping just short of the door wall. “Listen you motherfuckers! If you don’t stand up and come out here…right…now!...I’m just going to start shooting at your asses!” he yelled, finally vocalizing the curse word that his mind was getting sick of containing for him. He got the exact reply that he was hoping for.
 
   “Okay! Okay! Don’t shoot us!” a squeaky, adolescent voice pleaded. The appeal was followed by the tell-tale sounds of two aluminum bats clanking on the concrete patio in quick succession. 
 
   Just as Daniel saw the first shadow unsurely emerging from around the corner he heard a quick, “Pop! Past-Smack!” 
 
   A small puff of white brick dust adhered to Daniel’s sweating back. Unsure of what had just happened, he completed his previous thought; he turned on the flashlight. The beam showed a skinny, very dirty teenager standing before him. The stained boy was looking out into the yard, not at him. Daniel spun the light to his left, searching for whatever it was that could scare the boy more than his vulgar shouting and pointing a gun in his direction. 
 
   Daniel was shocked to see how close the bearded man was. He had stepped out from behind the big oak tree and was taking aim with a small pistol. The bearded man winced at the light now shining in his eyes just as the little gun he was holding spurted a little, orange wink of light back at Daniel. The flashlight had most likely saved his life.
 
   “Pop! Phsst-Thud!” The little projectile that the bearded man had fired sounded its birth and death into the wooden door frame, just inches to the right of Daniel’s shoulder.
 
   Anger took control over Daniel’s next actions. He fired twice at the bearded man without really aiming. Because the man was so close both rounds hit him in the center of the torso. The impact of the heavy 55 grain bullets unbalanced the man and he started to wobble, sneering in disbelief at the searing pain he suddenly felt. The bearded man dropped to his knees and then fell onto his side with a pained, “Oooff!” 
 
   After watching the man go down, Daniel spun to face the teenager again. The whole event looked like it had happened really slowly to his eyes, but at the same time those same few moments felt extremely fast. He was very happy to see that the youth had not used the chance to close the distance between them. Instead of using the situation to his advantage, the boy had watched the bearded man go down too, turning his head slightly afterward to look at Daniel shock plastered all over his gaunt face.
 
   Anger maintained its absolute choke hold. 
 
   Daniel shot the boy twice in his side, the bullets tearing through him sideways. One of the rounds angled off a rib, ripping a long chunk of muscle from the back as it exited. The other splintered the fourth and fifth ribs as it punched its way through, shredding the lungs into tattered ribbons and exploding the bottom chambers of his heart. Considering that the bullet had left behind a channel of torn tissue, the exit wound was fairly small, only about the size of an old world quarter. The boy crumpled awkwardly onto his legs, which then recoiled, springing him onto his back as his arms flailed about. 
 
   “No!” a shocked voice yelled. “Why did you shoot him? Jimmy! Please! Jimmy!” A second boy screamed while rushing from cover to get to the side of the dying teenager. As the second, smaller boy came into view for the first time remorse started to rise within Daniel. The boy dove down beside the prone shadow named Jimmy. 
 
   Despite the guilt mounting a charge, his anger did not want to give up its absolute control so easily. It squashed down the rising regret by clouding Daniel’s vision with a red veil. As soon as the second boy stopped moving, having struggled to cradle the now dead body of his brother in his arms, Daniel approached from behind. The smaller boy heaved giant sobs as he rocked the corpse back and forth. 
 
   “Why?” the kid managed to ask between choking stutters. He stared pitifully up at Daniel, tears coursing clean swaths down his dirty cheeks.
 
   Daniel did not know what to say as he watched the juvenile entwine with the bloodied wreck of humanity. 
 
   The anger knew precisely what to say. 
 
   Daniel’s finger pulled the trigger repeatedly until the gun misfired. Calmly clearing the weapon, Daniel continued firing. The pistol finally clacked open, having blown the slide back into the locked position. The pistol was empty. Now covered in sweat, dust, and splattered gore, Daniel started to shiver as a result of the adrenaline dump. 
 
   Still, the anger wanted more. It felt as if it would never be sated. It continued to burn stronger than ever.
 
   Daniel thought about the fact that he heard no approaching shouts. No neighbors were running over to see if his family was alright. No one was running up to console him. Nothing but the moaning of the dying bearded man could be heard, and it pissed him off.
 
   Ignoring the glass cutting into his bare feet, Daniel stomped back into the house through the busted door. He ripped the drapes and rod down for interfering again, and he threw the empty pistol down on the glittering carpet. He picked up the cinder block, which was made into an instrument of destruction by the intruders, and went back outside. 
 
   He stood over the writhing, gurgling bearded man, staring coldheartedly at the consequences of his actions. The man had bright, arterial foam spurting and frothing at the corners of his gaping mouth. He looked like a fish trying to breathe out of water and was having about as much success. With all his strength Daniel raised the block up over his head. He proceeded to smash it into the man’s skull until it broke into pieces several blows later.
 
   Daniel stood upright, and stared at the nearly-full moon. He could feel the wet blood on his skin cooling. He asked the moon, “Why does all of this feel like it’s my fault? Why do I have to deal with this shit? Why didn’t I close up that damn door when I had the chance?” The moon held none of the answers he was looking for and his head dropped. “I knew, absolutely knew something like this was gonna happen.”
 
   His whole life suddenly felt so unfair. 
 
   He stood fully erect again and howled spite-filled ruination at the world. He screamed unanswered questions into the emptiness which seemed to surround him, even penetrate him. The moon and everything it shown down on incurred his wrath. Everyone he had ever known received a misplaced and miserable cursing, without exception. 
 
   Daniel had no idea of how long it took for the liberating shouts to finally soothe his temper. He just found himself kneeling in the grass with dried blood on his body and fresh blood flowing from his feet. Pain and shame were now his only companions. His anger had abandoned him at last.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Corinne sat shivering in the dim basement. Rebecca was painfully clinging to her side in silent angst; she was also the cause of the shivering. They heard Daniel creeping around upstairs then silence. They heard the gunshots followed by what sounded like a child yelling angrily. More gunshots and the sound of something crashing to the floor inside preceded the next short silence. 
 
   These things had frightened Corinne. What came next was far worse. She heard her husband screaming violations at the world, at her, their daughter, at anyone and everything that had ever crossed his path. The horrible things that Daniel shouted gave Corinne her first reason ever to be afraid of him.
 
   Corinne’s mother, Susan Davis, had warned against getting involved with Daniel. Susan had known Daniel’s father and had helped him to rebuild the town. Susan told Corinne all sorts of sordid tales from those early years. Allen Moore was what she would call a “necessary evil”. Allen gathered together the small band of raiders that supplied the encampment at the Church, which formed during the initial chaos that came after the terrorist attacks on the nuclear facilities. 
 
   Allen gave this small group more than just the materials needed to survive, he provided security, the needed shelter from the growing turmoil. Allen’s extreme methods provided them the excesses that were essential to grow in numbers and scope. The super gangs that spontaneously formed were thinned out by shocking drone strikes from the air and the marauding military on the ground. Allen formed the posse that kept the smaller mobs at bay, keeping the immediate area reasonably safe. During the formation of the first fortified safe zone, no one questioned his brutal tactics.
 
   After the group had grown enough in size to commandeer the Warehouse, some felt Allen and his troupe of rogues were no longer needed, and the influences of this new exercise in civility shifted power away from him. They usurped Allen’s posse with the formation of the Police Force to take over matters of security. 
 
   Communications were, eventually restored with the National Guard and the new Department of Continuance. Supplies started being flown into Selfridge Air National Guard Base, twenty miles to the northeast, then these infrastructure parts and large pallets of supplies were trucked away to the newly established town of New Warren and the work site around the Enrico Fermi nuclear plant further south.
 
   Given the vast areas and populace that no longer needed to be supplied, the Department of Continuance now had a seemingly endless supply of food to distribute to cooperating towns. Food and fuel ensured compliance from those areas where the D.o.C. wanted to regain control in to serve as staging areas. By using this template, ever so slowly, the D.o.C. began to increase its area of influence. 
 
   Allen Moore tried to warn the people of New Warren that the Department of Continuance only brought dependence back with them, but only a few listened. Not surprisingly, each member of the Council and the figurehead of a mayor unanimously felt that the worst had passed. Allen Moore, along with his far-fetched idea of self-reliance, was no longer needed or wanted. The tales of his past brutality and of how he had abandoned or murdered his wife became public fodder to discredit him. 
 
   Susan had been one of the few people who knew of the plan to assassinate Allen. It was quietly carried out and his body was stripped and buried. Susan and the mayor at the time, Sam Fouts, elderly father of the current mayor, delivered Allen’s gun and blood-stained clothing back to Daniel at the Moore house. It was now a common practice to bring the recently deceased’s valuables back to their family. To have skipped over this custom with Allen would have been deemed suspicious by his followers.
 
   While Susan had harbored Corinne within the relative safety afforded by the group, Daniel had been left almost exclusively to his own devices. From the time Daniel was thirteen years old, right up to his meeting with Susan and Mayor Fouts after his father’s “death” at age fifteen, Daniel had almost always been alone and he had had nearly zero communication with the outside world, the only exception being his father’s occasional visits. 
 
   Not completely unsurprisingly then, Daniel hardly seemed upset about Allen’s passing and barely questioned their well-crafted story of his demise. Survival had dictated that Daniel become very independent. While his clothes and the house were not very clean, the small pot filled with a stew made up of burdock root and squirrel meat buoyed Susan about his chances. Daniel denied any attempt to offer him safe harbor inside the Warehouse. He was, however smart enough to know that he would have to work for any new supplies and he jumped at their offer to find him work within the city’s Maintenance Department. 
 
   Two days later, Daniel was apprenticing under the only stone mason the city had been able to scrounge up. It was also on this day that Corinne first saw the brooding, self-assured boy that she would soon grow to love. Daniel worked on almost every one of the city’s ambitious projects, thriving under his easy-go-lucky mentor and he learned to laugh his way through a hard day’s labor. 
 
   When his mentor suddenly died of a major stroke, Daniel jumped right into his place and started drawing up the plans for the city. He endeared himself to quite a few by making separate housing units for families, along with ingenious communal areas for cooking and cleaning at the Warehouse. One of the reasons for the building being chosen was because of its geothermal heating and cooling system, which he incorporated wherever possible. Daniel added large, raised cisterns for washing and waste disposal inside the communal area and he organized the controlled chaos of the bazaar with long rows of plentiful individual stalls for anyone trying to hawk their wares. 
 
   Cobblers, tailors, and bee keepers with their honey, wax, and skin products became favorites of the locals. The gunsmiths and ammunition re-loaders catered mainly to the Police, but plenty of locals still living outside the compound frequented them too. Using plans that Daniel had found in a book, a stone forge was built for the gunsmiths close to the public garage on the north side of the Warehouse. The garage sat near the last in a row of shipping containers holding everything from auto store inventories to chemistry materials. 
 
   Using this forge, the gunsmith’s smelted copper piping and wiring down to cast new solid bullets. Scavengers provided everything needed, including the boxes of primers and sacks of random spent shell casings; for a price, of course. Daniel had also built two large wood-fired ovens on the south side near a smoke house and the sand-filled walls of the dog kennels. These allowed for another section in the bazaar to hold baked and smoked goods that ranged all the way from bread and puffed rice for cereals to whole smoked rabbits. If you could afford the trade price that the Shultz family set on milk and butter, it was available three days a week when they travelled down from the north. 
 
   It was completely obvious to anyone who met Daniel during this period of growth that was suited to being on his own, and it came as no surprise when he turned down one of the smaller housing units, offered to him by the Council as a reward for designing the City Hall. These plans included a large expansion, jutting out from the existing loading dock, which would contain the garage for the Fire Department and the Police vehicles, and a smaller extension on the northwest corner would accommodate the “Bank”. The rest of the narrow building was to be used for school and daycare rooms, while the top floor was given exclusively to the Council’s use.
 
   The D.o.C. was trying to curtail the amount of dwindling fuel resources being used by the controlled communities sprinkled around the country. They backed the city’s money with the only tangible that it still controlled and could refine more of; fuel. The city was required to pay its employees and citizens, for services rendered, with these stipends. They could also be used to pay the city for using the metered water, or for renting bazaar stalls and housing units. Once the city gained back possession of the stipends, they could then use its face value for fuel in their generators and vehicles. This directive massively reduced the amount of fuel used by citizens, and it extended the time frame with which cities went through the supply. 
 
   It was during this tenuous time that Corinne and Daniel grew very close. Corinne often followed Susan over to work at the still under construction City Hall. And what time she didn’t spend learning how to use and fix some of the only functioning computers in the state, she spent flirting with Daniel. It was also during this time that Susan tried to squash the budding love by telling Corinne all the horrible stories that she knew about Allen Moore. 
 
   This was not enough to dissuade her love-struck daughter, however. Even sadder from her perspective, was that it only sped Corinne into moving in with Daniel, where she grew to love the quiet time spent in the house, alone with her fiancée. Around the time of their daughter’s birth, the mandatory “dark” days were put into place; the Department of Continuance was once again trying to prolong the death knell of its petroleum supply. 
 
   What was once filled with delightful quiet time before the baby was born became tiring stretches of tedium for Corinne. She desperately wanted more help raising their child. Rebecca was placed in the community day care center during the days both her and Daniel worked, but this was not nearly enough. This problem was compounded when Susan refused to leave the safety of the fenced and patrolled Warehouse to come visit; her petty way of showing disdain for her daughter’s choice in husband. 
 
   Once the City Council found that its growth had been curbed, and they no longer needed Daniel or the scores of others stretching their resources, massive cuts were made. This made Corinne feel justified in her, now standard, routine of going to work and doing little or nothing else once she got home. She would sit for hours on the couch, reading her romance novels, lost in a world that revolved around her. 
 
   Sitting in the silence and dark, Corinne listened to the groans of the house from the basement, thinking about all of the stories that her mother had shared with her about Allen Moore. Rebecca, mercifully, had fallen back asleep just as Corinne heard someone quietly walking around upstairs. She started to hate the hollow feeling of being scared, which endlessly churned her insides. More than the fear itself, she was angry. Corinne did not see how she could live like this, or how she could watch Rebecca grow up like this. Corinne knew she would have to stomach her new fear of Daniel, if only for a short while. She needed his help.
 
   Corinne had only fired a couple of guns before, and it was always after someone else had loaded it and handed it to her “ready-to-go” during the compulsory training days. She now realized that she needed to know how to use Daniel’s shotgun to accomplish her forming plan. Corinne’s father had owned a beautiful, glossy, wooden shotgun before dying. Daniel’s shotgun was ugly when compared to her father’s; drab green and plastic. 
 
   Daniel had shown Corinne his father’s hidey-hole when she first moved in. Stashed with the other mean-looking gun was the ugly shotgun. Daniel had made a big show of it when he opened the wall panel, taking everything off the wall hooks and removing two screws above the seam that ran along the middle of the wall. The opening held the guns in the left baffle and ammunition, sealed in bags, was stacked up in the right. 
 
   Corinne knew she could get to the shotgun, but just getting to it was not good enough. She wanted to know how to intimately use it. She wanted to never be afraid again. She never wanted to see her daughter this afraid again, either. Daniel may not understand the situation yet, but she did.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Daniel, now lucid after his anger induced stupor, walked carefully back into the house. He felt oddly guiltier about seeing the aqua colored drapes and rod on the floor than, what he assumed was, the father and two sons that he had just killed. Assisted by the flashlight, he walked down the hall to the bathroom, his feet sticking slightly with each step. Sitting on the edge of the bathtub, he wrenched his feet into view to clean and bandage them with a comprehensive first-aid kit open beside him. 
 
   Turning into his bedroom, Daniel donned the oldest, threadbare clothes and shoes that he could find for his next grisly task. He grabbed the spare magazine for the pistol from the top shelf of the closet and returned to the living room to retrieve the battle-tested gun. Daniel stuffed the freshly loaded pistol in the right front pocket of his old work jeans, and the spent magazine into the left. 
 
   Daniel painfully hobbled over to the top of the stairs and stopped cold. Instead of going down them, he called hoarsely, “Everything is okay, Babe. I’m alright. I…uh…have to take care of a few things. I’ll be back down in a little bit…You guys alright?”
 
   A pause ensued, which lasted longer than Daniel was comfortable with. Finally, Corinne could just be seen walking slowly to the bottom of the stairs. She stopped where it was just possible to see up enough of the stairwell to ensure that it was, in fact, Daniel. “Rebecca is sleeping again,” she whispered. “Are you sure you are alright?”
 
   Daniel knew that it was not concern in Corinne’s overriding timbre, but he figured the stress of the situation warranted her some slack. Daniel, of all people, could understand the anger in her voice. As compassionately as his coarse throat could manage, Daniel croaked, “I’m fine, Core. I just wanted to check on you guys.” He fought the urge to rush down and hug his wife. Knowing that if she saw or smelled the bits of flesh clinging to him it would most certainly make her recoil and get even more upset, Daniel resisted. He calmly continued after catching his suddenly missing breath, “I…I need to find a way to board up our back door…They busted it in. Ahh…and…a couple of other things…”
 
   “Did you shoot someone?” Corinne asked, her tone warning him not to lie.
 
   “Yes. They tried to ambush me.” Daniel’s fury reminded him what that had gotten the father and his sons, his shame screamed out to not vocalize it. “They would have killed me and…found…you guys,” he said at last in self-compromise.
 
   Corinne remained mute in her understanding of what “found” meant. “You said ‘they’. How many of them were there?” Corinne asked quickly, her voice a little louder, but somehow softer despite it.
 
   “Three,” Daniel said, holding up fingers for a brief and unnecessary visual aide.
 
   “Did they have guns?” Corinne inquired, empathy for her husband slowly returning. 
 
   Daniel slouched his shoulders slightly, a posture filled with shame. “One of them did…the others…the others had bats,” he hissed. 
 
   ‘Baseball bats’ his mind interjected with the oddly timed information.
 
   “What are you going to do? Are they dead? Did they run off?” Corinne asked, foot creeping closer to the bottom stair, worried that there might still be a threat looming somewhere outside in the dark.
 
   “I killed them all. I wouldn’t leave them alive,” Daniel replied, a little too angrily, and far too sincerely.
 
   Corinne’s fear bubbled up again. Not wanting to push any further, she tried to soothe him instead. “We will be alright for a little while. Do…do what you have to. Just be safe,” she cooed, shooting him a quick smile before slinking further back into the murky depths of the basement.
 
   He called back down to her, “I’ll try to hurry. I love you.” 
 
   She did not respond. 
 
   Unsure of whether she had heard him or not, Daniel hurried out into the garage. He unlocked the rolling door, raised it up about four feet and stared out into the night. After a few seconds, he was fairly certain that there were no further dangers present within the impenetrable shadows. He pulled his daughter’s green and yellow plastic wagon around to the back of the house, and struggled rolling the dead weight of the bearded father into a position that his appendages would not drag along on the ground. He gave a cursory pat-down of the cooling body, which yielded sixteen .22 caliber bullets and an almost rusted-shut buck knife. A small sweep with the flashlight found a small revolver tucked up against the tree. Daniel shoved all of these items tightly together in his back right pocket. 
 
   He was half expecting the police patrols to start showing up as he struggled to pull the burdened wagon along the roller-coaster of the concrete pathway. The D.o.C. had installed two acoustic sensor arrays atop City Hall when the work was nearly finished. This system could locate the origin of a gunshot anywhere within a mile or more of the arrays. The Police’s response teams could rush out when a system alert happened, getting to any place inside of the safe zone within minutes. Those patrols should have been here already, though, and Daniel now knew they would never come. 
 
   Heading down the driveway, he carefully pulled the wagon between the car and truck before making it to the street. Daniel scanned up and down the desolate road. He saw no lights in any of the houses, and he heard no sirens or engines running. No one had even seemed to notice Daniel’s gunfight, or his screaming fit afterwards.
 
   Daniel pulled his burden down the road about fifty yards from the driveway. Not knowing of any occupied houses nearby, or if there were even any left at all, he unceremoniously dumped the body along the curb; downstream in the flow of the rain gutters. As he completed this unwelcomed task two more times with the son’s bodies, Daniel decided that unless someone showed up to investigate the atrocious racket soon, he would burn the three exposed cadavers tomorrow night.
 
   Daniel nailed two thin sheets of Masonite over the door-wall frames, then, by using screw-in hooks, stretched pieces of safety netting from a trampoline overtop. Someone would have a tough time getting through both layers quickly. Covering both the shattered and whole panes of glass limited the doors functionality; it would only open about fourteen inches now, and it killed the last of the ambient light inside the house. It was a temporary fix at best. 
 
   Daniel fought the urge to vomit the entire time he scrubbed the congealed blood and curdled brain matter soiling the patio and wagon. When Daniel stripped off his wet, stained clothes, he had planned on stopping at his underwear until, that is, he saw the pinkish blotches all over them. Daniel scanned the area one more time and pulled those off, too. He put all of the hard-earned items, and his unwanted clothes, into the drying wagon and wheeled it back into the garage. 
 
   Keeping his pistol in his right hand, he walked, wearing nothing but shredded bandages on his feet, down to the shadowy forms heaped in the gutter. Daniel added the bundle of ruined clothes to the pile, tucking it under a splayed-out leg. He gingerly walked back to the house and ducked back into the garage. Looking one last time into the emptiness outside, he pushed down the garage door and locked it. 
 
   Daniel learned that the new shower did not wash away anything beyond the blood and grime. 
 
   Afterwards, Daniel’s stark form was again sitting on the edge of the bathtub, bandaging his feet a bit more permanently. He resolved within his core, the fact that he would not let any harm come to his family. This was, by far, the easy part. He removed the flashlight from his mouth, as the conflict over the best course of action to attain this goal grew heavier. 
 
   ‘Should I make the home look abandoned and empty? Should I set early warning systems around the perimeter of the yard? Maybe out as far as several homes away?  What else could warn against future intruders?’ Daniel pondered, while pouring hydrogen peroxide on his foot. 
 
   The only thing that he could make a decision on was that he was far too tired to come up with a conclusive decision. He had two last tasks to accomplish tonight before returning to his bed and family, and he shifted his focus back onto those. 
 
   Daniel limped down the stairs to where he could see his wife and daughter sleeping, or, at least, pretending to. He opened the door to the storeroom and closed it quietly behind after entering. A lantern was lit and sat on an old folding table. He grabbed a screwdriver and spun to face the opposite wall. Removing the small step ladder, extension cords, and clamps from their respective hooks allowed access to the bare drywall. Daniel rotated the two drywall screws that secured his father’s hidden compartment. A firm tug made the hook and loop strips undo as he swung open the panel to reveal the guns, ammunition, and accessories. 
 
   First, he removed his father’s AR-15. It had a flat top receiver, collapsible battle sights, and a dual-illuminated scope, which used ambient light gathered by a fiber-optic system to produce a red aiming dot during the day, while tritium glowed at night. The load bearing vest, which hung above the rifle, came out next. He loaded nine of the polymer thirty round magazines, putting eight of them in the carriers on the vest and one in the rifle, without chambering a cartridge. After securing the panel back in place and replacing the removed items back on their hooks, he went to take care of his last task for the night.
 
   He placed the rifle and the now brimming vest beside the bed where it would give easy access if needed later. Daniel finished out his night by putting on clean underpants and a pair of maize and blue sweat pants. Then a pair of his hallowed new socks went on, mainly to hold the bandages on his feet firmly in place. 
 
   His mind went strangely blank as he laid his head back down on the pillow, like a familiar emotional protector had suddenly been called back into service. He was spent, emotionally and physically; sleep arrived mercifully fast.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Even from the basement, Daniel could hear the heavy rain drumming on the roof. His watch hands said 7:30 in an eerie, wavering glow. He had slept very deeply and without dreams. Corinne and Rebecca remained slumbering as he got out of bed. Once he gathered up the rifle, vest, boots, and a pair of pants, all sitting next to the bed on the floor, he shuffled into the pantry. He shut the door behind him to keep the soon to be lit lantern from accosting the girls sleep. 
 
   Now in a light bright enough that it took almost a full minute of blinking to adjust himself to it, Daniel stepped out of the sweat pants. He pulled on a well-worn pair of tan cargo pants, which had black tape across the knees covering the constellations of small holes found there. Very carefully, he laced up his black leather work boots, the ones with holes worn into the leather that exposed the steel-toed caps. The steady pressure of the boots instantly made his cut feet feel much better. 
 
   He swam his arms into the load bearing vest, adjusting the straps to keep its weight from slapping against him when he jumped in place. He poked his right arm and head through the rifle sling, so the barrel pointed down along his back. Immediately, Daniel felt that carrying the weight of this combination was going to take some getting used to, but he never wanted to be caught unprepared again, or with his pants down, for that matter.
 
   Daniel crossed the pantry, heading for the walk-through closet door. The closet was about six feet across and eighteen feet long. Rows of handmade shelves bristled with cooking oils, first aid gear, hygiene products, lantern oil, jugs of filtered water, and dried meats, fruits, and vegetables. After he had drank from a large jug of cool water, Daniel mixed up some powdered milk in a 2-quart container for Rebecca. He found that pre-mixing the milk helped to temper its sharp taste. 
 
   The sloshing sounds that the liquids made had him hustling to quietly scoot up the stairs. Daniel shook his head in disbelief when he saw the aqua drapes that lay on top of the glass shards in the living room. Everything that had taken place, just hours ago, came flooding back. He wished it all could have been a bad dream. Seeing the flimsy mesh covering the sliding door hammered home that it was all too real. Bladder pressure made him slide out through gap in the damaged door without regard to safety. 
 
   The wooden fence glowed bright green; the wetness showing just how covered it was with lichen and algae. Daniel stared straight ahead at the lime-colored fencing, using it like mental blinders as he hurried over to the closest garden patch, and finally relieved himself within its confines. The seed vendors instilled in him that this act replaced some vital nutrient back into the soil. The stately women, who had sold Daniel the seeds, had been very patient with him. They told him how to start the composting pit, and how to turn a layer of the compost into the fallow gardens in late fall. They had also told him to sift and save the wood ash from the fireplace to sprinkle around the gardens and pit. 
 
   As Daniel turned back around to escape the rain, which threatened to soak him if he lingered any longer, he glanced up at the water box. ‘Life must go on’, he thought, as he climbed the ladder to open the lid to divert water into the barrel. There was no point in missing a chance to easily fill it back up.
 
   Sitting on the carpet in the living room, Daniel started picking glass shards from it. Low rumbles of thunder and waves of rain crashing down on the roof sounded as he worked. This assured Daniel of two things: the rain catches were filling up with fresh water and silt. Washed from the multi-patched roof, the dust and ash collected in the bottoms of the water barrels, forming a thick slurry. The fine dirt needed to be scooped out periodically, before it reached and clogged the valves. 
 
   Daniel was really just trying to keep himself busy. He did not want to let the anger, now mixed with equal parts of shame, that he felt over the previous night’s experiences get a chance to boil up and engulf him. Sidetracking into the garage, he approached Rebecca’s wagon and pocketed the bearded man’s pistol, bullets, and knife before continuing downstairs.
 
   Daniel steeled himself by making hollow promises to do whatever it would take to keep his family safe. These were all lies, and part of him knew it. He was planning to make a dozen tripwire sound-makers to string around the area surrounding the house. These were easy to make, and he had all the materials to make at least twenty of them; mousetraps, glue, shotgun shells, and nails. Having watched his father make them, he had been taught the process well enough to do it safely. 
 
   More than anything, Daniel needed information. He had to find out how the people in the Warehouse were faring. The Moore’s needed choices. Leaving the area would mean leaving behind everything that Daniel had stored away. The thought that, maybe, it was time to move his family into the Warehouse weighed heavily on him. By his figuring, if he used the last of the gas for his truck, he could make three or four trips, easily bringing a majority of the stores they owned with them. He also wondered if there were enough people having this same exact thought that it would overcrowd the available space in the Warehouse; thus leaving his family with no other choice but to hunker down here. 
 
   All of his plans for the day dissolved. Knowing the fate of his town, and of his family’s future, overrode making defensive preparations that might not ever be needed. Stuffing a day pack and making a stealthy walk to see the Warehouse became his new priority one. 
 
   As Daniel entered the main room of the basement, he saw Rebecca sitting upright on the bed looking quite unsure about what to do next. As discretely as he could, Daniel pulled the AR-15 around to the front and back over his head, freeing him from the strap. Nonchalantly, he laid it on the floor by his feet, while sitting on the foot of the bed to talk to his daughter. Her brown eyes looked sunken and scared. The way Rebecca stared at him hurt his heart knowing that he had caused some of that fear. 
 
   “Everything is alright, Bugs,” Daniel said softly. “Some bad men broke our big window last night, and Daddy had to go chase them away.” He then quickly added, “They are gone now…And they will never come back!”
 
   “Is that why you were yelling? To scare the bad men off? ‘Cause you scared me and Mommy, too.” Rebecca said with a glare, telling Daniel that he had better be very apologetic.
 
   “I know, Honey. I am so sorry that I scared you. I...I had to sound mean to scare them away. If you were frightened, just imagine how they felt?” he said to his daughter with a misplaced cheer. Daniel desperately wanted to put an end to Rebecca’s worries.
 
   “But…you yelled…you were really mad…So that means the bad men are gone? For good? You sure? Would…Can you pinky promise?” Rebecca rapid fired her questions, her eyes now looking a little more hopeful.
 
   Daniel smiled and gave out a long sigh. He offered up his pinky while emphatically saying, “They will never come back. I pinky promise, Rebecca.”
 
   Rebecca shucked off her blanket that she was holding tightly to her chest and crawled closer to Daniel. She connected her pinky around his, letting her troubles dissipate at the same time. Daniel grabbed her close to give her tiny kisses on the side of the neck. This made her giggle loudly and struggle to get away. He made her initial escape easy enough, then he chased her further away by tickling at her feet.
 
   “Daddy, stop it! You are gonna make me pee!” Rebecca howled gleefully.
 
   Corinne rolled over and asked quite normally, “You have to go potty?” She had obviously been listening the whole time.
 
   “Yeah…Will you take me, Dad?” Rebecca begged.
 
   Directing his response at Corinne, Daniel just said, “I’ll take her up.” He wanted to say more, but Corinne had rolled back over to face away from him. Winning Rebecca was seeming very easy, especially when he compared it to what it would take to get Corinne back on his side. 
 
   “C’mon, Rebecca. We’ll let you go potty, and then we will get you some milk,” Daniel said merrily. He waited for Rebecca to jump into the lead before retrieving the rifle.
 
   While Daniel led Rebecca through her morning routine of going to the bathroom, eating breakfast, brushing her teeth, and getting dressed, Corinne worked her way into the garage for a cool shower. Rebecca was hard at work on a half-completed, mold-speckled coloring book when Daniel went upstairs to wait for Corinne to come back inside. 
 
   When she finally did come back in, she was dressed in jeans and a tight fitting black tank top. Her hiking boots were on, and her straight, damp hair was pulled back into a loose pony tail. She saw him waiting patiently for her, so she made her way into the defunct kitchen. Corinne slid out a bar stool, across the counter from Daniel, sat quickly, and then got down to business.
 
   “I do not want to discuss what happened last night right now,” Corinne stated. “I do not want to be that…terrified…ever again.” She gathered her thoughts for a moment, not wanting to give away too much information. “I need you to teach me how to use that shotgun,” she finally blurted out. “I want to know how to use it…”
 
   Daniel was certain that his wife wanted to say more, but didn’t. “Okay, Baby. I think that is a great idea,” he replied, thinking better of mentioning the numerous times that he had asked her to go shooting, only to have her turn him down time and time again. “If the rain lets up a bit, I was thinking of heading over to the Warehouse. So…we have some time if you want. I would feel better about leaving you two here, knowing you could handle…anything that might come up.” Seeing the anger creeping back into her eyes, he changed his tone to a lighter one. “I shouldn’t be long. I just have to see what’s going on over there,” he said carefully, trying to use what little sway he might still hold over her.
 
   “I want to start right now. I mean…Would you be able to show me enough, before you leave?” she asked, looking at the small slice of rain that could be seen behind him through the hole in the plywood that covered the kitchen window. She wore more of a scowl after looking at the shutter.
 
   “Sure, we have plenty of time. It should be no problem…It’s a pretty easy gun to learn. We can work on the basics as long as you want. I won’t leave until you feel comfortable with it. If it doesn’t stop raining before noon, I probably won’t go today anyways,” Daniel said to her bracingly. “I just want to say…Real quick, I promise. I’m sorry about freaking out last night. I…I mean…I guess I didn’t handle it all that well.” Daniel found it unbearable to look at her now. 
 
   Seeing how he looked close to broken, Corinne suddenly felt sorry for him. It was as if he had grown new wrinkles overnight. He had just killed three men, and here she was acting upset about how he handled that kind of emotional blow. Corinne now realized that, when she had made her decision, she had focused all the fear towards her husband. The fear was still there, but it had tilted in the direction of the unknown. It didn’t change a thing for Corinne, but she did want to put Daniel at ease.
 
   “I want you to know…that…I do love you. And I want to thank you for saving us all last night. You said the one guy had a gun? Did he shoot at you? All I could hear was yelling…you yelling…I want to hear what happened. Do you think you could you tell me?” She said all of this as she stood up and walked around the counter to gently rub his shoulder. 
 
   It took a full minute before Daniel could look her in the eye.
 
   He relived the previous night’s events for her, even taking her outside to look for the father’s bullet holes. Feeling the clean, little pucker mark in the wooden door frame made Corrine forgive him for what he had said last night about her and her mother. 
 
   It all felt oddly distant to him, like it had taken place many years ago. Daniel told her almost everything. He omitted the coup-de-grace on the bearded man, and the approximate ages of his sons. He did mention that he intended to burn the bodies tonight, but thought he might have to wait now, on account of the rain having moved in.
 
   Daniel and Corinne spent the next hour and a half going over the functions of the pump-style shotgun. The only sticking point was trying to explain the action release control. Corinne was very receptive, quickly learning how to take a natural pose while holding the long, heavy scattergun. Daniel thought it a little strange that Corinne didn’t spend much time, or effort, in practicing reloading, but he assumed it was because her thumb had gotten pinched slightly on one of her first attempts at loading a round. 
 
   After he felt Corinne was ready for it, Daniel took her out into the slowing drizzle to shoot a few shells. Wanting her to get comfortable, he had Corinne start by shooting six birdshot shells. Then he had her load and fire off five buckshot shells, aiming at a cracked bucket thirty feet away. Corinne loaded up two sabot slugs, but only shot one before deciding that sticking with the buckshot was probably the best course of action. She agreed to keep the breach empty and the safety on while carrying the gun around Rebecca, and, after clipping a pouch stuffed with twenty shotgun shells onto her belt, Corinne led the way back inside. 
 
   After a lunch of treasured canned beef stew and the last of the bread, which was already on the far side of soft, Daniel felt he could still make it to the Warehouse and back before night fall. The Moore family gathered near the front door, where Daniel donned a small pack, then his father’s hat and blue-mirrored sunglasses.
 
   “Goodbye, Daddy! You’ll be back soon, right?” Rebecca asked, hugging his leg firmly.
 
   “Yeppers. I’ll be back before you know it,” Daniel replied, tussling her hair playfully.
 
   “Okay. Can I go back to my friends now?” Rebecca requested, referring to the ring of dolls sitting around her little table downstairs.
 
   “Go right ahead…I love you,” Daniel half yelled the last part because Rebecca was already bee-lining away from them. As she dashed away, he realized just how undersized and pale she really was; a life spent indoors was taking its toll. 
 
   “I love you, too!” Rebecca yelled back over her shoulder and from around the corner. 
 
   Corinne smiled at the exchange as she stepped in to give Daniel a brief, soft kiss. “I love you, too!” Corinne said, mimicking Rebecca’s volume and cadence.
 
   “Jeez, thanks.” Daniel said, faking a loss of hearing by sticking his finger in his ear and wiggling it around. “I love you too, Core. I will try to hustle back.”
 
   “I don’t know why you won’t just take your bike,” She implored, knowing it would not change his mind. Daniel had already explained that he was going to stay off the roads, as much as was possible anyways.
 
   “If I just jump the wall at the end of the dead-end,” he pointed down to the end of their road, “I can cross through the wood line behind that Korean church the town used. Then I will just follow the creek almost all of the way there. I really don’t want to see anybody along the way. People see me carrying all of this stuff and I might just have to fight to keep it.” Daniel was now running his finger along a page torn from a topographical atlas. The page was protected, sandwiched behind sheets of self-adhesive clear plastic, and it showed the immediate area, his finger showed the route he would take.
 
   Corinne suddenly welled up with tears. “I do love you,” she choked out.
 
   “I don’t have to go, Babe,” Daniel said calmly. He took a step closer to her, but she just stepped back the same distance.
 
   “No, you should go. Will you check on my mom for me, while you are there? Tell her…I love her, please,” Corinne muttered, regaining some of her composure. One tear rolled down her cheek, and she brushed the tear away, angry at herself for showing weakness.
 
   “Alright, I will. Make sure you put the brace back in the door after I leave. Can you make sure everything else is locked up too?” he asked, even though he had already checked the whole house a handful of times. “When I get back, I will knock three times, then three times again. That way you know it’s me, alright?” he said reassuringly.
 
   Corinne just nodded in reply.
 
   “Okay. See you in a bit,” Daniel said, stepping out the door. After looking around the immediate area, he slung the rifle in front, adjusted its weight, and looked back at Corinne.
 
   Corinne just nodded again, but managed to give him a weak smile this time. Daniel turned, and she shut the door.
 
   He got a bad feeling that he could not quite place. So much had happened in the past few days that it had confused his intuition. He was not sure why he felt the feeling of dread, he just did. He stepped off the porch and into the moist heat.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Wednesday
 
    
 
   Matt and Terry Spanelli stayed in their mustard yellow dome tent, which was concealed under leafy branches until the rain subsided. They had been walking for two nights now and this was the third day. Matt had been working as a civilian electrical engineer at the Selfridge Air National Guard Base when the terrorist attacks hit and fear engulfed the country. The couple met on base and as was the norm, got married fairly quickly. Married couples were given small, cozy bungalows that sat close to the overgrown golf course on base. Just to leave the large open spaces of the single berthing units had made coupling up at early ages a necessity; if one ever wanted to gain some privacy.
 
   Terry Spanelli was the only daughter of one of the few families who had gained access to the bases protection immediately following the attacks. Terry’s father died horribly in an easily avoidable accident a year later. An inadequate rope, which held a large timber destined for the top of a new watch tower, suddenly snapped killing him instantly. Her mother became despondent upon following her husband’s death and stopped caring for herself. She died eighteen months later of an intestinal infection left to fester too long. 
 
   Terry was a lost fifteen year old when she was moved into the women’s barracks. She had no shortage of suitors vying for her attention. Given the average, she was quite pretty; blue eyes with wavy, long brown hair and a body that had filled out to match her 5’ 10” frame. Matt had won her over by using his sly intelligence to become a formidable scrounger and barterer. He used all of his surreptitious powers to lavish her with once-cheap, now-expensive, perfumes and sweets. 
 
   With balding dark hair that was kept closely shaven, Matt had a stocky, fire plug body, which was slightly shorter than Terry’s when he stepped out of his boots. But he did make her laugh with a coarse kind of humor. This alone was enough for Terry to start dating him exclusively; laughter, she had started to believe, was not in her future. 
 
   Within a year of Terry moving into the women’s barracks, the two were married. Instead of giving them a white-washed home after he performed the short ceremony in his office, the Base Commander shipped them down to the work camp in Detroit, charging them with helping things operate more smoothly. The Spanelli’s made the best of a bad situation, and they still acted more like friends than lovers. Even though both of them had forgotten it, today was Matt’s birthday. He had turned thirty-seven somewhere out on the darkened roads, a full eleven years older than Terry.
 
   Last week, the rumors started swirling around the large work camp that the residents called Fort Woodward; the worst of them becoming the truth. The D.o.C. was planning to leave the state altogether after the work in Detroit was done, essentially placing them all into exile. Travel was not allowed out of the quarantine zones without the proper documentation, and the Spanelli’s had no such paperwork. Talk of Selfridge closing dominated the gossip. Some of the truck drivers even told stories of a huge consolidation taking place in the Ozarks, where entire Battalions were gathering, bringing every scrap of useful material with them. People feared that the mighty Department of Continuance was going to pull the plug on what was left of the country. 
 
   When the resupply trucks and gravel trains abruptly stopped coming, it became obvious that the civilian laborers were to be left to fend for themselves, twenty plus miles from the nearest civilization. Some stole what they could, abandoning the already listing ship. The skeletal command structure, which was left to deal with maintenance of the massive earthen works and concrete shell around the nuclear plant, tried to stem the tide of disappearances with brutal, public floggings, but this only increased the violence that was used during later escapes from the camp. The remaining workers were now locked, full time, in one of three barracks buildings or in the infirmary, and those there suffered from varying levels of radiation poisoning.
 
   With this chaos as a backdrop, Matt and Terry were forced to roll their possessions into blankets and try to bribe their way out the front gate. After a short search of their belongings, which cost them all of their stockpiled chocolate, they were allowed to leave mostly unmolested. Looking back as they left, for the first time, Matt saw the camp for what it truly was; a prison. Nearly two hundred and fifty transient workers, all clad in pressed gray jumpsuits, had gladly slept, washed, and eaten inside the fence when it was there to keep them safe after work. 
 
   In order to make fast enough time, and still move safely, they chose to travel at night and hide out during the day. The Spanelli’s were trying to make it to a small town before their meager amount of food ran out. The stories of gang rapes and murders inside the unprotected areas, and the long distance that they needed to cover to make it all the way to New Warren, which itself might already be abandoned, had made the decision to walk in silence for both of them.
 
   Lack of sleep, coupled with the amount of exertion needed to keep full attention at night while wearing improperly balanced packs, had left them both sore and depleted. Matt only left the steaming tent now because he had to relieve the pressure building within his bladder. He pulled his pants up as he stepped out, leaving them unbuckled. He yawned mightily, trying to stretch the kinks away and the tightness out of his muscles by arching his back as far as it would go. 
 
   When Matt straightened back up, he was slightly light-headed, and whirring spots swooped by his vision. He turned his head left, where the sounds of a slow-moving, narrow river could be heard. His movement startled a groundhog into inaction, and he stared dumbly at it, not quite sure about what to do next. The groundhog stared right back, not more than fifteen feet away. 
 
   Matt pulled a small black case from his right cargo pocket that held a collapsed sling-shot inside. He unfolded it and, after fishing around in the little case for one of the steel ball bearings that he had taken from a motor pool bench, loaded the pocket and pulled tension into the elastic material. Accomplishing all of this without breaking his stare down with the quadruped, he loosed the projectile true; he knew to not move his forehand, as this was the key to accuracy. 
 
   The ball bearing thumped dully off the top of the groundhog’s head, and it started to writhe around, mewing loudly. Matt ducked back into the tent, startling Terry with his intensity. He had to flip his rolled pack a couple of times to gain access to the hatchet that finally fell out. Matt rushed across the distance with the animal, which was drunkenly trying to get away, its body curled into a ‘C’ and not responding correctly. He brained the animal with the hammer side of the hatchet, killing it with one blow; the next few hits were just a precaution. 
 
   He knew to let the body sit for a while, giving any fleas or other parasites a chance to leave the cooling body. He briefly scanned the area, looking to see if anyone had noticed the commotion, taking the moment to pee into a small bush. Terry would not want to see the animal’s corpse, so he pinched it between two sticks and dragged it further from the camp; heading closer to the river. 
 
   Matt told Terry to get both a fire going and to start boiling water in both canteen cups, and that he would be back in a few minutes with food. Terry asked him what was happening, concern written all across her face. He just stood there grinning. Finally, after she had slapped his shoulder, he informed her, in his own crass way, that he had caught lunch. 
 
   Grabbing his knife, Matt said they would eat and then head out again to the north. They were trying to find what the truck drivers had called the “Warehouse”. Matt hoped they were close to the right spot, the hand-drawn map that they were relying on was proving to be very inadequate.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Thus far, Daniel had been making good time, noting that even the few houses that he thought to be occupied were now looking abandoned. In his mind, he was again revising the plan to fortify their house as he crossed behind the Korean church. He now felt that their place would stick out like a sore thumb if it was obviously the only house on the block that still looked lived in. Even if he strung up traps and kept the doors and windows barricaded, they would still just look like a target. 
 
   It now made more sense to make the house look like just another partial burn-out; black soot going up from the windows could be easily faked. The boarded-up windows would make it look as if it had burned a decade before, when there was still people around who cared about such things. Even the cars could easily be stashed away in nearby garages, just in case.
 
   The only problem with this plan was the Drifters. If they were new to the area, they would just see it as a place to search. The plan might solve the concern over invaders, but this was only accomplished by creating a different set of problems altogether.
 
   Daniel crossed the intersection at the western edge of the subdivision, which was also the last exposed area before making it to the creek that would lead him closer to City Hall and then the Warehouse. He descended the bank to the swollen tributary of the Clinton River. The still damp, waist high weeds soaked his pants thoroughly. This added misery compounded what he was already enduring. 
 
   The rain had ceased falling, and the sun had started to break through the churning cloud cover. Sharpened shafts of light angled across the sky where the clouds were thinnest. The humidity was making breathing difficult, especially while walking at a good clip. It was like trying to suck air through a respirator after it had gotten soaking wet.
 
   Daniel felt helpless for the first time since being a boy. Desperation was settling in, and he hoped getting his family into the Warehouse would settle these fears. They had to be put into a situation a whole lot safer than living confined to the island that had become their home. Realization struck him hard about the prospects of trying to live like that indefinitely. 
 
   He knew that he and his family had been lucky last night. There was no way to defend against several armed and desperate people. Even with the small stockpile in the basement, Daniel would eventually have to go outside, and this could be used against him. He would also have to sleep, his addled brain added for good measure. Daniel had naively put all his hopes into an unknown for his salvation. 
 
   Realizing that he had been traipsing around, heedless of the dangers around him, Daniel willed himself back into attentiveness. He put all of his focus into walking quietly and scanning for threats. This slowed his progress, but it helped ebb away some of his worries. 
 
   Spotting the top of a radio transmission tower, which could just be seen over the rim of the riverbank to the southwest, Daniel pulled out his map and compass from the combat vest. The spire stood just west of an old utility easement, felled lines still draped over the tall, metal framework of high-voltage carriers, like vines on a tree. He took a bearing off of the tower, pre-plotted from previous use, after he had orientated the map to North, and then he marked the point in pencil where the bearing line intersected with the Red Run Drainage. 
 
   Picking the longer route, that followed the oxbow of the creek to the southwest, would eventually lead him to the pump house. Once he got to the pump house, he could then follow the above ground water pipe that led roughly west, ending up just south of City Hall at the pressure house. This line had been cleared of brush and other obstructions making for easier walking. The shorter route would be to pick up a surface street and head due west from where he placed his current position on the map. But that route, he felt, would take him far too close to the clusters of occupied homes that dotted the area east of town. Despite the added distance, he decided it was safer to continue following the drainage all the way around to the pump house. 
 
   Daniel had only gone about a hundred yards, after putting away the map and compass, when he heard a strange animal noise in the woods to his left. Squatting down into a thicket of weeds, Daniel listened. He caught the sound of heavy, humanoid footfalls for a couple of seconds. This was followed by the sound of water being poured out on the ground. After a few minutes, he could make out muffled voices; one male, one female. The sounds of someone walking very close to the berm of the river, and him, made Daniel slide down prone and crane his neck to keep an eye on the edge of the embankment. He heard the sounds of the male struggling with something, cursing quietly to himself. This went on for several minutes. 
 
   When the man’s hand shot up, flinging something directly in Daniel’s direction, he almost jumped up and bolted. But the odd flight of the hurled object had mesmerized him. It landed with a dull thud two paces in front of him. It took only a second to work out what he was looking at. It was a poorly skinned and dressed rodent. The big, yellow teeth ended the mystery; it was a groundhog. Daniel figured whoever was up there must be very hungry indeed to be eating one of those. 
 
   The voices picked up as the smell of food cooking filled the air; they sounded happy and unconcerned. Daniel took this as his chance to steal away. This had reminded him that he was not as alone as he felt. He was now looking more for emerging human dangers than he was for the pump house. Overnight, Daniel’s view of the other people sharing this world had changed forever. While yesterday he would have marched right down the middle of the street, virtually concern-free, today it felt like every person on the planet was a threat.
 
   Thankfully, the rest of his tiring excursion passed without further disruption. Daniel sat in the shade cast by the pressure house that stood at the end of the water line. He could see the south and east sides of the Warehouse across Klondike Avenue, about three hundred yards away. This put him on the same side of the street as the empty-looking City Hall, a hundred yards to the north. He put the rifle down gently by his side, and rummaged through the small pack, looking for a pair of compact binoculars. 
 
   The absence of movement had Daniel on edge. The pathway from the parking lot to the gate was empty, and he wondered where the drifters had gone off to. He scanned the buildings through the small optics, looking for any signs of life. All of the shutters on the Warehouse were closed, and Daniel realized that he had never seen the building without at least a few of them propped open to let in a breeze. 
 
   The two police APC’s had been moved across the street and placed close to the eastern corners of the Warehouse, inside of the chain link fence that had a coil of razor wire as a crown. The tops of the helmets that Daniel could make out up on the roof of the Warehouse gave him hope. The police had obviously taken valiant steps in keeping the building secure, and he now took all of these indicators, even the absence of life outside, to be very good signs. If he could get his family inside, they would not have to worry anymore. 
 
   Daniel was just about to stand up and brazenly walk up to the closed fence gate, demanding to speak with his mother-in-law, when two people came into view walking north on Klondike Ave. They walked up until they reached Cannon Drive, the same road he had driven to the Warehouse just days ago on. The pair then crossed the open road without concern, coming to a stop at the locked gate in front of the Warehouse. 
 
   For a few long seconds nothing happened, despite their yelling, which, in turn, put the dogs in the kennel to barking. Then the northeast man door, just to the left of the large rolling door that led into the bazaar, suddenly opened. Three policemen in full riot gear came out, cautiously checking their surroundings. One shouted a warning to the dogs, which seemed to quiet the majority of them. Once they were certain that the two hikers were alone, the trio casually walked down to the gate with their rifles, most likely basic AR-15’s, at close ready. 
 
   After a brief exchange, the two civilians took off rolled packs, then stepped back a couple paces further away from the gate. Now that the pair had their hands up, Daniel could make out that one of them was a female. A thought struck Daniel that these two were probably the ones that he had passed down by the river. Another brief, yet more animated, conversation ensued, ending with the couple getting down on their knees, with hands still raised. 
 
   Without warning, the three police officer’s rifles rose up and began firing at the couple, and the dogs started barking wildly again. The man danced and spun violently as the bullets, fired from point blank range, struck him in the legs and body. He fell to the ground in a heap, and the woman, untouched by the flying lead, fell over from fright, landing on top of his twitching legs. She tried to roll away, screaming as she made it to all fours. She started crawling away, but stopped to look back at the still twitching man.
 
   The police officer on the left made his way to the side of the gate, unlocking the chain that held it closed. As he walked the swinging gate inward, the other two policemen crossed behind him to make their way out. One took aim at the still form of the man, putting one more bullet into his brain pan. The other began laughing, poking his rifle barrel at the girl’s rear-end. She made an attempt to crawl away, swatting ineffectually at the rifle as she went.
 
   Daniel tried to slink further back into the shadows, as slowly as he could manage. He fought the urge to move as fast as his body wanted to. ‘Quick movements can be seen a whole lot easier than slow ones.’ He actually heard his father’s voice say this inside his head. 
 
   Shock was what kept Daniel from moving further away. Some unknown part of human nature, the dark part, would not let him shift his eyes away from watching the rest of what took place. The large rolling door opened, and an orange dump truck came out from the shadowy interior. The truck deftly maneuvered through the gate and around the body. It pulled forward a ways then backed up. Two men jumped out of the cab wearing blue coveralls, both running around to the back of the truck. 
 
   The city truck blocked most of Daniel’s view, but he could just make out what was happening. The workers pulled a wheelbarrow out of the truck’s bed and loaded it up with the packs, and a few other items were tossed in alongside those. Daniel figured these things must have been taken off of the man’s body. From the posture of the worker that he could see in back of the truck, Daniel knew that the lifeless flesh of the man had been tossed into the back of the truck. 
 
   One of the Police men pushed the wheelbarrow back up to the open rolling door while the other two dragged the woman along by the wrists and hair. She seemed to lose consciousness at some point, offering no more resistance as she disappeared from view, pulled into the belly of the Warehouse. The workers locked the gate after the policemen made it through with the new entertainment. Both of them quickly jumped back into the idling, hunter-orange truck. The metal rolling door closed at exactly the same time the truck pulled away, turning to the north on Klondike Avenue.
 
   Daniel tried to lie out as flat as he could against the cool block wall of the pressure house, hoping against hope that the combination of being in the shadows and the brief period of time that the truck had enough of an angle to see him by were enough to keep him hidden from view. The truck zoomed away, giving no indication of slowing down. Daniel crawled away after a few, torturous minutes of silence had passed. 
 
   He had to try and get far enough away, as to be out of sight of the sentries he had seen up on the roof, before turning to head east. After crashing through the underbrush of overgrown and abandoned lawns, Daniel made it back onto the cleared water line. Taking a minute to catch his breath and to make certain that he had not been spotted, or followed, he jogged the entire way to the creek. 
 
   It would be dark soon, and this alone was forcing Daniel to move slower than he wanted to. When his stomach started growling with hunger, it seemed to sap the rest of his strength. He forced himself to stop running and pull a small baggie out from the pack. Robotically, he nibbled at some dog jerky, washing it down with some warm water from his canteen. Even though he had not eaten for several hours, what he had just seen, and the burned-in images of the bloodied bodies in his backyard, made it a struggle to keep the small amount of sustenance down. 
 
   Daniel raced down along flourishing flood plains. He trampled cattails and stomped through patches of nettles with little regard to the obvious trail that he was leaving behind. The darkening sky and long weeds began working against him, bringing his pace to a slow trudge. Suddenly, it got very dark. The sun had bowed out for the day, but its light still muddled the reddish-brown atmosphere. As of yet, no stars had shone through, and the moon, which could be seen low on the horizon, was of little help to travel by.
 
   There would be no refuge found at the Warehouse. Either the police, or the Council, or that politicking Mayor, or maybe even all parties working in collusion, had commandeered the last of the supplies for themselves. The way they had murdered that couple looked well practiced. Whoever it was that remained in charge of the holed-up people in the Warehouse had kept them well organized, or afraid of reprisal. 
 
   Daniel tripped over a thick clump of weeds that the engulfing darkness had hidden from view, making him fall right into a nest of dried reeds. Some of the stalks had broken off, and they poked and scratched his right ankle and calf. Daniel was forcing back tears when he finally picked himself back up. It was the thought he was having that made him want to cry: he would have to turn into a ruthless murderer, just like the ones he had just watched, to ensure his family’s survival. He would have to make anyone who dared mess with his wife and child pay such a severe price for it that no one would want to suffer its cost. 
 
   “We have to get out of here,” he said to himself, deciding once and for all that it was time to get realistic. “I’ll pack up Corrine’s car tonight…We’ll find a way to get out of this…Have enough gas if we take that…I’ll crash through the barricades if I have to!”
 
   Daniel tried to keep his pace up, and he was soon ducking through a hole in a wooden fence that led to the field behind the Korean church. The din overhead had cleared, allowing the moon and stars enough room around the thin cloud cover to glow brightly enough to see by.
 
   By the time he had crawled back over the wall leading back onto his street, Daniel hardly cared to see what was in front of him. His feet carried him along, his eyes fogged and unfocused. Still, he broke out into a run, relying on past knowledge to get him safely past the cracks in the pavement and over the felled trees. There was absolutely no light showing from any of the surrounding houses. No light, no sound, no life. They were alone. They had to leave.
 
   Corinne would undoubtedly be worried about his being gone for so long, and he was equally worried about her and Rebecca. This new world was confusing and dangerous. It would be best to just to stay by his family’s side from now on. No more going off alone unless it was absolutely necessary. Daniel wondered if he had enough strength for them all. From them, he would have to try and gather the will needed to continue on, to continue moving forward. He would have to find a way to keep the cruelness of this new world from even coming close to touching them. He would have to find a way to hide when necessary and run when possible to escape this damned world.
 
   Daniel cut across the last three lawns, almost hyperventilating now that he was so close to home. A feeling of safety had been permanently associated with the house, but Daniel knew that era was over. Getting as far away as possible from here, from his childhood, from the pain, was all he could think about. Bounding over the overgrown holly bushes that ringed the front porch, the pokes and scratches going nearly unnoticed, he yanked open the squeaky screen door when both feet landed.
 
   Daniel started banging erratically on the front door before remembering what he had told Corinne about the series of three knocks. Quite unexpectedly, the door had been moving slightly as he pounded on it. It felt nowhere near as solid as he thought it should have, and he wondered if Corinne had forgotten to put the brace back in like he had asked her to. 
 
   The door knob turned freely when he tried it, the door swung silently inwards. 
 
   Daniel’s arms started shaking as he brought the rifle back around to the front. After only a few steps inside he smelled it, death; the odor of feces and blood. The unforgettable smell was still fresh in his memory from the night before, and he knew what it meant. Daniel pulled the small flashlight out and turned it on. Everything looked exactly the same in the front room. The wood brace remained propped against the wall, right where he had left it. 
 
   “Corinne!” 
 
   “Rebecca!” 
 
   Silence the only answer.
 
   Halting, unsure steps carried him into the hallway. The stench lessened as he went down the short corridor, checking the bedrooms and bath as he went. Retracing his steps, Daniel turned into the dining room. The flashlight cut slow arcs through the darkness. He scanned the living room and kitchen. Again, nothing looked out of place. Nothing looked to have been touched since his departure. 
 
   “Corinne! It’s me! Where are you guys?” His voice was high and strained.
 
   He could taste the rising panic, bitter as gall at the back of his throat. His heart thumped audibly, and his hands started to shake uncontrollably. As he followed the growing stench to the top of the stairs, cordite joined in with the other all-too-familiar smells assaulting him. 
 
   Gunfire. 
 
   Death.
 
   Courage faltering, Daniel made his way downstairs. The sparkly pink barrettes on Rebecca’s head caught Daniel’s light. For some reason, she was lying in the middle of the floor. He panned the light down her body, stopping when he saw the gaping wound in her unmoving chest. The blood looked dried and black, and, in direct contrast to the dark blood, her skin looked pale as alabaster. 
 
   There was no question, Rebecca was dead. 
 
   Daniel stumbled down the last few steps, just barely keeping his balance. He searched the basement with the flashlight for any sign of his wife.
 
    It did not take long to find her. In amongst the inky blackness, Corinne sat crouched against the wall by the bed; the shotgun still clasped between tucked up legs. A large flap of her skull was tenuously hanging off to the right, covering her ear. Above what was left of her head, blood and chunks of fleshy tissue clung in a tight pattern to the wall. Streams of blood reflected in the white light like rivulets of rubies, tracing fork-tongued lines back up to her eyes and nose. 
 
   Corinne’s front teeth had been partially knocked outwards from the force of the self-imposed shotgun blast. This gave her the look of a beaten dullard. She looked like, and became, nothing but a dead moron to Daniel’s fogging eyes.
 
   Daniel fell to his knees. It felt as though he was no longer in synch with the earth’s rotation. His anger and sorrow fought for control. 
 
   Corinne’s dumb-looking grimace roused his anger, but it was Rebecca’s pained expression that won sorrow a narrow victory.
 
   His eyes rolled up into the backs of their sockets. The darkness came for him.
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   Chapter 10
 
   Sunday, July 19 - 2029
 
    
 
   Allen Moore was the superintendent of Sunnybrook Apartments. The four disjointed buildings of the complex formed a loose square, bound by concrete walkways. Each unit had a separate letter that went in clockwise order from the northern building A, and held two stairwells that jutted in on the courtyard side. This separated the buildings into two halves, and each half was home to four apartments. Two doors bookended the small landing formed at the summit of the stairs, two more sat outside, off of the concrete pad at the base of the stairs. 
 
   The manager’s suite was in building C, the southernmost building in the formation. Both ground floor apartments of the eastern section had been merged to form the suite. A large portal was cut into the fire wall to accomplish this task, and that opening was now clad with French doors that never closed. The western, interior rooms of the suite were dedicated to three bedrooms and an ample bathroom. The eastern rooms held the large living room, small kitchen, and a cluttered den. 
 
   A former co-worker of Allen’s, Jason Clarke, had inherited the apartment complex. Shortly thereafter, Jason left the window installation store where the two had become fast friends in just over two years, both working as salesmen for the “Factory Direct” marketed business. Allen tried his best to eke out a living with the commission based job, but the industries that usually bought new bulk windows had become scarce, and commissions had become even scarcer. The ash and dust had ruined everything, putting more and more businesses on the brink every day. In a world of sudden darkness, new windows seemed to fall way down the list of priorities.
 
   Jason immediately fired the former superintendent of Sunnybrook and helped Allen and his wife, Maggie, and their boy, Danny, move in after the foreclosure. Allen tried to make superficial fixes to the empty accommodations in an attempt to fill them. Jason tried to get the wholly one half of the tenants, who were at least two month’s rent behind, to pay their obligations. Sunnybrook had been whispering its swan song for some time now.
 
   Sunnybrook Apartments was not alone in its downward descent. The sputtering country had just taken a blow that had knocked it from kneeling to prostrate. The country, like the rest of the world, was already struggling to produce enough food, as a blanket of volcanic ash covered the ground and blotted the sky. While reports were still conflicting, what was known of the massive terrorist attack that began a week ago was enough to put all of Detroit into a panic. Tornado sirens blared briefly, and the radio and television were taken over by the Emergency Broadcast System, which was telling everyone to shelter in place and await rescue. No one listened, and almost every person within a hundred miles of a nuclear plant, not just the two that had been destroyed, got on the roads at the same time.
 
   The roads quickly became impassible, as more and more people abandoned their vehicles. It was not just the willful-dependents of the world who were affected, even those who lived within their means were unwittingly thrust onto the same sinking boat. In setting aside some of what they had, meant for leaner times, these folk marked themselves as prey. Swirling torrents of transient people had begun sweeping across the land, set on siphoning up the last nutrients of the lost world, willing to target anything stationary that ended up in their path. 
 
   People almost never had enough friends or family around to keep the things that they had deemed worth fighting for. And so, they just died for them. Entire communities were killed over useless baubles and trinkets, trading their lives for one more day with luxuries still in place. Some people held out longer than others but, once noticed, once spotted, time was always short. Disappear or join in, an easy thing to say, much harder for most people to actually do.
 
   The extensive plans that laid out the terms for implementing martial law were kept hidden from the populace. Only after President Marshall had fully dissolved the remnants of the governance were they to be made known, announcing that he was stepping aside shortly after issuing a new Presidential Order. The stock markets and banks had all been closed, this taking place just before the Department of Homeland Security and the Federal Emergency Management Agency temporarily took over control of the country. 
 
   The world had been inadvertently tied together is so many different ways that, when the first dominoes started falling, there was no way of stopping the building energy from turning into inertia. 
 
   Martial law was implemented with fleets of unmanned aerial vehicles circling the air space and armored patrols circling urban centers and key pieces of infrastructure. The riots and lootings had beaten the military to the punch by a few days, so a hard line tactic was being taken right from the onset. This consisted of engaging groups larger than thirty people, who were deemed destructive or disruptive in any way, with deadly force and indiscriminant bombings. This was the military’s one and only strategy. Effective and efficient, killing was the only thing that the government had truly perfected. 
 
   Large patches of the country, mainly in urban and suburban areas, had become war zones. These areas were labeled as no travel zones; in or out. Small groups, driven on by hunger or fear, escaped these cordons only to find they would have to fight to continue on with their existence. This spread the violence and fear to nearly every corner of the country. 
 
   Civil unrest ultimately took hold. Neighbors were viewed as potential threats, not potential allies. The hoarding of food, water, and armaments had been outlawed, with little explanation as to how much was too much. The simple act of feeding one neighbor could lead to being turned in, for a reward, by another. Patrolling your own neighborhood, while armed, might lead to your imprisonment or death. Once the trust died, America officially did, too.
 
   The military’s not-so-effective takeover had been in place for four days now; the power had been off for eight. Allen could still see the orange glow of fires reflected on the dense cloud cover to the south. The fires were burning in the heart of what once was Detroit. Far enough away as to not cause immediate concern, close enough to smell the char of old wood on the breeze. He stood watching the ruination from the gravel patio just outside his family’s joined apartments. 
 
   As soon as the military made their presence known, with frequent, massive explosions, the fires had started. The conflagration made it hard to believe that anyone could have survived it. The bombings and the infernos kept coming closer, creating a great surge of humanity ahead of them. Like animals being chased down by a forest fire, people fled in the same manner. 
 
   Even before the terrorists attacked, stores had little available, and the word affordable no longer held any meaning. Seeing the signs of impending doom earlier than most, Allen had put the last of his money into storing food and supplies over the last few years. He had chosen to stop making house payments after the interest rate was “adjusted” for the third time in two years. Even though they had signed to a fixed mortgage, some specific part of a non-specific new law had given the banksters new rights when it came to loans; they enjoyed record profits right up until the end. 
 
   After moving what little they had managed to accumulate into the new apartment, Allen devoted every free second to packing food away for long-term storage. The choice now was to either run off into the possibly irradiated wind with very little or to stay put, trying to protect what they had amassed until things calmed down to the point where they could leave the area safely. Allen Moore had never been much for winging it, so he and his family stayed put while the mad rush to get away from Detroit started and stalled.
 
   Walking around the outside of his apartment, Allen was looking for how much could be seen in through the windows. He had used an extra roll of window screening, found in the maintenance shed, to add a sloped upward piece to the inside of three windows. By adding the slight tilt to the mesh, it significantly cut down what could be seen inside the suite from a distance. Satisfied that no one could see in, unless they came within close proximity, and that he could still see out, Allen returned to the only door of the suite that was still accessible, the eastern door on the courtyard side. 
 
   Plywood had already been mounted over the other widows and three other doors, screwing it directly into the red brick exterior. He kept a small window on each of the north, east, and south facing walls unobstructed for viewing and to let in what little daylight remained. Sightlines included, from the window next to the main door on the north side, a complete view of the trampled grass ranging the courtyard, which was surrounded by the three other buildings that made up the complex. In the living room, two windows remained functional. One showed the community garden and thin wood line beyond to the east and the other towering elm patriarchs that dominated the panorama, sixty yards away to the south, lining both sides of the once busy thoroughfare of east/west running 10 Mile road. 
 
   As Allen rounded the corner, he saw the couple from A5, who were four months behind on their rent, carrying stuffed duffels and garbage bags. They headed for the ‘L’ shaped parking lot, situated on the west and north sides of the complex. Allen wondered where the couple thought they could safely get to on what little gas likely remained in their rust-brown, foreign-made sedan. There was little hope of finding additional fuel; nothing remained hidden away inside gas station’s buried tanks. It had all been siphoned away by the hordes or commandeered by the roving military patrols by now. 
 
   Even though he had asked the couple to leave three weeks ago, Allen was now tempted to run over and tell them that they could stay. Of course, only if they wanted to. The way things were panning out, he would not be enforcing any of the apartment regulations and policies anymore. Allen consciously dulled any guilt, by ingraining the heated last conversation had between them as his lone thought. He turned away without speaking a word to them, angry or otherwise, entering his door as quietly as he could manage. 
 
   The door led to a small, dull-yellow mud room, where there was a door to the den, now the graveyard for Danny’s outgrown and forgotten toys. His wife, Maggie, had insisted that Danny have all of his old toys to help him adjust to the move. Straight ahead from the exterior door and window was a patriotic curtain hanging across the opening into the kitchen. The thick fabric of the flag, strung on a robust wooden dowel rod, ensured that it would never quite open far enough to allow unhindered passage. Allen gave a futile attempt to detain the hanging bundle without it springing back at him. 
 
   Maggie saw his stubborn compulsion with the curtain, laughing for the first time in days. The laugh ended all too quickly, replaced by a beleaguered sigh. “The radio is only playing that creepy loop of…What’s his name? You know? The guy who says he is a general? Sliven or whatever it is? Anyway, I finally figured out what he was saying that name is. He’s saying, the ‘Department of Continuance’. The guy’s talking so fast, you can hardly understand him,” Maggie informed, updating him on what had transpired in the last three minutes.
 
   “Continuance!? What the hell is that? Is it like that continuity stuff we heard about? So all the branches of the military, Homeland Security, and FEMA are all now in some ominously named department? I can’t believe the Marines are on board for this,” Allen replied, shaking his head at just how crazy things had gotten so quickly. 
 
   Out of routine, at the mere mention of the Marine Corps, he looked for the stained-wood and glass case hanging prominently in the living room over the once working fireplace, which was long ago converted to gas. It held a folded flag partitioned away from his medals and dog tags. Two empty rifle casings were also pressed between the maroon velvet and glass face. He found the case with his eyes, quickly averting them right after. Memories, which required far too much time and effort, would sidle up alongside if Allen dared to linger. 
 
   “What did he say about the National Guard?” he asked, all too eager to get back into the conversation. Allen had heard the broadcast numerous times himself, and, despite the poor quality of the broadcast, knew what it was intended to signify. It was a warning to all those who would dare oppose the government, in whatever form it was taking at the moment.
 
   “I don’t know. It sounds kinda like a threat, maybe. He keeps saying something about some kind of punishment.”
 
   “Corporal punishment,” he said quietly.
 
    “Just repeats it over and over,” Maggie continued on. “What do you want to do for lunch and dinner? We should try to eat up some of that tuna fish,” she said, trying to keep her voice from emitting the seemingly contagious angst. They both knew that they had to keep it together, for themselves, for their son, for each other. Quick tempers were something that they had always shared. Now that paradigm of their relationship had been put into a state of indefinite suspension.
 
   “Yeah, Danny didn’t eat anything, except the crackers, last time we had tuna. We should just make spaghetti again. Danny really loves it, and we should use up all of those meat sauces first,” Allen remarked as he plopped into a chair at the round, faux-wood-laminated table in the kitchen. He loosened, but kept on, his tan jump boots. 
 
   Allen watched his petite wife turn around to head back into the middle bedroom, which was now the pantry and storeroom. The kitchen had gone untouched during the recent construction. The main goal of the expansion had been to give them more space to move around, not to spend money they did not have on new countertops and appliances. So the lack of available cabinet space had born the need for turning the small, windowless bedroom into a place where they could store their stockpiled goods. 
 
   Maggie’s close-cropped nape allowed the bob of brilliant red hair a uniform sway as she sashayed out of the room. Allen hated to see the fear leeching the usual luster from her hazel-green eyes. One of their main concerns was the food situation. The loud, rumbling explosions and the crisp gunshots, which seemed unending and all too close, had abated to what felt a comfortable distant murmur, but the food’s end could be charted with just a glance. Both of them knew that what they had put away was all too obviously finite. 
 
   Allen almost shouted to her about seeing the couple from A5 leaving. He would frequently tell them to remain quiet as much as was possible, and Maggie would not let the slip pass. Using the table edge and chair back, he hoisted his thin, six-foot frame back to standing. At a hundred and seventy pounds, he stretched his wiry arms out to the side, bringing them up into a muscle-man posed yawn. Pulling his well-worn Detroit Tigers hat off, Allen scratched at his scalp through his squared buzz-cut, which, by his standards, was in need of a trimming. By the time Allen entered the pantry behind Maggie, who was staring bleakly at the plastic racks holding the remaining food and supplies, he had something else to add about A5.
 
   “It seems like a lot, until you have to try and cook something every day with it,” Maggie whispered.
 
   “Well I just had a thought about that. I think A5 just took off in their car. They were carrying a bunch of stuff with them, bags and things…” Allen said happily, squeezing in beside her to get a better view.
 
   “So? What does those scumbags finally leaving have to do with us cooking lunch?” she questioned, turning to look at him, gauging his response.
 
   “Well, they just had that little car. I doubt they could take everything with them. I am gonna to run over and check out their place for any food they might have left behind, and anything else we can use. Like more containers for water.” He was really hoping that Maggie would see the sense in this. 
 
   Without pause Corinne said, “Oh, I hope they have some peanut butter. That stuff is going so fast. It’s all Danny asks for. Wish we would have bought more…well…before…you know. Sucks that we only have two big jars left, but we still have six of those giant things of grape jelly…” she stooped over to look for them. “Toilet paper…Look for toilet paper. We have a bunch, but I am not looking forward to the day when it runs out,” she added, still peeking over and around the cases of jars and cans for the grape jelly.
 
   “That’s a good idea. I gotta make sure that they are really gone first, though. Then I will check out the apartment for anything we can use. I should probably take a bag, or something, for anything I do find,” Allen said, hiding his smile. 
 
   He was glad that he didn’t have to try and sell her on the idea of burglary. Apparently, it made just as much sense to her. It was best to get what they could, while they could still manage to get it. He didn’t even spend one second thinking about how drastically things had changed in his way of thinking. Just weeks before, the thought of going into someone else’s apartment, taking anything not nailed down, would have been repulsive, to say the least. He might have even shot anyone that he caught attempting to do just that. But the world had changed, and so had Allen Moore. He would do whatever it took to keep his family alive.
 
   “We have those two burlap grocery bags that I bought. They are on the side of the refrigerator,” Maggie said, indicating what side of the appliance she meant by making a curve around signal with her right hand.
 
   “Okay, thanks. Why is Danny being so quiet? Is he in trouble, or something?” Allen asked softly to not be overheard.
 
   “Believe it or not, he is taking a nap,” Maggie said incredulously.
 
   “Hmm, poor kid has been cooped up in here for a long time,” Allen sighed, shaking his head woefully. He briefly entertained the thought of taking his son along with him to A5, but quickly dismissed it. He was too young, too innocent for such things. Turning to leave the room, he stopped when an important bit of information floated back around into his consciousness. “We should keep that brace in the door all the time now. I haven’t seen people out there for a couple of days. Seeing those two slinking away like that freaked me out a little bit. Would you lock up behind me?” 
 
   Maggie just nodded her answer, the grape jelly within her grasp. 
 
   Allen followed the horseshoe beaten into the carpet back around to the kitchen. He fished out the two burlap bags from the crack between the wall and refrigerator. Both sacks were embossed with stamped, green lettering extolling their virtues, disproportionately large trees standing on a globe with incorrect longitude and latitude lines. 
 
   Allen had to side-step through the partially-open, loved and hated curtain to get back into the mud room. Pausing inside the door, he adjusted the Kel Tec P-32 pistol in his waistband, of which Maggie had no knowledge of. He had traded rent money for the lightweight automatic from one of the grungier tenants. The seven-plus-one pistol looked so new that he was almost certain it had been stolen. But he could no longer afford to be particular about his morals. Besides, the meth-heads had left shortly there afterwards, which meant Allen never did have that conversation about the missing money with Jason. What Jason didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt him. And what Maggie didn’t know, might save her life one day. Even her threat of leaving him for introducing guns into the household did not hold much weight now; there was really nowhere left to go.
 
   Allen made sure that Maggie was, in fact, following behind to lock the door. Once he saw her step into view, he pulled the door open, looking out across an empty courtyard. “See you in a bit…” he said, waving with the bags. He stepped out and visually checked each stairwell of each building, making sure the deepened shadows did not move, before shutting the door behind him. Allen waited outside the apartment until he heard the locks turn and the 2X6 go into its carrier before setting off.
 
   He walked across the dead grass under a dead sky, ash starting to fall in clumps, like strangely warm snow.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Jason Clarke finished packing the last of his belongings into the passenger compartment area of the aged mini-van. The front seat of the three-tone van was now as precariously packed as the rest of the vehicle. He had to fight to get the door to click closed on the tan, over brown, over rust van. Jason had just gone through a brutal, surprise divorce shortly after inheriting Sunnybrook apartments. He got to keep the old van, the small house, and sole possession of the apartment complex. She had absconded with the new car, their son, most of the home’s actual substance, and a new boyfriend. 
 
   Jason was planning on driving the four miles to Sunnybrook with the end goal of making a couple of the apartments his new pad. He loathed having to live alone in the house. In fact, after the divorce, in just one year, he had let the house fall into such a state of disrepair, leaving was as much out of necessity as it was out of spite. Chloe, his ex-wife, had gotten the courts to agree that the apartment complex, positioned in a less than savory part of town, was not conducive to shared custody. Jason remained in the house only to get every other weekend with his son, Mason.
 
   Chloe and Mason had moved in with her new man, Karl. Four days ago, Jason found out that the gaudy new home where Karl lived was completely empty. He went rushing to the Police station, looking for someone that could help him find his son. All that he found was chaos. The power had gone out state-wide, and the Police were more concerned with the rash of thefts, armed robberies, and murders popping up everywhere then they were about a woman and her eleven year-old boy. Jason wondered why in the world he had ever sent the last alimony check, or the last check to the I.R.S., for that matter; neither had done him any good.
 
   Jason Clarke was a slovenly dressed thirty six year-old with a round, puffy face. Well over two hundred pounds, a large beer-belly announced to the world what his crutch was, and the most secured items in the van were four brown-bottle cases. His close-cropped salt and pepper hair, bushy beard, and faded tattoos completed the pseudo-biker look. He settled into the duct tape patched driver’s seat and watched the show across the street from him. 
 
   A few of his neighbors were huddled around two dead bodies, a safe distance away from the smoldering remnants of a house. Three black teenagers had planned an ill-advised, early morning raid on the elderly Watson’s home. Charles Watson, a WWII and Korean conflict veteran, was the only person Jason knew who owned more guns than he did. One of the thugs narrowly escaped; a leg full of buck shot payment for his ignorance. The other two died where they stood, on the front porch. 
 
   A smashed oil lantern caught the curtains aflame inside the home during the brief, lopsided firefight, which took place through the front window and door. Neighbors joined the Watsons in a frantic attempt to salvage items, mainly guns and crates filled with ammunition and food, before the heat finally chased them back. Jason had watched the whole futile endeavor from behind the safety of his front window. 
 
   Jason laughed at the thought suddenly striking him, one final “Fuck-you!” to his ex. He wore the smile of a crazed man as he exited the van and, for the last time, entered his sagging-roofed house. He gathered several of the phone books that seemed to collect within the small entryway, throwing them on the worn fabric of the tan couch. One practiced move had a cigarette and lighter in hand from his sleeveless red flannel’s chest pocket. He lit the smoke then one of the larger yellow books, watching for a moment to make sure it caught. He casually closed and locked the front door before making his way back to the van. 
 
   Jason waved a cheery “good-bye” to the gaggle of neighbors as he drove past. 
 
   ‘Good riddance,’ both parties thought at the same time.
 
   Jason had been using one of the apartments above the superintendent’s quarters as a storage unit for some time now. It held everything that he tried to hide from Chloe during the divorce, including all of his guns, save for the stubby, Taurus 405 revolver in his waistband, which held 5 rounds of .40 cal. S&W in stellar clips, making reloading a breeze. 
 
   Jason felt that he would be fairly well-stocked once he unpacked all of the boxes in the apartment and unloaded the van. The first thing that he planned to do upon arriving at Sunnybrook, was to force the old lady living in the adjoining, upstairs apartment to vacate. He wanted to merge the two units in a similar fashion to what Allen had done below. The thought that he might let the old woman move into another apartment entered his head. Then again, he might just evict the rest of the tenants along with her. 
 
   The world had gone crazy, and Jason Clarke meant to meet it head on. There were no rules binding him anymore. No stifling female influence, no child to give something to emulate. He felt happy for the first time in a long while. 
 
   He smiled, puffed on the cigarette, and opened a beer. After he swerved around a bloodied corpse on the road, that looked like it had been run over several times already, Jason laughed, “I’m gonna need more beer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   From A5, Allen collected several dirty pots and pans, three rolls of premium toilet paper, a torn bag of flour in a plastic zip, and dozens of cans filled with baked beans, creamed soups, and various vegetables. He emptied a clear storage bin, found in the bedroom closet, to store the plunder. The scratchy, reusable burlap bags held sheets and blankets, along with some toothpaste and cough syrup hidden from view in a hall closet. A bag over each shoulder and the bin in both hands made closing A5’s door with his elbow quite the struggle. 
 
   He was just turning to walk south across the gray-hued grass courtyard, crisscrossed by the shortcuts of people too lazy to stay on the paths, when Jason’s van came zooming in from between buildings C and D. Jason made a lazy left hand turn, his speed carrying him almost to the courtyard’s midpoint. Allen stepped out from the vestibule, into the diffused light of the darkened sky, and made for the sputtering vehicles side. 
 
   The comedic scene of watching Jason craning his neck back and forth, while trying to back up his van, broke all of the tension that Allen was carrying along with his pilfered load. Jason managed a meandering line that ended in front of the stairwell by Allen’s door. After stumbling out of the van, Jason held the quivering door to steady his legs; a beer bottle clinking on the concrete path followed the theatrical exit. Allen had almost closed the distance with the van before Jason saw the smirking man approaching.
 
   “Hey there, bud. Are you finally moving in?” Allen asked with a chuckle. Jason was mumbling something about his bitch of an ex-wife as Allen stacked the bin and bags in front of his door. Turning to face Jason, who was now attempting to open the locked back door of the laden van, Allen chuckled again.
 
   “What? Yeah. Hated that shitty house anyways,” Jason said dreamily. “Will you go hit the unlock button for me?” he asked with a slight slur, slouching down to take an uncomfortable perch on the narrow bumper. After pulling a cigarette box and lighter from his shirt pocket, he continued, “Man, that bitch took off with Mason, ya know? Nobody gives a shit about it either…” 
 
   Jason had managed to light a cigarette, so Allen went to go unlock the door for him. He was caught off guard by Jason’s words, forgetting that it was not just his family going through new trials and tribulations. After a brief search of the door panel for the correct button and direction in which to push it, Allen went back to enter the unavoidable conversation. 
 
   “What do you mean, she ‘took’ Mason? What’s been going on?” Allen asked, trying to sound positive for some reason. He made the conscious decision to lean against the building and not the van. The thick layer of grime covering the back doors, and the sour dairy smell permeating Jason’s clothing, required a little distance.
 
   “I went over to Karl’s house, and it was empty…I mean, the entire thing looked empty. Like they had moved out or something,” Jason spewed, moaning as he stood back up. He took a long drag off of his cigarette before dropping it to be stomped out. “I even went to the damn police station. But, it was right after the attack…a couple days after the power went out, right? And they didn’t care…I just drove past it again…the place has burnt to the ground. You understand? There are no more dick-headed police…anywhere,” he finished with a grand gesture of his hand, implying that he meant all around them. “Hell, my neighbors even had some punks try a home invasion on them this morning. Have I ever told you about Ol’ Charles?” 
 
   Jason had indeed mentioned him; several times, in fact. Allen gave an, “Uh-huh,” to keep him on track.
 
   “Well, he shot two punks that tried to break in his house deader than shit before it burned down to the ground. No police ever came, Allen. When the fire department didn’t show up, either, I knew it was time to get gone. You should have seen my dumb-ass neighbors, man. I’m telling you now, the one thing I do know, we are on our own, brother.” 
 
   “Wait, how did the police station burn down? What in the hell are you talking about? When did you go over there?” Allen rattled off. Part of him, subconsciously, had still been holding on to the slim hope that the whole situation might be short lived. News of the burning police station stunned Allen slightly, more than he would care to admit. ‘If help is not coming soon, how long could this last?’ he thought. “Are you sure?” he asked skeptically, finishing his inquiry with the only question that he really hoped got answered.
 
   Maggie and Allen had heard stories from some of the tenants about the military patrols being the worst looters of them all. No one dared approach them for help; they always shot first, never even stopping to ask questions afterwards. Sure, they might get the looters out of your area, but that area might be uninhabitable when they were done. For Allen, the last glimmer of hope was about to be snuffed out by a few, semi-lucid words. 
 
   Jason laughed knowingly. “Man, I had to drive around side streets to even get close this time. There were big craters and bodies everywhere, or what’s left of them. Hell, I pulled right up and got out with a beer, pissed right there in the middle of the street,” he slurred, snickering at his childish form of protest. “Someone bombed the shit out of a whole mob. The whole damn area is a smoking hole now…You guys didn’t hear it? It’s like…less than three miles from here.” 
 
   Jason had opened the rear door and was rearranging a few fallen items to gain access to a large, blue cooler. Once he could crack the cooler enough, Jason reached in to grab another beer. He held it out, offering it to Allen, who waved him off. It was 1:30 in the afternoon, and too early for libations. 
 
   “Wow…” was all Allen could manage to say, dumbfounded.
 
   “Yeah…” Jason lit another cigarette, taking a long pull from it, and then the beer.
 
   “It must have been two days ago.”
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “Two days ago we were lying in bed, and we heard what we thought was a chemical building exploding. You know, ‘cause all the fires? It sounded way different than the other bombings we have heard. That’s why we thought it was somethin’ else. Lots of rumbling, a few seconds worth, like it was thunder. Shook the whole place,” Allen said. From his time overseas, he knew what they had been hearing were Hellfire missiles, but he could not work out what had decimated the area around the police station. 
 
   Allen’s mind started to race, drowning out Jason’s reply, ‘Why had they bombed the Police? What in the world was the military thinking when they did something like that? There must have been a huge riot taking place…’
 
   Allen fought to keep back the creeping thoughts. Something felt strange about the terrorist attacks. It all felt deliberate to him, like the plans had been in the works for years. Change, true change, demanded violence. You have to destroy something to build it back up in the way that you wanted it in the first place. Allen had the sneaking suspicion that this is exactly what he was witnessing. Something deep down inside him was saying that the government could never be trusted again, nor should they ever have been. 
 
   Allen’s mind quickly found its center. Training for all those years never really left; it just sat dormant until called upon. He needed it now. Continuous watches were going to be needed. Maggie abhorred guns, and she would be busy with Danny anyway, excluding her. That left only the two of them, Allen and Jason. Two was not enough to stand a constant vigilance. 
 
   Allen’s training had driven home the need for at least three people to be effective. Rotating eight hour watches allowed for each person to get eight hours for cooking and general maintenance of gear and fortifications, and eight hours of dedicated sleep time. Four or more people allowed for shorter stints as lookout and longer down times. It also made alternating the dreaded early morning watches all the more easier. Allen knew where to get two more armed compatriots; crazy though they were.
 
   “You going to help me move all this crap up? What is that stuff you got there anyway?” Jason asked, snapping Allen out of his own thoughts by motioning with his head to the bin and bags beside the door.
 
   “Oh, just some back rent from A5,” Allen laughed, hoping to cover his concern about what Jason might say about his stealing from tenants. “They skulked away a little while ago…So…I thought…I would go see if they left anything good behind,” Allen laughed again, a little more sheepishly this time.
 
   “Get anything good?”
 
   “Not really…a little food and some blankets,” he said dispassionately. For some reason Allen did not want to mention the toilet paper; that was for Maggie.
 
   “Good thinking. That reminds me…I want to go talk to that old lady upstairs,” Jason declared, letting his armful of boxes tumble back into the van. “You got your keys on you?” he said, patting down his pockets. His own set of keys still dangled in the ignition of the popping, cooling van. 
 
   “Ms. Pearl? Why do you need to talk to her?” Allen asked inquisitively. “I know she’s not behind on her payments, so what is it?” The relief he felt over Jason’s quick dismissal about stealing items from tenants had made the concern he tried to convey come out sounding fabricated.
 
   “I’m kicking her ass out,” Jason said flatly, holding his hand out for the keys.
 
   “What? She’s the one that helped me start the garden. Why would you kick her out?” Allen voiced true concern now, “Where is she going to go?”
 
   “I don’t care. Hell, you can help her move her stuff over to an empty apartment if you care that much,” Jason laughed, chiding Allen. He obviously really didn’t care what happened to her.
 
   “Well, why are you kicking her out then?” Allen asked, his temper setting itself to stand-by mode, as he dropped the keys into Jason’s “come on” motioning hand.
 
   “Listen, this is my place,” Jason warned, looking and pointing all around, “I have too much shit in that one already.” He pointed to C2, the easternmost apartment above Allen’s. “I am taking that one to live in. She can go quietly or not. But she is going,” Jason finished, talking drunkenly loud, now pointing fiercely at Ms. Pearl’s C3 apartment. 
 
   Allen relinquished immediately. There was really only one way to play this safely. The choice between making his family move over defending some lady that he hardly even knew was no choice at all. Her kindness did not occupy a spot it the equation. “No worries, Jason. You gonna knock a hole in the wall like I did?” he asked, hands in mock surrender, wearing his best interested face. 
 
   Jason would most likely not have tried to kick the Moore’s out. In any event, Allen would not have left, and he would make that clear to Jason soon enough. But it was best not to cross those bridges until absolutely necessary. 
 
   “There you go!” Jason said, knuckling Allen’s shoulder a bit too firmly. “Yeah, I want to join them like you did. Gonna need to tear down a couple of walls, too. The way they are laid out…won’t work for me. We’ll just pitch all the junk out the windows on the other side.” Jason paused half way up the stairs, turning to look at Allen with a sideways smile, before starting to climb the stairs again. “I think I might have a little present for you. In here,” he called over his shoulder, as he unlocked C2; postponing Ms. Pearl’s fate. “C’mon in,” Jason waved. 
 
   Allen followed him into the dim, box-filled space. After a few blinds had been spun open, Jason had just enough light to lead them into the back bedroom. He twisted open the venetian blind on the south facing window, letting Allen see why they had come here first. In the lone bedroom, there was an empty, glass-faced gun cabinet and two large, white plastic crates, each with a smaller, but otherwise identical, crate on top. Allen had helped Jason move the extremely heavy, larger crates up here, but he had never seen the smaller ones before.
 
   “Here we go,” Jason stated, opening the smaller crate on the left, the one closest to the gun cabinet. “I bought this for Mason…Not sure if I will get a chance to give it to him now,” he said sadly, pulling out a hard, black gun case. “Here, check this out. I have to get you a couple more things,” he declared, backhandedly handing the gun case to Allen. He kept tearing through the open white crate while Allen squatted down, flipping the gun case right-side up to open it.
 
   “Damn, Jason. You sure about this?” Allen asked, with an appropriate amount of awe. He pulled an unblemished AR-15 from the case, making it safe by checking the breach. The gun’s styling was very familiar to him, and he marveled at the aftermarket accessories attached to it. Adorning the rifle were high-end collapsible battle sights and stock. The center piece being the collimating, fiber-optic and tritium illuminated, 3x30 red-dot scope. 
 
   Jason finally turned around, having found everything that he was looking for. “Here you will need these, too,” he said, handing Allen a pile of empty rifle magazines that lay atop a black, m.o.l.l.e. style combat vest, which had four, two magazine capacity holders on the front, each with a pistol magazine sleeve stitched in front. The vest also had a folded dump pouch on the back and large, zippered mesh pockets on either side. 
 
   “Grab the other side of this would ya? All the ammo is in the bottom...”
 
   Allen went around to the left side of the stacked crates, helping Jason lift the top one off and down in front of the larger crate. He also noticed that an identical gun case and kit sat on the floor, which Jason had obviously gotten out for himself. 
 
   “You got the same gun? What make is this? Never mind, I see it,” Allen said, trying to sound grateful, as he was seeing the man in a whole new light. Then he joined Jason in pulling an ammo can out of the now exposed bottom crate; there were 23 more inside. He quickly did the math, and whistled appreciatively.
 
   “Same style flat-top receiver as that one…Just that mine has a nicer scope on it,” Jason said, pulling the rifle out, which had a scope on it that looked twice as expensive as the gun.
 
   “Damn, man. Thanks for this. Maggie’s gonna shit when she sees it, but oh well.” He fondled the gleaming assault rifle, trying to shake the feeling that he was somehow cheating on his wife. “You sure you want to give me all this?” Allen asked, still stunned and slightly giddy over the gift.
 
   “Well, think of it as a loan. If I ever find that bitch again, and Mason, you will have to give it back. But, as you can see, I got a few others that you could have,” Jason said kiddingly, but his eyes were not joking. 
 
   The rest of the guns sat swaddled in towels within the crates, but Allen knew the bundles held hunting rifles and shotguns. Even though the rest of the guns were all high-powered, they were nothing compared to the amount of firepower that he held right now.
 
   “This thing sighted in?” Allen asked.
 
   “Yeah, of course, man. Took it to the range one time and sighted both the battle sights and the red dot right in at a hundred and thirty yards. If you want to pop off a few to check it, go ahead,” Jason said magnanimously. 
 
   After an assembly line of loading magazines, they both donned their vests and filled them up. The weight and feel of the gun and gear transported Allen back in time. A shutter of anticipation, laced with a dose of fear, raced up his spine. Jason let him pick through a few slings, and he settled on a basic one with a small foam pad on it. He had never grown to like the single point or three point sling systems during his time in the “sand box”. 
 
   Allen had always preferred to wrap his front arm around a standard sling, using it as a shooters brace. From this position, he could free his dominant right hand for other things, and yet still be able to keep a sight picture. It also helped to steady standing and kneeling shots, improving his accuracy more than just a little.
 
   Jason broke the gleefully rising mood by saying, “All set? Let’s go talk to that old bag now. I wanna do this quick. I need another beer…”
 
   “Alright, let’s go. But after we do that, we need to take a short drive to go see…some people. We are going to need some more help to defend this place. If…we are all on our own, like you say,” Allen informed Jason.
 
   “Who the hell are we going to go see?” Jason shot back, seeming a little hurt as he asked this. To him, it appeared like Allen was questioning the information he had shared.
 
   “Hey, we can’t watch this place by ourselves. We are going to need some help…at some point. Need to make some fortifications, and keep constant watches. And, if we can convince those two to come here, you will have lots more free beer drinking time,” Allen said smoothly. 
 
   Allen needed to have Jason understand that he might own, and think, he ran this place, but it was Allen that was going to keep it for them. This alone made him far more valuable.
 
   “Are you talking about those crazy brothers that I met? That one time at your poker party?” Jason laughed, just happy that Allen trusted and believed him.
 
   Seeing that Jason understood at some level, he continued his advantage by just saying, “Yep! You know you love ‘em!”
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   The large culvert had been built decades ago. It was meant to control the amount of water runoff from heavy rains falling onto the massive buildings and parking lots of the auto industry, which kept overflowing the area’s creeks and streams. Shortly after its completion, it was covered over to accommodate the booming growth that followed in the area. It had been built to last, and so it did. Decades of uninterrupted working order had kept it out of sight and mind. The only people that knew of it currently were a handful of Detroit Water and Sewage workers, along with some locals, prostitutes, and graffiti vandals. Unerringly straight and miles long, it had taken on a kind of lore. Used as a rite of passage for the youth living around its outflow; seeing who could go furthest into its depths before running back to the safety of the light.
 
   It was by using this tunnel that the remaining members of the State Street Slayers gang planned to avoid the chocked roadways and escape Detroit. There were only ten members left after a drone strike decimated not only their ranks, but hundreds of other civilians forced to walk north out of the city, who were engaging in an angry protest of the new conditions being forced upon them. The eldest member of the gang was twenty, the youngest member was a thirteen year-old girl. Most carried a cheap flashlight, and a few had an even cheaper pistol. 
 
   Murda was carrying a battered AK-47 clone that he had taken from the hands of his dead older brother. His brother had once led the gang. Now, eighteen year-old Murda did. Food, water, and the prospect of escaping a nuclear nightmare, they hoped, awaited them at the other end of the tunnel.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Thursday, August 25 - 2039
 
    
 
   Daniel Moore awoke on numbed legs with a numb mind. Stiffly leaning back onto the stairs to pull his legs out from underneath, brought about a second bout of mourning. His eyes were already red and nearly swollen shut, so few tears fell. He laid his head down on the third step while his legs tingled back to life. The darkness of the early morning hour, and the deep tiredness that permeated his entirety overcame him. He slept without knowledge of time passing.
 
   Soft tendrils of light stretched down, stair by stair, to rouse him. Dulled senses became his armor against what must be done. Pain formed in his feet and spread upwards as he stood trying to adjust his eyes to the poor lighting. He shuffled agedly across to the bed that had seemed so safe just the night before. Muscles screamed in protest as he stooped to pick up the pink, fuzzy blanket from the bed. Clutching his daughter’s former security in his right hand, he pulled the larger grey comforter along behind with his left. 
 
   Daniel spread the comforter out beside Rebecca’s body. He cradled her up to his chest, carefully securing her head from swaying. He gently placed her in the center of the warm comforter and gave a last kiss to her forehead. He tucked Rebecca’s hair behind her ears before loosely placing the small, pink blanket over her. She had felt impossibly cold, and Daniel hoped wrapping her up in the layers helped ease the chill. He shot Corinne’s body a steely look before leaving the tiny bundle behind. He slung the heavy rifle and trudged up the stairs.
 
   After two hours had past, and after numerous blisters had formed and burst, a larger than needed grave was dug next to the snap peas just outside the garden beds. They had been Rebecca’s favorite snack this year. Daniel used all of his ebbing effort in suppressing his rage as he carried up the light roll containing his daughter. He was shamefully tearless as Rebecca was lowered and covered over. His sorrow was so well sated that it would not come for him again for some time. 
 
   Daniel’s anger grew weary of being patient. The plans made for Corinne’s disposal required all of its seething power. He needed the strength it possessed, and he gave up control to it willingly. 
 
   Daniel pried the shotgun from Corinne’s legs and cast it aside. He pushed Corinne over with his foot to expose her back. Hooking his arms under her armpits, he started to drag her body toward the stairs. The dead weight hardly slowed his progress up and out into the garage. Corinne landed face down inside Rebecca’s plastic wagon. He wedged the jerry can of gas in behind her. 
 
   Daniel aimlessly pulled the wagon between the two vehicles. Corinne’s foot gave off a sickening squeak as it rubbed against the exposed metal of the truck. He pulled the unwanted load down the street to the conspicuously untouched pile of bodies, made up of the father and his sons. 
 
   He spent a little time gathering wind-felled limbs and branches to throw over the pile. Daniel tossed Corinne’s body on top of those and doused the whole heap with gasoline. He didn’t care if the previous night’s marauders burned completely; he had only made the effort to ensure Corinne’s obliteration. 
 
   The mound lit with a whooshing sound, which sucked the air in from all around him. Pulling the wagon, with the half-empty gas can jittering inside, back within the garage, Daniel shut and locked the door.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Sunday, July 19, 2029
 
    
 
   Allen Moore watched Ms. Pearl’s convulsing body finally come to rest. He felt strangely detached as he watched it lurch, and oddly giddy, too. Jason looked up at Allen from where he had knelt down beside the head of the old woman. The two began laughing slowly at first, then uncontrollably. 
 
   They had stood arguing with Ms. Pearl for several minutes outside of her locked door. Jason, finally reaching his breaking point, just unlocked the door, kicking it open when the small chain hampered his progress. Ms. Pearl kept them at bay for a while longer by wielding a large bread knife. The pair quickly tired of her unflinching refusal to leave her home, even with the offer of help, so Jason cracked the frail wrist of her blotched arm, which held the serrated blade, with one strong blow from his rifle barrel. Allen watched Jason as he picked up a heavy, leaded glass vase, but did not stop him. 
 
   The old lady had slouched to the floor holding her broken wrist back to where it should be. Jason calmly walked around in back of her, as she screamed in horror and agony. A brutal, side-armed strike with the vase ended the pointless argument.
 
   Allen knew that the sirens would not sound their approach. No one had come to help the old woman live through these hard times, so no one would come around seeking vengeance for her death. Jason had been right about what the loss of the local police meant. They had to fend for themselves, becoming the sole protectors of whatever would help them live for another day, week, month, or year. 
 
   The nervous laughter had served its purpose. It bonded them together in their crime, and lessened its effect upon them. Neither man had killed before. At least, Allen had never done so in cold blood; those other two had been shooting back. Strangely, both men found it easier than previously thought. There were no sustaining thoughts of survival of the fittest, as that kind of tripe no longer mattered now. The food stacked in Ms. Pearl’s panty, and lining her cupboards, would provide an extension in this new world for Allen and his family. 
 
   Allen knew that this had been an act of pure selfishness. The altruism inside him was all but dead. If he would do anything for others now, it would only be done if it happened to benefit his family also. The world, in such a short span, the blink of an eye really, had become about who could stomach more, who could shuck of the ingrained niceties first and do what it takes to stay one step ahead. It was survival of the meanest, survival by embracing the worst ways as the best ways, the only ways.
 
   Maggie charged into the knick-knack adorned room. There, in amongst the small porcelain cherubs and penguins frozen in impossible poses, lay the body of Ms. Pearl. Crimson blood matted her shock-white hair to her head and began pooled around one side. From where she stood, Maggie could just make out the legs of the body between the sofa and coffee table. Allen stood near the body’s feet and Jason was kneeling over her head, both were still snickering. She quickly noted that the men had large black rifles slung over their backs and military looking, bulky vests on. 
 
   The schoolboy laughter ended abruptly when they saw her in the room staring daggers into them. Maggie’s mouth was agape, frozen in the same rictus of shock that framed Ms. Pearl’s face. Her eyes shifted between the two panting men and the orthoscopic socks of their elderly neighbor, who lay still on the blush pink carpeting. 
 
   “What in the world…is going on? Why was she screaming?” Maggie demanded at once, while using her best agitated mother voice.
 
   “This is my place, and…and…well, she was threatening us…with a knife!” Jason offered defensively, piecing together the words without looking her directly in the eye.
 
   “Maggie,” Allen said softly, walking over to lead her out of the apartment. “She went crazy. We were going to help her…We tried, honest. But she just wouldn’t listen…”
 
   Maggie shot up a hand to halt his forward progress and took two steps back from him, nearly all the way to the doorway, like she might turn and run away at any moment. “What in the fuck are you talking about? Help her? Help her what? What did you guys do to her?” she screamed. 
 
   Thinking quickly, Allen grabbed a dusty, hand-knitted brown afghan from the back of the floral-patterned couch and threw it over Ms. Pearl’s head and upper body. He then turned to face Maggie, saying, “Jason wanted to use this apartment. We came over here to help her move over to an empty one.” He paused to see if she was buying into the story. “She freaked out on us, and started waving a big knife around,” he added, pointing to the blade on the floor and flailing his arms around like a wild person. “She must have had a heart attack, or something, Babe. She crashed to the ground, busting her head open on the table. Then she was all quiet…just stopped breathing…”
 
   “I checked to see if she had a pulse and everything,” Jason interjected, picking up on the lie like it was second nature. Standing up close the covered body’s head almost seemed to prove this.
 
   ”Why where you two laughing?” Maggie challenged. “And why was she screaming like that again?” 
 
   “She just flipped out! I’m telling you, it was really crazy. She just lost it. I mean…it was so weird. Then she just dropped dead,” Allen said confidently, with Jason nodding at all the right moments. 
 
   “Why were you laughing?” she asked again, softer this time. Maggie searched Allen’s face while he responded.
 
   “I don’t know,” Allen said honestly, and not at all apologetically. He could not hide the fact from appearing on his face that he didn’t really know why he was laughing. “I don’t know what to say…I feel like an asshole, but you didn’t see her go off.” He took a probing step towards Maggie.
 
   Maggie found the answer to be half-assed, but sufficient. She was still upset about them laughing at the poor woman’s fate, and she really could not fathom what was funny about the situation. Eventually she just convinced to herself that the laughter was probably just a crazy reflex, born from a crazy event, and witnessed by two crazy men. “Are you sure she is dead, Allen?” All of the anger in her voice had gone.
 
   “Hell yeah, she is,” Jason scoffed. Once he saw the red haired woman’s piercing glare, he dropped his head again. “Sorry, Mags, didn’t mean to...I already checked, though. No breath, no pulse.” Allen was surprised by the amount of genuine sorrow showing in his voice.
 
   “Come here,” Maggie said, motioning Allen to come closer, and then hugging him tight. Her fingers brushed against the gun on his back, breaking the hug. “Where did you get that thing?” she asked coarsely.
 
   “I gave it to him,” Jason informed her, unaware of the inherent dangers. “Was gonna give it to Mason…” the sorrow was still there “…, but that bitch, Chloe, took off somewhere with her new…”
 
   “Karl?” Maggie asked the obvious.
 
   “Yeah,” Jason spat, the word filled with venom, having just heard his nemesis’ name spoken aloud.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jason. I didn’t know,” Maggie sighed. All of the redness had washed from her face. She was no fan of Jason’s, but he was a good father, and he had gotten a raw deal from the court system and Chloe; who Maggie liked even less than Jason. “You know where they went?” she asked, sincere concern warming the features of her face.
 
   “No…Maybe that damn cabin she was always throwing in my face,” Jason said, the thought dawning on him for the first time; he had been in a drunken stupor ever since finding them missing. “She would never tell me where it was…That bitch,” he finished.
 
   “Hey, why don’t you run back down and make sure that Danny is still okay?” Allen asked of Maggie. He was going to add that maybe she should come back up and go through the food when another, more pertinent, thought came to him, “I just thought of something.” He swiveled his head back and forth between Maggie and Jason to get both of their attention. “Jason, you should start eating your meals with us.”
 
   “Why?” Jason asked, so Maggie didn’t have to.
 
   “Well, we should pool all our food together. If we all ate at the same time we would waste less food and fuel to cook it. That reminds me of something else, propane. I know where to go get a bunch of bottles of it. If we hurry, before someone else thinks of it,” Allen said assuredly. 
 
   “That sounds about right, I guess. I already cook for the three of us, and there are always leftovers. We can’t just put them in the refrigerator anymore…” Maggie said, with Jason nodding a happy agreement. “But we can talk about that later.” No one in the room had an appetite at that moment. “Where are you going to get all this propane? The gas station?” she guessed, steering the conversation away from the subject of food, and the dead body in the room.
 
   “Nope,” Allen said mysteriously. “Tell you what, you think you could cook for a couple more?” he asked, a smile widening.
 
   “Hmm? How many more are we talking about?” Corinne asked back, furrowing her brow.
 
   “Just two,” Allen said, now almost laughing again.
 
   “You’re talking about the Brown brothers, aren’t you?” Maggie said, rolling her eyes in semi-fake disgust. “They aren’t staying with us!” The firmness in which this was said meant that it was not going to be up for debate; now or ever.
 
   “If I can convince them to come here, you might want to act a little nicer. We could really use their help. I think we are all going to be targets soon. The more people we have that can shoot…the better.” Allen was trying to say this so she understood that this was not up for debate, either.
 
   “Do you think it’s going to get worse than it already is? The military, or the Department of whatever, is enforcing the curfew and martial law. Won’t they handle it if people start going totally crazy around here?” Given where they were having this conversation, if what he had said was true, different concerns crept in on Maggie. “Who is going to take care of Ms. Pearl?” she asked, with a hushed tone. 
 
   “Jason? Why don’t you tell her about the police station…and your neighbors?” Allen requested. 
 
   After his slightly embellished story of the police station bombings, and of his neighbor’s burning house, Maggie seemed to warm to the idea of having more people around. Allen helped her to understand that they would need help in protecting themselves. Maggie was still adamant about the brothers not staying in the same apartment, so Jason agreed to let them live upstairs with him. Allen finished the debate by saying that the bed left behind in A5 could be pulled over to sleep on. 
 
   Four men could make short work of knocking a penetration into the fire wall and tearing down the useless interior walls; as well as creating some new fortifications in the two-storied refuge. Maggie went downstairs to start emptying Jason’s van into two piles. One pile was of anything that would go upstairs and the other was the food that would go in the Moore’s below.
 
   Allen and Jason rolled up the body of Ms. Pearl in two sheets and carried her down the creaking stairs to the growing crowd. Despite living like shut-ins for the past week, almost every tenant was nonchalantly standing around the courtyard. Word carried quickly from building to building, something had happened up in the old woman’s place. 
 
   None present voiced any concerns about Ms. Pearl’s death. After Jason attempted to explain the new fabrication to the crowd, Lynn Donner, the single mother of two teenage girls and one ten year-old boy, kept mumbling something about who was going to be kicked out next. Allen called her out by name, asking if she wanted to help bury the body. Lynn quietly said that she had to get back to her kids; all but a few followed her lead. Those who remained, thought that helping dig the hole might endear themselves to Allen and Jason, or, at least, it might get them to forget about the due rent money. 
 
   After several shovels and picks were brought out from the maintenance shed, and after a brief discussion over where to bury the body, they got to work. The chosen spot for the grave was just beyond the garden; they all remembered her there anyway. Allen and Jason took care in being the only ones that carried the body. Someone glimpsing the caved-in side of her skull or broken wrist would bring about a lot of unwanted attention.
 
   By the time the work was finished and the tools put away, Jason had a cool beer in all of the workers hands as payment. Those assembled, dispersed into the different directions of the compass, each heading off to one of the four buildings. Allen helped Jason carry up all of his belongings, putting the boxes into his old apartment, then he helped Maggie carry down the surprising amount of self-canned meats, vegetables, and cases of supplement shakes found in his new one. 
 
   That night, Danny and ‘Uncle’ Jason played boisterously in the living room while Maggie and Allen cooked a large pot of spaghetti and biscuits for dinner on the grill sitting outside the front door. A jar of Ms. Pearl’s green beans got used as the side dish. They all stayed up late, postponing the plans to go see the Brown brothers until the following day. Right after Jason left to go to bed, Allen scrambled to put in a few hooks in a master bedroom closet to mount the new rifle on. Maggie made sure that he knew she was not happy with the rifle being in the house.
 
   It was already past eleven o’clock at night when Allen set the alarm to four a.m. on his motion charged watch with glow-in-the-dark green hands. He knew that early morning raids were the most dangerous, and he was taking it upon himself to take the first sentry duty. Allen figured he could pack a day bag while scanning out the windows and waiting for Jason to wake up. He made a mental list of what tools he might need for collecting the propane, and any other supplies they might find. It took little effort to clear his mind and fall asleep; his training proving useful once again. After the ability to fall asleep at a moment’s notice had been acquired, it never left.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   Murda led his group out of the darkness and into the light of dawn breaking. It had taken nearly a full night of walking to navigate the tunnel. Brush piles had collected into long debris fields inside the passageway, making progress slow and painful. The group took seated positions on the large rocks along the sides of the narrow trough that the concrete had given way to. They emptied their pockets and shared the last of their candy bars and soda pop. Murda told them all to rest up as he scaled the rock embankment to steal a look at the immediate surroundings.
 
   A large industrial complex spread from the north to the east across expanses of parking lot. To the west was a thin strip of woods. Beyond that, there was an apartment complex. The choice was obvious to him, so he hopped back down the rocks to join the rest of the gang. Murda told them they would have to be ready to move again shortly. Soon, very soon, they would need to go looking for more food and water. Only one thing was certain, it would not be a hand out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Allen made breakfast for Maggie, Danny, Jason, and himself using the last of the fresh eggs and cheese, which he placed on biscuits left over from dinner. He woke up his family with a delivered plate, so they could eat the food while it was still hot. Danny started wolfing it down immediately, only saying, “thank you” after being prompted. Maggie appreciated the effort more than the actual food. 
 
   He told her that she needed to get up and bolt the door gain after he left. She begged him to be careful, after promising to get up in a minute. Allen made a plate for Jason before heading out to go wake him, once he had put on the load bearing vest, day bag, and rifle. 
 
   The weak morning light greeted Allen outside. It was just after dawn, and the sky was showing off with a display of warm colors lighting the suspended ash in the sky. This was his favorite time of the day. Nothing stirred beneath the brightening layers of atmosphere, and the day felt like it was made just for him. He paused, with his eyes closed, letting the sun, speckled behind the trees to the east, gradually warm his skin. The humidity, pulled from the moisture in the ground, wetted his breath, warning of the clinging, daytime warmth that would be the order for the day. 
 
   He intentionally stomped his way up the stairs to give Jason ample warning. After banging on C2’s door, Allen heard Jason yell something indiscernible from behind the door in C3. Quickly remembering that Jason had no bed in the apartment, it being just his storeroom, Allen spun around. Jason opened the door shortly after, surprising Allen by being completely dressed. 
 
   “Couldn’t sleep,” Jason said tiredly. “Damn bed is so hard.” Allen offered him the plate of food and the hung-over man greedily took it. “Thanks, man. How do you flush the toilet with no water?”
 
   “Well, you still need water,” Allen replied, laughing at how childish Jason was in some ways. “Was there a bucket in the bathroom?”
 
   “Yes…What, she was just going in a bucket?” Jason asked, with a mouthful of scrambled eggs.
 
   “No…You fill up the bucket with water from the creek in the woods,” Allen pointed east for his benefit. “Then you pour it fast into the bowl, it will kind of flush it. If you do it quick enough you don’t need that much water,” Allen said, leading them down the stairs and over to the maintenance shed where they would collect the needed tools for the day. 
 
   Jason was eating too fast to answer, so he just grunted an, “Um huh.”
 
   “Let’s take my truck.” Allen led them to the west parking lot, tools in hand. “Hopefully the brothers still have both of their trucks. If I’m right, we will need them.” They loaded the pry bars, bolt cutters, mash hammers, and sharp chisels into the bed of the charcoal black, extended cab truck that had a matching aluminum cap. After Allen unlocked the truck with two presses of a button on the key fob, they climbed into the front seats. Allen tossed his day pack onto the narrow bench seat in the rear before starting the engine. 
 
   It was a short drive that seemed to last forever. Scenes of horror abounded up and down every street. Houses burning or already burnt became the norm, and dead bodies were lined up along the roads and in the yards. Some of the corpses were covered with tarps or blankets, others had their naked flesh exposed to the elements, the bodies puffed and distended to the point where gender could not be discerned. The most horrific part was that some had already burst, yellow-green pus splattered across white concrete and grey flesh. Other than the dead, no one else seemed to be around. 
 
   Allen had to backtrack around blocked roads and business parking lots at least half a dozen times. Great patches of homes, and even the occasional strip mall, were just gone, like a giant had come along and swiped them from the land. All that was left of these areas was charred remnants and a lingering stench of burnt plastic and hair. A few criminals hung from trees and the arms of the lamp poles, most of these had small, hand-painted signs hung around their necks proclaiming their guilt. “Looter” branded one, “Rapist” the next.
 
   As they wound their way through the streets of the Brown brother’s subdivision, a deep, eerie quiet descended. The fallen ash on the road was undisturbed here, dulling the rumble of knobby tires against asphalt. Allen stopped at the last curve before the brother’s house would come into view. To continue driving would mean having to drive over several bodies in the street and on the sidewalks. 
 
   Exiting the truck after turning it off, Allen said, “Wait here, Jason. Looks like these guys are shooting first.”
 
   “Those two crazy sons-of-bitches shot all of these people?” Jason asked incredulously. “You think they all came up from the Detroit? They didn’t say shit about that on the radio…”
 
   “Can’t believe anything you hear anymore. Besides, given that they are all black, it kinda looks that way to me. Derek and John must be sniping at anyone they can see from their house. I hope they don’t just shoot me, too…They might have just gone off the deep end,” Allen said honestly.
 
   Allen moved into the yard of the house on the inside of the bend in the road. He strafed along its side, inching closer to the front corner. Making sure to not expose himself, he took a deep breath to yell out, but the rotting stench of decaying corpses gagged him. Allen dry heaved heavily, making him gulp in even more of the foul odor. He turned away from the house, walking back in the direction of his truck, and hopefully, up wind. Jason sat in the cab of the truck laughing as the spittle streamed out of Allen’s mouth and tears welled in his eyes. It took several slow, deep breaths, sucked as if through a straw, to calm the gag reflex.
 
   “Okay, screw that,” Allen managed between gulps.
 
   Jason could not hear him over his own laughter. “What?” he shouted through the truck window, wiping laugh tears away.
 
   Allen just flipped him off, and went back to the corner of the house. Ready for the disgusting odor this time he drew a lung filling gulp, cupped his hand to his mouth, and shouted a nasally, “Hey Derek! It’s me, Allen! Can you hear me?!”
 
   Allen resisted the urge to peek around the corner. The sun was rising behind him to the east, and his head, backlit by the sun, would appear as a nice dark shadow for anyone looking down the barrel of a gun. Two minutes passed and Allen was about to pull the, inadequate to the task, t-shirt down from his mouth to shout again. 
 
   Just as Allen prepared himself for another stomach-churning gulp, he heard a faint, “Who’s there?” coming from down the street and around the corner from where he stood; it sounded like John.
 
   Allen had gone to high school with Derek, and, over the years, they had drifted further and further apart. The distance had stretched to the point where they now might only talk a few times a year on the phone. John was Derek’s older brother by three years, and part of the reason for the separation. It wasn’t that Allen completely despised John, although, at times, he did find the older man insufferable, it was because John always had to come along with Derek, whether he had been invited or not. So Allen’s friendship with Derek had become a forced friendship with both of the Brown brothers. John carried just enough of a creep vibe that Maggie didn’t want him over, and she loathed the way he always tried to sound smarter than he really was. 
 
   The two brothers looked almost identical, apart from their hair. Both were the lean six foot of avid outdoorsmen, and both had pinched faces with narrowed, beady, milky eyes. Derek had thinning, dark brown hair, deep swoops cutting into his hair line, and John had already bald-on-top, blonde hair. Neither man could grow a proper beard, but this did not stop them from always having patchy, scraggly attempts at facial hair. Adding to the similarities between the brothers was the clothes they wore. Anything printed in camouflage, they purchased and wore; shirts, shorts, pants, hats, and boots alike. 
 
   When Allen learned that the brother’s parents were first cousins, this happening during one of Derek’s drunken tirades about the only girlfriend he had ever had, some ten years ago. After hearing that, a lot of the brother’s sociopathic tendencies made more sense to Allen. If they were not out killing anything and everything that moved within the state’s woods and rivers, they were planning their next trip to do so. Undersized, self-cleaned deer skulls hung on the walls, and a thick layer of rot-tinged grime clung to the kitchen and bath counters. Dirty dishes seemed to live in the sink and just opening the refrigerator to reach in for a beer made Allen want to go get booster shots. Truth be told, they could have been used as the poster boys as to why inbreeding was still illegal. 
 
   The brother’s parents both had high-paying professional type jobs; one was an accountant and the other a tenured teacher, but Derek and John had never gone to college, and rarely held a job for more than a few months out of each year. So the brother’s parents paid their way through life, but it was not what you would call the high life. They did get new trucks leased for them every second year, but the house they lived in was tiny, in poor condition, and hadn’t had a decent cleaning since they moved in.
 
   Allen thought briefly about how sad it was that these two were the only choices he had for more help. All of his true friends, made during his time in the service, lived nowhere near this part of the country. Allen had only moved back to Michigan to be with his mother before her passing, and because he had a familiarity with the area, having been born and raised here. This was often the greatest point of contention between Allen and Maggie, as she had always planned to return to her family in Arizona after Allen decided not to reenlist.
 
   Taking another shortened breath, Allen yelled, “It’s me…Allen! Is that you, John?”
 
   “Yeah...What’re you doing here?” John asked, sounding like he really didn’t want Allen around.
 
   “I’m here to see Derek!” Allen replied, hoping that the unsaid “not you!” was not too apparent, or too hidden.
 
   Nothing happened for yet another awkward minute. Allen pulled the rifle tighter and flipped off the safety. He really wanted to shoot at something a couple of times to see where the point of aim was for the rifle. Standing in the open, feeling more than exposed, Allen started to get upset. He had allowed himself to be standing on unfamiliar ground, while holding an unproven gun in his hands. Those kinds of slips were what got people killed. Taking chances always had a way of jumping up to bite you in the ass when least expected.
 
   “Allen?” the slightly hoarse voice of Derek finally called out. 
 
   Hearing him did not make Allen any happier. In fact, it made him question his own sanity; twisted memories of the two brothers came flooding back in. Sick of the long distance shouting match, and even sicker of the smell surrounding him, Allen charged around the corner heading diagonally across the street, straight at the Brown’s little, square bungalow. 
 
   “Derek, don’t shoot my ass! I just want to talk to you!” Allen yelled, holding his right arm up passively while keeping the rifle pressed into his shoulder with help of the sling and his left hand. From this position he would be able to draw his right hand back down to the rifle’s pistol grip while at the same time leveling it off with his left arm. He could do all of this, managing to snap of the first shot, in about one second. 
 
   “Come around to the side door!” Derek shouted in response. 
 
   Allen walked the remaining fifty yards to the house, which looked straight out of a war zone. The ash was heavily disturbed, and numerous bullets had been fired at the dwelling, pot marking the outside. Low-powered projectiles had scraped long scars into the red brick exterior and gouged fresh wood from the peeling window jambs. Most of the windows had been shattered and haphazardly barricaded over. The big, front room window was completely gone, and Allen could make out what looked like a sand bag fortification inside it, except that he bags ran the gambit of colors. More bodies littered the street and yards surrounding the house. It was obvious that a prolonged battle had taken place here.
 
   Allen gave a quick count of corpses scattered about, and came to nearly twenty in total. Most of them had no obvious signs of trauma. There were splashes of blood on and around them, but they had not been stabbed or bludgeoned to death, or even hit with explosives; those were far more gruesome sights. These people had all been shot to death. Discolored streaks of oxidized blood tracked where some had fallen and tried to crawl away, the ash showing every scrape and hand fall. The stench squatting on the area only grew stronger as Allen stalked closer to the nearly destroyed house. 
 
   Swarms of iridescent green blow flies buzzed happily around; the bounty for their offspring being put to good use. Great wriggling masses of pink-stained maggots gave a few of the bodies the illusion that they were still moving or breathing. Allen had to step around two bodies in the front yard that he guessed by their attire had both been young men. Something had been at their faces, hollowing out eye sockets and ripping off lips. The effect gave them a terrifying wide-eyed grin. It would be hard to shake such a sight.
 
   Allen came around the house slowly, heading for the aforementioned side door. The rear corner of the house was charred black. Looking up, all of the aluminum siding and overhangs on this side of the house had been warped and buckled by an intense heat. ‘Someone tried to burn them out into the open,’ he thought. 
 
   Waiting by the door, scanning all around, Allen heard the sounds of lumber being moved, as a sheet of plywood was taken away from the inside. The way the door was hung meant that it opened inwards, sucking air inside with it. This ensured that Allen didn’t notice at first. Once the slight air differential equalized, an even more rancid odor escaped from the house, assaulting his already overloaded senses. It was too much, Allen vomited immediately.
 
   “What the fuck, man?” Derek asked crudely, before starting to laugh. It was a piercing sound that immediately got on the nerves.
 
   Allen spit the last scraps of biscuit out of his mouth, backing a few paces away from the door and chunky puddle. The scent of his own puke, acidly stinging at his nostrils, wasn’t the worst aroma that he had smelled in the past ten minutes. Allen continued to involuntarily dry-heave, fighting to regain control. “What in the hell is that stench?” he finally managed to cough out.
 
   “Oh…our power has been off for…like more than a week? And freakin’ numb nuts back there opened our freezer full of rotting venison yesterday,” Derek replied, hooking a thumb over his shoulder to indicate that he meant his brother. He was tightly holding a scoped, Remington model 700 bolt action hunting rifle and kept looking around nervously, being very careful not to stick his head out too far.
 
   Allen’s face had already curled up with the coming question. “What happened here? Who are all these dead people?”
 
   “All these crazy moullies were storming through the neighborhood, looting everything, and shooting anybody they saw. They all came up from the city, we guess. John and I started knocking ‘em down before they got too close. A bunch of ‘em surrounded us and ‘ave been trying to kill us for the last three days. Fuck, man, they even started throwing Molotov cocktails at us the other night,” Derek said, using wild animated arm swings to make his case.
 
   Allen noticed Derek’s sunken, sleep-deprived eyes, adding credence to the timeframe. Like most things that Derek said, the story had an air of half-truth about it. Allen had seen no other bodies in the neighborhood, other than those collecting flies around this very small area. Even though Derek had not said it happened that way, and he would probably never admit to it, Allen knew that the brothers had taken the first opportunity they got to kill some black people. 
 
   “Are you guys holding up alright? You two should get the hell out of here, and come with us,” Allen said calmly, despite the warning creeping up his spine, gripping the base of his scull in a tingling grip, urging him to turn and run. 
 
   “Who’s us? You didn’t bring Maggie here, did you?” Derek sounded embarrassed, his eyes still darting around nervously. “We was tryin’ to leave, just before all this shit happened. We had no choice but to come back here. Went over to John’s work, but they wouldn’t let us in ‘less we traded with ‘em. That’s when John got shot,” He rattled off. “Did I tell you that already?”
 
   “Um…no. Who shot him? The people he works with?” Allen asked.
 
   “No. No. Just some guys that set up a dumb-ass blockade. We just jumped the curb and went around it on the sidewalk…they started shooting at us,” Derek answered. He gave a strange look that put Allen even further on edge before he whispered, “Where did you get that rifle?”
 
   “You tell him I got shot?” John piped in from somewhere inside.
 
   “Listen, I got Jason in my truck,” Allen shot, getting Derek’s full attention again. “It’s just around the corner over there. He’s the one that gave me this.” He flipped the rifle over in his hands, so Derek could get a better look at it. “You guys should get out of here before whoever you pissed off comes back. The four of us can set up shop at the apartments,” Allen said quickly. It was always a struggle to get back into the conversation around Derek and John.
 
   “You got food? We are frickin’ starving. That’s why we went over to the BULKCO center where John works. His boss has gone absolutely nuts. I’m serious, man. He’s got a bunch of people holed up in the place, all armed to the teeth. He told John to bring back some girls, and then he might let us in. You believe that shit? Guys sitting on a ton of food and stuff and he is acting like some kind of king or something...” Derek rambled on.
 
   “Hey, we got plenty of food,” Allen interrupted. “Where’s John’s truck? You guys need t…”
 
   “It broke down after those assholes shot at us,” Derek interjected, cutting Allen off. “They must have hit somethin’ electrical. That’s what I think, anyway. John figures….never mind. We had to walk back with dipshit whining the whole way about a bullet graze on his calf…”
 
   A second wave of putrid meat smell wafted towards Allen, making him suddenly uncaring about whether the brothers came or not; he just wanted to leave. “Derek, listen,” Allen sighed, holding up his hands in exasperation. “If you guys want to come, you need to go get packed. I’m not staying here. I’ll go get Jason and pull my truck over here, so’s we can cover you guys while you load up. If…you want to go.” Allen gave him a stern look to force an answer.
 
   “Cool, man. We didn’t know what to do. All I’ve eaten today was some stale chips and half a can of corn,” Derek laughed at himself. “Let me go tell John to get ready, and…”
 
   “Okay, cool. I’ll go get Jason,” Allen said, already walking away.
 
   Allen heard the argumentative tones, which served as the brother’s normal style of conversation, as he passed by the open front window. He took a closer look at the sand bags and found that they were pillow cases, shirts, and pants of various sizes and colors that had all been stuffed with soil. He thought of laughing about the mismatched fortification, but realized that it was actually quite ingenious. 
 
   Jogging to his truck, trying to get back through the dense fog of stench and flies as quickly as possible, he found Jason outside the truck smoking a cigarette.
 
   “Man, it fucking reeks around here,” Jason said, wrinkling his nose.
 
   “You don’t know the half of it…You should smell what those two whackos are living in. It’s fucking unbelievable,” Allen informed him, reaching into the back of the cab to get a bottle of water out of his day pack. Several swishes and spits later he told Jason, “Get in the truck. There is supposedly a bunch of folks still around trying to kill them. I guess that’s what happens when you start randomly shooting people…”
 
   “Wha’cha mean by that?”
 
   “Never mind…We are going to go watch their backs while they load up. You better just keep an eye out.”
 
   Allen and Jason clambered back into the truck at the same time. “Give me a smoke, will ya?” Allen asked of him.
 
   “You don’t smoke…” Jason pondered. Still, he grabbed his pack out and handed Allen a cigarette and lighter.
 
   “I’ve got to get this taste out of my mouth,” he lit the smoke “and this smell out of my nose,” Allen replied, with a sour look stretching his face. He tossed the lighter back to Jason without looking.
 
   After starting the truck, for the briefest of moments, Allen contemplated pulling a U-turn and leaving without the Brown brothers. Instead, he tried his best to avoid driving over the corpses as he pulled forward. Try as he might, a few of the bodies still jostled the truck like fleshy speed bumps. He pulled into a body-free driveway, just short of the brother’s house, to turn around and wait. 
 
   Jason and Allen both got out of the truck to keep an over watch for Derek and the heavily limping John. After their camping gear, extra rifles, and shotguns were loaded, two flat tires were then changed on Derek’s silver base-model truck, slashed by the supposed invading horde. After the garbage bags full of the brother’s camouflage clothing had been loaded, Allen walked a little closer.
 
   “Okay, you guys all set to go?” Allen called out.
 
   “I guess so,” John answered from the closer passenger seat. “Are we goin’ to the apartments now? I’m hungry as hell.”
 
   “Hold on…” Allen said, walking back to his truck for the day pack again. He pulled out two protein bars and a bottle of water for the brothers to share. He took the food over to John while he tried and failed to hold his breath.
 
   “That should hold you guys for a bit. C’mon we’ve some work to do,” Allen said, snickering at the look they gave him.
 
   “Wait? What?” John and Derek asked almost simultaneously.
 
   Wearing a Cheshire cat grin as he walked away, Allen yelled, “Just follow me!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Allen used bolt-cutters, increasing leverage by using lengths of pipe on the handles, to snip the chain-drive on the dormant electrical gate. The unbound fence gate then easily slid open on its rollers. The gate once garnered access to the Northside RV storage lot by entering a numerical sequence into a keypad. The 38 acre facility contained around 1100 recreational vehicles ranging from pop-ups to modern buses with all the bells and whistles. Some of the RV’s were gone, taken by their owners during the rush to leave the area. Most, however, remained where they had been left during happier, easier, less ash and radiation filled times.
 
   Jason was nodding approvingly as Allen climbed back into the truck. “Right on! Now I see what you were saying. There should be tons of propane in here,” Jason said cheerfully, sitting up in his seat, looking at all of the choices for breaking and entering.
 
   “We will probably get a bunch of food, flashlights, and other stuff, too,” Allen added wisely. 
 
   Allen pulled his truck half way down a center aisle that held a lot of higher end fifth-wheels and buses before shutting off the engine. Allen and Jason got out and went around to the bed of the truck to start grabbing burglary tools. The smiles of idea recognition adorned the Brown brother’s faces as they got out of their truck, twenty yards behind.
 
   Once Derek and the hobbling John had approached, Allen opened his arms out wide, saying, “Okay, here we are. Everybody take a dust mask. I want to get all the full thirty pound and twenty pound LP tanks that we can carry. John…you are looking fairly useless right now…”
 
   “Screw you!” John exclaimed, with a laugh and one finger extended.
 
   Everyone was grinning as Allen continued, “Alright, alright. I’m just saying we could use you to pack all of the stuff we find. We should get a bunch of towels and blankets to wrap around the tanks so they don’t bang around. We’ll put all the propane in my truck and anything else we find in yours. Look for anything you think we can use. Food, solar lights, tools, binoculars, little grills, pots, pans, soap, and anything else that strikes your fancy.”
 
   “Booze…” Jason thought aloud, eyes shifting from rig to dusty rig.
 
   “Yeah, now you’re talkin’! Let’s go see what we can find,” Derek said happily to Jason. The pair grabbed pry bars and started straight for the closest soot-streaked fifth-wheel. 
 
   “Hold on…You can get whatever you want, after we get a bunch of propane loaded up,” Allen admonished. “John, we will bring you a bunch of towels and things so you can start packing the tanks we bring to you.” 
 
   “Well, hurry the hell up. My leg is killing me. And someone find something I can eat…” John said, wincing as he sat on Allen’s tailgate.
 
   “Yeah, I need food, too. What do you think there are in these?” Derek asked meekly, his previous quest for alcohol all but forgotten.
 
   “Won’t know ‘till we start looking. But I would guess lots of canned and dehydrated stuff. Let’s get some work done first, alright? We can stop in a little while and cook whatever we find in one of the kitchens,” Allen said firmly. He was already regretting having the brothers around. It was like being burdened with two emotionally stunted children, who just might shoot him in the back at any moment.
 
   They found it easiest to break into the doors and exterior compartments by using a 2” wide chisel and a 5 pound maul to pound open the gaps near the locks. After the gap had been widened, a long pry bar could then easily fit in to finish levering open the doors and panels. Allen, Jason, and Derek worked as a team, clearing out one camper at a time. This way, Allen could at least keep an eye on them, and keep them working at a steady pace. 
 
   Using a scoped rifle very similar to his brothers, John was charged with watching out for hostiles, which might include former workers and camper owners, and pulling the two trucks up after three or four RVs on each side of the row had been cleared. John’s leg injury prevented him from doing much else; despite Derek’s constant chiding. 
 
   Jason had grown a little despondent after twenty or so of the campers had yielded nothing in the way of liquor and only a few skunky beers had been found. Once they got to a section of large buses his luck changed dramatically. Nearly every one of the larger vehicles contained a nicely stocked cabinet bar, though some contained nothing but wine. 
 
   Lunch was called at 2 p.m., and only after Allen was satisfied with the haul. Dozens of full or nearly-full 30 pound, 20 pound, 11 pound, and little 1 pound liquid propane cylinders sat swaddled together under Allen’s truck cap. These were packed in alongside of three large generators, which had been pulled out of the newer style campers. An abundance of food, lights, tools, and bottles and cans of soda, water, beer, and liquor all haphazardly brimmed Derek’s truck bed.
 
   The four men made a mess of one particularly nice bus’s kitchen while they made rice dishes and pork and beans for lunch, all while they passed around a bottle of spiced rum. The mood was of tipsy giddiness as they finished their robberies by emptying the large gas tanks of the “toy hauler” type campers into their trucks and any gas cans that they had procured. 
 
   All of a sudden, loud mechanical shrieks, followed by chest-thumping explosions came emanating from the south. This quickly had the four men scurrying around to finish loading up the trucks. A long series of increasingly close detonations forced a scared type of sobriety back into Allen. What sounded like a cloud head bursting preceded a deluge of raining bomblettes. The sounds came from a massive cluster bomb spreading its steely death, just a quarter mile away. Allen finally figured out what had destroyed the Police station. 
 
   There was no mistaking what was happening. Unmanned drones were pounding a large group of people with missile and bomb strikes. And that large cluster of doomed people was heading this way, and fast. 
 
   What Allen heard next was hundreds, possibly thousands, of horrified and scared voices screaming out in unison. He unslung the rifle and jumped into the driver’s seat, the slamming of the two truck doors behind him assured that the Brown brothers were also ready to go. Flashes of people darting across the pathways and dashing between the campers made Allen flinch, frightened at their sudden appearance. A great dust cloud rose into the still air as hundreds of feet pounded against the ash.
 
   He started the truck with trembling fingers. Three, tall black men skidded to a halt on the gravel pathway thirty yards ahead, all looking longingly at the now-running truck. Allen was fumbling to put the truck into reverse when he noticed that Jason was still standing outside the open passenger door, stunned into inaction.
 
   “Jason! Get in the fucking…” Allen yelled, but was cut short as gunshots started to ring out. 
 
   Jason grabbed his stomach and dropped to the ground. 
 
   Just as Allen’s mind yelled, “Leave him!” his feet hit the ground, already out of the truck. His hands were aiming the unproven rifle at the approaching trio without having to tell them to do so. From between the door and body of the truck, he fired aimlessly at first, just trying to get the men to choose a different course of action. Allen was actually surprised to see the one on the left drop his pistol to clutch at his neck, trying to staunch the flow of blood starting to pour out. 
 
   The three assailants sprinted for cover behind the large brown bus that Allen’s group had just made lunch in. As they struggled to gain a foothold on the loose gravel, Allen took careful aim. He centered the red dot aperture of the rifle’s ACOG on the man in the lead, furthest to the right, and put two well-placed shots into his chest. Not waiting to watch the first man drop, Allen shifted his aim to the man in the middle, firing three more rapid shots, striking him in the right arm and side. The third man, still holding his neck, dove over the two kicking bodies of his friends, landing just out of sight behind the rear of the bus.
 
   As Allen’s tunnel vision fell away, he saw that the gunshots had drawn the attention of several more people, who were now heading down the clouded gravel lane in his direction. As he stared down the row, watching more and more people join the crowd from between the RVs, he fired two warning shots over their heads, which made most of them dive away, scrambling to find cover. 
 
   Allen turned to move around the back of the truck, hoping he could still help Jason. The Brown brother’s truck was seventy-five yards away now and still rolling. Derek’s hand was stuck out the driver’s side window, firing a pistol at some unseen threat further down and to the right. As Allen rounded the truck to the passenger side, Jason had already tossed his rifle onto the floorboards and was struggling to join it inside the idling truck.
 
   Jason saw him coming around, screeching out, “What the fuck are you doing? Get in the damn truck!”
 
   Allen reversed course immediately, slipping and sliding to get back around the truck and into his seat, shooting blindly over the door as he went. Bullets plinked and dinged into the body panels. One smashed a spider web into the windshield and completely blew out the rear window of the truck. 
 
   Jason had managed to get in, and he was now kneeling on the floorboards with his torso tipped over the passenger seat, the door beside him still hung open. 
 
   A large rock thudded onto the truck’s hood. Allen shifted into reverse and gunned the engine. 
 
   “PHOOM!” an AGM-114R “Romeo” Hellfire II missile rocked the ground just thirty yards in front of Allen’s truck. Where it had landed and detonated was almost exactly where Allen’s truck had been parked just moments before. Evidently, the missile, fired from a MQ-9 Reaper UAV, had locked onto the warm outline of the lunchtime bus, and not the cooled truck.
 
   Most of the pursuers were obliterated in the initial detonation, mainly by the integrated blast fragmentation sleeve of the warhead. Those who didn’t die immediately were hurled forcibly to the ground as the shock wave blasted blazing hot wreckage off in every direction. Rocks, torn traces of soft tissue, and flaming chunks of RVs rained down on Allen’s truck as he raced backward. Caused by one of the larger shards of flying shrapnel, a large gash had opened up across the top of the aluminum cap. 
 
   As the dinged and scraped truck exited the cloud of swirling dust and debris, the Brown’s truck was nowhere to be found within the mirrors. Allen stood on the brakes when he came to the end of the row, reflexively jumping at the sound of Jason’s door slamming shut from the violent stop. Ahead of him, people ran in all directions, none of them certain about where to go next, or which way would lead to safety. 
 
   Allen turned to the right to make his way back out the open gate and onto the surface streets. Time seemed to slow as Daniel drove past another long aisle on his way out of the lot. His eye caught the spiraling movement of a missile in the hazy, smoke-streaked sky. The mere seconds that he had a clear line of sight down the row of RV’s was more than enough to see the carnage the explosive-tipped rocket inflicted. 
 
   The missile’s spiraling flight straightened as it zipped to the ground, landing directly in the center of a group of scampering men, women, and children. A blinding flash of blue-ringed, white light preceded the deafening clap of the speeding blast wave. Back lit by the blooming orange fireball that followed, small figures disintegrated along with a whole row of vehicles. Bits of shredded bodies and indefinable rubble got tossed into the air in a great plume. Mercifully, the blur of a camper blocked further viewing of the horrors taking place.
 
   Northside RV storage was at the very south of a dead-end, industrial road. A half mile north of the storage lot’s entrance was Fourteen Mile Road, one of the east/west running series of mile roads that helped form the grid pattern of the traffic system. Taking this road to the east for just over two miles meant that Allen could turn south for another four miles to get back to the apartments, which were located on northeast corner of Ten Mile Road and Hooper Road. 
 
   The Brown brother’s silver truck sat waiting, halfway into the intersection at Fourteen Mile. Allen raced up to the left of their truck, as he rolled down his passenger window to talk to them.
 
   “What, man? Go! I’ll follow you. Just go!” Derek implored. His eyes were wide and dilated from the shock to his system that the past few minutes had inflicted on him.
 
   “Shhhhhaa Phoomp!” Another massive explosion shook the ground. This clanked together the propane bottles sitting in the back of the truck, clearly audible though the smashed back window. The RV lot was still a place of death for those people who had banded together to escape to the north. 
 
   “Go,” Jason said feebly.
 
   People clamored over the fence behind the trucks, a speeding dust cloud at their backs. The truck tires squeaked in protest as Allen pulled in front of the Browns, turning hard to the right. Both trucks had just pushed their way through the stalled cars clogging the intersection at Klondike Avenue when a convoy of Stryker APC’s, and newer MRAP’s, roared into sight, trying to find a path down from the north. Half of the convoy continued to weave in and around stalled cars, heading further south on Klondike, the other half turned to the west on Fourteen Mile Road. 
 
   The desert tan military vehicles were attempting to seal off the entire area that Allen’s crew had just come from. The sounds of heavy machine gun fire cracking and smaller explosions thumping came soon after the convoy’s passage. Allen immediately recognized the familiar sounds as a Browning M2 .50 caliber machine gun and Mk 19 automatic grenade launcher. It was unbelievable to know that these weapons of destruction were being used on fellow Americans. 
 
   There would be no quarter given to those who surrendered. 
 
   The radio broadcasted nonstop when the news first broke of the terrorist attacks. Every station gratefully announcing that FEMA camps were taking in all refugees. These messages all stopped immediately following President Marshall’s declaration of martial law. Within a day, those broadcasts were replaced by a loop of a woman with a British accent proclaiming, “Due to the overwhelming popularity of the FEMA run Dislocated Persons Program, further assistance is not being provided at locations already at overflow capacity. Arrangements are being made, using all available measures, to secure the still dislocated people of this great country with additional locations to better service them. It is our hope that numerous camps will be up and running soon. We do ask that you please stay inside during these difficult times. This is to allow the transition teams a safe work environment. As always, stay tuned to your local emergency stations for further updates…” 
 
   Nothing was ever heard about the camps again, or what had become of the people they had taken in. The Department of Continuance offered nothing but threats on the radio now; and those were anything but idle.
 
   “Uhhh! Damn this burns,” Jason groaned, trying to twist away from his rifle and into a less painful position.
 
   “What the hell were you thinking? Why didn’t get into the fucking truck?” Allen asked coarsely. 
 
   “Oh, man. I’m hurting…Ow!” Jason cried out, slumping further down onto the floorboards.
 
   “Okay, enough of this bullshit. We need to check that wound out right now,” Allen said, softening his tone as he pulled into some kind of veteran lodge’s parking lot. 
 
   Allen shut off the truck and climbed out, then retrieved his day pack from the bench seat. As he started walking around to get to Jason’s door, he became distracted by the amount of damage inflicted to his truck. The cab, which looked like it had taken the brunt of it, had several tears in the aluminum, all lined up in a staggered row, and one giant rip along the top. 
 
   Miraculously, nothing had struck the propane tanks. Although one of the generators had been sacrificed, catching the same bullet that had busted out the windows. Raw metal dents showed where small-caliber bullets had struck the body of the truck without penetrating. Long gouges in the paint work showed where rocks had hit; either hurled by hand or 110 lb. air-to-surface missile. 
 
   The Brown brother’s truck slid to a stop, far too close to Allen’s knees to be considered unintentional. “What the hell are you doing?” John asked rudely. “We shouldn’t stop here. Didn’t you see all those giant ass Army trucks? What if they come this way?” he spewed, meaning to imply how dumb he thought Allen was.
 
   “Listen, fuckhead, Jason has been shot. I’m fine by the way, thanks for asking. Just let me patch him up quick, and then we can go,” Allen spat back, glowering at John. “Just shut up, and watch out for anybody coming down the street.” The whole exchange only served to reinforce Allen’s belief that including the brothers had been a bad idea from the start. You could almost smell that this group was destined to unravel and fail.
 
   The look in Allen’s eyes convinced John not to reply. Derek punched him in the arm, whispering, “Quit being an asshole, John.” 
 
   John just turned his head to look back down the street; more to avert Allen’s stare than to actually look for danger. After Allen turned and walked away, John whined to his brother, “I told you we should try to get to Mom and Dad’s place!” 
 
   “Will you please just…shut the fuck up?” Derek implored. He then kicked his way out of the truck and raced around to see if he could be of help in any way. 
 
   Allen opened the passenger door, and got Jason sitting upright on the seat without causing him too much additional pain. “Alright, Jason, pull up your shirt for me,” he said warmly, while rummaging through his pack for supplies, pulling out a large plastic bag that held a home-made first aid kit. Allen removed from the bag some sterile gauze pads, cloth tape, a tampon, still in its plastic applicator, and a tube of anti-bacterial ointment.
 
   “Man, this sucks,” Jason groaned, trying to work his sleeve-less red flannel up and over his beer belly.
 
   Allen tore open one of the gauze packs and wiped away most of the blood from around the small entrance wound on Jason’s right abdomen, six inches from his navel. Then, he wiped the slightly larger exit wound above his hip, four inches away from the bullet’s entry point.
 
   “Could you grab me a bottle of that water, Derek?” Allen issued, without taking his eyes off Jason’s wounds.
 
   “Sure thing, Allen. Not a problem. I’ll be right back…What the hell happened to your truck, man?” Derek asked, while running back to his truck to get the water. “Is he going to be alright?” And there it was; he had asked the question that everyone, except for Allen, was thinking. Before getting an answer, he ran back with two bottles of the pilfered water.
 
   Allen waited until Derek had come back and handed him one of the warm bottles before answering, “He should be fine. There really isn’t that much blood. And what little is coming out is not bright red. Might need a couple stitches where it came out. Tore up the skin pretty good…”
 
   Allen poured some of the water onto the wounds, as Jason hissed, “Still hurts like a son-of-a-bitch.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you’re lucky. I’m sure it hurts like hell, but you should be happy you have that beer belly,” Allen laughed. “Looks to me like all that bullet managed to hit was some fat!”
 
   “I don’t feel all that lucky,” Jason moaned.
 
   “Lucky? That’s funny, Allen. If he didn’t have that big gut, he wouldn’t have been shot,” Derek chimed in.
 
   “Screw you, you skinny bastard!” Jason yelled, before starting to laugh. “You are probably right though…”
 
   “Hey, um, Derek? Can you please stop making him bleed more, and get me a couple of pain pills out from that plastic bag?” Allen asked, joining in the laughter.
 
   “I was just saying…” Derek said timidly, and then added, “Can I give John a couple? He keeps bitching up a storm about his stupid leg.”
 
   “Go ahead. I’ve got a ton back at my place,” Allen replied. Derek handed Jason two of the pills then left to go give John the same amount.
 
   Allen washed and dried Jason’s now barely leaking wounds. He applied ointment to two clean gauze pads and taped them into place. He got Jason laughing again by saying that he would have stuffed the tampon into the holes if they had been bleeding badly enough. 
 
   “Stop laughing. You are going to get those holes oozing again. Just sit as still as you can for me. The good news is, you just got out of helping us unload all this crap,” Allen informed Jason.
 
   “Thanks, Allen. I appreciate it, man. It already feels better,” Jason sighed. The gratitude in his voice was quite evident.
 
   “No worries,” Allen said, giving Jason a comforting pat on his shoulder. “I’ll be right back. Then we will get you back home. We’ll put you up on that nice new pink couch of yours with a beer in each hand.”
 
   Jason started laughing again. “Yeah, good thing she had that diaper on, am I right?”
 
   Allen walked over to John’s window, shouldering his pack. He wanted to try and make amends with the brash man, even though he did not feel at fault. Getting everyone on the same team was going to be the only way they would have a chance to make it through this alive.
 
   “I’m sorry, John. I didn’t mean to blow up on you like that,” Allen said remorsefully.
 
   “No, I’m sorry. I had no idea Jason was hurt. Is he going to be okay?” John asked, equally remorseful.
 
   “He’ll be fine in a few days. How about you? Want me to look at your leg?” Allen asked, as he turned to expose the pack, showing him that it would not be a problem.
 
   “No. I’m good for now. I just want to get out of here,” John pleaded.
 
   “Alright, let’s go. I’m going to take a look at it when we get back though, okay?” Allen said, turning to head back to his truck.
 
   “Sure…” John said quickly, with just a hint of abhorrence laced in with it.
 
   “We ready?” Derek asked impatiently, getting back into the driver’s seat.
 
   “I guess so. Follow me down to the apartments. I don’t know about you guys, but I need a drink,” Allen said, loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
   A short trip later, the two trucks stopped suddenly when Sunnybrook came into view. Building D, along the west side of the complex, was on fire, and they could hear sporadic gunfire echoing across the parking lot.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Maggie Moore was in pain. There was a deep ache, laced with sharp stabbing agony, whenever she tried to move. The four men had brutalized her in every foul manner, and they had done so repeatedly. Drying blood speckled the sheets and ran cracking paths down her thighs and from multiple, shallow stab wounds. Even as she struggled against the bonds that held her fast, she worried. Not for herself, but for her son. 
 
   Maggie’s right arm was broken in two places, as were several ribs. The shattered ribs, caused by vicious kicks, had punctured a lung and pierced several blood vessels. The lashings binding her feet had cut off the circulation to them; they had grown numb and black. The clicking in her neck told her that one of her vertebrae was fractured, and her eyes were swollen shut and her lips split open. Still, all she wanted was a minute alone with Danny. He needed to hear that this was not his fault.
 
   After Allen had left, Danny begged to go outside. The thirteen year-old had been quite clever in forming his rouse. Danny said that he wanted to go help water the garden for his father. Allen loved when Danny helped with the garden, of course, and Danny knew that his mother knew this, too. Maggie agreed that a few, short trips to the creek, just inside the wood line to the east, could not hurt. Keeping her boy cooped-up inside this past week had been as hard on her as it had been on him.
 
   Only minutes after Danny had gone outside, Maggie heard him crying out for her. As any parent will tell you, you can instantly tell when a cry is real or fake. This one was real. If she had been thinking clearly, Maggie would have looked out the small window before opening the door. But her child was in distress, screaming for her in obvious pain, and she was not thinking clearly. 
 
   Maggie heedlessly flung open the door, running headlong into the chest of the largest brute. The dirty, smelly, inner-city thug, and three other cackling teenagers, dragged her, kicking and screaming, back inside. She had only caught a brief glimpse of Danny outside, nose bleeding profusely, before the door was slammed shut. An eternity’s worth of pain and humiliation followed. 
 
   Guns firing and people screaming out their deaths, finally ended her torture. The animals scrambled away, toiling with their pants and shirts as they went. Maggie hoped against hope for one more chance to talk with her son before she died.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Allen quickly formed a loose plan. Jason would stand outside the truck to cover both ends of the parking lot, and to ensure that the trucks didn’t get ripped off. John was sent hobbling away to the northwest opening, to overlook the courtyard from between buildings A and D. Jason could also make sure no one was sneaking up on the tottering man from his position. Derek was tasked with covering the northeast corner, between buildings A and B. Allen would swing down to the southwest opening, between buildings C and D, trying to draw most of the gunfire to him. The Brown brothers and Jason were to keep people from outflanking Allen, and shoot anyone who exposed themselves to fire at him within the courtyard.
 
   As soon as Allen reached his designated opening, he could see Danny sitting outside their apartment door; his face bloodied. Anger coursed through his body with the realization that people had, most probably, already breached his home. ‘Why else would he be sitting outside?’ his mind started to reason. 
 
   Then, from across the courtyard, he saw a pudgy, out of place, black youth leaving one of the upper apartments on building B’s south end. Training took over for Allen, and the rifle rose up instinctively. Before coming over, he had flipped up the MBUS battle sights, and the co-witnessing red dot hovered just above the front post, centered on the teenager’s face. 
 
   Allen had already fired three times before the smiling, pistol and bag holding looter had descended half-way down the stairs. The first round smashed through thug’s nasal passage and spinal column. This dropped him, the brains signals no longer reaching their destinations, causing Allen’s next two rounds to sail high. The thug’s body tumbled the rest of the way down the stairwell, clearly dead, before bouncing off the hard landing, scattering canned goods from the bag out into the grass. 
 
   Smoke and heat from the fire in building D billowed across the courtyard, obscuring visibility with thick, grey-black wafts. Allen stood out in the open now, waiting for another target to emerge. A loud, high-powered rifle cracked, the sound driving across the ground from his left, followed by howls of agony.
 
   “John must have got one,” Allen muttered, still scanning for more threats.
 
   Another rifle report sounded from the exact same direction, which was quickly followed by another further off to his right. Allen knew that the Brown brothers had found a better vantage point to see from, being on the other side of the smoke. He stepped back to the corner of building D, as he stood more chance of getting shot accidentally by one of the brothers, than he did of seeing across the smoke-filled courtyard for what they were shooting at. 
 
   Someone was howling an unearthly death throw. Another crack of a rifle abruptly ended it. From behind the corner, Allen could not tell which of the brothers had fired the killing shot.
 
   Fifty feet away, from the center of the courtyard, a small-framed black girl ran out from the cover provided by the smoke. She was carrying a chromed pistol in her right hand, and, as a result of the smoke choking her, had the inside crook of her left arm held protectively over her nose and mouth. 
 
   Allen did not hesitate. Shooting from the hip, he fired twice at the girl. 
 
   The girl was so short that his first shot carved a crease across the top of her braided head leaving behind a bright red, contrasting trail. The second shot missed her diving body altogether. The girl screamed shrilly and started to writhe around in the grass of the courtyard, her left hand probing cautiously around the wound on her head. Allen snap shot at her again and again, puffs of grass and dirt flying up when he missed. Enough of rounds struck home, however, and her flopping stopped shortly after. 
 
   A few more crisp rifle shots and pistol shots, deeper and more hollow by comparison, sounded out across the grounds from somewhere out of view. After those died away, all that could be heard was the crackling of the growing building fire, and the high-pitched whine in Allen’s ears from firing the rifle without hearing protection. He called to Danny, but the youth still had his head buried in his arms where he sat on the ground, and gave no indication that he had heard his father’s hail. 
 
   The wind briefly settled, allowing the smoke to rise vertically, slowly clearing the courtyard. Allen saw two bodies lying on the stoop outside of Lynn Donner’s ground floor building D apartment.
 
   “Good for her,” Allen thought, as he changed to a full magazine, tossing the nearly spent one into the dump pouch on the back of the vest.
 
   John saw him from across the miasma still hanging in the air, shouting as he stood up, “We get ‘em all?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Allen replied thickly. “Keep an eye out for anyone else.” He scanned the shadows patterning the buildings, whispering to himself, “What a dumbass.” 
 
   Lynn came out of her apartment, her three children clinging to her sun dress. All of them were carrying bundle sacks of clothing and food. The heat of the fires, set upon both sides of her apartment, chased them hurriedly away. Allen could now make sense of what he was seeing; the marauders could not get in, so instead, they tried to burn her out.
 
   “Go that way!” Allen called, pointing north for Lynn.
 
   Lynn just responded by gathering her children around her and turning to head towards John’s position.
 
   “Look out!” Derek warned, in a high, frightened pitch. He was looking to Allen’s right, and was struggling to line up his rifle at whatever had scared the masculinity from his voice. 
 
   Allen dropped to his knees as he spun right to face whatever threat had appeared. Four thugs, all in various stages of undress, stumbled out of his apartment door. Danny started scampering, crawling around the far corner in an attempt to get away from the teenagers. One particularly ugly thug spotted Allen first. With a mouthful of yellowed and twisted teeth below the wide nostrils of his brutish nose, the snarling, snaggle-toothed thug let his pants drop around his ankles, trying to bring to bear the AK-47 that he was holding. He had nearly managed to get the rifle aimed, albeit in an off-balanced shooting position.
 
   Allen immediately understood why the repulsive thug had his pants unbuckled. Snarling right back at the rapist, he started shooting. Subconsciously aimed, his first three bullets hammered into the man’s pelvic and groin area. The brutes face contorted in pain as his knees wobbled before giving out. The next three shots stitched their way up from the stomach to the chest, the last completely shearing off the right superior pulmonary vein. Death came for the man after four more fluttering beats of his scalped heart. 
 
   Derek’s scoped rifle finally barked. The last gangster to make his way out through mud room door started clawing at his flabby chest, as his body pitched forward, in a strange reflex, his leading foot lifted, flailing as it missed a nonexistent step. Landing straight on his round face from a height of six feet, his fleshy jowls made a bone-grinding smack as they impacted with the concrete walk. 
 
   The remaining two thugs now had had their attentions divided. The one closest to Allen started firing wildly. His arm trailed out behind him, as he tried to dash back into the apartment, a Hi-Point .380 pistol blazing away.  The one further away, and by far the biggest of the lot, turned and sprinted for the wood line, moving at an incredible pace given his size.
 
   A bullet burned through the top of Allen’s left forearm, the round expending the last of its energy into the doubled-up magazines on his vest. Adrenaline kept the pain and shock of the freshly seared skin and bruised ribs at bay. Somehow managing to keep his grip on the rifle, Allen quickly leveled it back off. Leading the thug before he started firing, Allen managed to hit the man once in his right thigh as he made an ungainly dive across the threshold.
 
   “No fucking way,” Allen promised, with tight lips. 
 
   All of Allen’s focus went into getting his frozen-in-place legs moving again. Even Derek’s next rifle report slapping across the courtyard barely registered as he gave chase. Stopping his momentum by slamming into the left side of the doorway, he did not have to look far for his quarry. A short blood streak marred the linoleum floor. The tell-tale trail led right to the injured gang member. 
 
   In his scramble to get away, the hoodlum had pulled the star-spangled curtain down onto himself. He was currently attempting to kick it off with his one good leg, only managing to lose control of his pistol. He could do nothing as it slid just out of arm’s reach. 
 
   “Wait…I didn’t do nothin’. We was just…just,” the thug drawled out. His eyes were white, wide with terror, and he was still trying to slide himself further into the kitchen.
 
   “What? You were just trying to do what?” Allen inquired, slowly articulating each syllable with seething anger.
 
   “Don’t,” the doomed boy managed to get out between his sniffling and sniveling.
 
   Allen took one step into the mud room to have full view of the pleading teenager. Very calmly, he shot him four times. The first round blew a stripe of blood-laced brain matter across the kitchen flooring, the rest, while being completely unnecessary, sure felt like they were needed.
 
   Indecision and pain overwhelmed Allen. His body struggled with the adrenaline dump, and his mind struggled with the choice of whether to check on Danny or Maggie first. Hearing another gunshot outside made him spin around. Fearful of what might still be aiming a gun at him, he decided to race around the exterior corner. Without having to make a decision, he was already on his way to making sure that his son had made it through the firefight alive. 
 
   Before he made it to the corner, Allen watched Derek crashing through the thin strip of woods, chasing after the escaping gangster. With Derek in the way, he could not chance a shot at the giant man, who was bobbing and weaving like a professional athlete. A child’s sobs drew Allen’s eyes away from the pursuit, and onto his son. Danny was on his side, curled into the fetal position. Bloody snot was strung from his nose to his hands and ground.
 
   “Danny! Are you alright? Are you hurt?” Allen pleadingly asked.
 
   Danny rocked back and forth, mumbling something so incoherently that Allen could not make it out.
 
   Rushing to kneel beside to him, Allen asked again, “Are you hurt?”
 
   “It’s…all…my…fault,” Danny sobbed out.
 
   “What do you mean? This is not your fault, Danny. How could these men showing up be your fault? It’s not, you understand me?” Allen implored, sitting his boy up to gently start wiping the gunk from his face.
 
   “I just wanted…to go…outside,” Danny cried, looking at his father with a deep sorrow. “They…they grabbed me in the woods.” The boy started crying uncontrollably.
 
   “You see me nail that guy?” John asked with a wide grin, as he limped around the corner. 
 
   Danny grabbed painfully onto Allen’s injured arm at the surprise of the new voice. Allen pointed at the woods. “Your brother went running off after one of them. You better go see if he is alright,” Allen seethed. He was really just asking to be left alone with his distraught son. 
 
   He waited for John to be out of earshot before he softly continued, “What happened after they grabbed you? Did they hurt you? You can tell me. It’s not your fault...” 
 
   Danny seemed to compose himself enough to finish his story. “They punched me, and twisted my arms so they hurt. They made me, Dad. They made me…call for Mom.” Danny’s eyes and face filled with a deep shame while saying this.
 
   “Stay here. Do not come inside. You listening to me?” Allen said firmly, while standing up and pointing at Danny to ensure his compliance.
 
   “That big fucker got away! Went runnin’ down some damn tunnel!” Derek yelled, from somewhere past the trees. “Big Boy could move…”
 
   Allen paid him no heed. As he moved, not knowing if he would get another chance, Allen changed magazines again, dropping the half full one into the dump bag. Training had him slowly cross-stepping back into the apartment, rifle following the movement of his eyes. He made small, careful steps around the body in the kitchen, careful to not slip on the blood-slickened linoleum. Checking every corner as he went, Allen looked in every room until all that remained was the master bedroom. The door was open, and the room’s contents lay strewn across the beige carpet. 
 
   Allen froze at the sight of Maggie. She was naked, face down, and tied to the four corners of the bed. The areas of her body not covered in blood held deep, purple bruises. Her feet were swollen, and had turned an unnatural grey-black color. The bindings had acted like tourniquets twisted too tightly, and she had pulled at the cords so hard that they cut into the swollen skin around her wrist and ankles. Darkened, thick blood oozed out from her toenails. There was no doubt in his mind, she would lose her feet. 
 
   The rifle nearly dropped from his hands, so he set it on the ground near the foot of the bed. He then pulled a folding knife from his pocket, flicking it opened to cut the electrical cords that held her appendages. Maggie seemed to wake at the noise, crying out as he approached.
 
   “It’s me. It’s just me, Maggie,” Allen assured. She still recoiled when he touched her wrist to steady the first cord. Allen circled around, cutting and freeing her from the bonds as he went. 
 
   Maggie made no attempt to move after being released. She just moaned in agony; too many injuries to know where to start. Allen retrieved the comforter from the floor and gently covered his wife’s lower half. He wanted to sit next to her, but he knew the bed jostling would just cause her more grief.
 
   “Maggie…I’m…so sorry! I never should have left!” Allen cried out, not knowing what else to do.
 
   Maggie managed to turn her head towards the sound of his voice, uttering one clearly identifiable word, “Danny?”
 
   Allen couldn’t stop his face from cringing when he saw the true state of her. Her nose was smashed to the side and both of her eyes were completely swollen shut. Splinters of broken teeth had shredded her lips, and the raised welts of cuts on her face would have made identification impossible. All that remained of his wife was the shock of bright red hair, which had dried semen staining it.
 
   “Maggie,” Allen sighed. His word was filled with the pain that he knew she must feel. “Oh, Maggie.” Allen sat next to her, wincing as she did. He didn’t know where to try and touch his wife in a futile effort to comfort her. It seemed impossible, but there was not an inch of unmolested skin left to stroke. He stayed his hand, not wanting to cause her any more pain.
 
   “Is…Danny?” Maggie implored.
 
   “No. He is fine. He is outside…saying that this is…well, his fault,” Allen answered.
 
   Maggie endured the pain long enough to shake her head ‘no’ before her arms and legs began to shake uncontrollably.
 
   “Please!” Allen yelled imploringly at the ceiling, knowing full well that no reply was coming. 
 
   This roused Maggie from the brief fit, and she reached out with her hand, searching for his. Allen scooped her twisted hand up from the bed as gently as possible. 
 
   “You tell him…You have to tell him. This is not his fault,” Maggie groaned, and then seemed to lose consciousness for a few moments. She woke with a startling shiver. “Allen?” she asked, concerned that she was alone again.
 
   “I’m here, Maggie…I won’t leave you,” he promised, ever-so-slightly squeezing her frail hand. “You will be alright…”
 
   Maggie stubbornly shook her head again and wheezed, “You can’t let Danny see me. You have to get him out of here…”
 
   “What? I can’t just leave you…” Allen cried, shocked that she would even suggest such a thing.
 
   “I’m dying…You…must,” Maggie begged. She was fighting hard to find the strength of will to continue talking. “Please…please, Allen. You have to get Danny out of here. I let him…go out…Not his fault…Mine,” she slurred, slipping out of consciousness again.
 
   Allen stood up. He looked at his wife, and then at his bleeding, throbbing arm. Knowing that if she woke back up it would just bring about more pain, he went to the other side of the bed, stooping to pick up the rifle from where it lay on the carpet. He could not just leave her here suffering like this. 
 
   Everything else washed away, leaving behind only anger. 
 
   Allen tried in vain to keep the feeling from settling on his son. It was ludicrous to put all of the blame on his lazy boy. Still, his mind found that option preferable to blaming his wife, given the price she had paid, or his own culpability for having left them alone. He had gone out with the best of intentions: to help keep his family safe and fed. Allen felt the tears falling down his face, but not the emotion that had born them. 
 
   Maggie was right; she was dying. He might be able to prolong her life by several days, but, in the end, it would still be inevitable. Something either clicked-off or turned-on inside his brain, he would never know for certain. Whatever it was had filled him with the strength to do what needed doing. Not just for the next few minutes, but long-term plans also became clear. 
 
   “I love you, Maggie,” Allen whispered. It sounded hollow, distant, and futile to his new ears.
 
   Pulling the comforter up over his wife’s head, Allen took aim at the bulge. He firmly set his jaw and yelled out, “Ahhhh!” without opening his mouth. 
 
   Allen shot his wife in the back of the head. 
 
   This ended her misery, and started his own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   Allen watched the rising sun sharpen the window outline, tracking its incremental movement down the wall. There was no more use in trying to fight for sleep, it was not going to come. He sat upright on the uncomfortable floor. It had been a fitful, sleepless night in the small, drab office that he had taken for himself the night before. 
 
   Every resident of Sunnybrook, who was still alive, had moved to the former elementary school turned Korean-only Christian church, which took the remainder of the afternoon and most of the evening the day before to make all of the needed trips. Everyone’s stashed supplies, eventually, made it inside the squat, sprawling building. 
 
   The main hallway worked its way around like an elongated rectangle. A large growth off one short arm was where the gymnasium used to sit, and the two long runs had classrooms and offices strung along them. Warm variants of orange and red brick wrapped the outside elevations, while white painted block lined the hallways and classrooms. The polished terrazzo flooring, which the former janitorial staff had spent years laboring over, had become scuffed and scratched, former standards no longer being upheld. Large area rugs in the rooms and long, rubber runners in the hallways kept noises from resonating down the corridors unchecked.
 
   Danny was not among those inside the church. Allen had taken him to the home that they lost to foreclosure, leaving Danny there alone. The only thing that had changed in the neighborhood, since their untimely departure, was the still-smoldering wreckage of a Colonial, which used to sit directly behind. The house remained as empty as they had left it, even the multiple sheets of paperwork, which branded the house reclaimed by the banks, were still taped to the front window. It was common knowledge that houses with this particular stigma were empty. This fact would probably keep his son safe from looters while he was gone. 
 
   After removing his son from the picture, Allen returned to the apartments, where Jason cleaned and bandaged his arm. Counting Maggie, four people had died inside the complex; this number did not include the nine dead gangsters. This time, everyone helped dig the graves. Once the loved ones were buried, and before the tears had dried, the tenants were told to bring their belongings to the church. Allen gave only two stipulations: Everyone must work, and everything they owned now belonged to the group. Not having anywhere else to go, not having much food, and not wanting to be left alone, were all factors in people’s decisions. The group all worked very hard to accomplish the move, as quickly and quietly as Allen had demanded. 
 
   The church was three miles north and a half mile west of Sunnybrook. It was also only two hundred yards from the house that Danny had been sequestered to. The building was in a large, open field, in what was the dead center of the subdivision. The long sightlines made it very defensible, and the new large kitchen had made the choice to move here a nearly perfect one for the burgeoning group. 
 
   A dozen BBQ grills, and the two working generators taken from Northside RV storage, sat outside the west side of the building, next to the door leading into the kitchen. Dozens of bottles filled with propane sat just inside of the same door. All of the combined food was moved into an emptied out classroom across the long hallway from the kitchen, which was just past the first-aid station that had been set up. Temporary guard posts were positioned at opposite ends of the building, and any extra guns had already been passed out; those all mainly coming from Jason. All of this was accomplished before Allen had even attempted to get some sleep.
 
   Troy Campbell, who used to live in building B, was being of great help to Allen. Troy was twenty five years old, very large, and in excellent shape. He was the kind of person that no one picked a fight with at the bar. Troy had almost finished with his training at the police academy when the country started to implode, and was both eager and willing to enforce the orders that Allen kept issuing. 
 
   One of the causes for Allen’s sleepless night was the mental checklist he was working on to give Troy. The list was made up of all the things Allen wanted the big man to oversee while he was away. Allen needed someone trustworthy who could stay with the group, making sure work got done while he was gone, and Jason and the constantly bitching Brown brothers were just not up to the task. Allen had also lost some sleep while making up a list of all the places that he, personally, wanted to raid. 
 
   By now, the lootings had plucked all of the low-hanging fruit, thus changing the equation of what was available over what was going to be needed soonest. Travelling more than a couple miles seemed a good way to get bushwhacked by marauding former-citizens or former-military, and the fear of roaming too far was hampering his ideas more than anything else. Then, of course, there was the biggest plan of them all, his strategy to get food from the BULKCO distribution center. 
 
   A scowl spread across Allen’s face as he laced his boots up. He felt a small pang of guilt for having left Danny alone, but it did not yet out-weigh the anger. The rational side of Allen said that he needed to take his son some food and water. The irrational side was saying that Danny would remain alone for some time. His fists clenched, just the mere thought of seeing Danny made him want to yell. The look that he had given Allen, as the front door closed last night, was straight from Maggie’s face. Allen simply could not bear to see it again.
 
   After dry-swallowing three pain pills, Allen stepped out of the office. The room he had taken the night before was in the middle of the one of the long hallways that ran the length of the church. At the south end was the main entrance and doorway to the tall gymnasium. To the north was an emergency exit where the hall turned to the right at the kitchen, just after the new pantry. 
 
   The only signs of life that Allen heard were coming from the kitchen area. Two elderly women, who lived together on the ground floor of building D, were in the kitchen preparing a communal breakfast. Allen asked them where he could find Troy, Jason, Derek, or John. The women directed him outside to the front of the building to find Troy. The whereabouts of the other three men was unknown to them, and they quickly ended the conversation by returning to their preparations. 
 
   Allen thanked them for working so hard. This seemed to melt the wall that they had put up a bit, one even saying that she would have coffee ready soon, if he wanted to come back for some. Before turning around, he gave them a kind smile, and then he opened the door to the pantry. Trying to adjust his eyes to the lack of lighting inside the room, it slowly came into focus, painfully obvious exactly how empty it really was. 
 
   He had to get moving on his disturbing plan to stock the larder. He needed to find John, and make his useless ass help him carry it out, even if he had to be forced to do it at gunpoint. 
 
   Instead of searching for where the Brown brothers had slept, he gloomily walked the length of corridor to find Troy. Giving him the plans for the trenches and sandbag fortifications on the roof would at least feel like progress. People also needed to start searching houses for food and any other supplies they could find. This included tapping the fuel tanks of any vehicles left behind. Allen’s stiff back added that they should also collect anything that could be used for bedding.
 
   As important as all of these things were, Allen felt that power was going to be of the utmost importance. Fuels would eventually run out or would just go bad given enough time. Part of the solution was knowing that Warren had started a futile campaign of sustainability. These sideways steps that the State of Michigan and Federal Government had already taken would be of great help to a small band like this. 
 
   Tornado sirens, programmable freeway signs, even those annoying ‘Your Speed:’ signs near schools were some of the first things to be updated. Individual solar panels, transponders, and inverters were mounted on or near these new replacements. The inverters held three large 12v batteries connected in series, and the larger signs even required an additional three batteries connected in parallel to the first. 
 
   This meant that almost everything needed to supply indefinite power was strung up on all around them, if he could get enough of them. The thick ash chocking the sun meant that Allen needed to get three or four times the solar panels that would have normally been needed. One of the main components of this plan would be the backup batteries used by Voice over Internet Providers, which hung about 15 feet from the ground, and were spaced out about every quarter mile on power poles, these boxes stored energy to provide emergency phone power during electrical outages. Access to just one or two boom trucks, found in equipment rental and energy provider’s parking lots, would ensure that the lights would not go out on Allen’s new team. 
 
   Walking out of the double set of glass front doors, Allen adding them to his growing list of things needing modification. He saw Troy standing at the parking lot’s entrance, talking to several people that Allen did not recognize. No one in the small crowd looked armed, with the exception of Troy, who wore a holstered pistol on his police issue belt. Allen spun his rifle to the front as he casually walked around the circle drive, which provided drop-off access to the front doors before curving off into the parking lot. All Troy needed was a velvet rope to complete the ‘giant bouncer holding people at bay’ look.
 
   When Troy noticed that the people were looking past him, he turned and said, “Ah, here he is now.”
 
   “What’s up, Troy?” Allen asked smoothly, searching the faces that stared back at him, and his rifle.
 
   “Oh, these people all live around here. They saw us setting up inside, and, I guess, they were kind of hoping to…maybe…join us,” Troy said very diplomatically. He then quickly added, “I told ‘em that I would have to talk to you first.”
 
   “I see,” Allen replied, giving an approving nod to the tall man. He took a step in front of Troy because he was feeling a little scrawny standing right next to him. “Well, two questions for you all then. Do you have any guns? And are you willing to give all your food, as well as anything else you have in your homes, over to our little…community?” He smiled just wide enough to convey that this would ensure their safety.
 
   Allen could make out three separate couples and one lone female. The couples all started nodding at once, one of the men even adding that he owned several deer rifles and shotguns, all of which he would be willing to let people use. The lone female just stood with her arms crossed in a frigid-looking pose, staring at her shuffling, slippered feet. 
 
   Allen looked directly at her, waiting for her to meet his gaze before saying, “Is there a problem? We are offering the safety of a large group. If…you want to join, that is. That’s it. Nothing more. If we all work together…Well, we should all live through this temporarily, first. Once things cool down a bit on the roads, and around here, we should be able to walk right out of here…” Seeing that this did not have the desired effect, he continued, “Troy here is a good guy. I will be putting him in charge of most things around here. The main one being security. With all of us helping, we can lock this place down tight. We have some limited power, and foo…”
 
   “What about our kids?” the woman interrupted. “I have a daughter. What about her?” she asked, with a steely-eyed stare that bore into Allen.
 
   Having obviously misread the woman, he laughed briefly. Smiling broadly at her, Allen said, “I understand. Most of us have children, and that is probably the best motivator for people...” Allen stopped himself. He thought about what he had planned for today. This woman had legitimate concerns; especially about him. His thoughts gathered once again, Allen now felt his smile slip a bit. He hoped the others hadn’t noticed the internal conflict that he was having of right vs. wrong, weighing in against self-preservation. “I’m sorry, what is your name?” Allen asked, a firm tone replacing his smile.
 
   “Susan. Susan Locke. And my daughter’s name is Corinne,” she answered in a measured tone, to offset Allen’s.
 
   “Okay…Tell you all what, Susan” Allen said calmly, looking at each of the strangers. “You all go back home, and get your things together. Tonight, say around six or seven, you can come back if you still want to. No pressure, or hard feelings,” Allen issued. He wanted to postpone adding any other people until he had completed his errand. The fewer people around to see it, the easier it was going to be, he reasoned.
 
   “We have kids, too…” one of the men added.
 
   “That’s fine. Everyone is going to be expected to work. I want you to know that right off. The more people we get…the more…normal we can make things feel. The same goes for the kids. We cannot have them running around like this is a day care center or something. But a group of kids can play and work together the same as their parents can,” Allen said, a small smile returning to his face.
 
   “What about food?” Susan asked expectantly.
 
   “We have plenty for now,” Allen answered, waving his hand as if to say food was of little concern. “I am going to work on trying to get a bunch more today”. He emphasized ‘a bunch’ intentionally. “I need to steal Troy away now. We hope to see you all again tonight,” Allen called out, waving with one hand and pulling Troy, who was also waving, away with the other.
 
   Stopping well short of the entrance, Allen started to tell Troy his expansive list that he expected the large man to get started. He pointed out where the holes should be dug around the building for the entrenchments. The spoils from digging would then be put into anything that could hold the dirt. Once the soil was contained, it could be pulled onto the roof for the two fortifications that Allen wanted up there. For today though, Allen mainly wanted people out looking for materials to barricade the doors and windows with. 
 
   He explained that anyone going out should stay in one group, working together and watching out for one another. They should work as a team to clear each house, keeping a map as they went of what had been searched. That way, if different people went out at a later date, they would not waste time looking inside the same houses. Allen offered up his and the Brown brother’s truck for the scavenging teams to use, because most of the other vehicles available were sedans and compacts, and of little use as cargo haulers; Allen had found this out yesterday during the move.
 
   After the plans for the day had been made, Troy could no longer bite his tongue, asking, “Alright, Boss, where are you planning to get all of this food?”
 
   Allen looked him right in the eye, weighing and measuring how much he should say. He started off by saying, “Listen, you are not going to like this…I don’t like this.” He figured that honesty was going to be the best course of action. He wanted to know if Troy would stand behind him, and he wanted to know right now. “Some sacrifices are going to be needed to keep this place going. I need to find Jason, so he can send some food over to Danny. Then I need to take Derek and John with me to go try and get the food.”
 
   “Allen, I don’t understand…What are you going to sacrifice to get this food? And why is Danny over at your old house? Why not bring him over here?” Troy asked, a confused look on his face.
 
   “Two things, Troy,” Allen said slowly, holding two fingers up. “First, we need to get Lynn and her kids out here, where no one can see them…” He looked around to make sure no one else was within earshot, and to give Troy a chance to catch up with what he was saying.
 
   “Um…wow. I don’t understand at all…Where are you going to get the food, for…them?” Troy stammered.
 
   “From where John used to work,” Allen said bluntly. “Anything else?”
 
   “Well,” Troy said, slowly shaking his head in disapproval, “what’s the second thing?”
 
   “Don’t ever ask me about my son again,” Allen said coldly. “You want to help keep these people safe? You don’t want the rest of them to starve this coming week, do you? This, right here, is what it’s gonna take. I gotta have you understand…We will keep the rest safe by doing this. But, listen, we have to act now, or it could be too late. I, for one, am not taking that chance.” Troy had kept quiet so far, so Allen kept up the pressure. ”What would you have me do? Do you have any better ideas? How would you feed them all? Thirty six people…Listen, you want those people out there to join? Do you even know why they are coming to us? We’re the biggest son-of-a-bitches around right now, that’s why. We need more food. Plain and simple. I just need you to keep ‘em safe, I’ll keep ‘em alive.” With that, he went to look for Jason, Derek, and John.
 
   Troy just stood there, watching him walk away. On some level, he understood why Allen wanted to get Lynn and her kids alone, but another part of him refused to accept what was about to happen. Troy scurried after Allen, who had just reached the front doors and shot him a “come-on” motion with his head. Troy hand’s suddenly felt itchy and clammy. He wiped them on his jeans as he joined pace with Allen. 
 
   Troy was thinking that Allen sure acted like he knew what was best for everyone, and Troy could not even pretend to say the same thing. He would follow this man, for now, anyway. 
 
   Allen found all three of the men sleeping in the chapel. A closet off to the side contained all of the old floor pads from when it was a gymnasium. Heavy wooden pews had been moved away to put the pads flat out on the ground as makeshift beds. Each of the brothers and Jason lay upon one of the ripped, blue foam cushions. Allen shoved at them with his foot, telling them to meet him in a few minutes outside the building, near the door to the kitchen. As Troy and Allen walked down the hallway in search of Lynn, both of them became nervous about the amount of people starting to stir and mill about. Too many eyes would make this even harder, maybe even impossible.
 
   Lynn and her children were found in one of the smaller classrooms. Allen told Lynn, who had already started complaining about having been woken up, that he needed to talk to her immediately and shut the door. They waited outside the room to give the girls time to get up and get dressed in private. A few minutes later, Lynn opened the door looking quite annoyed, asking with suspicious eyes, “What do you want?”
 
   Troy shot Allen a look of panic. Allen smiled despite his suddenly morose face. “Sorry to bother you, Lynn. Don’t want to be a burden, but I wanted to offer you and your kids something…” Giving her a second to see the downtrodden posture he had adopted, he almost pleaded as he said, “I want you to move your family over to my old house. Over with Danny, ya know? I know you guys probably don’t feel all that comfortable here, and, this way, Danny will have some company, and someone to look after him.” He shot a glance at the kids standing over Lynn’s shoulder, dropping his head as if he were awaiting the coming negative response. 
 
   “Um, what can I say, Allen? I just…” She was trying to let him down easy, he was almost there.
 
   “It’s right over there,” Allen said over her, hooking his thumb over his shoulder. “You guys will be perfectly safe. Troy will be doing roving patrols soon and I’ll make sure that he checks on you guys. You should all be fine. I would…really appreciate it. I know you guys don’t understand about him…Danny, that is…but I just can’t be around him right now…I don’t really know why myself. I…I just know that he liked playing with your kids. The house has new solar panels on it, not that they work with all the ash, and I will go find the parts to convert the water heater over to propane for you. Think about it. I will make sure that you and your kids will have some power, and hot water. Not to mention, you’ll have a lot more privacy over there than you would living around here…”
 
   “I don’t know, Allen. You sure we will be safe? Where are you going to stay?” Lynn said, still looking suspiciously at him.
 
   “I might drop by every now and then. But I…I don’t think I can stay there. At least not for right now anyways,” Allen sighed, trying to make Lynn feel sorry for him. He hoped that this would get her to drop her guard even further. “If I eventually want to…stay…there, I mean…you could always go somewhere else. I don’t know.”
 
   “What about food? Are we going to have to come back here every time my kids get hungry?” Lynn asked, with a kind of resignation in her voice.
 
   Allen knew that he had her. He smiled, more about completing his rouse than to comfort her. “No, no. In fact, I am going to have Jason bring over some food and water right now. We can set you guys all up with your own grill and cooler, I’ll even get you a way to collect water. That reminds me, Troy. We need to go raid the water filter store up on Fifteen Mile…need to get all the filters we can,” Allen said, intentionally changing the subject. “I’m sorry, Lynn. I have a lot to do today. How about you guys get a few things together, and then I will take you over in your car. If you like it, you can come back for the rest of your stuff later. I will make sure you get anything else that you think you might need, too. Just tell Troy or me, okay? Can I ask you to hurry? I have to get going soon, and I want to make sure he is not alone. Can you meet me out in the parking lot in say…ten minutes?” Allen asked, as if he was more interested in other things now; completing his trap.
 
   “Alright, sounds like a plan, Allen. Give me a couple of minutes to get them ready. Is that alright?” Lynn asked, stepping forward to lay her hand gently on Allen’s shoulder. She looked at him full in the face; Allen could not return the look. “I’m so sorry, Allen. Maggie was a really nice person…”
 
   Allen felt his anger start to rise at the mention of his dead wife’s name. He needed to leave before ruining his own work. “Thanks,” was all he could mutter. Tears had formed in his eyes when he finally looked up at Lynn. She, of course, misinterpreted them. Allen nodded woefully at her before walking back down the hall, her hand dropping sullenly away from his shoulder.
 
   Allen and Troy walked back through the chapel. Seeing that Jason, Derek, and John were no longer inside, they headed straight out the back door to meet up with them. Outside, the three men stood around in the parking lot, yawning and smoking, awaiting Allen’s arrival.
 
   Allen wasted no time once he had approached them. “Jason, you need to do me a favor. Go get a little food and water and take it over to Danny for me,” Allen said quickly.
 
   “What do you want me to take over for him? I mean…” Jason answered, as he exhaled cigarette smoke.
 
   “Don’t ask, just go. They are cooking breakfast in the kitchen right now. Get some of that and a few things from the food room. If anyone says anything, tell them I told you to, okay?” Allen asked firmly and beseechingly at the same time.
 
   “Alright, brother man. No problem. I’ll get it done,” Jason said meekly, nodding his goodbye to the rest of the men standing on the warming asphalt. The brothers had listened to the exchange in silence, and they nodded back before he turned to go inside the church.
 
   “Derek and John, I want you to make sure your guns are loaded and ready to go. Go grab some breakfast, quickly. Take it to go, you hear me? Head back here and get into your truck. Follow me out when I leave with Lynn and her kids. I’ll explain after we leave. Don’t have time right now. Jus’ need you guys to listen and do what I ask. C’mon, hurry up. Don’t say anything to Lynn, or me, or anyone else for that matter. Just follow us out. What are you waiting for?” Allen implored, making backhanded “go away” motions with his hands.
 
   “Whatever,” John replied under his breath. Derek gave his brother a hard stare, as they headed towards the kitchen door.
 
   “I’m sorry, Troy. I wasn’t thinking right this morning. I think I promised you their truck today, but you are just going to have to make do with just mine and a few cars,” Allen said dispassionately, looking out into the field behind the church.
 
   “I don’t care about that, Allen. What the hell are you planning on doing?” Troy asked, almost begging to know what was about to happen.
 
   “Fuck it…You know where that giant BULKCO warehouse is? You’ve seen it. Over on Fort Gratiot? I think they supply the whole state from there. Anyway, John’s boss told him that he would let the two brothers in if they brought girls back. You know, buy their way in? Well, I’m hoping he will trade food for them instead,” Allen explained, as he turned to face Troy.
 
   “Jeez, I don’t know, Allen. That is pretty fucked up,” Troy stated the obvious.
 
   “You don’t have to like it, Troy. But if you don’t want to see the rest of these people die…that’s what’s going to happen. Trust me, I know it sucks. But that’s it…Nothing else to say about it really,” Allen said morosely, adding for effect, “I don’t want to be the one to do it, but it has to be done.”
 
   “What about Bobby?” Troy asked quietly, looking over his shoulder.
 
   “Huh? Who’s Bobby?” Allen asked back, thinking it must be someone that he had been introduced to the night before.
 
   Troy looked at Allen and furrowed his brow. “Bobby Donner. You know, Lynn Donner’s son,” he said slowly and pensively. “What are you going to do about him? Kill him? Or, trade him, too?”
 
   “I guess I haven’t thought about it. Just assumed they would take him, too. Hell, might even sweeten the deal. I know he can’t come back here. If he sees what happened to his family…Everyone will know. That won’t do…” Allen said, vocalizing his thought process. 
 
   “I’ll take him,” Troy said flatly.
 
   “What do you mean? Are you going to leave with him?” Allen posed. It came out more like a threat than a question.
 
   “I guess not. But he’s been following me around…Kinda like my little helper, ya know? I mean…the rest of it is…what it is…She’s a total bitch, mind you. And his sisters aren’t nice…He’s just a little kid, though, man,” Troy groaned, looking for any hint of compassion left inside Allen.
 
   “He can’t see what happens,” Allen said truthfully. 
 
   All of a sudden it came to him. A way to save the boy dawned within Allen. It would ensure that Troy stayed on his side, and, if he dared talk, he would be implicating himself along with Allen. If all went according to plan, none of the other group members would even know what had happened. To them, the rest of the Donner family would have tragically died, and they would probably just be thankful that the boy had survived.
 
   “I got it, Troy. You go down to the end of the block and wait for me there. Hide someplace that you can see us coming and still get to us fast. We can tell everyone that Lynn wanted to be taken to some cousin’s house…or something like that. Then we will say that the boy was left behind until we knew it was safe to take him there. But Lynn wanted to take the girls, said she didn’t trust some of the guys in the group. That will piss some people off,” he laughed, amazed at how quickly the evil plan was forming.
 
   “Will everyone believe that? What are we going to say happened to the others?”
 
   Allen noted that Troy had said ‘we’ not ‘I’, and that he had not used the Donner’s names this time; both of these things were taken as good signs.
 
   “Shit, they will believe whatever we tell ‘em. I can say that I took her and her daughters to the house and got into a gunfight with a bunch of people when we got out of the car. They had gone ahead to check out the house and we got cut off from one another. Hell, there was nothing I could do, barely made it out alive myself.” Launching into the narrative made Troy start bobbing his head up and down in agreement. “But dammit, they killed, or took, Lynn and her girls. It’s a shame really.” Troy’s eyes had glazed over, worrying Allen quite a bit. Trying to snap him out of his brain lock, he raised his voice when he said, “Quick, go down to the end of this road. When I get there, I will stop. You take the boy away and go convince him that…I don’t know…something. He can’t tell people that I took his mom and sisters away at gunpoint. I was just trying to protect them. Keep him away from people for a while. Can you do that?” Allen rattled off the new plan while Troy tried to digest it.
 
   “I’ll try,” was all Troy could manage to say.
 
   “Try hard. I don’t want everyone knowing what happened. If it comes down to just having to get rid of the boy too…I will. Go, before Lynn gets here and sees you,” Allen said, giving Troy the same shoo motions with his hands that he had given Derek and John a few moments before.
 
   “That way?” Troy asked, pointing as he ran across the ash-drifts in the parking lot.
 
   “Yeah, that way!” Allen called, willing him to hurry.
 
   “Where is he going?” Derek asked, a mouthful of food making him hard to understand.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. You guys will see soon enough. Get in your truck and follow me when I leave. We are going back to where you worked, John. We have to get going before people start coming out here,” Allen whispered, hoping the brothers would just listen to him.
 
   “Dude, this is bullshit,” John said, just loud enough, but he still fell in behind a dour, silent Derek, who had already started walking towards his truck.
 
   Not long after the doors shut on Derek’s truck, maybe only a minute, Lynn came out from the chapel, her kids in tow.
 
   “There you are, Allen. Are you ready to go?” Lynn asked cheerily. Her daughters wore wide smiles behind their mother, and small sacks on their backs. Lynn had clearly sold the benefits of Allen’s lies to them with a grand effectiveness.
 
   “Yeah, come on. Let’s take your car. I’ll drive you guys over,” Allen said calmly, with his heart pounding in his ears.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Early that afternoon, Allen greeted the transplanted residents in the church by blowing the air horn on the tractor-trailer packed full of provisions. Questions of Lynn’s and her daughter’s fates, and of how Allen had miraculously “found” the full trailer tucked down a side street, all died away over the evening’s feast. 
 
   After much prodding by John, and little argument in rebuttal from Allen, the Brown brothers decided to stay at the BULKCO warehouse. John soon realized that he had gotten out from under Allen’s thumb, only to be placed under his old boss’s fist. He did not have long to rue the ill-fated decision. Two weeks after Allen left with the food, grinding the gears of the unfamiliar truck as he went, The D.o.C. came rolling in. They took the distribution center over by force, in mere minutes. Allen never found out whether the brothers were killed in the ensuing firefight, or executed shortly after it.
 
   People in the group actually seemed more upset about John and Derek’s absence than the Donner’s. In today’s world, to those who did not know their true value, two armed men looked far more indispensable than some teenage girls. Allen just told the group that the brothers had decided to attempt the trip to their parent’s cottage up north. The fact that they had not been allowed to take any of the group’s provisions helped soften the blow for some. 
 
   More than just the early morning visitors from the surrounding neighborhood came to stay at the church that night. Troy sat consoling a bereft Bobby Donner in the corner while the festivities went on around them. The party lasted late into the next day, solidifying the group into one cohesive unit. 
 
   Allen was celebrated as a hero, by almost everyone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Friday, June 4 - 2030
 
    
 
   Daniel wiped away the more persistent strings of spittle from his mouth. He had been violently ill for three days now, and the pot containing his vomit was nearing full. This was quite an accomplishment, considering all he had ingested for several days were some sips of water. The orange bile that had just come up from the deepest depths of his stomach warned of his current dilemma. He needed more water, and he needed it soon. Death was not far away.
 
   Rolling his pounding head back onto the sweat-soaked pillow brought spinning spots into his vision, even with his eyes closed. Groaning as he pulled himself into a fetal position, Daniel tried to go back to sleep. His body felt as if it were eating itself inside-out. Something primal told Daniel that, if he slept, he would never wake again. 
 
   As much as he loathed his father, Daniel still begged the emptiness for Allen’s return. He was well-versed to the long days alone, even growing to like them in a cheerless sort of way. Daniel could not remember the last time that he actually wished for his father’s return, but he was doing so now. If Daniel’s body could have mustered any moisture at all, he would have been crying. 
 
   It was mid-day and dark as the middle of the night. The ash outside pelted the windows with a sound reminiscent of sleeting rain. Daniel lay in the middle of the bare living room on a stained mattress, which sat right in front of the fireplace. A small stack of firewood was off to the side, his puke pot and the crap bucket, with baby wipes, were close at hand. 
 
   When his father brought him back to the house that he grew up in, it was as empty as Daniel felt that day. The first few months, his father made regular visits; to the house more than to Daniel. Allen was much more interested in stashing whatever goods he had with him than he was to see his son. As far as Daniel was concerned, his father was only mildly happy to see him because he was expected to unload the truck. 
 
   On any given day, all manner of boxes, bins, and cans could be found awaiting him in the truck’s bed. The most painful deliveries were the mounds of split firewood. Daniel’s forearms had scabs and resurfacing splinters weeks later after carrying and stacking the three heaped firewood piles in the fall. It seemed an endless cycle to Daniel: Work, recuperate alone, work some more. 
 
   Some days were easy, maybe just some light boxes of water filters, or like the afternoon that Allen showed up with fifty boxes of “rags-in-a-box”. However, on most of the days when Allen chose to appear, it meant an excruciatingly long day of work for Daniel. A lot of what Allen brought home for him to unload was both heavy and awkward for a scrawny fourteen year-old to try lugging around. Everything from cases of bottled water and cans of food, to beds and storage shelves got transferred from the truck down into the basement. The large pieces of furniture were a new occurrence. Daniel had grown stronger and much taller over the past year, despite his poor diet, and Allen was using his son’s increased abilities very efficiently.
 
   Daniel, now suffering from another bout of nausea, knew that assistance from his father would not come in time to save him. He would die, covered in his own filth and misery, if he did not act soon. His body seemed to react to this new found fortitude. It seemed to tell him that it was ready to move, to live. He no longer hoped for his father’s prompt return. In fact, he started to hope that Allen would never show up again. 
 
   A weird sense of nervous immediacy bubbled in his stomach now. Daniel would show his father exactly how unneeded he really was. He truly wanted to save himself, and get everything in the house cleaned up, before Allen had a chance to come home and find him like this. Daniel’s new mission was to never let his father know that he had gotten sick. More particularly, to never let him know how he had gotten sick. 
 
   Daniel could almost hear his father’s gruff voice admonishing him. Although he had never been sick from any of the animals that he had snared before, his father would make it out to sound like it was his fault. “Why did I even put that giant jug of hand-sanitizer there? I told you to wash your hands after handling meat. It’s not my fault…It’s yours!” was sure to be what Allen would say, if he did happen to show up right now. 
 
   Over the past few months, Daniel had caught dozens of squirrels, rats, opossums, cats, and raccoons in the two snares set up in the backyard. Two opposing slats on the privacy fence had a short length snapped off from the bottom. This is where wire snares had their free-end nailed to the fence and the noose end positioned in front of the narrow holes. Any creatures scampering along the fence-line would duck through the hole, catching themselves in the traps.
 
   ‘He will never see me crying again,’ Daniel thought hazily. ‘Screw him! I don’t need him. I don’t need this house, or his crap. He won’t even let me touch the damn stuff anyways!’
 
   “C’mon!” Daniel’s parched throat and cracked mouth managed to say strongly.
 
   With that, his eyes opened and fought to focus. His mind, despite feeling swelled, focused with anger and demanded movement. Daniel rolled off of the mattress and onto all fours. His face hung low over the puke pot, making the next effort happen reflexively. He walked his hands backwards, carefully avoiding the overflow, until he was squatted. From his haunches, with a great moan leading the charge, Daniel stood. 
 
   His mind applauded him by working out where he could get drinking water the fastest. With the ash being so thick outside today, uncovering the water barrel, scooping a bucket full and running it through the filter seemed an impossible task. The cases of plastic bottles in his father’s room downstairs were his only option. The drawback with getting water from this room was two-fold. The first problem that he would have to overcome was mental; under threat of severe retribution, he had been barred from ever entering the room. The second obstacle was the padlock sealing the door closed. His father always carried the keys with him, so subtlety was not going to be an option. He would have to break into the room, and there would be no hiding it afterwards.
 
   “Fuck it,” Daniel muttered, grabbing the edge of the kitchen counter for support. His brain felt like someone had placed it in a vice and then given some crazy person control over screw handle. Whoever the lunatic was, they kept squeezing away at random intervals and with different pressures. 
 
   He only made it to the end of the counter by inventing a strange looking shuffle. Slide feet forward, adjust hand hold, repeat. The garage would have to be his first destination. There, in amongst the bottles of propane, cases of fuel additives, and cans of fix-a-flat, was the only tool that he knew of in the whole house that could do the job, a broken pry bar that had been tossed aside by his father.
 
   Just moving his arms and legs, as he staggered over to the garage door, made an incredible body odor escape and mount an assault. Sitting trapped in the folds of his six day-old clothing, the vile stench of sweat, vomit, and diarrhea wafted off of Daniel in increasingly intensive waves. His stomach no longer gurgled with just the scared anticipation. 
 
   The movements of his body were starting to come easier, having found a way to catch its balance. He remembered his father pulling the broken pry bar from the truck and tossing it in amongst a pile of auto store plunder. Daniel was surprised that, even after months had passed, his mind knew it was right next to the air filters and replacement hoses. A quick feel around the suspect area in the garage had the rusted pry bar in hand. The teeth on the cane head had been snapped off, but the slightly curved chisel end, though marred from heavy use, was still useable.
 
   Daniel staggered back in from the dark garage, catching a glimpse of the snuffed candles that dotted the abused, white-with-gold-flecks kitchen countertop. The extra pain of walking back to where he had just come from was a welcome penitence. His feverish mind felt that he would have fully paid for the indiscretion of breaking the rules with this added task. All the fears over what his father might say upon seeing the breached doorway of the storeroom fully dissolved. He did not care what his father would do. As far as Daniel was concerned, it did not matter. Nothing Allen did, or said, mattered anymore. Nothing his father could come up with as punishment could be as bad as how Daniel felt right now.
 
   A strange mix of misery and adulation accompanied the sickly pale boy, as he lit a candle with one of the cheap lighters strewn about. The warm, yellow flame revealed the way down the stairs, flickering bright to dim, like a signal lamp flashing out a warning in Morse code. The stored power in the solar-charged batteries had run completely dry some time ago. A sticky buildup of moistened ash and dust now covered everything outside with a thin sludge. Daniel had had no choice but to get used to the pervasive darkness. There was no way for him to be certain about exactly when the lights failed to turn back on, time can be a poisonous thing to ponder when you are alone. 
 
   By using the pry bar, the screws holding the padlocked hasp to the door jamb pulled out easily. The hinge rattled and floated about freely as he opened the door. Having personally carried almost everything down into the room, Daniel had been inside numerous times before. He had even been in here without supervision before, but never had he looked at all of the provisions in the manner that he did now. The candle only showed a fraction of what was really there. He knew the room’s size and narrow pathways even better than his father did. And he knew, from now on at least, that he would take anything that could be wanted or wished for from the room. 
 
   Daniel made his way to the stacks of bottled water, setting the candle down on the top of one of them. Panic jumped out when his weakened fingers were foiled by the plastic wrap hugging the water bottles tightly together. Pinching several holes into the thick layer with his teeth, eventually led to his being able to liberate a few. He greedily drank from the first bottle until it was gone. Most of liquid missing his mouth, dribbling down the sides of his cheeks, soaking into the neckline of his dirty shirt and the clean carpet. 
 
   Grabbing an armful of the slippery bottles, he blew the candle out and headed back up the stairs. With life-giving water coursing through his limbs, the head spins that he was suffering from, which had started off as near complete revolutions, switched to a more manageable stuttering staccato. The worst was over. It would still take time and effort, but he knew he would live. 
 
   After making it down the hallway and into the big bathroom, Daniel peeled off his rank clothes. There, he ripped long rags from the yellow box sitting on the counter. Using his aching teeth, he opened two bottles of water as he stepped into the bathtub. He soaped and scrubbed himself as clean as possible. Two more bottles were opened to rinse the suds off with. The cool water raised wave after wave of goose bumps, sending them marching across his body. It also gave him a much needed burst of motivation. 
 
   Having now wholly shucked off the fear of his father, Daniel boldly walked into Allen’s, also off-limits, bedroom. Clearly marked storage bins were stacked two high under the window, which had a grey woolen blanket nailed over it for a sunshade, and along the near wall, where a dresser would have typically stood. Daniel easily found sock, underwear, and t-shirt labeled bins, tearing into a new package from each. 
 
   The contents of the two pants bins must have come from a military surplus store. Filling them were camouflage cargo pants of all different patterns. The sizes were all too big for Daniel, but he did manage to find a solid tan pair that only bunched slightly under his belt. They also came equipped with draw strings around the ankles, keeping the dragging to a minimum. 
 
   With his new pants cuffed and cinched, Daniel quickly found a thin, long-sleeved, brown flannel shirt in the closet to finish covering his body. He drank from another bottle of water and climbed onto his father’s amazingly comfortable bed. Being clean and having water sloshing around in his stomach felt slightly better, but the last of his energy had been sapped away from the effort it took to get there. 
 
   Sprawled out on the bed, his body graciously absorbing the water from his moist skin, he felt a hunger pang. The feeling was not strong enough to change his plans for taking a nap, although, he knew what was going to happen when he got up. He was going to go steal a couple of cans of soup from his father’s storeroom in the basement.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Tuesday, June 8 - 2030
 
    
 
   In the past few days, with the help of youth, and ample food and drink, Daniel had regained all of his strength. He had also grown quite brave, even managing to go around the block twice in one day. 
 
   The first time around, he ran almost the entire way. This was partially from the joy he felt at just being able to run, and it was partially from the unshakable feeling that someone was watching him. The thick, blowing dust hindered the distance that could be seen, adding to the impending feeling of dread. A pair of goggles, which had foam on the inside of the rims, and a disposable dust mask kept the grime from getting into his eyes and lungs. These items also hindering his peripheral vision even more than the ash cloud did. 
 
   On his second pass, Daniel walked very calmly. Gripping the hilt of a combat knife, which he had found in his father’s closet, helped to bolster his courage. He kept practicing drawing and sheathing the sharp blade, being very careful with the wicked-toothed serration that it had on its spine. 
 
   Paying avid attention as he moved around the block, Daniel had noticed that there were four completely burned houses, and one heavily burdened by a tall tree creasing its roof. Two houses, he was almost sure of, had people living inside of them, with the possibility of two others. It was really quite hard for him to tell without walking up and knocking on the front door. This, he was sure, would be a very bad idea. Most of the houses he walked past just looked sad and empty. Others were sealed, having long been boarded up, with no possible way of knowing what lurked behind the permanent shutters. 
 
   One house in particular, on the far side of the block, captured his interest. Every window and door had been smashed out or kicked in. The ranch-style house, similar to the one he lived in, seemed to sit further back than the others, and it somehow managed to look even darker inside despite being open to the elements. Daniel felt a foreign compulsion drawing him ever closer to the house, and the closer he got, the more his pulse raced in fright. The more pure the trepidation became, the more Daniel liked it. He was finally challenging himself. 
 
   Each step closer to the house became an excruciating pleasure. The front door was nowhere in sight, begging Daniel to step onto the low porch. Everything he saw looked similar yet alien at the same time, like he was stealing thoughts from someone else’s dream. Windblown drifts of powdered ash crossed over the threshold, and tiny opossum tracks created a pathway over their peaks. There were no signs of recent human activity. This encouraged Daniel a bit. Being here was a both a safe and dangerous choice. He wanted to go inside right away. 
 
   A small smile puckered at the corners of his lips. The feelings he was having hung on him akin to the way his new clothes did, comforting, while at the same time being slightly uncomfortable. As strange as these emotions were, they felt well-suited to him. He was alive, the racing of his heart told him this plainly.
 
   Earlier, while searching through his father’s forbidden stash room, Daniel had found dozens of individually wrapped LED flashlights. At first, he thought them completely useless; there were no batteries to make them work. This morning, however, Daniel had made a more thorough search of the room, and, inside a long flat box, he found four solar-powered battery chargers. 
 
   The scavenger hunt for corresponding batteries went on for nearly an hour. Finally, packed deep in the corner of the room, Daniel found two medium sized boxes filled with rechargeable batteries of all different sizes. The flashlights took three AAA’s to function, while the chargers could only handle two batteries at a time. Taking three of the chargers, six of the batteries, and two of the flashlights upstairs into the empty, small bedroom, he laid the chargers out flat on the hard-wood floor. 
 
   Turning away from the challenge that the derelict house posed, Daniel started heading back home. He wanted to know if the flashlights worked. Either way, he was coming right back to explore the menacing house. He walked with a purpose around the inside corner of the L-shaped block. Once around the corner, he would be able to see his house. A smile was splitting his face under the dust mask, and his footsteps felt lighter. Daniel found himself having fun. 
 
   When he realized what a great adventure this was when compared to a solitary life spent indoors, Daniel planned to equip for a full excursion. He wanted to take a backpack, stuffed with bottles of water and some of the chewy, fruit and grain bars; flashlights and knives made it all sound far too good to be true. 
 
   In the storeroom, there were entire stacks that consisted solely of the energy bars. Despite their various flavors, each box had the same outline of a man hiking on the cover. That silhouette always managed to look like it was having fun, like it was doing the greatest thing that someone could possibly do with their time. This did not make any sense to Daniel. The thought of someone marching around for pleasure was one that he could just not process anymore. Such activities had not existed inside his world for so long that they seemed ludicrous. But now, happy in his new-found freedom, he understood the picture once again.
 
   Daniel looked up, seeing the one sight that could wipe his smile immediately away. His father’s truck sat backed into the driveway. 
 
   He did not stop walking; his pace did slow considerably, though. He did not feel frightened or worried about what might ensue when his father saw the obvious signs of forced entry around the house. He just figured that the inevitable argument was about to happen. It was just human nature that he would prefer skipping past it to the part where he and his father started ignoring each other again. 
 
   The distance closed faster than he would have cared for, proving that at least part of him was not prepared for what had yet to come. Daniel walked back through the door and into the house; not as a condemned man, but as his own person, resolved to having a confrontation. Daniel knew it was unavoidable, so why try to avoid it? He had managed to put up quite the well-built psychological wall in the past few days, and he could honestly say that he really did not care anymore. His father could do nothing more harmful to him beyond that of what he had already endured.
 
   “There you are!” Allen yelled, but his voice was not angry, it was relieved. “Shut the door. Shut the door,” he added, between raspy, dry coughs.
 
   Wondering if his father had truly been worried about him, Daniel said smoothly, “I was just down the street.” He said it like it was no big deal, something he did all the time. His father seemed uncaring about Daniel having been outside when he got home. Instead, he was staring wide-eyed at Daniel’s new clothes and knife.
 
   “None of your clothes fit you anymore? Man, you’re getting big. How about your shoes? They look way too small for you. Do they hurt your feet?” Allen asked his son, a perplexing look on his face. “Was it you that broke into my room?” Allen continued easily, still looking at Daniel like he didn’t recognize him.
 
   “Yeah,” Daniel managed in reply, without his voice or gaze breaking.
 
   “Looks like you tore through it pretty good. Did you find anything useful?” Allen asked with genuine interest. Starting to find this amusing, his eyes brightened and a small smile had formed. 
 
   When Allen first arrived at home, greeted only by the conspicuous, nostril-burning stench of bleach, he started to get angry about Daniel not answering his hails. As he started to look around, seeing that everything of his had been gone through, the padlock ripped right off the door in the basement, he became irate. After an half an hour had passed, without seeing hide or hair of Daniel, Allen then became worried. 
 
   The feeling had snuck-up on him. All of a sudden, after a year of hiding away the concern he sometimes felt, Allen was seriously concerned about his son. By the time Daniel came strolling in the front door, like nothing had happened, he was so relieved to see his boy alive that everything else became comical. He even began to feel pride in his son. At long last, he felt, Daniel had taken charge of his own life. It had been a long time since Allen felt anything positive for his son. 
 
   “I found those solar thingies, and some batteries,” Daniel answered honestly. His father just smiled in response. This was more than just a little disconcerting. “Oh, and some flashlights,” Daniel added, his brain shutting the list down there.
 
   “I forgot I had those…Do they work?” Allen posed, trying to stifle a low series of coughs. 
 
   “I was…I was just coming to see. I wanted to go back…” Daniel started to tell his father about his plans for packing a bag and returning to the vacant house, but stopped himself.
 
   “Where are they? Let’s take a look. I haven’t had a flashlight in a while. Jason…Uncle Jason will flip out if I brought one back for him,” Allen laughed.
 
   Daniel’s shoulders dropped. He figured that his father was just going to take the flashlights, leaving him without a good way to look inside the inviting house down the block. “They are in there,” he said, pointing to the little bedroom, already thinking of how long it might take to charge another three batteries with only one solar charger left.
 
   Seeing his son’s change in demeanor, Allen tried to keep the mood light. “Let’s take a look,” he said smiling, taking the lead going down the hall. Once in the room, he saw the solar chargers spread out on the floor, very little light shining on them. He stepped in a little deeper, to give Daniel a comfortable amount of space to occupy by the door.
 
   “Do you mind if I take one?” Allen asked, retrieving three batteries and a flashlight from the floor. “You can go get more from the basement. If you want…” Allen added the batteries to the flashlight and clicked it on and off. “Here this one works,” he announced, flipping the light over to Daniel with an underhanded toss.
 
   Daniel clicked the button on the end of the flashlight several times, shining the light on the floor and into his eyes. Blinking rapidly, Daniel finally asked, “You don’t mind?” 
 
   It was posed as a simple question, but it covered so many things. The weight of the possible answers were not lost on him.
 
   “No, I don’t mind,” Allen offered benignly. “Why don’t you run downstairs and get some more batteries and a couple more flashlights for me?” he asked smoothly, trying to avoid the looming dead air between them. He turned and assembled the next flashlight for himself, as Daniel ran off. He stood back up to check its condition on the wall. This flashlight seemed to work fine, as well. Allen spread his smile out further.
 
   While he waited for Daniel to return, Allen searched for what he was feeling. His son had seemed to grow up overnight, or within ten days, as that was the last time that he had seen Daniel. Relief was what came to mind after a moment. That pinpointed exactly what he was feeling. Relief. He always had a nagging, encompassing despondency when he left Daniel here. Allen now felt almost free again. Not just free from his obligation, but free from his stress, his worries. His son seemed to want to take care of himself; at least, more so than he had been already. Allen had a sudden, obvious idea. 
 
   His son came stomping back down the hall and into the room. He looked at his father, who was still smiling, then at the empty chargers on the floor. Looking back to his father for approval, Daniel waited for him to nod slightly before diving down to set new batteries in place.
 
   “What were you going to do with the flashlight?” Allen asked calmly, astonished by how long and unkempt his child’s hair had grown. 
 
   “I was gonna go look in an empty house,” Daniel replied sheepishly. “It’s over on the other side of the block. I don’t know…I was just looking.”
 
   “You wanted to do some exploring,” Allen stated knowingly. “You will need more than just a flashlight and a knife…” His idea made even more sense to him now.
 
   “I wanted to take some water and some…food. I don’t know. Maybe, that backpack that I saw...I don’t know,” Daniel said, searching his father’s face for what he thought, fearful that he had mentioned the backpack in his bedroom.
 
   “Tell you what, you get these going and I’ll be right back. Don’t take off for a bit. I’m going to go get you a few things…Things you might need…for…exploring,” Allen said. “Will you wait for me? I’ll be back in like…an hour. Give me an hour, Okay?” 
 
   Daniel got a stressed look on his face. He looked at his feet while he thought about what waiting an hour meant. “You won’t be that long, right?” Daniel asked hopefully.
 
   “Nope, I’ll be quick. You know how to tell time? Like, on a watch with hands?” Allen asked without judgment. 
 
   “I…I think I used to know,” Daniel said, hoping it would be a sufficient answer. It wasn’t like he had been provided with a clock to stare at, pining away the hours until his father returned.
 
   “Well, here. Take this. Keep track of how long it takes you to get places. You will need a map…” Allen trailed off.
 
   “What?” Daniel asked. His father took off his wrist watch and handed it to him.
 
   “Never mind. Stay here for a bit. Promise? I’ll be right back,” Allen rambled, making his way to the front door.
 
   “Okay. Um, Dad?” Daniel asked quietly.
 
   Allen paused at the doorway, and looked back at a young man. “Yeah?”
 
   “I just…well…thanks,” Daniel stuttered, finding the nerve to look straight at his father. 
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. You’ll see when I get back…But, you’re welcome,” Allen said, shaking his head at himself. “Be right back.” With that, Allen went back to his truck. Thoughts of coming home to change the fuel and air filters to combat the poor gas and air quality were long forgotten.
 
   An hour and a half later, by Daniel’s new watch, Allen returned. He came back into the house with a squat, olive-drab backpack, which had zippered and open pockets all over it, and a folding table. Allen put the pack on the kitchen counter, deciding not to say anything about how cut up and just generally abused it was looking. He opened the table legs and set it up where a dining room table would have normally gone.
 
   “Here we go,” Allen said magnanimously, dumping the contents of the pack out onto the table. “I got you an atlas and a compass. I’ll show you how to use those first. They will help you explore anywhere you want. A sleeping bag and pad. The rolled up foam, I mean, that’s tied to the bottom of the bag. You understand? Let’s see…You know how to use a knife sharpener? Guess I’ll have to show you how to use this too. You got this roll of paracord, that’s good for all kinds of things…Oh, here put this on your belt. It’s called a multi-tool.” 
 
   Daniel stood mute, staring at all the shiny new baubles. Ever so slowly, cherishing every heartbeat, he started touching and playing with things. The multi-tool was especially amazing, and he pulled his belt partially out to hang it next to the knife. “Wow, Dad. You got all this…for me?” he finally muttered.
 
   “That’s not all. Wait here. I’ve got to get you the rest of the stuff,” Allen said, already on his way back to the truck. “Oh, never mind. Come on out with me,” he blurted, waving Daniel forward.
 
   When Daniel got outside, Allen was already in the bed of the truck, wrestling with a bike. Daniel could not believe that it was for him. He refused to believe it, so it wouldn’t hurt when he heard otherwise. Allen hopped down to finish pulling the bike out. It was a big, dark blue mountain bike, tags and manufacturing stickers still attached. Plastic book racks, which had metal tabs along the sides, hovered over both tires, and a tangle of bungee cords were wrapped around the rear. Allen raised a finger to forgo having to say ‘one second’. He reached back into the truck bed and pulled out two shoe boxes and a large bin full of spare parts and a pump for the bike.
 
   “These should fit your right now…And these…should fit you in a little bit. At least, at the rate you’re growing,” Allen laughed, handing Daniel the two shoe boxes.
 
   Both boxes contained very expensive looking hiking boots. Daniel was officially in awe. Words escaped him completely. He sat on the step of the porch, kicking off his old tennis shoes, which had the heels tucked down like slippers to accommodate his growing feet. His upper lip and hands trembled while he tried to lace up the new boots.
 
   “Hey, kiddo, that’s not all,” Allen said mysteriously. He opened the passenger side door of the truck and gathered up a few things before pulling a small rifle from the floorboards. As he came around to the back of the truck, Daniel was staring wide-eyed at the gun. “I guess we can teach you how to use the rest of that stuff later, huh?”
 
   Daniel felt like he was dreaming, playing out a lie. He was certain that he would wake up soon, feeling a great disappointment that this had all been fabricated. This whole day had gone so much better than he would have ever believed possible. This last part was almost too much. Daniel’s smile was back.
 
   “Thanks again, Dad,” Daniel said naturally. If his father could forgive him, it seemed only right to do the same.
 
   Allen stayed for three days, and this was quite the pleasant rarity. The two acted like nothing had ever come between them, walking and biking around the neighborhood together each day. Allen taught Daniel how to use the map and compass, how to hone the edge of a knife, and, most importantly, how to carry, load, and shoot the rifle safely. It was an accurate, wooden, semiautomatic .22 with a spring-loaded tube magazine and a leather strap for a sling. It was, by far, Daniel’s favorite amongst all the presents that he had received. Allen kept having Daniel grab the rifle quickly to shoot at distant street sign or tree. The two had loads of playful adventures together; all of them with the goal of teaching something new to Daniel. Whether it was learning basic gun safety, actively stalking slowly and quietly, or practicing tying snares, Daniel loved every minute of it.
 
   After the three days had passed, Allen started to get the sense that Daniel wanted to try out things for himself. His son was not going to go off on his own; unless, he was left alone. Allen had to leave. He had to give Daniel a chance to grow. When he pulled away from his smiling and waving son, Allen felt a sense of mourning, like he had just lost someone close. He found it very had to stay away at first, but he did not return for two weeks. The time had let Daniel flourish, but it also let the gratitude slowly wear off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
   Wednesday, September 1 - 2031
 
    
 
   Fifteen year-old Daniel Moore was the king of his own little world. His routine was based on excitement. He did not just ride his bike, he stormed the roads with abandon. He did not just break into a house, he made meticulous plans for infiltration. Of course, bringing the loot back home was as fun a part as all the rest. After planning a breach all morning, Daniel would spend the remaining daylight hours searching, or just playing, in the ever-changing adventure lands. As soon as the sun started setting, he would load up the bike and race home, battling imaginary hordes the whole way. Truth be told, Daniel had only seen a handful of other people in the past two years. Each of those times it was from a long distance away, and both parties gave wide berths. 
 
   The expanses where Daniel stalked squirrels and stormed fake prisons and bunkers were surprisingly safe. His area of operation was south of the official quarantine line, placing him in a sort of bubble. Much of what was still afflicting the rest of the world had been staved off in this small area, due in part to equal measures of father’s tenacity, geographical distance away from the destroyed nuclear plant, and luck. 
 
   For days on end, Daniel would spend his time outside with the dust and ash, searching for new items and adventures. After making a discovery and transporting it home, the entirety of the following day would be spent cooking and sleeping. He had become quite the deadly shot while using the .22, as tended to happen when missing meant going hungry, and he had singlehandedly reduced the varmint population within a three block ring down to extinction levels. 
 
   There were still plenty of staple foods left down in the basement, but Daniel could hardly eat if plain rice or beans was all he had. Fresh meat, whatever the source, kept Daniel moving and growing. He was driven to keep going. Survival was part of his motivation, but not nearly all. The other part was more of an intangible. Perhaps it was just an innate curiosity about things, or, perhaps, it was because of the thoughts that caught up with him when he stopped moving.
 
   A couple of weeks ago, his father showed up with all sorts of plans to spend time with him. The first day, they cleaned and organized everything that was out in the garage and down in the basement together. Over the next few days, Allen showed Daniel all sorts of things. He revealed where his “hidey-hole” was, and let him drive the truck all around the local streets. 
 
   At a library, Allen demonstrated how to breach a reinforced, metal door. He then made this big show about a book that he wanted Daniel to read. Making him promise to come back to read it someday. For some reason, Daniel did not question why they didn’t just take the book with them, if it was really that big a deal. He was just happy that he had gotten out of reading it. There were no plans to go back.
 
   Despite all of Allen’s attempts at reconciliation, Daniel still felt an obligation to show his father that he was not wanted or needed. Allen eventually gave up trying to make amends with his son, only making two short appearances since then. When Allen did show up, for the entire duration of his stay, all he would do is angrily disparage people who Daniel had never met, or rant about the Department of Cunt-tin-u-ation; Daniel was unsure what the real name was. 
 
   The pubescent boy was glad that his father was nowhere around. 
 
   Keeping himself busy, Daniel was on day ten of raids upon his former middle school, half a mile to the south. The school sat in the middle of the block, a long driveway cutting in through the surrounding houses. It took him an entire day to find a way to get close to it. Every direction, either by road or sidewalk, had an occupied home nearby. The houses were not all that close to one another, but they all seemed to be positioned in the worst possible spots; if, like Daniel, your goal was to avoid other people. It was nearing dark when he finally found a place in the chain-link fence where he could cut an opening, without someone hearing or seeing him. 
 
   A small window pane on the bottom of a classroom door had been broken out years before, and this was Daniel’s way inside. The room held so many treasures that he did not realize until hours later that the door leading out to the hallway was locked. He took his plunder, which consisted of pens, paper, chalk, half a case of supplement “breakfast” drinks, six bottles of “diet” soda, and seven packages of cheese and peanut butter crackers back to his bike. 
 
   The next time back to the school, Daniel expected a long fight to pry open the door quietly. Within an hour’s time, Daniel had the door open. Once he figured out the trick as to where to pry on the door frame it was easy. There was no way that anyone could hear him, either, and he started to relax in the building. The next door was opened in no time at all. 
 
   The corridor looped around the school through the library on one side and the reception area on the other. Daniel checked every door along the way, finding them all locked tight. The only areas open to him were the library and the small gymnasium in the center of the school. Not surprisingly, and somewhat anti-climatically, he only found books inside the school’s library. The gymnasium only contained a stage and a plush red curtain that was pulled open. Wanting to sit down to eat his lunch, Daniel went back into the library, which at least offered a cushy chair and a wide view across the overgrown football field in back.
 
   Quite by chance, Daniel sat in front of the windows that had a low shelf of books underneath them. As he pulled out his thermos full of stewed cat meat, green beans, and canned gravy, Daniel scanned the books lined up in front of him. A large, green, hard-covered book caught his eye. “Edible plants,” he read with some difficulty from the spine. It fascinated him immediately, walking over to pull it from the shelf. Daniel thought that he recognized some of the plants shown in the book’s colorful pages, and he wanted to go home to study the book in a setting where he could lose focus on the world. 
 
   Instead of rushing home nearly empty-handed, Daniel started making piles of books on the table by his backpack and rifle. If a book looked even slightly interesting, he would free it from the thousands of others, all doomed to remain unread. The more he looked around the library, the more books he carried back to the table. Books on military vehicles and weapons, trees, forest animals, and knot tying piled up higher and higher. When he found the book on wilderness survival, Daniel knew he was done looking for the day. He bound a short stack of the choicest books with paracord, tying the bundle to the bottom of his backpack. He retreated out the broken door, pausing to gather a handful of dust collecting in eddies near the recessed doorways. He sprinkled the fine dirt inside the door where he had climbed in and out of. If anything passed after he left, it would leave tracks in the dust as a warning; it was a trick that he learned years ago from opossums.
 
   He made the trip home in the late afternoon heat and ash-filtered, amber light. Daniel pushed his bike into the orderly garage and closed the door. His package of trussed books felt very important when compared to the useless power tools, boxes of clothing, roofing materials, auto parts, assorted candles, and stacks of phone books that all ringed the way to the house door. Once inside, he placed the books on a wooden, round table that was found in a house two blocks over. Sitting on one of two comfortable, padded chairs, Daniel started to read. He did not stop reading for three days, except to cook, eat, or sleep. 
 
   Armed with a dearth of new knowledge, Daniel alternated days of breaking into classrooms with days of scouring overgrown fields and yards for new edibles. Daniel was flourishing. He had almost completely stopped having to dip into the stockpile of food that his father had stored away. Independence was joy. The more he learned to do for himself, the greater the emotional payoff was. Daniel fancied himself as one of the great explorers that he had started to read about, and everything was seen as an exacting challenge. He was no longer just living, he was taking control. He no longer played in a fantasy world, he struggled in a real world, with real consequences. The acceptance of his own role in how well or poorly he lived made him work all the harder. The work he did was for himself, and the benefits were his alone.
 
   After ten days of raiding the school, reading, and gathering wild plants, Daniel was taking the day to rest. The ash outside was as thick as he could ever remember, and he wanted to make himself a hearty meal. He roasted whole, peeled burdock roots over a small fire in the fireplace, chopping them into small pieces after they cooled. He added the root to a pot of simmering squirrel meat, dandelion greens, flour, salt, and can of peas and carrots. Tight, berry clusters from the tops of sumac plants were roughly crushed, and sat steeping in a pitcher of cool water. He was working on a second bowl and third glass full when the roar of an engine sounded through the dark day.
 
   At first, the ash hid the direction that the engine noise was coming from. All Daniel knew was that it was definitely getting closer, and that it was not the sound of his father’s truck. The approaching vehicle sounded huge and frightening. Daniel ran into the living room, grabbing the belt that held his tools and knife. Once the belt was fastened, he scooped the .22 rifle from the kitchen counter and ran to the front room window. As he stood looking out into the murky, swirling dust, the creeping behemoth emerged, coming to an abrupt halt right in front of the house. It was as if the driver had practiced parking there a hundred times before.
 
   Daniel started to shake; partially from the fear of seeing such a large vehicle, but mostly from the vibrations rumbling the entire house. Daniel had seen pictures of tanks within the books that he had taken from the school, but what he as looking at had huge wheels instead of tracks. Its proportions seemed impossible. Daniel continued to shake, even after the engine suddenly cut out. He was awe struck to the point of inaction by the mere sight of the armored personnel carrier. 
 
   All of a sudden, a thick door opened on the rear of the desert tan, angular monstrosity. Expecting armed troops to start pouring out of it, Daniel prepared to run. When he saw an old man shuffling down the steps, helped by a skinny woman, Daniel remained frozen in place. Both the man and woman wore bulky respirators, and started walking straight for the front porch. 
 
   As they approached, the thinning dust allowed for more details to be seen. Both wore business suits and looked straight at Daniel through the glass of their gas masks and house window. The man was carrying a bundle of dark cloth and cradled a rifle across his chest. The woman gave him a quick wave with scared looking eyes, which should have tipped him off about what was to come. 
 
   Daniel could not move. The pair looked and walked sullenly. This scared Daniel even move than if it had been armed soldiers charging at him. The way they approached was so completely unexpected. Deep down, it smelled like a trick. Something his father would do to get people off guard. Daniel wished Allen were here now, he would most certainly scream out some kind of warning, forcing Daniel to move, to get away. The odd pair stepped onto the porch, and they all just stared at each other. This stretched out for what felt an eternity to Daniel. Finally, the woman reached up and pulled the respirator off over her head.
 
   “Danny?” she said loudly, a forced-looking smile creasing her fierce face.
 
   The way she had said his name took Daniel aback. It was not a question; that much he was sure of. She said it like she knew him, but Daniel had never seen this woman before. Daniel just answered her with one nod.
 
   “My name is Susan. I’m a…friend of your Dad’s. We need to talk to you…Something has happened…May we come in? This is the Mayor,” Susan said unsurely, pointing at the fragile looking man standing next to her, before hissing, “Sam, say something…”
 
   Daniel watched the man fumble to adjust what he was holding into his left hand, pulling his dust mask off afterwards. He gave a closer look at what the man was holding. The first thing that caught his eye was his father’s hat. Before the man could speak, Daniel quickly dashed to open door. He removed the stick brace and turned the locks quickly. Throwing the door wide open, despite the amount of dust that rushed in, Daniel waved them hurriedly inside. Both well accustomed to not letting doors to the outside world stay open longer than needed, charged inside. Shutting the door behind them, Daniel wheeled around to face them. 
 
   “Where did you get my Dad’s hat?” Daniel said, bringing his rifle very close to pointing at them.
 
   “Listen, Danny…” Susan started to say.
 
   “Daniel. My name is Daniel. Even my Dad doesn’t call me that anymore,” Daniel scorned, cutting her short. 
 
   Susan looked slightly taken aback by his outburst, and an uncomfortable silence descended around them.
 
   “That is why we are here, young man. You need to sit down, I think,” Sam said, in his firmest ‘I know what is best for everyone’ voice. “What is that wonderful smell?” Not waiting for permission, he moved through the front room containing several stacks of books, Daniel’s latest treasures from the school. The old man continued straight on into the dining room, and set the rifle and bundle of clothing onto the cluttered table. Daniel followed, and Susan quietly brought up the rear. 
 
   Seeing that Sam was pulling a chair out for himself, Daniel quickly said, with a smirk, “Please, help yourself, sit down.” Beyond that of his father, Daniel had not had anyone else to talk to in so long that he found this elderly man intriguing and pleasant. 
 
   “Thank you, dear boy. Are these all textbooks? Have you read all of these?” Sam said, looking around the room. 
 
   “Most of them. I plan on reading the rest soon,” Daniel replied without looking at him. His attention was now aimed at Susan. She was rather noisily poking around the kitchen, and stopped in front of the camping stove that sat on the oven’s cooktop, lifting the lid of the pot and stirring its contents.
 
   “What is in there?” Susan asked squeamishly.
 
   As much as Daniel immediately liked the old man, he found that he did not feel the same way about this snobby woman. Smiling broadly, Daniel tried to keep the anger from seeping into his voice as he said, “Mainly some squirrel and vegetables. I put some burdock root in there, after I roasted it…”
 
   Intrigued, Sam asked, “Well, it smells heavenly. But what is…burdock root?” an arched eyebrow confirming his interest.
 
   “You know…those weeds that have all the burrs on them. The ones that stick to your clothes,” Daniel answered, returning his gaze back the mayor. “I got one root that was like three feet long.” He was going to say more about his new passion for finding tasty things to eat outside, but the look on the man’s face had slowly turned back to that of somberness.
 
   “That is quite amazing, young Daniel,” Sam said, without getting too excited. “Unfortunately, we are here on…other matters. Daniel…I am not sure how to tell you this. Perhaps you should sit down.” He pointed at the only other chair in the room, opposite him at the table.
 
   “Why do you have my dad’s hat and rifle?” Daniel asked, slowly making his way to the chair. He did not feel like sitting, though, probably because he was told that he should.
 
   “I’ve known your father for a long time…” Susan chimed in from behind.
 
   Daniel spun, cutting her short again, “You said your name is Susan, right? My Dad did mention you,” he spat. “None of the things he said to me about you made it sound like…like you two were friends.” This obviously had the desired effect, because her face flushed with anger. “I don’t know either of you, but I do know my Dad didn’t like you!” Daniel shouted, pointing his finger at her accusingly.
 
   “Please, please, Daniel. Susan is here because…she feels…Well, let me not get ahead of myself. Daniel I have your father’s things…because he was killed…last night,” Sam blurted out.
 
   Daniel felt like sitting all of a sudden. Once he fell into the chair, he asked the only thing that came to mind, “How?”
 
   “Well it seems that some…nefarious types…were sneaking around down in the dead zone…They ambushed your father on their way out…Others got there very quickly, and chased them away before…Well, before they had a chance to take these things here, which we have brought back to you,” Sam said, as kindly as he could manage. He spread out the bundle on the table, showing Daniel his father’s hat, sunglass case, ammo vest, and rifle. “These are yours now, son. We are truly sorry for your loss. Your father was quite instrumental in helping our little community…survive.”
 
   “Do you know where Jason Clarke is?” Susan callously hissed.
 
   “Please, Susan. Now is not the time,” Sam quickly coughed, his face cringing.
 
   “Uncle Jason? Why, is he dead, too?” Daniel asked, shooting Susan another dirty look.
 
   “Well, have you seen him?” Susan asked back, steel lacing her voice, her eyes searching his face for lies.
 
   “Susan!” Sam roared, giving her a “settle down” motion with his hands. “It’s nothing like that, Daniel. It just seems that people thought…he should be with your father at the time of…the ambush. Now it appears as if he is…missing. You see, no one has seen him since the incident. We were just wondering if it was possible that, maybe, he had made his way here? You know, we are concerned that he might be wandering around hurt somewhere. It’s possible that he managed to get away, and is now looking for some place safe.”
 
   “I haven’t seen him in years,” Daniel said coldly. 
 
   Daniel had spoken the truth; he had not seen or talked to anyone from the group since they moved out of the Korean church. Now, sitting here talking to two people that he did not know, the weight of this loneliness fell upon his shoulders. The news of his father’s death just added to the weight he was feeling. Daniel started to cry. Having held back his tears for so long, they flowed freely, beyond his control. He felt years of emotion flowing out through the tears and snot. It somehow felt amazingly liberating. Then he felt shame, no longer wanting these strangers seeing him like this. 
 
   “Can you guys leave now?” Daniel choked out.
 
   “My dear boy, I am so sorry for having to tell you all of this…But I do have a spot of good news for you,” Sam offered, trying to assemble a smile for Daniel. “Well, you see, Susan and I both agree that the best course of action, for everybody involved, would be to move you into the Warehouse. You will be quite safe there, you understand? And there are plenty of other kids…err, young people like yourself there too. I promise that you will be quite happy there,” Dan tried to say in an upbeat tone.
 
   “I don’t want to go,” Daniel said flatly, as he tried to compose himself further. Daniel then pointed at the door. “Please, just go. I will be fine. I don’t want to live there. My Dad said that he didn’t want me to go there. And I don’t…”
 
   “Son, I wish you would listen to reason. You will not be able to live here by yourself. Living on roots and squirrels, all alone…Come winter, you will certainly starve. Everyone needs help, Daniel!”
 
   This pair obviously had no idea about what was stored away in the basement, and Daniel knew better than to mention it. “I have always been fine by myself. Made it through the last winters…I don’t need anyone to help me!” Daniel shot, his voice rising. He was starting to lose control of his emotions again.
 
   “We can’t just leave him here,” Susan said, speaking to Sam like Daniel was not in the room. Her voice had softened, and Daniel could see that she wanted to do something for him, anything that would lessen the effects of the news that they had just brought to him.
 
   “What do you propose, Susan? We cannot rightly drag him away if he does not want to go. You and I both know that the Council will not offer him a card, which, need I remind you, that you only retain one vote on. He does not fit the criteria,” Sam said woefully.
 
   “Maybe that’s the answer,” Susan said, a weird smile curling up.
 
   “What? What’s the answer?” Sam replied tersely, not used to being the one in the dark about things.
 
   “He’s young. He’s strong…” Susan answered, trying to lead him to the answer.
 
   “Ahh! Well, Okay then. How about it, Daniel? Would you like a job?” Sam asked, once he understood what she was going on about.
 
   “A job?” Daniel thought aloud. “I don’t know what I could do. I guess…I don’t understand,” he responded, wondering why they were both smiling at him.
 
   “What do you have in mind, Susan?” Sam asked timidly. He knew that the city planned on having the newly formed Maintenance Department go house to house, conducting searches for dead bodies and supplies. Dan was really hoping that this gruesome task was not what Susan was going to suggest the young man do.
 
   “Well, Ray has been hounding me for weeks about needing help. I just bet that Danny here…sorry…Daniel…would be of great use to him,” Susan answered smugly.
 
   “Hmm, what do you think, Daniel? You will get paid well, and you will be able to buy your own food. The Warehouse bazaar has all sorts of other things that you could buy as well. Hell, you can even pay people to clean your clothes. And, trust me, son, you could use them,” Sam laughed, trying to bring some levity to the awkward situation.
 
   “What would I be doing?” Daniel asked, wondering why they were trying to be so nice. They almost seemed to carry guilt in the way they looked at him. 
 
   “Ray is our bricklayer. Do you know what that is?” Dan asked, careful to not offend Daniel, which offended Daniel.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” was all Daniel could say without sounding mad. The mayor was trying to be nice, and Daniel knew that all those years alone had made him unaccustomed to talking with people. Maybe he was just misreading them. It did not shake the feeling completely, though.
 
   “Well, I can tell you this, it will be hard work. You’re not afraid of a little work, are you?” Sam asked, still trying to make Daniel smile. 
 
   Daniel did not know how to feel. He had just been told his father was dead, and here this man was almost laughing. He did not know how to gauge what he felt. The man was not laughing at his father’s death, but it still upset him. Daniel was more than confused; he did not know how to reign in his emotions. Again, Daniel felt incredibly uncomfortable around these strangers, and he just wanted to be left alone.
 
   “I will work hard,” Daniel said, hoping that this would end the conversation sooner.
 
   “Good. That’s great, Daniel. You know where the Warehouse is? Can you find your way there?” Sam asked, standing up. 
 
   “Yeah, my Dad let me drive his truck around once, he showed me where it was,” Daniel said slowly. The memories of the last few days with his father were still fresh enough to recall every detail. “What about his truck? Did they take that? Did you bury him?” 
 
   “Who? Oh, um…I think…well, we were…that is, the city was…” Sam stuttered, pleadingly looking over to Susan for help. 
 
   “Well, Daniel,” Susan intervened, “your Father’s truck is at the Warehouse. There was…well, some small talk…about letting the Maintenance Department use it, but I guess that it belongs to you now.” Her words were laced with disappointment. “As to the whereabouts of…Allen’s…your father’s remains, I am not really sure. I do know a small ceremony was performed by those that found him, but I am unaware as to exactly where that was.”
 
   “There is no reason to concern yourself with that. I am sure your father was well taken care of. And the truck? Of course it’s his, Susan. You can pick it up when you come to work?” Sam said. His words were filled with something closely related to embarrassment. “I’ll even make sure that the keys are in it for you. How’s that sound?”
 
   Seeing both visitors slowly moving towards the door, Daniel just nodded. He got up to show them out. His knees felt like they could barely carry him, and his head had started to pound rhythmically. Daniel could not wait to be rid of these bad news bearers and his eyes started to well-up again. Daniel forced himself to maintain a calm face.
 
   “Can you be there on Monday? Let’s say…nine in the morning?” Susan asked, without breaking stride.
 
   “Sure. Just one thing I need to know,” Daniel replied, reaching for the front door’s handle.
 
   “Anything, Daniel, just ask,” Sam said kindly, reaching to place a hand on Daniel’s shoulder.
 
   Daniel flinched away from the closing hand. He felt a little sorry for doing so, after he saw the man’s face look rebuffed. “What day is it?” Daniel asked meekly, a song learned a lifetime ago running through his brain. ‘There’s Sunday and Monday. There’s Tuesday and Wednesday…’
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
    
 
   PART III
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Saturday, September 3 - 2039
 
    
 
   Sleep deprived and emotionally drained, Daniel collapsed back onto the couch. Where his fierce independence was once worn as a badge of honor, the loneliness now felt like a vacant well; deep and foreign, without the slightest hint of light shining down. There was no foreseeable way out; short of the relief that death could bring. Daniel’s actions since finding his family dead were a paradox. On the one hand, he had fortified the house to increase his safety. On the other hand, he had been slowly killing himself. His efforts went entirely into setting booby traps, completely abandoning efforts to keep himself alive. 
 
   He had not eaten anything for six days, and he only slept now because his body had given out. Daniel could not remember the last time he had taken a drink, and his throat burned and his head throbbed. He curled into a ball on the couch, his body fighting against him, and his own stench burning at his nostrils. His stomach had stopped churning, begging to be fed, a few days back. Now it burned a hole inside him. The pain was nearing unbearable levels, as acidic blood had started to leak from his anus. The burning, blood-speckled bile that came out of his body had made him feel concerned, and concern for himself was something that he had been trying to avoid.  
 
   A fitful, shaking sleep came for Daniel, as did the disconcerting dreams that kept descending upon him like a predator. Horrible visions of loss repeated over and over. He saw his father, his wife, his mother, and, worst of all, his daughter. Even in nightmares, Daniel wished for death. The parts of the dreams with his father always saw him holding the red book from the library. The other parts of the dreams all held the color red within them too, usually in the form of blood.
 
   Surprisingly, when Daniel awoke, a small part of his thinking had changed. He still loathed his, apparently, destined solitude, but there was something else fighting to emerge. Strangely enough, it felt like appreciation. He understood that the time spent with Corinne and Rebecca had been worth something. Not anything tangible, but something that should be remembered fondly. He needed to take the anger that he felt and turn it into something else; something that would sustain him. 
 
   Just the memory of Rebecca’s laugh, and of her toothy smile, had to be worth living, just so they could be remembered. He still felt a deep sorrow with the knowledge that he would never see the smile or hear the laugh again, but he had seen it and heard it; that alone needed to be cherished and honored. The memories would be tough to overcome but, somehow, Daniel would have to find a way. He would live alone again, the exposed nerves of the truth as a constant reminder that it had not always been so.
 
   It took two days of eating mushy rice and drinking thin broth before Daniel felt well enough to brave going back outside. He was afraid of his own fuzzy memory, unable to recall most of the past week. While he had placed numerous traps outside during those days, Daniel was in such a reduced capacity that he could not remember where they all were. The fish hooks, dipped in his own feces that hung from the overhangs of the house, the thin planks of wood hidden in the tall grass, which had feces-dipped nails poking out, and the mouse trap trip wires scattered about were now as much a danger to him as they were to anyone else trying to get close to the house. Now in a clearer state of mind, Daniel wanted to go map out all of the dangers that lay in wait outside.
 
   Being in no hurry to go snag a foot or cheek on one of his own traps, Daniel spent the rest of the day washing his body and clothes instead. He pulled out his old drab-olive backpack, and went through its contents, spreading them out across the counter to be reorganized. Then he packed it full of everything that might be needed for the trip to the library. It was time for Daniel to take one last incursion on the bike. 
 
   Curiosity about the book his father had told him to read had finally gotten the better of Daniel. As he dressed in a clean t-shirt and black cargo pants, his emotions stabilized. He still carried the sorrow and anger, but in more manageable proportions. His mouth bore the straight line of acceptance. Daniel was not frowning, nor smiling; he just was.
 
   Not knowing how long it would take to find the book, his backpack and the countertop were loaded down for a three day trip. The rifle and pistol had been cleaned, his old utility belt was laid out and ready to go, and the load bearing vest was full of ammunition and other useful items. The amount of gear that he now considered to be ‘critical’ looked ridiculous when spread out, even to him. When he was younger, not even half of this equipment would have been taken along, and, even then, some of the things he brought never got used. But that happy ignorance was long dead. Daniel now planned for contingencies that only he could dream up. The shear amount of stuff that he planned to carry had even extended how long the trip would take. A lighter load would have definitely quickened his pace, but he was going more for a sense of security than he was for speed.
 
   Daniel flopped down on the sofa. The only time he had gone back down to the basement since the tragedy, was to cut large, bloodied squares of carpet and padding out. Those squares had gone onto the relit funeral pyre. Sleeping on the bed downstairs or that of Rebecca’s upstairs was out of the question. Several times, Daniel wanted to pull his bed up from the basement to lay it out in the living room. After all, this was where he slept when he was alone the first time. He just could not bring himself to descend the stairs. He always expected that he would see his daughter’s cold, lifeless body again. Seeing it his mind’s eye was about all he could take. Knowing that it was impossible for her to reappear on the floor of the basement was not enough to shake the thought. 
 
   Daniel drifted away, trying in vain to center his mind on what he wanted to accomplish, and not on what he had lost.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Sunday
 
    
 
   Daniel awoke to the sound of a loud ‘crack!’ coming from outside. At first, he thought the muffled moan that followed was coming from himself. After a moment of indecision, Daniel struggled to sit upright on the soft couch cushions, and to get his night vision. 
 
   A surprised, “Ouch! Holy shit!” came from behind the wall that the couch sat along, placing the sounds that he had heard in the walkway that led to the back yard.
 
    Someone was trying to surround the house. The confusion that came from being partially awake wore away, like a tight shirt yanked over the last and widest part of the head. The sounds now made perfect sense. The loud crack and moan meant that someone had opened the fence gate, getting shot somewhere in the legs by the shotgun shell trap that it was connected to. The surprised shout sounded like someone getting snagged on one of the fish hooks, most likely in the face. Just as Daniel worked this out, another pain-filled yelp came from the front of the house. It did not take him long to reason out that there must be a lot of people out there, for three traps to have already been sprung.
 
   “Keep going!” a gruff voice shouted from somewhere in front of the house.
 
   Daniel was calm as he slid his feet into his boots. Something inside him had almost been hoping for this moment. It was a chance for blind vengeance. Footfalls crunched on broken glass, which he now remembered scattering around the concrete patio during his fasting haze. 
 
   “Watch out for this,” a voice whispered too loudly, the sound coming from the back of the house. It was a different voice than that of the man Daniel heard yell earlier, much higher pitched.
 
   Daniel felt fear and anger. The fear was obvious, there were too many people approaching to try and take them on alone. The anger was strange. He was not angry at the unknown threat, he was angry at his reaction to it. His body was frantically gathering up supplies to make a run for it. This made his mind angry at the body’s cowardice. Part of Daniel saw this as a chance to die well, battling in defense of his home. Some other part, however, was overriding everything, trying to give him a chance at living. Daniel wanted to stand and fight, but he had grabbed the back pack, utility belt, and rifle to run away. The thought of leaving this house, and its memories, good and bad, infuriated Daniel further. Still, here he was trying to figure out a way to do just that.
 
   More glass-crunching footfalls came from just outside the covered sliding door; going out the back was not a viable option. Another new voice yelling, “Motherfucker! Pull it out! Pull it out!” meant that the front was not an option, either. Knowing that the east side walkway held at least two slightly injured men, and an unknown amount of still healthy people, there would be no escape that way. This left one direction to go, and, quite literally, a small window of opportunity for escape. Daniel charged through the dining room and down the creaky hallway. Inside the bathroom, Daniel used his invaluable multi-tool to remove the screws that held the plywood in place over the small window. As quietly as he could, Daniel removed the plywood and set it aside. 
 
   “Crash! Chink, chink…chink” was the panic-inducing sound the front window made as it was smashed in. 
 
   “Phsst…BOOM! FOOMP!” were the deafening sounds that the two flash-bang grenades made as they went off in the front room.
 
   Daniel pulled the pry bar from its sheath on the left side of the utility belt and smashed the right side of the skinny window. Without looking, Daniel tried to stuff the backpack through the tight confines of the aluminum frame. It snagged almost immediately on the jagged edges of broken glass that still protruded out. Daniel took a step back, replaced the pry bar, and rushed forward, shoving the backpack the rest of the way out. He was completely unable to hear it land on the wood pile below, a result of the disorientating grenades exploding so close by. 
 
   Ears ringing, Daniel stuck his rifle out through the opening and tried to dive out head first. One of the magazines in the load bearing vest caught on the metal track, and the glass dug into his clothing and skin, effectively pinning him half way in, half way out. Abject terror made Daniel’s legs start to thrash about wildly. Try as he might, he was stuck fast. Even with the loud whine in his ears, he could hear several people yelling as they stormed into the house behind him. 
 
   The side of Daniel’s foot banged painfully against the toilet bowl. He forced his mind to calm down, and his body to relax. Finding a place to set his foot firmly on the porcelain, he kicked out as hard as he could, while at the same time worming his body forward. He landed awkwardly on the back of his neck and shoulder across what was left of the wood pile, the rifle jabbing forcibly into his thigh for good measure.
 
   Daniel quickly scrambled to find the rifle and backpack. Now outside, he could make out the sounds of someone kicking out the thin covering on the sliding door, and the same gruff voice as before was still shouting out orders from the front of the house. Daniel rolled the heavy backpack over the privacy fence. One of its straps caught on the top of the decayed slats, snapping the dry-rotted wood cleanly. With only three kicks, Daniel had a hole in the fence big enough to crawl through. He slung the rifle on his back and started fleeing from his yard and former life.
 
   He was almost on the other side of the fence when a woman’s voice shrieked, “Over here!” 
 
   Before Daniel could get the backpack secured inside his shaking hands, what seemed like a dozen voices started echoing her sentiment. 
 
   The gruff voice issued one last order, “Get his ass!”
 
   Daniel did not stop running until he tripped over a decrepit chain link fence, six yards away. The voices still yelling behind had him up quickly and running again. The gunshots made him move even faster. None of the shots were coming close to him, so Daniel figured that they must be shooting at shadows in an attempt to pin him down. He ducked in and out of several more yards at a full sprint, reaching the far side of the block in record time. 
 
   He crossed the street while trying to look down both directions and over his shoulder at the same time. The only direction not vying for his immediate attention was what he was running towards. When he felt confident that no one saw him crossing the street, Daniel looked where he was going. A small smile flashed across his face when he saw the house. It was in far worse shape than when he first laid childish eyes on it, but there was no mistaking the first house that he ever explored.
 
   Despite the large hole in the roof, it looked a welcome sight to Daniel. He was winded, exposed, and his neck was starting to tighten from the graceless tumble out the window. Daniel desperately needed a place to hunker down, and the ramshackle house beckoned like an old friend. The driveway was completely hidden by tall weeds and grass. Not leaving an obvious path that led straight to the house required careful steps and hops. His plan was to enter through one of the windows. That plan changed, however, when the APC came roaring around the corner, a spotlight leading the way. Daniel bounded across the porch and threshold. His first step on the wooden floor creaked ominously, making him freeze in place. A large hole came into focus directly ahead of him. The hole spanned across the breadth and width of the front room. A small ledge underneath the large front window was all that was left of the flooring.
 
   The MRAP troop carrier gradually stopped, panning its light down the street. The bright searchlight stabbed through the night, illuminating the street and house fronts like a false dawn. Daniel tapped his foot on the precarious perch beneath the window, testing it for strength, before slowly sliding out prone along the narrow ledge. He pulled his pack off over his head and laid it in front of him. His hearing had returned enough to hear the other APC pulling into the intersection at the far end of the block from the first one. 
 
   These were the same police vehicles that Daniel had spotted around the Warehouse. Now they were here, looking for him, trying to pin him down inside the block. Even though Daniel had escaped their initial cordon, he was still trapped. He could not go any further into the house, in an effort to escape out the back, and he could not head back out of the front door without chancing being spotted. Every shout and gunshot made him think that his pursuers had found his trail, and were now closing in.
 
   The APC’s turned their engines off within seconds of one another. The silence it created was unbearable. Daniel’s watch read just past four in the morning when he heard the gruff voice again. He recognized it immediately this time. Daniel tore through the backpack and grabbed the small pair of binoculars out. He arched his back up so he could peer out the window, which had small weeds growing brashly along its sill. The bright beams of the spotlights thwarted any attempt to see physical descriptions of the people milling around the vehicles. Still, Daniel had no doubt that the man pointing and barking orders was who he was. 
 
   It was Bob Donner.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   A sore and stiff Daniel shuddered awake. His brain had finally relented in its constant bombardment, allowing for a couple hours of sleep. As horrible as the entire police force showing up at his house was, he only understood parts of what had happened the night before. After seeing what they had done to the couple at the Warehouse, he already believed that the police had gone rogue. On some level, Daniel could comprehend them coming for his supplies. What confounded him was why they seemed so intent on killing him. It was something far beyond just not wanting to leave a witness alive. Bob Donner had been irate. 
 
   Bob had made the police search the area for hours. Luckily for Daniel, the search was confined to the interior of the block. Once the sun appeared on the horizon, the search ended and the looting began. More vehicles sounded their approach into Daniel’s neighborhood. One was the distinct rumble of the stake truck that Daniel himself used to drive for the Maintenance Department. Daniel did not have to see what was happening to know that everything he had spent his whole life accumulating was being taken away from him. The final blow was the smoke rising up above the other house’s roof tops. As the roar of the retreating vehicles died away, the smoke billowing up into the rare, clear day began. The distant crackling of a roaring fire sang him a brutal lullaby.
 
   Daniel was alone in every sense and meaning of the word. All he had left was the contents of the backpack, the rifle, and tools on the utility belt. The belt was wide, tan, and made of thick webbing. A robust, black plastic clip made it easy to put on and take off. Besides holding the holstered compact pistol, combat knife, and multi-tool, the belt also held a sharpened chisel, flat pry bar, and stout wire-cutters in home-made, padded sheaths. 
 
   The backpack, which had a foam sleeping pad tied to the bottom, was loaded down with all sorts of useful items. For warmth and shelter, the main cavity of the backpack held a lightweight sleeping bag, a pair of leather work gloves, a 10’x12’ waterproofed, woodland-patterned camouflage tarpaulin, a poncho with matching liner, an extra pair of socks, and a dark-grey, hooded fleece sweatshirt. The food contained inside consisted of a sports drink bottle filled with a mixture of white and wild rice, a bag of jerked game meat, some dehydrated berries, and three very old packages of almonds, which tasted like salty chalk. Sitting on top of these items was a compact, universal gun cleaning kit, improved first-aid kit, topographical atlas of Michigan, and a camping pot. The handle of the pot folded over and locked the lid in place, and held an alcohol stove, methanol fuel, improvised pot stand, magnesium fire starter, wind screen, scrubbing pad, and folded sheets of aluminum foil packed inside. A waterproof container was packed in last. This held hand sanitizer, a sewing kit, three working lighters, a bar of soap, and body powder. Both the first-aid kit and the waterproof container had their contents immobilized with square, cotton, make-up pads, which could be used for tinder, or for gun and body cleaning. 
 
   The largest of the two zippered pouches on the outside of the pack contained his father’s ball cap, snare wire, a taped roll of tea candles, baby wipes, travel sized petroleum jelly, notebook and pens, ace bandages, a bag of batteries and a folded solar charger. The smaller pouch had room inside for 100’ of paracord, duct tape, numerous zip ties, a skinning knife, and a two sided sharpener. Two open pouches on the sides were the perfect size for a 2 quart water bottle in one, and an emergency canteen with a ceramic filter in the other. Finally, in a small zippered pocket under the sturdy handle on the top of the pack was a compass and spare flashlight. 
 
   As Daniel stuffed the small pair of binoculars back into the pocket beside the compass, he realized that something was missing. His father’s sunglasses had gotten left behind with the extra water on the countertop. Daniel could see them now, packed safely away in their hard, protective case in the kitchen. Whether the wrap-around, blue mirrored glasses were burnt or stolen made little difference, they were gone. They were as gone as the rest of Daniel’s former life. 
 
   Picturing his father, always with those blue mirrors staring back, became the catalyst for the outburst. His recent losses might have added fuel to the tirade, but the thought of the lost sunglasses had set it off. Daniel leaped to his feet and out of the smashed open window. Charging a round into the rifle, he trampled across the overgrown front yard and right into the middle of the street. 
 
   He dared the world to come and try to get a piece of him. His tenuous grip on reality slipped loose. Coherent words were not coming out of Daniel. Guttural moans and screams were all that would escape his lips. One long, pain-filled, pitiful scream emptied his lungs. Daniel did not hear the startled bird answering him. Instead, Daniel was face down and passed out, a large gash over his right eyebrow pooling blood around his head. The bird eventually tired of squawking at the prone man and flew off.
 
   Daniel came around a few minutes later, completely devoid of conscious thought and emotion. His brain had raised defenses to protect itself from further injury. He stood up slowly, walking back across the yard to the window. Reaching in, Daniel pulled the backpack out onto the porch. He sat heavily on the window sill and dug into the pack. Finding the first-aid kit inside, Daniel set it on his knees and pulled the small mirror out to look at the damage to his face. He felt no pain as he washed the cut clean and closed the gaping wound with five butterfly bandages. A gauze pad with anti-bacterial ointment spread across it, and secured to the skin by cloth tape, covered the work. After taking two pain pills, he packed everything away and hoisted the heavy backpack into place. Clipping the waistband and pulling the shoulder straps tight, he started walking. 
 
   Daniel was numb. 
 
   Somehow his body seemed to know which way to go without prompting. There was really only one place to go, and that was the library. He knew things without thinking them. He knew where he was going just by feel, and he knew how he was going to get there without looking at the map. He also knew that anyone crossing his path would regret it. Now was not the time for weak-kneed, maudlin policies.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Daniel slowly made his way to the southwest, heading towards the library and his unknown future. The satellite dishes on the roofs all pointed the in the same way that he wanted to go, confirming his bearing with just the occasional glance. His neck and eyebrow injuries sent fresh agony with each step forward. Navigating the ruined roads of an abandoned condominium complex had also made his feet start to hurt. The years had cratered and dissolved most of the curving driveways and sidewalks. This made for loose, uneven footing, and his feet slid in different directions with every step. One spot in particular, a healing cut from the glass on his left heel, was turning into a blister. 
 
   Scanning the surroundings with all his senses, trying to make certain that he was alone, Daniel spotted a good location to take a rest. Unaccustomed to the glare of direct sunlight, Daniel found a dark place to sit down. His chosen respite area was in the shade cast by an overgrown hedge row. The only things breaking the silence of the still day were some shrieking cicadas, and his sweat dampened shirt offered a cooling effect after he shucked off the backpack. Daniel unclipped the utility belt, leaned the rifle against the hedge, and, much to the relief of his feet, sat down.
 
   After peeling his boots and socks off, Daniel pulled the first-aid kit out for the second time today. He cut two small squares from a large patch of mole skin, sticking one on the big toe of his right foot and the other on his left heel. The damp socks got hung on the backpack to dry out. He gave his feet a couple of more minutes in the cooling breeze before putting the fresh pair on. These socks had been darned several times and they had to be adjusted around to keep the stitching from adding additional sores to the growing litany. His feet seemed to have swelled slightly, so he also loosened the laces of the hiking boots before he put them back on.
 
   His concern had shifted from the sunglasses over to the extra bottles of water that had gotten left behind with along with them. The lone bottle of water in his pack was dwindling quickly due to the heat, and all the usual pockets of water, which could generally be found quite easily, had all dried up. Even the deep puddles left behind in the craters of past drone strikes had evaporated away. There were probably several pools in the area, but just filtering the water inside those was never enough. The slimy water tended to clog filters, letting pathogens sneak through. He could easily start a fire to boil the mucky water, unfortunately, this would mean creating a lot of smoke. While this was not usually that great of a concern with the ash limiting how far somebody could see, but on a day this clear, that same smoke would be seen for miles around.
 
   Daniel decided to extend his break for a couple more hours. The more he could avoid the midday sun, the longer he could make the bottle of water last. He took one small sip from the water bottle, eyeing its level with a worrisome eye. Even at his most optimistic, Daniel could not call it half-full. Nothing stirred around him beyond that of the insects relishing in the heat, singing their throbbing insect song. Daniel hid his body and the pack deeper into the overgrowth. He adjusted to a more comfortable position by swiping away the twigs and rocks that he was sitting on. It was slightly warmer inside the brush without the breeze flowing across his skin. Still, he felt safer despite the warmth. He put his elbows on his knees, and his hands over his ears to block out the sawing hum of the cicadas. Daniel settled in to wait out the sun that was almost directly overhead.
 
   His mind kept going back to the only question that held any relevance, ‘Why is Bob Donner after me?’ 
 
   Trying to make sense of what had happened the night before only led to even more disturbing questions. Did they find out that Corinne and Rebecca were dead? Do they think I killed them? Did they come after me for killing that father and his sons? His brain spun around and around in an endless loop. There was just no way of knowing the truth behind why they had come for him. 
 
   His taxed mind started down a different, even darker path. What if they had come while Corinne and Rebecca were still alive? Would I have died trying to protect them? Would they have killed us all? The depravity of the next thought shocked him. It was surprising to know that it had formed and coalesced within him.
 
   ‘I am only alive because they are already dead.’
 
   Daniel wanted to cry. He felt that he should be crying. He even tried to coax the tears into existence, but none would fall. He could not take back the horrible realization that the thought had birthed. He would rather be alone and alive, than go accompanied into death. With the thought reaching its fruition, Daniel became resolute. Even though sitting here had led to a sickening truth about his nature, he was no longer distressing. He, if anyone could, fully understood the world’s brutality. By his way of thinking, if he wanted to continue to remain alive, it would mean becoming as brutal as the lessons taught to him over the course of a difficult life.
 
   The sun had started its downward descent, and the shadows lengthened accordingly. Daniel outfitted and adjusted his gear into comfortable positions. Another pull from the water bottle lowered the level inside to desperation levels. The concerns over water, not being seen by anyone, and the sunglasses left little room for anything else. Daniel could no longer kid himself about only partially wanting to live. At any point in time, Daniel could have ended his own misery; the same way his wife had chosen to. He did not, had not, and would not. Pulling his father’s hat down snug, he started walking, he started living. Threading his way across the complex in the general direction of the library, Daniel thought of his daughter’s smile.
 
   It took much longer than was necessary to cover the distance. Daniel kept stopping in deep shadows to scan around new areas, and, twice, he had raced around houses to get into hidden positions that would allow him to see if anyone was trailing behind. The sun was shooting brilliant, amber colored rays of light across the western horizon by the time Daniel finally arrived at the library. 
 
   As he drew closer to the building, Daniel noted that rocks, or bullets, had found their way through most of the windows. From the outside, other than the windows, the library looked to be in good shape. He could have easily clambered in, but instead decided to keep his distance, continuing around to the back door. The day that Allen showed him how to breach the metal door had been one of Daniel’s finest, without him even realizing it. Standing outside that same door, once again, had Daniel reliving that portion of that day.
 
   Using a five pound maul, Allen had pounded a long, heavy pry bar into the door jamb, between the handle and dead bolt. With giant wooden shims he wedged a hydraulic jack in perpendicular to the pry bar, where the extension rod of the jack was half way along the pry bar’s length. Allen levered the jack several times, then readjusted the jack by adding another shim. Several more pumps on the jack popped the door open, and all the hardware clattered and clanked as it fell on the concrete. Allen just smiled and said, “It’s not the quietest thing, but either is breaking a window. And you can’t walk through a window.”
 
   As the last vestiges of daylight faded away, Daniel tried to pull the door open. Someone had tied the inside handle off to something else, effectively locking the door again. When the door only yielded a fraction of an inch, Daniel stepped back a dozen paces and brought the rifle up. Whoever had secured the building could still be inside. Daniel rushed back to the tree line and waited. Just pulling on the door could have alerted anyone inside to his presence. He scanned the growing darkness for movement, pulling the binoculars out before hiding the pack behind a bush. It took fifteen minutes of careful walking within the trees to find a spot that he could observe the broken windows. 
 
   Daniel crept as close as he dare to the edge of the open field that lay between the strip of trees he was hiding in and the library. He started scanning for what could be seen inside through the binoculars helpful magnification. The window openings only revealed one thing from this angle, there was a small fire burning inside. The flickering shadows that it created along the far wall could just be made out. Daniel then realized, just the fact that he could see the far wall told him something else. All the shelves of books, which should have obscured his view, were missing. 
 
   There was no moon shining above, and only a few stars lit the sky. It was too dark to make out movement, let alone anyone lying in wait. Daniel contemplated walking back to his pack to hunker down for the night, somewhere nearby in the woods. Without really thinking about finalizing a decision, he started walking directly at one of the windows. More details of the interior started coming into view, like the fact that the shelves were not missing, but toppled over. 
 
   It looked completely ransacked inside. Shelves, books, and broken tables and chairs were strewn about, littering the floor. He started strafing to the right, trying to get to a vantage point from where he could see the fire burning. A cold sweat started rolling down his spine. This made him start to nervously look around, especially behind. Daniel stood like a statue with its head on an aching swivel. The afterglow of sunset made each of the shadows seem to move. It took three full minutes of jerking his head around to be absolutely certain that no one was trying to creep up on him.
 
   Unsure of whether the rustling noise that he just heard inside the library was imagined or real, Daniel fixated on the window again. He was ten yards away from the building, and the rhythmical thumping of his heart made it impossible to know whether he had heard something or not. When the darkened figure came into view, slowly crossing the interior, Daniel almost dropped to the ground, but froze instead, rooted in place. The form stumbled across the floor towards the glow of the fire. It also appeared to be adjusting its, no his, belt. It was a man for sure. He was of average height and weight, and he sat down in a chair in front of the small fire. The man’s dirty face became illuminated when he spread a book onto the dying fire. The man sat diagonally away from Daniel, making the shadows cast by the fire give him wicked looking features. 
 
   Daniel took a few steps forward to see why the man was leaning forward, working on something with his hands. Being careful not to bring the night vision-ruining fire into view, Daniel saw what the dirty man was doing. He was slowly turning a small animal on a spit above the fire. When the man was satisfied with the animal’s new position, he leaned back on the chair again. 
 
   Daniel did not know what to do next. This squatter was in his way, and the bastard was burning books to boot. Maybe the next book that would be casually tossed into the fiery abyss would be the one that Daniel had come all the way here for. The book that his father had left for him could even already be gone. The dirty man picked another book from the mess that surrounded him, tore a bunch of pages out, crumpled them tightly and threw them into the flames.
 
   That was all Daniel could take; this destructive trespasser had to go. The rifle rose naturally into place. The front sight, seen through the darkened aperture, steadied on the man’s right shoulder blade. His finger started to pull tension into the trigger, but he paused, thinking, ‘What if this guy isn’t alone? What if this guy has a family? What if he just trying to get back to his wife and daughter?’
 
   “So what?” Daniel verbalized, instead of containing in thought.
 
   The dirty man spun in his chair, standing and yelling, “Who’s there?” The man blinked at the darkness, stretching his arm down to feel around for something on the floor.
 
   Daniel shot three times, before the man dropped out of view. He crawled closer to the building, jumping back upright when he reached it. Daniel shot four more times into the garbage heaps where he thought the dirty man might have fallen. The man started to screech like a banshee, thrashing around on the cluttered floor. Daniel turned to run. 
 
   He sprinted back into the woods, tree branches clawing at his face. Something snagged his pant leg, spinning him around and making him slam painfully into a tree. He ripped his pants twice in the haste to free himself. Changing directions, he made for the backpack. Daniel had gotten turned around due to the fall and the engrossing darkness. Two minutes of frantic searching finally led to the right bush. His panic subsided slightly when he felt the pack. 
 
   Feeling his face warm with embarrassment, Daniel scolded himself for crashing around in the woods. Anyone within a quarter mile could have heard him; including the man in the library. His nerves and racing heart slowly calmed, so he sat down next to the bush and started watching the library again. His face itched from the fresh scratches, and his back join in with the painful choir of his eyebrow and neck. 
 
   Finding his courage again, Daniel actively scanned around with his one good eye and ear for movement. The ringing in his right ear, which had been caused by the rifle reports echoing off the building, eventually faded. Sweat burned the gash over his eyebrow, so he took the gauze off, giving the wound a chance to breathe and dry. He cleaned his face and hands with a baby wipe, replacing the itching with burning.
 
   After nearly an hour of waiting, his watch told him it was approaching midnight. Worry over the man still being alive was replaced by a concern that the untended fire would catch the whole library ablaze. A tired, hungry, thirsty, in pain, and newly ordained murderer that was Daniel, walked back over to the open window, accompanied this time by the backpack. He clicked on the flashlight and panned it around the interior. The smell of stale urine and burnt meat greeted him. 
 
   The beam of his flashlight landed on the sprawled dirty man; he was clearly dead. Daniel knew this because his hand had flopped into the fire, charring into a blackened curl. There were plenty of places for someone to hide within the scattered piles of dusty shelves and books, but Daniel felt that the man had been alone. There was only one bed, one chair, one rat cooking. He checked the floor inside the window for traps before gingerly climbing through the shark-toothed window frame. 
 
   Slowly picking his way across the debris field, Daniel made it to the small clearing that the dirty man had made for his camp. The oily smoke of the burning flesh caught in his throat. Daniel moved the fallen chair to kick the man’s arm out of the fire. The clearing was only twenty feet from the back door and a narrow path led directly to it. He walked to the back door and untied to polyester rope from the surface-mounted light switch to open it. 
 
   Back in the clearing, Daniel dropped his pack and laid the rifle over it. The man had nothing of value in his pockets, so he grabbed his ankles and hauled him out the door. Pulling the man across the tall grass for about fifty feet, Daniel left him there; face down. He then followed the fresh trail of blood back to the fire. Now only smelling the rat skewered on the spit, half of it as charred as the dirty man’s hand had been, Daniel righted the chair, sat down, and washed his hands with another baby wipe. 
 
   Once he opened a rather large book to the clean pages near its middle and set it on his lap, Daniel then pulled the rat from the fire and placed it on the open book. As he sat munching on the half of the rat that was just overcooked, Daniel looked around at the dirty man’s former belongings. There was a heap of thin blankets that used to serve as his bed. A plastic milk jug, half-full of water, sat beside a half-full sea-bag, and, by his feet, in the congealing blood, a reproduction Colt revolver. 
 
   Daniel pulled a small bone from his teeth and smiled. This was all his now. Even the tough rat meat tasted like victory, as it was the first free meal that he had eaten since his mother’s death. He didn’t know if the dirty man had carried a disease, he sure looked like he did, so Daniel drank the remaining water from his own bottle. 
 
   The fire was dying away, as was the last of Daniel’s energy. Sleeping on the dirty man’s bed never entered his mind. Instead, he righted a table after several minutes of kicking books out of the way of the legs. Daniel laid out his sleeping bag and pad, fleece hoodie, and poncho over the tabletop for a minimum of comfort, and then, for a minimum of security, he leaned a legless table in front of the closest open window and retied the door closed. Once he toed the pistol out of the blood, Daniel crawled up onto the table. With his rifle across his chest, and his stomach churning its gratitude, Daniel fell asleep almost immediately.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   Daniel moaned in pain when he woke up. His left eye was fully swollen shut, and his neck and back were stiff and sore; even his feet screamed in protest of his standing up, and his face and arms were covered in scratches that could not be ignored. The morning sun was casting just enough light for him to walk outside to relieve his bladder of its burden, and to see that the dirty man still lay where he had been left. He walked back to the raised bed, setting the backpack down beside him. The first thing he did was get his pot out to boil the dirty man’s water. After a hot fire was established between two thick books, he set the pot on the books, filling it with water from the milk jug. 
 
   Daniel put the sea bag and blood crusted pistol on the table, pulling a chair over to sit down while going through the contents of the green, nylon bag. All the clothing was too small for him, so they were squeamishly tossed away. The remaining tangle of polyester rope that secured the back door was set aside to keep. A few notebooks, which were filled with bizarre writings and pictures, were of no use; they too were flipped away. A couple of clamps and bungee tie-downs went into the save pile along with a small container of bleach and a hard pouch of salt. The rest was deemed to be junk. As Daniel dumped the weight of it out, he wondered why anyone would carry such trivial things around. The bag and other items, except the bleach, got stuffed into his backpack.
 
   The water had been boiling for several minutes, so Daniel pulled the pot from the scorched books to cool. Kicking the soiled bedding aside revealed a filthy pair of pants. Stepping on the pants revealed a leather pouch holding black powder in a measuring tube, fifty or so percussion caps, and seventeen .36 caliber lead balls for the pistol. Daniel set the leather pouch by the sticky pistol on the table before grabbing his empty water bottle. He filled the bottle with water from the pot, adding a splash of bleach for good measure, drinking the rest down in three long pulls. 
 
   Daniel was willfully procrastinating; actively trying to do anything but think about the book, and the memories that would lead to where it was. Along this vein, he spent time cleaning his new revolver and inspecting the percussion caps for corrosion. He slowly stitched up the tears in his pants and replaced the butterfly bandages on the tear over his eye, before eating a couple pieces of jerky with some dried berries while waiting for the sun to fully rise.
 
   Eventually, despite Daniel’s desire to postpone the search, it was time to look for what he had come for. Luckily, the memories were readily available to his sub-conscious. Daniel took a meandering path across the library. With all of the shelves toppled, leaving dusty, slippery piles of books, and because his feet were only being half as useful as usual, he tottered very carefully. Without having to think about where he was heading, Daniel made it there. 
 
   In a dark corner that the dirty man had obviously been using for a toilet, stood three tall shelves stripped clean of the books that they once held. These shelves were anchored to the wall, thwarting whoever had toppled the others. Daniel scrambled over the books and broken chairs leading to the middle shelf. Like he had placed it there himself, Daniel reached up into the shadows, and his hand lay right onto the book. Just like everything else in the building, the book had a thick layer of dust and ash on it. Clutching his prize, Daniel walked back to the clearing that offered slightly more light, along with being less harsh on his nose. 
 
   Sitting on the edge of the table, he meticulously brushed the remaining fine dust from the red cover. ‘Paradise Lost, A Poem in Twelve Books, By: John Milton’ branded the hard cover in faux gold-leaf text.
 
   Resolved to the fact that this had almost certainly been a wasted trip, Daniel opened the cover of the book. The first page was blank, and he felt his posture slouch. Still not expecting much, he licked the pad of his index finger and turned to the next page. There, on top of the title, sat a clear plastic bag with a folded piece of paper inside. Daniel touched the bag, then quickly pulled his hand away. His father had put this here, for him. The mere thought of what it might hold gave Daniel pause. 
 
   He gently picked up the flattened plastic and paper, bringing it up to his good right eye. There were some kind of markings written inside the folded note, but just sitting pensively idle and looking curiously at the note revealed nothing, so Daniel unfolded the plastic and drew out the paper. Still convinced that this would be a cruel joke, played at his expense, he kept his emotions in check. Daniel unfolded the paper; first once, then twice. 
 
   It was a well-drawn map.
 
   Having spent hours scouring over the atlas in the backpack helped Daniel identify what he was looking at. The arrow with a capitol ‘N’ at its point was a compass rose, and the ladder that ran from top to bottom on the left side of the map represented railroad tracks. The only thing to the left of the tracks were the initials ‘RV’. Daniel did not know what they meant, but the initials ‘K.A.’, and the number ‘14’ placed in the middle of the only roads shown intersecting made perfect sense. The road running North/South was obviously Klondike Avenue, and the road running East/West was 14 Mile Road. Several buildings were shown, but the only other marking was a circled ‘X’, which wasn’t near anything else on the map. 
 
   According to the drawing, the indicated spot was somewhere south of 14 Mile and west of Klondike. This perplexed Daniel immensely. He had been by that area dozens of times, and the only thing that he knew of in that spot was an antiquated concrete crushing plant, which had been abandoned decades before the world changed. There was nothing there but towering mounds of broken concrete. At least, that was all that could be seen from the road.
 
   Daniel pulled the atlas out, looking for a route that would get him there without getting too close to the Warehouse. The most obvious route, to avoid most of the main roads, was back up past his old neighborhood and along the river. His only other choices were long, indirect paths that led through unfamiliar territories. He knew that it was going to be a dangerous trip, whichever way he chose to go. Familiarity with the hiding spots and hidden paths around his well-known subdivision made the choice for him. 
 
   It was almost noon before the stunned feeling finally wore off, but Daniel felt that he should still be able to make it to the map’s destination before night fall. He packed up everything, except his paranoia, which would never be stored away again, and headed out on the next leg of his quest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Having something like the map to occupy his mind helped Daniel concentrate on what mattered. He moved with both purpose and attentiveness. His pace was not rushed; he planned each movement with a carefulness that only the fear of death could bring about. Avoiding homes and crossing open streets wherever possible, Daniel tuned into his surroundings. 
 
   The tiny movements of animals in the tall grasses and lush trees caught his eye regularly. Anything suspect was glassed with the binoculars until deemed safe, being very careful to not bump the throbbing cut over his nearly-useless left eye. Each snap of a twig and rustling of the leaves reminded him that the Bob Donner wanted him dead. Anyone could be hiding anywhere, just waiting for Daniel to pass, so he moved from shadow to shadow along his route. The shadows offered him concealment and temporary relief from the sun; the sky was a brilliant, cloudless blue. It was something that Daniel thought he remembered from his childhood, but couldn’t quite be sure of. 
 
   Daniel attached leafy twigs to his hat and the backpack, figuring that he passed as a reasonable facsimile to the picture labeled ‘Viet Cong’, which he had once seen in a book about camouflage. The main thing that Daniel took away from the book was that the color black was as unnatural and as visible as the color white is. The branches that he had stuck into the m.o.l.l.e. strapping of the backpack not only helped to blend him in with the surroundings, it also helped break up his human form. The dirt and mossy grime that he rubbed on his arms, face, and neck dulled the sheen of his skin, and kept the sun from burning it.
 
   Two hours of slow, cautious pace had moved Daniel a mile from the library. Large clumps of thick weeds and spindly trees found long-lost homes across the soon-to-be reclaimed landscape. Almost every trace of mankind was being systematically wiped away. Oak and sumac saplings, along with blankets of ivy, hid the remnants of homes behind them. Rotted street lamps and power poles expired underfoot; snares of old cables traced lines between the earthen, crumbling mounds. Daniel used every copse of trees and thicket of weeds that he could find, giving up on the idea that he would make it to the indicated spot on the map today. His mind was too slow, his depth perception was too poor, and his paranoia was too strong to speed up. 
 
   At first, his intentions were to stay well away from his old house, but every new turn and shadow led him in that direction. It seemed like it was the only place that his body knew how to get to. Closer and closer he came, until, from between the wreckage of two colonial style homes, he saw the stalwart chimney of the burnt house standing behind where his house had stood. Skin crawling in anticipation, Daniel forced patience upon his desire to see if anything of his remained. 
 
   The failure point for most homes was their roofs; once a small hole started leaking, the problems started quickly compounding. Ceilings would collapse, allowing walls and carpets to absorb water. Rot started and never stopped. Without basic maintenance, just a few trickles wrote a slow doom for the houses. They might look completely intact from the outside, only to be uninhabitable on the inside. When Daniel broke into all of these houses when he was a teenager, some already showed signs of their demise. A tree branch poking through a window, damp basements, and mold streaked walls all told the same story. It had only been by adding copious amounts of tar and new shingles that Daniel had kept his family in a dry place to live. 
 
   When you added ten years to the slow decay, it meant there would be no safe haven for Daniel in this area. Even the few homes that he believed to have been recently occupied looked to be quickly deteriorating. The mold, ash, and mildew inside these homes would eventually lead to what the doctors in the Warehouse clinic called ‘brown lung’, and death was never far behind.
 
   “Okay, one quick peek, and then move on…” Daniel muttered under his breath.
 
   He spent another twenty minutes searching for the slightest of movements or the faintest of sounds; unable to take the first step. The only thing that his senses could detect was the smell of burnt memories, as it kept cruelly filling his nostrils. Daniel would have to get closer to see if anything of his past life had survived, and soon because the sun was dipping low. The two-storied house, next to the burnt house behind his, offered the best chance to see the area and not be seen by anyone left to watch the area. 
 
   “Well, let’s just see if they are waiting on me,” Daniel said to no one. “This is a bad idea. You realize that, right?” he said to his shadow, as he stood up.
 
   Daniel crept out of his scratchy hiding spot and across the buckled street. He swung around to the side of the two-storied house that had a doorway into the garage, and slipped inside. The door leading into the house was standing open. This was something that Daniel would not have done. Every effort was made to seal houses after he broke into them. This was done for two reasons: to make it obvious if anyone came into the houses after him, and to keep items, of which he did not know what to do with at the time, from being exposed to the elements. This door being open was as obvious as it got. Someone had been, or might still be, inside the house. 
 
   Daniel slowly cleared the main floor of the house, careful to not get too close to the windows. The wide picture window in back let him see in the direction of his old house. Where should have been the roof, with a water barrel on top, was an unhindered view of the late afternoon sky. Each time the stairs creaked on the way up to the second floor, he would pause and listen; this happened on almost every step. He quickly checked two of the bedrooms and the bathroom once he gained the landing. In the rush to get close to the window in the last bedroom, Daniel walked right past the folding metal chairs, and right over an empty can of green beans.
 
   It didn’t take long for Daniel to realize that there would be nothing salvageable from the house. Some of the brick walls and the chimney still partially stood, but everything else sat down in the still smoldering basement. The house was a total loss. They had even taken his truck; Corinne’s car, like the remnants of the house, sat smoldering in the driveway. It had taken a dangerous, wasted trip to get here, and the only thing that seeing the carnage did for Daniel was stoke up his anger. 
 
   Bob Donner had come looking for him. Now, in return, Daniel was going to go looking for Bob Donner. Questions about why Bob was after him fell away; they did not matter anymore. If Daniel got the chance, he was going to kill him. There were no questions as to why about that.
 
   Daniel turned to depart the sad scene, kicking the empty can across the room with his first step. It was only then that he noticed the chairs, and how they were positioned. Someone had placed them where they could overlook his house, or what was left of it. He dropped down low, out of sight from anyone looking in though a different window, maybe from a house across the street. An empty can of stewed tomato sat by his hand. Daniel picked the large can up and dipped a finger inside. Tracing the inside of the can with his finger, he stopped when he felt the dampness that had settled along the bottom. The can had been recently opened. Daniel now knew for certain that Bob Donner had left someone here to see if he returned. No doubt it was one of his willful-assassins, one of his former-police goons.
 
   Speed, rather than discretion, seemed the best course of action to follow now. He had to gain as much distance from this damned place as he could. Without looking back, and with no thoughts of ever coming back, Daniel fled the area. Taking the long way around the L-shaped block at a full sprint, Daniel dove over the wall at the abrupt termination of the dead end street, which jutted out from the block that he used to live on. Stumbling for a few paces, trying to get his feet back under his body, which seemed to not want to wait for anything, he dashed across the back lot of where the Korean church sat. As fast as Daniel went, the sun matched his speed by dropping quickly away. The fear that had charged his body for the extreme exertion ebbed away with the sunlight, replaced by an overwhelming urge to drop to his knees and cower. 
 
   Daniel made it to the riverbank without the amount of time it took to get there accompanying. He found that, in his haste to get away from the ruination of his life, he was on the opposite side of the river from his last trip. He had crossed right over the wide drainage without noticing, until he turned west, running into the waterway. A towering plot of twelve foot tall reeds clung to the flats on this side of the water, and the dwarfing stalks swallowed him up whole before he had taken three steps inside. The saturated ground pulled and sucked at his feet with every step within the lengthy patch, as Daniel woefully continued walking. There was no way to stop and rest his emotions here. Just stopping to rest his feet threatened to sink him permanently in the muck. He trudged onward.
 
   It grew dark and oppressively tight within the invasive species of reeds, and Daniel soon found himself navigating by feel to remain upright and by intuition for direction. The relief of bursting free from the suffocating confines of the phragmites was short lived. The sky had drawn into lines of deep navy under an abyss of black, and he could hardly see his feet anymore. A hulking shadow stood over him, higher up on the eroded line of the river’s ragged lip, and a steep landslide blocked him from following along the water’s edge any further.
 
   The shaggy outline of the shadow, under Daniel’s strained remaining eye, formed into that of an old willow tree. Each of the tree’s whip-like branches stretched low and spread across the ground. Daniel used these overgrown branches, which poured over the lip of the embankment, to pull his weighted mind and body up and over. He struggled to crawl into the dead space under the tree as its tangled branches fought to snag upon any available niche of his clothing and pack.
 
   It was absolutely devoid of light inside the low hollow formed around the tree trunk. This made the white beam of the flashlight seem even more effective than usual to his one good eye. Daniel cleared away some of the worm-like catkins to put the backpack and his knees down. After leaning the rifle against the trunk, he pulled out two tea candles and a lighter from a pouch on the backpack. He cleared three smaller spots within arm’s reach; two for the candles, which he lit after setting them in place, and one for the pop can stove and stand. Despite his multiple aches and deep desire for rest, Daniel crawled back out from under the tree, camping pot in hand, sliding back down to the river’s edge. After scooping some water into the stainless steel pot, Daniel found it far more difficult to climb back up without spilling any out. 
 
   Back in the relative safety found under the willow, Daniel set the pot on the stand. A few of the interior branches were brushing the top of his head, so he pinned them up out of the way with a zip-tie. Daniel lit the fuel in the stove with one strike of a magnesium fire starter. He would let the water reach boiling before adding the rice to cook, just to be safe. The rice was almost finished when the fuel ran out. This was not a bad thing; Daniel added some small fragments of jerky to the rice and covered it back up to finish cooking in its own trapped heat. Ten minutes later, Daniel was eating voraciously.
 
   He rinsed and scrubbed the stuck bits from the pan in the stream and packed it away. After blowing out one of the candles, Daniel’s day caught up with him. He pulled the sleeping bag, foam pad, and fleece hoodie out to try and get some sleep. It took a while to find enough room, without an impeding root in the way, to lay the sleeping bag out flat. He balled up the fleece sweatshirt and laid his head down on it. With a feeling that Daniel could only have described as ‘full of emptiness’, he fell asleep.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   Mistakenly, Daniel believed that the kink in his neck was what had woken him. As he struggled to form the hoodie back into something that resembled a pillow, the sounds of distant music made its way through the thick canopy of the willow tree. The ‘thump…thump, thump’ of a filtered, echoing bass line took Daniel a full minute to recognize it for what it actually was; a party. It was a long way off, and just barely discernible as music, but the distance said that it was being played very loudly. There was no need to guess at which direction the out of place noises came from, it was all too obvious, they came from the Warehouse. 
 
   The candle that he had left burning was almost out, and Daniel watched the tiny point of light strain to stay alive. The orange flame seemed frozen in place, stubborn against the losing odds. The obstinate glow hovered, paused, and died. Alone in the dark, Daniel tried to go back to sleep, but the disturbing music, which when first noticed could barely be heard, was now all that he could hear. It burrowed into his brain, mocking his attempts to ignore it. His eye hurt as well, pounding at a different rhythm than that of the music. The distant sounds kept him awake for the party’s entire duration. The music finally died away around 3 a.m., allowing him to get back to sleep.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Two squirrels, who were chasing one another, burst into Daniel’s resting spot at first light, scaring years off both parties’ lives. Shoving his hand out for the rifle, far too late to have been effective, Daniel clutched the hand grip and listened to the rodents chatter crossly at him as they ran away to the north. 
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Daniel sighed, laying his head back down.
 
   His neck seemed to have made good use of the repositioned hoodie; it only ached slightly now. The gash on his eyebrow now itched with a fury, but Daniel knew that this meant it was healing, and he resisted the urge to touch it. They only thing still craving more sleep was his heavy eyelids, the rest of his body, mainly his pounding heart, had been frightened awake. Daniel sat up on the sleeping bag, the rifle held between pinned knees. He gave himself a little time to adjust to the upright position. There was a sense to hurry along, to keep going. What he was going to find at the end of the map was a mystery that begged to be solved as quickly as possible. He just had to know. 
 
   Daniel brushed the dirt away from the sleeping bag and packed it away with the hoodie. A handful of dry berries washed down with a couple swigs of bleach-tinged water served as a passable breakfast. With everything back inside the pack, Daniel shoved it out to the north, away from the river. He had decided to take an easier route than that of following the twists and turns of the snaking water. 
 
   There was no reason to think that anyone would be looking for him this far away from home, but, in truth, the idea to take the casual approach to walking this morning had come from the burning in his thighs. All of the crouched walking, ducking under tree limbs, and squatting in shadows that he had done the previous day made him think less of his own safety and more of his own comfort. Thin, low-hanging clouds had moved in during the night, making for a very comfortable temperature and lighting. Daniel got moving before the sun had a chance to burn off his cloud cover.
 
   The further he walked the streets of old subdivisions and across the wide remnants of parking lots, the calmer he became. Within an hour of bold, hazardous pace keeping, the use of both eyes making this far easier, he came to Klondike Avenue, a mile north of the Warehouse. All that could be seen across the six lanes and middle median was a vine-choked, thick wall of chain link fence. Looking at the small map for the fortieth time, Daniel reckoned that he was still a good quarter mile south of the entrance to the concrete crushing plant. He could cut through the fence here, but that would mean exposing himself, and leaving a noticeable spot where the fence and thicket had been cut through.
 
   The binoculars only allowed him to see more of the thick weeds and fencing along the far side of the road. The Warehouse was out of view from where he sat perched inside a collapsed strip mall. Happily, there came no signs of movement or creepy music from the south. Daniel moved back into the jumble of homes, apartment buildings, and overgrowth to make his way further north, thinking that there might be an easier way over or under the fence further along. 
 
   There was just no easy way to make it through the tangled mess that started just off of Klondike. No Maintenance Department to clear felled trees or power poles. No occupants to keep up what could be multi-family dwellings now. Every step was more precarious than the last. Still, every foot gained into the wreckage was more comforting, more hidden. Every inch demanded more concentration that the one previous, further and further drowning out his misery. Every painful poke and prod reminding him that life still coursed in his veins.
 
   The effort that he was giving, coupled with the strength of the rising sun, moistened Daniel’s back and chest. A rare clearing in the debris allowed him to drink some water before continuing on. After travelling enough of a distance, he put his back the sun to make his way to the west, closer to the street. Scrambling over a poured concrete wall that separated the subdivision from the rear of what had once been another strip mall, Daniel walked north to get around the former liquor store. Once he got abreast to the corner, Daniel could see the entrance to the crushing plant across the street. Cutting the fence in this location would be even more obvious, as there was way less foliage to cover his tracks. 
 
   The fence line cut back to the west a little further along. Daniel scanned up and down the road, seeing and hearing nothing from either direction, he casually walked across. Once he hit the corner of the fence, he dashed ahead, hiding behind an old restaurant. There was nothing to be seen but giant piles of old concrete chunks and dense brush to the south. He followed the fence around for half of a mile. It finally turned to the south, following two sets of railroad tracks. 
 
   Daniel went along what was left of a two-track, which paralleled alongside the iron ribbons, leaping dry wash-outs and pot holes as he went. He kept scanning to his left, hoping to spot some sign of the mystery that he was in search of. The closer of the two railroad tracks split. The main line still continued on to the south, but the fork headed off in the direction that he wanted to go, under a rusted gate to the east. 
 
   Before ducking under the gate, Daniel looked to the west, over the tracks, trying to see if what the initials RV stood for could be made out. What he saw startled him, to say the least. There was a group of people milling around a fire in the middle of a large field of destroyed campers. Rickety lean-tos used the outside walls of the original structures as support. These living quarters were nothing more than ramshackle covered porches really. He guessed at the group to be more than twenty strong, and those were just what he could see.
 
   Daniel dove under the gate and ran along the track, heading in the opposite direction of the people. He rushed forward, hoping that he had not been spotted. The tracks gave way to thick underbrush when he neared the opening to the plant’s yard, which was between two of the towering concrete rubble piles. The split track, now nothing more than a rough path through rusted machinery poking out of the weeds, made a serpentine to the right and back to the left beyond the first two piles, leading him into a ring of even more piles. 
 
   Inside the circular opening, Daniel was stopped by the tangle of a crane arm. After finding a way to crawl through, he stood back up, the surrounding mounds making him feel as if he were suddenly standing in an amphitheater. There was a small, split-faced block building to his left, surrounded on all sides by the piles of concrete, making it a nearly perfect fastness. 
 
   Standing perfectly still in front of that building was a weathered, skinny old man. The man had scraggly, long grey hair and matching beard, which hung down nearly to his waist. The shocked look in the old man’s eyes matched that of Daniel’s. Daniel just stared at the man, whose clothes hung loosely from his narrow frame, like they were three sizes too big. The man stared right back, looking Daniel up and down.
 
   The old hermit opened his mouth to speak. A strange grunting sound came out, and he rubbed his throat in an effort to help the words form. He puckered his lips and licked them. With a toothless, bewildered groan, the man managed one word; a one word question.
 
   “Allen?” he asked, his mouth sounding so dry and coarse that it was hard to believe he had managed to say it at all.
 
   “What did you say? Allen? You knew my Dad?” Daniel asked back, his throat sounding quite dry, too.
 
   The old man looked even more shocked now. He gently rolled his head ‘yes’ just to give a reply, still not trusting his own voice.
 
   “You did know my Dad? How?” Daniel spat, unslinging the rifle.
 
   The man did not answer in the way Daniel expected. Eyes still wide as ever, looking as if he had seen a ghost, he sputtered out some more guttural bemoanings. The old man fought hard to compose himself and said one more word; another one word question.
 
   “Danny?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “I fucking hate vodka,” Jason Clarke slurred. The alcohol had whet Jason’s throat, and loosened his jaw, but it barely helped Daniel to understand him.
 
   The odd pair sat inside the dark, windowless building. Two large, melted flat candles lit the small area around a centralized industrial wire spool, which had been turned on its side to form a table. The comfortable, leather recliners were once a matching set. The one that Daniel sat in looked almost new, despite the layer of dust, and Jason’s looked worn and cracked from years of lonely sitting and sleeping. 
 
   The building’s interior was disorderly and smelled of stale cigarettes, rot, and body odor. Cluttered shelves lined the walls full of propane, large sacks of beans and rice, opened and sealed giant cans of spaghetti and ravioli, dozens of white plastic, 6-gallon buckets stuffed with freeze-dried meals, and hundreds of bottles of booze. Most of the bottles were empty, Daniel noted. A long rack filled with an eclectic array of rifles, pistols, and shotguns sat by the door, covered up by an oily-looking canvas tarp.
 
   Jason coughed up something from his lungs and spat it onto the massive pile of garbage sitting in the corner to the right of his chair. He then leaned to his left, carefully spritzed water on a small pile of tobacco, and deftly rolling a cigarette with one sheet of toilet paper. After lighting it from the candle next to him, Jason sat back in the chair, bringing the cigarette and a glass of vodka with him. 
 
   With heavily nicotine-stained fingers, Jason took a deep drag from the cigarette. After another sip of vodka, he coughed out a laugh. “I can’t believe it’s you. I thought you would be killed…You’re Dad said they would leave you be, but those people were so power hungry…I just…I just figured they would kill you, too,” Jason said in a mangled, low voice.
 
   “Who would want to kill me? Do you know who killed my Dad?” Daniel asked. His mind started assembling more questions while he waited for those two to be answered.
 
   “Of course I do. They were gonna kill me…before Allen…I mean, you know…he told me about their plan and sent me here. I’ve been…by myself…for so long. I just…” Jason slowly stopped talking altogether, and his eyes seemed to glass over, lost in memories long suppressed.
 
   Daniel wanted to scream, to yell, to storm around and stomp his feet. He did not care how bad Jason thought he had had it. He knew nothing about the pain Daniel had endured over the years, or over these past few days. He did not understand that the world had now collapsed, absolutely and irretrievably. But this sobbing, aged man in front of him was just a shell of his former self. Prying answers out of him required the one thing Daniel was running short of at the moment, patience. 
 
   “Uncle Jason, I’m sorry, but I have to know. Who killed my Father?” Daniel asked, not nearly as softly as he should have.
 
   Jason looked up at him with an appreciation so out of place for the moment that it stopped Daniel from attempting to repair his prior rudeness. Silvery-grey smoke swirled around Jason’s head as he finished the cigarette and snuffed it out in an already overflowing ashtray. Secure in the fact that it was fully out, Jason sat back again and took another swig of vodka. 
 
   “Ugh, I hate vodka.” Jason said again, with a high-proof induced shiver.
 
   ‘Holy fuck,’ Daniel thought, ‘Has he really gone crazy? So crazy, in fact, that he is already repeating himself?’
 
   “I’m sorry, too, Danny,” Jason said with clarity, and that same distressed sound in his vocal chords.
 
   “Have you been here by yourself? This whole time?” Daniel asked, gaining the will to wait out the crazy old man.
 
   Jason understood that Daniel was just trying to placate him. He still appreciated it, though. Nodding his bushy head ‘yes’, he said, “Those bastards from the church killed your dad, Danny…You know, the ones that formed that stupid Council. They wanted to kill me too, but they didn’t get a chance. Your Father was too smart for ‘em. He knew what they were trying…He knew, Daniel. You understand? When those self-appointed council members tried to take everything from us, Allen outsmarted ‘em all.”
 
   “The Council killed him? Why? How did he outsmart anybody by dying? What are you talking about?” Daniel asked, his voice rising with the anger that wanted to get back out.
 
   “You do, Danny. You prove that he did. He was right…they didn’t kill you,” Jason offered.
 
   Daniel still did not understand. He stared at the frail man, trying to glean the truth from his sunken eyes. “How in the world does me being alive, prove that?” Daniel asked slowly, implying that he wanted a straight forward answer this time.
 
   “Well, you won’t want to hear this, and I’m sure that Allen wouldn’t want me telling you…” Jason said, looking up at Daniel. When he saw the ember burning behind Daniel’s cold eyes, he continued straight away, “When he told me what they were planning, I said we should just get you and come here. I mean, we had already set this place up, why not use it? We got a ram pump working, coming down from that pond up top…lots of fish in there. We stocked this place full of the crap that was rightfully ours anyways. You can see that. We found this nice wood-burner and poked the flue out the wall. Sure, we always took most of the stuff back to the Warehouse, but when we found this place, it just worked out great for us. A place to come and get away from all that crap they were trying to pull on us over there. Hell, how were they going to know what we had to start with anyway? Like they would ever go out and fucking risk life and limb. Shit, yeah right…”
 
   “Why did they kill him?” Daniel interrupted with a menacing tone.
 
   “For you,” Jason spat. “He let them…kill him, because of you…” The old man’s voice had leveled out with the liberal applications of booze, sounding almost normal again. This voice, even with its strange wheeze, cut Daniel to the quick.
 
   “Me? I didn’t know. He didn’t tell me!” Daniel replied, standing up. “How in the fuck do you figure that this is somehow my fault? You tell me that, huh?” 
 
   “You want to know? Fine! I’ll tell you. I told him to just bring you with us! But he knew you wouldn’t come. Too damn strong-headed…just like your freakin’ Mom! They would have killed you if he left with just me, so he figured the only way to keep you safe was to let them kill him. You get it now? That make you happy? Sure I know your Dad wasn’t the best, but he always talked about you. He was so glad that you had grown up! You should have heard him. He tried his best, you know. He always felt bad about leaving you there, but you were safe! Don’t you see that? He never could have done what he did…for you! For all of us! With you being around all the time! You don’t have a clue about what your father and I did to get all this stuff!” he said, waving his arms around at all of the supplies surrounding them. 
 
   Daniel thought about all the things that he had used over the years from the room in the basement, all the things that had kept him alive over the years. Why did he lock the room? Leaving out just enough to sustain life? Was the lock his idea of a test? Did he always expect that I would break into the room? Was that when he said I grew up?
 
   “He let them…for me?” Daniel said, retaking his seat, sorrow filling his voice.
 
   “I know you probably don’t think so, but your Dad did more for you than you will ever know. Hell, me too, and all the guys that we used to help us kill…well, to get all of this stuff. They all thought he was doing it for the town, or some bullshit like that. I always knew…Always! Everything that he ever had us do, was for you. He loved you so much that he sacrificed himself…just so you could have a chance,” Jason said, instilling thoughts within Daniel that had never been present before. 
 
   “Was Susan, and that old Mayor? Were they some of the ones that…killed him?” Daniel asked, hoping that the answer would be a resounding ‘no’.
 
   “That fucking cunt? I’ll bet my last bottle of whiskey that she planned the whole damn thing! How do you know her? Is she still running around like she owns the damn place? Or did the Department of Assholes finally take everything over from that old man? That’s what your Dad would say was gonna happen. Course no one would listen to him…’Cept me and a few others,” Jason scoffed, not realizing the implications that his answer would have on Daniel.
 
   “I knew her…I married…I married her daughter, Corinne,” Daniel found a way to say, despite the spinning room.
 
   “You did? Oh, Danny…I don’t know if she did it or not…I mean, for all I know, the Golden Boy did it. I never trusted him like…your Dad did,” Jason moaned, seeing the life wash from Daniel’s face.
 
   “Who is…?” 
 
   “The Golden Boy? Ha! That’s what I called that big bastard, Troy. You know him, too? He jumped right on the band wagon with those fools when the Army trucks showed up, promising them the moon. Morons, all of ‘em, I tell ya. Sneaky bastards, though. Always all smiles to our faces, mind you. What ever happened? Is the Warehouse still going strong with all that ‘free’ help?” Jason smiled, his eyes burning bright with an enrooted rage.
 
   “I’ve met Troy. He’s the Chief of Police, or, at least, he was. I don’t know what they call themselves now…Bunch of fucking murderers is what they are! I really know his son! That piece of…That fucker is trying to kill me for some reason!” Daniel shouted, searching Jason’s face for help in understanding the why of it all.
 
   “Wait, his son? Are you talking about Bobby?” Jason said it so low that Daniel thought he feared being overheard.
 
   “Yeah,” was all Daniel could say in reply. He took note of how the air seemed to have left the room.
 
   “Oh, you don’t…you don’t wanna to hear about that,” Jason said flatly.
 
   “What don’t I want to know about? You know why he came to kill me, and burn down my house? He brought all sorts of people to come kill my family! And you think I don’t want to know why? If you…something that I should know…You better! Now!” Daniel yelled.
 
   “Your family? Did he…Was your wife with you?” 
 
   Daniel shook his head woefully. He did not want to tell Jason about what had happened to them. He did not want to relive those events. “They were already…” Daniel sighed, his head and shoulders dropping.
 
   “They?” Jason wondered through tight lips. He quickly took a sip of his drink and continued, “What has happened out there? You were still at that same old house?” Jason wanted answers to the questions he had asked, but that is not why he had asked them. He could not stand to see the distilled misery that was plastered all over Daniel.
 
   Daniel got his emotions restrained and looked up, away from the crippling images. “I never left the house. I…all I know is what Corinne told me…before…never mind. She said that the D.o.C. stopped sending fuel and food…Pulling out or somethin’. I guess the Police went crazy. I saw them kill this couple…I went to go see if we could get into the Warehouse, you see? …I thought we would be safe there…You believe that crap? I never should have left them! I just should have stayed home!” Daniel cried out.
 
   “Is that when Bobby?”
 
   “No. This father tried to break in to the house with his two teenaged boys…They…” Daniel found that telling the unfinished lie was far easier than admitting to the truth.
 
   “Well, when did Bobby come…to…you know?” Jason asked, testing the waters for how much Daniel already knew.
 
   “Just a couple of days ago. He showed up with like twenty people and their armored vehicles. I barely got out alive. I had everything packed for a trip to the library, so I just grabbed my stuff and dove out a side window. Had a bunch of trip wires and stuff set up outside…they let me know they were coming. Just lucky really,” Daniel let his thoughts stream out.
 
   “Sounds like Bobby is a complete idiot to me. Kinda like Troy always was. No offense, but if your Dad was coming for ya…” Jason laughed.
 
   “Why?” Daniel asked in a severe tone, “Why is Bob Donner after me?”
 
   Jason let out a grief-stricken sigh, polished off his drink and then poured three more fingers of vodka into the glass. He stared longingly at the pile of tobacco sitting next to his chair. He looked pensively at Daniel, who gave a ‘go ahead’ nod straight from his father’s repertoire, before carefully repeating the practiced process of rolling a cigarette. When half of the glass had been emptied and the entirety of the cigarette had gone into his careworn lungs, Jason collapsed further into the chair, resigned to tell Daniel everything he knew.
 
   “First, I will tell you what your father and I did in those first years. Then I will tell you what he did…we did…to make Bobby…well, not the greatest fan of your Dad’s and, I guess, of you. Now you have to understand, without all of the things that we did, none of those people, not even you or I, would be alive right now. You have to promise to keep that in mind while I’m talking. Despite the things I’m going to tell you, and trust me, I’m not real proud of some of it. You have to realize that you are only alive because of it! Okay?” Jason said seriously.
 
   “Fine,” Daniel spewed, sitting back to give Jason the right impression. Still, he had promised nothing; his tangled senses were far away, adrift on the waves of other pursuits. He could make no such promise about what his anger might do next; even Daniel could not predict that.
 
   Two large swallows finished Jason’s glass. To Daniel’s surprise, the frail man set the empty tumbler down without putting more into it. “Alright…Well, you remember those early years, right? Everything seemed easy back then. We raided empty homes and businesses at first, got a lot of stuff, too. Sure, we had to chase off a few smaller groups, but they usually just ran without much of a fight…Lets’ see…Once all the easy pickings were gone, things got…harder. Your Dad always seemed so much smarter than the rest of us. We would see a couple scavengers…Oh, I guess you won’t understand.” Jason refilled his glass.
 
   “You see, Allen had little groups of us hidden all over the place, just watching for people. If we didn’t see anyone, we would come back, rest up, and go out again. He always had us in groups of three…always. If we spotted someone, we would follow ‘em. You know, back to where they were holed up. One of the guys in the group would race back to tell your Dad, show him where they were, how to get there without being spotted…You know? That kind of stuff. When yer Dad and I got there, he would ask the guys all sorts of questions. How many people? Were there any guards? When did they change guards? Did they always take the same path in and out? That was always a dead giveaway for booby traps, mind you. That’s the kind of stuff he wanted to know first. Anyways, he would send the guys back to rest up. He was always good to the guys that went out…We had this guy Pete with us, your Dad and me I mean, he got killed…Then it was just us.” Jason drained half of the glass in one gulp.
 
   Daniel coughed to keep the drunk talking.
 
   “So, anyhow, we would watch ‘em for a few days, trying to get a measure…Their pattern was always easy to find out. It was the other stuff that your Dad wanted to see. How did they treat the women? Were there any kids? How did they treat them? You see? Allen never rushed in. He wouldn’t just get us all into a firefight without knowing all the advantages. Not like that fool Bobby…Sounds like, anyways. If they seemed like decent people, just trying to get along, he would ask them if they wanted to join us, and a lot of small groups did. I guess, what were their choices? When thirty guys surround you and Allen is standing there smiling at ‘cha?” Jason laughed at some fond memory and finished his drink.
 
   “If they said no, Allen made it seem like it was no big deal, and we all left. Of course, we would give ‘em a few days to calm down and then…well, we would come back. Can’t have ‘em fighting for the same stuff, in the same area, right? If they joined, it was all the better. Welcomed ‘em in like long lost relatives he did. Any groups out just out looking for women and drugs, hell, we just took them out.” Jason said this last part with pride, clinging onto whatever made the rest of the atrocities seem that much smaller. He rolled himself another before refilling his glass.
 
   “Well? What about Bob Donner?” Daniel asked gently. This man had fought off these memories for over a decade. Retelling them was obviously not that easy, but Daniel needed him to finish getting through it before the vodka ended his chances of hearing a complete story.
 
   “I’m not done,” Jason said, waving him off. “Now, let’s see, after a few years, people had either died off or left the area. Wait, you want to hear about this place?” Jason said, sounding like he was losing what was left of his voice.
 
   “Sure, why not?” Daniel said, slowly and playfully.
 
   “Fuck you,” Jason replied happily. “We were comin’ back to check more R.V.’s when…” 
 
   “What is that? An R.V.?” Daniel asked, his curiosity overriding the good sense to just let the drunken man keep talking.
 
   “The campers over there? You didn’t see that big field of ‘em? You came from that way, right?” Jason asked, pointing a wobbling finger to the west.
 
   “Yeah, I saw them. I saw the people living in them, too. I just don’t know what R.V. stands for,” Daniel said, less playfully this time.
 
   “It stands for recreational vehicle. Oh…wait? There’s people living in ‘em? That’s not good. Not good at all. Glad I’m not burning a fire right now. Who are they? You know?” Jason stammered, fear showing on his face for the first time. His hand was shaking horribly as he tried to drink and smoke at the same time.
 
   “I don’t really know. I would guess that they are the people that the Police kicked out of the Warehouse. I didn’t see any guns, I really wouldn’t worry. Trust me, you can’t see this place unless you walk right in front of it. How did you even find it in the first place?” Daniel posed a question that would, hopefully, get Jason back on track.
 
   “Well, I was tryin’ ta tell ya that…We already went over there once, that day your…mom…We almost got blown to bits by the damn drones. Hell, I got gut-shot by one of the…people…who was trying to get out of the city. But we snuck back in later to see if anything survived. We got so much out of just a few of those campers, it seemed a waste to let the rest go to pot. That’s when we found this place. Your Dad said we should bring a little of everything we found here, just as a back-up. But once those fools on the Council started givin’ us grief about bringing in more people…Yeah, we knew…well, Allen did…that place was not gonna last for long. Like I was sayin’, when the pick’ins ‘came slim, your dad got real crafty. He wouldn’t let anyone go out searchin’ for a month. ‘Let the squirrels gather the nuts!’ he would always say. Give people, who were still kicking around, a chance to gather up a bunch of stuff for us, ya see, in peace like. Then we would just go take it from ‘em.” Jason started laughing again.
 
   Getting another drink, Jason seemed to be enjoying himself now. “I’m telling you, Danny, your old man was smart as a whip. For a while there, when things first started goin’ bad at the Warehouse, we just brought most of the stuff here. Oh, and Allen always took some back to his house…your house, I mean. For you, ya know? That was your Dad, back-ups to back-ups. I know you think he was never there for you, or me for that matter, and I’m sorry ‘bout that. But, really, it’s not true! All I had to do was ask him about you, if he was being all quiet-like, you know how he was, and Boom! Off he goes, bragging you up. About how you can snare your own meat and cook it…all sorts of stuff. He just didn’t know how to tell you. He was hard on you for a reason, just look at you. I can tell it toughened you right up.”
 
   “Whatever,” Daniel said indifferently, but his chest had swelled slightly. Those were the kindest words he had ever heard spoken about his father. He could not help but feel a little pride layering in over the contempt. “Okay, just tell me, Uncle Jason. Tell me why Bob Donner is so hell-bent on seeing me dead.”
 
   “Here,” Jason said, handing the remnants of the bottle to Daniel, “you should drink this.” Somehow, Jason had managed to sound both compassionate and sober as he said this.
 
   Jason made himself another cigarette, but left it unlit. He struggled to stand upright, his face warning Daniel to not ask him if he needed help, and then slowly shambled over to a shelf, hidden within increasing depths of darkness in the one room building, bringing back another bottle of vodka with him. He fell back into his chair with a pained groan. A brutal, wheezing and coughing fit followed, leaving Jason winded and spitting into the corner. It took him five full minutes to compose himself. He finally managed to open the fresh bottle, pouring some into the same dirty glass, cursing when he spilled a few drops.
 
   Jason did not even look up when he suddenly announced, “I’m dying. I keep thinking I just won’t wake up one day. But I always do!” he cackled. “Maybe I know why now…” He tipped his glass up to Daniel in mock salute right before draining it whole.
 
   “What makes you say that, Uncle Jason?” 
 
   “Don’t mind me, boy…never mind that. I figure it’s time ya know the truth…”
 
   Jason proceeded to tell Daniel the horrid tale of Bob Donner and his family; sparing no detail. They sat in silence for a long time afterward, both drinking now. When Jason started to feel sentimental again, he asked Daniel, “Are you gonna stay with me?”
 
   Daniel replied, only after thinking for a few moments, “I have to do something first.”
 
   “What’s that, Danny?” Jason inquired, taking up his slur again.
 
   “I have to kill him,” Daniel answered, so coldly that Jason could only nod in response. 
 
   Nothing Jason could say would change Daniel’s mind, ever. Those were his father’s eyes that he could see. Determination did not come close to covering what was behind that look.
 
   Daniel looked up, his eyes burning brighter than the candles, his anger clenching his jaw tight. 
 
   “Uncle Jason?”
 
   “Wha’cha need Danny?”
 
   “Can you tell me…how would my Dad have raided a place like the Warehouse?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
   Saturday
 
    
 
   The soil around the concrete mounds and building was so hard-packed that it would not allow for a hole to be dug. Years of material-laden trucks rolling over the crushed stone made scratching at its surface a fool’s errand. Eventually, Daniel just dragged the wrapped-up body of his Uncle Jason over to the base of one of the mountainous piles of crushed concrete that surrounded him, dulling the sounds of the world at large. 
 
   An hour of pulling stones loose from the pile, and kicking them downhill, entombed the body inside a crushing shrine. His fingers were rubbed raw from the effort and the healing gash over his left eye stung with the constant supply of salt running over it. A sweating and disheartened Daniel walked back inside the cool darkness of his new home, which made him feel as if he were trespassing inside an animal’s burrow. 
 
   Daniel truly believed that Jason would die the first night that he slept here. Choking and gurgling, spitting and coughing, clutching his chest and struggling to draw thin breaths into his poisoned lungs, this was how Jason spent his nights. Somehow, Jason Clarke had lived for years like this, supplementing drinking and smoking for eating and cleaning. Daniel found it impossible to sleep, being just feet from the sounds of the diseased man’s nightly routine. 
 
   When he awoke this morning, feeling as though he had slept straight through the night, Daniel assumed that he had managed to get used to the disconcerting noises filling the air, along with the unrelenting rank smells. That, somehow, he had found a way to sleep despite these things having kept him awake for the past four days. The complete lack of labored breathing within the squat space of the grungy building, however, quickly told Daniel that Jason Clarke had died sometime during the night. 
 
   Daniel had still gained a great sense of appreciation for what Jason had done, despite the current state of the map’s prize. The man had fought off his demise, just long enough, to tell Daniel everything that he might need to know about keeping the building functional, and of how to get his revenge. 
 
   Jason told him how to get the ram pump working to draw water from the unnaturally round pond, down the gentle grade that ended at a large cistern alongside the building. He showed him how to manually pump water into a large tub that sat on the roof for the shower (not the he ever used it). He explained how to pack the wood-stove efficiently, and where to find the stash of fire-starter logs, which were hidden away on one of the shelving units. Finally, and most importantly to Daniel at this particular moment, that there were two large sky-lights on the roof, covered over by heavy tarps and chunks of broken concrete. Jason had said that they tended to leak, even during the slightest of rainfalls, and even after Jason had haphazardly sloshed tar around them. A rust-orange metal ladder led to a roof access hatch in the far corner. Once he got out on the white rubber roof, Daniel pulled the weighted-down tarps aside and climbed back down the ladder, leaving the hatch open for additional light and ventilation.
 
   The dust-speckled streams of light did not help raise Daniel’s spirit. They only showed how completely disgusting the building’s interior actually was. Daniel stood looking over the filth for several minutes, watching dust motes circle lazily, not knowing where to start. He searched along the shelves for cleaning supplies, thinking it was pointless to attempt anything else first. It could have been worse; he at least found an unopened case of six bleach bottles and a stack of paper ‘yard waste’ bags. A never used, hard-bristled push broom and short-handled flat shovel, found behind the ladder, would help speed up his recovery efforts on the building.
 
   The worn, crusted, and stained chair that Jason lived and died in got pulled outside first. Daniel dragged it over to a pile of garbage, which used to be where Jason would dump his waste, until finally giving up on all attempts to keep his living area clean. Stacks of empty white pails, previously full of freeze-dried food, made up the bulk of the pile. The next, and most unwelcomed, task was to clean out Jason’s makeshift corner refuse bin. Four yard waste bags got shoveled full to brimming and tossed outside. The smell that came to life when he started plunging the shovel into the pile was unbearable. Daniel had to wrap a bleach-dampened t-shirt around his face to continue; effectively exchanging one eye-watering stench for another. 
 
   The bulk of his day went to clearing off the shelves and dusting off any of the contents that appeared to be still salvageable. While Daniel went through the contents of the shelves, he kept muttering things like, “Oh, here are all of the can openers.”, “I never got any of these nice buckets full of ready-made meals.”, and “Wouldn’t want to make my life too easy, would you, Dad?” Just counting the pre-packaged meals, all in well-described white pails that had the amount of days’ worth of food printed right on them, Daniel could live for almost two years eating three meals a day. Looking over the consolidated food did not feel as comforting as it should have. There would be no way that Daniel would allow the fate that befell Jason to become his own.
 
   Once he swept the remaining debris into manageable piles and scooped them into bags, Daniel diluted some more bleach and dumped it all over the parts of the concrete floor that he had exposed. The building, with its lack of widows and the cooling effect of being surrounded on three sides by settled piles of concrete, gave the impression of being underground. It took him a full hour of racing out the door, into blasts of intense heat and sunshine, scrambling for breathable air, to finish the scrubbing of the floors and the bottom halves of the block walls. 
 
   The lingering remnants of the bleach’s conquest clung to the insides of Daniel’s nose and burned his eyes. Inside the relatively clean building, grabbing his rifle and binoculars, Daniel decided to go look at what lay around this foreign, closed-in area. Sounds of life coming from outside the entombing concrete piles sometimes bounced and echoed their way in. A child screaming defiantly, or the banging of a hammer, assured that life still went on. The true direction from which the reverberant noises came from could not be pin-pointed while inside the mountainous ring. That did not matter; there was only one place that they could have formed, and that was from the field of destroyed R.V.’s. The group that Daniel had seen living there, on his way in along the train tracks, was certain to be the sound’s headwaters.
 
   Daniel followed the scrub-filled, winding pathway back to the two towering piles that acted as the entrance pillars for the crushing plant. Not wanting to chance getting too close, he scurried up the backside of the left mound. The heat of the day was finally abating, and the sun lit the tops of the trees and taller weeds with blazing, translucent, shades of green. 
 
   Peeking over the side of the mound, Daniel stared out across a great distance. The world and sky seemed endless and intimidating. There was no diffused wall of ash closing in the visible horizon, so he just marveled at the expanse before him, suddenly feeling very small. Perceptible breaths of wind carried across the unknown landscape. Daniel felt awestruck and frightened at the same time, and in equal proportions. His world had always felt so confined and restrained within the familiar dust. Studying maps had never put into the proper perspective what he was now looking over.
 
   Glimpses of flesh tones, flashing between the branches of the trees lining the far side of the railroad tracks, brought his world back down to a manageable size. Bringing the binoculars up to his eyes helped narrow it down even further. He struggled to follow the erratic movements of two young boys as they raced in and out of the strip of trees dividing the skeletons of camper trailers from the railroad tracks. They were not playing, Daniel decided, they were hunting, following a trap line. 
 
   The two boys would stop periodically, checking snares and dead-falls. When, suddenly, they gave out a loud hoot of joy and dashed away into the wreckage-strewn storage lot. Daniel smiled briefly at their victory and their elation, knowing all too well how they felt. Then he realized that the boys were running back to share what they had caught with the group. This made Daniel wonder if he would ever again feel the warm embrace of appreciation that helping others could emulate. A rudimentary form of jealousy replaced his smile with an involuntary sneer.
 
   More and more of the world became engulfed in darkness as the sun sank away. The shadows grew in numbers and joined forces against the amber colors of sunset. Black fingers spread themselves across the ground, and across Daniel’s heart. Haughty laughter emitted from the shadowy forms, which were squatted in bunches around two distinct bonfires. He smelled their game cooking and cringed enviously upon hearing their simultaneous joy. Daniel pined for a comradery like they showed. 
 
   It was not just the sense of loss that gripped Daniel, it was the inability to share how he felt, to have someone comfort him. Jason had been of no help in this matter, and had made it sound like Daniel had lived the good life, and that Jason had endured the worst of it, just by being alone for several years. 
 
   Sitting on the unyielding, sharp edges of the concrete pile, Daniel clutched at his perceived shortest straw. All that was left inside of him was the stanch belief that he, and he alone, had been led down the grimmest of all paths. The only thing left for Daniel to look forward to was finding a way to kill Bob Donner. And those people down there, with more than just distance separating them, were Daniel’s ticket to the only show left to see in town.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Sunday
 
    
 
   The first night alone in the building proved to be quite arduous. When Jason was still here, the unfamiliar creaks and moans of the building were mainly drowned out, and Daniel figured that if anything sounded out of place, his uncle would have called attention to it. Staring at the opaque skylights, which seemed to stare right back like a pair of monstrous blind eyes, Daniel could not sleep with the amount of odd sounds being given off. 
 
   The unblinking skylights eventually grew brighter as dawn broke. Daniel continued to stay curled up in the chair for several more hours. He did not have the will to move today. He had eaten little food during his cleaning the previous day, and when this was compounded by zero sleep during the night, just thinking about moving was tiresome.
 
   A grueling tug of war started inside his worn-out brain. Frozen pictures of his wife and daughter, and of his father, and short, fuzzy remembrances of his mother, even snap-shots of the dirty man in the library and the dead bodies in the burn pile would call up and march across his mind’s eye. Then, equally as fast, he would forcibly wipe them away. This went on far longer than could be considered healthy. 
 
   Daniel only quelled the images by fixating on another memory, one worthy of his obsession. He replayed those few seconds repeatedly, ingraining them upon his conscious. He was being hurried along, meeting and shaking the hands of everyone introduced to him on that first day inside the Warehouse. The part that stuttered like a scratched record was that of meeting Bob Donner; dressed in a ridiculously large uniform, following the Chief of Police around by the heels, glib look etched onto his face. Daniel had taken an immediate dislike to him.
 
   Hearing the complete story of how Bob’s mother and sisters had been traded for food had little effect on Daniel. He was not his father, and Daniel felt that he should not be judged by Allen’s mistakes. In fact, Daniel believed the only mistake that his father had made was to leave Bob alive at all. He would still have his home if Bob had been killed off during those early days like the rest of his family, and he would not be here, plotting the man’s demise. Any chance there was for Daniel to have empathy for Bob’s plight got burned away with the rest of his belongings. Daniel did not care what some third party would think of this backwards situation, there would be no bygones coming from Daniel. Bob would die by his hand, whether or not it cost him everything that he had left; including his life. 
 
   Sad as it was, Daniel’s world had distorted and shrunken down to a singular cause, revenge. To him, it did not matter how others perceived this bloodlust, or if they looked upon it as being warranted. The thought of seeing Bob dead, lying in a pool of his own blood, however, was what got Daniel out of the chair to make lunch. 
 
   His agenda would still be left hidden from the group when he approached them; it would just be easier that way. Daniel would use the lessons shown to Jason by his father, and taught cyclically back to him, in accomplishing his narrowed goals. The group was a means to an end. He would smile, tell them what they wanted to hear, and even share some of the building’s wealth with them in an effort to gain their trust. The rest would take care of itself, if he accomplished the rouse correctly.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   Taking a page from his father’s audibly transcribed playbook, Daniel watched the group in the R.V. lot for two days. The group was not acting nearly as cohesive as he first thought they were. The division seemed to be over whether or not to stay put. The smaller group, those mainly with children, tried to cobble together R.V.’s into livable huts. The larger group was trying to create carts out of the wreckage and consolidate what provisions they had inside them. Comical arguments would erupt when an irate member of the smaller group would march over and try to steal provisions from the circle of carts, sparking off yelling and shoving matches amongst the already loaded crowd. Daniel had gathered all the pertinent information that he felt was necessary to approach the group with the upper hand intact. 
 
   The group had no firearms to speak of, carrying only fashioned spears and clubs for protection, and they had no actual plans as to what they should do next. Most of the members of the group were recognized as former tenants of the Warehouse, but a few unfamiliar faces still popped up. The group had only been able to gather a short term supply of food, and they sat around in exposed areas of ground, telling him that they were either ignorant of the dangers around them or in denial about their situation. As much as all of this information was useful to Daniel, there was one bit of welcomed intelligence that proved to him that the plan would work. His former boss, Tony Jenison, was in charge of the larger group.
 
   Daniel could easily make these people feel as if they needed him more than he needed them, which was not true of course. He had familiarity with them, even if was just on a passing level, and he knew that what the group truly needed was a safe place to live. All Daniel had to do was convince them that retaking the Warehouse was going to be everyone’s best option. Daniel could help arm them, feed them, and show them how to retake their former home. 
 
   It all seemed so easy in his head, but part of Daniel knew that it was impossible to calculate everything. He had to be especially certain that none of these desperate people found his stash inside the building; that would most certainly ruin everything. Daniel would have to carry everything that he intended to give the group away from the building, and they would receive it only after he had gained their trust. Creating a cache close by, and using the story of his father’s map, seemed the easiest way to explain his appearance. Given the derision showing inside the group, Daniel knew he would have to hurry.
 
   Cutting his surveillance short, Daniel pulled off the dusty, stiff, canvas tarp, which he was using to camouflage himself atop the concrete piles, and left his uncomfortable perch, jumped down the irregular slope and hurried back to the building. Most of the rifles could go, freeing up room on the rack that was taken from a gun store display case; Daniel really had no need for all of them. Most of them were of odd calibers anyway, taken from a collector’s house, and the ammo cans below the rack only held ten to twenty loose rounds for some of the weirder ones. I took him quite a while to match up the right ammo with the right gun. These included a .243 Winchester, .257 Roberts, 7mm Weatherby Magnum, 8mm Mauser and .376 Steyr. Even the shotguns were 10 and 16 gauge. The one consolation being that even the strangest of the guns had plenty of knock-down power. 
 
   The one thing that Daniel did not want to do was take the group too much food. If they suddenly had a windfall of free sustenance, they just might decide to take it away with them in their carts. Daniel was not doing this to give them the means to leave the area fully outfitted. Giving them just enough food to keep them worried about their fate was a far better plan. It had to be just enough to give them all the few days that would be needed to formulate a decent plan for retaking the Warehouse. Finding the right amount would be tricky calculation, but it stood to reason that too little food was better than too much; just to err on the side of caution.
 
   After gathering together a few pails of food by the door, next to the bundle of firearms and cans of ammo, Daniel set out to find a believable cache location. Sticking the hunting rifles and their corresponding ammunition into the dirty man’s sea bag, he grabbing four pails of food and headed out. There was really only one direction that he could go to discretely escape the towering ring. East would take him closer to the road, not something he wanted to do, west was getting too close for comfort to the group, and north would mean having to scale the concrete piles with armfuls of heavy material. A narrow pathway led to the south, just outside the ring. This offered him ease of passage, at least up to the thick underbrush beyond, and it kept him behind the cover that the piles offered. All that he needed to find was a fairly waterproof, hidden location that would pass the scrutiny of whoever came to help him carry what he had stored for the wanting, waiting group.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure there are tons of perfect locations around,” Daniel growled, as he walked sideways between spindly trees. He might not have been confident about finding a nearby spot, but he was positive that he would have to rely heavily on the group’s desperation. Hopefully, their joy at receiving the gifts would make them forget to ask why his father had left him food, guns, and ammunition under a pile of rubbish in the middle of an overgrown field.
 
   With a great feeling of inadequacy, Daniel felt his way through the weeds, trying to avoid banging his shins on the rusted equipment hidden from view. He kept thinking that his father would not be implementing a plan with this many ‘what ifs?’ still in play. But Daniel was short on time, and this was the best that he could come up with. Forcing his body between the small gaps of a hedge row that was once a low fence, Daniel found himself standing fifty yards from another industrial out-building. It stood, partially collapsed, and in the middle of a small, square field. All of the edges of the field had thick woodlands obscuring it, apart from that of the way he had just come from. As Daniel glanced back to the north, that way looked an even more formidable barricade than that of what the trees offered. The towering concrete piles screamed ‘Go around!’ in a way that a forest never could.
 
   Not wanting to leave a tell-tale trail, Daniel followed the old fence line around, until he found what was once the old railroad tracks that led across the field to the flat-roofed, block building. The railroad ties deteriorated just inside the fence line, leaving the tracks to meander back and forth due to years of heaving frosts. The rails made a drunken lane up to the leaning building’s southern side loading dock. Daniel continued past this, it looked far too cracked and powdery to attempt climbing upon, and up a small grade to the far corner of the building, which still looked mostly intact. Peering in through the clouded, spider web of shattered glass that still clung to the inside of the metal frame, Daniel laughed. Large metal workbenches lined the wall going away from him, and, there, across the stretch of old machinery and benches, on the east side of the building, stood an open doorway.
 
   “This will work,” Daniel called across the space, relieved that at least one part of this plan had gone easier than he thought it would have.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Wednesday
 
    
 
   “Tony!” Daniel called out, raising his right hand and a smile.
 
   The angry noise of the group fell away at once. Tony wound his way to the front of the pack surrounding the carts, slouching as he squinted at the approaching Daniel. He raised his hand in a half-hearted wave, before smiling widely and standing fully erect upon recognition.
 
   Seeing that Daniel had stopped his approach, just this side of the railroad tracks, Tony waved him in. Daniel picked up two white, squared-off buckets and started coming closer. The group had all but forgotten how heated their latest argument had gotten with the sudden appearance of this outsider. Today, starting in the morning, most of the group was planning to leave the area. They also planned to take away the majority of what had been scavenged from the storage lot. This, of course, was met with vitriolic disdain from those who wanted to stay; as they still believed that Bob Donner might let them back in the Warehouse. They believed this, despite the fact that the last couple who went to ‘talk’ to Bob never returned, leaving two more orphans in the world.
 
   Fearing that the group was about to irrevocably split, Daniel had stepped up his plans. This meant approaching the group now, or chance losing his window of opportunity. Not having the time to run back to the cache that he had set up, Daniel grabbed two unplanned pails of food from the building and made his way down to the railroad tracks. The group’s latest, and to date, most brutal shouting and shoving match covered Daniel’s movements. He made it a safe distance away from the path that led into the concrete plant before calling out to them.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   It had been Susan Davis who spilled all of the horrible information that doomed the group to exile. She had tried to stand up to Troy, while he was attempting to kick the scavengers and vendors out of the Warehouse. When Bob tried to intervene with his usual brand of brutality, shoving Susan out of the way, she finally let loose what Troy had done to his family. Susan screamed at Bob for several minutes, mocking him for being the head lackey of man who had helped Allen Moore kill his family. She laughed openly in Bob’s face for calling such a lying, traitorous man as Troy Campbell his father. 
 
   Bob mulled this over for a while with an emotionless, color-drained face. He looked around at all the people staring at him, some not even bothering to conceal smirks. Finally, Bob walked away from the crowd, calling several of his closest friends from the Police Force to follow him.
 
   The five men walked into the communal area, already starting a heated, but hushed, conversation. Troy tried to follow the men, only to be turned away by one look from Bob. Troy then just sat apart from the milling crowd, sobbing quietly. Bob came back into the bazaar after a few minutes, calling for more of the police officers to follow him back into the communal area. Some in the crowd, not wanting to wait for any further orders, just packed up while they had a chance and slunk away. Others, including a very smug looking Susan, stood rooted in place. 
 
   Bob led his colleagues back into the bazaar, each with a scary look in their eye. He walked straight up to Troy, waiting impatiently for the mountainous man to look up through his tears, so he could see his fate. Bob calmly pulled his pistol out and shot Troy, who did not move or voice protest, right in the bridge of the nose; expelling his brains all over a neatly packaged stall of home-made soaps. 
 
   Most of the crowd took this as their cue to leave, some screaming and covering their heads as they went, making zigzag patterns once they made it outside the gate. Those who remained were the members of the council, this included Tony, and parents of the Police Force members; feeling that they would still be safe. Susan tried to look defiant as Bob approached her, pistol still in hand. Just after Susan’s eyes had switched to fear-filled, bulging orbs, Bob shot her in the forehead. Several people got speckled by a fine pink mist, and they made futile attempts at rubbing it away; smearing streaks across their faces and arms.
 
   Bob scanned the remaining people, satisfied that no one would match his gaze, then announced, “We do not need you here. If you want to stay, fine. We will need people to cook our food and clean our clothes.” Most of his cronies chuckled ominously at this. Sneering evilly, Bob pointed and continued, “If you want to go out there, also fine. Hell, I’ll even let you pack up some clothes and food for your trip.” Again, his flunkies laughed. “The rest of you know what to do. Go pull the APC’s into the yard, let’s get this place buttoned up. You three are with me, all the time. Got it? Let’s go find the Mayor…” The laughter was at its loudest ever upon hearing this last statement.
 
   Tony Jenison led the group away from the Warehouse shortly after hearing Bob say that, knowing staying was no longer an option. Now he was looking at the son-in-law of the bitch that had started all of this. Tony never realized, until just now, how much he despised the handsome smile on Daniel’s face.
 
   “What are you doing here? Brian here…says that you are supposed to be dead,” Tony stated.
 
   “Well, it wasn’t for lack of trying,” Daniel replied, trying to keep the mood light. “Who’s Brian?” he asked while setting the two buckets down, labels out, so they faced the encroaching crowd.
 
   “He’s right here. Said he heard Bob Donner tellin’ people that he was going to kill you, before we all left the Warehouse. Is that how you got that cut on your forehead? Never mind that right now…What you got there?” Tony posed, already having read the labels on the buckets of freeze-dried food. From the murmurs and pointing fingers, several others had also, and word of the food was spreading quickly.
 
   Daniel smiled, took a step back and made a ‘help yourself’ gesture towards the buckets. Without looking at the people behind him, Tony waved them forward. Several men and women rushed forward to grab the buckets. Shielding the buckets with their bodies, as if Daniel might suddenly decide to take them back, they scurried into the security of the crowd. Acting as if the affront went unnoticed, Daniel stared at the gangly young man who Tony had nodded his head at earlier, indicating him to be Brian. Daniel recognized him as one of the unarmed guards who had been walking around the bazaar on his last trip there. “So, weren’t you in the Police? Did you come with them? To my house?” Daniel fumed, his knuckles whitening on the grip of the rifle. 
 
   “Whoa, whoa…Daniel. This kid is alright. He left with me. We both left the Warehouse before…well, during Bob’s take-over,” Tony interjected when Brian shot him a fearful glance. “He had nothing to do with…Daniel? Where are Corinne and Rebecca?” His voice had gone from strong and forceful down to low and imploring when he asked the question about Daniel’s family. 
 
   Daniel’s brain scrambled; it was caught off guard by the question. Somehow, over the past few days of planning to approach the group, Daniel had completely blocked out any thoughts of his suicidal wife and murdered daughter. It would have been easiest to just blame their demise on Bob and his band of assassins, but he had no way of knowing if someone in this, now hushed, crowd might know the truth. Not the truth that Corinne had shot Rebecca and then turned the shotgun on herself, but that they were already dead before Bob even showed up. Trying to buy his mind a little time to hide the stark reality of what had really happened, Daniel blurted out, “They are dead, Tony.” 
 
   “Did Bob? Did he? What happened when he came to your house, Daniel?” Tony tried to ask this with compassion, but the ruckus behind him, caused by the appearance of the food buckets, was becoming louder and louder. “Will you guys…please…take those over there?” Tony commanded. Turning back around, he said, “I’m sorry about that. Where did you get that stuff from anyways? Never mind…What happened to Corinne and…?”
 
   Daniel again ignored the sunken-eyed stares of the crowd, which were searching him up and down like he might be hiding more food in the folds of his clothing. “I left them to go check on the Warehouse. To see…if maybe…I don’t know. I was thinking of trying to get them inside. But those bastards were killing people,” Daniel replied, looking at Tony to see if he would fill in some missing blanks. 
 
   “I know, Daniel. They killed…Well, Bob started killing people, and chasing the others off,” Tony sighed, nodding his head at the people behind him. “That’s why I left. People had nowhere to go. I just couldn’t…stay there and watch it all happen. But where is Corinne?” Tony had to gulp back emotions several times to get his words out.
 
   “It happened when I was gone. This Dad and his sons…I don’t want to talk about that,” Daniel said dismissively. The same unfinished lie that he had told Jason found a way to come back out. “When Bob came, with all of those people…I just ran away. They stole everything and burnt my house down…But I found this note that my Dad had left for me. It led me here…Well, over there a ways,” Daniel said, nodding similarly to the way Tony had, pointing out a very non-committal direction. “There’s more…maybe. Some more food and a bunch of guns and ammo, in a cache my Dad left for me.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘maybe’?” Tony asked, narrowing his eyes. “You see that we have nothing, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve been watching you,” Daniel replied smoothly, matching Tony’s gaze without matching his expression.
 
   Tony turned to the crowd that was now full-on arguing about the food and who would get it, shouting, “Will you people shut the fuck up, already?” He then took a couple steps towards Daniel, knowing the next part of their conversation should not be overheard. “Well? What do you want?”
 
   This took Daniel aback briefly. For just a second he believed that Tony was losing his decorum, giving him the first advantage. Suddenly, it now felt like Tony was one step ahead. Daniel quickly shucked off the feeling, realizing that beating around the bush with the tall man was just wasting breath and time. “I want Bob dead. I don’t care about the rest of the…people in there. If they die, they die,” Daniel stated flatly, giving the words the perfect depth of dark overtones that he was going for. 
 
   “Do you even know why Bob came after you?” Tony scoffed, seizing on his chance to take the advantage back.
 
   “Yes. My Dad’s letter…It explained everything.” Daniel had prepared for this particular question.
 
   “Alright…But do you know who told Bob?” Tony sneered, certain that a shift in the winds was soon coming. “Do you want me to tell you how he found out?”
 
   “No, I don’t. I don’t really care,” Daniel said in a bored tone.
 
   Unable to hide his smile completely, Tony laughed a low laugh, and said, “Oh, I’m pretty sure you will care. You see, you’re mother-in-law told him. Just before Bob went crazy, shooting Troy, and then…her.” Tony stood almost triumphantly, searching Daniel’s face for the cracks that were sure to appear.
 
   “Well, that is unfortunate,” Daniel sighed.
 
   Feeling slightly guilty, Troy stepped forward and laid a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. Trying to fold Daniel into his group, he said, “I’m sorry again, Daniel. It’s probably best that you know straight away.” But, before Tony could pull the trigger, telling Daniel that it would be all right if he would just join up with the group, he was rudely interrupted.
 
   Breaking Troy’s grip with half a step backward and a sharp look, Daniel hissed, “No, I mean that it’s unfortunate, because it means I won’t get the chance to kill her myself.” 
 
   By the look on Tony’s face, Daniel knew he had won the battle. Tony tried to look appalled, but his confusion would not let him pull it off. Adjusting the strap on the rifle, even though it was not biting in any way, reminded Tony just who was holding most of the cards. 
 
   Flipping over another of his trump cards, Daniel steeled his voice, and roared, “Susan had my father killed all those years ago. She deserved whatever she got…” Bringing his voice back down to a civilized level, he added, “Why don’t we take a little walk? I can tell you what I think we should do about Bob, and his stolen power. Maybe you should tell the rest of these people that they are not leaving today?” 
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Saturday
 
    
 
   After showing Tony the stored weapons and food, Daniel told him that they then needed to use the time it bought to plan how to recover the Warehouse. Daniel allowed Tony to return with two additional pails of the freeze-dried food, but none of the guns. It was still far too early to give the group everything, especially a way to kill him and take the rest. The easy choice was still to just abandon the area, and with it, the Warehouse. This choice would be made all the easier with all the provisions that Daniel could supply, and this would not do. 
 
   Given that Tony did not ask any of the questions, of which Daniel had been dreading, he knew that convincing the group would not be that hard. Tony did not ask where Daniel was sleeping, or how he had been preparing the food without any evidence of a campfire nearby, let alone a pot to boil water in; Daniel had not gotten the chance to fully prepare the collapsed building yet. Tony did not even ask any questions about the fictitious letter from Allen. 
 
   It seemed that just getting the food had quelled Tony’s drive to be the leader, and he supplicated to Daniel. The promises of how easy it would be to retake what was lost, especially when previously believed to be impossible, became the thing that bound the group together again. This new sense of purpose had been hand-delivered to them by Daniel. The means to accomplish this goal, however, was being withheld. 
 
   The group coalesced around Daniel, trying to prove themselves worthy of his promised gifts. Daniel offered suggestions rather than issuing orders. If the group felt it was in their best interest, and it would bring them closer to the new goal, they would oblige with amazing speed and effectiveness. 
 
   “I think that the first step should be to put some people, hidden mind you, around the Warehouse to see if we can spot any patterns. What do you guys think?” Daniel would offer, in an off-hand kind of way. This implanted suggestion would then be met with a predestined chorus of agreement. “Well, if we have three pairs of people, where they can see all sides of the building, you know? That should be enough, right? Oh, we should try to find them something to write on, that would help too, I think. So, like, after a day, or whatever, we could send another pair out to replace them. Then whoever was out there could come back and tell us what they saw. Stuff like how many guards they saw, and when they switched them out, that kind of stuff. Makes sense, right?”
 
   Knowing that most of the group felt obligated to show Tony some kind of loyalty, Daniel always conferred with him about the minute details of the forming plan. These details then got transmitted back to the group via Tony. This managed to keep up the façade that all of this was a group effort. After three days of watching the Warehouse, Daniel called together their first real meeting.
 
   “Could you join me up here, Tony?” Daniel asked, after everyone was gathered and mostly settled. “Okay everyone, listen up, please. We just got a piece of information, from young Brian here, that has changed the plan a whole lot…But it is very much so for the better,” Daniel said, smiling broadly. “But, before we get to that, I think we should take care of some other business first.” He gave the murmuring crowd a chance to settle down again before continuing, “With the key to our success just handed to us,” Daniel said smoothly, while nodding at the befuddled-looking Brian, “I think it is time to elect our leader…for when we retake the Warehouse. Now, now, just listen to me for a second. I nominate Tony Jenison…”
 
   The majority of the crowd broke out in cheers. The few who didn’t knew there was no way to change to tides, and they remained silent. There was no need to put it to a vote, it was obvious that Daniel had picked the crowd’s favorite. Cutting the congratulations short, Daniel held his hands up to get everyone’s attention again.
 
   “With Tony being our unanimous leader,” Daniel oozed, simultaneously making himself part of the group while at the same time degrading those who did not approve of Tony. “I will leave the next choice up to him. I think it is time, but I leave it up to you, Tony.”
 
   “What is going on? Are we attacking them now?” Tony stammered, not quite low enough for just Daniel to hear.
 
   “Soon enough, if I’m right. Probably…tomorrow, I would guess. Hold onto that for a minute. The choice I want you to make is…is if you think that we are ready to hand out the rest of the food, and the guns!” Daniel shouted, while egging the crowd on with ‘Come on!’ motions with his hands, urging them to shout out what they thought. 
 
   This time the whole of the crowd cheered and yelled. When Tony started to yield to the numerous pleas to go retrieve the remaining stores, Daniel had to intervene.
 
   “Wait! Wait! We can go get the food and pass out the guns in a second!” Daniel playfully shouted, his wide engaging smile reassuring the crowd. “I promise this will be quick, and that you will want to hear it!”
 
   “Alright, let’s listen to Daniel for a second, Could we?” Tony asked the already attentive crowd; trying a little too hard to jump headlong into his reclaimed role.
 
   “Now, would you all like to know…how…we are going to get into the Warehouse?” Daniel called out over the last vestiges of sniggers that were aimed harmlessly at Tony. “I guess I’ll have to ask Brian to come up here. C’mon, they’ll want to hear this. Won’t you?” he said with a hearty laugh, his hand clasped on the back of Brian’s neck.
 
   Shouts of “C’mon!” and “Get up there!” gave Brian the wherewithal to address the grinning members of the crowd. 
 
   “Well, I didn’t think much of it at the time. Daniel here seems a might happy about it, though,” Brian stammered. 
 
   “Go ahead, tell them what you told me,” Daniel said, the wide smile still in place.
 
   “Um, like I said, I don’t know why it’s such a big deal. All I told him was that I saw ‘em putting a fresh batch of mash in the still,” Brian said sheepishly.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Mack Jones knew he had to leave Detroit or he would die, if he wasn’t dead already. Something was poisoning the air, and everything around them was dying. The rats, bred in cages scattered across the work camp, gnawed at their own limbs, and the people who ate them, or the mulberries from nearby trees, became sick. The Department of Continuance had finished putting its bandage on the nuclear wreckage to the south, and had pulled almost all of their personnel out.
 
   All of the ways to get out of the city were blocked, including the long tunnel that the State Street Slayers, a small gang that Mack had joined when he was a teenager, once used to get out of Detroit and through the military cordon. That gang had been wiped out by just a few people in an apartment complex, and the over-sized Mack had only narrowly escaped that first foray out of the city by returning to the tunnel, and running back into the forced captivity of the work camp. 
 
   Using a combination of brutality and intimidation, Mack forced himself into the cushiest job in camp; pressure spraying the contaminated tires of the trucks leaving the work zone. Slowly, over the course of years, Mack gained the confidence of the guards, becoming a sort of trustee for them, able to move about nearly unrestricted and unnoticed.
 
   With the camp in lock-down mode, and with just a skeleton crew left to deal with the workers and maintenance, Mack was using his limited freedom for a purpose other than keeping himself in pain pills and hooch. A bit of cord from here, a sharp nail from there, and soon he would have everything in place for the escape.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
   Sunday
 
    
 
   There was no way the group could use the tactics that Jason had told to Daniel. They did not have the time or resources to complete a prolonged siege on the Warehouse. The idea of harassing attacks made perfect sense against an entrenched opponent, if one was not in a hurry. Constant assaults would leave the besieged with few options. If this went on long enough, it might even split the people inside apart; just like the group did in the story that Jason had shared. All this way of attacking would take was the one thing that Daniel’s group did not possess, abundant food.
 
   Even if Daniel gave the collective the remaining stash of food, there would be no way to tell which would happen first: Would the will of those inside the Warehouse break? Or would the food needed to continue the siege run out before that? Besides, the current plan seemed to have fallen right into Daniel’s lap. This way meant that the group would not have to show their hand until the last possible moment. Utter surprise, in an all-out attack, was the group’s only real hope of success. 
 
   Over the past day, all of the scouts were reporting the same things: the people running the copper still were working overtime, and two huge piles of split firewood were being assembled on the south side of the Warehouse. Daniel told the group that all of this planning meant Bob Donner was setting up for another party; just like the one that had woken him up under the willow tree. 
 
   This party would bring the majority of the people, usually huddled safely inside, out into the open. It also meant that most of them would be drunk, increasing the group’s advantage even more. The combined factors of a surprise attack, against a bunched-up group of partygoers in the dead of night made the plan seem infallible. Almost like the Warehouse was being handed back over to the group on a silver platter. No one could find any reasons to believe this to be otherwise. Finding out that the helmets, which Daniel had seen on top of the Warehouse, were nothing but dummies on sticks only served to punctuate everyone’s feelings.
 
   The only preparations that Daniel felt were being rushed along were those of how to deal with the APCs. He had come up with the plans for immobilizing them after seeing the way they were parked inside the fence. They would, most likely, be the most dangerous part of the whole operation. Daniel divided the group into separate assault parties to deal with the various aspects of the raid. Most of the women and older children were tasked with fortifying positions on the south side of the Warehouse, along both sides of an old, collapsed building that sat seventy yards away. From here, anyone caught around the bonfire would be caught inside a deadly crossfire. 
 
   There were four teams, comprised of three people to each team, to take on the two APCs. Each one of the teams was responsible for a different aspect of the plan to disable the armored sentinels. The vehicles had gun ports along the sides and back, and a hatch that could be opened on the roof. A head-on assault had the greatest chance of being successful. One member of each group would stand over watch so, if the guard stationed inside the MRAP spotted the other members of the team approaching, attempting to engage them by means of the top hatch, the over watch would have an easy shot at them. 
 
   If the noise of the raging party did manage to cover the sounds of the other team members cutting the fence, they were tasked with immobilizing the APC. Using tight bundles of dried wood and paper doused with oil and old fuel from the RVs to accomplish this. The bundles were to be packed inside the framework of the vehicle, underneath the engine compartment. Once these bundles were set ablaze, hopefully burning through wires and hoses preventing it from moving, the two team members were to move to the back of the APC. Once the guard was trapped inside with the heat and smoke, if he chose to go out the back door or front, he was dead. If he chose to seek escape by going out the top hatch, they would be in no better shape, the over watch would take care of them.
 
   Daniel tried his best to convince anyone in the group, who was showing signs of trepidation, that even if a guard inside one of the APC’s saw the team members coming, and started the vehicle before it was rendered useless, it was still no big deal. “If he is driving around, he can’t be shooting at the same time,” Daniel would say. In reality, and Daniel knew this, if just one of the armored behemoths escaped the initial attack, the whole plan would be in jeopardy. Other members of the rogue Police Force could find cover behind them, or, worst case scenario, pile inside them. This would almost certainly end all hopes of retaking the Warehouse.
 
   Despite convincing the group into believing the raid would really be quite easy, Daniel knew better. In all probability, a lot of the people within this group would soon be dead. If just one APC survived, they would pay hell trying to stop it. If just a few of the police escaped back into the Warehouse, those who were charged with chasing any stragglers down would be put at such a large disadvantage that Daniel did not envy them. But the amount of casualties about to be inflicted on both sides was of zero concern to Daniel; even after the group’s children had taken to calling him “Uncle Danny”. 
 
   The reasons why he had broken the group up into smaller raiding parties were considered to be pure genius by Daniel. Several of the raiding parties were, almost surely, destined to be completely wiped out. But none of the other parties would know this, continuing to fight on, trying to accomplish their given tasks. This gave the plan the best chance of success in his eyes, and Daniel reiterated to the groups how important each of their tasks was going to be. If he could keep them fighting and inflicting damage for as long as possible, it would thin down Bob Donner’s ranks. Each of the individual raiding parties would fight until the end, thinking that, if they failed, they were failing the group as a whole. 
 
   To Daniel, these people were viewed as fodder for the flame, flotsam crashing against the shore in a portrait of the ocean seen only in books. Daniel did not care if these people actually reclaimed the Warehouse. If he could just get them to drastically reduce Bob’s numbers, he would get his chance for vengeance. All Daniel cared about was getting that chance. If he got it, Daniel would trade his life willingly away to seize it.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Mack Jones twisted the rope as tightly as his massive arms would allow, and a small gap opened in the fencing. Jabbing his huge hand through, he quickly pressed the buzzer, kicking the gate open with a free foot. He pulled a wad of gum from his mouth and stuck it in the lock on his way through. Swiftly across the open ground, Mack made it to the guard barracks. Acting as if he belonged there, he pulled open the door and walked in. The duty guard hardly looked up, dropping his eyes to look back at a magazine; he had seen Mack here hundreds of times before. 
 
   “Toilet broke again?” the guard asked almost politely.
 
   “Heh, yeah. You know it,” Mack said calmly, closing the distance.
 
   “Need to get the tools out, I suppose?” The guard neatly folded the magazine he was reading and put it down. Standing up, he turned to unlock the door behind him.
 
   Mack stuck the shiv into the back of the man’s skull, and his ribs, and his neck, and his kidneys. Stopping only after the sharpened spike had slipped from his blood-splashed hand. 
 
   Taking the nail from his pocket, Mack stuck it into the service port on the electronic lock that the guard was going to punch the code into. It sparked briefly and the display went dark, effectively locking the rest of the guards inside. 
 
   Turning back to the small desk, Mack unlock the bottom drawer with keys taken from the dead guard. Inside was a small ring of large keys, which would unlock all of the sealed doors to the workers’ housing units. Once the workers were freed, Mack would sit back and let the rest take care of itself. They could all escape to the north after the fun was over.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Daniel made one last tour of the battlements, making suggestions to the teams about how to improve their positions or tactics. The party was obviously not happening tonight. Everyone who was not already assigned to stand watch got recalled to the R.V. camp to rest their body and nerves. The remainder of the food from the cache would be distributed in the morning. 
 
   There was no turning back now, no way to stretch the plan out further. If the festivities did not happen tomorrow, Daniel would lose his chance, and the group. He could not show the group his remaining food stores now. It would almost surely cause such a backlash towards him that it was not an option anymore. It was better to just keep the concrete plant building and the food as a secret, in the event that the raid went horribly wrong. This would ensure the remaining stash was safe, a means to make it through the next winter if need be.
 
   It was hard for Daniel to resist the urge that kept telling him to take a surreptitious trip to check on the concrete plant. He had to keep reminding himself that Jason had lived there for all of those years, remaining undiscovered, despite being in the Warehouse’s backyard. The thing that he regretted most about having to approach the group earlier than planned was leaving the backpack and combat vest behind. He had only paused long enough to stuff two extra thirty round magazine in his back pocket when he left with the food pails.
 
   He had never meant for this to happen, but he only had a few frantic minutes before the main body of the group left for good. He figured that he could sneak off later to place the wanted items near the cache somewhere, but he had underestimated the complete lack of privacy that joining the group resulted in. He never got the chance to accomplish this task before having to go on record with Tony that the contents of the cache were, in fact, all he had. This put him in a far more vulnerable position than what he had first intended. The growing feeling of slow starvation made it very hard for him to stay away from the extra supplies, but he could not chance someone seeing where he went.
 
   Daniel smiled, and bracingly slapped the backs of the group members around him, before making his way to the makeshift tent, which had served as his home since joining them. Crawling into the moldy smelling bedding, made from cushions pulled out of toppled campers, seemed a futile gesture; he did not expect to get any sleep during the night. 
 
   Wafts of a nauseating petrochemical stench blew in as he lay there. The ground water in this area was so saturated by the leaking vehicles that it had to be distilled to drink or cook with. This was accomplished by inverting the lids on pots and pans. A small can or metal cup was suspended from the handle of the lid. As steam rose up from the tainted water inside, hitting the lid and dripping back down purified, it was caught by the smaller cup. This was very labor intensive, and several of the lesser mobile members of the group had to work non-stop to have enough water for everyone.
 
   Daniel’s thoughts decided that they were not going to cooperate with him, and he could not focus on Bob, or how best to kill him. Instead, the faces of the group’s children came before him. Smiling, laughing, and, worst still, reminding him of Rebecca. They moved as she did. They looked upon things with the same innocence that she would have. They did not have the same feelings of dread that the adults had; naivety being a child’s best attribute at times. Times like these. 
 
   Daniel was passing the hours in that hazy point between conscious thought and dreams. Trapped in the limbo of revisiting past trials and tribulations without any measure of control. He swam through a quagmire made up of murky memories of death, and the fear that came from years of being alone. Struggling to force away the sheer panic that he used to feel in his childhood had not easy, by any means. Those years were punctuated by such terror and loathing, scrubbing his mind entirely clean of them had proven to be impossible. Every sound, or flash of movement caught with the periphery of his childish vision, drove Daniel into hiding. But there was never anyone there to go check to see if all was safe for him, and the hours he had spent trying to convince his own body to move were incalculable. 
 
   Once again, Daniel found himself focusing on the part of his life that he most wanted to be rid of. Trying to wipe it away again brought him back to the group’s children. With the exception of a few misguided parental decisions, Daniel felt that the kids were being treated very well. None of them were being subjected to the same rejection that he had endured. Daniel could not quite place the emotion that his addled mind was trying to convey into his semi-lucid state. He did not think that he cared whether or not some, or all, of the kids became orphaned tomorrow, but some part of his brain was trying to correlate what he had faced as a child to what might lay ahead for those smiling faces. Then the moment passed, and he was looking into Jason’s yellowed eyes; he had finally fallen asleep.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   Mack wearily laid back down on his cot. The sounds of the riot echoed through corridors and reverberated down the exposed duct work. Screams of hatred and moans of pain were a fitting lullaby for the mountain of a man. The stench of hair burning still hung in the air as Mack slowed his breathing and shut his eyes. It was late, and he was tired of the twisted games that the workers were playing. Another howl of agony assured him that at least one of the guards still lived.
 
   As he drifted off to sleep, Mack pushed away the thoughts of tonight’s tortures, as pleasurable as they had been, instead filling his mind with the wanton killing that could be done tomorrow, when the workers marched out of the city and up to the little town just like they had talked about. After that, if he could find a way through the quarantine barrier, into a life of true freedom, Mack would play out his most sadistic thoughts with much relish. 
 
   Mack Jones needed to remind the world that there were more cruelties to be had than just death. He would show them what a few of these things were soon enough. Mack had a twisted smile spread across his face just before falling asleep.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Daniel awoke when the sun had warmed his little space under the blue tarp enough to chase him outside. The beautiful morning mocked the coming events. Sparse, low conversations were being held by small groups around the camp. Upon further inspection, each of these groupings were clustered into their prearranged battle groups. Daniel found this to be a good sign; the more separate these groups felt, the more important they believed their part in the plan to be, and the greater the chance for success. Or, at least, the longer they would fight. Just before Daniel allowed his mood to rise, a small girl ran past, crying about some unknown injustice. 
 
   Suddenly, Daniel felt his desires and shoulders collapse. How it happened, he was not sure. His anger had dissipated. The abject desire for revenge was no longer present. Even his vision of the world and of the group seemed different. The looks on the faces all around him did not look distant or unworthy; they felt close and concerning. Someway, somehow, each member of the group had crept into his heart, which was thought closed forever. 
 
   Daniel shifted his gaze from face to face, each person looking more determined and familiar than the last. He started placing names with those faces, despite thinking that none had been retained, short of Tony and a few others that he had dealt with several times. The people started to give notice of Daniel, who was standing just outside their ranks. Mumbled greetings, smiles, and nods accompanied their observation of him. Despite wanting to yell out some kind of warning, Daniel just smiled as warmly as he could, and nodded back. 
 
   Torn between two thoughts, one that said he should just walk away and hide from these faces, the other begging him to call off the raid on the Warehouse, give the rest of the provisions out, ask for forgiveness, and hope that they would take him along when they tried to get somewhere better than this. The second thought was pure fantasy. The world had been stripped clean of more than just safety; there was no chance for this group to just start a new life. The only hope they had was inside of the Warehouse. The first thought, however, stretched across his mind like it was the last possibility that a condemned man had for reprieve. 
 
   That is truly how Daniel felt at the moment; condemned to a fate that he had fought long and hard to bring about, and now found himself powerless to change. He did not want to see his plan, his anger, his lack of compassion cause the deaths of anyone in the group; his group. These faces were more than just a means to an end now, they were his only chance at a life not spent alone and bitter. They had become his hope.
 
   “Morning…Sorry, didn’t mean to startle ya. Are you alright? You’ve been just standing there for like ten minutes,” Tony said, breaking into Daniel’s thoughts. The concern on the man’s face made Daniel feel even worse.
 
   “Yeah…I’m just…I’m not sure if…” Daniel managed to reply before the words stuck in his throat.
 
   “Worried, huh? Hey, we all are,” Tony said with a smile that did not match up with the dark patches under his eyes. “We have a good plan…A solid plan. You know this can work. Everyone is worried. Rightfully so, I might add. This can work,” lowering his voice slightly, Tony added, “It has to work.”
 
   “Tony…I just don’t know if it will,” Daniel spoke in the same hushed tone that Tony had just implemented. “I don’t want anyone…well…I’ll feel like it’s all going to be my fault…if things go wrong.” Daniel found himself speaking the truth for the first time in a long while.
 
   “We’ve done everything possible to make the plan work…It’s now or never. No one will blame you, Daniel. You are the one that gave us this opportunity, we owe you, if anything,” Tony said, patting Daniel’s shoulder. 
 
   This, of course, did not cheer Daniel up at all. It only instilled in him the fact that any deaths that occurred tonight were to be placed on his shoulders; the same shoulders that Tony was now rubbing in an effort to console him. The day seemed to be spinning out of Daniel’s control. A teasing sense of inevitability hovered over him, like a dark cloud that only he could see and feel. The sun peeked over the treetops, lighting the heads and faces around him with shiny glows. The light showed to Daniel what each of the group members truly looked like, and he found in most disconcerting that none of the faces looked as scared as he felt they should, or even as scared as he was himself.
 
   “I am going to go over each group’s responsibilities with them. Maybe we missed something, Tony. Maybe we can…find something…that will help,” Daniel said, more to himself than to Tony. He walked the short distance to the first huddled, whispering group in front of him. Once he went over the plan with them again, all Daniel had to add for them was that they should wear the darkest clothes they could find, and that they should cover their faces with soot or grease. 
 
   It seemed a trivial amount of help in light of what they would soon face, but he still shared this same little nugget of information with the rest of the groups that he visited; at least it was something.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Mack Jones had made his point. Despite the workers being well accustomed to brutality, especially after last night’s riot, the flayed out skin of the wheezing guard, who had been left chained to a fire hydrant, punctuated this point succinctly. The poor man’s flesh dangled from his featureless face, swaying to and fro in the morning breeze. When Mack held up his hands, giving an animalistic growl, everyone standing around knew what the meaning of this horrible, gruesome act was. There were far worse things in life than dying, and questioning Mack’s authority would lead to you finding out what they were. He was the undisputed champion of inflicting pain, and no one present would ever question that. 
 
   Mack was handed a rifle by one of his new gang members, and he pointed to the north with it. Without hesitation, hundreds of bodies turned and started walking out of the camp. They marched for hours, following the worn trail of the gravel trains. They eventually turned onto a wide road, the signs all saying it was Klondike Avenue, and the group spread out a bit. With Mack in the rear, herding the workers along, they were going to get out of the Detroit, the cost be damned. 
 
   The amount of deaths that were surely about to happen did not matter to Mack, or to those shoving and pushing ahead of him, it was their only hope for survival.
 
   Allowing the workers to stop and eat some of the liberated MRE’s and to rest, and to celebrate their newfound fortune for a while, kept everyone from scattering into the vastness of their new world. Once the jubilation wore off, Mack led the way forward. Under the cover of darkness, the emboldened convoy of scabbed and pustule laden flesh, carrying clubs, rifles, and rusty knives, headed north in search of the town.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Shortly after the sun had dropped down low, bobbing just above the western horizon, casting the faces of the group into reddish-hued masks, Daniel started moving the battle groups into position. Each team, as usual, was instructed to take a longer and, more importantly, new route to their pre-assault positions. One of Daniel’s deepest concerns was the trampled pathways that these groups had inadvertently created while either doing reconnaissance on the Warehouse or carrying materials to fortify the two positions on the south side of the Warehouse. By having them take new routes, Daniel hoped to avoid anyone who had spotted the obvious trails and were watching them.
 
   Even Daniel had led Tony and three of the older boys, who were to be used as runners, along a meandering route across the abandoned Tech Center, reaching their position inside an old fabrication shed that afforded a view of the south and west sides of the Warehouse. Taking this longer way meant having to walk right by the former generator house; a place that Daniel had given strict orders to avoid. 
 
   He believed that Bob Donner would try to secure this small building, if not in the hope that new fuel might arrive but, surely, for the amount of spare parts that could be salvaged from within. As the odd group of tall, short, short, short, tall passed by the thick-walled generator house, nothing looked disturbed, the only exception being a freshly dug grave. This made Daniel wonder about his rival’s mental state. It appeared that Bob had made no long term plans, and was just living in the moment. Having these thoughts helped Daniel relax slightly. Maybe, Bob was so confident in the Warehouse’s impenetrability that there were no other hidden defenses, another of Daniel’s worries.
 
   Light left the world. Awash in nothing but shades and variances of black, Daniel made it to his dusty command post. They looked across the night through a large window made up of dozens of other small panes of glass, half of which were broken out. The waiting game began. Each of the boys held onto a small clock with a strange determination, like they expected the time pieces to spring to life and attempt suicidal jumps from their hands. These wind-up clocks, though mismatched, held the same purpose. Once Daniel and Tony decided when to start the attack, which depended upon when the party started, each of the boys would then make their way to a different attack group, so their assaults would coincide. 
 
   The group tasked with charging the APC at the southeast corner of the Warehouse would have the longest distance to cross, as they were coming from behind City Hall. They would also have to watch for the southwest APC group to make its move before they could take action. Once they made it to the armored vehicles, and after a fire could be seen burning under one of them, only then were the two embedded groups to the south to start firing. This gunfire was then to be the cue for the main assault groups, who were to try and take the actual building by sweeping in from the sides.
 
   By far, the assault groups were being placed in the most danger. It was being placed upon them to do the brunt of the nasty, up-close and personal fighting. Accordingly, this group was armed with all of the shotguns, most of which had several inches cut from the barrels. Using a classic flanking move, they would swoop in from the east and west, hopefully, surprising and destroying anyone who had gained cover against the hail of gunfire coming from the south. It was also up to them to race after anyone lucky enough to find refuge back inside the Warehouse. The APC assault groups, if successful, were to cover the bazaar exits, which included on the eastern doors, the two man doors on the north side that gave access to the shipping containers and still, and the lone door on the west side that led into the housing area. If everything went to plan, anyone running back in through the two rolling doors on the southern side would then be effectively trapped inside.
 
   All of these things swirled aimlessly around Daniel’s mind. He had not told this to anyone, but his personal plan was to execute anyone who surrendered, and none too quickly when it came to those that he could get to admit to being at his house. Daniel put away the creeping, terrifying thoughts of the group member’s fates. His lone goal of seeing Bob Donner dead, apparently, still had a strong hold over him, and nothing had existed beyond this since having realized who was after him. 
 
   There were no hopeful plans for a bright future after the battle; if it was even won. No plans to try and find happiness in a new life with the group. It was as if Daniel saw Bob dead, usually by his own hand, and then his life ended along with it. He had not allowed anything to take root beyond that moment of death. Daniel had always been relentlessly thinking of the next day, the next week, even the next year, when he had a family. Now he could not focus on anything beyond these next few hours, and he had not been able to do so for some time.
 
   “Here we go,” Tony hissed in nearly uncontainable excitation.
 
   Sure enough, the two rolling bay doors were slowly raised by chain-falls, the pounding sounds of music drifting across the ground to where they stood, vibrating the window frame in front of them. People started ducking under the doors, spreading out across the grounds. Some headed for the bar and restaurants, bringing tables and chairs out and dragging them closer to the large fire pit, while others made for the larger wood pile, tossing logs into a pit. 
 
   About half of the people who walked out of the Warehouse wore assault rifles slung across their back, and everybody could be seen holding jugs and bottles; from which they kept taking long drinks. The music masked what was being yelled and laughed, but it did not cover the general jubilant mood of those standing around, and those still coming out of the doors. Daniel thought he recognized Bob Donner’s profile, but he was quickly distracted when the fire was suddenly lit by means of flammable liquid, most likely the high proof liquor. The cheer that went up, rising along with the ball of orange flame, could be clearly heard by every member of Daniel’s group.
 
   “How long should we wait?” Tony spoke freely, knowing that his words would be smothered in the shack.
 
   “Give ‘em a while. Looks like the alcohol just got passed out by the way they are going at those bottles. This went on for hours the last time…What? What are they doing?” Daniel responded, quickly pulling his binoculars up to see what several people were carrying out of the Warehouse. When they carried two distinct loads straight over to the now fully engulfed fire, Daniel realized what they carried. When the bundles were tossed into the flames, to even more cheers, he lowered the binoculars.
 
   “What was that?” Tony asked, moving his head around from small opening to small opening in the window frame, squinting at the crowd around the fire.
 
   “They are burning bodies,” Daniel said blankly. “How many do you count?”
 
   “What? How many of what?” Tony asked. The tone in Daniel’s voice said that this was something important.
 
   “How many people do you see? Make a count…I have twenty or twenty one. Where are the rest? There has to be more people than that…Right?” Daniel urged Tony to fathom a guess.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just mainly the police guys that are allowed to be out? That would be good, wouldn’t it? Any of the others that stayed behind are out of the way now,” Tony said, turning to face Daniel in hopes that he agreed.
 
   “Hell, I expected twice this many,” was all Daniel could say. He did not know if some of the former police were being held in reserve, or if he was watching some of them burn away on the fire. Still, the number of men around the fire was much smaller than expected, and looked like a much easier target for Daniel’s group. “It doesn’t change anything. Let them enjoy their party…” the hatred in Daniel’s voice, usually hidden away, seeped into every syllable of this last sentence.
 
   “When should we go?” Tony begged, bouncing on the balls of his feet with the easier prospects of the fight ahead.
 
   Looking at the green hands of his watch, Daniel said, “A little over an hour. We will hit them just after midnight. Boys…we will send you out in a little bit, get ready.”
 
   All three of the boys perked up at these words, starting to nod to one another. Winding their clocks for good measure, the boys compared times on them to make sure that what they displayed was still synchronized.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   Mack, being in the lead, heard the music and saw the fire first. Everyone behind him heard the cheer. He raised his hands and the workers stopped silently behind him. He turned to face them in the dim light of the stars and newly emerged moon. Mack simply pointed into the Tech center and placed his finger over his lips. 
 
   Those that made out his meaning quietly moved over to the fence and pulled the bottom up for others to crawl under, the rest catching on quickly. Any noises that the large group made, as they moved across a field to get behind an old collapsed building to the south of the fire, were being drowned out by the sounds coming from the north. Quite by accident, Mack had found the workers their first victims, and he was moving them into position for what looked like to be an easy victory.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   The boys were sent off, carrying their clocks and messages of when to commence the siege. Tony left to go join an attack group, shortly after seeing the boys safely off. Daniel stood alone at the window. By shielding the light of the fire with his left hand, keeping it from ruining his eyesight, he could just make out three figures crawling up to the southwest corner of the fence. His stomach was doing summersaults and his right hand gripped the rifle until it hurt. 
 
   Without warning, and definitely not according to plan, several sporadic shots came from the fighting positions to the south. 
 
   Daniel stood dumbfounded at how the plan could have gone awry so early on. Not only was it not the complete deluge of suppressive fire that it was supposed to be, and not only had it started way too early, but the group members to the south didn’t even seem to be shooting at the policemen around the fire. At least, none of the ones that Daniel could see had fallen down yet. The noise did avert the party goer’s attention to the south, allowing the southwest APC assault group to finish their task. Daniel could now see the dim glow of flames coming from under the vehicle. 
 
   Those around the fire were not stunned for long, and most sprouted a rifle in their hands and began firing to the south. The main attack groups took this as their cue, coming out of hiding to rush forward. Daniel had still not seen even one of the former policemen fall due to gunfire, and he was struggling to figure out what exactly was going on. Several of the police, safe behind cover along the wall of the restaurant, had taken notice of the flames lapping up the sides of the APC close by and were starting to direct their fire that way. The assault group was now within range to return fire, but they were being slowed down by trying to crawl through the hole cut into the fence.
 
   What Daniel saw next confused him even further. He watched as several of the police stopped firing at the assault group, spinning to start firing back towards the south instead. Within seconds of making this choice, most gave up on it, some even dropping their rifles in the dirt, before turning to run back inside the Warehouse. Only two or three bodies could be seen around the fire as members of the assault group raced up to the rolling doors, which were sure to close at any moment. 
 
   None of this chaos was making sense to Daniel. The entrenchments to the south had stopped firing altogether, and the assault group had stopped in their tracks, starting to shoot in a southerly direction. While still dumping rounds to the south, the assault group was simultaneously trying to race back to the hole in the fence. 
 
   ‘How had this gone so wrong? Why are they all withdrawing?’ Daniel wondered. “What in the fuck are you guys doing?” he screamed, stamping his foot like an impertinent child.
 
   Then Daniel saw what looked like the ground itself rising up, bubbling and churning as it moved. The world looked like it had come alive, forming into ever greater waves that crashed forward, slamming against the chain-link fence surrounding the Warehouse. Suddenly it all came into focus. Fear overcame Daniel upon his realization. It was waves of people, all wearing the same gray uniforms and encircling the Warehouse, pouring over the top of the fence. 
 
   Within seconds the assault group was swallowed up by the inexorable tide, despite their wild firing. Mouth agape and legs shaking uncontrollably, Daniel watched in horror as this huge faction of people swallowed the building whole, pouring into the interior through the open rolling doors, while dozens of others ran around the sides, looking for additional ways to get in.
 
   Daniel slunk back into the darkness of the shed. He had just watched the hopes, and bodies, of the group get smashed to pieces right before his very eyes. The warmth that had just run down his leg started cooling as he dashed out the open door. Forgoing the stealthy route, once he found the railroad tracks, Daniel turned and followed them to the north. The music had been shut off, but the sounds of a very different kind of party continued on. Twice in his haste, Daniel stumbled, sprawling out as he fell heavily to the ground. The fear had turned his legs into jelly, slowing his pace considerably. 
 
   Horrible, selfish thoughts tried to grab ahold of Daniel as he approached the RV encampment. Several young children, along with two women and one old man left to watch over them, were awaiting word of the raid. Daniel knew they needed to be warned and led away from this area as soon as possible. Angered though it made him, he could not stop the thoughts from coming. They were about abandoning those people, and hiding away in the same building that Jason had cowered in. After all, Uncle Jason had proven this a viable option, despite it being a lonely way to spend the rest of one’s life. 
 
   Daniel had come to a complete halt, just short of the RV storage grounds boundary. He was trying to give himself a chance to crush down the fear that brought these thoughts about, trying to will the right choice up to the surface. He was very close to moving forward, the way he would go was still up for further internal debate, when shouts of warning came from behind. 
 
   “Run! Just keep running!” the breathless, obviously strained, voice of a man shouted.
 
   Spinning around, Daniel saw that the advice was not meant for him. Instead, the voice was urging quicker movement from someone who was falling behind, which the man had turned to face before his warning had been made. Another group was even further behind this pair, charging straight down the tracks. It was immediately clear that the further group was members of the same horde that had just swarmed the Warehouse. Before either group took notice of him, Daniel dove headlong into the thick bushes that thrust up just east of the oily stones that supported the railroad tracks. 
 
   Daniel struggled to turn onto his back and point the rifle out in front of him without causing such a ruckus that it would make his presence obvious to anyone close by. A man and woman went hurrying past, struggling to reload internal rifle magazines as they went. Daniel recalled them as a couple that he had assigned to the northeast APC attack group, mainly because they didn’t have kids. Daniel wanted to yell out a warning of his own, threats of harm for leading the horde straight back to camp, but nothing came out. The gripping fear of being seen or heard overrode these urges. 
 
   While he chastised them, and himself, as cowards, a dozen men in gray jumpsuits came into view.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   There was no need for Daniel to tell his lungs to stop drawing air, the rancid smell of the invaders flesh took care of that. It was even more of a struggle to keep from gagging when he saw the open sores that covered their face and hands, like each one of them carried some unknown and disturbing plague. Most of the men in gray jumpsuits were carrying clubs, but Daniel was certain that he had seen a rifle or two also. Even after the group of horrifying visions past across his narrow band of view through the overgrowth, their stench remained. 
 
   Daniel had never been so afraid. Whether it was the years of conditioning telling him that these strangers were dangerous, or whether it was the new danger of catching whatever horrendous-looking disease they carried, or whether it was just because of their sheer numbers, he did not know. 
 
   Despite wanting nothing more than to crawl further into the concealing weeds, Daniel found that he could not just sit back and listen to what was about to happen to the remainder of the group. He had to try to stop it. Standing slowly upright, he walked the short distance back to the railroad tracks and looked up and down them. Nothing moved, including him. This slight hesitation, and the silence of the night, were both shattered by several spaced gunshots, which made Daniel drop painfully to his knees on the rocks. The gunfire was followed by screams of horror and pain. 
 
   Daniel’s senses were so engrossed in what was taking place to the north that he did not realize there were several more of the workers sneaking up the tracks, acting as a following search party. Without knowing just how close he had come to dying of blunt force trauma, Daniel ran up the tracks, rifle pressed into his shoulder, fully resolved to join the ongoing fight ahead of him. 
 
   He leapt across the distance, scanning for movement in the deep shadows that the wreckage of numerous campers created, looking for potential targets. His brain had, thankfully, shut off all thoughts of what might happen in the next few minutes.  
 
   Daniel charged into the clearing that the group used to congregate within. Four bodies lay strewn across the ground; one was even trying to crawl away. Most of the darkened figures that were still moving, around ten yards in front of him, were either howling with a bloodlust-filled glee or were screaming out in agony, begging for a mercy that would not come. His rifle centered on a man who was repeatedly raising a knife above his head, plunging it back down into the huddled group of women and kids, who had been left behind during the failed raid. Daniel shot him in the back three times. The man was already dead before he crumpled face forward onto the mass of trapped bodies, pressed against the hull of an old bus. 
 
   Most of the raw-skinned invaders turned to face the new threat that Daniel posed, rushing him like rabid dogs. At this range, which was shrinking by the nanosecond, he instinctively found that whatever shadow was moving fastest drew his aim. When one went down, arms flailing and legs kicking, the rifle was already settling on the next darkened form. Again and again the faceless shapes fell. Screams of all forms filled his ears, but Daniel did not stop firing until the magazine ran dry. Without pause, he pulled the sling over his head, dropping the rifle to the ground before drawing the pistol from the utility belt. 
 
   Spinning around wildly, Daniel looked for more threats. When he was confident that none were present, he turned his attention back to his group members. What he saw brought out the full spectrum of his anger. A tall, scarred man with a large neck tattoo was holding a thrashing girl in his arms, a knife pressed to her neck. Daniel was in no mood for negotiations, especially with someone that would hide behind a child, and he started walking closer, shooting downward into heads of anybody still moving, however slight or involuntary. This included blowing out the brains of the gut-stuck old man still trying to crawl away. 
 
   Keeping the crazed-looking kidnapper locked in his own crazed gaze, Daniel switched out pistol magazines. When he had finished walking down the line, shooting every few steps, Daniel took a stable stance and a two-handed grip that pointed the pistol straight at the cowardly man’s face, who responded in turn by pressing the knife harder against the girl’s esophagus. The girl had stopped her struggling and was staring pleadingly at Daniel, her eyes wide open and glowing white in the dim lighting. The men leveled hatred at one another with long piercing stares. 
 
   Daniel slowly shook his head at raider, warning him to not press his luck. The diseased man looked away quickly, back in the direction of the Warehouse. This time, Daniel slowly moved his head up and down, bringing the pistol down ever so slightly, as if to say he would accept the deal. The man visibly loosened his grip, and the pressure he was exerting with the knife. Daniel smiled slightly, putting the man further at ease, and then, without warning, he shot the tattooed man in the right eye. A fine mist shot out the back of the man’s head, painting the exposed metal of the bus behind him. To Daniel’s dismay, the man fell backwards without loosening the death grip that he had on the poor girl.
 
   Daniel ran over to disentangle the girl from the man’s jerking body, and to search for any other survivors as fast as he could manage. Knowing the girl was not harmed, he continued searching the heap before attempting to console her. The only signs of life were coming from one of the group members, but the woman was only making the mooing, sickly sounds endemic with a head injury. The rest of the children were dead. They either had bashed-in skulls or numerous knife wounds, which had already stopped bleeding. The girl started crying, her body giving great lurches that coincided with the sobs.
 
   Panic forced Daniel back into action. The longer they stayed here, the longer their odds became. He stored away his shame for later use and ran back for the rifle, tucking away the pistol in his waistband as he went. He quickly changed magazines in the gritty felling AR-15, thankful that it had landed in the dirt with the open receiver facing up. 
 
   He brushed away the stubborn clumps as he returned for the traumatized girl, who still lay atop the spongy mass of dead bodies. The poor girl was rubbing at her eyes, which were closed, red-tinged tears running freely down her dirty face. Daniel slung the rifle, stooping to help the bloodied girl sit fully upright. The girl, in turn, grabbed at Daniel’s arms and shirt, pulling him down to his knees. She then tried to climb onto his lap, refusing to let go.
 
   “It’s okay. It’s okay,” was all Daniel could manage, stroking the matted brown hair on her head, which was now buried into his chest. She appeared to be seven or eight years old, and was very thin for her age. His arms naturally cradled the oddly silent girl. Addresses her softly, he said, “Can you move? We have to go…now! Can you walk?”
 
   The girl, despite the brutality of what she had seen, held out her hand and managed to groan out a weak, “Yes, I can walk.”
 
   Daniel recognized her now that she was looking at him. “Alright Leslie, let’s go. Your name is Leslie, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Leslie groaned again. “Who were they? I…I can’t see...”
 
   “Later…I’ll tell you later. You just have a little blood in your eyes, honey. We have to go this way,” Daniel replied soothingly. “Here use my sleeve for now. We have to get moving, alright?”
 
   Standing up made the little girl dig her nails in to stay attached. He helped Leslie stand up, surprised to find that she was looking quite stable on her feet. He offered her his free left arm, the right now holding the rifle shakily. Leslie grabbed ahold firmly, scrubbing her face with his shirt. They started walking in the direction of the looming concrete piles, stepping over and around dead bodies as they meandered their way towards the railroad tracks. Once they were at the locked gate, Daniel had Leslie grab ahold of the fence for balance, then crawled under. 
 
   “Come on, Leslie. I’ll help you.” Daniel whispered the firm promise.
 
   After he had grabbed Leslie’s arm, and pulled her through the gap, Daniel caught the quick, flashing movements of people running out from the R.V. field. Unceremoniously dumping the girl on the ground, Daniel tried to bring the rifle up in time. He saw the two forms turn away and run back to the south. 
 
   Jumping the fence and sprinting into the center of the tracks, Daniel stared out into the gloom ahead of him. The girl started crying again. He could not see anything moving, or hear anything other than that of the wailing girl. Daniel was certain about one thing, whoever had come running out had seen what direction they were going.
 
   “Come on! We have to move!” Daniel yelled, before jumping back over the gate and sweeping the girl up into his arms. 
 
   This time he carried Leslie, only putting her down to get through the crane wreckage. Once inside the building, he dropped her into the leather recliner and threw a blanket on top of her. He rushed back to the door, shutting it as quietly as he could before locking it, plunging them into absolute darkness, which made the girl squeal out in fear. Daniel felt his way over to the wire spool table and lit two candles. Picking one up, he made his way over to a near shelf, grabbing a bottle of vodka and some clean rags from their box. He went back to the table, setting the items down beside Leslie, who gave him a curious look.
 
   “We have to clean that blood off with some vodka. I think some of those people had some kind of…disease. Put this on anything you think they might have touched. Clean yourself up good! We cannot stay here long. Okay? They will find us eventually. Did you see ‘em back there? Well, they saw us! I’m going to pack a bag as fast as I can. You get cleaned up, and I will come back to check on you in a couple minutes. Alright? Don’t worry, it’s not that bad, but we have to get out of here! Please hurry up!” Daniel found that he was nearly screaming at Leslie, unintentionally of course. “I’m sorry. It’s gonna be okay, honey. We will be just fine. We just have to get out of here first,” Daniel lied. 
 
   Snatching up the dirty man’s sea bag from one of the shelves, Daniel started throwing Items inside. Food and bottles of water went in first, then anything else that he could get ahold of. He put the sea bag down beside the backpack and turned to face Leslie, seeing that the bottle of vodka had gone untouched. Turning his attention back to Leslie, Daniel saw that she had a glazed over look on her face. He could tell that she was in no condition to move again, and was most likely in shock from having just been attacked and having to watch all those people die. 
 
   He opened the bottle, doused a rag with the strong alcohol and started wiping the girl’s hands and face. “Is that a little better?” Daniel asked consolingly. She just sat there passively as he scrubbed her exposed flesh.
 
   After mulling the question over for a minute, finally deciding that Daniel was indeed known to her, and seemed trustworthy, despite his asking dumb questions, she asked, very quietly, “Are we going to be safe, Uncle Danny?”
 
   “Of course! I just…I just gotta get us moving again is all,” Daniel tried to laugh, despite her words stinging into his soul. “Can you stay here for me? Don’t worry, I’m not leaving. I just have to go check something out. I’ll be right over there. No worries, m’kay?”
 
   Leslie nodded, took the rag from Daniel and started wiping her own face; she figured that this is what he meant for her to do. Daniel pulled the rifle back around to the front and started climbing the ladder up to the roof access hatch. He pushed it open a few inches and looked out through the crack. All he could see was the backside of the buildings parapet. 
 
   “Damn,” he whispered, before opening the hatch all of the way and climbing the ladder until he was standing on the top rung. Using his shins as a brace against the hatch’s frame, he stood as tall as he could, to see over the roof top. 
 
   Standing in the circular clearing were at least eight of the sickly-looking workers; all of them were staring right back at him. He only got two shots off before nearly losing his balance, having to duck back down to grab ahold of the hatch’s edge to save from falling. He thought that, maybe, he had hit one of them before the men had a chance to scatter to the four winds. Daniel climbed back down the ladder, locking the hatch as he went, a sense of inevitability coming over him.
 
   “What are you shooting at?” Leslie squeaked, her hands over her ears. 
 
   When he had made it back over to the chair, Daniel sat down on the spool next to Leslie. “They…found us,” Daniel answered her, as if even he did not believe the implications. Grabbing the vodka bottle, he tipped it up to his lips, hands shaking nearly uncontrollably.
 
   “How many?” Leslie wailed, dark eyes wide in terror again.
 
   Daniel set the bottle down, after taking another mouthful, and said honestly, “Too many.” 
 
   As if to emphasize his point, loud bangs and thunks rang out from large chunks of concrete being hurled at the building.
 
   This noise traumatized her senses, and Leslie looked right at Daniel’s soul, eyes and voice pleading, “Don’t let them get me.” 
 
   “I won’t,” Daniel sighed, “I promise.”
 
   Daniel put the bottle into his left hand and drew the pistol out with the right. 
 
   More bangs sounded on the door, different bangs; the rhythm of a makeshift battering ram. 
 
   Corinne’s dead face came to him, and Daniel did not feel the anger that had once accompanied this vision. He did not know what the feeling he was having was, but he felt belittled by it. It was like he owed her an apology, but had never gotten the chance to say it. He now understood what needed to be done.
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
   Daniel put the warm gun against Leslie’s temple. 
 
   Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
   Daniel closed his eyes, thinking only of his lost family. 
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   The Warehouse was lost. Like a rat on a sinking ship, Bob Donner was the first to realize it. He knew the second he saw all those men charging over the fence what had happened. The D.o.C. had set the workers free; this was something that they had agreed not to do. 
 
   Now there were hundreds of irradiated disposables running amuck, contaminating everything that they touched. Bob knew there was no hope of organizing a proper defense, especially after seeing the APC’s go up in flames. The reign of Bob Donner had officially just come to an end as quickly as it had begun. But no matter, he thought, he had prepared for something like this; or rather, Troy had. 
 
   Making his way through the ransacked bazaar, Bob and his three guards were trying to implement this escape plan. One of the three guards with him went to open the eastern rolling door, pulling feverishly on the chain fall, while Bob and the other two climbed into his new truck, leaving the doors open. 
 
   As Bob got in the black truck, he looked back towards the housing section. Marisa Donner was trapped on the far side of the building from him, dozens of rampaging workers between them. Bob got in and started the engine; she knew the plan. A wave of gray jumpsuits crashed through the rolling door, now opened just wide enough for the truck to go under. Bob gunned the engine and the truck lurched forward, his third guard, and his wife of the past four years, were both abandoned the instant the truck doors slammed shut. 
 
   Bouncing out of the narrow opening, scattering those smart enough to get out of the way, and running over those that weren’t, Bob then crashed the truck through the fence gate. Numerous gunshots rang out as he wrenched the wheel to the left, squawking the tires, until he was heading northbound in the southbound lanes of Klondike Avenue. Bob sat up and laughed wildly for a moment, but his guards, sitting on the bench seat behind him, did not.
 
   A short mile later, Bob barked, “Get ready!” to his remaining flunkies. 
 
   Turning the truck into the parking lot of an old strip mall, Bob arced around to the corner, where he backed the truck up to a hole in the retaining wall. Everyone climbed out, making for the hole, while Bob put the keys in his pocket. 
 
   “Grab what you can outta the garage and load it up,” Bob ordered, while tucking his greasy, long hair behind his ear and dropping the tailgate. “We got, like, two minutes…tops! I gotta get some shit from inside…” 
 
   Bob left his guards to fill the bed of the truck with stashed supplies from a nearby detached garage, while he made his way around to the front of the house it belonged to, climbing the porch steps and opening the unlocked front door when he got there. Clicking a flashlight on, he made his way down a short corridor, turning left into the kitchen and then again to descend a narrow flight of stairs.
 
   The basement was small, old fieldstone foundations forming the low walls. Bob lit a candle sitting on a large wooden table in the center of the room to see by. He then grabbed a silk-lined canvas pouch, which had started its life as a small, formal purse and was currently stuffed full of gem-encrusted gold jewelry, placing it next to the light where he could see it. Moving around the stained wooden table, he then slid a bunch of stainless steel instruments into a small blue suitcase, zipping it shut after a few more knives and various tools had been tossed in from around the room. He picked the pouch and suitcase up, sighed heavily, and then put them back down.
 
   Turning around, Bob approached a naked blonde woman, who was chained in the corner.
 
   “Well this is it…Looks like our time is over, sweetheart. Tell you what, why don’t I leave you something to remember me by…How’s that sound?”
 
   Terry Spanelli started to whimper.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to die,” Leslie said, eyes brimming with tears.
 
   Daniel faltered.
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom! The workers were almost in.
 
   Daniel shook his head hard, trying to clear his thoughts. He couldn’t shoot the girl, but he couldn’t let those bastards have her, either.
 
   He spun away from Leslie, snatching up the combat vest and rifle. He put the vest on, shoving a new magazine into the rifle afterward. 
 
   Boom! Boom! Boom!
 
   “Get up!” Daniel shouted, shoving the sea bag into her hands. “Get ready to run! Stay right behind me, alright? You have to stay close!” 
 
   He stood Leslie up, but the weight of the bag was obviously too much for her.
 
   Boom! Crack! Thump! The door was yielding.
 
   “Just leave it! Stay right by my side!”
 
   The door burst open, and three men stumbled inside, dropping a length of the crane arm. 
 
   It was point blank range, and Daniel could hardly miss. Eight rapid fire rounds had the men down and dying. Daniel did not stop there, however, and he charged out of the doorway, firing even as he stumbled over an arm, nearly rolling his ankle.
 
   Now outside, Daniel snapped shots off at the scattering men. Several were trapped within the ring of concrete piles with him, making for easy targets, but many more had made it to cover. He stopped to see if Leslie was close enough to keep moving, when a deep ‘thud!’ shook the ground after something very large sailed past his ear. A chuck of concrete, hurled from the roof of the building, and big enough to cave his skull in, had narrowly missed ending him.
 
   He fired twice at whoever was up there, just to make them take cover. Grabbing Leslie by the arm, he yanked her out of range of the stones. Running up the path to the pond, which was on flat ground closer to the road, Daniel encountered two men who had taken cover within the path’s steep walls. The men threw their hands up. Daniel had no time to slow down, so he shot them both.
 
   He let Leslie move up the path ahead of him, shooting a few times to give any pursuers something to think about. Daniel caught up with her at the pond, quickly slinging the rifle and picking her up to run. Within seconds they had made it to the fence. Daniel pushed Leslie up, where she clung to the top rail. When he made it to the top of the fence, Daniel braced his legs painfully against the three strands of barbed wire, and grabbed Leslie’s wrists, heaving her up to him. He then hung her over the other side and dropped her.
 
   Trying to awkwardly hop over the barbed wire, Daniel’s pant leg caught, flipping him upside down as cleanly as a rug pulled out from underneath him would have.
 
   “Uncle Danny?”
 
   “Uncle Danny! There is someone coming!”
 
   Daniel wondered why he had been sleeping, dreaming of saving his daughter.
 
   “There’s a car coming! It’s almost here!” Rebecca yelled. 
 
   No, not Rebecca, Leslie.
 
   Daniel sat up, finding that he was on the hard driveway of the concrete plant. He must have knocked himself out cold falling over the top of the fence. What was Leslie talking about? A car? That couldn’t be right.
 
   Headlights caught his eye, as the girl moved away from the road. She appeared to want to get back over the fence. The vehicle was almost on top of them. Certainly they had been spotted by now.
 
   The car turned into the strip mall across the street from them, and then quickly drove around to the back corner. Just as the headlights had gone behind the building, Daniel got a glimpse of the vehicle. It looked identical to his.
 
   Groaning, Daniel stood up and groggily checked the rifle. Leslie had come back over to him, as she had just spotted some men over by the pond. “You’re bleeding,” she said worryingly, “and those guys are coming back…”
 
   The cut over his eye had opened back up, and blood coursed down his face, dripping from his chin. “It’s fine…Be quiet and follow me,” he whispered.
 
   Unable to jog, Daniel walked as fast as he could across the street and parking lot. Worried that people would still be able to see them, he led them around the far side of the strip mall from where the truck had gone. Hiding behind a wheeled dumpster, Daniel saw his truck parked just past the back alley, behind a brown brick, Tudor-style house. As he watched, two policemen still in uniform, appeared from a hole in the back retaining wall. They stacked some heavy looking crates in the back of the truck, before heading through the hole again.
 
   “Stay here!” Daniel said fiercely. 
 
   Leslie grabbed at his arm to stop him, but he easily slipped her gripped and dashed across the alley. After jumping the wall, he made his way to the street beyond the row of houses, intent on making his way around behind the men who had his truck. He picked his way through the cluttered roadway and sidewalk, looking for signs of movement. Turning into the driveway of the brown Tudor house, Daniel slunk into the shadows between and old sedan and a snarled fence. The two policemen came out of the garage, carrying cardboard boxes to over to the truck this time. Daniel braced the rifle across the hood of the car, waiting for the men to come back into view. He would be close, and he would have some cover. He let out a long breath to try and calm his racing heart.
 
   A creak of wood.
 
   Daniel looked to his left, a man half way down the porch steps was staring back.
 
   “You!?” the man stated unbelievingly.
 
   As soon as the words came out of his mouth, Daniel recognized the voice, long hair, and zit-filled face. It was Bob Donner.
 
   Bob dropped some bags and raised up a pistol, no longer looking shocked, but angry. Daniel was caught flat-footed; his rifle was pointed the wrong way, and there was no way to swing it around, being trapped between the fence and car. He did the only thing that he could think of to get out of the way of the approaching gun barrel, he dropped to the ground, leaving his rifle across the hood of the car.
 
   Bob shot once, then twice more. The bullets slapping into metal above Daniel’s prone body. He then moved back up the stairs, making for the open doorway, while shouting “Help! He’s here! Help Me!” as he went.
 
   Daniel chanced a look over the hood, seeing Bob dash inside of the dark house. He reached for the rifle, but quickly withdrew his hand when reports cracked near the garage and screaming bullets tore into the car all around him. Pinned down by the advancing guards, Daniel pushed himself backwards until he was squatted behind the trunk. He pulled the pistol out, immediately questioning how many rounds there were left. He knew that he had emptied the main magazine and most of the spare over at the R.V. camp, but how many remained was a mystery.
 
   Making sure that Bob was not still in the doorway, Daniel moved to the other side of the car and fired once at the men by the garage. Surprisingly, because he was so heavily outgunned, the two guards stopped firing. A moment of silence fell, and Daniel heard why they had stopped shooting. The sound of another vehicle could be heard coming up from the south, which had most likely emerged from the Warehouse.
 
   Daniel immediately came to the conclusion that it was reinforcements coming to help Bob Donner. Headlights flashed across the tops of trees when the vehicle, a large one by the engine noise, turned into the strip mall parking lot.
 
   Knowing he should run away as fast as possible, Daniel let the moment slip by. The lull in fighting was sure to end, and he did the only thing that made sense; he shoved himself away from the car and ran up onto the porch. His chance to kill Bob Donner was here, and he was going to take it. Fear no longer affected him. Death almost seemed like the easy way out, not the hard way.
 
   Calmly, Daniel walked into the gloom inside, pausing to listen. The engine outside turned off. The stairs reaching up were strewn with garbage, so Bob had not gone that way. The dining room was cluttered, but it obviously did not hold his quarry. Only one choice left, a narrow hall, which most likely ended at the kitchen. 
 
   Cautiously moving forward, straining his eyes against the pervasive darkness, Daniel could only hear angry shouts coming from behind the house. Turning into the tiny kitchen, distressingly light pistol in front of him, the smallest glimmer of light came from the basement stairwell. Creeping slowly on the balls of his feet, he had almost made it to the top of the stairs when the world outside erupted with gunfire. Daniel flinched, reflexively dropping his head. 
 
   This saved his life. 
 
   Bob Donner had hidden his small frame behind the mustard-yellow refrigerator. When Daniel went to look down the stairs, Bob’s arm straightened, his hand holding a military-issue 9mm Beretta, the end of the warm barrel only inches from Daniel’s head. The sudden gunfire had caught both men by surprise, and Bob had somehow missed.
 
   Daniel pushed Bob’s arm up with his free hand, charging forward at the same time, pinning the smaller man against the wall. Bob grabbed Daniel’s right wrist and pushed in downward, away from his own body. Within the restrictive confines of the room’s corner, the men struggled to break the stalemate. Spinning around and around, Daniel found some leverage by leaning against the kitchen table, managing to turn his right hand the other way. He fired once and the gun was empty; a neat hole in Bob’s thigh started to ooze blood.
 
   Bob roared in pain, the sound nearly blocked out by the war taking place outside, and his leg buckled. Twisted as the two men were, arms above heads, Bob managed to pull Daniel over him. Keeping the momentum going, so he didn’t end up on the bottom of the pile, Daniel spun hard.
 
   The fourth stair tread met the back of Daniel’ head, and the rest of the tumble down the stairwell was a blur of scratching and heavy blows from all angles. Landing sprawled at the bottom, Bob had braced an arm, rolling him over onto Daniel’s chest. Neither man had managed to keep ahold of their pistol, so Bob clawed at Daniel’s eyes instead. A flash of pain and blood from Daniel’s reopened wound splashed across his face, getting the sticky fluid into both of his eyes, and temporarily blinding him.
 
   Panic coursed adrenaline through Daniel’s veins. He rolled into Bob, trapping his scratching arm. Daniel then bit Bob’s right thumb off at the second knuckle. The greasy man howled in pain for the second time. After bringing his knees up, Daniel then pushed out as hard as he could, sending Bob’s weight sailing through the air. Time seemed to slow as Bob spun weightlessly for a moment, and it seemed to speed up when he came crashing down to the cement floor, bouncing and sliding into the shadows on the far side of the small basement.
 
   Daniel got himself to his knees, where he started to wipe the blood from face. Daniel could not see anything as he tried to blink the darkness away. He could just make out a slightly brighter area where a candle must be burning, but that was it. Daniel heard Bob stirring, and the sound of chains. He realized that this was only possible because the gunfight outside had stopped just as abruptly as it had started.
 
   Bringing his hands up defensively above his head, Daniel cringed at how vulnerable he was. 
 
   More sounds of movement and chain rattles.
 
   Daniel winced in anticipation of the blow. He hoped he died quickly.
 
   But the blow never came.
 
   Something was shaking on the ground where Bob should have landed, and Daniel thought that he might still have a chance. Standing up, but keeping his legs wide and balanced, Daniel felt around blindly. Wiping at his face with his shirt, he could definitely make out movement, something kicking and thrashing. He waited, unsure about what to do next. The movements slowed, and then all he could hear was panting, like there was now a dog in the room. With no attack forthcoming, Daniel decided that escape might not be that bad of an idea, so he started feeling for the stairwell opening along the wall. 
 
   The fear was trying to find its way back in.
 
   Over his shoulder, Daniel could now make out the bulk of the basement, though very blurrily. A heavy wooden table stood in the middle under low, pipe-laced ceilings. The large candle burning only dimly lit the top half of the room. Someone, or something, continued to breathe heavily behind him, the sound coming from somewhere in the truncated shadows. As he made for the stairs, Bob’s death no longer seemed all that important to Daniel; at least, no more important than his own life. 
 
   Daniel needed to get out of here, before the guards came charging in. He needed to get back to Leslie. He needed to tell her was sorry for ever leaving her. He needed to…
 
   “Get off of me…” a weak voice said. The high pitch said that the voice belonged to a woman.
 
   Daniel spun to face her, but the woman, along with Bob, was lost in the harsh shadows of the basement. 
 
   “Who’s there?” Daniel called, still backing toward the stairs.
 
   “Are you with him?” she croaked.
 
   “No! Who are you? Wait, is he still…?”
 
   “No. I think he is dead,” the woman said, a hint of glee in her voice.
 
   Daniel asked the disembodied voice, it sounding like a sigh of relief, “So I killed him, then?”
 
   “What? You? No, I did….” A chain rattled.
 
   Daniel walked a few steps forward, questioning why he was still here. 
 
   “He’s dead? Are you sure?”
 
   The woman ignored his question, posing one of her own instead, “Will you help me, please?”
 
   The desperation in her voice was very pronounced. Daniel got the feeling that this woman was very strong-willed, and had only asked for assistance because she was truly unable to free herself. Daniel slid the candle closer to the edge of the table, the light passing blackened blood stains, grungy tools, and bits of dried flesh; fine hairs still visible on some of them.
 
   As if seeing these things had roused him back awake, Daniel’s head reeled at the stench surrounding him. The dank room smelled of old death, feces, and fear sweat. He could now make out why the woman had sounded so desperate. She was on her back, pressed against the wall by the dead weight of Bob Donner’s body. Chains led from the wall, down around Bob’s neck, and to her wrists. She had chocked the life out of Daniel’s nemesis for him, probably saving his life in the process, and was now pinned under the psychotic man, unable to physically lift him off.
 
   Shouts from outside. 
 
   There was no time. He would have to leave her.
 
   “Please…,” the woman managed, correctly reading Daniel’s decision by the look on his face. “Keys…in…pockets…” She was having trouble filling her lungs now.  
 
   More shouts. More concern for Leslie.
 
   There was no way Daniel could leave her now. He had caught a glimpse of her battered face, and of her pleading blue eyes, which looked so similar to Corrine’s, and she had mentioned keys. Daniel needed the truck keys, and Bob Donner would be the one who would have them. 
 
   Daniel rushed forward, making his way around the table, and began struggling to pull slack into the chains around Bob’s throat. Pushing Bob’s head backwards, swollen tongue lolling from side to side, freed it from the loop of thick metal chain, and the body was easily rolled away after. 
 
   The woman took several large breaths, struggling to tell Daniel where the keys to her chains were. By slapping at Bob’s pants, the naked woman’s point was made quickly, and Daniel soon had his father’s key ring in his hand once again. All the old keys were gone, with the exceptions of those for the truck and cap. The only one other key occupying space on the ring now was one that would fit the padlocks cinching the chains around the woman’s wrists. 
 
   After freeing her, Daniel tried to help stand the woman up, but she was weakened and depleted, and her left leg had given out sickly; deep cuts around the ankle, torture wounds, no doubt, had hobbled it permanently. When the candle light showed her naked, mutilated body, Daniel gave an audible gasp. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Daniel asked roughly, looking only at her eyes, trying to will strength into her. He pocketed the keys, which had started to bring up a memory.
 
   “T-Terry…Spanelli…” she said.
 
   “I’m Daniel, Terry. Full name is Daniel Moore. It’s nice to meet you,” he said conversationally, getting a derisive chuckle in reply. 
 
   “How did you find me?” Terry asked, hissing in pain. 
 
   A high-pitched squeal came from outside. 
 
   “Never mind that, right now. Time to go…” He grabbed Terry around the hip with his right arm, and she looped her left arm over his neck. Daniel could now see that she was covered in wounds, mainly welts from a whip and small burns, from what he didn’t care to guess, and her face was bloodied and swollen from freshly landed punches; a good-bye present from Bob Donner. But it was the sickly-sweet smell that came from her infected wounds that churned his stomach most of all.
 
   Leaning heavily on Daniel for support, and completely unconcerned about her nakedness, Terry Spanelli managed to hop up the stairs on one foot and out of the house. Taking a second to make sure the coast was clear, they started moving down the porch steps. Daniel looked over at the rusted sedan, seeing that his rifle was no longer on its hood. 
 
   The fear was back.
 
   Stumbling over the heavy canvas pouch, Terry, knowing that her wedding ring had been tossed somewhere inside it, whispered urgently, “Pick it up! Pick it up! I need to get…” Knowing that his compliance would be quicker than his arguing, something Daniel that had learned from his wife, he stooped to pick up the surprisingly heavy little baggie, shoving it down the front of his pants after a moment of not knowing what else to do with it. She nodded in thanks, breathless, and took a hop forward with his help.
 
   Almost tasting the freedom that the wreckage of the world would afford, Daniel led Terry through the yard and into the driveway, where a blood-curdling scream shattered the stillness of the night. It was the pain-filled scream of a young girl. 
 
   Rebecca was the first thing that came to Daniel’s mind, and he stopped abruptly, nearly letting go of Terry to turn and look up the drive. 
 
   There were men in grey jumpsuits everywhere. Some were emptying the garage of its cache, while others stood guard all around. Half a dozen rifle barrels and flashlights leveled off at Daniel and Terry, who had become very aware of her expose bits again. She grabbed painfully onto Daniel’s ribs to get behind him, pressing her breasts against his back to cover herself. They were caught dead to rights, and a few of the men started laughing as they approached.
 
   Out of sight, the little girl howled in anguish again.
 
   “Leslie!” Daniel roared, overwhelming odds the only thing keeping him standing where he was.
 
   “Uncle Danny! Help me…Ouch! Stop it! Stop it!” Leslie howled, from somewhere near the truck on the far side of the divider wall.
 
   “If you hurt her…!” Daniel screamed, his vow going unfinished. He tried to take a step forward, but was hampered by Terry.
 
   The men all laughed; one asking his fellows, “How’d Mack know that’d work?”
 
   Terry whimpered as the men surrounded them, snatching gropes at her bare white skin and slapping at her ass. Daniel could not do anything about those behind them, and he took a brutal sucker punch to the ear. Terry, as Daniel was her only form of protection, somehow managed to keep him up on his feet. 
 
   The men then pushed Terry and Daniel, still pressed together, toward the hole in the wall. The jostling, wobbly procession passed though the strangely roiled and pitted back yard and by the two bodies of the shredded policemen. 
 
   Daniel could actually feel his hope trying to abandon his body.
 
   Ushered through the hole in the wall and around the back of his truck, which had been emptied of the crates, they walked into a nightmare. The orange Maintenance Department dump truck was there at a skewed angle, and ten or more jumpsuits were on this side of the wall spread all around it. One of them, a giant black man, who Daniel immediately pegged as their leader, held Leslie by the neck. Daniel had no doubt, given the man’s massive proportions, that he could snap it her thin spine like a twig.
 
   Terry clawed at Daniel’s back, trying to shield herself from further abuse. Daniel felt as if he were stranding before a king and his court, awaiting judgment, jesters all around taking cheap shots at him. Leslie started crying freely when she saw Daniel, but the monster held her squirming body easily, and she was forced to calm down or risk being strangled unconscious.
 
   An eternity passed in a moment. The fear shook Daniel down to his bones.
 
   Try as he might, Daniel could not match the withering gaze of the giant. The man’s eye were like dark holes, devoid of all feeling and compassion. Several hands then pulled Terry painfully from his back and held him fast, dragging her forward to stand in front of Mack, where she promptly collapsed into a heap. Flashlights and leers followed her the whole time, highlighting just how abused she had been under Bob’s care.
 
   “You do ‘dat to her?” Mack growled at Daniel. Without waiting for Daniel to attempt forming an answer, he then asked Terry, “’Dis skinny fucker hurt ya like ‘dat?” 
 
   Terry, to Daniel’s great admiration and appreciation, managed to shake her head ‘no’ and say coldly, “Bastard in the basement did…”
 
   Mack nodded his head at some of the surrounding jumpsuits, and they trotted off to check out the house. Mack nodded again, and Daniel was released. The workers stepped back, far enough so that Daniel could not turn and surprise them. This left an awkward silence. 
 
   Daniel broke it when he whispered, “Don’t hurt her, please.” finding that he could now look the giant in the eye.
 
   Mack followed Daniel’s eyes down to the little blue-faced girl clenched in his hand, almost looking surprised to see her there. He let the child go; his rouse had already worked. 
 
   Leslie fell to her knees, sucking for breath and gingerly touching at the sides of her neck, where a large bruise was already forming. With breath back in her lungs, she began sobbing again, and trying to crawl closer to Daniel. The sight was breaking Daniel’s heart, so he took two steps toward Leslie, intent on picking her up lovingly. But a rifle butt smashed into Daniel’s lower back, causing him to join the girls on the parking lot’s cracked surface.
 
   Daniel was forced to watch as Leslie slowly crawled her way over to him. Terry reached out reflexively to comfort the girl, but Leslie stayed well out of her arm’s length. Several of the men laughed, but some of the others seemed to get bored and started walking away, continuing to stack supplies into the back of the dump truck. Slowly, painfully scuffing her knees, Leslie finally made it to Daniel, where he pulled her up to his chest, holding her close. 
 
   They both cried.
 
   “You her uncle, fo’ real?” Mack drawled.
 
   “Yes,” Daniel said, wiping a tear away. He stood back up with defiance in his eyes and Leslie cradled in his arms. He could care less whether or not this monster called him on the bluff, Daniel would go to the grave saying that the girl was his family now. The scratchy canvas pouch pressed into his hip as he straightened, putting Leslie’s weight on it, and Daniel was soon starting to thinking of different ways he could use it as a weapon. He would give his life to try and save the girl.
 
   “You bet’sa be right, bitch,” Mack warned Terry; the jumpsuits had returned from the house. One of the men walked up to Mack, speaking in a low tone. Daniel was quite sure that he heard ‘…some sick shit…’ and ‘…no keys…’ in the man’s explanation of what had been found down in the basement. 
 
   Terry had found the will to get away from the giant man now that his attention was diverted. Everyone was silent for a moment as she crawled on all fours, useless foot dragging behind her. Someone whistled out a cat call, but the laughs ended swiftly when Mack raised his hand for silence. Looking curiously at the terrified woman crawling away from him, he then shot a glance at Daniel holding Leslie, then back to Terry, before saying, “She your wife, or sumfin’?”
 
   Daniel’s voice quivered, but he managed to quickly say, “Yes…That…that monster had her,” paying no attention to the goon behind him saying, “Oh, boo-fuckin’-hoo!”, or the laughs he got.
 
   Mack turned to talk to a man standing next to him, still guarding against people overhearing. Daniel didn’t care what was being said, his attention was still on Terry, who he had just helped to stand up beside him. He held the two girls tightly. Leslie had stopped crying, and her head was bobbing with exhaustion; Daniel felt safe and warm to her. The workers started dispersing as Mack told them to head back to ‘that big building’ for a while.
 
   Daniel’s legs had grown tired of supporting all the extra weight and, as a result, had started to shake uncontrollably. This was noticed and openly mocked by a few of those walking past. Daniel paid them no heed, the giant was in charge, and the jackals wouldn’t do anything excessive without his say so. After all the crates and boxes had been stored in the orange dump truck, men started climbing in back or walking off, heading back down to the Warehouse.
 
   A few minutes later, Mack approached Daniel and his new responsibilities, carrying his rifle loosely. He was walking right up to the huddled group, already towering over them. 
 
   “I…I…,” Daniel stammered.
 
   “Just shut yo’ mouth, ya skinny-ass fool!” Mack said, shooing away his few remaining cronies. “I ought ‘a bust your head open right here and now!” 
 
   Terry took to whimpering again, sagging further down Daniel’s leg as he struggled to hold everybody upright. Leslie, thankfully, had fallen asleep, and was breathing foggily on his neck. 
 
   Daniel did not want to die here like this. His brain counted the amount of workers still in range to react when he made his move. There were still too many, but he had little choice now. He prepared himself to drop Leslie and bring the heavy bag into play. If he could smash this monster on the head, hopefully knocking him to the ground, he might have enough time to get the girls back through the hole in the wall. They might even have enough time to hide somewhere in the darkness. He would have to strike fast…
 
   Mack moved a step closer. Almost in range. 
 
   Daniel steeled his spine, he was getting ready to strike. 
 
   The giant man leaned forward, looking Daniel in the eyes. The last of his men turned and walked away, as though they didn’t want to watch what was about to happen. Daniel readied himself to drop, spin, and smash. He just wished he could give Terry some kind of warning, as she would need to keep up or risk being left behind.
 
   “You got the keys to that truck?” Mack asked Daniel quietly, his urban dialect conspicuously absent.
 
   “Uh…Yeah. I took them…off of Bob…guy in the basement…”
 
   Mack raised a giant hand to stop him, like he already knew what Daniel was going to say. “I thought so…” was all the man said in reply.
 
   Mack relaxed his grip on the rifle, and the barrel pointed safely at the ground. He then looked behind him, as if to check for eavesdroppers.
 
   This was Daniel’s chance. He started lowering Leslie closer to the ground.
 
   Terry, sensing his building tension, gently laid her hand on his cheek, forcing him to look at her properly for the first time. Her voice was clear, and her sky-blue eyes bloodshot, when she said, “No matter what happens…I love you.”
 
   “I…I love you, too,” Daniel whispered breathlessly.
 
   Mack had watched the end of the display, and Daniel’s moment had passed. 
 
   Resignation set in for the first time. If Daniel had hit this man with the bag, all three of them would die within ten feet of where they stood now. There was no escape. His thoughts and emotions went to Rebecca and Corrine, causing him to hug Leslie and Terry tighter than he should have. With this one act of affection, Daniel had anointed them his surrogate family, and they would all die together this time, he would make sure of that. 
 
   Daniel wanted this over quickly. He released Terry and shifted Leslie over to his left arm to fish in his right pocket for the keys, holding them out for the giant to take afterward. 
 
   Mack just stared at him.
 
   Daniel jingled the keys before him, ready to get on with whatever was coming. Just then a curious thought passed through his mind; he wondered if his father was buried somewhere in the backyard of the Tudor house. Strange as it was, the possibility of dying next to his father’s grave calmed him a bit. Besides, it hadn’t been a total loss; Bob Donner was dead, as were Troy Campbell and Susan Locke. 
 
   It was enough.
 
   “I don’t want ‘em. Ratty-ass truck…” Mack said, sounding slightly offended.
 
   The orange dump truck had started back up. Daniel looked around them once again, now noticing that all of the workers had either walked off by now or were sitting in the dump truck staring at them. The parking lot was empty, no doubt cleared out for their rapidly approaching execution. Daniel dropped the keys on the asphalt, grabbing Terry tight with his free hand. 
 
   The three of them were so close that they shared the same air; it was beautiful. Daniel was ready to die.
 
   “You might want to keep those…Y’all have somewhere to go?” Mack asked, instantly breaking Daniel out of his fear-induced stupor.
 
   “What?” Daniel heard himself ask. Was this monster looking for even more victims? Did he expect to be taken somewhere else? 
 
   “I wouldn’t come back to that building, if I were you. That lot, behind me, thinks I should just kill you and give them girls out like some kinda party favor…Don’t give ‘em a reason…” Mack warned.
 
   With that, Mack Jones turned and walked away. Making it to the awaiting truck in five long strides, and sitting heavily on the tailgate. He slapped the side of the truck twice, and it started moving forward. Mack lifted his dragging feet as the truck did a three-point turn to reverse course.  
 
   The second the truck turned south on Klondike, and its passengers were safely out of view, Daniel crouched to find the dropped keys. Once they were back in hand, he had to struggle to get the girls over to the truck single-handedly. Terry had lost what little energy she had left and Leslie felt like a sack of bricks at this point. It was excruciatingly slow going, especially with concerns of the dump truck coming back.
 
   Upon reaching the driver’s side door, Daniel unlocked it and flung it open. Terry took a very long time to shimmy and shift, inches at a time, all the way over to the passenger seat. Daniel did not help, as he felt she could probably do without anyone touching her at the moment. Leslie woke and started struggling to keep ahold of Daniel’s neck the second he tried to let her go. Daniel took the small canvas bag from his squished groin area and tossed it onto the middle jump seat, so he could grab the squirming girl with both hands, and sit down in the truck with her across his lap. 
 
   He shut the door and started the engine. Terry started to cry softly. Daniel wasted no time crossing the parking lot, noting that the rear differential no longer clicked ominously when he turned to head north. Daniel was still in shock at the sudden turn of events, certain that the orange dump truck would soon appear in his mirrors; ending the cruel joke. But there were no lights to be seen anywhere around, and Daniel, having checked several times already, knew this included behind them. 
 
   They drove along the former supply route for a few minutes, the silence only broken by the occasional sniffle or cough. The headlights cut through the night, illuminating the narrow roadway that the D.o.C. had cleared through the destruction. This was usually just a single, straight track, but numerous turn-offs and passing lanes would have allowed for two-way travel.
 
   Leslie had finally decided to scoot off of Daniel and over onto the seat cushion, kicking her legs over Terry to use his leg as a pillow. He stroked her hair mindlessly, and Terry rubbed her legs numbly, until she had fallen back asleep. Daniel looked at Terry to speak, but he stopped when she crossed her arms to cover her bare, and obviously abused, breasts.
 
   “Take the wheel for a sec, will ya?” Daniel asked of her, slowing the truck down quite a bit.
 
   She made to form a complaint, but Daniel had already let go of the wheel, and he was obviously not going to chance stopping altogether, so she painfully reached over Leslie to keep the truck straight. Daniel pulled his t-shirt off, putting it over Terry’s arm, saying, “Sorry about the blood…” then he took the wheel back. 
 
   “Thanks,” Terry said kindly. It took her several hiss and curse filled minutes to finally drag the damp fabric over her head and torso. Daniel never looked. Terry noticed this, compelling her to say more. “Thank you, Daniel. For…for…everything, I guess. Not sure, really, where to start…” She laughed, a single snort, but the memories were still too fresh to find anything funny about them. 
 
   “Well, don’t thank me just yet…”
 
   Daniel had never been this far north before, and the occasional campfire had started to pop up, dotting the otherwise darkened landscape as they drove by. They were now in the unprotected areas, still twelve miles south of the border crossing up at the quarantine line. Unfamiliar territory was everywhere he looked.
 
   “We can’t just keep going, you know?” Daniel finally said. “They aren’t gonna just let us out…”
 
   Terry did not answer. Daniel drove on in silence. 
 
   They had no guns, no food, no water, no clothes, and no shelter. His stocked backpack had most certainly been taken, along with everything else stored at the concrete plant. The warehouse had fallen, but not into the right hands. His house had been burnt to the ground, along with all traces of his dead wife and daughter. He had a half-naked woman in the truck, who was battered and bruised beyond all belief, and a young girl, who felt more like an anchor than anything else at the moment. They had nothing but the truck, which would only draw more of the wrong kind of attention than anything else.
 
   Daniel realized that he had been mumbling all of these concerns, and that Terry was staring wide-eyed at him. 
 
   “Sorry ‘bout that,” Daniel offered awkwardly.
 
   “Where’s the bag?” Terry asked.
 
   “What? Oh, the bag…Under Rebecca, I suppose. Why? What’s in it, a lead brick?”
 
   Terry moved Leslie’s legs to reach the bag, which was wedged beside her slowly rising and falling chest against the seat back. Setting the bag on the seat next to Daniel’s leg, zipper up, she withdrew her hand.
 
   “You should look…at what’s in there. That son-of-a-bitch liked to brag about it enough.”
 
   “Who? Bob, you mean?”
 
   “Yeah…It better be worth something! After all…that…pin-pricked fucker did to me! I mean…Sorry! I don’t mean to…” She started crying again, but forced herself nearly composed. “Oh, just open it,” Terry finally said, turning away from him and back to her thoughts.
 
   Certain that he would not be impressed by what was in the bag, Daniel unzipped it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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