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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Captain Kyriakos Hatzidakis deftly sliced the dorsal fin from the freshly caught fish and tossed it over his shoulder into the cargo hold. Glancing up, he noticed first mate, Lucas Popoulias, running down the narrow gunwale with an ease that came only with years of experience. 
 
    “What is it?” the captain shouted. 
 
    “Radar contact coming in fast.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “Twenty miles, inbound at sixteen knots. I’m guessing it’s a Turk.” He didn’t need to say warship. Very few fishing vessels were capable of speeds in excess of twelve knots. The captain estimated forty-five minutes before the Turks would be in practical gun range. Technically, they were already in gun range, but they wouldn’t fire until they confirmed it was a Greek fishing ship. And to do that they needed to get within visual range. 
 
    “All right, lets—” 
 
    The ship lurched, throwing everyone to the deck. A crewman screamed in agony as a dorsal fin sliced open his forearm. Lucas’s legs flew out from underneath him, and he would have been tossed out to sea if not for the railing. 
 
    As the ship’s engine screamed, Kyriakos tried to pull himself up but was thrown back to the deck when the ship began to skip back and forth like a dog refusing to give up the chase even though it had reached the limits of its chain. 
 
    “Cut the engine,” Kyriakos shouted as he tried to regain his feet. “Cut the engine!” 
 
    Lucas dashed up to the pilothouse and threw the ship in idle. 
 
    “What happened?” Lucas shouted from the bridge as the ship came to a rest. 
 
    Kyriakos tugged on a cable. “The net’s caught on something. Back her down,” he yelled. 
 
    As Lucas put the ship in reverse, the captain motioned for one of the crew to begin hand-cranking in the cable as it slackened. As the crewman spun the crank, Kyriakos checked on the injured man. Continuing with today’s streak of bad luck, he discovered to his culinary displeasure the wounded crewman was the cook who was on deck picking out tonight’s dinner. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Kyriakos yelled when the ship reached the area of the snag. Leaning over the stern, he pushed against the cable to keep it from hanging up in the propeller. 
 
    “Captain,” Lucas yelled, pointing over the bow toward the Turkish warship now visible on the horizon. It was getting uncomfortably close. 
 
    “Swing the ship around,” Kyriakos ordered. 
 
    Turning the rudder hard to port, Lucas eased the throttle forward. As he did, the ship pivoted around the cable until the warship was astern. 
 
    “Three knots,” Kyriakos ordered. Straightening the rudder, Lucas throttled up. When nothing happened, he increased speed to five knots and then six. The ship’s engines started to whine, and the bow began slowly snaking back and forth. 
 
    The captain figured it was an even tossup as to what would happen first; either the cable would snap, the engine would burn out, or the ship would pull free. There was also the chance the Turks would blow them into splinters for fishing in their waters. Just as Kyriakos was thinking of shifting the odds by cutting the cable, the ship lurched free nearly knocking everyone off their feet again. 
 
    “Winch, winch, winch,” he yelled to the crew while swinging his arms in a furious circle as if it would help get the net up faster. Not satisfied with the progress, the captain jumped to the wench and helped reel. When the net finally broached the surface, Kyriakos saw the usual array of squid and fish, but there was something else inside. 
 
    Before he could stop them, the crew grabbed the net and pulled the quick release, spilling the contents on the deck. Squid, fish and about two dozen egg-shaped objects dropped out. Three containers shattered, spilling an oily sludge over the catch and into the cargo hold. 
 
    Lucas thrust the throttle forward, maxing out the engines. Checking the radar, he could see that the Turkish ship was still gaining, but now it would be impossible for the warship to catch up to them before they reached the safety of Greek waters. 
 
    The Turkish navy, realizing the futility of the chase, used the bridge-to-bridge radio to order the ship to cut its engine. When Kyriakos ignored their warnings, the warship fired a shot, which landed twenty-five yards off their starboard quarter. Captain Kyriakos, standing at the stern, raised both his arms and returned fire with what one of his American friends once told him was called the bird. The Turks, in turn, radioed an insult but broke off the chase. They would not risk an international incident over one small fishing vessel. As the warship turned away, Lucas slowed the ship, tied off the steering wheel, and joined the captain on the stern. There was a fresh bandage on the captain’s leg. 
 
    “What happened?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “One of those broken pieces hit me in the leg.” 
 
    “Is it bad? Should we head back? 
 
    “No, no,” Kyriakos said, waving his hand in dismissal. “I’ll be fine. It’s just a scratch. If we went in every time someone hurt themselves, we’d never untie from the dock. He picked up an egg, and examined it. Throw these back into the sea. They’re dangerous.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Lucas said, taking the container from the captain. Lucas examined the object, picked up a handful of the grayish oatmeal-like substance that had leaked out from it, and smiled. “This may be our lucky day.” 
 
    “Did you hit your head?” Kyriakos gestured at the chaos on the deck. “This was anything but a lucky day.” 
 
    “I think this is a Pithos.” 
 
    “What the hell is a Pithos?” the captain asked, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “You should know your Greek history, old man.” 
 
    “I’ll learn history when I retire.” 
 
    “A Pithos is a container the ancient Greeks used to carry cargo.” 
 
    “And . . . this is one of those?” the captain said, looking incredulous. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I read,” Lucas said, and chuckled. “You should try it. Last year, there was a newspaper article about an Italian fisherman finding a bunch of Roman cargo containers in the Gulf of Toronto. They called them Amphora.” 
 
    “How do you know this isn’t one of those?” 
 
    “The Amphora is longer and thinner. The pictures I found on the Internet of ancient Greek cargo containers looked a lot like these.” 
 
    “So, they’re valuable?” the captain asked, leaning in closer, his interest suddenly piqued. 
 
    “I think I can sell them, yes,” Lucas said. 
 
    “Enough to repair the winch?” 
 
    “There is a real market for historical artifacts,” Lucas said. “I think if we sell it to the right people, we might get enough to buy a new boat.” He suddenly grew serious. “We can’t tell the government. If we do, they’ll confiscate them, and we’ll get nothing.” 
 
    “Screw the government. They’re always looking for ways to take our money. Do you know who to sell them to?” 
 
    “No, but I know some people who do.” 
 
    “You and your nefarious contacts,” the captain said, standing up straighter. “You should not know those people. They’re trouble.” 
 
    “So, you’ve told me, but those people are going to make us rich, or at least comfortable.” 
 
    “If they don’t kill us and take it all.” 
 
    “They’re not those type of people.” 
 
    “You’re telling me they’re honest criminals?” the captain asked. 
 
    “It would be bad for business to kill their customers. And I have family connections that will keep them honest.” The captain looked doubtful but said nothing. Lucas took the silence as acceptance. “We should go in.” 
 
    “No,” Kyriakos chided. “We’ll stay out until the end of the week. It will raise questions if we return early.” 
 
    “We can just tell them the ship broke; they’ll believe that.” 
 
    “Will it take time to see these people?” 
 
    “A few days, maybe a week.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, I still have to pay the crew. We’ll stay out.” 
 
    Five days later, Kyriakos, feeling under the weather, was met at the dock by the head chef at one of the more prestigious tourist hotels on the bay. On his heels were cooks from the other finer establishments in the area. 
 
    “Captain Hatzidakis, you’re back early,” the head chef said. Kyriakos limped forward favoring his leg, his leg sore for the last several days. The cut was long and deep but didn’t seem serious. As long as no red streaks appeared, he should be fine. Still, he was feeling weak, and it seemed every muscle in his body ached. Even his hair, what little was left, hurt. He thought he was coming down with the flu, but to be safe, he would see a doctor. If what Lucas said was true, he could afford it now. As Kyriakos pulled a rag from his pocket, he noticed a small pimple on his hand. It wasn’t the first discovered today. Popping it, he wiped the pus away with the greasy rag and set the cloth on a crate. One of the crew grabbed it up and wiped sweat from his face. 
 
    “Had a bit of good luck,” Kyriakos said. “I decided to come in and enjoy the weekend. 
 
    “Our supplier is late, so it seems your luck is our luck,” the head chef said. 
 
    “What fish do you have?” another asked. 
 
    “A bit of everything,” he answered, and then began haggling over the price. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Sten Olofsson, the sixty-eight-year-old director of the European Center for Disease Prevention and Control heard the door to his office open. He buried his chin further into his chest and glanced over the top of the small rectangular spectacles perched precariously on the tip of his nose. As Gunilla Billstrom entered his office carrying a silver tray of tea, he cleared a spot on the edge of his cluttered desk. 
 
    “Good morning, Gunilla,” he said, removing his glasses and setting them atop his keyboard. A line of letters raked across the document. “Shit.” He picked up the glasses, put them down next to the keyboard, and smiled up at Gunilla. “I trust you had a good weekend?” Gunilla suffered from chronic migraines, but despite the pain, she never missed a day of work. She kicked the door closed with the heel of her foot and set the tray on the corner of the desk. 
 
    “Well enough,” she said as she poured two cups of tea adding two teaspoons of sugar and a dollop of cream for Sten. She drank hers natural. Handing him his cup, she moved to the sofa. “And you?” 
 
    “It rained, so no golf,” he said as if that was all the answer needed to say his weekend was lousy. To an outsider looking in, Gunilla would seem to be Dr. Olofsson’s private secretary, but she wasn’t. The two were lifelong friends. In graduate school, they were lovers, but that was a lifetime ago. Now they were friends and colleagues. She was also a doctor, scientist, and–Sten would be the first to admit–considerably smarter in both fields. With her credentials, by all rights, she should have been the director of the ECDC, but where she had the intelligence, he had the connections. Once appointed to lead the ECDC, he asked her to come aboard and head the Office of the Chief Scientist. She happily accepted with no ill will. 
 
    Gunilla took a sip of tea. “How are Brigitta and the girls?” she asked as the cup clinked against the saucer. 
 
    “Brigitta’s fine,” Sten said. “I haven’t heard from either in two weeks. Little Brigitta is too busy with her children, and little Gunilla is having too much fun visiting the Grand Canyon. Or is it Mammoth Cave this week? I forget, probably both. My guess, she doesn’t want to listen to her mother ask if she’s met any nice American men.” Sten suddenly chuckled. “I swear Gunilla if I hadn’t seen my wife give birth to that girl, I’d swear she was your child. She’s built just like you and has your keen mind. She’ll never settle down, either. I should have known better than to name her after you. The Americans say names has power. A girl named Bertha is destined to be large, a girl named Candy a stripper, and a girl named Gunilla, wild.” 
 
    “I don’t think Bertha is a good example. Most Americans eventually grow to be fat,” she said, smiling. Gunilla put down her cup and turned serious. “She may be more like me than you realize.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said his smile vanishing. 
 
    “Oh really,” Gunilla said, arching her eyebrow.  
 
    “You know I don’t mean it like that,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “A parent always worries about their child. This world isn’t kind to anyone different. You of all people should know that. You lived a lie most of your life. You even had a relationship with me.” 
 
    “I never regretted our time together,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Nor I, but I could always tell something was missing in our relationship. Who knew it was another woman?” Sten leaned back in his chair and laughed. “If only I knew then what I know now. I could have had what every young man fantasizes about.” 
 
    “Get that visual out of your head, you dirty old coot,” Gunilla said but laughed with him. 
 
    “Too late,” he said, his smile widening. “That girl is twenty-six years old, and as far as I know, never been in a relationship. I don’t want my daughter to go through what you went through. I don’t want her to live a lie. I want her to be happy. If she’s different, be open about it and to hell with everyone else.” 
 
    “If only my father would have been as understanding as you,” Gunilla said, “I might have been at his side when he died.” Despite Sweden being one of the most progressive nations regarding homosexuality, having been legalized in 1944 and declassified as a mental disorder in 1972, there was still a stigma associated with being gay. Gunilla’s father never adjusted to her sexuality. It was one reason Gunilla hid it for so long. It would also have cost her job opportunities in other countries. When she finally had enough of the lie and opened up to her family about it, her father told her not to step through his doorway again until she decided not to be lesbian. 
 
    “Has she ever talked with you about it?” Sten asked. 
 
    “Having known the girl all her life, it could be she’s likely to be just as embarrassed to talk with me about her sexuality as you, but if you like, when she gets back I’ll have ‘the talk,’” she said using air quotes. 
 
    “That would be great,” Sten said relaxing. “You must think me a coward.” 
 
    Now it was Gunilla’s turn to wave her hand dismissively. “I’ve always known that about you, Sten. Now, if the morning pleasantries are over with, I think there is something in today’s report you should read.” 
 
    Sten picked up his glasses and flipped open the folder. 
 
    “This doesn’t sound right,” he said a few minutes into the report. He looked up. “Doctor Reinfeldt and his team are calling this an outbreak of the chickenpox?” 
 
    “Initially. He argued last week that it has all the characteristics of chickenpox. Now, he’s not so sure. He’s sticking with the story to keep down panic.” 
 
    “Well, it certainly resembles chickenpox, but . . .” Sten said as he flipped back to the first page. “Sixty-eight deaths in a week seems excessive. What are the historical numbers? I know it can’t be anything near this.” 
 
    “According to the WHO and our database, annual fatality rates are around five hundred. It’s estimated another five hundred occur in remote areas and thus remain unreported, but those are based on computer modeling and aren’t verifiable.”  
 
    “And here we’re seeing sixty-eight in a week?” Sten said. “Something doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “Doctor Reinfeldt’s secondary report is added as an enclosure on page fifty-seven,” Gunilla said. 
 
    Sten flipped to the appropriate page, glanced at the page, and then looked up at Gunilla. “Summarize it for me.” 
 
    “Reinfeldt believes initial tier two exposure happened at several upscale establishments in Piraeus just over two weeks ago. All of those infected have either moved on to other destinations or gone home. It’s hard to know how many were exposed, initially, but rough estimates indicate several hundred.” 
 
    “Who by now have infected several hundred thousand, thanks to modern transportation,” Sten said. 
 
    “As of today, we have reported cases in twelve major cities in Europe and at least two cities in China. It’s only a matter of time before it spreads further. News organizations are just now starting to look into this.” 
 
    “Goddammit, how did we drop the ball on this? This is the whole reason for our existence. Our organization was established to get ahead of outbreaks like this.” 
 
    “Most of the doctors treating this thought it was just a simple case of chickenpox,” Gunilla said. “An outbreak of chickenpox isn’t rare, so it wasn’t given the priority it should have. Even our computers didn’t raise red flags until nearly two dozen deaths.” 
 
    “We’ll need to change our programming,” Sten said while reading the symptoms report. “. . . Followed by pustule rash, delirium, diarrhea, and most often, death.” His head snapped up. “That does not sound like chickenpox. That sounds more like typhus or smallpox. Has the lab run tests?” 
 
    “I received the lab report before I came in. The lab techs said it has both typhus and smallpox-like characteristics, but it’s neither. They believe it’s something new.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Sten said. 
 
    “I think it’s worse than that. I think it’s something old, and I don’t think you’ll like my theory.” 
 
    “There’s already a lot I don’t like this morning; one more won’t send me over the edge.” 
 
    “Do you remember my doctorate thesis?” 
 
    Sten visibly paled. “Surely you’re not suggesting . . .  You wrote that paper forty years ago,” he said as he removed his glasses again. “You know, I think of you as one of the smartest scientists on the planet, but generally speaking most researchers agree the Athenian Plague was probably epidemic typhus.” 
 
    “I’m not one of them,” she said, leaning forward. “I’ve always held the Athenian Plague was from the smallpox family of diseases. I don’t doubt that typhus was present, but I don’t think it was the main cause. I believe epidemic typhus was probably a secondary infection, similar to how pneumonia can become a secondary infection of the flu. I think that’s why the plague was so deadly. If the first one didn’t kill you—” 
 
    “The second one did,” he finished. “I remember your paper. I’m not sure I can sell that theory. If I put it forth, most people are going to think you're seeing what you want to see.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m too old, and my reputation too cemented for me to worry about something like that. If I’m wrong about the disease, and my reputation, I’ll retire. I kind of like the idea of retirement. Maybe I can finally find me a nice large warm woman to settle down with.” She sat back. “I don’t think I’m wrong. There are just too many similarities.” 
 
    “All right, let’s get a report out to the WHO and the usual list of disease prevention centers as quickly as we can,” Sten said. “Let’s get a recommendation out to close the airports to civilian traffic. And . . . Add the lab analysis along with your suspicions. I’ll back it up. If we’re wrong, we’ll both retire together. Hell, we started our careers together; I don’t have a problem ending them that way. What was the mortality rate of the Athenian Plague?” 
 
    “Roughly thirty-five percent of the population, but it’s been over twenty-five hundred years since we’ve seen this plague. Even with modern medicine, it’ll be much worse unless we can get ahead of it. That’s assuming we can get ahead of it.” 
 
    “I think it’s too late for that,” Sten said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Andrew Pollard wiped mucus from his encrusted nose before opening the double reinforced steel door to the Oxford, Virginia Maximum Security Penitentiary Processing Center. Thirteen heavily shackled prisoners slowly hobbled off the light blue prison bus and shuffled inside, single file, their chains clanking in what seemed a deliberately slow rhythmic metallic beat, which was irritatingly in perfect timing with the pounding in his head. Any other day, the fact there were thirteen prisoners would have elicited a few bad jokes, but today all he wanted to do was finish his shift quickly so he could go home and have a few bowls of his wife’s chicken soup. 
 
    Yesterday, he woke up with a dull throb in the back of his skull, but this morning, it felt more like a rat was chewing its way out of his brain through his eye. He would’ve called in sick, but thanks to his mock suspension, he was out of sick leave. 
 
    “Welcome back Andy,” Tom Hawkins said from behind the processing cage, giving him a quick, half-hearted wave. “How was the vacation to Europe?” 
 
    Vacation was how everyone would describe his last thirty days, even though officially it was administrative leave while an investigation into his conduct was completed by a not-so-independent review board. The only catch was he had to use all his vacation time and sick leave to cover his absence. He was still kicking himself for putting the beat-down on that prisoner in view of a camera. The next time a prisoner threw shit on him, he would knock the man senseless where there were no security cameras. Warden Higgins hinted as much, telling him that a guard with twenty-five years of experience getting caught on camera was proof he needed a vacation. 
 
    If the warden were anyone other than Higgins, a former prison guard himself, he would be looking for another job and probably facing assault charges. However, Higgins understood and accepted the necessity of occasionally showing prisoners who was alpha. Luckily, the camera only caught part of the beating, so the warden could argue the prisoner started the fight off-camera and Andy was only defending himself. Many outside the community called the defense excessive, and lawyers for the prisoner were threatening a lawsuit. Even though Higgins went to bat for him, ironically, it was the threat of the lawsuit that saved him. Firing him or putting him on unpaid leave would have been too much like an admission of guilt. 
 
    In a more poignant reminder to be careful, Andrew discovered upon return he’d been assigned to prisoner processing, one of the worst jobs a guard could pull. It entailed plenty of boredom, fingers in butts and lots of counting. You counted the prisoners as they entered the bus, exited the bus, entered processing, left processing, entered medical, left medical, entered the holding yard, exited the holding yard and finally just before handing them off to housing. 
 
    “Not bad,” Andrew said, walking over to shake Tom’s hand through the small opening in the cage. Andrew slid the stack of prisoner case files across the counter to Tom. “I would’ve preferred watching naked women with big tits on the beaches of Belize, but you know Doreen. She wanted to see something historical and what Doreen wants Doreen gets.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need to show her who’s boss,” a prisoner said. “Bring her to me; I’ll teach her how a woman should act with a man.” Andrew turned to stare incredulously at the man who was easily the thinnest he’d ever seen. He looked as if he’d made a habit of eating one meal a week and then going into the bathroom to throw it up. The scarecrow-like fellow sported a snakehead tattoo on his neck. After years of experience as a corrections officer, Andrew determined that nothing good ever came from a neck tattoo. 
 
    “Prisoners, turn toward me and put your toes on the yellow line,” Andrew ordered. Once they complied, Andrew casually walked up to the scarecrow and kneed him in the groin. The prisoner doubled over in pain, taking the chained men on either side half down with him. 
 
    “Andrew,” Tom hissed. “You buckin’ for another vacation. Wait until he’s in the hall. Have you forgotten everything you’ve learned in the last month?” 
 
    “Sorry, Tom. I . . . I lost myself for a moment. It’s this damn headache. It’s making me crazy.” Andrew knelt next to the scarecrow. “What’s your name, boy?” 
 
    “Copperhead,” the man said through clenched teeth. Andrew rolled his eyes. Scarecrow was a better fit. 
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Snake Man, Are you a retard?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not a nice word,” one of the other prisoners yelled. Andrew quickly moved to confront the new challenge. 
 
    “What did you say?” Andrew said with an icy tone, inches from the new challenger’s face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but my sister is mentally challenged. She cries whenever someone calls her retarded.” 
 
    Andrew’s voice softened. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Ryan Richards, sir.” 
 
    “What are you in for Ryan?” 
 
    “Three to five for possession with intent to sell.” 
 
    “Is your sister older or younger?” 
 
    “Younger.” 
 
    “You and her close?” 
 
    “Haven’t always been, but we are now.” 
 
    “I ought to take you in the hall and beat the shit out of you for depriving your sister of her big brother,” Andrew said. “Is she going to visit you?” 
 
    “She doesn’t do well on long drives,” he said, never looking directly at Andrew. 
 
    “You have my sincerest apology,” Andrew said. “I volunteer every year for Special Olympics, and I know it can’t be easy.” He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “You let me know if they change their mind. If you don’t give me or the other guards any problems during your stay here, my wife and I will make sure they’re taken care of if they come to visit.” 
 
    “He probably wants a threesome,” Copperhead said, while still doubled over on the floor and holding his sore crotch. 
 
    Camera or no camera, Andrew would take care of this dumbass once and for all. Maybe he’d get to see big tits on the beaches of Belize after all. Before he took a step, the prisoner chained next to Copperhead, the one he mentally nicknamed Grumpy, stepped on Copperhead’s fingers. Andrew thought he heard bones crack over the scream. 
 
    “Sorry,” Grumpy said as he yanked Copperhead to his feet. “I have a bad back, and that bending over was aggravating it. I stumbled.” 
 
    Andrew instinctively backed away and let Grumpy help Copperhead to his feet. From the moment he laid eyes on Grumpy, Andrew marked the man as dangerous. Despite the man’s five-and-a-half-foot frame, there was an air of confidence exuding from him that held an underlying promise. A promise that said “if you fuck with me I will hurt you . . . badly.” Andrew took the promise seriously. 
 
    Tom, still at his desk, looked through the folders. “Says here, smart boy’s name is Wendell Helms . . . The . . . Third.” 
 
    “Really? His name is Wendell?” Andrew said incredulously. 
 
    “I prefer Copperhead,” Wendell said, regaining his composure and a bit of his arrogance. 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Andrew said. 
 
    “Looks like another one of those Bonnie Blue boys,” Tom said, still reading the folder. 
 
    “What’s he in for?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “The usual; drugs and guns. Same as the others.” 
 
    “A drug runner named Wendell?” Andrew said almost laughing. “What are gangs coming to these days? I suppose you know that the snake on your neck isn’t a copperhead. It’s a rattlesnake.” 
 
    “It’s a symbol,” Wendell said. 
 
    “A symbol? A symbol for what?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “It means don’t tread on me,” Wendell said. Andrew didn’t point out he’d just been tread on by Grumpy. 
 
    Andrew rolled his eyes. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. You bastards shame the memory of the real Bonnie Blue. You think the boys flying the Bonnie Blue during the civil war attacked Fort Sumter because they wanted to run guns and drugs? Do you Wendell . . . The . . . Third?” 
 
    “I said I prefer—” 
 
    “They’ll be calling you Windy, you keep talking,” Andrew said, inching closer. Wendell wisely said nothing else. Andrew considered it a win and decided it was time to get down to business. 
 
    “Prisoners, this is how things are going to go,” Andrew said, pulling a pair of blue rubber gloves from a box on the counter. He made a show of putting them on. “When your names called, you will step forward. When I remove your shackles, you will strip off your clothes and place them in the white trash bag I hand you. You will strip down to your birthday suit, after which, you’ll move to the gray line behind you and face the wall. In case any of you guys get the bright idea to try and overpower me, just remember I’ve been at this a long time. But if that doesn’t deter you . . .” There was the distinct sound of a shotgun round being chambered. The prisoners looked over to see Tom holding a shotgun. Andrew wiped his nose again. “. . . Officer Hawkins has a shotgun, and he’s not afraid to use it. Besides, it’s not like you’ll go anywhere. The doors lock from the outside, and unless you have sticks of dynamite up your ass, which I will know shortly, there’s only one way out, and that’s through the prison yard; two ways if you count dead. You’re here for the long haul, gentlemen. Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be. 
 
    “Once lined up, I’ will run my fingers through your hair, fondle your ears, move your tongue and stick a finger up your ass. You will not thank me later. However, if you are so inclined, orchids are my favorite flower.” Andrew sighed. They were not a jolly bunch. He usually got at least one laugh at that line. “After the exam, you’ll move to the processing counter where you will receive and put on your yellow prison jumpers. You’ll get the rest of your draw–sheets, soap, toothbrush, and assorted toiletries–after your medical briefing. Once I put your cuffs back on, you’ll sit on the bench in front of the red door at the back of the room. And, I think we’ll start with Wendell . . . The . . . Third.” 
 
    Half an hour later, five prisoners were wearing their yellow prison uniforms and sitting on the bench, the newly incarcerated looking terrified, the old hats bored. Tom opened the folder of the next prisoner. 
 
    “Damn, Andrew,” Tom said. “You think Wendell’s name was bad. Take a gander at this one.” 
 
    Andrew walked over, and Tom slid the folder to him. Andrew chuckled. “That’s some name,” Andrew agreed as he pushed the folder back. Tom stepped back, fanning his hand in front of his face.  
 
    “Damn, Andrew, your breath smells like rotten meat,” Tom said. “You forget to brush.” 
 
    “It must be this cold I’m coming down with.” Andrew smacked his mouth together several times. “My mouth feels dry, and it tastes like I bit into an ass sandwich.” 
 
    “Smells like it too,” Tom said. 
 
    “I’ll grab a bottle of mouthwash from the draw when I get there.” 
 
    “I was watching the news last night, and they said there’s this foreign flu going around,” Tom said with some concern. “Lots of people over there have died. A few here too. I think they said one person in Colorado and another in North Carolina. Said some countries have already closed their borders and others are talking about closing their airports.” 
 
    “Who gives a shit what the news is reporting?” Andrew said with some heat. “Just more fake news to drum up their ratings. Besides, it’s been over two weeks since Doreen, and I got back from Greece. It’s probably just a summer thing we picked up.” 
 
    “Doreen has it too?” Tom asked, surprised. 
 
    “She was throwing up this morning. She tried to hide it, but I heard her.” 
 
    “You should’ve stayed home,” Tom said, sounding worried. “Now, I’m probably going to get it.” 
 
    Andrew chuckled. “You know what they say, the quickest cure for the flu is to give it to someone else.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha,” Tom said, but he was clearly nervous. 
 
    “I don’t really feel that bad. Except for the headache and being a little tired, I feel fine. Let’s finish up. I’ll go home once we finish processing. I want to check on Doreen, anyway. I tried to call her a few times on the ride over, but she wouldn’t answer.” 
 
    “Wait, you said she was throwing up?” Tom asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Morning sickness,” Tom said, smiling at the chance to tease Andrew. “Maybe she’s pregnant. Maybe you’re going to be a daddy.” 
 
    “Just read the damn name,” Andrew said horrified at the thought. 
 
    “Franklin Turnipseed,” Tom read. There were a few laughs from the more seasoned prisoners. 
 
    “With a name like Turnipseed, I’m guessing you had a rough life,” Andrew said, walking over to him. 
 
    “Occasionally, boss,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Boss?” Andrew said, sounding amused. 
 
    “Sounds like they showed Cool Hand Luke over at the courthouse again,” Tom said as he continued to read Franklin’s file. “Those jokers. They tell you it was a documentary?” Tom suddenly straightened. 
 
    “Andy, be careful with this one.” Andrew stopped removing the chains and turned to Tom. Tom pointed to Franklin’s folder. “It says here ol’ Turnipseed used to be Special Forces.” 
 
    “I knew there was something about him that worried me,” Andrew said. He turned to Franklin. “You were a Navy SEAL? You still look wet behind the ears.” 
 
    “I was in the army not the navy, so my ears stayed dry,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I mean no disrespect here but aren’t you a little short to be Special Forces?” Tom asked. 
 
    “They waved the height requirements for Special Forces because I was–in their words–scrappy.” 
 
    “I bet,” Andrew said. “What are you in for?” 
 
    “Manslaughter,” Franklin answered. 
 
    “Three counts of first-degree manslaughter, to be exact,” Tom said. “Looks to be a life sentence plus ninety-nine years.” 
 
    “Really?” Andrew said, puzzled. “Since when is manslaughter life without parole?” 
 
    “Since they classified it a hate crime,” Tom said. “The officer was white and had friends in high places. They also tacked on about twenty other charges. Drunk driving, operating a vehicle without a license, drug possession with intent to sell. The usual.” 
 
    Andrew doubted the drug possession as Franklin didn’t seem the type. Most likely, they planted the drugs. However, any lawyer worth his salt should have gotten everything dropped except the manslaughter charges. That was how the system worked. Prosecutors charge a person with every crime they could get away with and then scared the shit out of them by threatening to send them to prison for life if they didn’t plead. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Tom said. “He plead guilty to everything. Didn’t even try to bargain.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” Andrew asked Franklin. “You punishing yourself, Turnipseed?” Franklin said nothing. He just continued to look ahead. “You planning on committing suicide? You going to take your shoelaces and hang yourself?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Good, because shoes here don’t have laces after the last guy that hung himself.” Andrew coughed into his elbow and wiped his nose. “But I guess if you’re determined, you’ll find a way. They always do. Do I need to put you on suicide watch?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Franklin said again. 
 
    “How come you didn’t plead?” Andrew asked. “You could be sitting in a more comfortable minimum-security state prison. Get a nice lounge with a television. Maybe get to watch some crime dramas.” Franklin said nothing. “I’ll give you five years before you’re screaming for a lawyer and a new trial.” Franklin continued to say nothing. “You’re a quiet one; I’ll give you that.” Andrew reached for Franklin’s cuffs and then pulled back. “You seem like a nice enough fellow. I’m not going to have any trouble from you, am I?” 
 
    “No failure to communicate here . . . boss.” Andrew looked up to see a small tick of a smile from Franklin and smiled back. 
 
    “Oh, the man has jokes,” Andrew said under his breath so that only Franklin could here. “Hardy har, har, har. All right, take your clothes off and go stand on the line.” Andrew turned to Tom. “Never had my finger up a SEAL’s ass before.” Andrew laughed at his joke.  
 
    Franklin sighed. “I’m not . . .” He decided not to bother. 
 
    When Andrew finished the cavity searches and the prisoners dressed in their yellow jumpers, he escorted them to a medical interview. When it was Franklin’s turn, Andrew escorted him into a sparsely decorated office, which was the size of most homeowner’s walk-in closets. Seated behind a desk was an elderly gray-haired black woman dressed in a doctor’s smock. Andrew moved Franklin to a chair screwed into the floor and cuffed him to it. 
 
    “All right, Turnipseed, don’t go givin’ the doc a hard time,” Andrew said. “She’s a good lady and probably the only friend you’ll ever have here. At least one you can trust.” He handed the doctor Franklin’s file. The doctor gave Andrew a curious look at the mention of his name but said nothing. Andrew waited outside. 
 
    “Good morning,” the woman said. She came around and sat on the edge of the desk closest to him. “My name is Doctor Eleanor Glaser. I’m sorry for the handcuffs, but a woman can’t be too careful in here.” She stood up and patted the desktop. “The last doctor was raped right here on top of this desk. The prisoner punched the man right in the face and knocked him silly. By the time the guard realized something was wrong, it was all over except the zipping up.” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    “Yep,” Eleanor said, as she went back to her chair. “All I’m going to do today is ask a few questions to get things started. Next week, once you’re settled, I’ll start the physical exam.” Eleanor opened the folder. “Franklin Turnipseed. That’s a bit of an unusual name.” 
 
    “Is that one of the questions?” he asked. 
 
    “No, I guess not. I was just curious.” She studied the folder. “Your file shows you have six prominent scars, one on your right bicep, two on your front left shoulder, two on the left side of your back—” 
 
    “Exit holes, ma’am,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Exit holes,” she said as she wrote the information down. “And a three-inch scar on your upper left leg.” 
 
    “Shrapnel.” She noted it in the file. 
 
    “Any of them bothering you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “On your left shoulder, you have a tattoo of a winged mermaid?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “It’s a succubus.” 
 
    “A succubus?” she asked, wanting to know more. But Franklin wasn’t forthcoming. She continued, knowing she wouldn’t get an answer. “Age?” 
 
    “Twenty-nine. I’ll be thirty July eighth,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to bring you a cupcake with a candle on it,” she said earnestly. For the first time since the judge handed down his sentence that morning, Franklin fully smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. I love cupcakes.” 
 
    “Any medical conditions, or are you taking any medications?” 
 
    “No meds, but I have decreased hearing in my left ear.” 
 
    “Do you require a hearing aid?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “I’ll schedule a hearing test, just to be sure,” she said, jotting it down in her notes. “Do you have any special needs?” 
 
    “Does a car and a half-hour head start count?” 
 
    It was the doctors turn to smile. “I’ll see what I can do. Any gang affiliations or known enemies?” Franklin raised an eyebrow. “It’s not strictly a medical question, but it helps speed the process for the others.” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “How about a list of visitors?” 
 
    “No one, ma’am.” 
 
    “Says here you’re married.” 
 
    “My wife filed for divorce after the arrest.” 
 
    “You have an eight-year-old son. Either of them?” 
 
    “Neither.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not the first one that didn’t want visitors, and I suspect you’ll not be the last,” she said, giving him a wry smile. “But if you change your mind, you won’t be the first that’s done that either.” Eleanor pushed a button under her desk. Andrew came in and uncuffed him from the chair. 
 
    “Any problems doc?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “Nope. A perfect patient. I’ll schedule a more extensive exam for next week. Has he eaten yet?” 
 
    “Not since breakfast,” Andrew said. 
 
    “When you’re all done with processing, they’ll take you to get some lunch,” she said to Franklin. “Tuesday is meatloaf day, so you’re in for a treat. It’s not the greatest, but I’ve had my husband’s, and that’s worse.” 
 
    Andrew escorted him to the door and led him to an open yard with the rest of the prisoners. 
 
    “You won’t need these now,” Andrew said. He removed the cuffs and headed back inside. Looking over the yard, Franklin observed that most of the new arrivals gathered on the far side of the yard near Wendell. Franklin made his way to the opposite end, squatted down and put his back against the fence, keeping his head down. It wasn’t long before a shadow fell over him. 
 
    “Go away,” Franklin said, never looking up. 
 
    “You really kill that cop and his family?” Wendell asked. 
 
    Franklin stood and looked up into Wendell’s face, but said nothing. 
 
    “You’ll be a hero, inside,” Wendell said. “Cop killers always get special treatment. More people need to kill cops. You might be black, but my friends inside will treat you—” 
 
    Franklin launched himself upwards and slammed his forehead into Wendell’s face. Wendell staggered back, blood gushing from his nose and split lip. Franklin followed up with a kick to the man’s groin, Wendell’s second one for the day. As Wendell doubled over, Franklin slammed his knee into Wendell’s face, propelling him back up again. Wendell tried to stagger out of the way, but Franklin grabbed Wendell’s greasy hair and jerked his head back, exposing Wendell’s throat. Franklin punched him in the Adam’s apple just hard enough to make breathing with sore testicles difficult. Wendell fell to the ground gasping for air just as Andrew opened the door to release the next prisoner into the yard. 
 
    “Hey now,” he yelled. “That’ll be enough of that.” Andrew walked over to Franklin. “You want to tell me what happened?” 
 
    “He slipped on the soap,” Franklin said walking away. 
 
    “Did he now?” Andrew said chuckling as he leaned over Wendell’s prone body. “Wendell, you need to be more careful walking in the yard. People are always dropping the soap. Do you need to see the doctor?” 
 
    Wendell, red-faced, and breathing hard, shook his head. 
 
    “Good,” Andrew said. “Take a minute to collect yourself and then go back to the other side of the yard and stay there. I don’t want you slipping anymore. If I see you anywhere near Turnipseed, I’ll cuff you to the fence. Of course, if you go near Turnipseed again, there may be nothing left of you to cuff. He doesn’t seem to like you. You might want to remember that.” Wendell walked away, holding his head back, trying to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Maybe you lied to me,” Andrew said, coming up to Franklin. “Maybe you do have a death wish.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me. Wendell is part of a white supremacist gang. There’s more than a dozen here at the prison, and once word spreads about what you did, they’ll be gunning for you. No choice. If they don’t, prisoners will think them weak.” 
 
    “The Melian Dialogue,” Franklin said. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “It’s Greek. Ask your wife.” 
 
    “Whatever. We try to keep members of the same gangs separated, but there are just too many. There’s at least three that will be in your cell block. I’ll have the guard in your block point them out.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It won’t help against the guys trying to get in good with the gang. You’ll have to figure that one out on your own.” 
 
    “Thanks again.” 
 
    “No need for thanks. You did me a favor. With me standing here talking with you all friendly-like, they’ll think I ordered you to beat him. Now I don’t have to beat him for what he said earlier and take a chance on having to go on another vacation. It’s a win-win. Besides, my luck, Doreen will want to head off to Rome this time. I can only take one historical site a decade. Now, behave so I can finish up with processing. I’m feeling a little nauseous, and I want to go home.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Abraham Winthrop, head and body scrunched over against the heavy winds, squeezed the neck of his fur-lined coat tightly together trying unsuccessfully to keep the cold and rain from pilfering the warmth of his body as he walked down the lengthy pathway through the manicured lawn of his multimillion-dollar church. Earlier that afternoon, the temperature had taken an unseasonably southern dip, growing steadily worse throughout the day. If that wasn’t enough, while courting a group of wealthy investors over dinner, a rainstorm broke, threatening the area with flash floods. As he reached the solid oak door of his office, he spotted a pair of black dress shoes and jumped back startled. 
 
    “Jesus Holland,” Abraham said glancing up to see his longest-serving religious advisor huddled in the corner of the alcove, trying to stay dry. “What the hell are you doing here?” Holland produced a manila envelope covered in a rain-speckled plastic bag from beneath his coat. “You could have emailed it to me.” 
 
    “I . . . I know how much you hate e . . . email,” Holland said, teeth chattering. 
 
    Abraham rushed to open the door. “Get inside before you catch your death of cold,” Abraham said, realizing the irony of those words in a society worried about a pandemic. If his sources inside the administration were correct, it wasn’t just a scare, but the Athenian Plague come back from the dead to haunt the living. 
 
    “I . . . I wanted to de . . . deliver it in . . . in person,” Holland said, moving to the fireplace to warm himself. 
 
    Abraham hung up his coat and helped Holland off with his. He moved to the bar. “Brandy or whiskey?” he asked, dropping ice into two glasses. 
 
    “On a night like this, do you have to ask?” he said, smiling as he rubbed his hands together. Holland was a good ol’ boy from Jacksonville, Mississippi. There was whiskey in his blood. 
 
    “I’m not so much a fossil I don’t know how to use a printer,” Abraham said, as he handed the glass over.  
 
    Holland downed the drink, tossed the ice in the sink, and refilled the glass to what he believed was a respectable level. The whiskey nearly crested the rim. 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to be here when you read it,” Holland said. That was the real answer. 
 
    “Was that your idea or the board?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    From a young age, Abraham knew he had born to proselytize for God. He once held membership of several million as a television evangelist as proof that he was gifted, but a financial scandal brought down his empire. Though he escaped jail, it had taken more than a decade and his marriage to climb out of the hole, but with God’s help, he was able to turn a small Ohio congregation into a multimillion-dollar religious corporation with several thousand members. And it was growing. 
 
    When he discovered the organization, like him, it was a shadow of its former self. The group, founded just after the civil rights movement, claimed that the US government, as established by the founders no longer existed, usurped after the Civil War. It was a ludicrous claim, but he could work with it. Using his natural charisma, he worked his way up the organization until he became first their spiritual leader. His major contribution to their society was the suggestion that they form what amounted to a shadow government, complete with the traditional judiciary, executive, and legislative branches. Though membership remained modest through the turn of the century, the economic meltdown and the election of the first black president helped membership soar. It never dipped below five thousand until recently, and that dip could be traced to the night he lost his daughter Purity. 
 
    While away at college, Purity met and fell in love with a man of unacceptable skin color. They planned to wed and live with his family in Texas. At its core, the group he led was a racist organization that believed in an unaltered Constitution. He wasn’t racist, but he had to work with what God provided. If the wedding had taken place, he would most likely have been drummed out of the organization, regardless of his spiritual standing. But God intervened, and the boy died in a car accident. Purity accused him of having the man killed, but he didn’t. Regardless of his personal feelings, he still believed in God’s commandment. That didn’t mean someone close to him didn’t have it done. He looked over at Brother Holland. He never asked the man because he was terrified of the answer. 
 
    Purity, however, wasn’t convinced of his innocence. One night, while he was out entertaining, she tasered her bodyguard and vanished. Where the hell did she get a taser? He hired private investigators to find her to no avail. Everything he did, he did for her. Afterward, his inner fire seemed to dim, and his sermons held no meaning for him. If he were a movie actor, critics would have accused him of phoning in his performances. This lack of inner motivation was a major contributor to declining membership, and why there were rumblings from the twelve-member board of apostles to replace him. The problem they faced was who to replace him with and how to do it without losing membership. 
 
    “You know,” Abraham said, sitting at his desk and pulling out the paper from the pouch, “when I first saw you, I thought you were an assassin.” His death would be a Godsend to the board and probably the only way to guarantee a small membership drop. To do that, they would need to have someone already on tap to fill his shoes. A gap in leadership would doom the organization. It was why the FBI was always trying to come up with ways to put him in jail. Cut the head off the snake, and the body dies.  
 
    According to his sources, the FBI was no closer to indicting him than the board was to finding a replacement. If the board ever introduced to him someone with his religious qualifications, then he would worry. That’s when he would take preemptive action, God’s commandment be damned. Until then, the Twelve Apostles, as they called themselves, would write his speeches in the hopes of curbing membership decline. It just meant he didn’t have to bother wasting time with it. 
 
    “They’re not that scared,” Holland said, sitting in the plush leather chair opposite the desk, the whiskey glass resting on his knee. “Yet.” 
 
    “But they’re scared,” Abraham said more as a statement than a question. 
 
    “Christ! Of course, they’re scared,” Holland said, almost laughing. “These men were plumbers, grocery store clerks, construction workers, and computer salesman before they hitched their wagon to you. Now, instead of living in double-wide trailers, they live in pricey mansions with trophy wives sporting store-bought tits and kids that are either in therapy or rehab. Damn, right they’re scared.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Well, I’m no Judas. They know I back you a hundred percent. But that’s because I was an insurance salesman before I met you. People always need insurance. I’ll be okay if we fold, though I might have to downsize. So, no, I’m not scared, but . . . I am worried. If they decide to slip a knife into your back, they’re going to slip one in mine.” He sipped his drink. 
 
    Abraham opened the folder and picked up his pen. “Well then, we better spread the goat’s blood, so the Angel of Death will pass us by.” They spent the next several hours editing and tailoring the speech. When done, he sent Holland and his version back to the board for more input. It was a process that would last until the day he was ready to deliver the sermon. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you don’t want to attend Albany,” Arnold Justice said more than asked his daughter Danica. “They’ve got the best criminal justice program in the country. Albany is a family legacy. The Justice family has been attending the Great Dane since 1948.” 
 
    Named for her father’s grandmother, the seventeen-year-old high school senior sat across from her father feeling what she imagined hundreds of criminals felt like under his intense interrogation. Danica reached up and pushed a wisp of her chestnut-colored hair from her hazel eyes as she gathered her courage. 
 
    “I don’t want to study criminal justice,” she said, tentatively, her courage still working its way to the surface. 
 
    “Well, that’s fine,” her father said not understanding her just yet. “There’re other degree programs that will help you get a leg up in law enforcement. A criminal justice degree is best, but as long as you have a bachelor’s degree in something relevant, with your credentials, you should have no problem getting on any law enforcement agency in the country. But, you need to have a degree.” 
 
    Danica fidgeted uncomfortably. “I don’t want to be a police officer,” Danica finally said, almost whispering. Her secret was out, at least one of the two she was hiding from her parents. What she was about to tell them was probably the worst of the two in her father’s eyes. The living room grew quiet and thick with tension. Danica imagined every dog, cat, cricket and frog in the housing complex–possibly the state–fell silent in response to her admission. 
 
    “Maybe she wants to go into medicine?” Dinah, her mother, said hopefully. The question was a life preserver. Her mother was a nurse. If Danica decided to go into medicine instead of law enforcement, there was no way her father could object. He would still be disappointed, as would everyone else in the Justice clan, but he could not openly fight her decision, not if he wanted to sleep in their bed anytime soon. 
 
    “No,” Danica said just as quietly. It was the opening her father awaited. He sprang up from the couch so fast that to an outside observer, it might look like he was about to strike her. Danica didn’t flinch. As mad as her father might get, he would never strike her in anger and not just because she was his daughter. Beyond the occasional moving violation, no member of the Justice clan ever broke the law. There were dark rumors of what happened to those that did. 
 
    There were family stories of the Justice family line. Most of the stories, like how they were descended from Sir Gawain of Round Table, were bullshit. No one believed them, and once you were old enough to stop believing in Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy, the family said as much. However, she believed the dark stories of what happened to criminals who carried the Justice family name. The term “killed while trying to escape” may have first been coined by someone in the family tree. 
 
    “Our family has been in law enforcement for generations,” her father shouted while pacing and using his fingers to count off points. “My great-great-grandfather was a cop. His brothers were cops. Their sons were cops. My grandfather and father were cops. Since the force started accepting women, even mothers and daughters have been cops.” 
 
    “Calm down Arnold,” Dinah said, putting a gentle hand on his arm. “It’s the beginning of her senior year. Most girls her age don’t know what they want to do. She might change her mind.” 
 
    “Calm down?” he said heatedly. “I can’t calm down.” Despite the assertion, Arnold composed himself. Her mother always had a soothing effect on him. “The Justice family has given dozens of lives in the cause of law and order. We have an obligation.” 
 
    Danica felt it was more of a curse. 
 
    “Honey, what is it you want to do?” her mother asked. 
 
    “I want to apply to N.C. State,” she said. 
 
    “Why there?” her father asked gruffly. 
 
    “They have a great aeronautical engineering program,” Danica said. She saw that her father was about to object, so she hurried on. “I can get my degree, join the Air Force, and become a pilot. From there, I want to try out for NASA. If not NASA, there are several commercial space programs I could join. By the time I get my degree and spend a couple of years in the Air Force, there will be all sorts of opportunities for me to get into space.” 
 
    “An astronaut!” her father said, sounding bewildered. “Are you serious? An astronaut? No, fucking way. No member of this family is going to be a damn astronaut. I won’t pay for it.” Standing over her and looking at her, he crossed his arms as if that revelation would be the end of her rebellion. Danica had other ideas. 
 
    “Fine,” Danica said forcefully, standing up to face her father eye-to-eye. There was nothing timid in her voice now. It surprised her father into silence. “You don’t have to pay for it. I’m already accepted, and they offered me nearly a full ride. I can work to pay off the rest. Maybe as a pole dancer. I’ll let a bunch of sweaty, old fat men stuff dollar bills into my panties.” 
 
    “What?” Arnold said, with a mixture of outrage and bewilderment in his voice. He ignored the pole dancer remark, knowing she’d never go through with that threat. She was too shy about her body. “When did this happen? How long have you been thinking about this?” 
 
    “Being an astronaut or a pole dancer,” she countered. He just stared at her in silence. She lowered her voice. “Since I was fifteen.” 
 
    “Two years,” Arnold said heartbroken. He sat heavily on the couch. “You’ve been thinking about this for two years, and you’re just now coming to me.” 
 
    “All right, I think we all need to take a deep breath,” her mom said. “Honey, why don’t you go upstairs and do your homework? We’ll let this sink in, and tomorrow night we’ll discuss it again.” Arnold looked like he wanted to argue but nodded his head in acquiescence. 
 
    Danica entered her room and flopped down on her bed. She didn’t know if she wanted to scream in frustration or cry in heartache. There was another secret she wanted to tell them, but tonight was not the time. One colossal secret every decade was probably a good rule of thumb. She wasn’t sure her father, as both a Republican and a heavy Conservative, could handle it. 
 
    As Danica lay in bed reading, her mother knocked on the door and came in carrying a tray. 
 
    “Really, mom?” Danica said. “Milk and cookies? What am I, ten?” 
 
    “I don’t care how old you are; you never outgrow milk and cookies,” Dinah said as she put the tray down on the nightstand and sat next to Danica on the bed “Don’t be mad at your dad.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she said surprised to find she wasn’t. As much as she didn’t want to, she could understand her father’s shock and frustration. While she was wiggling around inside her mother waiting to be born, her father was hard at work making plans for her future in law enforcement. For the family, it didn’t matter if she was a state trooper, city cop, marshal, federal agent or local sheriff as long as she carried a badge and enforced the law. 
 
    “Remember when you were nine, and you wanted to dress up–” 
 
    “The infamous Pink Power Ranger incident,” Danica said. 
 
    Her mother laughed. The first eight years of Danica’s life her father dressed her as a miniature North Carolina State Trooper for Halloween, complete with an authentic trooper tie clip and a replica toy gun. Her first and only rebellion came at nine. That was the year she decided she wanted to be the Pink Power Ranger. Her father was not happy and not just him. Her choice wasn’t popular with any of the Justice clan. To understand how well the idea went over, a person need only consult the family photo album. There were dozens of pictures of her as a trooper over the years, but one photograph as the Pink Power Ranger, and only because her mother insisted. 
 
    “Even though he hated the idea, you still dressed up as your favorite character,” her mother said, smiling. 
 
    “Because you made him.” 
 
    “No one makes your father do anything he doesn’t want to,” her mother said with just a hint of reproach in her voice.  
 
    After the Power Ranger incident, to make her father happy, Danica dressed as a trooper until she stopped Trick or Treating. That was the year her father bought Danica her first real pistol and taught her how to use it. She considered herself a fair shot, enough for self-defense, but she could be better if she practiced. He also drilled her in police code. Throughout school, it was reading, writing, arithmetic, and police code. By the end of her sophomore year, she knew 187 was a homicide, 207 Alpha was an attempted kidnapping, and 311 was indecent exposure. Law enforcement was more than just in her blood; it was the soul of her family. But if need be, she would visit an exorcist. 
 
    “There’s something I never told you,” her mother said. “Remember how a few days after Halloween, your father’s brother came over and gave you a plastic pumpkin full of candy? He was sporting a black eye.” 
 
    “He said he got it in a scuffle with a perp,” Danica said. “I remember, but I don’t see—” 
 
    “Your father was over at Randy’s house the day after Halloween, and Randy was making fun of you for dressing up as a Power Ranger. Your dad hauled off and knocked the shit out of him. He then reminded his brother that Power Rangers stood for law and order and were just as much a member of law enforcement as any state trooper.” 
 
    Now it was Danica’s turn to laugh. “Really? How come you never told me? You could have saved me a lot of emotional scarring.” 
 
    “And ruin your father’s mystique? No way kiddo. Besides, I knew there would come a day when that story would come in handy. I have a few others saved up, but those will have to wait for more dire emergencies.” 
 
    “Thanks Mom. I needed that.” 
 
    Dinah kissed Danica on the forehead. “Get some sleep. I’ll see you at breakfast. We’ll get together after dinner and discuss this . . . idea you have.” 
 
    Danica sat up quickly on the side of the bed. “It’s more than an idea, Mom. Have you wanted something so bad, you could taste it?” 
 
    “Your dad,” her mother said without hesitation. 
 
    “I’m serious mom, and yuck.” 
 
    “I’m serious too. Frankly, I envy you. I didn’t know what I wanted to do when I was your age. I grew up in a different generation. We didn’t have the same choices as you do now. Women weren’t as active in the workforce. That’s not to say there weren’t women making names for themselves, but with my grades, I was going to be limited to fetching coffee for my boss, taking dictation and blowing him under his desk.” 
 
    “Jesus Mom,” Danica said, shocked. Her mother never talked to her like this before. She leaned in closer to her mother. “Have you been drinking?” 
 
    “Maybe a little. But that’s not the wine talking.” 
 
    “You became a nurse,” Danica said, not believing her. 
 
    “That’s because I met your dad.” 
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
    “He made me want to be a better woman,” her mother said. 
 
    Danica tried not to laugh. “Did you just quote As Good as It Gets?” Her mother just shrugged and smiled. 
 
    “The moment I met your dad, I knew he was the man I was going to marry.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me he pulled you over for speeding?” Danica asked, having heard some of the story, but these were details her mother never told her before. 
 
    Her mother smiled at the memory. “He did. It was the first speeding ticket I ever got. I felt like crying because I knew my dad would be livid. But your father seemed to be the sort of man that would have been put off by a girl crying over a simple speeding ticket.” Her mom became wistful. “God, he was sexy in that uniform. If he’d asked, I would have crawled in the back seat with him right then.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, mom! TMI, TMI,” Danica said, looking disgusted. At the same time, it was nice to know her mother had a wild side.  
 
    “He asked me out for coffee after the court appearance,” her mother said. “I said yes of course, even though he just cost me eighty-seven dollars. Your father wanted to know everything about me. My interests, my favorite color, my favorite food, who I was going to vote for, and why. Then he asked me what I was going to study in college as if going to college was a foregone conclusion. I was too embarrassed to tell him I wasn’t going, so I lied. Said I was going to CPCC because I couldn’t afford a four-year degree.” Dinah huffed up and deepened her voice to sound like her husband. ‘Nothing wrong with CPCC,’ he said. ‘An education is an education.’ When he asked me what I was interested in, I just spurted out nursing.” Dinah laughed. “Hell, I didn’t even know if CPCC had a nursing program. Lucky for me, they did.” 
 
    “So, you never wanted to be a nurse?” Danica asked, surprised. 
 
    “That’s just it; I think I always wanted to be a nurse,” her mother said, sounding thoughtful. “I just didn’t believe I was good enough. But the way he looked at me made me want to be good enough. So, at that moment, there was nothing more I wanted than to be a nurse.” She paused. “Well, maybe him in bed.” 
 
    “Okay, new house rule. No more drinking and girl talk unless you bring the bottle because if this is our new dynamic, I’m going to need alcohol.” Her mother smiled and stood up. 
 
    “So, was there a point to this . . . talk?” Danica asked. 
 
    “There was when I started,” her mother said, opening the door to leave. “Oh, I guess the point is, no matter what, do what you want. Your father will come around. He loves you too much not to.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    President Nathanial Allen Dixon ran his hand over the standard military issue gray metal desk with a look of disgust. He missed the beautiful lacquer finish of the Roosevelt Desk, his prized historical possession. One of the first things he would do when he was finally let out of quarantine, and things settled down would be to send a detail to Washington to retrieve that desk. President Dixon huffed at himself in disdain. The world was in the early stage of unraveling, and all he could think about was a stupid desk. 
 
    Nearly two weeks ago, the Center for Disease Control had unofficially confirmed that the world was at the onset of a deadly pandemic. As such, secret protocols established during the elder Bush Administration required him to board Air Force One for the Cheyenne Mountain Nuclear Complex located near Colorado Springs. His political enemies would paint the move as an act of cowardice and use it against him in the next election, if there was another election. For him, though, it went beyond protocols; it was a practical matter. If the pandemic was as deadly as the CDC feared, he owed it to the American people to provide a functioning government regardless of the political and personal cost. His wife said as much. He should have evacuated sooner, but both his chief of staff and science advisor had assured him it was nothing more than an outbreak of chickenpox, and the CDC, who still studied the situation, were unwilling to commit either way. The CDC did, however, recommend grounding all aircraft. 
 
    “You can’t ground commercial aircraft,” Bob Reynolds, his Chief of Staff had said. “You’ll send the economy into a tailspin. You’ll be lucky to get a job at a fast-food joint after that.” When the president wavered, Bob said the one thing guaranteed to stay his hand. “You’ll go down in history as one of the worst presidents in the United States.” 
 
    Because of his hesitation, this Athenian Plague, as the CDC was now calling it, had gained a strong foothold. Now he sat in one of NORAD’s isolation rooms arrayed like sealed jail cells just inside the entrance to The Mountain, waiting to see if, like his wife and daughter, he was infected too. His only comfort was knowing that his wife and daughter were together. He would have joined them, but his wife Abby would have none of it. 
 
    “You will not, Nathan,” Abby said, his daughter Alexis standing beside her in tears. 
 
    “Daddy,” his daughter said, holding a hand to the thick plexiglass. His heart broke at the sound of her voice and tears unashamedly streamed down his cheeks as he tried to touch her hand with his own. 
 
    “I can’t do this without you,” he said, looking into his wife’s eyes. 
 
    Abby stiffened. “You can, and you will,” she said, raising her voice just enough to give it authority. “I did not suffer all those damn political parties, all those stupid fundraisers, and all those snobby, puffy-ass dipshits so you could be a one-term president.”  
 
    He smiled at that and nearly laughed. The insincerity of politicians always angered his wife, even more so when she realized she was one of them. To Abby, what was worse was never knowing if people were doing a favor out of friendship or because they were trying to gain influence. It frustrated her even more knowing they were thinking the same thing of her.  
 
    Gaining political office was like winning a lottery. As soon as the announcement was made, the winner suddenly discovered family and friends they never knew existed. In Washington, the adage was true: no one did anything in that city without an ulterior motive. Still, she bore it all and only complained in private. More than a few plates, glasses or pots were thrown across the room in frustration, but only once was he the cause of that frustration, and that was early in their marriage. 
 
    “Besides, we’re both strong,” his wife continued. We may . . .” She hesitated and looked at their daughter. He nodded his understanding.  
 
    “It’s my fault,” he whispered. “I should’ve never let you go to that amusement park.” 
 
    When the European version of the CDC privately sent their notice, his science advisors dismissed the warning as hogwash. There was nothing to indicate the outbreak was anything other than what it seemed: chickenpox. The trip had been planned months earlier. However, because of the warning and news accounts of what was happening in Europe, he needed to stay behind and monitor the situation. He would have canceled the trip altogether but doing so would have seemed like giving credence to the anonymous sources leaking to the press that this was not chickenpox but something deadlier. The conspiracy theorists were already having a field day. Little did they know this time they were right. If you cry conspiracy about everything, eventually you’ll be right about something. Thank God, they weren’t right about aliens. His only consolation was that he had sent his science advisor on the trip with his wife and daughter and he too was showing symptoms. Thankfully, he was sick in some other secure location. If fate was kind, it was somewhere less comfortable. 
 
    “You did what needed doing,” she said. “It’s what I’ve always loved about you.” Leaning forward, he put his forehead and right hand against the plexiglass. Abby followed suit. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He shrugged. “There is a tickle at the back of my throat,” he said. 
 
    “Liar,” she said with a wisp of a smile. “You haven’t been sick a day in your life.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” he said with mock indignation. 
 
    “When was the last time you were sick?” He couldn’t answer, so he stood there in silence. An hour later, he let them rest. Since that day, they became progressively worse. The doctors monitoring them estimated the next twenty-four hours were critical. 
 
    He looked around his isolation cell. The deep underground hardened nuclear facility where he now resided once served as the North American Aerospace Defense Command, NORAD, but in 2006 NORAD moved to nearby Peterson Air Force Base. The public believed The Mountain, as it was mostly called these days, was shut down. Instead, the facility had been secretly converted into a national emergency command center complete with a replica Oval Office. Not that he could operate out of it, yet. While his rank allowed him certain privileges, such as ordering the army to retrieve his desk, it did not allow him to break established protocols. 
 
    The men and women of The Mountain went through too much to allow procedures to be broken. Since the conversion, those stationed under The Mountain prepared for every eventuality. At the slightest hint of an outbreak, the two hundred men and women staffing the facility locked the place down and donned decontamination suits. Until the nature of the outbreak was determined, they ate, drank, and slept in their white plastic suits. It was taxing both emotionally and physically, but to work in the facility, each person had already proved capable of suffering through the rigors as their final exam required a month-long stint in the suit. 
 
    Once everyone was suited up, the entire facility was flooded with toxic gas designed to kill any viruses it came in contact with. As an added precaution, each person scrubbed the facility with a secondary decontamination agent. The facility was as clean as modern technology could make it. 
 
    The rigid protocols proved effective, as only three of the ten people on leave when the contagion was first identified in the United States developed the virus. Those infected were kept in the isolation wards to either live or die. It was an arduous process. Therefore, the surviving men and women at the facility were not about to let their sacrifices be for nothing, even if that person was the president of the United States. There would always be another president.  
 
    Reaching across the desk, he turned on the computer monitor that showed the CDC briefing room in Washington. 
 
    “Kayla,” he said through the intercom, “let everyone know that we’ll start the briefing in five minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Air Force Technical Sergeant Kayla Miles said. Once Sergeant Miles delivered the message, there was a flurry of activity in his computer monitor as members of the CDC made last-minute preparations. He watched Marcus Dowling, CDC’s Chief Operating Officer, march into the small meeting room with a confidence born of authority and experience. Reaching his plush executive chair, Marcus turned toward the conference table and visibly counted heads. 
 
    “I’m missing one,” Marcus said. “Who am I missing?” 
 
    “Dr. Delgado,” CDC Policy Director Nita Woodard said. Marcus pulled out the watch attached to a gold chain from his breast pocket. 
 
    “We’re scheduled to begin our meeting with the president in three minutes,” he said in agitation. “Dammit, we do not have time for this.” Marcus picked up the phone to call Dr. Delgado’s office when the man entered the conference room carrying a handful of file folders that threatened to spill onto the floor. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Doctor William Delgado said. “I was trying to get the latest updates.” Delgado spread the files out in front of his monitor. 
 
    Marcus hung up and dialed a different number. 
 
    “Please let President Dixon know the CDC is ready,” Marcus said. Marcus sat down, folded his hands together on top of the oblong table, and studied the other cabinet members’ faces. They all looked worried, and that was not a good sign. President Dixon waited a few more moments and then keyed himself into the meeting. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for attending,” President Dixon said. “I know you would rather be with your loved ones during this trying time, but we have a responsibility to the American people, and that responsibly transcends everything else. I want you to know that each of your immediate family members, as indicated on your SF-1212, were moved to secure locations.” What he didn’t tell them was that many of them were already sick or developing symptoms. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President,” several members said. 
 
    “No thanks are necessary,” the president replied. “Even if this wasn’t part of the contract package for working at the CDC, it’s the right thing to do for the sacrifices you’re making. However, I am now expecting a lot from you. So will everyone else once this goes public, which I plan to do later today.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” Margaret Nawrocki, Secretary of Homeland Security, asked. She was one of several remote attendees squirreled away in a secure location in Nebraska. Anyone that wasn’t part of the CDC were remote attendees numbering nearly a dozen. Several dozen more were dialed in but could only watch. 
 
    “I’ve already informed the networks I’ll be addressing the nation this afternoon.” 
 
    “They’ll panic,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think you give the people enough credit,” the president said. 
 
    “And you give them too much,” she countered. “Have you seen the news reports? It’s just a rumor at this point, and already we’re seeing people flocking to banks to take their money out. And there is rioting in several cities including New Orleans, Los Angeles—” 
 
    “When isn’t there rioting in Los Angeles?” someone said. 
 
    “Jacksonville, and Memphis,” she finished. “There’s also a shortage of bread and milk in the south which is usual when there is a hint of an emergency.” She suddenly looked perplexed. “Has anyone ever figured out the psychology behind that? I mean, bread and milk? I can think of a whole lot of other things to buy in an emergency other than bread and an item that’ll spoil as soon as the power goes out.” No one responded because they weren’t sure if she was being rhetorical and because there wasn’t an answer. At least not one that made sense. “Several anti-government, anti-immigrant, white nationalist, skinheads, and militia groups are growing restless as well.” 
 
    “What do you mean by restless?” President Dixon asked. 
 
    “Mostly rhetoric,” Nawrocki said. “And mostly the usual stuff.” 
 
    “Like what?” the president asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” she said, her voice taking on a bored tone, “the south will rise again, disease-ridden immigrants are responsible, God is punishing the United States for marriage equality, the government is illegitimate, the government is covering up the truth.” 
 
    “I’d like to point out that the last bit is true,” the president said. Nawrocki just shrugged and added, “I did say mostly.” 
 
    “There’s been some violence at the border as a few of the so-called patriot groups have attacked and killed illegals trying to cross the border. Probably the most serious incident happened in Wyoming when an anti-government group stormed the Bighorn Canyon federal wildlife offices, killed seven people and took eighteen hostages.” 
 
    “Jesus,” someone said. 
 
    “According to the briefing I read, this was a group similar to that responsible for the Oregon federal wildlife refuge takeover back in 2016,” President Dixon said. “Something about wanting the government to return all federal lands to state control?” 
 
    “Basically,” Nawrocki said. “Just as with the Oregon group, they were hoping to spark an uprising with other like-minded groups. They received a little more traction than the Oregon group, because of this emergency, but nothing that couldn’t be handled.” 
 
    “What is it?” the president asked, sensing some reluctance. 
 
    “What wasn’t in the briefing was that the group wasn’t well organized, and we could have cleaned up the mess quickly,” she said. “But it was drawing the focus of news organizations, so we let it go on longer than necessary.” 
 
    “Seven hostages died,” the president said, sounding just short of full outrage. 
 
    “That was regretful,” she said sincerely. “If we had known that would happen, we would have put an end it earlier. We underestimated their desperation. Because they didn’t get the response they were hoping for they took drastic measures. The killings backfired on them. They lost a lot of support. As soon as I heard about the deaths, I put an end to the standoff. But . . . The standoff served its purpose. It distracted news organizations. 
 
    “Thanks to the lack of coverage, people were buying the notion that people catching this outbreak of chickenpox were only those that were never vaccinated. Predictably, there’s been a backlash against anyone that was part of the anti-vaccine movement, but that can’t be helped. The point is once we go official, all hell will break loose.” 
 
    “I think we’re past that point,” Defense Secretary Richard Stroud said. He leaned back in his leather chair and, as if tired of the entire ordeal, threw an arm half up in derision. “Between all the God damn unnamed official sources and twenty-four-hour news networks filling up programming with so-called experts, the cat’s pretty much out of the bag. They would only buy chickenpox for so long, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s the toll?” the president asked. 
 
    “Forty-two thousand,” Marcus said. “But that’ll rise exponentially going forward.” 
 
    “Why?” one of the remote attendees asked. President Dixon looked at the voice identifier to see that it was Senator Marion White.  
 
    “Because every one of those forty-two thousand has infected someone,” Marcus said. “A lot of someones. We haven’t gotten a handle on when a person becomes contagious, but it looks to be somewhere between three to five days after initial exposure. Symptoms develop after about seven or eight.” 
 
    “When do the pimples start?” Senator White asked. 
 
    “Around eight,” Marcus said. 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” the president said. “I’ll be deploying the CDC and FEMA after this meeting, so people will panic if I don’t say something,” the president said. “I should have done this days ago. As it stands, I’ll have to apologize to the survivors when this is over.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered,” Doctor Dowling said. “Granted, you might have slowed it down, but you couldn’t have stopped it.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” President Dixon said. “It’s time to deploy emergency services and help where we can. Mr. Dowling, are you on schedule to deploy?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Marcus said. 
 
    “If we get out in front of this, maybe we can keep panic to a minimum,” the president said. “It would go a long way toward keeping people calm if I can tell them we have a vaccine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. President,” Marcus said. Marcus hated this part of the job. Thanks to Hollywood, everyone always expected the CDC to ride in at the last minute to provide a miraculous cure in miraculous time to miraculously avert a coming pandemic. It was not in the script this time. 
 
    “What’s the hold-up?” Air Force Joint Chief Eugene Nichols asked with a touch of anger and panic in his voice. His eyes looked red. 
 
    “We’re not even sure a vaccine will be effective,” Dr. Delgado said, answering for Marcus. 
 
    “Mr. President,” Marcus said, taking over, “that is Dr. William Delgado Head of Infectious Diseases. He’s technically in charge of finding a cure, but everyone here at the CDC is working on it. As Dr. Delgado pointed out, we’re not sure a vaccine will be effective.” 
 
    “Antibiotics?” someone else asked. “I’ve heard rumors that antibiotics are helping.” 
 
    “We don’t have confirmation of that,” Marcus said. “Antibiotics could be helping, or it could be a person’s natural immunity. We don’t have enough data to make a proper determination.” 
 
    “I doubt they’re helping,” Dr. Delgado said. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Marcus said. He turned to the monitor to address the president. “We don’t–” 
 
    “If they were effective, even just a little, I don’t think the death rate would be as high as it is,” Dr. Delgado cut in. “Frankly, this disease has all the characteristics of a superbug.” 
 
    “For the sake of those watching this meeting and haven’t read any of the analysis and can’t ask questions, can you briefly explain what a superbug is?” the president asked. 
 
    “Simply put, a superbug is a virus that has developed immunity to antibiotics,” Delgado said. “But I want to stress that I said it has the characteristics of a superbug, meaning it could be we just haven’t found the right combination of drugs. It’s still early in the investigation.” 
 
    “By public standards it’s late,” someone quipped. 
 
    “What’s your recommendation on their use?” the president asked, ignoring the outburst. Delgado shrugged. 
 
    “It couldn’t hurt,” Marcus said. “Some medical experts believe many of those that died during the Athenian plague did so of secondary causes. If nothing else, it might lower the death toll from other infections.” 
 
    “So, you agree with your colleagues in Europe that this is the Athenian Plague and not, as some suggest, a terrorist bio-attack?” the president asked. 
 
    “I believe the evidence is overwhelming,” Dr. Delgado said. “I’ve asked Dr. Sten Olofsson, Director of the European CDC, to join the meeting in case you had any questions. His colleague Dr. Gunilla Billstrom is one of the foremost experts on the Athenian plague. She’s written dozens of papers on the subject.” 
 
    “Was,” Dr. Olofsson said in a heavy Swedish accent. “She died at my villa two days ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” the president said. “Your family?” 
 
    “Infected, as I suspect I am,” Olofsson said. “I woke up with a headache this morning, one of the first symptoms. If I am infected, because of my advanced age, I doubt I’ll survive. The only one not infected is my seven-year-old granddaughter, Melinda. I’m scrambling to try and find someone to take care of her.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry to hear that Dr. Olofsson,” President Dixon said earnestly. “I’ve also been told you have a daughter here in the States? 
 
    “Gunilla,” Dr. Olofsson said. “She’s a top virologist. She’s probably as smart as the one she’s named after.” 
 
    President Dixon read her biography and the FBI files. She was smart, but so was everyone in the CDC. The FBI ranked her as one of the top 300 virologists–average at best–but estimated that given more experience, she might break into the top 200. She was wild and at the moment trying to find her way in the world, but given her father’s political connections, they estimated there was a high probability she would rise above her station if she stayed in the field. That was not a certainty. She was in the States because she was having a crisis of career choices and needed to get away from everyone she knew to come to a decision. How the FBI knew this, he had no idea. However, at the moment, he could not afford to let a resource go to waste. 
 
    “Considering the circumstances, I will do everything in my power to find her, and have her transferred to a safe location. If you find someone to take care of your granddaughter, give the contact information to Dr. Delgado, and we’ll make sure she gets it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President,” Sten said. 
 
    “So, doctor, is this the Athenian Plague?” the president asked. 
 
    “Dr. Billstrom believed so Mr. President,” Sten said. “I’m convinced as well.” Sten pushed a key on his computer, and a photograph of a boat and a barnacle-crusted cylinder-shaped objects came up on the screen. “We’ve determined this craft to be ground zero.” 
 
    “What are those objects your team is holding?” General Nichols asked. 
 
    “They’re containers the ancient Greeks used to transport cargo,” Sten said. “Tests confirmed the presence of the virus inside several of the containers.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” the president asked. “They have to be upwards of two thousand years old.” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Dr. Delgado said. “You have to remember, Mr. President, it wasn’t until the latter half of the twentieth century that we started to understand viruses. One of the most amazing things we’ve found is that viruses are resilient and can live in extreme conditions. They’ve been found in sulfur-rich acid hot springs, geysers, volcanoes, the deepest parts of the ocean, soda lakes, high altitude polar environments, even in the middle of a desert. In other words, they can survive in just about any condition. I have no problem believing this is the Athenian Plague.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced,” Doctor Patricia Legg, Associate Director of Science, said. “How do you account for the discrepancy in the death rate? The death rate in 430 BCE was approximately thirty-five percent.” Dr. Legg checked her notes. “We’re seeing a death rate of eighty-nine percent.” 
 
    “Dr. Billstrom believed age was a factor,” Sten said. “You have to consider that the average lifespan in ancient Greece was somewhere in the neighborhood of thirty-five to forty years. So, they didn’t have as many elderly as the world does now. Also, the world population is considerably higher than it was then. I believe these two factors can account for the higher death rate.” 
 
    “What about the discrepancies in symptoms?” Dr. Legg asked. 
 
    “The basic problem with Thucydides has always been he didn’t list the symptoms by patient; he listed only what he saw,” Sten said. 
 
    “And what he experienced firsthand,” Legg countered. 
 
    “Thucydides?” someone asked. 
 
    “An ancient Greek historian,” Sten answered. “He lived during the plague and even caught it. He’s where most of our knowledge about the plague comes from.” He turned back to the president. “The problem with his account is he may not have experienced what the man down the street experienced. Thucydides describes redness of the eye and bad breath, but we’re not seeing those symptoms in every patient.” 
 
    “Which supports the contention that this isn’t the Athenian Plague,” Legg said. 
 
    “Then why are we seeing those symptoms at all?” Sten asked. 
 
    “Doctors,” the president said, trying to avert an argument he guessed had taken place several times already. “Debate the origin of the plague another time. Right now, my original question stands. How long before a working vaccine is produced?” 
 
    “Once we’re able to determine if a vaccine is effective, if we’re able, we’re looking at approximately thirty to forty-day production time,” Marcus answered. 
 
    “Why so long?” Richard asked. 
 
    “The time is comparable to the production of the H1N1 vaccine back in 2009,” Marcus said. “Distributing the vaccine is another matter. By the time a vaccine is found, it’s estimated that most of the world’s infrastructure will be closed down. Distribution will be a problem.” 
 
    “You worry about getting the vaccine, and I’ll worry about getting it produced and distributed,” Doctor Jason Rodgers, the Director of Health and Human Services, said irritably. 
 
    “What’s your plan, Dr. Rodgers?” the president asked. “Having a vaccine doesn’t help if we can’t get it to the public.” 
 
    Just as Dr. Rodgers was about to lay out his plan, Doctor Ruth Elder sneezed. The president almost laughed at the look of abject terror on the faces of everyone in the room. 
 
    “Relax, everyone,” Dr. Elder said. “It was just a sneeze. I haven’t been outside the CDC since before the lockdown.” 
 
    Though everyone in the office visibly relaxed, all of those in the conference room, and a few attending remotely, pumped furiously on their hand sanitizers. 
 
    “Sir, I have five US manufacturers—” 
 
    “Four,” Marcus corrected. “The vaccine manufacturing plant near Boston has been compromised.” 
 
    “That’ll cut down on manufacturing quantities, but not time,” Dr. Rodgers said. “Once the vaccine gets going, the four remaining manufacturers will start producing single-dose syringes first, followed by multi-dose vials and intranasal sprayers. Normal vaccine protocol will then go into effect. We’ll start vaccinating government officials, followed by healthcare workers and the general public, in that order.” 
 
    “When we develop a working vaccine, I want everyone attending this conference to receive the vaccine first and then healthcare workers,” the president said. “State officials can get their shots along with the general public. If the people think anyone is getting special treatment, they’ll riot. In the meantime, Dr. Marcus, I want you to get out to all the hospitals your best guess as to what antibiotics to use.” 
 
    “Hospitals are going to run short,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Authorize FEMA to issue push packages,” the president said.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Marcus said. 
 
    “All right, gentlemen, thank you for attending,” the president said. “We’ll get together later this week.” 
 
    The connection severed; President Dixon leaned back in his chair. He needed a nap. In the corner of his room was a three-by-six-foot army cot that he slept on because they were easier to burn should it prove necessary. 
 
    “Nothing but the best for the president of the United States,” he said, moving to the window to check on his wife and daughter. A few hours later, his daughter passed into the next world, followed shortly by his wife. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Danica came downstairs and hesitated before stepping into the dining room. She was hoping her father had already left for work as he normally worked early on Fridays. It was one reason she waited to tell her parents about her plans. If it didn’t go well, and it didn’t, she could avoid any confrontation until later that evening when cooler heads prevailed. No such luck. Her father, seated at the head of the table and dressed for work was engrossed in the newspaper and sipping coffee from a lopsided and deformed mug that said, “World’s Greatest State Trooper” in bold letters on one side and “North Carolina” on the other. The cup was a gift from her younger brother Bailey when they learned about pottery in school. Her father’s drill sergeant hat and weapon belt hung on a pegboard near the back door. Her mother refused to allow weapons at the table. 
 
    Where her father was a Conservative and Republican, her mother was a Liberal and Democrat. Danica never understood how that worked, but it did. 
 
    “Love,” her mother said one day when she asked. “Lots and lots of love.” Her father gave a similar answer. Her father never cared that Danica leaned liberal because he was confident that once she started her career in law enforcement and lived in the real world, she would see the light and develop conservative views. 
 
    Bailey, dressed in a pair of jeans and his favorite Bart Simpson shirt, sat in the chair next to her father drinking a glass of orange juice. Her mother, who was busy sliding scrambled eggs onto a breakfast plate full of bacon and buttered toast, was dressed in her nurse’s smock. 
 
    “Morning,” Danica said softly as she slid into the chair across from her brother. 
 
    “Morning sweetheart,” her mother said in a nearly sing-song voice as she picked up two plates off the counter. Her dad stopped reading the newspaper long enough to glare at her before going back to whatever article held his interest. Dinah placed the plates in front of Danica and Bailey and then went back for the last two. 
 
    “I thought you were off for the rest of the week,” Danica said to her mom trying to make small talk. Danica picked up her fork and moved the eggs around on the plate. 
 
    Her mother picked up the last two plates. “I was supposed to be, but they called me and asked me to work at the hospital.” 
 
    “But you don’t work at the hospital,” Danica said. 
 
    “Apparently they’re slammed,” her mother said. “That chickenpox is gaining steam. I don’t mind, though. Beats hanging around here all day doing laundry and dishes. Besides, a little more overtime and maybe we can afford that new couch I want. It’s got a built-in recliner with a cup holder in the armrest for your dad. Maybe that’ll keep him from putting water rings all over my furniture.” 
 
    “Maybe I should stay home,” Danica said. 
 
    Arnold grunted, folded the newspaper and tossed it on the table. After taking a swallow of his coffee, he straightened his black tie and started to get up. 
 
    “Oh, sit down,” Dinah said, placing a plate in front of him and taking the chair next to Bailey. Arnold did as he was told. “I swear. Sometimes, you’re about as mature as Bailey.” 
 
    “Hey,” Bailey said surprised. “Don’t drag me into this. I want to be a cop, and I use coasters.” 
 
    “As for working at the hospital, there’s nothing to worry about,” her mother said. “I was vaccinated. We all were. Besides, don’t you have an exam today?” 
 
    “A geometry test, after lunch,” Danica said. 
 
    “Well, you don’t want to miss that,” Dinah said. Her mother smiled and winked at her son. Bailey looked over at his dad. “You know, Dad, I was thinking, won’t they need cops in space.” 
 
    Arnold put down his sausage filled fork and looked suspiciously at his wife. 
 
    “You know Bailey,” she said, sounding innocent, “I think you may be right. With all the advances in space travel, it’s only a matter of time before we have a colony on the moon. Once they do, they’ll need law enforcement astronauts.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” Bailey said. “I want to be a space cop too.” 
 
    A car horn sounded in the driveway. As he stood up, Arnold shoved down another spoonful of food, wiped his mouth, and straightened his tie again. 
 
    “One space cop in the family is enough,” he said to Bailey. His tone had changed. To Danica, it sounded like acceptance. Arnold turned to her. “We’re not done talking, young lady. I want to hear more about this.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Danica said. 
 
    Her mom rose and kissed her husband and said, “You’re not taking the squad car today?” 
 
    “No, Henry came to pick me up. They want people to patrol in pairs.” He lowered his voice so that Danica wouldn’t hear, but she did. “This . . . whatever it is . . .” Dinah was about to interrupt, but he held up his hand in protest. “I know it’s the chickenpox. The point is, this chickenpox is causing people anxiety, and they’re showing signs of stress. There’s a protest happening downtown later today, and it’ll probably end up getting out of hand. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing if you and the kids stayed home today.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Dinah said. “They need me.” 
 
    “I need you,” he said, looking at her in earnest. “I need you and the kids to be safe. You know it’s why I do this job.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” she said. She reached up and grabbed his gun belt and hat from the peg and handed it to him. The discussion was at an end, and he knew it. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “How about I come by and take you to lunch?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” she said. “I hear the cafeteria has a four-star rating.” 
 
    “Yeah, and just as expensive,” he said. 
 
    “Well, then it’ll be just like taking me out on the town,” she said, a smile crossing her face that lit her up like a Christmas tree. “Don’t forget my flowers.” He smiled and walked to the door. 
 
    “Be careful,” Dinah said. 
 
    “I always am,” he said, donning his hat. 
 
    Dinah turned to Danica and Bailey. “Okay you two, time for school.” 
 
    Bailey squinted his eyes and pressed his fingers to his forehead. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” his mother asked. 
 
    “My head just started hurting,” he said. Dinah felt his forehead. “You don’t feel hot.” She opened one of the kitchen drawers and pulled out a bottle of aspirin. “Take this.” He slammed it down and chased it with the rest of his orange juice and then finished his bacon. “Your appetite doesn’t seem to be affected. It’s probably nothing. However, put this aspirin in your pocket and take it if your head doesn’t stop hurting by the time you get to school. If you don’t feel better this afternoon, call me.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said slightly dejected at not getting to stay at home but knowing it was never an option. 
 
    “Hey,” Dinah said as she reached out and lightly touch Danica’s arm. “Everything will be okay. Your father is already starting to soften up, and it’s only been one evening.” 
 
    She gave her mom a quick hug. “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “If we’re as busy at work as they say we are, I may need you to get Bailey.” 
 
    “I will,” Danica said, heading out the door behind her brother. 
 
    Danica tossed her backpack onto the back seat of the car and slammed the door harder than intended. Bailey jumped onto the passenger seat as their neighbor, Erica Chambers, rushed from her house pushing Matthew, her eight-year-old son, out the door in front of her. Erica, unorganized and disheveled, dropped her keys and swore. 
 
    “Good morning, Erica,” Danica said and waved. 
 
    Erica turned and shielded her eyes from the morning sun. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Danica. Sorry, I can’t talk right now. I’m late getting Matthew to school. I forgot to turn on my alarm again, the bus driver is out sick, and the school didn’t call until a few minutes ago to let me know.” 
 
    With her fake blond hair, high heels, short miniskirt, bought boobs, extra heavy makeup, and a deep Texas drawl, Erica looked and sounded more like she worked as a stripper instead of a bank manager. Despite her over-the-top appearance, and probably because of it, Danica liked Erica. She was a genuinely friendly person and always made an effort to talk to Danica when not busy rushing Matthew to school, which was more often than not. When Danica first began to question her sexuality, Erica was the only person she opened up to. 
 
    “I’ll take Matt to school,” Danica offered. 
 
    Erica turned to lock the front door. “That’s okay, honey. I don’t want to put you out.” 
 
    Danica smiled. If Erica had one fault, it was that she was overly protective of her son. “It’s okay, Erica. You can trust me,” Danica said. “I’ve been driving for a year now, and I haven’t had a single ticket. I’m taking Bailey, so I’m headed there, anyway.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay Mom,” Matthew said, looking up at Erica. Matthew hoped that if Danica took him to school, the boys in class would stop calling him a mamma’s boy, if only for a day.  
 
    “You sure?” she asked, kneeling in front of her son and straightening his collar. “I don’t mind taking you. It means I get to spend a little extra time with you.” Mathew nodded his head vigorously. 
 
    “Okay,” Erica said, sounding disappointed. As Matthew turned to run off, she swatted him on the butt. He jumped. “Make sure you buckle up . . . and learn something useful today.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom,” he said without looking back. 
 
    “Thank you,” Erica said, walking over to stand next to Danica and putting a hand on her shoulder. “I owe you.” 
 
    “You can buy me a drink later.” 
 
    “That should endear me to your parents.” 
 
    “My Dad’s already upset with me.” 
 
    “Did you tell him?” Erica asked excitedly. 
 
    “I told him I wanted to join the Air Force and become an astronaut,” Danica said. 
 
    Erica cringed. “You probably would’ve been safer with the . . .” Erica hid her mouth with her hand and whispered, “. . . Lesbian thing. How did he take it?” 
 
    “He didn’t have a heart attack like I thought he would. Mom said he’ll eventually come around. I think it’ll take years.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Erica said as she leaned into the car. “Hello, Bailey.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” she said, glancing up at Danica from the car window. 
 
    “He said he has a headache,” Danica said. “I think he’s just trying to get out of going to school.” 
 
    “I hope you feel better,” Erica said, walking to her car. Danica watched Erica saunter away, admiring how her beige miniskirt formed perfectly to the contours of her ass. Erica turned and caught her looking. Danica tried to act innocent. “I should be home around six if you need to talk. I’ll fix you a drink, and you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    Danica often wondered if it was a curse or a gift living next to a gorgeous neighbor. Probably both. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    About an hour before Danica was scheduled to take her geometry test, the phone in her pocket vibrated. Sitting up straighter, she looked to make sure Mr. Talbert wasn’t watching before sneaking a peek at the incoming text. It was from her mother. 
 
    “CALL ASAP—911,” the text read. Shouldering her backpack, Danica grabbed her textbook and headed for the door. 
 
    “Danica? Everything all right?” her teacher asked. 
 
    “I feel nauseous,” Danica said. “I’m going to go to the bathroom and then see the nurse.” 
 
    “That’s going around,” her teacher said. “I’ll email you your homework assignment.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Talbert,” Danica said as she left the room. 
 
    She called her mom as she entered the bathroom. The phone didn’t complete the first ring before her mother answered. 
 
    “Hey, honey,” her mom said. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I want you to pick up your brother and go home.” Her mother sounded worried. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Danica asked, concerned. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but you should see the hospital. It looks like we’re shooting a science fiction movie here. CDC people are running around in decontamination suits everywhere. They’ve taken over the place.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I suspect it has something to do with this so-called chickenpox virus going around,” her mother said. “I’ll know shortly. We’re about to go in for a briefing.” 
 
    “What does the news say?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. I’ve been too busy to look. I’ll call you—” 
 
    Danica heard screams in the phone’s background, followed by gunfire. “Mom?” Danica yelled, her voice echoing in the empty bathroom. The only answer was more screaming and the sounds of multiple gunshots. “Mom! Mom!” 
 
    “I’m here, honey,” her mom said, sounding out of breath. “I’m okay. It’s over.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Danica asked panicked. 
 
    “I think someone got upset because they couldn’t get into the emergency room fast enough,” her mother said, evenly. “He shot one of the CDC guys. Baby, I’m going to have to go. He needs help.” 
 
    “Jesus, Mom. Maybe you should come home.” 
 
    “It’s okay, security shot and subdued the man.” 
 
    “You should come home anyway,” Danica pleaded. 
 
    “I can’t,” her mother said. “The CDC is not letting anyone leave the hospital. They fear we’re already contaminated.” 
 
    “I’ll call Dad.” 
 
    “No need. He’s here with me. He came by for lunch. The CDC commandeered him and have him working security outside the emergency room. I’ll have him call you later. Love you. Gotta go. They’re taking us into the briefing.” 
 
    “Love you too, Mom. Tell Dad I love him.” The connection went dead. Danica looked in her contact list and called Erica. 
 
    “Danica?” Erica said. “Is everything all right? Is Matthew okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine. I dropped him off this morning, just like I promised. My mom just called me and told me to get my brother and go home. Apparently, the CDC has quarantined the hospital. She wouldn’t have called me if she wasn’t worried. Something big is going on. If it’s okay with you, can I pick up Matthew as well?” 
 
    “That would be great,” Erica said, sounding relieved. “The banks closing early so I’ll be home soon. I’ll call the school and let them know you’re coming. And Danica, I don’t care how your parents feel about it, there’s a whole bottle of Southern Comfort at my house with your name on it.” 
 
    “Matt will be at my house when you get home.” 
 
    Walking down the hall toward the office, she looked in classrooms as she passed and noticed people were checking their phones. It seemed word was spreading. CDC and gunfire tended to have that effect. Danica left the school without bothering to check out. By the looks of it, other people were leaving as well. When she arrived at Matt’s school, there was already a long line of cars picking up kids, and all the parking spaces were full. She pulled as far to the right as she could and parked. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t park there. You’re blocking people,” the driver behind her said, leaning out his window. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I have to pick up my brother. You can still get around me.” The man gave a disgusted face but said nothing. There were more than a dozen parents in the office when she entered. She shouldered her way through to the counter. 
 
    “Hi Danica,” Dominick, the school counselor, said. “Have you come to pick up Bailey?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll call and have him come to the office.” 
 
    “Can you call for Matthew Chambers as well? His mother asked me to pick him up.” 
 
    Dominick checked his notes. “I’m not seeing where she called to give permission,” he said. 
 
    “The phones have been jammed all afternoon,” Mrs. Turner, the school secretary, said from behind Dominick. “I doubt she’s been able to get through.” 
 
    “I can’t let you take him unless we have permission from his mother,” Dominick said. 
 
    On the television, which was hanging on the wall in the back of the room, the President of the United States suddenly appeared. 
 
    “Turn that up,” someone yelled. 
 
    Mrs. Turner quickly fumbled through first one drawer and then another before finding the remote. 
 
    “—Ago I signed an executive order declaring a state of national emergency,” The president said. “I want to assure you that this is purely precautionary and there is no reason to panic.” 
 
    “Oh shit, that means it’s time to panic,” someone yelled. 
 
    “Quiet,” several said at once. 
 
    “—Have taken this extraordinary action because I have received credible information indicating the outbreak has the potential to reach worldwide pandemic levels. I want to stress that I said potential; it has not reached that point, and chances are slim it will. I want to assure you we are working on a vaccine, and one should be available soon. However, as a precaution, I’ve deployed FEMA and members of the CDC to major outbreak sites in Virginia, North Carolina, and Wyoming. They’re there in advisory roles only. They will coordinate with state and local officials and will provide assistance and medical supplies as necessary. Also, effective immediately, all commercial ground transportation has been suspended. All buses and trains will be stopped at their next destination. All commercial and private aircraft have been ordered to land, and all foreign aircraft ordered to turn around and head home. Those aircraft that are already past the point of no return will be allowed to continue but will be subject to quarantine protocols once ground side. At 4:00 PM, the only aircraft that will be allowed in the sky will be military and emergency medical aircraft.” 
 
    “Can he do that?” the person standing next to Danica asked no one in particular. 
 
    “Try to avoid public places if you can and don’t venture outside unless necessary. I know, at this point, you must be scared, and I wish I could tell you everything will to be fine, but it may not be. We might be in for a rough time. But we Americans are used to rough times. We’ll weather this just as assuredly as we have weathered other tough times. In the meantime, look after one another and regardless of your religious beliefs, love thy neighbor. God bless you and God Bless the United States of America.” 
 
    “Did he just declare martial law?” someone asked. 
 
    “No,” someone else said. “All he said was a national emergency.” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” another asked. 
 
    “Go ahead and call up Matthew,” Mrs. Turner told Dominick. 
 
    Dominick nodded and picked up the phone. 
 
    “It’s a fucking power play by Democrats,” someone behind her yelled. “They’ve been trying to establish communism for years. FEMA is just a ruse. Mark my words, they’ll be sending us to re-education camps before the year is out.” 
 
    “So much for love thy neighbor,” Danica said under her breath. 
 
    “Mr. James,” Mrs. Turner said, “I’ll thank you to watch your language and to keep your voice down. If you want to discuss politics, do so off school property. If you cannot do this, I’ll have security escort you outside, and you can wait for Theo in your car.” 
 
    “That’s just the sort of response I’d expect from a libtard,” he shot back. “It’s bad enough I have to send him here and let you brainwash him . . .” 
 
    Danica didn’t wait for Mr. James to finish. She left the office to wait in the hall. It seemed a lot of people were coughing and looking worried. Bailey and Matthew rounded the corner. Bailey made his way slowly to his sister, while Matthew broke into a run the moment he saw her. 
 
    “Hey, Dany,” Matthew said. “Are we going home?” 
 
    “We are,” Danica said. She looked at Bailey. “You feeling okay?” 
 
    “Not really,” he said weakly. 
 
    Danica touched his forehead. It felt normal. She would use the thermometer to check his temperature when they got home. 
 
    When she reached her car, she found the vehicle she’d blocked had left by jumping the curb, driving over the football practice field and onto the adjacent road. Seeing a line of cars behind her, she followed their example. As soon as they turned into the driveway of their house, Bailey threw up. 
 
    “You couldn’t wait till you got out of the car,” Danica said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, starting to cry. 
 
    “Hey, I’m kidding,” Danica said, trying to soothe her brother. “It’s okay Bailey.” She reached over and felt his head. This time it felt warmer, and she could see red blotches on his neck. “Okay, let’s get you inside and into bed.” 
 
    “I want Mommy,” Bailey cried. 
 
    “I’ll call her when I get you to bed. Matthew, go inside and watch TV.” Bailey headed up to his room as Danica tried calling her mother. The call went straight to voicemail. Upstairs, she found the thermometer, checked his temperature, and found it to be just over a hundred. She pulled back his shirt to see what looked like several pimples. 
 
    “You have a little bit of a temperature, but not much,” she told him, not saying anything about the pimples. “Nothing to be worried about. Go ahead and get under the covers, and I’ll try Mom again.” The call went to voicemail. 
 
    She hung up the phone and looked out the window. The neighborhood seemed wrong. Normally there would be people outside walking their dog, mowing or watering their lawn. Today, it was eerily quiet. She could see several cars in people’s driveways, but no one wanted to venture out. How did it get like this so fast when this morning everything seemed so normal? 
 
    “Welcome back,” a voice on the television said. “We want to welcome our viewers in the United States and around the world. I'm Wolf Blitzer and you're in the Situation Room.” 
 
    “Aren’t you too young to be watching CNN?” she asked Matthew as she sat down next to him on the couch. 
 
    “My mother lets me watch the news all the time,” he said. 
 
    “This hour, we’re joined by CNN’s Chief Political Correspondent Dana Bash; political commentator and former presidential advisor to Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan, David Gergen; author, political analyst as well as two-time interim chairperson for the Democratic National Party, Donna Brazile; and our own John King.” 
 
    Danica noticed all of Wolf’s guests were wearing surgical masks. 
 
    “I’m sure there are cartoons you could watch,” Danica said. 
 
    “I like the white-haired man,” Matthew said. “He’s smart.” Danica would have argued harder but wanted to know what was going on. 
 
    “We were going to be joined by CNN medical correspondent Andrea Hammond on the ground in Greece where this epidemic is suspected of originating, but we are getting word that she was sent to the hospital. We understand she may have contracted this virus. Our hearts go out to her family and, indeed, to all the families of those who are suffering during this horrible, horrible epidemic.” 
 
    Danica heard three gunshots in the distance. “Damn,” she said, rushing to the window. The streets were still empty. She spotted nothing, so she went to sit down beside Matthew and watch Wolf Blitzer. The words “BREAKING NEWS” scrolled across the bottom of the screen in bold red and white letters. In the studio, Wolf, holding a white notebook in his hand, turned to his in-house panel. “Less than half an hour ago, the White House closed the airports, saying . . . ” Wolf looked at his notebook, “. . . and I quote ‘Any aircraft in the air after 4:00 PM will be shot down.’ What do you make of that? That’s a pretty extraordinary action.” 
 
    “Extraordinary? Without a doubt,” John King said. He was standing by a large display screen map of the United States that showed the capital of each state in white. “Necessary? Probably. Look, if our sources are right, this is a pretty serious situation, and the president has to do everything he can to stop the spread of this disease.” John started to do something with the screen, but before he could Wolf interrupted him. 
 
    “Our sources are saying this is the Athenian Plague,” Wolf said. “What do you make of that?” 
 
    “It’s hard to know what to make of it,” John said and shrugged. “If it is, we’re in for a serious time of it.” 
 
    “Do we know where the outbreaks are?” Wolf asked. It seemed to be what John King waited for. 
 
    “We do Wolf,” John said. John reached up and touched the screen. When it did nothing, he tapped it again. The map of the United States, which was gray, changed to white and was littered with angry red dots, with the highest concentration centered on major cities. No state, including Alaska and Hawaii, was spared. 
 
    “That’s a lot of red,” Wolf said. 
 
    “It is,” John said. “As you can see, and would expect, in the case of a major outbreak, the heaviest concentrations are in the big cities. Take a look at how large the red is in Richmond, Virginia. That’s the site where several tourists arrived back in the United States after visiting Greece. Officials now say that it’s likely the entire flight was infected.”  
 
    “Aren’t they screened when they come back into the United States?” Wolf asked.  
 
    “True,” John said. “But, you must remember, no one knew of the virus at the time and if you say you feel good, not much they can do. There’s no blood test upon entering the United States.” 
 
    “It seems to have spread very fast,” Wolf said. John King nodded. “How did it spread so fast? In 2014, there was an outbreak of Ebola, a deadly African disease, but it didn’t spread as fast as we see now.” 
 
    “That’s true,” John said. “But we are talking about two different transmission types. To contract Ebola, you had to come in contact with the bodily fluids of the infected: blood, puke, sweat, something like that. Not easy. This virus, on the other hand, is transmitted like the common cold. And we all know how quickly that can spread. I want you to see something Wolf.” John tapped the screen again, and the red dots disappeared, only to be replaced by two red lines. “There were three hundred and forty-eight people on Flight 236.” 
 
    “To remind our viewers, Flight 236 is the aircraft believed to have carried the first infected couple into the United States,” Wolf said. “What do we know about them, John?” 
 
    “That first couple was from New York,” John said. “They flew into Richmond and boarded a connecting flight back to New York. Authorities haven’t released their names. A second couple arrived in Richmond a few days later. They know the man is a prison guard somewhere in Virginia. If he went back to work, he likely infected the entire prison population.” 
 
    “Not to sound callous, but as they’re locked up, at least the prisoners won’t be infecting anyone else,” Wolf said. 
 
    “True, but sadly, that was two different flights that were infected,” John said. John King reached up and tapped the screen. Red lines spread out from Richmond, Virginia to more than two dozen major cities. A few moments later, more lines appeared leading from the bigger cities to many smaller towns, and then smaller lines appeared. 
 
    “The CDC mapped the flight plans of every single passenger on Flight 236. As you can see, many of these passengers caught connecting flights to either their final stop or an interim stop. I didn’t show the second flight that arrived from Greece, but it’s just as heavy. This plague has been spreading for a while now. The problem is, we didn’t know it at the time because it was reported as chickenpox, but we now know that’s not true.” Wolf turned to the panel sitting at a blacktop table that resembled a bar.  
 
    “What about that,” Wolf said to the panel. “Did the president of the United States withhold valuable information, information that might have saved lives, and did he lie to the American people?” 
 
    “I don’t think there can be any doubt that he lied to the American people,” Donna Brazile said. “This is a threat to national security and something he would have been briefed on weeks ago.” 
 
    “You don’t believe he thought it was chickenpox, as initially reported?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “No,” Donna said, looking down at the desk and shaking her head. 
 
    “But he sent his wife and child on vacation,” Wolf said. “Why would he do that if he didn’t think it was chickenpox?” 
 
    “I don’t think he knew,” David Gergen said. “At least not then. But he had to know shortly after. I suspect his advisors were afraid of panic and counseled him not to say anything. That was bad advice. They made a grave error by not informing the American people as soon as they suspected, and we’re going to pay a heavy price.” 
 
    “But the Athenian Plague?” Wolf said. “That seems a bit farfetched. That had to be hard to believe?” 
 
    “Forget the name,” Gergen said. “Call it whatever you want. He should have said something the moment he suspected we were at the beginning of a pandemic. However, the blame doesn’t lie solely with him. It was our failure too.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Wolf said. 
 
    “As members of the press, it’s our job to be skeptical of what any administration tells us. Instead, we took their word that it was chickenpox,” David said. “We should have stayed on top of it. We should have listened to our sources. Maybe we could have forced the administration to reveal the truth.” 
 
    “That will have to be a question for another time,” Wolf said, turning to the camera. “Right now, we’re joined by Meredith Johnson, daughter of renowned American Greek historian Sarah Johnson. Meredith is almost as famous as her mother. She is the author of three works on Greek history, including the book, The Athenian Plague: How it changed History. Mrs. Johnson, thank you for joining us.” The woman joining Wolf via video was an older white lady easily in her fifties, with light, shoulder-length curly brown hair. Danica could see outlines on her face indicating she wore glasses, but for the interview, she either wore contacts or went without. She did not wear a surgical mask as the other guests did.  
 
    “Please, Wolf, just call me Meredith,” she said, clearly nervous. 
 
    “Meredith, do you believe this is the Athenian Plague?” Wolf asked.  
 
    “I honestly don’t know, Wolf,” she said. “I’m a historian, not a doctor.” She reached up as if to remove her glasses, but remembered she wasn’t wearing any. “However, what I can tell you is that it has the hallmarks of the Athenian Plague.” 
 
    “And what hallmarks are those?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “Well, for starters, it has all the major characteristics of chickenpox and smallpox,” Meredith said. “So, I can see why it would have been mistaken for the more common childhood disease.” 
 
    “In the research I conducted, most seem to think the Athenian Plague was smallpox,” Wolf said. 
 
    “In that regard, the Athenian Plague often reminds me of the mystery surrounding Jack the Ripper,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Jack the Ripper?” Wolf asked, looking, and sounding, genuinely confused. “How so?” 
 
    “Everyone writing about Jack the Ripper claims to know who the killer was. But, while it makes for good reading and sells books, the truth is, no one knows who he or she was.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    “Why not? It’s as good as any other guess. Besides, we now know women can be serial killers too. It’s the same with the Athenian Plague. Everyone claimed to know what it was, but they could never be a hundred percent positive. Early scholars believed it was the bubonic plague. However, in the 1800s, scholars started to really study the evidence and determined the Athenian Plague was something different. By 1955, there were two main theories. 
 
    “Based on the recorded observations of a measles outbreak in the Fiji Islands in 1875, Professor Shrewsbury postulated in 1915 that the Athenian Plague was a form of measles.” 
 
    “I thought measles was mostly a childhood disease,” Wolf said. “This one is infecting everyone.” 
 
    “That was brought up,” Meredith said. “Professor Shrewsbury theorized that in a virgin society, that is, one that has never seen an outbreak of measles, no segment of society, including adults, would be spared. One of the main reasons this gained a following was because measles can affect animals. I think this is one area where many of your guests have been remiss.” 
 
    “How is that?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “Just like the plague of Athens, this virus is attacking animals.” 
 
    “You know this for a fact?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “I’ve seen the reports,” she confirmed. “On the other hand, Professor Salway and Dell in 1955 theorized it was Ergot, which is a fungus that grows on rye.” 
 
    “A fungus?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Danica could see that Wolf was having difficulty believing the current outbreak was due to a fungus. 
 
    Meredith continued. “You might know it better by its more common name, St. Anthony’s Fire. At the time, it wasn’t as farfetched as it sounds. People suffering from ergotism develop many of the same symptoms as those suffering from the Athenian Plague. Abdominal pain, diarrhea, vomiting, high fever, delirium, insomnia, and a burning sensation that even the softest touch inflames. More importantly, people affected by ergotism developed skin blisters, and some came down with cases of gangrene. The fungus has killed thousands over the years, and it can affect animals as well. 
 
    “There have been so many theories over the years that I could spend all day, and have, discussing the different theories. Bubonic plague, typhus, typhoid, smallpox, ergotism, or measles.” Wolf was about to say something, but she started speaking again before he could. “However, let me boil it down for you. There are three current theories. Professor Littman, who is probably the leading authority on the Athenian plague, second only to Dr. Billstrom, published a paper in 1969 where he made a convincing case for smallpox. I think anyone witnessing the current outbreak can see why. By 1992, taking a more scientific modeling approach, he also added typhus as a strong candidate. And in fact, epidemic typhus is the current leading contender.” 
 
    “So, this is epidemic typhus?” Wolf asked.  
 
    “It most certainly is not,” Meredith said. “As I said, this is the Jack the Ripper scenario. They speculated, but just as Dr. Billstrom predicted, no one seems to have gotten it right. In fact, my sources tell me that this is something entirely new, or, I guess, new again.” 
 
    “Do you agree with them?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “I agree with Dr. Billstrom,” Meredith replied. “She theorized that the Athenian Plague was its own disease, which is the third line of thinking. It wasn’t a popular theory.” 
 
    “Why not?” Wolf asked.  
 
    “One of the tacit beliefs about virus’ is they don’t die out,” Meredith said. “The theory is almost as solid as the theory of evolution. Virus’ mutate and adapt. For example, scientists believe smallpox has been around since 10,000 BC.” 
 
    “Smallpox was eradicated,” Wolf said. “Wouldn’t that contradict the theory?” 
 
    “Then why do we still vaccinate against it? No, smallpox is still around. It’s just waiting for us to let our guard down. But the Athenian Plague was different. It did the impossible. Contrary to what we believe about the virus, for whatever reason, the Athenian Plague seemingly died out, never to be seen again. That’s why it was so hard to pin down; that’s why it was believed to be smallpox for so long.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Wolf asked. 
 
    “The CDC has studied the DNA of this new plague, and there is nothing in the database like it,” she said. “Oh, there is some relation to smallpox, but it has as much in common with smallpox as you do with your great-great-great-great-great grandfather. For all intents and purposes, the Athenian Plague was caused by, what we are going to have to call, the Athenian Plague and not smallpox, measles, ergot, typhus or typhoid. The Athenian Plague is its own disease, and it’s back.” 
 
    “Thank you, Meredith, for that informative interview,” Wolf said as he turned to the camera. “My guest today was the well-known Greek historian Meredith Johnson.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wolf. Please feel free to call on me anytime,” Meredith’s voice said from off-camera. 
 
    “Now, we are going to continue with our on-the-street interviews,” Wolf said. “Later this hour, we are also going to discuss the rumors that the president has relocated to NORAD. Now, though, let’s take you live to Lynda Alexander on special assignment on the outskirts of Columbia, South Carolina. Lynda?” 
 
    Lynda showed up on the screen wearing a professional blue and beige pantsuit, standing next to a large, fat white man dressed in jeans and a dingy wife-beater. The man wore a scruffy brown and gray beard and carried a rifle slung on his shoulders. There was also a pistol tucked into his waist. As soon as he realized that Lynda was starting the interview, he smiled, showing off several missing teeth.  
 
    “Great,” Danica said. “Every time the news interviews a person from the south, it’s like it’s a requirement for them to find someone with missing teeth.”  
 
    “Wolf,” Lynda said, her words muffled by a surgical mask. “I’m on the street here in Waxmill, South Carolina, which is about twenty-five miles west of Columbia. We were investigating rumors of a local militia group active in the area when we ran into Aaron Simmons, one of the leading members of the Sons of the Loyal South. He and several of his friends have been walking the city streets since before the president’s speech, and as you can see they’re heavily armed.” She turned to Aaron. “Sir, can you tell me what you and your friends are doing?” Lynda put the microphone to his face. 
 
    “We’re just patrolln’ the neighborhood keepin’ it safe from looters,” he drawled, in a thick southern accent. As much as he wanted to be interviewed, Danica could see the microphone intimidated him. 
 
    “Have looters been a problem?” Lynda asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but with the po-lice busy elsewhere, we fig’re it’s only a matta of time.” Aaron patted his rifle. “But we’re ready for ‘em.” 
 
    “What do you and your friends think of the government’s response, so far?” Lynda asked. 
 
    “The gov’ment?” Aaron said. “The gov’ment’s f’d up as usual.” Danica could tell Lynda had hit the man’s sweet spot. He livened up at the question, becoming more animated. He had probably waited his entire life for someone on television to ask him that question. “The gov’ment’s been fucked up ever since that nigger got elected to the White House.” 
 
    Danica’s eyes widened in shock. Something was wrong. Television normally bleeped out that sort of language. They were usually on a delay just for that reason. Lynda yanked the microphone back and hesitated and then continued with the interview. 
 
    “Sir, you know that President Obama hasn’t been in office for many years now?” Lynda said, hesitating to let the man speak again. When he started talking, she relented. 
 
    “So?” Aaron said. “Ever since he left, nigger-lovin’ and fag-lovin’ liberals have ruined this county. But now, the South is about to rise again and string up any nigger and faggot we see. Nigger lovers like you liberal media types.” At that, Aaron pulled his pistol and shot Lynda once in the chest. There were screams off-camera, both from people near the interview site and inside the CNN studio. Lynda’s microphone fell to the ground at Aaron’s feet, but her body thankfully fell out of camera view. Aaron pointed the gun at where her head would be and pulled the trigger twice more. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Danica yelled, grabbing Matthew into her chest and shielding his eyes. 
 
    “I can’t see,” Matthew shouted. Danica watched in shocked awe as the gunman pointed his weapon at the cameraman. Instead of dropping the camera and running as any sane person would, the cameraman increased the angle to get a shot of all the men in the group. It was as if he wanted everyone to know who was responsible for his and Lynda’s murder. Danica couldn’t help admiring his courage, but courage wasn’t a shield. Aaron fired three rounds, and the camera hit the ground, bouncing twice before coming to rest, revealing the cameraman’s blue and red tennis shoes. 
 
    The television cut back to the CNN studios to show a shocked and speechless Wolf. Danica swept up the remote and pressed the power button.  
 
    “I think we’ve had enough of that,” she said. She was going to check on her brother when her cell phone received a text.  
 
    “Calling fm unk # - Dad.” A few moments later, she received his call. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Hello, honey.” 
 
    “Thank God,” she said, excited to hear his voice. “I’ve been trying to call Mom.” 
 
    “The CDC confiscated everyone’s phones.” 
 
    “How did you call then?” 
 
    “They put me in charge of taking the phones.” 
 
    “Why are they taking away phones?” 
 
    “Beats me,” he said. “It’s not as if people don’t know what’s going on. Personally, I think it’s part of an outdated playbook. They probably came up with their operating procedures before the president went live, and because they live and die by protocols, they are incapable of changing without a serious discussion. I’ve seen it before. Faced with an unknown situation, they fall back on procedures, even if the procedures don’t make sense.” 
 
    “I just watched a man kill two people on live TV,” Danica said and then explained what she saw. 
 
    “It’s getting chippy out there, that’s for sure,” her father said. “We’ve had three shootings here, and I don’t doubt we’ll have a more. The National Guard’s been called out. Frankly, I don’t know if that will make it better or worse.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, growing concerned. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Danica could tell he was lying. “Listen, I want you to go into the basement, open my safe, and arm yourself. You remember the combo?” 
 
    “Is it that bad out there?” 
 
    “Yes, and people are taking advantage of the situation. There’re reports of riots and looting in some parts of the city.” 
 
    “Are you and Mom going to come home tonight?” 
 
    “Probably not, honey. This place is like the roach motel. They let you check-in, but once you’re here, you’re not going anywhere. You’ll have to watch over your brother.” 
 
    “I think Bailey may have caught this thing that’s going around,” she said on the verge of tears. “He’s running a fever and has what looks like a small rash on his chest.” Her father didn’t say anything. “Dad?” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he finally asked. Danica could tell he was trying to keep himself together. 
 
    “Okay so far,” she said, trying to remain calm. 
 
    “In the bottom safe, along with the guns, are some emergency supplies,” her father said. “Inside is a bag of antibiotics. Give two pills to your brother and take two for yourself. And then—and this will be the hard part—I want you to bring your brother to the hospital.” 
 
    “That’s not so hard.” 
 
    “I want you to drop him off and go home.” 
 
    “I want to be with you and Mom,” Danica pleaded. 
 
    “I know you do honey, but this isn’t the best place to be. You’ll catch whatever this is for sure.” 
 
    “I’ve already been exposed.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” he said. “The CDC said some people seem to be immune. I don’t know if they were blowing smoke up our ass to keep the panic level down, but he was probably telling the truth. It’s also probable Bailey’s not contagious yet. I know this is hard, but I need you to do this.” 
 
    “I’ll get him ready,” she said, resigned to follow her father’s orders. 
 
    “One other thing. Take my cruiser.” 
 
    “Your cruiser? Why?” she asked, sounding confused. She’d never driven her father’s patrol car before. 
 
    “I don’t want you to get caught bringing in your brother, or they’ll force you into the hospital as a precaution,” he said. “Also, put on one of my uniform shirts. Just tuck it into a pair of jeans, put your hair up and put on my spare hat. You’ll look like a trooper, and you have the attitude to pass for one easy enough. You’ll find an extra badge in my top right drawer. If people think you’re a trooper, they’ll be less likely to bother you.” 
 
    “Won’t you get into trouble?” 
 
    “Shit, at this point I don’t think it matters.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Agent Paris Ishida, dressed in her black and gray pantsuit, leaned back in her government-issued chair, feet propped up on the desk, flipping through a fist-size stack of mail, ignoring the ringing desk phone. When it didn’t stop, she finally answered hoping it wasn’t another person reporting someone naked staggering through their yard. The pools in Kentucky were filling up with naked people. She had already fielded nearly a dozen such calls today. Each time she had to tell them it was a local police problem. 
 
    “What do I pay my fucking taxes for?” most of them yelled. 
 
    “Federal Bureau of Investigation, Agent Ishida, how may I help you?” 
 
    “Hello . . . Paris,” a soft-spoken male voice said. “Your mission, should you accept, is to travel to Mammoth Cave, Kentucky, and find Dr. Gunilla Olofsson, a well-known Swedish virologist. If she is not there, you’re to track her down and escort her to Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado. Should you be apprehended, the US government will disavow your existence. Good luck, Paris. This message will self-destruct—” 
 
    “—Never, you old fool,” Paris said slamming down the receiver. She stared across the room at the only other agent in the building. “For God’s sake, Cleveland, do you have to do that every time?” 
 
    By default, Cleveland was the senior agent in charge, and her partner, at the Hopkinsville, Kentucky, field office. They were the only two agents left at the office, and she was only a year removed from the academy. Cleveland was a twenty-two-year veteran of the force. 
 
    Cleveland’s real name was Phillip Latham. It was a tradition at the Hopkinsville office, going back to when it first opened in the late sixties, that agents were given nicknames based on where they were from. If the name didn’t roll off the tongue, such as in the case of the former agent from Poor Farm, Vermont or if the name was a human resource incident waiting to happen, then exceptions were made. Being from Beaver Crossing, Nebraska, Paris was the HR exception. Lucky for her, with a name like Paris, she came with a readymade alternative. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Cleveland said. “Let an old agent on his way to forced retirement, have a little fun.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Paris said with a hope that it wasn’t true, but a realization it probably was. At nearly sixty, Cleveland was considered past his prime as a field agent, but something in his past, something he never talked about, warranted his retention. Despite his annoying antics, which he said were to get her to lighten up, and maybe because of them, she liked the old fool. He contradicted everything she ever thought the FBI was supposed to be. He was like the grandfather every child wanted: adventurous, outgoing, overly giving, and funny. If Cleveland had grandchildren, she had no doubt he would have retired and spoiled them into rehab. But, that was not to be. His one son from his only marriage died in a car accident, and his marriage died along with his son. 
 
    “Please, if they were going to transfer me they would have done so months ago,” Cleveland said. “They’ll wait a few more months before shipping me off to the Old Agents Home.” Paris considered that in light of the recent recession and cutbacks, he was probably right, but they would wait to see if the two of them survived. 
 
    “At least you had a career.” 
 
    “Stop worrying. You’ll be fine. I promise.” 
 
    “You’ve said that before.” 
 
    “I’d say something about young people always in such a hurry, but I was the same when I was your age.” What he didn’t tell her was he already knew her fate, and his. The agency was going to let her go, but he made a deal to keep her on. Part of that deal was that he would remain her teacher for three years. At the end of the three-year term, he would retire. The head of the agency strongly disliked him but owed him a favor, so she jumped at the chance to see him removed from the active rolls. Though most of Paris’ training was technically complete, there was just one more thing he needed to teach her: how to have a life outside the agency.  
 
    “What’s the assignment?” Paris asked. 
 
    “I already told you,” Cleveland said, feigning exasperation. “We’re going Mammoth Cave to find a Swedish doctor.” 
 
    “After all that’s going on in this city, we’re going on a retrieval mission? Shouldn’t we be out there helping? The news is reporting rioting at pharmacies and grocery stores.” 
 
    “That’s the job of the local police.” 
 
    “They’re decimated. They need our help.” 
 
    Cleveland grabbed his keys. “Two more won’t make a difference. Besides, we have our orders.” 
 
    Paris gave up. “Picture?” 
 
    Cleveland plucked a piece of paper off the fax machine, photocopied it and handed it to her. 
 
    “Holy shit, she’s an Amazon,” Paris gushed. 
 
    “No, she’s Swedish. How are you ever going to make a competent agent if you can’t remember what I told you just moments earlier?” She ignored his jibe. Cleveland sighed. “Come on Paris, lighten up.” 
 
    Not taking life too seriously was the last thing he wanted, and needed, to teach her before he hung up his badge. It’s a job, not a life. He wished someone had taught him that when he first started. Maybe if he had, he would have spent more time with Scott. 
 
    Paris’ problem was she was stuck in the Hollywood stereotype. She thought she had to act tough to be successful in the job and for the other agents to respect her. The problem was that he knew it was all an act. When she thought no one was around, she would sometimes smile or laugh, lighting up her eyes. Both turned a room into a celebration of life. 
 
    Somehow, in the few months left to him, he needed to convince her to drop the Dirty Harry persona and let her real personality shine through. She would be happier for it. 
 
    Paris studied the photo of Dr. Olofsson. The woman was over six-foot-tall, with blue eyes and shoulder-length blond hair. She had angular facial features and an elfish build that gave her a cover model look, but there was a rugged quality to her that suggested an underlying toughness that a casting agent for any of the latest action flicks would love to discover. 
 
    “I’m driving,” she said, holding her hand out for the keys. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said, opening his desk drawer and taking out his surgical mask. He handed a mask to Paris. “If this flu, plague, whatever the hell it is doesn’t get me, your driving will.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Wade Harrington was pressing the raw hamburger meat flat when he heard the sharp ungreased shrill of the garage door announcing the arrival of his wife, Ivory. Wiping his hands, he moved to the living room and waited for her on the couch. Trying to appear casual, he put one arm over the back cushions and pasted on the alluring smile he had spent years perfecting. 
 
    “Hello honey,” Ivory said as she came in and dropped her purse on the small black antique table that once belonged to her grandmother. She began to remove her long white gloves. “This bug going around is putting a crimp in fundraising, so my day was pretty shitty.” 
 
    It was vintage Ivory to be so concerned with the plague’s effects on her fundraising efforts that she failed to grasp the full implications of what was happening in the world. And the public thought people like him were the monsters. Getting up from the couch, Wade wordlessly sauntered toward his wife, his alluring smile almost turning to a sneer. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, misreading his intentions. “Look who’s frisky.” Pleasantly surprised, as she was the one who usually initiated intimacy, she smiled and opened her arms to take him into a loving embrace. Wade punched her in the face, cracking her jaw. She fell back onto her grandmother’s table, smashing it as she dropped to the floor. Blood dribbled from her mouth, ruining one of her white gloves. 
 
    Donavan Bishop, a registered sex offender from two blocks over bounded down the stairs two steps at a time. “Damn. One punch,” he said. “You should try the knock-out game. It’s fun.” 
 
    “You finished?” Wade Asked. 
 
    Donavan smirked. “It’s ready.” 
 
    “Grab her legs.”  
 
    The two of them carried Ivory upstairs, ripped off her clothes and stuffed a rubber ball gag in her mouth. As he watched Donavon chain Ivory to the bed, Wade felt neither regret nor relief, only indifference. When he and Ivory had married more than a decade ago, many considered her a trophy wife. Now she was pudgy, wrinkled and her naturally large breasts, once the object of envy and leers, were now saggy and deflated with age. However, her looks weren’t why he had married her, and her fading beauty wasn’t why he would kill her, or more accurately, have her killed. When he married her, two qualities drew him to her: she was rich and easily manipulated. Her inheritance, though, was drying up, and as a result, he could no longer live as comfortably as he wanted. She was even throwing around subtle hints that he needed to find a job. He’d never held a job in his life, nor was he about to start. Thus, it was time to make a change. 
 
    Once chained to the bed, Donavan, a virgin with women he didn’t call mom, frantically removed his clothing. With his penis gorged and ready, he climbed on top of Ivory. After several failed tries, Donavan screamed in frustration. He ran to the bathroom and found a bottle of baby oil. Hastily squirting it on her thighs, he cried out in triumph as he slid inside her. Ivory groaned in pain as she started to come awake. Wade decided to finish making his hamburger. 
 
    “I thought you were going to watch,” Donavan said, disappointed to see Wade leave. 
 
    “I want to wait until she’s fully alert,” Wade lied. “It’ll only be good for me if she’s awake.” In truth, sex did nothing for him. A discovery he made after trying sex with multiple men and women, including his drugged-up twin sister. Not once did it give him a moment’s pleasure, let alone satisfaction. For him, sex was a manipulation tool. 
 
    Unsure of what to do, Donavan started to get up 
 
    “No, no. You go ahead.” Wade said. “I’ll join in later.” 
 
    Before the president’s speech, the plan had been simple. Let Donavon, a convicted sex offender who lived with his mom, rape, and murder his wife. Afterward, he would kill the boy, claiming self-defense and then sit back and collect Ivory’s life insurance policy. The money would hold him over until he could find another affluent woman he could manipulate as easily as Ivory. Now though, he was convinced, as much as he was hopeful, that modern civilization was on the verge of collapse and the only way to survive the coming apocalypse was to be surrounded by people willing to do whatever he needed. Donavan was such a person. But his services would come at a cost, and Ivory was the first down payment. If he was wrong about the collapse, he could still kill Donavan. He would just have to change up the story a little bit. All the evidence would still point to a convicted sex offender. 
 
    An hour later, grabbing an apple from the refrigerator, Wade walked to the bedroom and found Donavan lying spent beside his wife, cuddling beside her as if they were intimate lovers. Ivory’s aged face was now bruised and bloodied. Dried blood caked her left breast where Donavan had bitten off her nipple. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were ever coming back,” Donavan said. “Are you ready?” Donavon’s penis was instantly hard again. 
 
    “I am,” Wade said, putting the apple on the nightstand. Ivory was too physically and mentally exhausted to resist. All she could do was shed tears of pain and humiliation. Neither man was moved to sympathy as both were void of emotion, one born, the other shaped. 
 
    Later, holding the apple with his teeth, Wade pulled on his pants as Donavan punched Ivory in the mouth while he had another orgasm. Several teeth were now missing and both eyes swollen shut. 
 
    “You done?” Donavan asked, pausing. 
 
    “For now,” Wade said as he moved a chair near the window. “If you don’t kill her, we can have another go later.” He turned on the television as Donavon bit off Ivory’s remaining nipple and ate it. The news was filled with images of a CNN reporter being killed. Watching the murder made him feel as if he’d won the lottery, and it filled him with subdued excitement. He was born for what was coming. He was also looking forward to no longer having to hide the fact that he was a psychopath. 
 
    Ever since he was young, Wade knew he was different. Unlike Donavan, who grew up with an abusive, alcoholic father and an unattractive, overweight mother who started molesting him after his ninth birthday, Wade grew up in a loving, caring environment. The first indication he was different came at seven. He and his twin sister, Rebecca, watched the neighbor’s Doberman get run over by a moving van. It was a brutal death. The Doberman got caught up in the van’s back wheels and dragged for twenty feet, leaving pulverized bones, smeared brains and meaty chunks of body parts in its wake. The driver never stopped. His sister didn’t stop screaming for three days. He almost killed her to shut her up. Still, where his sister was traumatized, he was only curious. 
 
    Nearly a week after the dog’s death, he heard his parents talking about his lack of emotion. They thought he might be in shock and that it would be a good idea to take him to see a child psychologist. That evening, he pretended to break down. It was his first experience faking emotions and a valuable lesson as to what could happen if he didn’t learn to blend in. It wouldn’t be until years later that he discovered on the Internet that he was a psychopath. He only cared to the extent the knowledge helped him understand himself. 
 
    Thanks to Hollywood’s depiction of psychopaths, the word was now synonymous with serial killers, but he was no serial killer. He could claim credit for only one death and only because he didn’t see an alternative. In the upcoming new reality, that would change. He would likely become the serial killer society feared him to be. 
 
    After his twin sister moved to Oregon, eager to be as far away from him as possible, his mother developed Alzheimer’s. Once struck with the disease, the money stopped flowing. Everything went to pay her bills. To get what remained, he persuaded his mother to make him the executor of her estate and, shortly thereafter, when it was cold and snowy, drove her down the road, walked her into the woods and left her to die. 
 
    Afterward, he sold everything and moved away. Though suspicious, his sister never said a word fearing what would happen if she did. A few years later, he met Ivory. Because she had her own money and gave him whatever he wanted, he was content. There was never a need to kill to get what he wanted, until now. 
 
    Looking out the window, Wade spotted Danica, who lived across the street, walking to her neighbor’s house with Matthew in tow. Curious, he picked up a pair of binoculars to get a better look and watched as she handed him a bottle of pills. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Donavan asked, slipping his arms around Wade’s waist and resting his chin on the man’s shoulders. 
 
    “Danica. Do you know her?” 
 
    “Not really. She was a sophomore when I was a senior, different circle. She is beautiful, though. Better than this pig. I’d love to have her.” 
 
    “It would stir up too much trouble. We don’t need that.” He watched a moment longer. “Her mother’s a nurse, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “She gave Matthew a bottle of medicine,” Wade said. 
 
    “The news said antibiotics weren’t effective.” 
 
    “They probably said that to keep people from rioting when the drugs run out.” 
 
    “That would make sense. Maybe we should kill the kid and take the drugs. Wade’s thinking was running along the same lines. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Danica, with her father’s light gray North Carolina state trooper shirt tucked into her jeans and a pistol holstered to her side, loaded Bailey in the back seat and pushed the garage door opener. As Danica stuffed her hair under her father’s hat, she noticed two sets of tennis shoes. At first, she wondered why anyone would leave shoes in her driveway. It wasn’t until both sets ran off that she realized people were still in them. Startled, she pulled her father’s shotgun from the quick-release mount. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” Danica yelled, weapon at the ready. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Bailey said, looking out the patrol car’s back window. 
 
    “Stay here,” she said, locking the car. 
 
    Playing peek-a-boo with the blind spots, the gun tucked tightly against her shoulder, just as her father taught her, Danica slowly advanced out the garage, adrenaline rushing through her body. She made a wide arc around the side of the garage, careful to keep the patrol car in view at all times. Figuring they must have run off, she relaxed. She flirted with the idea of firing a shot in the air to scare off any would-be intruders but decided against it. It went against training, and the shots would frighten Matthew. She was already feeling guilty for leaving him alone. 
 
    After hanging up with her dad, Danica had dropped Matthew off at his home explaining she would be back in a couple of hours. She had tried to reach Erica, but the call went to voicemail. Finally, she left a long, detailed message explaining that she was taking her brother to the hospital and didn’t want to bring Matthew along since he wasn’t showing signs of infection. She explained if she were caught dropping Bailey off, they would most likely force him, and anyone with him, into quarantine. She apologized over and over but explained it was for the best and hoped she would forgive her. She also left a note explaining the situation taped to Erica’s front door in case she didn’t get the voicemail. 
 
    Convinced that the owners of the shoes were gone, she backed the patrol car into the street and turned on the blue lights and siren in the hopes they would be frightened off if she were wrong. When Matthew showed his face in the living room window, she waved goodbye as if that were her intent. 
 
    There was an eerie feeling driving through the housing complex. Back when the development was under construction, real estate agents dubbed the area the Goldilocks location because it was located far enough away from the city to convince prospective white-collar workers that they were safe from inner-city criminals and close enough to convince blue-collar workers the drive uptown was effortless. Although the name started as a joke, it stuck, and Goldilocks Meadows became home to a unique blend of middle-class workers eager to share their lives with their neighbors. That was fifteen years ago. Today, with the expansion of the city and the monorail line, Goldilocks was more like Papa Bear, a little too hard. Breaking and entering was more common, and drugs were easier to find. Because several cops lived in the area, gangs that were a problem in some regions of Charlotte had yet to infiltrate the housing development. 
 
    A few miles from the development, Danica turned onto the main street leading to the hospital and slammed on the breaks. Until she turned, the drive had been isolated and uneventful, but now it was as if she had walked out of a monastery of silent monks and stumbled onto the coastline at Normandy, just as the allies were storming the beach. Cars, trucks, and SUVs were strewn everywhere. To Danica’s relief, none were over-turned or burning, though more than a few had broken windows. Instead, the vast majority of cars were packed with goods looted from nearby stores. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bailey asked, sitting up and looking around. 
 
    “Nothing honey,” Danica said. “Lie back down.” 
 
    A teenage boy ran in front of the patrol car carrying an electronic guitar. He stopped in front of the cruiser and presented her with a smile and the finger to show he wasn’t afraid. Half a dozen other people came out, and when they saw her, scattered. No one on the street walked with empty hands. There was even a man using the appliance store’s hand trucks to cart away a new stove. Behind him, two men hauled off a washing machine. More than a handful of people were coming out of the ice cream parlor’s broken front door eating a cone as if it was any other ordinary warm spring day. 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” Bailey said. 
 
    Up ahead, she saw a Hispanic man in his early twenties pushing a grocery basket loaded with food. Tucked in the bottom rack were two cases of bottled water. He seemed to be the smartest man on the street. Food and water would be essential in the days ahead. She rolled down her window as she came up beside him. 
 
    “Hey, officer,” the man said nervously. “I didn’t steal this. I found it in the alleyway.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did,” she said, doubt obvious in her voice. “Let me have two bottles, and you can be on your way.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the man said, digging into the plastic wrap. “Take them with my compliments.”   
 
    “Thank you,” she said, driving off. As she drove away, she watched the man rush up a side street in her rearview mirror. Two suspicious-looking men followed him, and she guessed they were either his partners or his ownership of the basket was coming to an end. Ahead of her was a maze of abandoned vehicles, including a city bus. How did this happen so fast? Was she totally clueless? Had the plague been running rampant for months and she was just now hearing about it? She didn’t think so, but the street looked as if the looting rampage had begun weeks ago. Could people really lose their cool this quick? She looked in the rearview mirror again at the alleyway the Hispanic man had disappeared down. 
 
    “Dammit,” she said, shoving the car into reverse. She drove backward until she passed the side street. Turning in, she saw exactly what she suspected; all three men were fighting, two trying to take the cart, one trying desperately to maintain possession. She slammed on the breaks. The squeal of her tires alerted the men to her presence. Seeing her, the assailants ran off. The man who gave her the water sat down to catch his breath. 
 
    “Thank you, officer,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “No problem. You going to be all right?” 
 
    He got to his feet. “I’ll be fine. I owe you one.” 
 
    “We’re even,” she said as she backed out of the alley. 
 
    Danica passed a looted jewelry store and an untouched bail bondsman’s office next to it. She figured the looters didn’t want to bite the hand that fed them, but as she passed by, she spotted the owner standing in front of the large glass window holding a shotgun. That probably helped keep his office untouched. 
 
    A mile up the road, Danica passed a crowded grocery store. There wasn’t an empty parking spot to be found. A dozen cars circled the parking lot like vultures waiting for a space to come open. A few, not wanting to wait, made their own spot even if it meant blocking in others. Outside the store’s entrances, two men stood guard armed with shotguns. Two more similarly armed men stood inside. All four wore surgical masks. As she watched, several women pushing carts full of food left the store. When they reached the middle of the parking lot, a small group of men appeared from behind a truck, pushed the women down, and attempted to steal their carts. The women fought back, throwing wild punches. Danica was aghast. Why was this happening? She realized the country was in the midst of an epidemic, but it would pass. She doubted the United States was in danger of a food shortage, so why was everyone acting as if they would starve? 
 
    She waited for the store guards to do something, but they just stood there smirking. One woman hit her assailant with her purse knocking him to the ground. Angry, the man picked himself up and pulled a knife. She turned to run but was grabbed from behind by another man. Danica saw enough. She flipped on the lights and siren and jumped the curve, catapulting Bailey off the back seat. 
 
    “What the hell?” Bailey yelled. The man holding the woman dropped her and ran when he saw the cruiser speeding toward them. Three of the four remaining men grabbed whatever food they could and ran off, as well. Only the man with the knife remained, too angry to care. Danica screeched to a halt, grabbed the shotgun from its mount and leaped from the vehicle. 
 
    “Drop the knife, asshole,” Danica yelled as she leveled the shotgun at the man’s chest. She chambered a round for emphasis. Her dad always said that of all the weapons in the world, none got the attention of a perpetrator more than the sound a shotgun chambering a round. For that reason alone, he made sure a round was never loaded into the barrel until needed. Danica felt, more than saw, a man coming up behind her. 
 
    “Look out!” a woman screamed. 
 
    Danica dropped to her knee. Her would-be assailant, who was going for a bear hug, grabbed air instead and stumbled over her. Danica followed up by slamming the butt of her weapon into his gut. As he doubled over on the pavement, she slammed the gun into his face. She heard cartilage break. 
 
    The knife-wielder looked like he wanted to rush Danica. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said swiftly, pointing the shotgun at him. “Just drop the fucking knife.” The man looked around as if weighing his options before letting the knife fall to the ground. 
 
    “All right officer,” the man said, raising his hands. 
 
    “Pick up your friend and get the hell out of here,” Danica shouted, angrily. 
 
    “You’re not going to arrest me?” he said, surprised. 
 
    “Less talking, more leaving,” Danica said. 
 
    “You broke my nose,” the man screamed from the ground, blood gushing from between his fingers. 
 
    “Maybe next time you’ll think twice about attacking defenseless women,” Danica said. “Now, get out of here before I change my mind and blow off your kneecaps.” The men ambled off. 
 
    “You’re not going to arrest them?” one women asked as she started to put items back into her cart. The other woman didn’t bother to wait for an answer. She hurriedly pushed her cart toward her car before something else happened. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Danica said. “I can’t. I don’t have the time. I’m on the way to the hospital to deliver a sick patient.” She didn’t tell the woman she wasn’t a real state trooper. Her intervention was something she wasn’t planning on telling her father about, either. 
 
    The woman backed away. “You’ve been exposed?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The woman put a few of the undamaged items back in the cart and started for her car. “Thank you,” she said, leaving some of her items behind, “but I have to go.”  
 
    Danica watched the women leave and then turned her attention to the guards at the door. They nodded in greeting but otherwise said nothing. She thought about giving them a piece of her mind but thought better of it. They would probably just laugh. 
 
    As Danica started to leave, she realized her hands were shaking. It was the first time in her life she’d been in a fight. Growing up as the daughter of a state trooper, and in a clan of overzealous cops, she had learned early in life how to defend herself. She always felt if the situation ever warranted, she could hold her own. Danica smiled. It was nice to have affirmation, but affirmation didn’t stop her hands from shaking. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “What did you run for?” Wade asked irritated as they emerged from behind Erica’s shed. If he were carrying a knife—and he had half a mind to get one—he would have slit Donavan’s throat right then and there for stupidity. 
 
    “I was afraid she would catch us,” Donavan said, unsure why Wade was upset. 
 
    “Who cares?” Wade said, aggravated. “We’re just a couple people concerned for our neighbors. Neighbors checking on neighbors don’t run off suspiciously.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Donovan said, sounding like a whipped puppy. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “Start.” 
 
    “What was with the lights and siren?” 
 
    “She was trying to scare off a couple of suspicious characters,” Wade said, less irritable. 
 
    “You think it worked?” Donavan asked, smiling. It was a joke, but Wade didn’t laugh. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Wade tried the side door to the garage and found it unlocked. “I think we need to make sure Matthew’s safe. He’s too young to be by himself.” He wasn’t so lucky with the door leading into the house. 
 
    “I’ll break open the door,” Wade whispered. “After I do, rush in and grab the kid, but don’t hurt him.” 
 
    It took two tries to smash open the door. Donavan rushed passed Wade and rounded the corner to the living room. There was a scream of surprise from Matthew and a scream of pain from Donavan. Wade came around the corner in time to see Donavan strike Matthew. 
 
    “Didn’t I say not to hurt the kid?” 
 
    “He bit me.” 
 
    “Then don’t put a body part near his mouth,” Wade said. Donavan looked like he wanted to say something but decided against it. “If you want to hit something, go across the street and beat on Ivory.” 
 
    Wade placed his hand firmly on Matthew’s shoulders, guided him to the couch and sat him down. Matthew wanted to struggle, but something in Wade’s cold stare warned him against it. 
 
    “We came over to check on you,” Wade said, sitting down next to the boy. “Are you okay?” Matthew hesitated but nodded. “That’s good.” He turned to the television program Matthew was watching. “Aren’t you a little young to be watching the news?” 
 
    “Everyone says that, but my mom lets me,” Matthew said, frightened. “She says my mind needs stimulating because I’m too damn smart for my age.” 
 
    “It’s never too early to learn just how cruel the world really is,” Wade said. “Did you see the reporter getting killed?” 
 
    “And the guy filming it,” Matthew added. 
 
    Wade sat back and watched television with Matthew for a few minutes. Donavan stood behind them looking lost. Wolf Blitzer, looking more disheveled than earlier, was displaying a map of the United States showing the infected areas in red. The map looked like a cell-phone coverage map. 
 
    “—Compounding the situation is that this is a virgin soil epidemic,” said a man identified at the bottom of the screen as Doctor Roundtree. 
 
    “Virgin soil, doctor?” Wolf Blitzer asked. 
 
    “It just means we’ve never been exposed to the disease and therefore haven’t built up the immunities needed to fight it,” the doctor said. “As a result, humans are more susceptible to the epidemic which explains why it’s spreading so fast and why it’s so deadly. A good example of a virgin soil epidemic would be when Native Americans encountered European diseases, and we know how that ended.” 
 
    “Are you saying we could be wiped out?” Wolf said. 
 
    “I doubt it. There have been a lot of advances in medicine since the 1600s. Probably one of the most important advances was the discovery of the virus. Now we’re more aware of how it spreads. If people practice safe sanitation, it will cut down on transmission. Something as simple as sneezing into your elbow and washing your hand will cut down on the spread of this virus.”  
 
    “You say this is a virgin soil epidemic, but the Athenian Plague, which most experts are calling this, has been seen before,” Wolf said. 
 
    “I’m not convinced this is the Athenian Plague,” Doctor Roundtree said. “But even if it is, that doesn’t change the virgin soil classification. It’s been over two thousand years since the Athenian Plague troubled the world, and while some immunities get passed from mother to child, any immunity to the Athenian Plague has long since been diluted to the point of ineffectiveness.” 
 
    “How do you account for reports that some people aren’t getting infected?” 
 
    “It’s not that they aren’t getting infected; it’s that their immune systems are strong enough to fight it off, sometimes before they show signs.” 
 
    “How long before your mother gets home?” Wade asked, turning down the volume. 
 
    Matthew looked at the clock. “She’ll be home at three-thirty.” 
 
    “Donavan, we have an hour,” Wade said without looking over his shoulder. “While we wait, go make us all a sandwich.” He turned to Matthew. “Where are the pills Danica gave you?” 
 
    “In the kitchen.” 
 
    “Bring me three pills and a glass of water with the sandwich.” 
 
    “The directions taped to the bottle say to take two,” Donavan said after finding the bottle on the counter. 
 
    “Yes, but if two’s good, three is probably better. You can take two if you want.” 
 
    Donavon and Matthew were still watching the news half an hour later when they heard a car pull into the driveway. Wade looked up at the clock. “It looks as if your mom’s home early,” he said. 
 
    Erica froze when she saw Wade sitting next to her son, a partially eaten sandwich resting on Matthew’s knee. 
 
    “Welcome home Erica,” Wade said. The sandwich fell to the floor when Matthew tried to get up and run to his mom, but Wade held onto his shoulder, holding him back. 
 
    “Why are you in my house?” Erica asked, looking around. “Where’s Danica?” 
 
    “Danica had to take Bailey to the hospital,” Wade said. “Donavan and I came—” 
 
    “Hi,” Donavan said, raising his spoon in greeting as cereal and milk dribbled from his mouth. 
 
    “—To make sure Matthew was okay,” Wade finished. 
 
    “Get away from my son and get out,” Erica said as she moved toward Matthew. She froze when Wade put a knife to Matthew’s throat. 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Wade said. “Just take it easy, and everything will be okay.” 
 
    “Don’t . . . don’t hurt my son,” Erica said, suddenly terrified. “What do you want?” 
 
    “We got what we want, but we’ll need more,” Wade said. 
 
    “More of what?” Erica asked. 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later,” Wade said. “Right now, I want you to take a walk with me. Matthew will be fine here with Donavan.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll watch some more TV,” Donavan said. 
 
    “Don’t scream and don’t run,” Wade said. “If you do, Donavan will kill Matthew.” 
 
    “I won’t try anything,” Erica said, tearing up. As she and Wade made the short walk across the street, Erica was filled with a deep dread. Inside Wade’s house, she expected the place to be dark and gloomy, but it was bright, cheery and looked like her grandparents’ house at Christmas, minus the tree. The only hint that something was wrong was the broken table in the entryway. As the pair reached the top of the stairs, Erica could hear whimpering. She tried to prepare herself for what she was about to see, instinctively knowing it would be bad. But nothing could have readied her for the scene laid out before her. She went weak in the knees and nearly passed out. 
 
    “Stay with me,” Wade said, holding her up. 
 
    Although Wade and Ivory kept mostly to themselves, Erica had run into his wife occasionally. She may have been portly, but there was always an underlying beauty to her. This person was unrecognizable. The entirety of her body was battered, bloody and swollen, but her face was the worst. Her lips were cut and split in several places, and most of her front teeth were missing. Her eyes and half her face looked to be one giant bruise. Her face was so swollen it squeezed her eyes shut. Her body looked as if it were covered in bite marks and both her nipples were missing. Erica turned and threw up. 
 
    “You can’t leave her like this,” Erica said pleading when she recovered. “She’s not breathing right. She’ll die.” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” Wade said, pulling out his knife. Ivory whimpered. “And you will watch because I want you to know what’ll happen to Matthew if you try anything stupid.” 
 
    “No,” Erica said, moving forward without thinking. 
 
    “Stop,” Wade commanded, pointing the knife at her face. “Stop, or Matthew’s next. You stand there and watch. Do not turn your head.” 
 
    He slowly sank the long blade into Ivory’s chest, just below her sternum. Ivory let out a muffled, hysterical scream. 
 
    “Please stop,” Erica said, starting to cry. “Please. Please. Please. I’ll do whatever you want. Just please stop.” 
 
    Wade cut through Ivory’s chest and stomach like he was cutting through a frozen sausage roll, moving downwards slowly and methodically. When he reached Ivory’s naval, the screams stopped. Her head flopped to the side, and Erica knew her suffering was over. When he pulled out the knife from her body, her stomach collapsed outward, spilling its contents over the bed, and floor. She looked like a gutted fish. Erica thought she was done throwing up. She was wrong. 
 
    When they returned to Erica’s house, she was still visibly shaken and pale. 
 
    “Everything go okay?” Donavan asked as he chewed an apple. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” Wade said smoothly. “Erica understands her situation now. Go next door and get the chains off Ivory. We can’t have Erica running off during the night.” 
 
    “What about my needs?” Donavan said. 
 
    “Erica will see to whatever needs you have . . . after you get the chains,” Wade said. “Won’t you, Erica?” When Erica said nothing, Wade gently took hold of her elbow. “Won’t you, Erica?” 
 
    “Just don’t hurt my son,” Erica said, whimpering. 
 
    Donavan’s smile widened. 
 
    “Nothing will happen to Matthew as long as you’re cooperative and friendly,” Wade said. He turned to Donavan. “There is just one stipulation. I don’t care what you do, but you are not to bruise her anywhere that can be seen, and she needs to be able to walk.” 
 
    “Fine,” Donavan said, sounding disappointed. 
 
    Wade leaned in close to Erica. “I know the first time will be traumatic,” he said softly in her ear. “By the third or fourth time, you should be over it. By tomorrow, I want you to pretend to like whatever he does. Who knows, maybe you will. If you’re into rough sex, you most certainly will. Either way, I want you to encourage him. Tell him he’s big, or he’s a good lover or whatever it is you women say to stroke a man’s ego during sex to help them climax. I don’t want to be bothered with him anymore.” Erica began to cry, but her tears only seemed to excite Donavan. As she watched, she could see an erection growing in his pants. 
 
    “You’re a monster,” she hissed. 
 
    “No, I’m a psychopath, though I understand your confusion.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The Charlotte Medical Center was a series of white ten-story hospital complexes interconnected into what looked like a jigsaw puzzle from the air. The unique configuration allowed for several interior parks where patients could escape the sterilized confines of the buildings. Doctors believed natural-looking parks would lift patients’ spirits, thus provide a boost to the healing process. If nothing else, it offered a small amount of comfort to the terminally ill. The hospital, one of the largest in the state and a level-one trauma center, had a thousand-bed capacity and nearly three times that number in office spaces. As such, it needed half a dozen multi-level parking garages. It was the largest parking deck, which had the unfortunate distinction to be shaped like an elongated tombstone, which interested Danica the most. She had agreed to meet her father on the road outside the parking deck where it intersected with a second garage, but that was proving impossible. 
 
    The two garages formed a natural barrier insulating the hospital from the surrounding neighborhoods. The police, both state and local, along with members of the CDC and FEMA, were taking full advantage of the natural barrier by setting up a checkpoint. As she passed, several dozen people were trying to gain access. 
 
    She sent her father a text. When there was no reply, she drove slowly down the street outside the parking garage. Nervous she would be discovered and get her father fired, she tried to act as if she were just another state trooper. As she drove by the checkpoint, several of the local and state police nodded in greeting. Before clearing the barricade, she spotted an officer she recognized.  
 
    When he looked up and nodded, it was not only a greeting but an acknowledgment of who she was. She started to slow down, but he covertly shook his head. The trooper who had come to their house to eat on more than one occasion raised a hand to his heart and pretended to scratch his chest. As he did, he extended his index finger pointing down the road. He scratched his chin and turned back to watching the people trying to gain access to the hospital. No one was being turned away. 
 
    Milky plastic sheets covered the insides of the parking deck, so it now looked like a plastic house. It was hard to tell, but inside it looked like the garage was a makeshift dormitory. How long would it be before it served as a morgue? Shapes moved on the other side of the plastic as vague shadows. When she reached the end of the garage, she turned around. At the leading edge of the parking deck, her father stepped out from behind a row of hedges. She slammed on the breaks and started to get out, but he waved her to remain inside. 
 
    She rolled down the window. “Dad, are you all right? You don’t look so good.” 
 
    “I’m okay honey, just a little tired. It’s been a long day. How’s your brother?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Bailey said, sitting up. “I just feel like throwing up.” 
 
    “We’ll take you inside and fix you up, good as new,” Arnold said, opening the squad car’s rear door. 
 
    “Dad, I’m sorry,” Danica said, tears suddenly welling up. 
 
    “It’s not your fault Bailey’s sick.” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry about last night.” 
 
    “Oh hey, kiddo, I’m the one sorry,” her father said, earnestly. “I was just blindsided is all, and I over-reacted. I think you’ll make one hell of an astronaut.” 
 
    “How’s Mom?” 
 
    “Still on her feet and sends her love. She wanted to come out and see you, but we were worried it would draw too much attention. The CDC is running this place like a concentration camp.” 
 
    “That’s not a nice way to look at it,” a new voice said. Danica and her father looked over to see a CDC agent flanked by two local officers, hands near their holsters. The officers wore surgical masks. 
 
    “We’re not NAZIs,” the CDC official said. “We’re just trying to keep people safe and stem the tide of the pandemic.” 
 
    With the car providing partial cover, her father slowly reached up and unsnapped his gun holster. 
 
    “Dad, no,” she whispered. 
 
    “So, what are you two up to out here?” the agent asked. 
 
    “One of the state troopers I work with brought my son,” Arnold said. “The babysitter left him alone when he started coughing.” 
 
    The man came around and saw Bailey standing next to his father. 
 
    “It’s okay,” the official said to his escort. “I’m sorry about that. We’re getting reports from other hospitals that people are stealing antibiotics. A few officers were caught stealing in Mississippi. When they were confronted, they killed the CDC officer and ran off.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Danica said. “I hope they catch the bastards.” 
 
    “Not likely,” he said. “They were a couple of local boys, and we’re the CDC.” His tone turned to that of a mock southern accent. “We’re part of the federal gov’ment, don’t ya know.” He shook his head in disbelief. “There are even a few reports that contend the CDC is FEMA in disguise trying to put people in concentration camps.” 
 
    “People are idiots,” Arnold said. 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” the official said. “You mind if I take a quick look at your boy?” Bailey hugged his father’s leg. The man knelt and pulled out a tongue depressor from his pocket. “It’s okay, young man. I promise I won’t hurt you. If I do, I have a feeling your father will shoot me between the eyes. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Bailey,” Bailey said timidly. 
 
    “As in Champ Bailey?” the official asked. 
 
    “No,” Bailey said. “Bailey Justice.” 
 
    “Justice? Well, that seems like a good law-abiding name,” the official said. “Bailey, I’m Stewart Longfellow.” He shook Bailey’s hand. 
 
    “That’s a funny name,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Bailey,” Danica chided. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Stewart said, looking at Danica suspiciously. “It is a funny name, but a distinguished name as well. My family claims the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow as one of our distant cousins. Not sure how true that is, but with a name like Longfellow, you take what you can get. Bailey, stick out your tongue and say ah. Nice and loud. All right, now breathe in my face.” Bailey complied. 
 
    “Whew,” Stewart said, waving his hand in front of his face. “Have you been chewing on a cat’s butt because it smells like you’ve been chewing on a cat’s butt?” 
 
    “No,” Bailey said, laughing. 
 
    “Let’s get them inside,” Steward said, facing Arnold. “I’m afraid he’s infected.” Bailey hugged his father’s leg harder. 
 
    “It’s okay Champ,” Stewart said. “Just like your father said, we’ll get you inside and all fixed up. Ma’am, I’m afraid you’ll need to come inside with me, as well.” 
 
    “She’s not going anywhere,” Arnold said. “The world’s falling to shit, and she’s needed on the streets.” 
 
    “She’s been exposed,” Stewart said. “She needs to come inside.” 
 
    “Do you really think one more infected roaming the street will matter?” Arnold said. “She doesn’t have any symptoms, so she might not be infected, but if she stays here, she will be. Just like the rest of us.” The rise in tension put the two escorts on edge. 
 
    “All right, lets all just remain calm,” a new voice said. It was her father’s trooper friend. “You boys keep your weapons in their holsters. I’d hate for there to be an accidental shooting.” He turned to Arnold. “I saw our young CDC official leave and followed him. Good thing I did. It looked like a case of lead poisoning was about to break out.” 
 
    “Danica, you need to go, now,” her father said. 
 
    “But, Dad—" 
 
    “I thought I saw a family resemblance,” Stewart said. 
 
    “No, buts,” Arnold said. “Go to Aunt Caroline’s house and stay there. I’ve called her, and she knows you’re on the way.” 
 
    “Dad, be honest with me,” Danica said. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve yet to see anyone recover, but the doctors say there is roughly a ten percent chance. Your mom and I have been exposed, and we’re both showing the first symptoms. If either of us survives, we’ll find you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave—” 
 
    “Go,” her father ordered as he reached in and put his hand on her shoulder. She covered his hand with hers, looked at him silently for a moment, and then pulled away and headed for home. She was never going to her aunt’s house. Her father had just said that to throw off Stewart in case he tried to go after her. If they really wanted to find her, she figured they had the resources to do so, but she doubted the man cared. 
 
    Danica made it home by nightfall. Pulling into the driveway, she spotted Erica’s car. She rushed over and knocked on Erica’s door. When there was no answer, she knocked a second time and then a third. She was about to give up when the door opened a crack. 
 
    “Erica,” Danica said relieved at seeing her neighbor. “I’m sorry for leaving Matthew home by himself.” 
 
    “It’s okay honey,” Erica said in an almost emotionless voice. “I got your note. I understand.” 
 
    “You sure everything is okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to put Matthew to bed now. He’s not feeling well.” 
 
    “Oh, damn. Not him too.” 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s just tired.” 
 
    “I know how he feels. I think I’ll do the same.” When Danica arrived home, she went upstairs and cried herself to sleep. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    When the time finally came to deliver his sermon, Abraham Winthrop was as prepared as he could be. Because of the plague, he needed to inspire his followers, and all agreed it was an inspiring speech. Now he just needed to deliver. As Brother Holland introduced him to the audience, he listened to their lack of reaction from behind the red curtain. Usually, as Holland neared the end of his introduction, there was laughter and applause, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to spontaneously break into a hymn. They once even sang God Bless America. Today there was only silence. Peeking through the curtain, his suspicions were confirmed: his congregation looked as if they were about to break. With God’s judgment passing over the world, striking down believers and non-believers alike, how could he blame them? He felt ready to break. 
 
    As Abraham watched the gathering, he instinctively knew the speech wasn’t going to be good enough. If he were going to reassure them everything was progressing according to God’s plan, he would have to scrap this speech and give one that was more personal. That meant a speech off-the-cuff and from the heart. As he came to a decision, his body began to tingle, and at that moment, he realized God’s Glory filled him. The fire was back. No one would accuse him of phoning in his performance. Tonight would to be his Academy Award-winning moment. He dropped to his knees and clasped his hands to his chest in prayer. 
 
    “Heavenly Father, hear my plea,” he said, his voice carrying to the stage. Holland faltered in his speech as he both strained to hear Abraham and introduce him to the congregation. “Please, Lord, it’s not too late. America can change. Let your Angel of Death pass over your chosen people so we can continue your good works. Tell me what to do. I am yours to do with what you will. Fill me with your Word and your Glory.” 
 
    Holland fell silent, and people looked at each other with worried expressions. A few began to wonder if the strain had become too much for Father Abraham. Maybe he was infected. As Holland tried to continue, Abraham heard a voice whispering in his ear, and he cried. 
 
    “I hear you, Lord,” Abraham shouted amidst tears. “I hear you.” 
 
    Finally, with words fresh in his mind, he stood up, and stumbled through the curtain, making his way on shaky legs to the podium. He tried not to rush, as this was as much about show as it was about words. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Holland said flustered at not having finished his introduction. “I give you the true President of the United States of America, and our spiritual leader, Abraham John Winthrop.” There was a scattering of polite and confused applause. 
 
    As Abraham reached the podium, he wiped away tears and gazed upon the small gathering. It was smaller than he hoped. Only about two hundred braved the gathering. Nearly all of them wore surgical masks. The small crowd didn’t matter. Once his sermon was over, a videotape would be posted to their website. 
 
    “Hallelujah,” he shouted into the microphone. Several members of the audience half-heartedly shouted it back, and still, others raised their hands toward the heavens as if waiting for the power of God to strike them like lightning. He pounded his fist down on the podium and punctuated each syllable. “Hall-e-lu-jah!” 
 
    Unable to contain himself, he jerked the microphone from its holster and moved out from behind the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, I see fear in your faces.” He paused to let his words seep in. “I see fear in your faces, and it shames me.” 
 
    Behind him, several of the leaders seated at their last supper mockup looked confused. This was not the approved speech. Other apostles seemed annoyed. 
 
    “Forgive us,” someone shouted, followed by others. The board of directors always had a few people from the staff sitting in the audience to help gather momentum. 
 
    “I can’t forgive you,” he said in false indignation and lifted his hand against the forthcoming onslaught of surprise and humiliation. “I can’t forgive you because there is nothing to forgive. It’s not you I am ashamed of. It’s me.” 
 
    “No,” shouted one of the Apostles behind him. Abraham wasn’t sure the man shouted because he was shocked at the statement or because Abraham was off script. He rushed on before anyone else could interrupt. “When the Almighty sent this plague down from the heavens, I was afraid. I was afraid because, like you, I didn’t want to die, at least not before we bring the American people back to God.” Abraham began to pace. “I was afraid because we were so close to bringing down Babylon, or as some of us prefer to call it, Washington, that I could taste it. In case you’re wondering, it tastes like chicken.” 
 
    That got him a few laughs. 
 
    “I was afraid, but now I know most of us will survive this. Most of us in this room will live to see all that we wanted, come to pass. We shall soon see a government by the people, for the people ascend to power and turn this nation back into the Christian nation our founders always intended it to be. Ladies and gentlemen, Babylon is falling, and most of us are going to be here to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” someone shouted. 
 
    “Just a few moments ago, while I was listening to Brother Holland introduce me, I felt terror grip my heart. I felt like running. How could I set aside your fears when I was afraid myself? In my fear, I knelt, lifted my hands to the heavens in prayer, and cried out to God. You might have even heard me.” He smiled. “I tried to be respectful of Brother Holland, but emotions overwhelmed me. With my hands raised, I begged God to let his Angel of Death pass over His faithful so we could continue His good works.”  
 
    “Praise God,” someone yelled. 
 
    Abraham’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Just as I was about to give up in despair, the Lord spoke to me.” Abraham observed that a few people were now standing up. Amen, praise God, and praise Jesus came from many mouths. 
 
    “I heard the voice of God,” he shouted, beginning to cry again. Abraham was a true showman. He knew how to cry when needed, but this time, the tears were real. “And my cries were but a whisper to the voice that filled my heart and mind. When He finished, I believed he spoke to me for hours. That’s why I rushed out to the stage. I thought I was late. But like Scrooge, it was all done in but a few precious moments. However, in those seconds, he revealed to me His plan.” 
 
    Several people in the crowd fell to their knees. 
 
    “Give us the Word of God,” someone shouted, followed by others. “Tell us. Give us His Word.” 
 
    “God’s voice said unto me, ‘Abraham, fear not. If you and your people obey the Lord thy God and follow all the commands I give you today, the Lord thy God will set you and your people high above all the nations of the world. Blessings will come upon you if you but obey the Lord thy God. If you do not carefully obey what the Lord thy God has set before you, the plagues of the Pharaoh will be visited upon you, and you will never rest in the House of the Lord.’ 
 
    “If I was fearful before, I was terrified now, and I prostrated myself before His glory. I told him you have but to command me and I shall obey. His voice, full of love, said unto me, ‘Fear not Abraham, for the hand of the Lord thy God shall take only those of your flock that have sinned against me. The faithful shall live to witness the coming of the Lord.” Abraham fell to his knees. 
 
    “To prove your faithfulness to Him, He wants each of us to dress in sackcloth and seclude ourselves from contact with the outside world. We must fast and pray and have contact with no one. The Lord said to me, ‘When the Angel of Death has passed, you will gather your flock and establish a beacon on the hill so that all who follow and believe in the Lord thy God can come and worship. If you do as your Lord thy God commands, the fruit of your womb will be blessed, the crops and livestock of your land will be sanctified, and those who rise against you will flee.’ 
 
    “I came to myself then and immediately came out here to give you His Words.” When he looked up, everyone was on their feet and raising their hands to the heavens. Some were crying, others laughing in joy. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Brother Thomas asked from the table behind him. He was as captured by the performance as the audience. 
 
    “Yes, what does it mean?” others shouted. 
 
    “He wants us to establish a church,” someone shouted. 
 
    “A church?” Abraham said, getting to his feet. “Nay. It’s not a church God wants us to create. He wants us to create a holy city followed by a holy country and a holy world.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” a woman asked. 
 
    “Over three hundred years ago, John Winthrop, my forefather, set sail from England aboard the Arabella. When the Puritans left England, it was not to escape religious persecution as some would have you believe. They left because they were looking to set a religious example for England, who they feared was lost to God. Their goal was to establish a holy city. This holy city was to become a beacon of religious virtue for others to emulate and follow. This city upon the hill in the New World was supposed to grow into a great religious nation, but somewhere, the descendants of these noble men and women lost their way.” 
 
    “How did they lose their way?” one of the leaders behind him asked. Abraham turned and faced the Apostles. They may not have been happy with him going off script, but they recognized the effect he was having and decided to work with him. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked Brother Leroy.” He turned back to the audience. “Another lie taught is that the Puritans came to the New World seeking religious freedom. Hogwash. The Puritans were fanatical in their desire to keep their colony purified of heretical influences. When Philip Ratcliffe was accused of scandalous and foul invectives against the Puritans, he was banished from the colony, but not before being whipped and his ears cut off. They hung Quakers that tried to infect the colony with their filth. In this way, Winthrop kept the settlement pure. Under his leadership, God showed His favor by sending a plague to kill off the Godless natives. 
 
    “The Puritans would have continued to prosper had they kept to God’s path. But because they did not, God withdrew his favor and plagued the United States with homosexuals, pedophiles, beast lovers, and blacks. But, all that changes . . . now.” Abraham began his crescendo. He had them.  
 
    “There is one last message from God. Though some of you are doomed to leave this world, you can still find your way into the heavens through redemption. If you come down with this killing fire, you must go out into the world and spread it. Only by that act can you find redemption from the Lord. Only then will you get to rest in His house. 
 
    “So, I tell you now, put away your fear as I have. God has sent this plague as a favor to us, his faithful, so we can purify the world and re-establish the United States as the Christian nation it was always meant to be. When the Angel of Death finishes the purification, we shall come back together here and declare ourselves the true government of the New United States of America, based on the original Constitution of the Founders. Only then will God lead us to the Promised Land where we will establish our holy city, our city . . . Upon . . . The . . . Hill, our beacon of world hope. Can I get an Amen?” he shouted. 
 
    The entire congregation rose, threw off their surgical masks and screamed his name over and over. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    For the next several days, Danica remained cooped up in her house taking the antibiotics her parents had stored in a large basement floor safe alongside weapons, ammunition and an odd assortment of survival gear. There were also three cases of MREs. While she wouldn’t categorize her parents as hardcore preppers, they believed in having an extensive emergency kit. 
 
    As children, both were survivors of major disasters, which made them psychologically predisposed toward preparation. However, where serious preppers prepared to last several years without a functioning society, her parents’ supply was designed to last only long enough for power to be restored and stores to get up and running again. 
 
    Since dropping off her brother, she had not heard from her parents. She tried to call her aunt and uncle in Maine to see how they fared, but it either went straight to voicemail or to an “All circuits busy” recording. She walked next door several times to talk with Erica, and even though she continued to apologize for leaving Matthew home alone, Erica rebuffed her attempts to go inside. Danica finally gave up. Erica would eventually forgive her, or she wouldn’t. 
 
    When she wasn’t eating or sleeping, Danica watched the news. When reports of the outbreak first surfaced, television was overflowing with on-scene reporters eager to make a name for themselves. As both the plague and violence escalated, on-scene reporting became almost non-existent, especially as they were becoming as much a part of the story as the plague. 
 
    “People living under a death sentence no longer fear the law,” one news expert said via phone. In a testament to the expert’s analysis, in one of the most poignant and last live interviews Danica watched, a pudgy middle-aged African-American reporter asked a Chicago inner-city youth what he thought of the death and violence around him. 
 
    “Welcome to my world, motherfuckers,” the boy replied. He left carrying a handful of goods acquired from the nearby drugstore. News organizations gave up trying to censor violence and offending language. There wasn’t enough production crew remaining to do the job properly, so they just stopped trying, no longer fearing FCC ramifications. 
 
    After live on-scene reporting grew scarce, major news networks turned to unconventional methods for their coverage. Cameras set up in cities and towns to provide scenic city views, or local traffic reports became new sources of information. Cameras on tall buildings often showed stark city contrasts. On one camera, it showed an eerie, lonely scene of an empty street where nothing moved but loose trash and abandoned animals. On another, it showed looters turned rioters in their search for medicine, answers and HD televisions, clashing with National Guardsmen and law enforcement officials clad in chemical weapons gear. 
 
    The news also reported the rumor that South Dakota Republican Representative Marion White would soon be sworn in as vice president. Nobel Prize-winning presidential historian Alfred Nunez said through coughing fits that if the rumors proved true, it would be the first time since the presidency of Abraham Lincoln that there would be a “mixed marriage, so to speak.” 
 
    “Back then, it was a Republican president and a Democratic vice president,” Nunez said. 
 
    The political analysts that followed the interview seized on the comparison to illustrate the danger the plague represented. 
 
    “Not since the Civil War has America faced as dire a situation as that presented by the plague,” one analyst said. They also dissected the video of the president declaring martial law. 
 
    “I don’t make this decision lightly,” Dixon said. “But things have deteriorated to the point where it has become necessary. As of this moment, a curfew is in effect. From 7:00 PM until 8:00 AM, anyone caught outside risks being arrested or shot. Even after the curfew is lifted, if you don’t have an urgent need to be outside your home, stay inside. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I know this is a terrifying time, but please remain calm. With God’s help, we will get through this.” Dixon pointed his finger at the camera. “For those of you attempting to take advantage of this situation, I promise you this; you will be brought to justice. Mark my words; you will feel the full force of the law come down upon your head. You’d better hope the plague gets you because if I get a hold of you, you’ll wish it had.” 
 
    Political analysts put their own spin on his speech. While many hailed the move as a triumph of political strategy, others were painting President Dixon and Congressmen White as traitors. 
 
    “Marion White should be expelled from the party,” one conservative anchor suggested. 
 
    “We’re not even sure he’s accepted yet,” someone else said.  
 
    “Do you think—?” 
 
    Danica finally became bored and tried to find something else to watch, but there was only news. 
 
    “Great,” she said, her voice a little raspy. “It’s the end of the world, and there’s still nothing worth watching on TV.” She turned off the television and tossed the remote to the floor. 
 
    When she heard the sounds of sirens in the distance, she decided to drive around and see for herself what was happening. Having gotten away with the deception once, she would go out dressed as a highway patrol officer again. If nothing else, it might deter people from bothering her. 
 
    As she headed for the door, she was hit by a sudden dull ache in her temples. Throwing down two aspirin, it wasn’t until she started to wash them down with a glass of water that she understood the full implication of the headache. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she said as the glass slipped from her fingers, shattering on the floor. She sank to the floor in shock at the realization that with only a ten percent survival rate, she was now facing her own mortality. 
 
    “Fuck you, God!” she screamed as she buried her head in her hands. “I’m just seventeen, you son of a bitch. And you wonder why I don’t believe in you. How can I believe in someone that would let this happen? Not just me, but to the millions of children here on Earth. I swear to you, if someone tells me this is God’s will, I will shoot them in their fucking face.” 
 
    She tried to pull herself together but failed. Leaning over the sink, she swept the dish strainer full of pots, pans, and silverware off the counter in a fit of rage. The pots and pans bounded off walls and cabinets in a clattering cacophony. As her anger subsided, she started to cry and then began to laugh hysterically. 
 
    She laughed at herself. “Mom always said I acted like a baby when I was sick.” 
 
    Grabbing a pillow and blanket from the closet, Danica covered herself and lay on the couch. She didn’t move until there was a knock at the kitchen door the next morning. Coming awake, she wished she hadn’t. Her headache was worse, and she was running a low fever. The news said that initial signs of the plague usually took about ten days to appear, but once they did, the rest of the symptoms came in rapid succession followed by death in a matter of days. 
 
    Loosely wrapped in her favorite blue fleece blanket and dressed only in a black sports bra and matching panties, Danica reclined against the cushions in the middle of the couch as she started to sweat heavily. She ignored whoever was knocking, but when they became insistent, she grudgingly went to answer. She picked up her pistol from the end table. Kicking pots and pans out of her way, she pulled the door open to find Erica. 
 
    “Oh God, Danica, you look like shit,” Erica said as she started to pull open the screen door. 
 
    “Don’t come in,” Danica said, weakly. “I’ve caught the plague.” Erica stepped back. “How’s Matthew?” 
 
    “He’s not well,” Erica said, sounding nervous. “I think we both have it. That’s why I’m here. I was hoping you had more antibiotics.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, but it’s not like they worked. If they worked, I wouldn’t be standing in the doorway, feeling like I’m dying.” Danica laughed an almost maniacally. “I guess the joke’s on me because I am.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t have any? Maybe I can come in and look around?” Erica started to open the door. 
 
    “Don’t,” Danica said forcefully, raising her hand to stop Erica, only to realize there was a gun in it. She looked at the gun, puzzled as if the weapon magically appeared and then remembered bringing it with her. The fever was playing tricks with her mind. She lowered the weapon. “Sorry. I . . . I forgot I had that.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I understand if you don’t want to share.” 
 
    “I swear, Erica if I had any, I would give them to you.” Erica was about to say something, but Danica cut her off. “Listen, I’m feeling sweaty, dirty and hot, so I’m going upstairs to take a bath.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll come back and check on you later.” 
 
    Danica just smiled and kicked the door shut. “Don’t bother,” she said, resting her back against the door. “I’ll probably be dead.” Feeling nauseous, she rushed to the sink and threw up and then threw up again a few minutes later. Rinsing out her mouth, she drank a glass of water, followed by several more. Danica made her way upstairs and into the bathroom. Dropping the gun on the bathroom floor, she filled the tub with cold water and peeled off her clothes. She noticed a rash in the middle of her chest. If there was any question if she had the plague that sealed it. Sliding into the tub, she sank beneath the water, hoping to quench her sudden thirst. She felt like taking a nap. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Frozen with indecision and fear, Erica stared at the closed door for several long minutes after Danica went back inside, terrified of what Wade would do for failing to acquire the medicine he wanted. Up until the door opened, and she saw how rough Danica looked, she considered confessing to Danica what was happening. Danica was a resourceful young woman, and if anyone could help, it would be her. After discovering Danica was sick, she realized she was on her own. 
 
    Standing there, the brutality of the frequent rapes fresh in her mind, she thought about running. She might find help. The news said the army, what was left of them, was patrolling the streets. Maybe she could flag someone down, and they could get to Matthew before Wade killed him. 
 
    In the end, there was never a doubt about what she would do. As long as they held Matthew, there was no choice but to go home. She held no illusions as to her eventual fate. No matter what happened, she was a dead woman. If the plague didn’t kill her, Donavan or Wade would. Now that she wasn’t able to procure the drugs, one of them was likely to do it sooner rather than later. 
 
    It would be Donavan who killed them. Wade didn’t care about the two of them one way or another. She was a means to an end. It was even possible that he would leave once she explained that Danica had the plague or that she was out of antibiotics. It wouldn’t matter if she could identify him. With the world in chaos and with practically no functioning government, the chances of anyone ever catching him were slim to none, and he knew it. He would disappear into the chaos. 
 
    With Donavan in the mix, there was no chance for her to get out of this alive. When Donavan looked at her, it was with soulless eyes that said he could not wait to kill her. When he raped her, which was growing in frequency, he was mindful of Wade’s instructions not to hurt her where it could be observed. He still took immense pleasure in inflicting painful wounds where clothes would cover them. She had bite marks all over her chest and shoulders, and Donavan had already bitten off and eaten one of her nipples, with promises to do the same with the other. There was something about the act that gave him a perverted sense of pleasure. 
 
    “Can you imagine what the press would call me?” he asked after ripping off her nipple. He lay next to her as if he were pretending to be her lover. “They’d probably call me the Nipple Cannibal. I can just imagine the headline.” He threw an arm up in a sweeping gesture. “Nipple Cannibal Strikes Again.” 
 
    “Your mother would be proud,” she said sarcastically, through sobs. 
 
    He ignored her. “There’s going to be no one to admire my work,” he said, sounding disappointed. “But I guess on the bright side no one will be around to catch me either. I was really looking forward to killing Ivory. I’ve never killed anyone before. She was supposed to be my first. He should’ve let me kill the cow. I would have made her suffer more.” 
 
    Erica couldn’t imagine how much more Ivory could have suffered. 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure what I would have done.” He turned over on the pillow and faced her. “I’m an in-the-moment kind of guy. I just know it would have been slow and painful. When I was done making her scream, I would have slit her throat. I heard once about this thing called a Columbian Necktie where, after you cut someone’s throat, you pull their tongue through the incision. Apparently, it’s not as easy as it sounds. I wanted to see if I could do it while she was still alive.” 
 
    Erica realized Donavan was telling her exactly how he was going to kill her. 
 
    As soon as Erica returned home, Donavan pounced on her and searched her hands like a crack addict forced to go days without a fix. 
 
    “Where the fuck is it?” he shouted, looking bewildered. 
 
    “She doesn’t have anymore,” Erica said as if resigned to her fate. 
 
    “You’re lying,” he said, slapping her. Erica flew back against the door but remained on her feet. She bled from a split lip. Erica would not give Donavan the satisfaction of seeing her cry. 
 
    “She’s sick,” Erica said stiffly. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Donavan said as he coughed and wiped his nose. 
 
    “Then go over there and ask her yourself.” 
 
    “You stupid cow,” he said, moving to strike her again. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” Wade suddenly said. 
 
    “What?” Donavan asked, surprised. “She has a gun.” A gun was the one item that would have made the pair more dangerous, but searches of the houses of people known to have fled the city or gone to the hospital proved fruitless. The residents of Goldilocks felt secure in their small, out-of-the-way community. Most didn’t own a gun, and those that did left with them. 
 
    “How sick was she?” Wade asked. 
 
    “She looked pretty sick,” Erica said, thinking to play it up. Hopefully, the two would be too scared to go over. “She was hacking up phlegm, and she looked all sweaty. I think she just vomited because she had some greenish fluid around her mouth.” To her surprise, the plan backfired. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Wade said to Donavon. “She’ll be too sick to do anything. You should be able to sneak in and kill her with no problem. After that, search around until you find the medicine and weapons.” 
 
    “You don’t need to kill her,” Erica pleaded. “Look, I’ll go back over there and beg her to give me the medicine. She’ll give it to me. I know she will.” 
 
    “Take her and chain her back up,” Wade ordered. 
 
    Erica started to cry. “Let me go back over there,” she pleaded again as Donavan dragged her into the room. “Please Wade. Let me go over there.” 
 
    “Mommy,” Matthew said from behind his locked door. He sounded as sick as Danica looked. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine honey. Get back in bed,” Erica said. She needed Matthew to stay quiet. The less Matthew talked, the more they forgot about him. 
 
    Donavan ripped off her clothes and chained her to the bed. 
 
    “I have a feeling after tonight, you won’t be needed, anymore.” he whispered in her ear as he chained her to the bed. “Looks like the Nipple Cannibal will ride again.” For emphasis, he ran the blade of his knife down her side drawing a bead of blood. 
 
    “Why do you hate me?” she asked, almost desperate to know the answer. “What did I ever do to you?” 
 
    “You’re a whore. All women are whores,” he said as if she should already know the answer. 
 
    “Horseshit,” she said, finally disgusted with his entire sociopathic act. “What happened to you? Did your mommy not hug you enough when you were a teenager? She didn’t breastfeed you?” 
 
    She could tell instantly she had struck a nerve. In a flash, Donavan was on top of her with the point of his knife digging into the skin just below her right eye. He leaned down so close to her face she could smell his hot, fetid breath. 
 
    “Actually, just the opposite,” he said. “My mother hugged me too much. She enjoyed hugging me and touching me, especially after I started to grow pubic hair. If you want, I can take you into Matthew’s room and demonstrate.” 
 
    “If your mother was that bad, then why haven’t you killed her?” 
 
    “Because she’s my mother, and I love my mother,” he said feigning shock. 
 
    “I think it’s because you enjoyed it. I bet you couldn’t wait to get home from school so you could ride the wild pony.” 
 
    “Watch it,” he said, growing angry and gripping the knife tighter. 
 
    “You enjoyed it, didn’t you?” Erica shouted into his face, finally reaching her breaking point. “So much so, whenever you’re raping me with that small dick of yours, I bet you pretend I’m your mother. What’s the matter? Did she finally tire of you? Decide to find a man with a bigger dick? You know what. I think you made the whole thing up. I think you were the one that went after her. I bet you drugged her because I can’t imagine any women willingly wanting to be with you.” 
 
    Donavan looked Erica in the eyes, smiled and then jammed the blade through her eye and into her brain. Erica’s body convulsed like a hooked fish thrown in the dirt. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he said when he realized what he’d done. “Damn, damn, damn.” Donavan returned to the living room sulking like a young child. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Wade asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whined, not looking up from the floor. Wade walked to Erica’s room. “She started talking about my mother.” 
 
    Wade came out of the room holding Donavan’s knife, wiped it clean of blood and handed it back to him. “You will need this.” 
 
    “You’re not mad.” 
 
    Wade shrugged. “Not really. We didn’t need her anymore. Just make sure when you go to Danica’s house, you get everything we need.” There was an underlying hint that if he failed, he would end up like Ivory and Erica. 
 
    “What about the boy?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the boy,” Wade said. “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    “I hate I killed Erica. I was looking forward to later.” 
 
    “Danica is probably weak with fever. You can do whatever you like with her. Bring her over here, and you can have her until she dies, or longer. Just find the meds and guns. Don’t come back without them.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing, young lady?” A male voice asked Danica 
 
    Danica opened her eyes to see her father standing over the tub, hands on hips. As usual, he was immaculately dressed in his trooper uniform, complete with military creases, painstakingly ironed into his shirts every evening. Even though she couldn’t see his feet, she imagined he was tapping one spit-shined boot in exasperation. 
 
    “Dad, what are you doing in here?” she asked weakly and aware she was naked. However, she was too miserable to care, making only a halfhearted attempt to cover herself with a rag. She wanted to go back to sleep. “Go away.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you getting ready for school?” 
 
    “No school,” she whispered. “Everyone’s dead.” 
 
    “Since when is being dead an excuse? You need to get up and get ready. You need an education if you’re going to be a police officer.” 
 
    “I told you I don’t want to be a police officer. I want to go to space.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you want any more. People will need you now more than ever.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and opened them to see her mother dressed in her nurse’s uniform standing where her father was a moment before. “Haven’t you heard, there is no more space program?” her mother said. 
 
    “Mom?” Danica said, looking around confused. “Where’s Dad?” 
 
    “Dead, dear.” 
 
    “No,” Danica said, trying to scream as water rushed into her mouth choking her. Panicked, she threw her arm over the side of the tub to hold herself up. 
 
    “Now, now. Don’t be like that,” her mother said, trying to calm her. “We always knew this could happen.” 
 
    Danica began to cry. “I never got a chance to tell him—” 
 
    “—That you’re a lesbian?” her mother finished for her. “We’re your parents, dear. We know everything. Besides, Bailey told us.” 
 
    “Bailey?” she said shocked. “That little—” 
 
    “Don’t drag me into this,” Bailey said where her mother was a moment earlier. He looked at Danica. “What’s a lesbian?” 
 
    “Go away, you perv,” she said roughly, even though she was happy to see that he was not dead. Or was he? When she blinked, her brother was gone, and her mother was back. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something before?” Danica asked her mother. 
 
    “We always thought it was a phase,” her father said, her mother no longer in the bathroom. Danica was becoming confused, so she just shut her eyes. “We figured you’d grow out of it.” 
 
    “You don’t grow out of being a gay, Dad,” Danica said with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “Danica’s a lesbian, Danica’s a lesbian,” her brother taunted. 
 
    Danica threw the rag at her brother. Bailey ran from the room, laughing. “Are you going to be the first lesbian in space?” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Danica said. 
 
    “Time to get out of the tub,” her father said.  
 
    “I don’t want to,” she said, whining. “I’m burning up.” 
 
    “Now, young lady,” her father commanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Danica said. She knew better than to argue with her father when he was like this. Danica tried to sit up but found her body unresponsive. It was as if she were paralyzed from the chest down. 
 
    “I’ve trained you better than that,” her father yelled. 
 
    “I’m trying,” she wanted to scream, but it came out just as weak as she felt.  
 
    “Try harder,” her father commanded. 
 
    Danica grabbed the faucet, turning on the cold water in the process. Holding onto the nozzle, she pulled herself into a sitting position. She tried to climb out again but fell back.  
 
    “You can do better than that,” her mother said. 
 
    On the fifth try, she was able to get most of her chest over the side of the tub. After that, it was just a matter of letting gravity take effect. Sliding to the floor, she landed hard on her side and nearly passed out again. The bathtub started overflowing and helped cool her down. She turned her head and threw up and then shit herself. 
 
    “You,” her mother’s disembodied face said and vanished. 
 
    “Need,” her brother added. 
 
    “To fight,” her father finished. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Danica said and then rolled over and threw up again. 
 
    “You,” her mother said. 
 
    “Need,” her brother supplied. 
 
    “To fight,” her father finished again. Her family repeated the mantra over and over. When they were finished, she always supplied her part: “I’m trying.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Donavan peeked through the kitchen door window. He had brought a flashlight but discovered he didn’t need it as several lights were on in the house. He noticed pots and pans on the floor and wondered if this was a crude early warning system. If it was, it was easy enough to bypass. He used masking tape to cover the small glass window next to the doorknob and then broke it using the butt of the flashlight. It wasn’t completely silent, but there was no sound of glass shattering against the floor. Ready to flee at a moment’s notice, he waited to see if Danica came to investigate. When no one seemed to notice, he reached inside and discovered, much to his chagrin, that the door was unlocked. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he said softly, upset with himself for not checking the door. He made a mental note to check in the future. 
 
    He easily avoided the makeshift pot and pan alarm system and made his way into the living room. His goal was to find Danica as fast as he could, capture her if possible; kill her if not. As much as he wanted to taste her nipples, his priorities were the antibiotics and weapons. Once she was dealt with, he could take all night to search for what they needed. 
 
    He was trying to figure out where to start when he heard a voice upstairs. He pulled out the butcher’s knife tucked into his belt and made his way up. About halfway up, he froze when the step creaked. To him, it sounded like a shotgun blast, but there was no indication Danica heard. She seemed to continue to talk, but with whom he had no idea. 
 
    As he approached the top stair, he began to make out the conversation. Except it wasn’t a conversation at all. It was two words repeated over and over. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Donavan heard Danica say again and again. 
 
    As he reached the top, he discovered the carpet was soaked. Making his way to the bathroom, he peeked in to find Danica lying naked on the floor, seemingly delirious from fever. He smiled. No longer worried, he confidently walked in and turned off the water. If she hadn’t been covered in vomit and shit, he might have raped her right then and there. 
 
    “Hello Danica,” he said, leaning over her and eyeing her nipples. “Did you know you shit yourself? We’re going to have to get you cleaned up. After that, you and I will have lots of fun together, provided you don’t die.” He could feel his penis getting hard. “Yes, lots of fun.” He started not to care what she looked like. There would be plenty of time to find what he needed. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “You,” Danica’s mother said. 
 
    “Need,” Danica’s brother added. 
 
    “To fight,” Danica’s father finished. 
 
    “I’m trying,” she said on cue. 
 
    Suddenly, the faces of her family were replaced by one covered in boils, oozing pus and fat wriggling maggots. Danica was sure it was a creature straight from hell come to punish her for disappointing her parents. She tried to scream, but her voice froze in her throat. The beast leaned over her, and when it smiled, maggots fell from its mouth and landed on her chest. She frantically tried to brush them off. When the creature reached for her, she curled up into herself. 
 
    “Fight,” she heard her father’s voice say. 
 
    “Come on, Danica, don’t be like that,” the creature said. “Let’s go into your bedroom and have a little fun.” 
 
    “Fight, damn you, fight!” her father yelled. 
 
    The creature grabbed her foot and started to drag her from the bathroom. Adrenaline pumped into her body. She kicked out and knocked the creature back, but it only laughed and grabbed her leg. As it started to pull her across the filth-covered floor, she grabbed at a drawer. As she did, her pistol skirted out from under her. Instinctively, she grabbed for it, but the gun came to a stop just out of reach. She made a desperate lunge and took hold of the weapon. As the creature turned to grab her leg again, it saw she held a pistol. The beast roared, let go of her and ran. Danica fired off six shots in rapid succession and then fainted. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Donavan flew out of the room and smashed into the wall. His legs gave way, and he slammed against the wet carpet. Leaving a trail of blood, he stumbled his way down the stairs using the banister for support. Reaching the bottom, he took two steps and collapsed. He pulled himself up, only to take two more steps and collapse again, this time falling into the television and knocking it over. He tried to collect himself by taking deep breaths, but he was having trouble breathing. Examining his body, he was surprised to find blood pouring from a trio of wounds in his chest. How did she shoot him in the chest when he was running away? 
 
    Making his way through the kitchen, he seemed to hit every pot and pan on the floor, and he laughed at the sudden effectiveness of the makeshift alarm system. Opening the door, he fell down the two steps and hit the pavement hard, breaking his nose and chipping a tooth. Stunned and in pain, it took him a moment to regain his feet. As he did, a sudden calmness passed through his body. It was as if he’d just snorted a line of cocaine. 
 
    Straightening his shirt, he took a step toward Erica’s house, but changed his mind and turned toward the street. He sat on the curb up against a fat tree. 
 
    Digging into his pants pocket, he pulled out the two pills he’d hidden away a few days earlier. 
 
    “This will fix me all up,” he said downing both. 
 
    “Donavan?” Wade said, coming to his side a short time later. Donavan coughed up blood and a half-digested pill and then looked up to see Wade. “Did you find the drugs?” 
 
    “I think that bitch killed me,” Donavan replied, gasping. “I can’t die; I’m the Nipple Cannibal. I’m going to be a legend.” Racked with pain, Donavan started to cry. 
 
    “Did you find the drugs?” 
 
    “Wade,” he said tears streaming down his face. “Take me home. 
 
    I . . . I want my mo . . .” Donavan’s hands fell hard to his side, the force of which caused him to fall over. 
 
    Wade searched through Donavan’s clothes but found nothing. 
 
    “Damn,” Wade said as he walked back to Erica’s house. He shut the door leaving Donavan’s body to rot on the curb. It served him right for his failure. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    President Dixon hunched over his desk and rested his forehead on his fingers; eyes closed in concentration and frustration. He was still smarting over the speech he’d given. What was it, days or weeks ago? Love thy neighbor? What kind of bullshit was that? That will teach him to go off-script. Now he would be the laughingstock of history. 
 
    It was times like those he questioned his leadership abilities, questioned why he ever ran for president. But he knew why. He ran because he wanted to reach immortality through history. Some people were content to live their lives in obscurity; he was not. He wanted to be remembered, and presidents, for better or worse, were never forgotten. Books, websites, and movies were made about presidents, and the pandemic ensured he would be written about. Maybe not right away, but once the world returned to normal, the generations that followed would seek to understand everything that had happened in a world turned primal and his role in reshaping their future. The world would return to normal. Of that, he was sure. This was not the end of humanity as some suggested; it just seemed like it. However, it would get worse before it got better. Already, governments were failing. What, then, would rise to take their place? Democracy? Theocracy? Monarchy? Ask some in the United States, and they would tell you the nation was on its way to dictatorship, and he was leading the charge. However, that was to be expected after declaring martial law. It wasn’t done lightly, nor was it a popular decision among his staff. 
 
    When the president had first broached the subject, he had watched Congressman White closely. The man was one of the most emotional men he knew. The fact that he sat stone-faced in the monitor meant he wasn’t happy at being caught flatfooted. His blank expression had spoken volumes. 
 
    “Mr. President,” the Congressman said slowly, an edge to his voice. “I’m getting the feeling that I’m being used, that you want me to be your Andrew Johnson.” 
 
    “I don’t understand the reference,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “When Lincoln ran for his second term, he dropped Vice President Hamlin, a Republican, in favor of the Southern Democrat and Tennessee Military Governor Andrew Johnson,” the president said. “He put Johnson on the ticket to shore up support among Northern War Democrats and to show that both Republicans and Democrats were committed to keeping the Union whole.” 
 
    “That’s not what this is about,” Nawrocki said, harshly. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” the president said. 
 
    “Sir?” Nawrocki said, surprised at the president’s brutal honesty. 
 
    “Marion listen,” President Dixon said. “You and I have been in the political game too long to know politicians like us don’t do anything without reason and doubly so when we’re reaching across the aisle. The sad fact is we’ll use friends, family, whoever and whatever, like chess pieces to achieve our goals. Right now, you’re the best piece I have.” 
 
    “You were always smart,” Congressman White said. “That’s why you’re the president, and I’m the speaker of the House.” 
 
    “No, Marion, I’m president because you made a few unfortunate gaffes during the campaign, gaffes that swayed the majority of undecided voters my way. It was still a narrow victory.” He took a breath. “Did you see what happened to that CNN reporter?” President Dixon asked. 
 
    “That wasn’t pretty,” Congressman White said. “Is he being arrested?” 
 
    “What’s left of the police tried,” Nawrocki said. “They killed a few, but the real killer got away. Two police officers were killed in the process.” 
 
    “The United States is falling apart,” the president said. “Murder is spiking; people are rioting, and there’s looting in every major city. Despite the announcement that antibiotics are ineffective, people are rushing hospitals and pharmacies stealing any antibiotics they find. Three major hospitals have been ransacked and gutted. In two cases, people simply panicked. They broke through the barricades and then rushed inside, grabbing whatever medicine they could find. They grabbed medicine right off patients’ tables, beating or killing them if they resisted.” 
 
    “One case is particularly disturbing,” Nawrocki said. “In Memphis, a group calling itself the Invisible Confederate Militia raided a hospital for drugs and took eight nurses’ captive. They killed anyone that tried to stop them. It was a precise and military-like raid. On their website, they’re blaming immigrants, African Americans, and homosexuals for bringing the plague down on our white Christian nation.” 
 
    “That’s absurd,” the Congressman said, incredulous.  
 
    “When has the absurd stopped a group like this?” President Dixon said. “It will only get worse. What was it the man said on CNN? ‘If people think they are already living under a death sentence, they lose their fear of the law.’” 
 
    “What are we doing to stop them?” White asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do,” President Dixon answered. “At least not yet. The police on every level are decimated or unwilling to risk going against heavily armed groups without federal backup. I can’t say as I blame them. The military is busy securing our nation’s most important documents in Fort Knox. It hasn’t been easy for them, either. Our men are being attacked at every turn by people looking for doctors, medicine, weapons, or by people who think the government is coming to put them in concentration camps. Right now, the best we can hope for is that the plague kills off the idiots.” 
 
    “I doubt it will,” the Congressman said. “For some reason, idiots are like cockroaches; nothing ever kills them except themselves.” 
 
    “There are also reports of states leaving the Union,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “Which states?” the Congressman asked, still shocked at the level of violence being committed. Thanks to his advisors, he was aware of specific events since the plague started, but this was beyond anything briefed. 
 
    “It varies,” the president said. “As of now, it’s just a few disgruntled groups upset the last two presidents were Democrats. At the moment, I’m not taking it too seriously, but—” 
 
    “—But, we need to make it clear the US Government will not tolerate seditious talk,” the Congressman said bluntly. 
 
    “Agreed,” the president said. “I will not let history record that our administration presided over the demise of the United States. I won’t allow that. I won’t.” 
 
    “Mississippi?” Stroud asked. 
 
    “That one I’m taking seriously,” the president said. “The governor of Mississippi has officially announced on local television his state’s withdrawal from the Union. If he’s not dealt with, others may think they can get away with it, as well. I plan on having him arrested and made an example. He will be tried for treason and shot.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” the Congressman asked. “Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee and North Carolina didn’t leave the Union until after Lincoln called up federal troops. This might have the same effect.”  
 
    “That was a different time,” the president said. “People were more loyal to the state than the government. I doubt people want to disband the United States, at least not until after the plague has passed. They’d be too afraid of missing out on the cure.” 
 
    “All right,” the Congressman said. “I’m convinced. I’m willing to go along with this, at least to a point, but can we legally declare martial law?” 
 
    “In my expert opinion, we can,” Attorney General Jack Benson said. 
 
    “One of your predecessors, in his expert opinion, against all the laws of our nation, wrote that waterboarding was legal,” White said. “So, you’ll understand if I’m a little dubious of expert opinions. Don’t tell me; convince me.” 
 
    “Martial law is basically the suspension of habeas corpus and in this case, the Posse Comitatus Act as well,” Benson said as if expecting the request. “However, Article 1, Section 9 of the Constitution states that the Writ of Habeas Corpus can only be suspended in cases of rebellion or to ensure public safety. Ditto with the Posse Comitatus Act. 
 
    “Near the end of the Civil War, Lambden Milligan was sentenced to death by a military commission in Indiana for engaging in acts of disloyalty. He and four other men were planning to take over the government of Indiana. The case went all the way to the Supreme Court. Justice David Davis wrote that even though the court found in favor of Milligan and declared martial law in Indiana unconstitutional, wrote that in cases where the courts are unable to administer justice, the government, per the Constitution may rule by martial law, but only until courts have been reestablished.” 
 
    “Granted, but he was talking about cases of invasion or civil war,” White said. “I don’t think we could get away with declaring martial law over the invasion of the plague.” 
 
    “I disagree, senator,” Benson said. “There is precedent throughout American history of martial law being declared after a disaster. Chicago mayor Roswell Mason declared martial law after the Great Chicago Fire in 1871. Martial law was imposed on San Francisco after the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and in Louisiana in 2005 after Hurricane Katrina. Some might argue that only a state of emergency was declared after Katrina, but it was martial law nonetheless, just under the guise of a different name.” 
 
    “Yes, but this was done by local officials, not by the president,” White argued. 
 
    “That’s true,” Benson said. “The last time a president declared martial law was when Abraham Lincoln did so during the Civil War. He also did it without the permission of Congress, though they approved it six months later. Since most of the courts have been shut down and there is no functioning Congress, it’s my opinion that the president is constitutionally authorized and, I would argue, constitutionally duty bound to declare martial law.” 
 
    “How long,” White asked. 
 
    “Until a functioning Congress declares otherwise, or we have a functioning legal system,” the president answered. 
 
    “My party will have a conniption,” White said. 
 
    “They’ll get over it,” the president said. 
 
    Senator White leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin. He let out a deep breath. “All right, I agree. I would suggest we swear me in as soon as possible after you make the announcement. It’ll look less . . . nefarious.” 
 
    “Once you’re sworn in, I’ll send Air Force Two to pick you up,” the president said, relieved. “How are you liking Raven Rock?” Raven Rock was an underground military installation with a nuclear bunker located in Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania. 
 
    “You might want to wait on that,” White said. “People know about this place and have been trying to get inside. There’s been more than a dozen skirmishes. You send a plane, and I’m not sure we’ll be able to avoid a bloodbath.” 
 
    “Do you need assistance?” the president asked. 
 
    “The place is a fortress,” White said. “The men can handle things.” 
 
    “All right, but I want you sworn in right after the announcement,” the president said. “I’ll declare Mrs. Martinez unfit to continue in her position as VP.” 
 
    How would history judge his actions? Lincoln declared martial law and historians still consider him the second-best president after Washington. Now, like Lincoln, he was being thrown into the deep end of the pool. With civilization hanging in the balance, would he sink or swim? 
 
    “Mr. President, are you okay?” Tech Sergeant Miles asked through the intercom.  
 
    “What?” he said, startled into the now. “Oh, I’m fine, Kayla. Just a little tired.” 
 
    “You’re not—” 
 
    “Sick?” the president said, smiling at her. “No. I’m as fine as can be expected under the circumstances. I’m just . . . concerned.” Wouldn’t that be something if after more than three weeks in quarantine to come down with the plague? Even after the mandatory month-long quarantine, once they opened the door, most would still end up holding their breath around him not knowing if a month was long enough. But they couldn’t keep him in the cell forever. Eventually, they too would have to sink or swim. He could see that Kayla didn’t know how to respond to his confession. Instead, she punted. 
 
    “Director Nawrocki, Defense Secretary Stroud, and Attorney General Jack Benson are standing by.” 
 
    “Vice President White?” the president asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet Mr. President,” she said. President Dixon composed himself and then keyed up Nawrocki, Stroud, and Benson on his computer. 
 
    “Thank you all for attending,” the president said. 
 
    “Mr. President,” Kayla said, interrupting. “Vice President White standing by. 
 
    “Marion, thank you for joining us,” President Dixon said. “You’re just in time for the security briefing.” 
 
    “Sorry I’m late, Mr. President. “We had a brownout here,” White said. 
 
    “Is there an issue?” the president asked, concerned. 
 
    “No major problem,” White said. “Someone forgot to fill the generator is all. It’s okay now.” 
 
    “Fine, then,” President Dixon said. “Mr. Stroud, please begin.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President,” Stroud said. “Currently, the plague has spread everywhere except the poles, and I imagine it’s only a matter of time before it spreads there. Overall, Europe has been hit hardest. Norway, Germany, Italy, France, Spain, England and Portugal all have weakened, but functional governments, although Italy and Portugal are on the verge of collapse. The others are close but holding their own. Smaller countries have collapsed, and not all as a result of the plague.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” President Dixon asked. 
 
    “The Albanians blamed their government for the plague. They stormed the capital and killed anyone they suspected was a government employee. Some countries are collapsing just because no one is showing up.” 
 
    “Their military?” the president asked. 
 
    “Deserting or inconsequential,” Stroud said. “The Ukrainian and Latvian military have taken over their respective governments, but they’re just as inept at handling the crisis. Estonia is the only country that is mostly unaffected by the plague.” 
 
    “How did they accomplish that?” the president asked. 
 
    “Estonia isn’t exactly a tourist destination, so they were hit light, to begin with,” Stroud said. “They’ve since closed the border and have orders to shoot anyone that tries to cross. They’ve declared martial law, and anyone found outside their home over the next month will be shot.” 
 
    “How are they expected to survive?” Nawrocki asked. 
 
    “The military will airdrop food supplies into each town once a week,” Stroud said. “They’ll give the citizens a few hours to divide up the food, but that’s it. They’ll be shot if they stay outside too long. In the long term, that isn’t realistically feasible, and most of our analysts believe it’s only a matter of time before they succumb. As soon as people discover Estonia is a safe zone, they’ll flock there, and security forces will be overwhelmed, but not before they kill thousands. Speaking frankly, it has the potential to make the ’93 Georgian massacre look like a skirmish.” 
 
    “How many died in that massacre?” Dixon asked. 
 
    “The high-end tops out at twenty-two thousand,” Stroud said. 
 
    “Call the Estonian leader, whoever he is at the moment, and stress to them that the United States will hold accountable anyone guilty of human rights violations,” the president said. “Don’t threaten them, just remind them once the plague has passed the world will judge the actions of those that survive.” 
 
    “They’re not going to care,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “I know, but I have to at least try,” the president said. “Continue Mr. Stroud.” 
 
    “The Middle East and Africa are also a mess, but that’s nothing new, in the end, that may work to their advantage.” 
 
    “How so?” White asked and then realized he’d interrupted the meeting. “I’m sorry, Mr. President. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “If I didn’t want you to ask questions, I wouldn’t have asked you to the meeting,” the president said. “Besides, it’s a good question.” 
 
    Stroud continued. “I only meant they are used to adversity and so are better prepared to rebuild once the dust settles. Our biggest worries are the Russians and the Chinese.” 
 
    “Have we been keeping them updated on our progress?” the president asked. “In the spirit of cooperation, I promised them we’d keep them apprised of any discoveries. They promised to do the same.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” Nawrocki asked. “It seems to me the United States would benefit greatly if there were far fewer Russians and Chinese in the world.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure they’re saying the same thing,” the president replied. “I gave my word, and even if they don’t keep theirs, I will keep mine. Besides, no one will be able to hide a cure. Word will get out quick enough. There’re already rumors we developed a vaccine. The Russians and Chinese were threatening war if we didn’t share the information with them. I told them if we had a vaccine, my wife and child wouldn’t be dead.” He paused for a moment to compose himself and then continued. What’s the state of our military?” 
 
    “All US military bases around the world are locked down with orders to let no one on or off,” Nawrocki said. “Even so, every base has been hit with the plague.” 
 
    “What about the reports of desertions?” Dixon asked. 
 
    “True sir,” Nawrocki said. “Roughly, only about thirty-five percent of American forces have deserted.” 
 
    “Can we put a stop to it?” the president asked. 
 
    “We’re trying sir,” Stroud answered. 
 
    “Try harder,” the president said sternly. “Shoot a few if you have to. I know it sounds harsh, but if the United States is to survive this, I will need the military. What about the navy?” 
 
    Stroud checked his notes. “Five of the nine carriers and their accompanying battle groups, including the supercarrier Gerald R. Ford, are at sea,” Stroud said, after a moment. “Three of the five carriers are likely compromised, maybe four. Still, there is no way to keep them at sea indefinitely. About eighty percent of the smaller ships, cruisers, destroyers, and frigates are compromised. I think once the plague runs its course, we’ll be able to salvage enough people to man one or two complete battle groups.” 
 
    “And the nuclear subs?” the president asked. 
 
    “Seven boomers and twelve fast-attack submarines are at sea,” Stroud said after rechecking his notes. “We don’t think any of those are infected, but once they come in for supplies, that may change. Six fast attacks are already in need of supplies.” 
 
    “Keep them at sea as long as you can,” the president ordered. “They’re probably the only thing keeping the Chinese and Russians in check. Find a way to supply them without infecting them.” He paused. “Give me the bottom line.” 
 
    “Sir,” Stroud said, looking grim. “My best estimate is that the US Military is fifty-eight percent combat ineffective and getting worse daily. We’re not as bad as Europe, but that’s only a matter of time. If we don’t get a vaccine soon, within a few weeks, the United States will cease to have a functional military.” 
 
    “Mrs. Nawrocki, have you done what I asked?” the president asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We have specialized military units heading for every nuclear power plant in the country.” 
 
    “I haven’t been briefed on this,” White said, sitting up straighter. “Are the nuclear power plants under threat?” 
 
    “No. I’ve ordered all nuclear power plants shut down. The military is taking control of the nuclear fuel rods, after which, they’ll transport them to a secure location and dispose of them.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” White asked. “That will leave a lot of people, not to mention hospitals, in the dark.” 
 
    “I believe the precaution is warranted,” the president said. “There are over a hundred commercial nuclear power plants in the United States located mostly up and down the east coast. I would much rather control the shutdown than have them meltdown. If that happens, more than half the United States will become unlivable.” 
 
    “Can we get to them all in time?” Congressman White asked. 
 
    “We’re over seventy-five percent complete,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “I issued the directive shortly after the CDC confirmed there would be no stopping this,” the president said in response to the Congressman’s shocked look. 
 
    “In some cases, conventional plants will take over the production of power, but in most cases, they will not,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “Once the crisis is over, how long will it take to get the power plants restarted?” White asked. 
 
    “In a few cases, just a couple of years,” Nawrocki said. “But to get back to the level of nuclear power output before the plague started . . . we probably won’t see that in our lifetime.” 
 
    “Jesus,” White said. “Shouldn’t we leave a few operational? Come this winter more people will die if they don’t have heat.” 
 
    “I want to, Marion, but I can’t take the chance,” the president said. “The death rate from the plague is up to ninety percent. Until we get a vaccine—if we get a vaccine—no one is safe, including you and me. That’s why I have what’s left of the official line of succession scattered. Right now, law and order is broken, communications are going to shit, the military’s deserting and, on top of all that, I don’t want to have to worry about nuclear plants. When this plague is over, I want there to be livable places people can rebuild.  
 
    “Well, shit,” White said. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” the president said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    There was nothing inconspicuous about Oxford Federal Penitentiary. Miles from civilization, all roads leading to and from the prison were littered with signs every half-mile, reminding visitors where they were headed or what they were leaving behind, and not to pick up hitchhikers. The facility itself was surrounded by a double-layered chain link fence topped with three rounds of razor wire and guard towers at fifty-yard intervals. In what was either a political joke or a statement of what Virginian’s thought of their westerly neighbor, and what most figured amounted to the same thing, the penitentiary’s original construction comprised two parallel gray-faced buildings that mimicked, nearly exactly, the West Virginia State Capital Building. The only thing missing was the dome, as it was considered too expensive for a facility destined to house the dregs of society. Fifteen years after initial construction, a third building connecting the original two was built to house death row inmates. 
 
    Normally, anyone entering the penitentiary was overwhelmed by a symphony of chaos, ranging from inmates arguing over whose dicks were bigger to the sounds of code banged out on cell bars. The three buildings, which at maximum capacity, held nearly three thousand inmates, now held only a small fraction of plague survivors. One of those prisoners, alive and wondering why and for how long, was Franklin Turnipseed. 
 
    Franklin lay in his bunk, staring at the cracked gray ceiling trying to regain arm strength. Except for the occasional scream of a delirious inmate fighting his lone battle for survival or someone yelling for food, the prison was deathly silent. Throwing back the cover of the green wool blanket, Franklin sat on the edge of the bunk, grabbed up one of the three box lunches sitting atop his small desk and engulfed the last bite of a turkey club and a chocolate chip cookie. 
 
    Franklin checked the faucet and was relieved to find water still flowing. He drained what was in the sink and then refilled it with fresh water until the basin was nearly overflowing. He tried to keep as much water on hand as there was no way to know how long the water would remain on. The electricity had shut off three days past, and it was only a matter of time before the water followed suit. He flushed the toilet, filled it with fresh water, and then relieved himself through the bars of the cell. Doing a few exercises to stretch his muscles, he picked up the worn-down shank acquired from the last man that tried to kill him and went back to scraping away the mortar from around the cinder blocks lining his cell. The noise echoed through the block. 
 
    “Hey, Turnipbitch,” Wendell yelled from his cell on the bottom floor. Despite Andrew’s assurance that he and Wendell would be housed in separate wings, overcrowding had forced the two adversaries into the same block. The prisoner that had tried to shank him was an associate of Wendell’s. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Wendell,” Franklin shot back.  
 
    “You still alive?” 
 
    “Nothing gets by you,” Franklin said as he removed another cinderblock from the back wall of the cell finally providing him enough room to get at the second cinder block wall. Oxford was an old prison, built using layers of cinder blocks instead of the fabricated metal used in newer constructed facilities. If Franklin were incarcerated in one of those, he would be better off using the shank on himself. 
 
    “Good. When my friends get here, I’ll have the enjoyment of killing you myself.” Because Wendell had connections in prison, he was able to get hold of a cell phone shortly after his arrival. When the guards stopped showing up, Wendell called and begged his friends to come break him out. 
 
    “Can you keep it down, Wendell? I’m trying to enjoy my sandwich,” Franklin said, beaming. For the last two days, Wendell had yelled for anyone to throw him some food, promising them their freedom when his friends arrived. 
 
    “Fuck you, asshole! I will enjoy shooting you in the face.” 
 
    Somewhere, an inmate screamed, and the sound of despair contained within that single agonized cry silenced the two antagonists. Even the most hardened criminals had been worn down by the surrounding death. 
 
    The outbreak at the prison had started shortly after Franklin’s arrival. Each day more inmates came down with the plague, and fewer guards came to work. So many prisoners were infected that, despite the threat, Dr. Glaser finally shut down the infirmary and began treating prisoners in their cells. Eventually, even she succumbed to the illness and died. Inmates were forced to fend for themselves after that. Franklin imagined the prison was a microcosm of what was happening everywhere around the world. 
 
    Several days into the outbreak, Officer Hawkins showed up wearing a hazmat suit and pushing a cart full of box lunches. He handed out three boxes to each prisoner. For those too weak to get up but showing signs of life, he pushed boxes inside their bars. He told them that for the foreseeable future, they would remain in their cell around the clock. He also said he would be back in the morning to pass out more boxes. Franklin knew he was lying, so he conserved his food. Others in prison weren’t so astute. As soon as Hawkins left, Franklin decided it was time to escape. He pulled the shank, then nearly six inches long, and started working on the wall. If he was wrong, and they came back, he would be happy to pay the price, but if, as he suspected, they weren’t, he wasn’t sticking around until he starved to death or Wendell’s friends came. Both would be an ugly way to die. 
 
    The rapid spread of the virus through the prison population reminded Franklin of his time on a navy transport ship when they were hit by what sailors affectionately called the crud. It was called that because when the sailor woke up in the morning, his nose was crusted over with globs of hardened mucus. As soon as he peeled it away, his nose started running and didn’t stop. 
 
    Franklin was surprised he hadn’t caught the plague. He had a mild headache for twenty-four hours, but after that, nothing. The same could not be said for the prisoners to either side of him. Both were dead. Despite his seeming immunity, he was still worried. With death all around him, it was only a matter of time before the diseases that walked hand-in-hand with death made an appearance, and he could not count on his luck holding out. 
 
    An hour later, Franklin pushed a cinder block from the outer layer, letting it fall to the grass two stories below. He could finally see the outside courtyard, but the hole was still too small for his body to fit. Thankfully, because of his size, he didn’t need to expand the hole much wider; three or four more blocks would be enough. Once he widened the gap, the next trick would be climbing down without breaking any bones. If he tied his blanket and sheet together and attached it to the bed, he estimated he would have just enough to reach the ground. As he pulled another block from the wall, he heard the prison doors crash open. 
 
    “Copperhead, where you at?” a voice yelled. 
 
    “Over here Billy,” Wendell said. 
 
    Franklin looked down from his cell to see a short-haired, clean-shaven man dressed in a one-piece hunter’s camouflage jumpsuit, with matching boots and baseball cap, carrying a scoped, bolt-action rifle. His bearded companions, one carrying a shotgun and the other a pistol, came in behind him. 
 
    “What the hell took you so long?” Wendell asked as Franklin began constructing his homemade rope. It was time to leave before Wendell could make good on his threat. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy getting here,” Billy said. “It’s a mess out there. Everyone just left their fucking cars in the middle of the road. We had to take several back roads just to get around traffic.” 
 
    “Where’s Paul?” Wendell asked. “Is he in the truck?” 
 
    “Dead,” Billy said, after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “Dead?” Wendell said, sounding puzzled. “He told me he survived the plague. News said once you caught it, you couldn’t catch it again.” 
 
    “He didn’t die of the plague. He was shot and killed two days ago. No more than fifty miles from here.” 
 
    “Wendell was shocked. Shot?” 
 
    “I told you, it’s a mess out there. It’s like the wild fucking west. Everyone seems to be carrying a gun, and they aren’t shy about using them.” 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “Nothing much to tell. He saw a woman he wanted, tried to take her and got killed for it.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Pretty much. She was alone. He thought she was easy pickings. Told us to hang back. He was going to pretend to see if she needed help, but when he walked up to her, she shot him in the chest. Didn’t even hesitate. He didn’t even get to say hello.” 
 
    “Did you kill her?” 
 
    “We tried. I think she was military trained. She knew right where we were hiding. Once she killed Paul, she pinned us down and then used the traffic to make her way into the woods. After that, she was like a ghost.” 
 
    “Would you recognize her if you saw her again? 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good. Once you get me out of here, she’s second on my list to kill.” 
 
    “Who’s first?” Billy asked, sounding nervous, not sure if he was the first on the list for failing to kill the woman.  
 
    “There’s a half-breed nigger up there that needs killin’,” Wendall said. “You hear that Turnipbitch? I’m coming for you. 
 
    “You want me to kill him for you?” Billy asked. 
 
    “Hell no. I want that pleasure myself.” 
 
    Franklin heard the rattle of bars. “There’s no keyhole,” Billy said.  
 
    “How are we supposed to get it open?” a different man asked. 
 
    “Break into the guard box and flip the cell switches until the door opens,” Billy said. 
 
    “Won’t work,” Wendell said. “The electricity’s out.” 
 
    The doors to each cell were opened electronically. Other than the addition of the death row cellblock, it was one of the few modern upgrades to the prison. As a safety precaution for the guards, if the electricity failed, the doors automatically locked and stayed locked. There was supposed to be an override, but Franklin didn’t know where it was. 
 
    “Did you bring any cutting tools?” Wendell asked. 
 
    “No, we didn’t think we’d need them,” Billy said. Wendell swore. 
 
    “We have some dynamite in the truck.” 
 
    Franklin almost laughed aloud. If they used dynamite on the door, it would save him from having to kill Wendell. 
 
    “Are you trying to kill me?” Wendell asked, almost yelling. 
 
    Franklin didn’t wait for an answer. He knew it was only a matter of time before Wendell was free. Desperate, Franklin lay down on the floor and used his feet to kick out the remaining blocks so he could squeeze through. Rope fashioned and tied off, he squirmed his way through the hole and down the rope. With luck, it might be hours before Wendell was out of that cell. By then, he was hoping to be ready for him. 
 
    Once his feet hit the ground, Franklin let the idea of freedom wash over him. Since the moment the jury had read the verdict, he thought he would never breathe free again. Franklin made his way to the other inmate housing facility and entered quietly. Just as in his block, the silence was punctured by the occasional scream of pain and fear. 
 
    “Is someone there?” a voice in the darkness called out. Franklin didn’t answer. “Come on, I can hear you. Let me out of my cage. Don’t let me die in here.” 
 
    “I need you to be quiet,” Franklin said. “I’m trying to find a way to open the cells.” Franklin lied, hoping to keep the man silent. 
 
    “I know how,” a Latino man said. This one was further into the cell block. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “There’s an emergency bypass switch inside the armory,” the man said. “Works even when the electricity is off.”  
 
    Studying the armory door, Franklin found it barred shut and locked with a thick armored padlock. Even with a hacksaw, there was no way to cut through. A blowtorch might work, but he didn’t have one. Anything else would take hours he didn’t have. There was a box with no seams next to the padlock, but it too was locked. 
 
    “There’s a problem,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I know how to get in the armory as well,” the Latino voice said. “I’ll tell you, but you have to promise to set me free.” 
 
    “Me too,” the first voice said. 
 
    “How many are still alive here?” Franklin asked as he walked down the block to look at the man he was talking to. He stopped several feet from the cell housing a tall, thin Latino dressed in prison yellow. The man’s cell was filled with dried shit and vomit. 
 
    “Near as I can tell, there’s about half a dozen that’s recovered from the plague, but from the screams, I’d say a few more are still riding it out,” the man said. “I’m Ammiel Cordero.” Ammiel held his hand out. When Franklin didn’t move, Ammiel dropped his hand and shrugged as if he understood and didn’t take offense.  
 
    “If you can get me into the armory, I’ll set you free,” Franklin said. After he dealt with Wendell, he would either set the man or his spirit free. 
 
    Ammiel rested his arms on the bars. “How do I know you’ll keep your word?” 
 
    “I don’t see that you have many choices. You either take the chance with me or wait for someone else to come by before you die of starvation.” 
 
    “The armory door has two locks,” he said without hesitation. He knew the odds of anyone else coming along were slim. “One is conventional and the other electronic.” 
 
    “The electricity is off,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. The bypass works on battery power. As long as the battery isn’t dead, it should work.” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    “The conventional lock is the armored padlock. The key for the padlocks is right next to it in that reinforced armored lockbox. That’s the electronic part. To open the lockbox, you have to push a button in the guardhouse.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough.” 
 
    Ammiel smiled. “Here’s the rub. To open the electronic lockbox, someone has to be pushing the button. As long as the button is pushed down, the box is unlocked. Stop pushing the button, the box locks.” 
 
    “Where’s the button?” 
 
    “It’s under the monitor station,” Ammiel said. 
 
     Franklin frowned. That shot down the idea of putting something heavy on top of it, which was probably why it was located underneath. “How do you know all this?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’ve been locked up a long time.” 
 
    “What are you in for?” 
 
    Ammiel stepped back, spread his arms wide, and cocked his head. “I’m Mexican, man. Drugs and gangs, ese,” he said in a made-up thick Mexican accent.” 
 
    Franklin made his way back to the guard shack. 
 
    “So, how are you going to get us out of here?” the other inmate asked. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Franklin said. 
 
    Franklin grabbed a fire extinguisher from the wall and bashed his way into the guard shack. He found the button Ammiel described and pushed it. He heard the lockbox open. When he released the button, it locked, just as Ammiel described. Now all he had to do was figure out how to be in two places at the same time. 
 
    Finding a small screwdriver, Franklin started to take the button apart. 
 
    “I forgot to tell you,” Ammiel said. Franklin froze. “If you short out the buzzer, it’ll default to the locked position and stay that way until the guards override it with their password. Since computers are down, you won’t be entering any passwords.” 
 
    Franklin quickly put the button back together. Searching through drawers, he found a toothpick and smiled. When he was younger and more of a hoodlum, he sometimes went around his old neighborhood in the middle of the night ringing people’s doorbells and hiding in the bushes. People didn’t always come to the door. Since there was no fun in that, he figured out that if you pressed the doorbell and then jammed a toothpick into the crevice; the doorbell continued to ring until it was pulled out. If the homeowner was home, they came to the door every time. 
 
    He tried the same trick here, but the spring on the buzzer was too strong. It kept popping back out before he could leave the guard shack. He tried it a few times, but with the same result. He threw the toothpick away in frustration and then heard a muffled explosion. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Ammiel asked. 
 
    “Trouble.” Franklin guessed they went with the dynamite option after all. By the sound of the explosion, they must have used a small portion of the explosive. Either way, he only had a few minutes while Wendell was recovering. Once he did, it wouldn’t take long for Wendell to figure out where he had gone. Time was not on his side. 
 
    Standing back and studying the room, Franklin spotted a couple of thick phone books and had an idea. Stacking the phone books underneath the desk, he placed the fire extinguisher on top. The fire extinguisher handle was about six inches too short. He found a few magazines, a paperback book, and three thin writing tablets, but still came up an inch short. Searching the drawers again, he found a handful of coins. He separated the money by size and taped them together so they wouldn’t slip apart. After stacking them on top of the extinguisher handle, there was a gap of only about a sixteenth of an inch. Franklin growled in frustration and was about to give up when he remembered the toothpick. Searching frantically along the floor, he finally found it nearly underneath a filing cabinet. He eyeballed how much he needed and broke the toothpick down to size. Pushing the button, he placed the toothpick on top of the stack of coins and instead of shoving it into the crack he jammed the toothpick against the center of the coins and the center of the buzzer. It was like trying to balance an egg on its end and building a house of cards at the same time. Slowly removing his hands, he nearly cried out in triumph when the contraption worked. Not wasting time patting himself on the back, Franklin rushed to the lockbox. As he removed the key, the toothpick snapped. 
 
    He unlocked the armory, and just as the armory door closed behind him, he heard Wendell scream out, “Where the fuck is he?” 
 
    “Who?” Ammiel asked. 
 
    “Turnipbitch,” Wendell said. 
 
    “Who the hell is Turnipbitch?” Ammiel asked. 
 
    “Dude, if you ask me one more question, I will blow your fucking head off,” Wendell yelled. 
 
    “Okay, man. Be cool,” Ammiel said. 
 
    Franklin pulled a shotgun from the rack, loaded it, strapped a pistol and holster around his waist and shoved a few flash grenades into his pocket.  
 
    “There’s no one here,” Ammiel said. 
 
    As Franklin opened the armory door a crack to peer outside, the door flew open. Franklin jumped aside and leveled his shotgun as one of Wendell’s friends fired his pistol where Franklin stood seconds earlier. Franklin pulled the trigger of the shotgun hitting the man square in the chest and sending him flying against the guard shack ten feet away. The man was dead before he hit the cage. 
 
    Wendell ran for the exit as two other men ran toward the armory firing their weapons. Franklin pulled a stun grenade from his pocket and tossed it toward them. The men screamed as the grenade exploded. Franklin didn’t waste a second. Attacking before they could recover, he fired off two shots killing one with a shot to the face but only wounding the other in the shoulder. The kinetic energy from the blast threw the man backward. Franklin discarded the empty shotgun, pulled the pistol and killed him as he ran by. By the time Franklin reached the exit, Wendell was more than halfway across the yard. Franklin fired off two shots. Wendell tripped but was immediately back up. Wendell turned and fired three shots back at Franklin without slowing down. The bullets didn’t come anywhere near Franklin. Franklin fired and then set off after Wendell. 
 
    Wendell ran back into their cellblock with Franklin close behind. As Franklin stopped at the door and peeked in, Wendell fired off a shot that barely missed. 
 
    “Damn, Wendell,” Franklin said as he pulled out a stun grenade. “You seriously suck with a gun.” He tossed the grenade. When it exploded, Franklin went on the offensive. Wendell was nowhere to be seen. He heard a vehicle outside leaving. Franklin burst through the doors just in time to see a truck speeding off with Wendell in the back. Wendell shot him the finger. Franklin raised his weapon and emptied the magazine. Then he dropped the magazine and slammed in another, but by the time he raised the gun, they were too far away. He fired off four shots, anyway. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    After a shower in the warden’s office, Franklin discovered where the prisoners’ personal effects were stored and searched through them until he found his old street clothes. Afterward, he returned to the unlocked armory. Now that he was clean, Franklin nearly wretched entering the cell block as the smell of decaying flesh, rotting vomit, and human waste assaulted his senses. It took him almost ten minutes before he could enter the central area housing the prisoners. 
 
    “I thought you left,” Ammiel said, looking relieved. “You promised to let me out if I helped you.” 
 
    “Me too,” the other prisoner said. Others remaining alive started yammering to be released. 
 
    “Simmer down,” Franklin shouted. “You’ve waited this long; a few more hours won’t kill you.” Fearing they would anger Franklin, the prisoners quickly quieted down. Franklin began a grisly search of each cell looking for survivors, writing their identification numbers. In most of the cells, it was obvious the prisoner was dead, but a few times, he had to probe with a mop. 
 
    “My name is Samuel Rodgers,” an inmate near Ammiel said as Franklin wrote his number. “You promised to let me out.” 
 
    “I promised to set Ammiel free. I didn’t promise you anything.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell those men where you were,” Samuel said in a pleading voice. “That has to count for something.” 
 
    “So, are you setting yourself up as judge, jury, and executioner?” Ammiel asked, his head leaning into the cell bars as he tried to make eye contact with Franklin. 
 
    Franklin didn’t reply. Instead, he headed for the armory and picked through the supplies, filling a black duffle bag with what he needed. As soon as he was through with the grisly task ahead, he was leaving. 
 
    “Are you just going to leave us here?” Samuel asked as Franklin started back for the warden’s office. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a little while,” Franklin said as he walked out the door. 
 
    Later, after examining Ammiel’s prison record, Franklin tossed the folder on the desk in disgust only to watch it glide across the surface and fly off the other side. Ammiel’s life was filled with drug abuse, drug dealing, gangs, and theft. He was also the suspect in at least two unsolved murders. Considering his lifestyle, there were likely more. In the previous world, you couldn’t convict someone on assumptions, but this was not that world. This was a reality where old rules no longer applied and maybe never would again. Sighing with regret, he walked around the desk, picked up the folder, and placed it on the smaller of the two piles sitting at the corner of his desk. 
 
    Of the prisoners, forty-four made it through the epidemic, and another five were touch and go. This didn’t include the pedophile in the protective custody wing or the two survivors on death row. They would never leave. Of the survivors, two were blind, and one was suffering from a case of amnesia. He didn’t know if either was temporary or permanent. 
 
    Two hours later, he made his decision with everyone except Ammiel. He sat at the desk and meticulously wrote the names of the prisoners, their identification numbers, and what they were incarcerated for. After he finished, he sifted through his supplies. Taking apart a gun belt, he pieced together another so it would hold two pistols, two expanding batons, and at least six magazines. When he could put it off no longer, he picked up a loaded shotgun, shouldered the bag and set off on his task as the grim reaper. 
 
    His first stop was the protective custody wing where the only man to survive was convicted of raping two young girls, neither older than eleven. The man begged for his life, swore he was innocent and that they’d convicted the wrong guy. Maybe it was true. DNA evidence exonerated convicted killers and rapists all the time. But he couldn’t take that chance. He shot the man without discussion. The shot rang through the prison. He dispatched the death row inmates next and then went to the cellblock where he used to be housed and finally returned to face Ammiel. 
 
    “How does it feel to be death?” Ammiel said when he entered. There was a look of disgust on his face. 
 
    Taking a chair from the guard shack, Franklin turned it around and sat looking at Ammiel, the pump shotgun casually held in both hands. He just looked at Ammiel for a few moments studying the man. Ammiel was built like a professional basketball player: tall and muscular. He appeared to be in his late twenties with short black hair and just enough beard stubble to indicate he was usually clean-shaven. Surprisingly, considering his gang affiliations, he wasn’t sporting many visible tattoos. 
 
    “What if I give you a gun, tell you what each has done?” Franklin finally said. “Let you decide their fate. Are you willing to make the hard choice? Or should I release murderers, rapists and whoever else is in here back into the world, or just let them starve to death?” Ammiel said nothing, yet continued to stare him in the eyes, almost, it seemed as if daring Franklin to kill him. 
 
    “So far today, I’ve killed fourteen people. Even with that many kills and including the three I was sent to prison for, I’m still not the worst person still alive.” Franklin turned to look at the man calling himself Samuel. “Am I Lloyd?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? My name is Samuel,” he said, suddenly sounding nervous and visibly breaking out in a sweat. His fingers twitched. Franklin walked over to face Lloyd. He double-checked the number on his clipboard with the number on the prisoner’s cell. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but your number corresponds with Lloyd Cole, a convicted serial killer. The only reason you’re not on death row is that you made a deal to show authorities where you dumped the bodies in exchange for life without the possibility of parole. They’re not even sure how many you killed. They’re estimating as many as thirty-five, but twenty-two are confirmed.” 
 
    “Man, I’m telling you, that’s not me,” Lloyd said, his voice getting higher with fear. “You. . . you must have pulled someone else’s file.” He grabbed the bars and pressed his face and body against them. “My name is Samuel, Samuel Rogers. I’m in for aggravated assault and fleeing across state lines.” 
 
    “What about it, Ammiel?” Franklin said, turning to face the man. “Is his name, Samuel? If you tell me it is, I’ll set him free into a world without rules. If not . . .” He let the rest go unsaid. 
 
    “Tell him Ammiel,” the man said pleading, yet sounding hopeful. He pressed harder against the bars trying to see Ammiel, hoping eye contact would convince him to lie. “Tell him I’m Samuel. Please Ammiel, tell him who I am.” 
 
    Ammiel looked at Franklin in anger, and for several moments, he said nothing. Finally, he lowered his head and shook it. Franklin put the shotgun on the floor and pulled his pistol. 
 
    “Lloyd . . .” Franklin said. Lloyd began to weep, knowing he was about to die. “You want to pray or something?” 
 
    “I do. I do. I’m a God-fearing man, now,” Lloyd said, his face brightening. “I’ve changed my ways. Give me a chance to prove it.” 
 
    “Go ahead and say a prayer. We’ll chat afterward.” 
 
    Lloyd dropped to his knees and folded his hands at his chest, trying to think of an inspired prayer. Here was his chance. If he could persuade Franklin with an earnest and heartfelt prayer, convince him he’d found God, maybe the man would spare his life. For a few moments, nothing came to him. How could he convince the man he was changed if he didn’t even know what to say? He was about to go back to begging for his life when he was suddenly filled with inspiration. He would be a free man after he showered Franklin with these words. Afterward, he would have his way with the world. It was enough to make him smile harder. 
 
    “Dear Lord,” Lloyd said, his face and hands raised toward the heavens. He squeezed his eyes shut. “Hear my prayer—” 
 
    Franklin shot him in the head. 
 
    “Jesus, dude,” Ammiel said. “You couldn’t wait for him to finish, make right with God.” 
 
    Franklin came back and sat in the chair. “I don’t think it’s God he has to worry about. Besides, I showed him more mercy than he showed his victims.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “He’s lucky I wasn’t the father of one of those boys.” 
 
    “So, you were testing me?” 
 
    “Lloyd was never walking out of that cell.” 
 
    “And if I had said his name was Samuel?” 
 
    Franklin shrugged. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me now?” Ammiel asked. 
 
    “I haven’t decided. What are you going to do if I let you out? There are a lot of weapons in the armory, enough to cause people a lot of misery.” 
 
    “I haven’t thought about it. Before, I would have gone back home, ended up gettin’ into more trouble.” He shrugged. “Now . . . I don’t know.” 
 
    “Says in your file you’re suspected in the killing of two people. Did you kill them?” 
 
    “One was in a rival gang,” Ammiel said. “It was a revenge killing, so yes.” Ammiel thought about lying, but Franklin seemed the sort of man that would see through those lies, and if he did, it would not go well for him. 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    “I was there, but JT killed him. They got into a dick-measuring contest, and JT lost. JT was always a sore loser.” 
 
    “I thought everyone in prison was innocent,” Franklin said. 
 
    “If you’d asked me before the plague, I would have told you I was innocent.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    Ammiel shrugged. “Don’t much see the point. Figure I better make peace with myself before you shoot me in the head.” 
 
    “I want your word on something.” 
 
    “I’ll be around to keep it?” Ammiel said, surprised. 
 
    “There will be people here that will need help. I want your word you’ll take care of them.” 
 
    “I’m not their nanny,” Ammiel said, with just a glint of anger. “Why don’t you stay and do it?” 
 
    “I need to check on my family. After that, I’m not sure what I’ll do.” 
 
    “What if I have a family I want to check on?” 
 
    “Your file says you’re an orphan.” 
 
    “I got friends I’d like to know about. 
 
    “They were never your friends. Given the right motivation, they would have killed you as easily as I killed Lloyd, and you know it.” Franklin gave the man a few moments to consider, but Ammiel just stared at him. “That’s the deal. Give me your word, and I’ll let you out.” 
 
    “I’ll watch them and keep them safe,” Ammiel finally said after a few long moments. 
 
    “I need to go finish this,” Franklin said, getting to his feet. 
 
    “So, you’re going to let me live?” 
 
    “If I were going to kill you, you’d already be dead.” 
 
    “I can help if you need it,” Ammiel said softly. Franklin could tell Ammiel was sincere in his offer, but also reluctant. It was a good sign. 
 
    “No,” Franklin said, but inwardly wanted to let him. “This is my burden.” When Franklin finished his grisly task, he released the rest of the prisoners and then went back to the warden’s office. Ammiel tried to talk to him, but Franklin just shook his head. He was not in the mood to be sociable. Franklin lay on the Warden’s couch and fell asleep. 
 
    The next morning there was a knock on the warden’s door. Franklin opened his eyes and looked confused. They knocked again. Franklin pulled his weapon from the holster still strapped to his hip. “Come in.” 
 
    Seeing the weapon, Ammiel raised his hands. “You don’t need that.” Franklin hesitated for a moment and then holstered the gun. He sat up and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “I figured you’d all be gone by now,” Franklin said. 
 
    “A few left,” Ammiel said sitting on the opposite end of the couch. “A few even said that they would come back once they found out about their family.” 
 
    “You think they will?” 
 
    “One or two might. Prison’s a funny place. It’s probably one of the worst places to be, except maybe a battlefield, but when you’ve been in prison for as long as some, it’s traumatic to leave. A few even commit crimes so they can come back. That was before, though. Now. . .” He shrugged. “As for me, you’re right. I have nothing to go home to. Besides, I gave you my word I’d take care of those that need it, and I’m a man of my word, even if it was made under duress.” 
 
    “You have the makings of a viable community here,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking much the same thing. It has fair defenses, not that it will hold off a tank, but it’ll hold off raiders. I’ve checked the food stores, and minus the food we gorged on last night, there is enough dry and canned food to last, at least, a year.” 
 
    “You would be better served to save that for the winter. There should be plenty of food in nearby communities you can collect. But it won’t last forever. If you’re going to make this community work, I would suggest going out and finding livestock, cows, pigs, horses. You’ll need to learn to farm. About the only thing you’re missing is women.” 
 
    Ammiel smiled. “I’ve thought of that. “There’s a women’s prison about fifty miles to the northwest. Some of us figured we’d head up there and see if any of them are still alive. I’m hoping they’ll be grateful to see us.” 
 
    “As long as the water didn’t shut off, there should be a few still alive. It only takes a few days to die of thirst, but a long time to die of hunger. You need to hurry.” 
 
    “We’re leaving within the hour. And what about you? Can I convince you to stay?” 
 
    “As I said, I need to find out about my family.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    Franklin shrugged. 
 
    “Well then,” Ammiel said, holding out his hand. “I guess all that’s left for us to do is to say goodbye.” 
 
    Once Ammiel left, Franklin folded the list of prisoners he’d killed and stuffed it in a plastic Ziplock bag for safekeeping. He didn’t know when, but there would come a time when he would need to be held accountable for his actions here. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Danica wrinkled her nose and tried to swat away the foul stench, playing havoc with her sense of smell. 
 
    “I’m awake, I’m awake,” she said, shaking her head trying to escape the assault. Her voice sounded weak and hoarse in her ears. Was she lying on the floor? Peeling her eyes open, she expected to see the school nurse hovering over her with smelling salts. Enough moonlight filtered through the frosted bathroom window for her to see that she was alone, naked and, indeed, on the floor. Panicked, confused and believing she’d been a victim of sexual assault, Danica lay quiet, terrified she would alert the assailant who might still be in the house. If he was, what did that mean for her family? 
 
    She spotted her father’s pistols lying nearby, snatched it up and swiftly propped herself against the tub. Thumbing the release button, she dropped the magazine into her palm, used the moonlight to see if it was loaded and then reinserted the mag. A round was already in the pipe. With the barrel resting against her cheek, she closed her eyes, listened and concentrated, but heard nothing. Suddenly, her arms fell to the tiled floor, the pistol skidding away as memories washed over her. 
 
    She remembered Erica coming to the door but not what she wanted, recalled filling the bathtub and sliding in, but not crawling out. Then there were flashes of her thrashing around on the floor and images of her family. She wasn’t sexually assaulted; she caught the plague and survived. Getting up, she kicked something that sounded like coins rattling around the floor. Patting around, she found one of the objects and, holding it close to her face, discovered it was a spent shell casing. 
 
    “What the hell?” she said aloud. Picking up the gun again, she ejected the magazine and tried to check the load, but it was too dark to see clearly. All she could tell was that it wasn’t empty. As she inspected the magazine, she noticed what looked like mud on her hands and arms. To her horror, she realized the gunk covered her from head to toe; it was even matted in her hair. Suspicious, she smelled it and threw up in the bathtub. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said, lifting her arms out in front of her in disgust. 
 
    She moved carefully across the slick floor, flipped the light switch up and down, and discovered the power was off. Checking the shower, she found to her immense relief that the water still flowed, but without electricity, it was freezing. She didn’t care; she spent an hour washing her body from head-to-toe at least half a dozen times. 
 
    Shivering, her teeth chattering, she used a hand towel to pick up her weapon. There was a flashlight in the hallway table drawer she used to find her clothes and make her way to the kitchen where she saw the broken window and scattered pots. She guessed that whoever had broken in had discovered that she was infected and had run away. 
 
    God, she must have looked horrible if a scavenger had looked her over, naked and helpless in the bathroom, and decided not to touch her. She stopped. Maybe he didn’t. Would she still be sore between her legs if the assault was several days ago? She shook it off. Now she was being silly; no one had sexually assaulted her. Still, the silliness of it didn’t stop her from touching herself to discover if there was any soreness. She may not have been attacked yet, but there would be people out there that would use the lawlessness to rape, pillage, and burn. She looked at her gunk-covered gun. If they tried anything with her, they would pay the price. But . . . Not until after she cleaned the shit off. After rinsing the gun in the sink and disinfecting her hands several times, she ate a dozen slices of moldy bread slathered in peanut butter and washed it down with a cold can of soup. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Wade snapped awake. He had fallen asleep reading a book on camping, hiking, and poisonous plants by candlelight in Erica’s living room. He had found the book while searching through old boxes in the garage. He had no idea who they belonged to as Erica seemed the homebody type that preferred to read romance novels. Usually, he had no use for books, but he was finding the end of the world boring. Since there was plenty of food and water in the house, he took the CDC’s advice and remained inside. The only time he had ventured out was to dispose of Erica’s stinking corpse. 
 
    Initially, he was going to dispose of her body in the backyard, let the insects deal with it, but he came up with something more poetic. Under the cover of darkness, he carried Erica’s body out to the curb and propped it up next to Donavan. He draped Donavan’s arm across her shoulder, situated Erica’s head on Donovan’s shoulder and her hands in the boy’s back pocket, so it looked as if the two were celebrating the end of the word with a romantic moment. 
 
    As he turned his attention back to the book, he noticed a light moving around inside the Justice house. Shocked, he quickly blew out the candle, rushed to the window and watched the light shift from upstairs, down toward the living room, and then the kitchen. As it passed by a window, he thought he would see scavengers. He threw himself against the wall when he spotted Danica. She was supposed to be dead. 
 
    Suddenly, the Erica-and-Donavan joke didn’t seem funny anymore. He briefly flirted with the idea of trying to hide the bodies but had no idea if Danica had already seen them. Had she been awake all day? If so, she had to have seen them; but if she did, wouldn’t she have come looking for Matthew? Or at the very least done something with the bodies. For kicks, he had put the knife back into Erica’s eye. Danica wouldn’t come looking for Matthew unarmed. There were plausible stories he could have told her, but they would all fall to pieces the moment she discovered Matthew. 
 
    Even if she hadn’t seen Erica’s body, he couldn’t take the chance of her catching him moving them. For the first time since the plague began, he questioned the wisdom of leaving a trail of bodies around for people to find. He had accused Donavan of not thinking, and now he was as guilty. He would need to be more careful in the future. If he was to have any chance of survival, he would need to take the offensive, get to her before she got to him. And it couldn’t wait until morning. The question was how to get close to her without getting shot. 
 
    An idea came to him, but it hinged on the boy, if—and it was a big if—the boy still lived. After Wade killed Erica, Matthew called out for his mother from time to time but stopped after a few days. Had he called out much longer, he would have killed the boy just to shut him up. Instead, he figured the kid had eventually died of dehydration, but he couldn’t be sure. He never looked in on him because he didn’t care. Now he cared. When he opened the door to the boy’s bedroom, the smell convinced him Matthew was dead, but when he came closer, the boy moved. 
 
    “Mom,” Matthew said weakly. 
 
    Wade knelt next to the boy and noticed he was surrounded in shit and vomit. He had caught the plague but survived. There was also a gallon jug of water and several plastic bread wrappings nearby. When did Erica put those in here? Thankfully, she had been more resourceful than he gave her credit. Luck seemed to be on his side. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Wade asked as he felt the boy’s head. His head was warm, meaning he wasn’t entirely over the plague. He hoped the boy didn’t vomit on him. He imagined Matthew was probably still covered in pustules. 
 
    “Tired. I want to go back to sleep.” He started to lay back down, but Wade jerked him back up. 
 
    “You can go back to sleep later.” 
 
    “I’m thirsty.” 
 
    Wade put the jug of water in the boy’s hands. “Drink this.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s the water your mom left you.” 
 
    Matthew lifted the jug to his mouth, taking two tries for his lips to find the opening. “Where’s my mom?” Matthew asked when he finished downing half of what was left of the water. 
 
    “In her room.” 
 
    “How come she hasn’t come to see me?” 
 
    “She’s been sick.” 
 
    “Is . . . Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s still sick, but Danica has agreed to take care of you until your mother is better. 
 
    “Dany?” 
 
    “She’s waiting for us next door. After I get you cleaned up, I’ll take you over, but Matthew, if you tell Danica what happened here, I’ll be forced to kill her and your mother. Do you understand?” Matthew nodded. “Do you understand?” he asked, forcefully grabbing the boy’s arm. 
 
    “I understand,” Matthew said, nearly in tears. 
 
    “Come on, then, let’s get you cleaned up.” 
 
    “Can you turn on a light? I can’t see,” Matthew said. 
 
    “The electricity is off,” Wade said, looking at the boy. “I have a candle.” 
 
    “You do? Where?” Matthew reached out. 
 
    Wade moved the candle in front of Matthew’s face. Matthew’s eyes were open, but they seemed to have a faraway quality to them. He passed his hand close to Matthew’s face. The boy didn’t flinch. 
 
    “You’re blind,” Wade said emotionless. 
 
    “I’m blind?” Matthew said in a panicked voice. 
 
    “It’s only temporary,” Wade said lying. The news said blindness was probably permanent. Once they studied it, they’d know more. Considering the state of civilization, he doubted anyone would study the condition any time soon. The blindness complicated his plans, but it didn’t alter them. “Let’s get you cleaned up and over to Danica’s house. And Matthew, remember what I said.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Matthew said, tears rolling down his face. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Dressed in her flowered pajamas, Danica sat on the windowsill of her bedroom staring out into the night, her arms and legs covered in bandages. After cleaning her pistol and eating, she had picked up her flashlight, the glow of which highlighted what looked like water on her upper arms. Upon closer inspection, she had realized her skin was glistening where she had rubbed off all the scabs that covered her body. At some point in her sickness, the pustules had either popped or dried up and eventually scabbed over. Unknowingly, she had rubbed off the scabs in the shower, and now they were leaking a clear liquid from each small raw wound. She was lucky all the muck she had rolled through hadn’t caused a secondary infection. 
 
    Heading down to the basement, she had cracked open her father’s safe and grabbed another bottle of antibiotics. Putting this in the just-in-case-category, she downed two pills. She had no idea just how extensive the scabs were on her body; she’d be able to check herself over more carefully in the morning. Later, she had headed to her room, all the activity making her sleepy but finding it impossible to nod off. Instead, she sat on the windowsill, wondering if her family was alive. She figured she would fully recover enough in a few days to find out. She didn’t hold out much hope. If her father or mother were alive, they would be here. 
 
    She looked out at the night sky and was amazed at how dark the world seemed without streetlamps. If not for the half-moon, she guessed she wouldn’t have been able to see more than twenty feet from the window. The silver lining was that she might not have been able to see anything here on Earth, but the near-total darkness afforded her an overwhelming view of the night sky, something city dwellers like her never saw. It made her long for the astronaut program all the more. When the new moon ruled the night sky, she wouldn’t be surprised if she could see strands of the Milky Way, something she’d glimpsed only once while camping with her dad in the Nevada desert, several years ago. She nearly teared up thinking about her family. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes taking in the eerie silence of the night. Did the plague kill all the animals, insects and birds too? She concentrated, trying to hear anything when she was jerked to attention by a faint sound coming from downstairs. Did she imagine it? She tried to listen for it again but heard nothing. When the hairs on the back of her neck stood up, she realized something wasn’t right. 
 
    She ran silently to the bedroom door, grabbing her gun off the nightstand. Crouching low, she opened the door and rushed out barefoot into the hallway, much of which was still wet. She kept moving quietly, skipping over the creaky stair until she was close to the bottom. 
 
    “I will do more than that if you don’t quiet down,” Danica heard someone say. The voice seemed familiar, but she was unable to place it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said a soft-spoken voice she instantly recognized as Matthew. 
 
    “Where’s Danica’s room?” the man asked. 
 
    “It’s upstairs in the middle of the hall. Next to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Remember, when we get up there you say exactly what I told you to say,” the man said, menacingly. “If you don’t—” 
 
    “You’ll kill my mom.” 
 
    Confused and scared, Danica retreated to her room nearly forgetting about the creaky stair. Back in her room, Danica chided herself for running like a frightened schoolgirl. She should have done something to help Matthew. If she’d tried something though, she could have gotten Matthew killed. She didn’t know if the stranger had a weapon or not. She listened at the door, terrified as she heard them softly make their way up the stairs and to her room. When the stair creaked, she nearly screamed. 
 
    “Dany?” Matthew said from outside her door. “Dany, are you there?” Danica retreated a few steps, squatted down on one knee and, with shaking hands, aimed her gun at the door. This was like a horror movie. She was terrified that if she opened the door, some flesh-eating child that looked like Matthew would be standing there ready to rip her face off. 
 
    “Dany?” Matthew said again, pleading this time. She chided herself for being scared. If she were going to help Matthew, she needed to do something. But first, she needed to calm herself. Taking a deep breath, she slowly let it out. As she did, she forced herself to relax. The shaking was less noticeable but didn’t disappear. 
 
    “Dany,” Matthew said louder. 
 
    It was time to take action. “Mathew?” she said feigning weakness though she didn’t have to pretend much. “Is that you? What are you doing here? Where’s your mom?” 
 
    Smiling, Wade poked Matthew to continue. “My mom needs your help,” Matthew said. “She’s sick. Can you come help her?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Danica said stalling, trying to come up with a plan. As soon as she said that, she knew it was the wrong thing to say. She had the plague, what else would be wrong with her? 
 
    Wade stopped smiling. Something wasn’t right. She should have come to the door immediately instead of asking questions. He contemplated just kicking in the door. After all, she was just a young girl and probably still weak. But she had a weapon which more than made up for her youth and weakness. Maybe if he rushed in, she would be too terrified to react. Was that what Donavan thought? 
 
    “She’s sick,” Matthew said, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    Danica was unsure what to do next. She had no idea what was going on, only that Matthew was in danger, and she needed to do something. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Matt?” she said, an idea suddenly coming to her. 
 
    Wade relaxed. It made sense that she would be scared about getting sick again. The experts said that once you caught the plague; you were immune from future outbreaks, but some questioned that claim. According to the historians on the news, some ancient Greeks caught the Athenian plague again, though it was less severe.  
 
    “Tell her you’re fine,” Wade whispered in Matthews’s ear. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Matthew, let me see your fingers. Put your fingers under the door.” 
 
    “What?” Matthew said, not needing prompting. Wade almost inadvertently asked the same question. Wade was beginning to wonder if the plague had driven the girl insane. 
 
    “Put your fingers under the door,” Danica repeated. 
 
    Matthew, unable to see the door, put his hand out until he felt it. Wade, unsure what Danica was up to, let events unfold. Matthew slid his hands down the door until he found the crack. 
 
    “All right,” he said. 
 
    Immediately, Danica fired off half a dozen shots in quick succession. The first three shots were through the door about where the upper chest of an adult of average height would be. The rest were successively to the left. The idea was that if the first shots missed, the person would likely start running back down the hall. Matthew let out a long piercing scream and for a second Danica wasn’t sure she’d aimed high enough. 
 
    Wade jumped at the sound of the first shot and was hit in the right shoulder, spinning him backward and to the left, which, ironically, saved his life as the rest of the bullets that blasted through the wall were where he would have run. As adrenaline pumped through his body, he picked up a screaming Matthew, kicked in the door and tossed the boy into the room, rushing in behind him. 
 
    Matthew landed at Danica’s feet as Wade barreled into her, knocking her over and the pistol from her hand. If she had been standing, Wade would have tackled her, but using her position and his momentum, she threw Wade further into the room. Danica scrambled to her feet to face the assailant just as he got to his feet to face her. 
 
    Wade thought he was done for but realized she didn’t have her weapon. It was over. He would win. He stood there savoring his victory but grimaced as fire pulsed through his shoulder from where the bullet had lanced through and out the other side. He needed to end this confrontation quickly. 
 
    “Mr. Harrington?” Danica said, aghast, as she recognized her neighbor for the first time. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I just came to check on you.” Danica gave him an incredulous look. “Okay, I came for you and your weapons.” 
 
    “Me?” she said as Matthew got to his feet. Danica held out her hand for the boy, but he just stood there looking lost. “Matthew, come here.” 
 
    Matthew held out his hand. “I can’t see you.” 
 
    “What did you do to him?” she asked, as she took hold of Matthew’s hand and pulled him close. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. It was the plague. Blindness is sometimes one of the side effects.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she asked, almost pleading. “I know we don’t know each other very well, but you were always friendly.” Although Wade and Ivory lived in the neighborhood for years, they were the neighbors that hardly anyone associated with. They normally just did their own thing. 
 
    Danica turned Matthew toward the door. “Matt, I want you to walk straight ahead until you reach the door. Go down the hall a few steps, then go into the bathroom and wait for me. I’ll come get you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “You might be longer than a few minutes,” Wade said. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” Danica asked again as Matthew headed for the door. “Thinking you’ll live out some sick sexual fantasy? I promise you, that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not really into sex. I actually came over because I want your medicine and guns, but seeing you in your pajamas gives me the idea that you might be valuable just as you are. You’re a pretty young thing with sizeable tits. I might not be into sex, but I’m sure others will be. I don’t doubt there will be plenty of men looking for a woman. I should be able to trade you for something useful.” He paused for effect. “However, if you give me a gun and whatever antibiotics you have left, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “You must think I’m stupid.” 
 
    “Danica, I’ve always known you weren’t stupid,” he said, almost sounding like a proud father. “It’s part of the reason I avoided you and your family. I realized early on if I spent too much time with your family, you would discover my secret. My offer was more like I was hoping you were desperate and thinking of Matthew because if you die, I don’t need him anymore, do I?” 
 
    If the words were meant to frighten her, they worked. While Wade wasn’t a bodybuilder, he wasn’t the ninety-pound weakling others kicked sand on at the beach, either. He looked more than capable of handling himself. She contemplated giving him the weapon, but she just didn’t believe him, which meant she would be in the fight for her life, and by extension, Matthew’s. Would her training be enough? She had handled herself at the supermarket, but she had also been wielding a shotgun. She was unarmed now, and the plague had robbed her of most of her strength and agility. 
 
    She looked around for her gun, trying not to be obvious but guessed it was in some dark corner somewhere behind Wade. Danica took a backward step as Wade took a step toward her. It was only then that she noticed that he held one of her mother’s kitchen knives. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” he asked, confident the situation was in hand. “You run; I kill Matthew.” She knew if she were to have any chance, the fight would have to be on her terms. To do that, she would need to project a little confidence of her own, to show he didn’t have everything in hand. Reaching behind her, she closed the door and turned the deadbolt, locking them in. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you,” she said, giving him an evil leer. She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt. “Just giving us some privacy. I don’t want Matthew to hear a grown man cry.” 
 
    Wade would have laughed if he were capable. Instead, he smiled something that didn’t look natural. It was as if in all the excitement he’d forgotten his smile training. “You can’t believe you can take me,” he said, but not as confident as before. 
 
    “I like my chances,” she said lying. She was hoping desperation, and a little bravado would help. “I’m young; you’re not. I’m in shape; you’re not. You have balls; I don’t.” 
 
    “I might be older and a little out of shape, but I have an equalizer,” he said, raising the knife. 
 
    She laughed and crouched lower. “From nearly the day I was born, my father trained me to be a cop. Taking a knife away from an inexperienced moron was one of his first lessons, and the way you’re holding that knife tells me just how moronic you are at knife fighting.” For a moment he hesitated, seemingly unsure of his next action. 
 
    As he hesitated, Danica looked for the pair of fighting sticks she kept in a vase on the nightstand by the door. In truth, instead of teaching her self-defense, her father had paid for martial arts lessons from an early age. A few years later, after attending a martial arts tournament, she became interested in the art of dual-stick fighting. Part of that training included disarming a knife-wielder, but it was drilled in her head time and time again that, if possible, running was always the best option. That was not possible now. 
 
    Her sticks were not on the nightstand. Looking around, she spotted them near the headboard of her bed, ironically next to the gun. Something in her eyes must have given her away because Wade spotted the gun just after she did. His confidence returning, he smiled wickedly and lunged for the weapon. Danica jumped him. If they both went for the weapon, they would end up in a tugging match, and despite the bravado she was trying to project, given her weakened state, he was stronger and more likely to win. She hit him like an offensive tackle, knocking him backward and off-balance. She was about to follow up with a kick to the groin, but he slashed out with the knife driving her back. Despite her earlier confidence, disarming a person with a knife wasn’t easy. Especially if that person was swinging randomly and widely. The two squared off again. She was closer to the gun, but if she went for it, he would be on top of her before she could bring it to bear. 
 
    She felt like she needed to say something snarky, maybe throw him off his game. Instead, she grabbed the lamp and threw it at him. He tried to dodge but wasn’t fast enough, and it glanced off his right shoulder. Wade yelled as pain shot through his body, nearly sending him to his knees. He almost dropped the knife. In a panic, he screamed and went for the gun. Danica kicked the gun, sending it to the other side of the bed. He was too slow and inexperienced to stop her from punching him in the face and kidney, but he avoided a debilitating kick to the groin. He struck back, slashing her lower abdomen with his knife, drawing blood. She lost her balance and fell against the wall next to her desk, holding her stomach. She grimaced in pain and wondered if she let go if her guts would gush out onto the floor. 
 
    She grabbed her laptop and swung it at him, missed and then threw it. He dodged it easily and closed in. The gun was close, but if she turned to take it, he would drive the knife in her back. Feeling desperate, she threw a pencil box, followed by her globe and stapler as she backed against the wall. She would have to go for the gun regardless of the consequences. 
 
    Before she could, Wade pounced. Danica was just able to grab his arm before he stabbed her in the stomach. Using his strength, he lifted his arm, so the knife was level with her eye, but, with an adrenaline rush, she was able to keep it from moving closer. As the rush subsided, she lost ground, the point of the blade inching closer. She could see all too clearly that Wade was aiming to put the knife through her eye. As victory registered in Wade’s face, Danica noticed the wound in his shoulder. No wonder he yelled when she hit him with the lamp. She hadn’t missed with the gun after all.  
 
    She let her arm holding the knife back suddenly relax. As the knife lanced forward, she guided the blade, so it struck the wall behind her. She felt the knife-edge brush against her ear. The knife sank into the sheetrock and snapped against the stud beneath. As it did, she released her grip and plunged her thumb into his wound. 
 
    Wade screamed and fell back; the broken knife fell from his hands. She followed up with a knee to his groin and then raced for the gun. Coming up, she half expected to see Wade lunging for her. Instead, he unlocked the door and rushed out. She fired two shots, knowing instinctively she missed. Fearing he was going after Matthew she ran after him. Instead, he ran down the stairs and toward the kitchen door. She had a clear shot, but at the moment she was about to fire, Matthew, stepped into her line of vision. 
 
    “Dany!” he yelled. “Dany, where are you?” 
 
    “I’m here,” she said, running past him. “Wait there.” She rushed down the stairs and out the door, but Wade was nowhere to be seen. She fired off two shots to keep him running. She would have fired off several more, but the gun was empty. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Franklin rested against the hood of an abandoned car catching his breath. His first day on the road, Franklin set himself a brisk pace traveling the highway west toward the Shenandoah River but tired out quickly. Between his time in the hospital and his stint in pre-trial confinement, it had been months since he properly worked out, and he felt it, especially in his legs. He knew he should have taken it easy for the first few days, but since he was taking the long way home, he wanted to make up time. 
 
    With Wendell speeding off toward Arlington, Virginia, Franklin decided it best to go in the opposite direction. Wendell was a moron in all the ways that mattered, but he was just smart enough to figure out Franklin wasn’t going to stay at the prison forever. He would be armed by now and waiting in ambush. By the time Wendell figured out he’d left, Franklin was hoping to be out of the state. If he came to the prison looking for Franklin, Ammiel would give him the welcome he deserved. Wendell and his former gang were well known, and Ammiel wasn’t a fan. Eventually, Wendell would go back to making life miserable for other people. If Franklin didn’t have a family to check on, he would have tracked Wendell down and made sure he and anyone with him was added to the list in his pocket. 
 
    For the next several days, there were no signs of life except for an occasional dog or wild animal. He once spotted a coyote crossing the road in front of him with a cat in its mouth. His first signs of death and life among humans came two days later while walking the road between the small towns of Purcellville and Round Hill. The road was mostly clear of traffic except for the occasional stalled vehicle, none of which were serviceable as either the battery was dead or the keys were gone. And despite growing up in a rough neighborhood, Franklin had no clue how to hot-wire a car. It was just as well. A moving vehicle would be too conspicuous and bring unwanted attention. Thinking like the escaped convict he was, he knew attention was something to avoid, at least until he was far from the prison. 
 
    Around noon, Franklin rounded a bend and came upon a blue SUV parked on the shoulder with its emergency lights flashing. Someone was still sitting in the passengers’ seat and looked to be taking a nap. He crossed to the far side of the road so as not to alarm them and approached. He raised his hand in greeting and started to call out but quickly realized it was a wasted gesture. There was a body lying in front of the car curled up in a fetal position with his head bashed in. Getting closer, he could see the man in the passenger seat was also dead. There were three bullet holes in the windshield. Examining the bodies, he figured they had been dead at least a day. 
 
    While reaching in to turn off the blinkers, he heard what sounded like a motorcycle approaching. Sprinting back to the other side of the road, Franklin threw himself into a dry ditch as a red pickup truck with a Confederate flag on the door came into view. The truck, which was hauling several gun-toting passengers in the back, stopped next to the SUV. Franklin pulled out a flash-bang and his pistol but otherwise lay still. 
 
    “Jesus Carl,” a male voice said sounding shocked. Franklin heard the truck doors open and slam shut. “What the hell happened here?” Peeking over the lip of the ditch, he watched as four men examined the scene while the two in the back kept watch. As one man started to look his way, Franklin dropped his head and hoped he hadn’t been seen. 
 
    “Goddammit, this had better not have been anyone from town,” yet a third voice said. “This boy can’t be more than twenty years old.” There was a slight pause, and a door squealed in protest as it opened. “Maggie, this is Carl, over. Maggie, you there?” He waited a few moments and then called again. “Maggie, this is Carl, over.” 
 
    “Sorry, Carl,” Maggie said, out of breath. “I was . . . When are you boys going to get the damn plumbing fixed? I’m too old to be going to an outhouse. I did that when I was young; I don’t want to die doing the same damn thing.” There was a long pause, and then Maggie’s voice came back over the radio. “Over, Goddammit.” The men laughed. 
 
    “Sorry, Maggie,” Carl said. “We’re doing the best we can. In the meantime, have Enid grab a few of the boys and tell them to come about ten miles up Highway 7, just past Maven’s driveway. Tell ‘em I found a blue SUV with a couple dead bodies. 
 
    “I’ll tell him, sheriff,” Maggie said, sounding more somber. “You want ‘em looked at or taken to the pit? Over.” 
 
    “Take ‘em to the pit,” Carl said. “Over.” 
 
    “Any idea what happened?” Maggie asked. “Over.” 
 
    “They’ve been shot,” the sheriff said. “So make sure the boys don’t come empty-handed. I’ll look into this further when we get back from the prison. Over.” 
 
    “Okay, sheriff,” Maggie said. “Out.” 
 
    “All right, let’s load up,” Carl said to the men. “Hopefully they’ll get here before the sun ripens them too much more. I fucking swear, if I find out who did this, I’ll hang the bastards myself.” 
 
    “It was probably just someone passing through,” someone said. “We’re going to get a lot of that.” Franklin could hear them getting back into the truck. It heartened him to discover these were not the killers. He briefly considered, but then quickly dismissed, the idea of revealing himself. Popping up with an arsenal next to two dead bodies, he doubted he’d get out three words before they made him as dead as the two he’d found. He would have to be careful from here on out. 
 
    Franklin waited until he could no longer hear the truck. From that time on and until he reached the river, Franklin traveled at night and slept during the day. Bypassing towns, he reached the river about ten days after leaving the prison and immediately headed downstream looking for a boat. It wasn’t until the next evening that he stumbled upon a flipped, half-submerged, flat-bottom swamp boat. Righting the boat, he discovered a bloated body just under the water. Dragging the boat upwind, he dried it out as best he could before shoving off using the butt of his rifle as a paddle. 
 
    As he made for the center of the Shenandoah, where the current was the fastest and where he figured he’d be safer, it startled him to see, first one and then nearly a dozen bodies floating down the river. One was particularly disturbing. As he sat eating the last of his food, he passed the bloated corpse of a nude young girl, seemingly no more than sixteen. She was wrapped in barbed wire, and the word “WITCH” cut into her forehead. 
 
    “Who does shit like that?” Franklin said aloud. 
 
    A few days later, trying to sleep but instead thinking of a grilled cheese sandwich, Franklin lay huddled in the bottom of the boat drifting down the river, his upper body covered by a tattered brown plastic tarp as protection against heavy rain that started just after sundown. More than a year had passed since he had experienced his favorite lunch item, and with the world gone, and by extension cheese, he might never taste it again. Surely someone in the world still knew how to make cheese the old-fashioned way. Would he ever run into that person? 
 
    Since finding the swamp boat, he usually drifted off quickly as the roll of the water gently rocked him to sleep. Tonight, though, the tarp was amplifying the sound of the pounding rain, making it impossible to rest. It sounded like shotgun blasts going off in his ear. It was the price he paid for not finding proper camping equipment. Since starting out, he had passed several small towns where he could search for food and supplies but avoided them. At first, he was scared people would find out he was an escaped prisoner. Then later, he was worried he would end up like the people in the SUV. Now though, laying there, hungry and unable to sleep, he promised himself come morning, he would find proper gear. 
 
    Flinging the tarp aside, Franklin sat up in disgust letting the rain soak him. He decided if he couldn’t sleep, he could at least make better time paddling down the river. As he put the butt of his rifle in the water, he spotted a flash on the inner bank followed by several more in different locations. The sound of retorts quickly followed. Digging into his bag, Franklin pulled out his night vision goggles, untangled the straps and pulled them down over his eyes. Everything was still dark. As he chided himself for forgetting everything he learned in the special forces, he fumbled around for the switch. Even with the goggles now powered up, it required a few moments for his brain and eyes to come to a mutual understanding about what they were looking at. It was as if looking at one of those drawings where there was a hidden picture within a picture. One moment all you saw was the picture you were meant to see, and then suddenly your brain and eyes cooperated, and the secondary picture flared into existence, making you wonder how you ever missed it. 
 
    Peering into the night, Franklin spotted a group of two men and five women. Four of the women were dressed in white robes. All were frantically rushing across an open field perpendicular to a large two-story white plantation house. The fifth was dressed in a black and white pantsuit. One man, a boy really, was helping one of the robed women walk, who appeared to have sustained a leg injury. Behind them, three men emerged from the woods, stopped, pointed at the group, and then slowly started after them. If they were trying to catch the group, they seemed in no hurry to do so. Surveying the terrain, Franklin realized why. The field the escaping group was running across was part of a peninsula the Shenandoah River carved out as it snaked through the area. Now that the men were behind them, they might as well have been on an island as there was no escape except back the way they came, and the men were blocking their exit. The river was too broad and swift to cross without a boat safely. Even if they were all Olympic swimmers, Franklin doubted the injured girl would make it more than twenty-five yards. 
 
    The boy suddenly stopped and looked around in a panic after realizing their mistake. He turned and gestured to the professional-looking woman taking up the rear and the older man jogging beside her. The group stopped, turned around and started back toward the woods. The pursuing three men took up defensive positions and yelled something. In answer, the professional fired off two shots. The older gentleman beside her did likewise. It sent the three scattering for cover. 
 
    If the rest of the group were armed, they stood a chance of fighting their way through, but they would probably lose half their number. The odds changed when nine more men stepped from the woods. The woman and older man switched their targets and were rewarded when two fell. She turned and waved the group back toward the plantation house. As they did, one man knelt and fired off three rounds from a scoped rifle. The older man’s legs stiffened, and he fell grabbing at his back. 
 
    The professional fired back, and the gunman went down hard, blood flying from his face. She rushed to her fallen companion. She tried to pull him to her feet, but he pushed her away. She refused to leave and tried again. Again, he pushed her away. When she tried a third time, he put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger. Despite the downpour and distance, Franklin could hear her scream. The tallest of the robed women ran to her and tugged at the woman’s arm urging her to follow. She resisted at first but eventually relented. With nowhere else to go, they headed for the plantation house. The boy, while still holding on to the injured girl, kicked in the door. A few moments later, the boy came out the back door followed by the professional who he could see now, was Asian. They spotted a boat covered by a tarp at the side of the house. It looked as if it could carry them all safely down the river. If they acted quickly and pulled the boat into the water, they could escape. 
 
    The two worked together and swiftly removed the tarp. Throwing the tarp to the ground, the woman looked inside the boat, and Franklin could see the despair in her posture. The Asian woman grabbed a paddle and beat it against the boat until it shattered. Franklin picked up his rifle and started paddling toward the riverbank with grim determination. It would be precarious, but he could get them in his boat, if only long enough to paddle to the other side. 
 
    The rain he was cursing just a few moments ago, now covered the sounds of him paddling back upstream. As he approached the shore, Franklin quietly slipped from the boat and into the icy water. Franklin stifled a cry of shock as the cold water soaked him. He beached the boat, ripped off his wet shoes, and tossed them in the boat. As he slipped into the tall grass, he pulled out and extended the two batons he had picked up from the prison. He smiled. It was time for battle. Damn, he missed this. 
 
    From the cover of the tall wetland grass, he observed that the pursuing group surrounded the house. In the back, where he was hiding, were four men. The two closest to him was less than fifteen feet away, hiding behind two thick trees. The last two men were covering both sides of the house. As Franklin was about to spring on the closest of the two, the man’s radio flared to life. 
 
    “Ron,” a deep male voice said. Franklin froze as the other man turned toward Ron. 
 
    “Yeah boss,” Ron said. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. We tried to get closer, but the bitch shot at us. I don’t fancy getting a bullet in my ass running from her. They can’t stay in that house forever.” 
 
    “And just to make sure they can’t, I sent Brian to fetch the gas can from the back of the van. When he gets back, we’ll burn them out. If they run out the back, kill the Chinese bitch.” 
 
    “I think she said she was Japanese,” Ron said. 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck.” 
 
    “Will do, sir. What about Travis?” 
 
    “He threw his lot in with the wrong crowd.” 
 
    “But his father?” Ron said, sounding concerned. 
 
    “His father will understand. And if he doesn’t, I’ll take the responsibility.” 
 
    “Okay, sir. They won’t get by us.” 
 
    “Call me if there are any problems,” the boss said. 
 
    As soon as Ron finished his conversation, he and his partner went back to watching the house. Franklin burst from concealment with the grace and speed of a cat, and just as silent. He struck Ron as hard as a major-league batter could smack a home run fastball. 
 
    Never slowing down, Franklin angled toward the second man and was nearly on him when Ron hit the ground. The second man turned at the noise to see Franklin bearing down on him; baton raised like he was about to cut a branch with a machete. The man froze with shock and dropped his pistol. He recovered just as quickly and started to reach for the second pistol holstered at his side. Fumbling once, he finally grabbed the weapon and pulled it loose. 
 
    Franklin shifted his aim and struck the man’s hand before he could bring the gun to bear. Bone snapped, and the gunman dropped the second weapon. Franklin followed with his other baton striking him in the jaw. The gunman spit blood and teeth from the force of the blow and fell to the ground. Franklin had no doubt the man’s jaw was broken as it was protruding at an odd angle. 
 
    Franklin stuffed both the guns in his waist belt. Making sure he wasn’t noticed by the last two guards, he quickly made his way back to Ron and stuffed his weapon into the small of his own back. One of the side guards was hiding under a window and looked as if he would try to peek inside. As he lifted his head over the windowsill, a single bullet entered and exited the man’s skull, taking blood and gray matter with it. 
 
    “Ron, what’s going on?” the boss asked. 
 
    Franklin hesitated and then picked up the radio. Trying to remember what Ron sounded like he said, “Nothing,” raising his voice slightly. “Just them in the house shooting.” 
 
    “All right,” the voice said. “Get ready. Brian just got back.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” he said and threw down the radio. 
 
    There was one guard left. Franklin retraced his steps, trying to work his way around to the other side of the house where he guessed the gunman was hiding. Franklin spotted him hiding next to the boat. When Franklin was close enough, he sprang and ran into the gunman forcing the man’s head and body hard against the boat. Franklin staggered backward stunned, feeling as if he had just run into a brick wall. Recovering, he looked to see the man on the ground, his head tilted at an odd angle. Shaking his head, trying to clear the stars in his eyes, Franklin carefully made his way to the porch. Since he didn’t want to end up like the peeping Tom, he crawled over the railing and under the window. 
 
    As Franklin came up next to the door, he heard a female voice say in a strange accent, “I didn’t find anything.”  
 
    “I didn’t either,” the boy said. 
 
    “We can’t hold them off with just one gun,” a young female said. 
 
    “Hello,” Franklin said slightly above a whisper. When there was no answer, he tried again louder. “Hello in there.” Two shots shattered the backdoor’s window. He turned his head and shielded his eyes. He had their attention. He heard the magazine hit the floor and another slide home. “Stop wasting ammo. I’m not with them. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Maybe—” 
 
    “Shh,” someone said harshly. 
 
    “I can prove it,” Franklin said. “Listen, don’t panic, but I’m going to break the rest of the window and throw in some guns.” Making sure not to expose any part of his body, he used a baton to clear the broken glass from the frame and checked to make sure the guns were on safety. “Here.” He threw in the guns and then pulled a flash-bang. 
 
    “Guns,” the accented female said in an excited voice. Franklin waited as the group made sure the weapons weren’t toys or empty. Someone even fired off a shot. 
 
    “You in the house,” a male voice yelled from the front. “It’s time to come out, or we will burn you out.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” someone yelled in answer and then followed up with three quick shots. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Show yourself,” someone that sounded as if they were used to giving orders said. Franklin hesitated. “I said, show yourself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just nervous. I saw what you did to the peeping Tom.” He put a hand in front of the window. “Here . . . Here’s one of my hands. Here’s the other. Okay, now I’m going to slowly show you my face.” Taking a deep breath and closing his eyes as if the act would make his death more bearable, which was a lot like watching a horror movie through your fingers, he moved to stand in front of the door. When a bullet didn’t pierce his brain, he opened one eye and then the other to see a dismal-looking lot. All were battered and bloodied. The two most striking of the group were the professionally dressed Asian woman and a blond fair-skinned woman that easily towered over everyone in the room. Another woman was sitting on the couch, holding her hand over a bleeding wound in her leg. 
 
    “What’s that in your hand,” the Asian woman asked. 
 
    “A flash grenade,” Franklin said. He forgot he held it. 
 
    “What were you going to do with that?” she asked. 
 
    “If you didn’t believe me, I was going to use it and rescue you against your will,” Franklin said, knowing how absurd that sounded. 
 
    “I know how to counter the effects,” she said. 
 
    “Well, then, it’s a good thing you believed me,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not dead, so I’ll call it a good start.” 
 
    The tall blond woman lay her hand gently on the leader’s hand and lowered her weapon. “It’s okay Paris,” she said. “I think we can trust him.” 
 
    “Fine,” Paris said. There was a flash of anger in her eyes that quickly subsided. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We run to the river, get on my boat and leave,” Franklin said matter-of-factly. “I know it’s not much of a plan, but it’s the best I could come up with on short notice. Next time, give me notice, and I’ll concoct a rescue involving hairspray, a slingshot, and water balloons.” 
 
    “I can’t swim,” the injured girl said. 
 
    “The boat doesn’t have a hole in it, so you won’t be swimming, hon,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I can’t run either,” the injured girl said. 
 
    “Gunilla,” Paris said to the tall woman with the foreign accent. “You keep the group together.” Paris turned toward Franklin as if waiting for something. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Franklin.” 
 
    “Franklin will lead you to the boat, and I’ll follow,” Paris said. 
 
    “Listen,” he said to Gunilla when everyone gathered on the porch. “See that tree. My boat is past it at the river.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Paris hissed. 
 
    “To the boat at the side of the house.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Paris said. 
 
    “Fine,” Franklin said. “Gunilla, one of the men is near that tree. He should still be unconscious, but just in case, be on your guard.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Gunilla said, hefting her newly acquired weapon. Paris reached over, took the weapon, released the safety, and then handed it back. 
 
    “Thank you,” Gunilla said. “That would have been embarrassing if I pulled the trigger and the man didn’t die.” 
 
    Paris smirked. 
 
    Franklin and Paris made their way to the speedboat. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that Gunilla’s group was just past the tree. He looked inside the tall motorized fishing boat. There was a fist-sized hole in the bottom. However, that wasn’t why he’d come. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said, lifting the second, unbroken, paddle. He handed the paddle to Paris. “Hold this.” Pulling his gun, he fired four shots into the engine. Paris gave him a look. “All they’d need to do is nail a board over the hole. It wouldn’t even have to be a large board.” When she said nothing, he felt like she was judging him, and he could feel himself becoming slightly irritated. “I like being safe. I don’t have an engine on my boat, so I’ve had to Tom Sawyer it down the river. If they get that in the water, even if they hold a bucket over the hole, they could run us down fairly quickly.” They heard someone shouting from the front of the house. “We better get going.” Franklin and Paris ran for the river. Paris stopped after spotting the unconscious form of Ron on the ground. She turned him over and checked for a pulse. Finding him still alive, she pulled her pistol and unloaded three shots into his chest before Franklin could stop her. 
 
    “What the hell?” he hissed. “You had no right to—” 
 
    “I had every right,” she said with enough heat in her voice to lead Franklin to believe she wanted to bring Ron back to life just so she could shoot him again. “With the world dead, that’s the only justice coming to these bastards. But once Gunilla and these girls are safe, I’ll be coming back. There will be no trial. That, I can promise you.” Franklin could see a tear in her eye and let it go. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    Paris spotted the radio and grabbed it. 
 
    Franklin found Gunilla and her group standing on the shore. “Get in the boat,” Franklin said. 
 
    “What boat?” Gunilla said. 
 
    “What? Son of a . . .” Franklin said. He looked around before spotting it downriver about fifteen yards away. “Shit. Come on.” He ran down the shore to catch his boat. The boy followed, and they both jumped in the water and pulled the boat to shore. 
 
    “Is your name Travis?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. “Have we met before?” 
 
    “No. I just heard them talking about you over the radio.” Travis nodded his understanding. 
 
    “This is your boat?” Paris asked, not sounding impressed. 
 
    “It may not look like much, but it’ll get us to the other side,” Franklin said. “Unless they can fly, we should be fine. 
 
    “Everyone get in,” Paris ordered. 
 
    “Paris,” Franklin said. “That bag has a few more weapons and ammo in it. Take what you need.” Paris looked in the bag as Franklin heaved the boat from the beach. Franklin saw a wide grin spread across Paris’ face as he jumped in and started paddling across the river. 
 
    “This is more like it,” Paris said as she checked the load. 
 
    “Thought you might like that,” Franklin said. “You seem the sort of gal that’s used to handling heavy weapons. Okay, everyone, start paddling with whatever you have.” He handed Travis his assault weapon. “Here, use this to paddle. I’ve been using it for the last couple days.” Travis shoved the pistol in his waist, grabbed the weapon from Franklin and frantically started paddling. “Make for the far shore.” Franklin used the ore like a rudder to angle them into the river so that the current would help propel them along. 
 
    “Why not just go downstream?” Gunilla asked, turning to Franklin. 
 
    “We’re in the meandering part of the Shenandoah,” Franklin said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” the wounded girl asked. 
 
    “It means the river goes back and forth,” Travis said. He used his hands to illustrate. “It’s like a snake slithering down a trail.” 
 
    “These meanders are extensive,” Franklin said. “Which means by the time we get around one; they’ll be waiting for us.” Behind them, the house started to burn. “Paddle faster. If they don’t know you’re gone, they soon will.” They were nearly across the river when they heard shouting. 
 
    “There they are,” someone yelled, followed quickly by the sound of gunfire. Paris fired off a few shots in rapid succession, surprising and scattering them.” 
 
    “That should keep their head down,” she said and pulled the radio from her waist. 
 
    “Ethan,” Paris said. When there was no answer, she tried again. “Come on, Ethan, I know you can hear me.” 
 
    “Start paddling downriver,” Franklin ordered. 
 
    Travis looked at Franklin, “I thought you said—” 
 
    “I don’t want them to see us land,” Franklin said. “I want them to think we’re headed downstream. Let them waste time trying to cut us off.” 
 
    “Paris,” the voice on the other side of the radio said. “I should have killed you when we first captured you, but the boys were bored.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have,” Paris said stoically. “But you didn’t.” Paris gripped the radio tighter, looking as if she might crush it. “I want you to know that someday soon, I’ll be coming for you. It might not be tomorrow or the next, but I’ll be coming for you and the rest of your fucking cult. Sleep easy tonight. Starting tomorrow, your days are numbered.”  
 
    “I’ll be wait—” but Paris dropped the radio in the river cutting off the rest. 
 
    “Feel better?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’ll feel better when I hang that son of a bitch,” Paris said. 
 
    Franklin started to say something but thought better of it. “Okay, head for the shore,” he said instead. “We’re out of sight.” Once on the beach, Franklin and Paris pulled the boat into the woods. 
 
    “Do they have dogs?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “No,” Travis said. 
 
    “Then I doubt they’ll find the boat or where we put to shore, but to be safe, we should travel the rest of the night,” Franklin said. “We’ll rest for a few hours come dawn.” The injured girl limped over to a fallen log and sat down. 
 
    “Hand me the first aid kit out of my bag,” Franklin said. Paris grabbed the kit. As she did, she noticed the prison label. 
 
    “I was a guard,” Franklin said. 
 
    “The prisoners?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?” he answered as he looked at the girl’s wound. Paris didn’t answer. “The wound is still bleeding, and all this moving isn’t going to help.” He wrapped an ace bandage around her leg. “This should slow the bleeding, but once we’re safe, we’ll need to deal with this. I might know where we can go for help, but it’s some ways off.” Pointing to two of the girls, he said, “Help—” 
 
    “Rebecca,” Travis said. 
 
    “Help Rebecca,” Franklin finished. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Travis said, moving toward the girl. 
 
    “No,” Franklin said. “You need to rest and lead the way. You can take over later.” Franklin pointed into the woods. “Head that way, but don’t get too far ahead.” He turned to the group and said, “All right, stay close. It’ll be dark in the forest. If you get separated, we’ll never find you. Paris, take the rear.” 
 
    Several hours later, as the sun crested the mountains, the wet and tired group broke through the damp forest and found a road. Franklin and Paris pushed the group hard through the night to put as much distance from the river as they could, stopping for a short break twice. After reaching the road, all but Paris and Franklin collapsed. 
 
    “Do you know what road this is?” Paris asked Travis. 
 
    “I think we’re on 340,” Travis said. “South of Front Royal.” 
 
    “How far is this town?” Paris asked. 
 
    “If we were in a car, I’d say an hour,” Travis said. “On foot, we’re looking at maybe a day or two. 
 
    “We’ll need to go around Front Royal,” Franklin said. “They’ll be waiting there. We need to find a map. I’m not real familiar with this area.” 
 
    “Where we headed?” Paris asked Franklin. 
 
    “Round Hill,” Franklin said. 
 
    “That town is pretty much, straight up this road,” Travis said. “Shouldn’t be more than a few days past Front Royal. You’re right about Front Royal. We need to go around it. It’s a bottleneck.” 
 
    “Why go around?” Gunilla asked, checking over Rebecca’s wound. “Rebecca needs medical attention. It will have a hospital, yes.” 
 
    “Front Royal will have the closest bridge,” Franklin said. “Most likely, that’s where they will be headed.” 
 
    “They’ll split up,” Travis said. “There’s another bridge twenty miles downriver they can use as well.” 
 
    “Then we need to get going,” Paris said. 
 
    Gunilla pulled Franklin and Paris aside and whispered, “Rebecca needs medical attention and soon. Infection is setting in, and she’s starting to run a fever.” 
 
    “Can you fix her?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I need access to medical supplies.” 
 
    “You a doctor?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Of sorts,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “I’ve got some antibiotics I raided from the prison infirmary if that will help,” Franklin said. “Not many though, five or six. The doctor used most of them before she died.” 
 
    “It’s better than nothing,” Gunilla said. Franklin fished in the bag and pulled out a green bottle and handed them over. “This is a start, but I need to get that bullet out.” 
 
    “Let’s get going then,” Franklin said. “There’s bound to be a place up the road we can stop.” Franklin turned to Travis. “Hey kid, you any good with a rifle?” 
 
    “Everybody in these parts is good with a rifle,” he said. 
 
    “Fine,” Franklin said. “I want you to cover the rear. Stay a few dozen feet behind us.” 
 
    “I’m good with a gun too,” Addison said. During their rush through the woods, Addison had been the first to break the silence, when, on their first break, she suddenly jumped up from where she was resting and rushed into his arms. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said repeatedly. 
 
    Feeling awkward and embarrassed, and not knowing what else to do, he tentatively patted her back with one hand and said she was welcome every time she said thank you. Addison looked like a typical country farmer’s daughter. She was thick, just shy of looking overweight, with a slight paunch. She might have given birth within the last few years. At the moment, with her dark brown hair, which matched her eyes, she looked like a cartoon character that had stuck its finger in a light socket and then plunged its head into a bucket of twigs and leaves. In that regard, they all looked similarly disheveled. 
 
    The wounded girl, Rebecca, was the most average looking girl of the group; average height, average weight, average features with brown hair and green eyes. Then there was Tempest. Had the world remained intact, there would have been a modeling career in this girl’s future. She was twenty-three, nearly six-foot-tall with a slight scarecrow frame and large breasts that were all the rage in the modeling market. Her wild leaf-and-twig filled, dirty blond hair only served to make her more beautiful. And yet, there was a wild look to her eyes that matched her name. God help anyone that pissed her off. 
 
    Gunilla was an Amazon in every sense of the word. This Swedish woman, who was in her mid-twenties, towered over six feet tall and had long elegant, yellow gold hair and a deep set of blue emerald eyes that sparkled when you stared into them. Looking into her eyes was like gazing into the soul of the universe. More importantly, Gunilla was as smart as she was tall. She was also built like a mixed martial arts champion. It would take a sizable number of kamikaze shots before any guy worked up the nerve to try a pickup line on her, and even then, he would most likely be scared shitless that she would lift him up by his balls and hang him from the nearest coat hook. And then there was Paris. 
 
    Winston Churchill once said Russia was a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma. That statement was a perfect description of Paris. There was an air of gentleness about her he saw when she was urging the girls on through the night, and yet, he had seen her kill a man with no more hesitation than he would kill a cockroach. If he were the man on the other end of that radio, he would take her threat very seriously. She would return; of that, he had no doubt.  
 
    Of the group, she was the tallest, except for Gunilla, and looked to be carrying the weight of the world on her slight frame. Yet, for all Gunilla’s Amazonian ruggedness, Franklin had the distinct feeling that Paris could take her in a fight in mere moments. Paris had dark hair, almond-shaped brown eyes, and looked to be of Native American and Asian heritage. Now that he was up close with the woman, the pantsuit, and white shirt Paris was wearing looked government-issue and guessed Paris was either a marshal or an FBI agent. If she put on a pair of sunglasses, she could even be CIA, which might explain why there was an unmistakable air of confidence surrounding her. 
 
    Franklin turned back to Travis and said, “If someone comes up from behind, yell out a warning and hightail it into the woods. If shooting starts, you attack from behind, and hopefully, we’ll catch them in a crossfire. The rest of you will have to help Rebecca. We’re close to Front Royal, so I’m guessing we’ll find something sooner rather than later.” Three hours later, that something turned out to be a self-storage facility. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    In an action born of tradition, not logic, Franklin pounded on the storage facility’s office door. The odds were good no one was inside, but on the off chance someone was there, barging in would invite more violence. Finally, confident the place was empty, he threw his body against the door until it gave way. He swept the long counter clear of debris, which included an old cash register at odds with the office’s modern decor. Paris and Addison lifted the unconscious and feverish Rebecca onto the counter. 
 
    “What do you need from me?” Franklin asked as he placed the small first aid kit on the counter. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Gunilla said. “The priority is to get that bullet out and stop the bleeding. After that, I need to close the wound and give her blood, but I don’t know what blood type she is.” 
 
    “I’m O positive,” Travis said. 
 
    “That solves one problem but doesn’t help me get the bullet out or the blood in,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Come with me,” Franklin said to Travis. In the hall, Franklin pointed to the left. “You check those rooms for anything we can use; I’ll check these. Look for the first aid kit.” 
 
    “How do you know they’ll have one?” Travis asked. 
 
    “Because federal law requires every business to have one,” Franklin said. He found the first aid kit on the wall of a small kitchen where the attendant could eat lunch without leaving.  
 
    “I got it,” Franklin yelled. After a quick inspection of the contents, Franklin ripped the box from the wall. There was even a snake bite kit inside. Checking the refrigerator, he found a half case of water. Travis came into the room, and Franklin ordered him to grab the water. 
 
    “I can make this work,” Gunilla said as she tore open a pair of latex gloves. 
 
    “I found a flashlight, bolt cutters, and a toolbox,” Travis said. But I didn’t see anything that might help.” 
 
    “I can use the flashlight,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “The bolt cutters are huge,” Addison said. “What are you planning to do with them, cut her leg off?” 
 
    “What?” Rebecca said, deciding at that moment to come awake. “You’re going to cut my leg off?” She sounded panicked and tried to look at her leg. “Is it that bad?” 
 
    “Shh,” Paris said, putting a hand on the girl’s forehead. “No one is cutting off your leg.” 
 
    “We’re in a storage area,” Travis said, coming over to stand next to Rebecca. He looked over to Franklin. “I’m guessing there are over a hundred storage units. There’s bound to be something we can use.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Franklin said, taking the cutters. 
 
    “Addison and I will go check things out,” Franklin said. “You stay here and guard the ladies.” 
 
    “Look for jars or some other small containers . . . and a syringe,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “There’s a kitchen area in the back,” Franklin said. “There might be some jars back there, but I’ll keep an eye out.” 
 
    “Hold her down,” Gunilla ordered as she jabbed the tweezers in the wound trying to locate the bullet. Rebecca screamed and then screamed louder before she passed out. 
 
    Paris relaxed. 
 
    “Keep hold of her,” Gunilla said. “She could wake up at any moment. If she thrashes around, I could nick her artery, and she’ll bleed out.” Paris tightened her grip. 
 
    “Have you done this before? Paris asked. 
 
    “No, but I watched a video once,” Gunilla said as she looked up and smiled. Paris didn’t know if she was kidding and, seeing the look of horror on Travis’s face, decided not to ask.  
 
    “Travis, I need your help,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “He told me to keep watch,” Travis protested. 
 
    “You can go back to keeping watch in a minute,” Gunilla said, sounding irritated. “Right now, I need you to aim the flashlight into her wound.” 
 
    Rebecca opened her eyes as Gunilla pressed around the wound, trying to feel for the bullet. Rebecca moaned in pain. “Honey, I don’t know where the bullet is, so I will have to probe again. I’m really sorry, but it’s going to hurt.” Tears streamed down Rebecca’s face. Gunilla put her bloody hand on the girl’s forehead and leaned close. “I know, baby. I know. I’m going to need you to hold as still as possible. Let me know when you’re ready.” 
 
    Rebecca sucked in a large breath, let it out slowly and then nodded. Gunilla jabbed the plastic tweezers back in the wound, and Rebecca screamed. After the second scream, she collapsed again. 
 
    “Tempest,” Gunilla said without looking up, “pour water on the wound.” Tempest did as ordered. “There it is. I found it. It’s up against the bone. More water, please. Move the flashlight a little to the left.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    In less than half an hour, Franklin had opened more than a dozen storage units with almost no surprises. He found used tires, tools, shelving, crutches, bikes, Christmas decorations, beds, lamps, office supplies, and an aquarium. The only surprise was the coffin. 
 
    “Why is there a coffin in here?” Addison asked. 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure I want to know,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Maybe there’s gold inside.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a dead body,” Franklin countered. “Feel free to check.” He opened the next one and found a unit full of household furniture. Wading inside, he spotted an old sewing machine sitting atop an old sewing cabinet, the kind where the sewing machine could be lifted or lowered through the middle of the wooden table. Inside the drawers, he found a spool of green thread and several loose needles. 
 
    “Take these to Gunilla,” he said, handing his find over to Addison. As she ran off, Franklin cut the lock off the next unit and discovered footballs, basketballs and weightlifting equipment still in their boxes. It was almost as if they used the storage unit to house excess sporting inventory. Addison ran back still holding the needle and thread, looking pale. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “A car just pulled up with two men inside.” Picking up his rifle, Franklin ran off toward the office. Peeking around the corner, he noticed one of the two strangers sneaking up to the door and peering in. The man motioned that there were people inside and how many. Both men made their way back to the car. Franklin stepped from around the corner, took quick aim, and fired. The man closest to the car crumpled to the ground. The other stranger screamed in terror, dropped his rifle, and ran. Franklin fired but missed. Knowing he couldn’t let the man escape, he followed him across the street and into the woods. 
 
    Once in the forest, the runner pulled out a pistol and blindly fired at Franklin, but whenever he did, Franklin cut an angle and used the trees as cover, in case the gunman got lucky, but never slowed down. When almost within arm’s reach, the assailant turned to fire but tripped. He flew one way, his weapon another. Franklin pinned him to the ground with a knee to his back. As Franklin grabbed the man by the hair and lifted him, he barely avoided a knife to the stomach. Franklin threw the man against a tree and pulled his pistol. 
 
    “Drop the fucking knife, or I will drop you, right here and now!” Franklin yelled. 
 
    “Look, mister,” the man said, throwing away the knife and dropping to his knees. “Let me go. I won’t say anything. I swear.” 
 
    “Just shut up and start walking,” Franklin said, still angry at being shot at. Halfway back they ran into Travis. “What are you doing? I told you to guard the girls.” 
 
    “I came to help,” Travis said, defensively. 
 
    “How’s Rebecca?” 
 
    “Unconscious. Gunilla removed the bullet and stopped the bleeding, for now, but she’s lost a lot of blood. If she doesn’t get a transfusion, Gunilla’s not sure she’ll make it.” 
 
    “We have medical supplies at the camp,” the man said. “We can take her there, and they’ll patch her up.” 
 
    “Yeah, and soon as she’s healed, she’ll be claimed by someone as their wife,” Travis said, grabbing the man by the throat. 
 
    “That didn’t seem to bother you before,” the man said, smiling. “What? Mad because Phillip claimed her before you.” 
 
    “It always bothered me, asshole,” Travis said. “I just wasn’t able to do anything about it.” 
 
     “Leave off,” Franklin said. 
 
    “As Franklin shoved the prisoner through the door, Paris asked, “Was it just the two?” 
 
    “So far,” Franklin said. “Travis, move their car out of sight.” Franklin waited for Travis to leave. “How much can you trust Travis?” 
 
    “Do you think he’s some elaborate setup to capture more women?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t think much of anything because I don’t know shit about what’s happening. The first chance we get, you will need to clear that up.” 
 
    “I trust him,” Paris said. 
 
    “That boy has nowhere to run,” the prisoner said. “His father’s going to kill him.” 
 
    “Shut up, or I will shoot your dick off,” Paris said. 
 
    “His father?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “His father is in charge of the slavers,” Paris supplied. 
 
    “Slavers?” Franklin said incredulously. “What the hell? The world’s only just gone to crap. Where did slavers come from so fast?” 
 
    “We aren’t—”  
 
    Paris kicked him in the balls. 
 
    “Technically, they’re not slavers, in the old sense,” Paris said. “But they’re out capturing women, killing any men with them and taking them back to their compound to give out as sex slaves to their followers.” 
 
    “Wives,” the man protested through clenched teeth. 
 
    Paris kicked him again and pulled out her gun. “One more word, and it’s off with your head,” she said, pointing the gun between his legs. He curled up into a ball and whimpered. 
 
    “We need to get this girl some blood,” Gunilla said, cutting in. 
 
    “What blood type are you?” Franklin asked the prisoner. 
 
    “What?” the man said. 
 
    “I said what blood type are you?” Franklin said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the prisoner answered meekly. Franklin checked his wallet and found his driver’s license. It said he was O positive. 
 
    “There you go doc, another blood donor,” Franklin said. “Feel free to drain him dry.” 
 
    “I said I would do it,” Travis said coming back in. 
 
    “I need you standing up,” Franklin said. “Since he’s compatible, I’d rather go with him in case anyone else shows up.” 
 
    “Great, now I just need the equipment,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “What do you need?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Ideally, a hospital, but I can make do with a needle and some tubing.” 
 
    “We could just cut his arm off and drain his blood into a bucket,” Paris suggested, trying to be helpful. 
 
    “Hey,” the man said, trying to get up. Paris kicked him over and then stepped on his chest to hold him down. 
 
    “That still leaves the problem of getting the blood into her system,” Gunilla said, unsure if Paris was serious, hoping she wasn’t, but finding it hard to care if she was. 
 
    An idea occurred to Franklin. “I’ll be right back,” he said, “I think I may have a solution.” Franklin ran to the storage unit housing the sports equipment. Opening a basketball box, he found the needle used to pump up flat basketballs. He grabbed a second. Finding the unit with the aquarium, he pulled the clear tubing from the oxygen generator. As he walked by the slavers’ car, he peered in and noticed several cans of red paint in the back seat and brought one back with him. 
 
    “Will this work?” Franklin asked, showing her his find. 
 
    “I should think so, but I’ll have a hard time jabbing this into someone’s vein.” Taking a pair of wire cutters out of the toolbox, Franklin cut a point into the air needles. 
 
    “That’ll work,” Gunilla said. She poured rubbing alcohol on the needle and hose and then looked over at the prisoner. “Come here, young man. I wish I could sterilize this better.” 
 
    “Make do,” Paris said. 
 
    Gunilla poked a hole in the bottom of an empty water bottle, shoved the tubing up through the hole, used super glue to seal the edges and duct-taped the needle to the other end of the tubing. 
 
    “Get up here, young man,” Gunilla said, pointing to another counter. None too gently, she shoved the needle into the man’s arm. Blood began to fill the tube and then the bottle. 
 
    Franklin showed the man the can of paint. “What are you supposed to do with this?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” the man answered. 
 
    “You realize you have a very big needle in your arm?” Franklin said. “So, don’t be cute.” The man hesitated, but when Franklin reached for the needle, he relented. 
 
    “TC,” the man said. “It lets them know that Tad and Charlie checked the building and its clear.” 
 
    Franklin tossed the can to Travis and said, “Go out and tag the building and then get back here and stand guard.” Franklin turned to Paris. “I’m going to search more storage units. Addison, you up for more exploring?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, smiling. “I still want to know what’s in the coffin.” 
 
    “Coffin? What coffin?” Tempest asked as she followed them out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    As the garage door opened, Danica felt a sense of déjà vu. Just like her last trip to the hospital, Danica was in her father’s police cruiser and dressed in his trooper shirt. The only difference this time was that instead of her brother in the back seat dealing with the onset of the plague, it was Matthew coping with the aftereffects. Just as the door started to rise, she half expected to see two the sets of shoes she was now sure were Wade and Donavan’s. 
 
    Over two weeks had passed since the incident with Wade. Though she wanted to leave sooner, Matthew wasn’t completely recovered from the plague and had also developed a secondary infection from rolling around in his waste. Danica couldn’t leave him alone. Thankfully, her mother had stockpiled enough antibiotics to see him through. In truth, she wasn’t completely recovered either, as the scabs were still healing and occasionally broke open and bled. When she wasn’t feeding Matthew chicken soup or penicillin, she was dealing with the aftermath of super-shit-storm Wade. 
 
    After Wade’s escape into the night, she barricaded the entrances and stood guard until daybreak, sipping thick, bitter coffee brewed with camping equipment brought up from the basement. Her father’s service shotgun lay nearby, and where she went, it went. If Wade returned, she would be ready, and this time he would not be leaving. Just after Wade ran off, Danica wanted to rush next door and look for Erica but fumbling around in the dark with a blind child behind her and a murdering lunatic on the loose would have been suicidal. For all she knew, Wade was next door waiting for her or in a nearby house watching them. More shamefully, though, and despite all her father taught her, she was terrified of what the darkness might hold in store for her, and, by extension Matthew. She tried to excuse her cowardice by telling herself that if something happened to her, Matthew was as good as dead. Wade wouldn’t have to touch the boy. Without her, Matthew would slowly die of starvation. A scenario played out all over the world. Small children, whose parents succumbed to the plague, unable to care for themselves would cry out for their mothers, loudly at first, but ever weaker as they slowly succumbed to the ravages of thirst or starvation. 
 
    As the two waited on daylight, Matthew related everything he had heard or witnessed. As his story progressed, Danica concluded Erica was likely dead. A hunch confirmed when shortly after sunrise she discovered Erica on the curb leaning up against Donavan, a boy she barely knew, his body riddled with bullets. It was an odd fact, considering Wade didn’t have a gun. Did he lie, or did he run out of bullets after killing the kid? 
 
    Danica added the contents of her breakfast to the waste already in the bedroom when she found Wade’s wife butchered in her bed and realized Wade had been insane long before the plague had spread its terror across the globe. Danica waited until Matthew recovered before telling him about his mother. That was two nights ago, and now it was time to see if she could determine what happened to her own family. She didn’t hold out hope. If her parents lived, a sudden ice age in hell couldn’t have stopped either from coming home. Despite the certainty, she needed closure. She could not plan her next move, whatever it was going to be until she at least tried to find out. 
 
    “What will happen now?” Matthew asked as Danica backed out onto the empty street. 
 
    Danica shifted into drive. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before they locked me in my room, the news said almost ninety percent of the population would die. My geography teacher told my class once that according to the last census, the population in the United States was over three hundred and fifty million people, which means only thirty-five million people survived.” 
 
    She stared at Matthew in the rearview mirror. Even if she knew the population figures, she couldn’t have done percentage calculations like that in her head. 
 
    “How did you figure that out?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I’m good with numbers,” he answered. 
 
    “That will come in handy.” 
 
    “I don’t see how.” 
 
    “You’re smart. The world will need smart people.” 
 
    “I’m blind.” 
 
    “The world is . . . or was full of blind people that made a difference,” Danica said, trying to reassure him. 
 
    “Name one,” Matthew challenged. 
 
    “Tommy,” Danica said, not up to the challenge. 
 
    “Who’s Tommy?” 
 
    “Tommy was a deaf, dumb, and blind kid that played a mean pinball. He was a pinball wizard.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, he wasn’t even real,” Matthew said, sounding disgusted.  
 
    “Helen Keller and Stevie Wonder,” Danica said, finally remembering someone. 
 
    “Who’s Helen Keller?” 
 
    Danica turned around to face him. “You know who Tommy is, but you don’t know Helen Keller?” When he said nothing, she continued. “She was a famous writer. She was also deaf. Oh, and I think I heard of this blind lawyer, Shelley something or other.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll need many writers or lawyers; pinball players either,” Matthew said. 
 
    “We are going to need all sorts of people. You asked me what will happen now. Well, people will start coming together. It’ll be small groups at first, like tribes. But these tribes will grow into towns and eventually cities. When they do, they’ll need smart people. They’re going to need you.” 
 
    “I guess,” Matthew said, not convinced. 
 
    “You’ll see,” she said and immediately regretted her word choice. “I mean, just wait, it’ll happen.” 
 
    Erica had always told Danica that Matthew was a smart kid, but she never realized how smart. She held a brief internal discussion and then talked to him like an adult. “Your calculations are off though,” she said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they’re not.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. You have just one part of the equation. Take it a step further. How many are too young to survive on their own?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “How many are blind?” 
 
    “I don’t know that either.” 
 
    “How many are going to die of secondary infections?” she added. “So, the question really is, how many of those thirty-five million will be alive by this time next year? My guess is half that number. Still, that’s a lot of people. More than what came to the New World over two hundred years ago. However, when the settlers came, they had the skills to survive. Do you know how to farm?” 
 
    Matthew shook his head. “There is a lot of food still around,” he said. 
 
    “For now, starvation won’t be a factor. Eventually, though, it will become a problem.” 
 
    “There are going to be environmental factors,” Matthew said after a few moments. 
 
    “How so?” she asked. 
 
    “Floods, storms, hurricanes, tornados, winter.” He lowered his voice. “And people like Wade.” 
 
    He was thinking beyond the numbers. Just like her dad taught her to do. “True,” she said, wondering how much smarter he would become. “By this time next year, millions more will have died. I can only imagine how many around the world are going to die over the next several years of ordinary illnesses we can no longer cure or diagnose. It’ll be survival of the fittest, again.” She looked back at Matthew. “And the smartest.” She slammed on the brakes. 
 
    “What is it?” Matthew asked as he bounced forward in his seat. Danica looked at the store. 
 
    “Someplace familiar,” she whispered, more to herself. It was the grocery store where Danica had stopped the men from assaulting the women when she was taking Bailey to the hospital. She suddenly realized she didn’t have a clue how long ago that was. She cocked her head as she tried to calculate the time in her head. What was it, four, five, six weeks ago? Longer? 
 
    There were no armed guards at the entrance now, and people had taken advantage of their absence. The store looked like the set of the next survivalist movie. There were nearly a dozen empty cars in the parking lot. With the rainstorm overnight, they gleamed in the mid-morning sunlight looking as if their owners would emerge from the store any moment. Many of the cars had one or more broken windows and trash captured under their tires telling the real story. There was a slight breeze that pushed empty cans across the parking lot, first one way, then another. The doors to the store were open and bent into the building as if someone had beat them open with a sledgehammer. All but one of the store’s eight giant front windows were shattered. Inside, trash from package wrappings and cardboard cases littered the floor, and several of the shelves had collapsed or were knocked over, which was in sharp contrast to the empty Allen Soup superhero display that greeted customers as they entered the front of the store. From her vantage point inside the car, the store looked empty of items. Certainly, something was left. In the initial panic, people would have taken as much food and drinks as they could cart away, but other stuff like toothbrushes, toilet paper, and feminine hygiene products would have been forgotten and only remembered when they were needed. Eventually, those would disappear, and she imagined the only thing left inside would be pet toys and spices. What would be the last item taken? As she thought about that she laughed at herself. 
 
    “What’s funny?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “Mostly me,” Danica said as she spotted a familiar white cage that was miraculously still locked. Now she had to adjust her thinking, as apparently, propane canisters were among the last items anyone wanted. She pulled into the parking lot. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “This store still has propane. I’m going to put as many as I can in the trunk. Maybe a few in the back seat.” 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    “Not this time. Stay in the car.” 
 
    “You should just shoot me,” he said, starting to cry. 
 
    “What the hell!” she said, getting into the back seat with him. “What brought that on?” 
 
    “I’m helpless. I couldn’t help my mom, and I can’t help you if you get in trouble. I can’t even help you get supplies. You should shoot me or leave me here.” 
 
    “Didn’t we just have this conversation? Okay, look. First of all, get it out of your head that I’m going to shoot you or leave you somewhere. That won’t happen, ever. Secondly, you couldn’t have helped your mom against two grown men, even if you could see. They would have still killed your mom and you. Lastly, you should be forgiving of me.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, wiping away tears. 
 
    “I don’t have any experience dealing with blind people. So, I don’t know what you can or can’t do. It’ll have to be trial and error with the both of us.” She looked around before continuing. “It won’t be easy. Before the plague, there were programs in place to help the blind fit in and survive. Now, in a world where survival of the fittest is making a comeback, some are going to look on you as a burden, until we’ll remind them of their humanity.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    Danica shrugged and then realized he couldn’t see her shrug. “Beats the hell out of me. I guess I could start by shooting them. If that doesn’t work, I can try something less drastic.” Matthew smiled. “Come on. If we’re going to find out what your limitations are, we might as well start now.” Danica started to get out of the car. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that cute,” a male voice said as something hard hit her on the side of her head. Danica crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 
 
    “Dany?” Matthew called out panicked as he reached for the door. 
 
    “Now, now,” the voice said as he shoved Matthew back in the car. 
 
    “Wade?” Matthew said, terrified. 
 
    “Always nice to be recognized,” Wade said as he shut the door, locking Matthew inside. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Danica slowly came awake. Her head pounded, and her ears rang with such intensity that it threatened to drive her insane. On top of that, every muscle in her body spasmed in response to each painful throb that shot through her brain. It felt as if her head was split from the bridge of her nose to the back of her neck. She imagined her brain swollen to the point that large sections of gray matter were jutting out through her cracked skull making her look like a lobster tail ready to be slathered with salted garlic butter and thrown on the grill. She knew any movement would be painful, so instead, she remained still trying to gain an equilibrium with herself and figure out what hell happened.  
 
    One minute she was in the parking lot of the Food Mart and then nothing. Did she have a relapse? There was talk early on that once you recovered from the plague, you were effectively immune. It was one reason the government was confident a vaccine would be effective. Maybe she was infected with a different disease. For all she knew, she had cancer, and it was choosing now to manifest symptoms. Wouldn’t that be her luck? Survive the plague, just to die of cancer. It made her wonder how many people would now die of cancer because it wasn’t detected early. Even if it caught early, was there an effective treatment in this new primitive world? How valuable were doctors going to be? She and Matthew had just been talking about— 
 
    Danica’s eyes shot open, and she chided herself for losing focus. Where was Matthew? She tried to sit up and then started to panic when she realized she couldn’t move. 
 
    “Don’t,” her father had told her when she was eleven years old. “Panic will get you killed.” It started as a general discussion on what to do when, in the line of duty, a gunman took her to use as a human shield. This was back before she had realized she was gay, and she still wanted to make her father proud by being a cop. 
 
    “Under no circumstances does your partner give up his gun,” he said sternly. “That’s what you keep telling him. If the situation is reversed, you don’t give up your gun. Ever! I don’t care if he has been your partner for ten years and you’ve been sleeping with him for nine. You know what that means?” She nodded. He sighed, thankful that he didn’t have to give the talk. “Of course, you do; you have the Internet.” He sighed again regretting the lost innocence of future generations and then went back to the topic at hand. “You don’t give up your gun. Understand?” She nodded again. 
 
    Afterward, he delved into kidnappings. This was what he really wanted to talk about. A month earlier, a young girl had disappeared from her front yard. Her nude body found just five miles from their house. The lab had yet to confirm the girl had been sexually assaulted, but everyone figured it was a foregone conclusion. Kidnappings were rarely about ransom anymore. 
 
    “Whether you’re taken hostage or kidnapped, you will want to panic, no help for it,” her father had said sitting beside her in the garage. Both had just finished a vigorous workout, and she was breathing heavily sitting on the weight bench, wiping sweat from her face with a gray towel. “It’s human nature. But that nature will get you killed. Don’t get me wrong; there’s nothing wrong with being scared; that’s human nature too. Never be ashamed of your fear.” He held up a finger and tapped her nose. “But you can’t let panic and fear control you. If it does, you might as well shoot yourself in the head because you won’t be able to think, and if you can’t think, you’re doomed. Get that fear under control. Concentrate on breathing. Let’s practice. Sit up straight.” She obeyed. “Breath in, concentrate and center yourself. Again. One more time. 
 
    “Kidnappings are a special situation,” her father said as she continued to breathe in and out. “Thank of it as a bear attack.” She stopped and looked at him. He laughed. “Most people will tell you that when a bear attacks, it’s usually because you startled it or it’s defending its cubs. Universally, they advise you to play dead because if it thinks you’re no longer a threat, it will leave. But—and this is a big but—if the attack doesn’t stop, it means it’s a predatory attack, and the bear is probably going to eat you. In that case, they tell you it’s time to fight back as hard as you can. Unfortunately, by the time you realize it’s a predatory attack, nothing short of direct intervention from God will save you. The problem is, there’s no way to tell the difference between a defensive attack and eat-you attack. That’s why I always carry a gun when I’m hiking. I plan to assume they’re all hunger related if I’m attacked by a bear. 
 
    “With a kidnapping, the advice is usually the same . . . play dead.” Danica gave him a puzzled look, and he laughed. “I don’t really mean play dead. I just mean it’s suggested you cooperate with your kidnapper. Don’t give him an excuse to kill you. Do exactly what they tell you to do, and you’ll be okay. Well, that’s bullshit. South of the border, I’d say that’s good advice as long as you aren’t part of the drug trade. Down there, kidnapping is a business, and it’s run like one. They get paid; they let you go. Bad for business otherwise. In the United States, it’s different, unless you’re rich, and we aren’t. 
 
    “So, it’s best to assume you are going to be murdered. Even in the case of ransom, it’s more likely they will kill you. If it’s not for money, then they are going to assault you sexually. . . And then kill you. Fight from the moment the attack happens and every minute afterward. Look for any and every opportunity to escape. Usually, your best opportunity is early on when things are fluid. The longer you are a prisoner, the less chance there is of escaping. In either case, remember, fear isn’t your enemy; panic is.” 
 
    He walked over to his workbench, came back and handed her a handcuff key. “Pry up a portion of the inside of your shoe and squirrel this away. Never go anywhere without it. If you’re ever kidnapped, and they handcuff you, you can use this to escape. Assess your situation and then determine what you need to do next. Take it one problem at a time.” 
 
    “What’s your situation?” she heard her father ask her. 
 
    It took a few moments for her vision to clear, and she had to blink her eyes to adjust to the sunlight. Good. Sunlight meant she wasn’t out long. Most likely, only a few minutes. She tried to move her arms and, when she failed, realized her hands were tied behind her with what felt like zip ties. Her legs were tied as well. Shit, so much for her father’s gift. At least she had her shoes. 
 
    Danica looked around and discovered she was in what looked like a single room apartment but, by the generic décor, more likely a hotel room. There was an unmade king-size bed a few feet from her, a long brown table nearly the length of the room against the wall to her right with a large flat-screen television sitting on top. The television was on, but there was no signal; not even the emergency broadcast. 
 
    “Is there anything you can use to cut yourself free?” her father asked her. There wasn’t anything in her field of vision, but she had her shoes and shoelaces, so the answer was yes. She rolled herself over to see what was behind her and an icy chill ran down her spine as Wade came into view. He was sitting on a turned-around chair watching her and holding her father’s pistol casually across the back of it. Despite her father’s warning, she started to panic. 
 
    “That was impressive,” he said, genuinely sounding as if he were. “I’m not an expert at holding people captive, seeing as you’re my third, but I’m willing to bet that most people coming awake like you did would have screamed for help. Or just start screaming. My wife did. Or would have if not for the gag. You, on the other hand, were like an ice queen. I could literally see the gears grinding in your head trying to figure a way out. I’ll have to watch myself around you.” He stood up and moved toward her. Terrified, she instinctively tried to scramble away.  
 
    “Stop it,” Wade said. “I won’t hurt you. I’m just going to make it so we can have a conversation.” He shoved the gun into his waist, grabbed her by the shoulders, and pulled her upright. When she was sitting up, she couldn’t help but notice her face was mere inches from his crotch. Was this the start of the sexual assault? She mentally promised herself that if he pulled that out, he would pull back a nub. When she didn’t look like she would topple over, he walked back to the chair and sat down. 
 
    “See, I told you I wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Is that what you told Erica?” Danica said with a hint of acid in her voice. 
 
    “No, I told her to be nice to Donavan. She chose not to follow that advice.” 
 
    “What? She didn’t enjoy being raped, so you killed them both,” Danica hissed. 
 
    “I didn’t kill either of them. Donavan killed Erica, and in a fitting bit of justice, pun intended, you killed Donavan.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she spit. 
 
    Wade laughed. “It’s true.” Wade left his seat and walked to the small kitchenette behind him. He pulled a bottle of water from a plastic case on the far side of the counter and twisted off the top. He walked over to her and put it to her lips. She resisted. He took a swing to show her it was safe and then held it back to her lips. She took a small sip at first and then a deeper one. 
 
    “I told her to be nice to him,” he said, sitting back down. “Granted, that meant having a lot of sex with him, and there was a lot of sex—” 
 
    “Rape, you mean.” 
 
    “Consensual, rape, sex, lovemaking, call it whatever you want. I do not understand why women get so hung up on sex. It’s not that big a fucking deal. It’s just a means to an end. It’s a tool like anything else. Had she acted like she enjoyed it; she might have been able to use it to pry a wedge between us. I don’t think that kid ever had a day’s love in his life. All I did was suck him off once, tell him he was strong and handsome, and he was like putty in my hands. Instead, Erica got emotional, which turned Donavan on even more. That boy was useful but sick.” Danica was about to say something about him and Donavan being two peas in a pod, but Wade continued. “She made him mad, which didn’t take much, and in his rage, he killed her. And then you killed him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You shot him . . . several times.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. I saw the bodies you left out for display.” 
 
    “I’ll own up to that. Not sure why I did that. Seemed like a good idea at the time. Seems stupid now. Of course, in my defense, I thought you were dead.” When she said nothing, he continued. “So, you don’t remember shooting Donavan.” She shook her head. “How rich. Your first kill and you don’t remember.” He shrugged. “To be honest, I have no idea what happened. I sent him over there to take your meds and guns, but a few minutes later, I hear shots, and he comes running outside, stumbles over to the curb where you found him, calls out for his mommy and dies.” 
 
    Was it true? Did she kill Donavan? She didn’t remember, but there was a lot she didn’t remember when she was sick. She had a vague memory of a nightmare, but not what it was about or even if it really was a nightmare or her being scared, she was going to die and thinking it was a nightmare. It explained why Wade had come for her without a gun. 
 
    “And your wife?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll own up to that one too. However, I was making a point. I needed to show Erica what would happen to Matthew if she didn’t follow the rules. Donavan was going to kill her, anyway. That boy had certain appetites, and I can tell you it wasn’t going to be pretty. I did my wife a favor.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw how much of a favor you did for her. Where is Matthew?” She braced herself for the answer. 
 
    “No idea. I don’t need to be burdened with a blind kid. 
 
    “What did you do with him?” she asked, nearly pleading. 
 
    “Nothing. The last I saw of him he was in the back seat of the cruiser, safe and sound.” 
 
    “You left him in the cruiser,” Danica said in horror. “You son of a bitch, he’ll cook to death in there.” 
 
    “I left the window cracked,” he said in a mocking tone. Danica started to struggle and tried to break herself free. She needed to get to Matthew before he died if it wasn’t already too late. 
 
    “Stop,” Wade said. “You’ll just hurt yourself. Those are police-issue flex cuffs. The irony is I found them in the trunk of your cruiser. Those are not your run-of-the-mill zip ties. Took me a few minutes to figure out how to put them on.” 
 
    Wade was correct. The newer flex cuffs the police were using were almost as effective as real cuffs. With the older flex cuffs, you zip-tied both wrists together and then zip-tied the ties together. The new flex cuffs were double looped so they would slip over both wrists at the same time. It was a variation of the triple cuff method, except there was no play between the wrists and were thicker and wider, rendering them nearly impossible to snap. 
 
    Not heeding his words, Danica continued to struggle. 
 
    “I said stop or—” 
 
    “Or what?” she screamed at him. “You’ll kill me? If you’re going to kill me just do it already. I’m bored with you. And if you think you’re going to rape me. . .” She laughed. “Good luck, you will need it.” She snapped her teeth together in a threat of what was to come. 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t give a shit about sex. That was Donavan’s thing. He wanted to be known as the nipple cannibal or something equally idiotic. For me, sex is a means to an end. But to answer your question, I don’t have a fucking clue what I’m going to do with you. Frankly, I never expected to see you again. So, imagine my surprise when I went looking for food and spotted your cruiser. If you had been in another car, I would have avoided you like the plague. But when I saw the cruiser, I just had to know if it was you. And it was. There’s nothing in that grocery store, by the way, a few odds and ends here and there but nothing edible. 
 
    “I was after the propane.” He nodded as if she had just answered the question he was about to ask. 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” he said in a tone of admiration. “It probably wouldn’t have mattered if I had. It’s not like I have bolt cutters.” 
 
    “There are bolt cutters in cruiser’s trunk,” she said, mentally willing him to go look for them. 
 
    “I didn’t see them.” 
 
    “They’re under the bullet-proof vest on the left side, near the back,” she said, purposely letting him know about the Kevlar vest. 
 
    He frowned. “I’m betting there are a lot of things you know that I haven’t thought of. Maybe it’ll be best to keep you around as a survivalist advisor.” 
 
    “Go screw yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, come now. I eat; you eat. “I starve; you starve. Because I can promise you, I’ll eat before you do, so it’ll be in your best interest to help me. You have to know where I can find food and weapons.” He pulled the pistol from his waist and looked at it wistfully. “I think I heard once that the United States has more than triple the number of guns than the population.” For the first time, Wade looked angry. He turned and cocked his head as if disgusted with himself. 
 
    “Listen, Danica, all this shit between you and me aside, people might think I’m crazy, and by the old society standards maybe I am, but let me tell you. Since running off, I’ve seen things that will make your short hairs straighten. I’ve almost been killed twice. The second asshole had a fucking machine gun. A machine gun! One of those short-barreled ones.” 
 
    “An Uzi?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know an Uzi from a spork. Look, full disclosure—” 
 
    “Is this where you tell me all about your evil master plan, because I’ve seen this movie and, full disclosure, it doesn’t end well for you,” she said, mockingly.  
 
    “No master plans. Just some honesty. Donavan and I raped and murdered my wife. He did it because he’s a sick bastard. I did it because I wanted out of the marriage. I figured I’d let him have his way with her, kill him and claim self-defense. He was a convicted sex offender, after all. I collect the insurance, find another rich, pliable wife, and go on to live the life I want. But then the plague threw me a curveball, and all that changed. Now I just want to survive, and that means guns, food, and pills. In that order. My guess is both those commodities are going to be the new currency in this fucked up world.” 
 
    “And doctors,” she added. 
 
    “What?” he asked, surprised. 
 
    “Doctors. Doctors are going to be in high demand.” She could see he was about to ask why and almost laughed that he didn’t already know the answer. “Can you tell the difference between a mole and skin cancer?” He looked like he was rethinking his strategy. “There are a whole host of diseases out there that take different meds. And if you get shot . . . again. . . who will pull the bullet out and fix you up?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Pills will be good, but not for defense against the plague. A fat lot of good pills did for me.” 
 
    “I don’t know; I didn’t catch the plague,” he said. “Maybe it was the pills; maybe it wasn’t. I have no idea but better safe than sorry. That’s why I sent Donavan over. At the time, I didn’t care if he raped you, killed you or both. It probably would have been both. Turns out, it was good for me you killed him.” 
 
    “And then you came over hoping to sell me to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “True,” he admitted. “But that was before I knew what it was like out here.” He pointed at the hotel room window. “There are some crazy fucking people out there, and that coming from me is saying something. I don’t have the skills to survive in this new society yet. If I tried to sell you, the sort of people that would buy you are the sort of people that would just as likely kill me and take you, anyway. Of course, if I just held you, I’d have to worry every minute about you escaping and killing me in my sleep. I’d never get a moment’s rest with you as my prisoner.” 
 
    “Sucks to be you,” she said. At the same time, she realized he was telling her, in his own way, that if they didn’t strike some kind of accord, he would kill her. 
 
    “You know, I’m still not fully recovered from you shooting me. Lucky for me, it went right through my shoulder. All I really had to do was stop the bleeding, and that wasn’t easy. I ended up having to burn the wound closed.” He turned and pointed behind him. “I started a small fire in the sink and then put one of the hot sticks in the wound. Not once, but twice. Once in the front and once in the back. It took me almost half an hour to get the stick in the hole in my back. I can assure you; it was not a pleasant experience. I passed out from the pain. Fucking woke up with my pants on fire.” He pointed down to his inner thigh. “I have second-degree burns from my knee to my ankle. If you wanted revenge for Erica, consider that your revenge.” She just looked at him, waiting for him to pitch the offer she knew was coming. “None of my wounds have completely healed. Meaning I can’t fight worth a shit, so I need more weapons, and I know you have more at your house.” 
 
    “And plenty of ammo too,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    “Tell me where they are, and I’ll let you go . . . after I make sure you’re not lying.” 
 
    She just smiled in answer. 
 
    He jiggled the gun. “I could just shoot you and go find them.” 
 
    “Good luck,” she countered. “You’re having a tough time finding food in a world where food is pretty much everywhere. I can’t imagine how long it will take you to find where the guns are hidden.” Despite her fear of Wade, she was getting her confidence back. She almost had the upper hand, if not situationally, at least mentally. However, she needed to tread lightly. He was a version of insane that made him unpredictable. Wade let out a heavy sigh and rested his forehead against the back of the chair, rolling his head from side to side. Danica tensed thinking she’d pushed him too far. He took in another deep breath, and when he lifted his head to face her, he smiled. 
 
    “How about we work together?” he said, using the gun to point to her and then at himself. Danica flinched, though he didn’t seem to notice. “I think the two of us would make a good team. Working together, we could rule this city within a few years.” Danica was incredulous. Was he serious? Looking into his face, she realized he was. He actually expected her to forget everything he’d done and work with him. Then it hit her, and the sudden realization of what this man was caused her to nearly wet herself with a terror that tore chunks from her soul. Wade wasn’t insane; he was worse. He was a psychopath. 
 
    Now she understood why Wade’s smiles never reached his eyes and why sex meant nothing to him. For Wade, and those like him, and God how she hoped there weren’t many more like him in this world, sex and manipulation went hand in hand. They were nothing more than tools, just as a hammer and saw were tools to a carpenter. In fact, her father once told her that psychopaths were like carpenters, in that they envisioned people as stacked lumber waiting to be built into something useful. Only they wouldn’t build it themselves; they would get others to do it for them. These people weren’t motivated by love, fear, or revenge, only self-interest, self-gratification, and self-preservation. 
 
    Danica realized the funny part about all this was that Wade probably meant it. He would be more than willing to team up with her, and they might actually work together for a time. At least until she was injured beyond his willingness to treat, which for Wade might be a mere paper cut, or she was no longer useful, which might or might not be right after she handed over weapons. 
 
    Wade removed the top from the water bottle and took another long drink, finally allowing her to study the rest of the room, which consisted of nothing more than a kitchenette. In the kitchen area, there looked to be enough empty food wrappers and cans to start a landfill. It was almost as if he had fled her house and come straight here and never left except to go out to find food. It explained why, in a world with enough guns to fill in the twenty-three hundred-mile Mississippi River, he was empty-handed except for the pistol and the shotgun he had pilfered from her. He was as terrified of the outside world as she was of him. 
 
    “I’m not sure how this will work,” she said as he put the top back on the water bottle. “You’ve left a path of death and destruction at every turn, and as soon as I get you food and weapons, you are just as likely to cut my throat as cut me free.” 
 
    “I don’t deny there are trust issues we’ll need to work out,” he said smiling—which, now that she knew what he was—looked as if he was about to leap up and jab a knife through her chin and into her brain. “Based on a mutually beneficial relationship, I think we could eventually come to trust each other.” He seemed to think something over. “What can I do to earn your trust?” She was about to say to let her go, but he cut her off. “Other than cut you free.” 
 
    If her hands were free, she would have thrown up at least one in dismay. She had to settle for rolling her eyes. Hopefully, there was just enough exasperation in her manners to make the next part believable. She suddenly went rigid, trying to act as if she were hit with an inspiration. “Bring me, Matthew.” 
 
    “The blind kid?” he said, sounding surprised, though he probably wasn’t. “Why the hell would you want to be saddled with a blind kid? It will be more of a kindness to let him die. This world will eat him alive. If he doesn’t die now, he’ll be dead within months.” 
 
    “If you want to work together, and honestly, I’m not totally sold on the idea, then you’ll bring Matthew here. As you said, we need to build up trust. Right now, I’m thinking you’re just saying whatever you need to say to get me to trust you, tell you where my father’s guns are, and then you kill me.” He looked like he was thinking about it but still needed a little more push. “Look, here’s the thing. You and I aren’t going to totally trust each other if we don’t work together and together doesn’t mean me tied up. If you bring in Matthew, you can use him as leverage. Just keep him close until we build up a level of trust. Who knows, despite everything, in a few years I could grow to look at you without wanting to put a bullet through your skull.” 
 
    Wade smiled, and despite everything she knew about psychopaths, the smile looked genuine. He must have spent decades practicing. 
 
    “Deal,” he said. “However, when I bring Matthew back, you have to hold up your end of the bargain and start building trust by getting me a rifle and a few boxes of ammunition from your house. No need to tell me where the rest are. I will, of course, hold on to the kid while you're gone.” 
 
    She acted as if she were thinking about it. “One rifle and one box of ammunition,” she said. Wade nodded. “I think we have a deal. I’d shake your hand, but . . .” 
 
    “I’ll cut you free when I get back,” he said. “Then you can shake my hand.” As he stood up, he pulled her handcuffs from his back pocket, and she struggled to keep from smiling. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but you said yourself we need to build trust.” Wade looked around the room for something to cuff her to, but nothing seemed sturdy enough. He looked in the small kitchen area and under the sink, but the pipes were made of PVC. He then explored the bathroom. Danica heard the clink of metal on metal; he found something. He dragged her into the bathroom and cuffed her leg to the stainless-steel water pipes behind the toilet. She let out a mental sigh of relief. She thought Wade would attach it to her wrist. What she had planned could still be done, but it would take longer. Maybe too long. 
 
    “Even if you yank on the pipes the moment I leave, this should hold you until I get back,” he said. “It will only take me a couple minutes to fetch Matthew. We aren’t that far.” Without another word, he walked out the door. 
 
    She heard him walking down the hall and then heard what sounded like a metal door being opened and slammed shut. As soon as she heard the door shut, she started to use one foot to remove her left shoe and then froze when she heard a noise. She lowered her head as the door opened. Wade peeked in. 
 
    “Just checking,” Wade said. 
 
    “Goddamnit!” she yelled. “Stop fucking around. Matthew will die if you don’t get to him. Take some fucking water with you.” Wade seemed to think about it and then went into the kitchen and pulled a water bottle from the case. A few moments later, she heard the door open and close.  
 
    She waited a few more seconds and then used her right foot to remove her left shoe. Now came one of several tricky maneuvers. Lying on her side, she folded herself as much as she could into the fetal position, then contorted and danced her arms down over her butt. She was shaking her ass so much that if Wade were to walk in on her at that moment, he might think she was twerking the porcelain. She finally slipped her arms past her rear end, and the rest was easy, yet still awkward, as her arms were still under the cuffs and bound legs. Picking up her shoe, she pried out the key. Her hands were shaking so much that when she tried to unlock the cuffs, she dropped the key. It took her three tries to free herself. 
 
    “Boom does the dynamite,” she said, trying to sound confident as the cuffs fell away. Wrists still bound by the heavy-duty flex cuffs, she twisted her wrists trying to break them, but Wade had fastened them correctly, though not as tight as was recommended. If they were tighter, she would still be twerking. Picking up her shoe again, she removed the lace. Awkwardly, she tied a slipknot on both ends and then flipped the lace backward over the top of the flex cuffs so that, when she lifted her arms, the shoelace dangled as if she were a magician showing the audience that the lace was solid. She attached a looped end over one shoe, put back on her other shoe, and then attached the second looped end to that shoe. 
 
    Holding both feet down and lifting her arms, she increased the tension of the lace against the plastic cuffs. She started to move her feet up and down, stopped, readjusted, and started again. She increased the speed as if she were trying to start a fire with a stringed bow because, in effect, that’s exactly what she was doing. By quickly moving the shoelace back and forth over the flex cuff, she was converting kinetic energy into thermal energy that was melting the plastic, effectively cutting the restraint in half. However, because of the way the cuffs were designed, the first cut only broke the housing mechanism. The cuffs were still attached to both the wrists, but now it looked as if she were bound with a two-foot-long black strap. 
 
    She heard a door slam. Was Wake back already? 
 
    She pedaled her shoes as fast as she could, frantically trying to melt the straps before he opened the door. The plastic parted. She hopped into the kitchen, found a knife, and cut the plastic cuffs off her legs and what remained of the cuffs from her wrists. Her father had never taught her that. That was a technique she had learned from the Internet. It had taken her all of ten minutes to free herself. She did a quick search for her father’s shotgun but to no avail. She would have to use the knife against Wade and hoped she could take him by surprise. 
 
    “Hello,” a male voice yelled out. “Is anyone here?” She heard the person running down the hall. “Hello. Is anyone on this floor? Make any sort of noise you can so I can help you.” Danica slowly opened the door. 
 
    “Here,” she said, as she looked down the hall. 
 
    The tall Latino man jumped at the sudden sound of her voice and turned to her with a pistol in his hand. 
 
    “Shit,” she said, slamming the door shut. 
 
    “Hey,” he said calmly. “It’s okay. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to get you out. Look, I’m putting the pistol down and stepping back.” A moment later, he spoke again, and his voice sounded further away. “It’s okay. You can open the door.” She did. He pointed a short distance from her. “There’s the gun. Take it.” She ran to the pistol, dropped the magazine to check the load, re-inserted it, and then checked to make sure there was a round in the barrel, and the safety was off. 
 
    “Who are you?” she said, holding the pistol at her side. 
 
    “The name is Ruiz,” he said. 
 
    “You look familiar,” Danica said. Ruiz wasn’t a tall man, about her height, with olive-brown skin and dark hair. He was wearing jeans and a dirty blue T-shirt. His arms and most of his neck were covered in tattoos. He was positively a gang member. 
 
    “That’s because we’ve met,” Ruiz said. “It was a while ago. Just as the plague was spreading. You ran off two men that were trying to take my shit, and I gave you a few water bottles.” 
 
    “I remember,” she said after a moment. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Funny thing. I saw you in your cruiser and started following you.” 
 
    “Apparently that cruiser attracts a lot of attention.” 
 
    “No shit,” he said sarcastically. “I saw that guy grab you, so I followed him.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. Gang members weren’t known for their acts of kindness. 
 
    “I owe you for helping me. I pay my debts. Besides, I was looking for two missing girls. If he grabbed you, he might have taken them too. Is there anyone else in there with you?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “We should leave then.” 
 
     Danica took two steps and stopped, remembering Matthew. “No,” she said firmly. 
 
    “No, what?” Ruiz said, coming up beside her. 
 
    “I need to take care of Wade.” 
 
    “The guy that kidnapped you?” 
 
    “He’s done a lot more than that. He used to be my neighbor, and he’s responsible for at least three deaths. I will not let him hurt anyone else.” She heard a door slam shut below them. “He’s back.” She looked at Ruiz. “Do you want to help?” He shrugged. “Follow me.” Ruiz followed her back into the room. “Do you have another gun?” 
 
    “Just the one.” 
 
    “Hide around the corner in the kitchen. Here.” She handed him the knife. 
 
    He looked at the small knife in disbelief. “This won’t do much against a gun.” 
 
    “He has no idea you’re here. You’ll be able to take him by surprise. Hopefully, though, it won’t come to that.” She stuffed the pistol into her waist and ran into the bathroom as the metal door down the hall slammed shut. She quickly picked up whatever pieces she could find of the flex cuffs. Not knowing what to do with them, she tossed them in the toilet. She grabbed up one large piece and laid it over her feet and put the metal cuff over the top of her toes and then used her other foot to partially hide them, so it looked as if she were still cuffed to the pipe. She would need to wait until Matthew was clear and then, hopefully, take Wade by surprise. 
 
    Wade cautiously opened the door and then threw it open, weapon at the ready as if expecting Danica to be waiting for him in ambush. In the bathroom and out of sight, Danica pulled the pistol and then flung both arms behind her back and rested herself against the toilet. 
 
    “See, I told you that wouldn’t take too long,” Wade said peeking into the bathroom. Seeing her still bound, he relaxed. 
 
    “Where’s Matthew?” she demanded, hoping Matthew was behind him. 
 
    “I have some good news and bad news.” He leaned up against the door frame as he tapped the barrel against his leg. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean? Where is he?” 
 
    “The good news is he wasn’t in the car when I got there. Someone let him out, so he may not be safe, but he isn’t going to die from heatstroke, either.” 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    “The bad news is I don’t know where he is,” Wade said smoothly. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like bad news.” 
 
    “Not for him,” he said, pushing himself off the door. “For you. Since I can’t use Matthew against you, and you won’t tell me where your guns are without him, I have little use for you. I can’t stay awake forever. I’m still weak from this hole you put in my shoulder.” He looked at his weapon. 
 
    “Since I don’t want to waste bullets, I guess I’ll just slit your throat and see if I can find your weapons on my own. On the other hand, if you tell me where they are . . .” He let the rest hang in the air. “No? Pity.” He pushed the gun into his waist. “I’ll be right back with the knife.” He took a step into the hall and heard a crunch. Looking under his feet, he spotted what looked like a wide piece of black plastic.  
 
    “What the hell is . . . Oh, shit.” He looked over at Danica with shock and then went for his weapon. 
 
    Danica tried to swing her arm around and bring her weapon up before he could draw his gun. As both brought their guns around at the same time, Danica pushed off from the toilet and let gravity take effect. 
 
    Wade fired off two shots, with the first fired before his pistol was pointed in her direction. The bullet ricocheted off the bathroom tub and then passed through the wall behind the toilet, finding a home in the room next door. The second went through the holding tank of the toilet, splitting it in half and spilling the contents onto the floor and over her. Danica fired back, but because she was falling, her aim was off. The bullet whizzed past Wade’s right knee and lodged in the wall behind him. She fired her second shot as she hit the bathroom floor, jerking her arm up. The bullet nicked Wade’s ear before shattering the light fixture behind him spraying glass and bulb dust into the room. Wade flinched, sending his next projectile into the toilet rim, scattering porcelain shards into her face. She raised her arm to cover her eyes, and as a result, her next bullet didn’t make it out of the bathroom, but instead, embedded in the door frame. When she looked up, Wade was pointing the gun directly at her. It was about to be over. 
 
    “Hey, asshole!” Ruiz yelled. 
 
    Shocked and surprised, Wade jerked his head around. As he did, Danica relaxed, raised her weapon, and took aim. Realizing his mistake, Wade turned his attention back to Danica and blindly fired his weapon. The bullet tore through the outer portion of her shoulder, but with the adrenaline rush, she barely felt it. She turned her weapon and gently squeezed the trigger three times. The first bullet passed through Wade’s throat. As his body flew backward, the second shot entered the upper portion of his chest and angled up and out the center of his shoulder severing his spinal cord, but not before he reflexively fired off a wild shot that shattered the bathroom mirror. Her final shot hit him in the hip and lodged itself in the bone. Wade bounced off the wall and fell out of sight. 
 
    Danica took a deep breath and then picked herself up from the wet bathroom floor and sprinted into the hallway, gun at the ready. Wade lay unmoving. Ruiz picked up Wade’s gun. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked Ruiz. 
 
    “You can’t shoot worth shit.” 
 
    “I was panicked,” she said defensively. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “With all those bullets flying around, it was all I could do.” He nodded at her shoulder. “You okay?” She looked down to see blood. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, raising her sleeve. “Just a flesh wound.” Danica knelt next to Wade. She was about to check for a pulse when his eyes popped open and focused on her. She expected to see anger, but it was something else. Was it shock in the knowledge he was going to die? Disbelief? Relief? As a tiny, almost translucent blood bubble expanded and contracted from the hole in his neck, he continued to gaze silently into her eyes until the bubble contracted for the final time and his eyes glazed over. 
 
    Danica fell against the wall, buried her head in her arms, and cried. This time, there was no doubt she was a killer. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    “Take this next right,” Ruiz said. 
 
    Danica glanced over at the man who sat in the passenger seat and was ashamed when she couldn’t help but wonder if this was the first time Ruiz had ever ridden in the front seat of a patrol car. As they left the hotel, she studied his tattoos more closely and noticed the gang and prison markings intertwined with those that were decorative in nature. She guessed that if he removed his shirt, his back and chest would be a canvass of cultural, and criminal expression. She’d wondered what gang he was affiliated with: Downtown Boys, Eightballs, Horsemen, Black Crows? No, not the Black Crows. As the name hinted, they were an African American gang and didn’t play well with others and were designated by the Southern Poverty Law Center as a hate group. All four gangs were considered the most notorious in Charlotte and were on top of everyone’s list to dismantle. The previous administration had made it their mission to bring down gangs, but up until the time of the plague, they had failed to make significant progress. A few lieutenants were arrested, but the leaders remained elusive. Did the plague accomplish what the government could not? 
 
    After she recovered from her breakdown, she explained to Ruiz that she needed to find Matthew. 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s with friends.” 
 
    “That would have been nice to know before I confronted Wade.” 
 
    Danica turned as instructed. She recognized the street as a popular upscale area where locals came to eat and browse quaint specialized shops. During the summer months, the street hosted a local Farmer’s Market every Saturday and once a month on a Sunday a day-long art festival that recently added wine tastings and live music sending the local Conservatives into a religious frenzy. But all was settled when officials promised the wine tastings and music wouldn’t start until after church services were over.  
 
    Danica spotted Matthew sitting on a bench by himself in front of a tea and spice shop sipping a can of soda from a swirly straw and swinging his feet beneath him as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Out of habit, Danica pulled in between the two white lines of the angled parking spot. 
 
    As Danica opened the door of the cruiser and stepped out into the hot late-afternoon sun, she saw a dark-haired Latino woman step from the adjacent store drinking a can of soda from her own swirly straw. She was the most beautiful woman Danica had ever laid eyes upon and Danica was too stunned to move. The tall elvish-like Brazilian was in her early twenties and had deep golden-brown skin, grayish-blue eyes, and long glossy black hair that looked eternally wet and twirled down her back. Though she dressed conservatively in loose-fitting jeans and a short-sleeve blood red blouse that covered her ample assets, this woman looked as if she would be comfortable wearing anything and exuded an air of confidence that told Danica she’d be just as conformable wearing nothing at all in the middle of a religious convention. 
 
    When the woman walked toward Matthew, there was grace and pageantry in her movement that made her seem as if she were gliding toward the boy like a friendly spirit. She turned and smiled at Danica, revealing a set of dimples that sent goosebumps down Danica’s spine and turned her knees into jelly. 
 
    “You must be Danica,” the woman said with a soft voice that buttered the air with electrical energy causing Danica to lose her breath. 
 
    “Dany,” Matthew said, standing up quickly and nearly losing his balance. He grabbed the bench for support. Danica was about to rush forward and hug the boy when a man exited the store behind the woman that made her skin crawl. Everything about this man screamed baby-killer. He was built like a boxer, but standing next to the woman, he seemed short and stocky, although, in reality, he was nearly as tall as Danica. Just like Ruiz, this man had prison markings and tattoos that covered every inch of his body that she could see and probably everything she couldn’t. What scared her the most, though, were the face tattoos, which were a combination of tribal art around the top of his forehead reaching to the back of his neck and the semblance of a skull covering his face. Danica instinctively reached for her weapon but stopped just short of removing it from her holster. 
 
    “Peace, little sister,” the woman said, putting her hands in the air. The man with the face tattoos just stood there unflinching with his hands tucked into his pockets. “No one here will harm you.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Ruiz said getting out of the squad car. “Salustio has that effect on everyone. You can relax. He’s . . . well, I won’t say he’s harmless.” 
 
    “You better not,” Salustio interjected. 
 
    “Because he’s not,” Ruiz continued as he shut the cruiser door. “But he won’t hurt you unless Toscana tells him to, or he gets drunk. He’s like her pet pit bull or something.” Danica flinched. She wasn’t sure if Ruiz should be insulting this man. If he attacked, she didn’t think unloading an entire clip into him would stop the man.  
 
    “I prefer Rottweiler,” Salustio said, nonplussed. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Matthew said. “They’re good people. They helped me.” 
 
    “They’re gang bangers,” Danica said before she could stop herself. 
 
    “We used to be,” Toscana said. Danica removed her hand from her weapon and relaxed. “We were all gang bangers not too long ago. Ruiz was formally a lieutenant in the Eighth Street Warriors, Salustio is formally of the Demented Deacons, and I’m Toscana Guzman, former second in command of the Valkyries. Now there’s not enough of us to defend a block and no one to defend it from. Everyone’s scattered to the four winds, or they’re dead. Mostly dead.” 
 
    “You doing okay, Matthew?” Danica asked. He smiled and gave her a thumbs up. “Wade didn’t hurt you, did he?” At the mention of Wade’s name, Matthew seemed to shrink into himself, and his face went ashen. “It’s okay, Matt, Wade won’t hurt anyone ever again.” 
 
    “You killed him?” Matthew asked. Danica lowered her head and gave a slight nod before remembering he couldn’t see her. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Matthew asked. 
 
    Seeing her discomfort, Ruiz chimed in and said, “Take my word for it, he’s very dead. Your sister—” 
 
    “She’s my neighbor,” Matthew said. 
 
     “What’s the name of your gang now?” Danica asked. 
 
    Toscana shrugged. “Not sure we are a gang anymore. Not sure I want to be. Still, there would be a feeling of normalcy to it. It would be like nothing was wrong, but we both know that’s not true. Considering your experience with that Wade fellow, maybe getting a gang together isn’t such a bad idea.” 
 
    “He was just one guy,” Danica said. 
 
    “There are more out there like him,” Toscana said. “Two girls we know disappeared a few days back.” 
 
    “Ruiz filled me in,” Danica said. “We checked the rest of the hotel. No one else was there. The way Wade was confessing everything to me, I didn’t get the feeling he was involved in any crime spree other than murder. He actually seemed scared shitless to leave the hotel. He only left because he was hungry, and he only grabbed me because we have a history. I have to admit I’m surprised that it's degenerated this far so quickly.” 
 
    “Remember, little sister, money’s worthless now,” Toscana said. “There’s plenty of food and shelter. People are the endangered species. And of those left, women are going to be the more valuable of the two. As it should be.” 
 
    “That’s just stupid,” Danica responded angrily. “As you said, there’s plenty of stuff out there for the taking. No one will need anything for the foreseeable future. What can you trade anything for? Need a cooking pot? Walk to your dead neighbor’s house and take one. Need a hammer? Go in their garage. That might change in a few years, but right now—” 
 
    “You can’t trade for power,” Toscana said as she sat on the bench. “Power has to be seized, and to seize power; you need people willing to fight for you. And what do sweaty, testosterone-filled men want, little sister?” 
 
    “Women,” Danica said softly. 
 
    Ruiz laughed, and Danica gave him a sharp look. “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Ruiz said. 
 
    “Keep talking like that, and I’ll look the other way while she shoots you,” Toscana said, though she smiled when she said it. 
 
    “I’ll help you look for them,” Danica said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Toscana said. “They don’t deserve the life I think they are about to lead. No one does.” 
 
    Danica inwardly shuddered. The chances of finding these girls were small. Charlotte was a big city, and before the plague, there were too many places to hide. Now that the plague emptied the city, the hiding places went up considerably. Their only chance was to use bait and hope the assailants tried again. 
 
    “Matthew said you were headed to the hospital,” Toscana said. 
 
    “I’m not holding out much hope, but I needed to see if I can find my parents,” Danica said. 
 
    Toscana’s grimaced. “Take my word for it; you don’t want to go there,” she said. “By the end, they were lining up bodies in the street. It is not a pretty sight. And the smell is worse. When the wind is blowing just right, you can smell the decomposing bodies from here. Last time I was there, the crows and ravens started their work. If your parents are there, you don’t want to remember them like that. Just turn around and go home.” 
 
    If this were any other day, she probably would have ignored the advice and tried, anyway. She might only have stayed a few minutes, but at least she could say she tried. However, this wasn’t any other day. This was the day Wade knocked her out, told her she killed Donavan and then she killed Wake. Mentally, she was a train wreck, and she needed the familiarity of home to decompress. The fact her head was still pounding from where Wade hit her helped make up her mind. 
 
    “I think I’ll take that advice.” 
 
    “Are you waiting for anyone?” Matthew suddenly asked Toscana. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Toscana asked. 
 
    “Dany is waiting for her mom and dad to come home,” Matthew explained. Danica started to say something but changed her mind. Matthew continued. “My mom is dead. Donavan killed her. I know she’s not coming home.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” Ruiz asked. Matthew shrugged. 
 
    “I barely remember him,” Matthew said softly. “I haven’t seen him in years. I’m not waiting on him.” 
 
    “We’re not waiting on anyone,” Toscana said. “We know where they are, and they are no longer on this Earth.” 
 
    “Then come with us,” Matthew said. “Danica told me if civilization is going to pull itself up, we must come together and form a tribe. You can be part of our tribe.” 
 
    “You’re a tribe now?” Toscana said, almost laughing. 
 
    “We can be,” he answered. 
 
    “There’s room,” Danica said. 
 
    “There’s about eight of us in all,” Toscana said. 
 
    “It’s a big neighborhood,” Danica said. Toscana was silent as she weighed her options. As she looked at the assembled group, an unspoken agreement passed between them. 
 
    “Fine, little sister,” Toscana said. “We’ll need time to gather our things.” 
 
    “We can leave when you’re ready,” Danica said. 
 
    Toscana took Matthew by the hand. “Let’s go see if we can find you some clothes. Those are ripe.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    While the small group slept, Paris Ishida stood staring down at the unconscious prisoner, cocking and uncocking the revolver resting against her leg. She lost count of the number of times she talked herself out of killing the man. It would be easy enough. As if to prove how easy, Paris put the muzzle of the pistol next to his head, finger resting lightly on the trigger. Less than two pounds of pressure and his brains would be splattered against the back wall. 
 
    “So, what were you?” Franklin asked softly so as not to startle her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Paris said purposely not lowering the weapon. She didn’t care if he saw what she was doing. He was no one to her. 
 
    “You look and handle yourself like a professional. What are you, Marshal, CIA, Chinese mob enforcer?” 
 
    For a few more tense moments, Paris stared at the prisoner. “FBI,” she finally said, putting the weapon into her waistband. She turned to face him. “And if I were a mob enforcer, it would be for the Triad.” 
 
    “Come,” Franklin said, getting up slowly. He was still out of shape. “Lets you and I go outside and make sure the area is secure.” He tapped Travis on the leg. “Your turn on watch.” Travis didn’t argue. He grabbed his rifle and began watching out the window. 
 
    Franklin headed back to where he had been methodically going through the storage. With the stuff found so far, he could have furnished an eight-bedroom house, built a playground in the backyard and filled up a two-car garage with a boat and car. However, he found little in the way of practical supplies. The only things he found that would be of use were two sleeping bags, rope, and a few cooking pots. He found a tent, but it was a family five-man tent, too bulky and heavy to be functional. They would be better served to break into houses and sleep there. 
 
    “So,” he said picking up the bolt cutters, “Agent Paris—" 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” Paris said. “My first name is Paris.” 
 
    “Do I need to worry about you, Agent Ishida?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Franklin turned to face her and steeled his voice, “Because what I just witnessed and what happened back at the plantation house says otherwise. And just so we’re clear, what happened back at the plantation house will not happen again.” He turned away before she could respond and cut the next lock. He softened his voice. “Look, I understand what you’ve been through.” 
 
    “You don’t understand shit,” she snapped. 
 
    “Sorry, wrong choice of words,” he said, throwing the cut lock away. He opened the unit. Nine bedrooms. “The world’s gone to shit, so I can guess what happened. The question is, can you hold your shit together?” He moved to the next unit. 
 
    “I’ve been trained for this,” Paris said. “They train us to compartmentalize.” 
 
    “Training and doing are two different things. Have you been raped before?” he asked matter-of-factly. 
 
    “No,” she said tartly. 
 
    Franklin looked her in the eyes. “The rest of the girls?” 
 
    “Only Gunilla was spared.” 
 
    “Gunilla?” Franklin asked clipping off another lock. 
 
    “Tall, blond, beautiful, Swedish accent. I’m sure you noticed.” 
 
    “I only meant why was Gunilla spared?” 
 
    “Apparently, she was to be for the leader.” 
 
    Franklin was shocked. “Leader? The world’s still in the process of going to crap, and already there’s a slave rape gang running around large enough to have a functional leader?” 
 
    “His small town was spared. Divine intervention, his followers say. He claims this is the Rapture. The truth is, they’re isolationists. They have very little contact with the outside world. They’re like a crazy version of the Amish who feel it’s their right to go out into the world and multiply by force.” Paris shrugged. “I’d like to say I’ve heard worse, but . . . I really don’t know what the rest of his beliefs are. I wasn’t around long enough to meet him.” 
 
    “And the people in this town believe him?” 
 
    “It’s not really a town. It’s more like a walled compound. And why not? As you said, the world has gone to shit, but they remain untouched. At least for now. To them, they are witness to the Tribulation.” 
 
    “The Tribulation?” Franklin said perplexed. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve been to church, but the Tribulation is supposed to be the seven years of trials for people that weren’t taken in the Rapture,” Paris said. 
 
    “Wait, I’m confused I thought in the Rapture, all God’s faithful were taken to heaven in a puff of smoke or something.” 
 
    Paris laughed for the first time since Franklin found them. It was a sweet laugh which seemed to match her dark hair and slight features. 
 
    “It depends on your line of thinking. Some religious leaders believe that a few Christians will remain behind, protected by God, to bear witness to the seven years of trials and the brief rule of the antichrist.” 
 
    “And I take it he believes he’s the leader of one of these groups?” Franklin asked disgustedly. 
 
    “Seems so.” 
 
    “And Travis was one of them?” 
 
    “He was.” 
 
    “You trust him?” 
 
    “Right now, I’m not the trusting type, but I believe he won’t betray us. He helped us escape.” 
 
    “So why are you out here? You from one of the local field offices?” 
 
    “My partner and I are out of the Bowling Green, Kentucky, office,” Paris said. “We got a call to go out to Mammoth Cave and find Dr. Gunilla.” 
 
    “She’s important?” 
 
    “She’s the European CDC director’s daughter,” Paris said as if that explained things. “They were the first ones to identify the plague and give us the warning.” 
 
    “For that, she warrants a personal pick up.” 
 
    “I don’t usually ask questions, but it’s possible the president felt he owed them a favor. More likely, he thinks she can be of use. Besides, she’s a doctor. Something we will be in short supply of for a while. It was supposed to be an easy pickup. Go out to Mammoth Cave, pick her up and return for further instructions.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t.” 
 
    “She was gone by the time I got there. She headed to Washington. From what I gather, when she caught the virus, she found her way into an empty house and rode it out. That gave me a chance to catch up, but the slavers found her first. I got caught a few days later, trying to rescue her.” 
 
    “You didn’t catch the plague?” 
 
    “Nope,” Paris said, still unsure how she’d been spared. 
 
    “Neither did I. How long were you with them?” 
 
    “I don’t really know. I was kept in a box and hooded for a while. A week. Maybe less. Too long. They were headed home to somewhere in West Virginia when they caught me.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “They grabbed all the girls in Virginia. Tempest and another girl, though, were taken from two guys that kidnapped them in Charlotte.” 
 
    “North Carolina?” Franklin said, shocked. Paris nodded. “Funny, that’s where I’m headed.” 
 
    “Family?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Ex-wife and son.” 
 
    “You heard from them since the outbreak?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to talk to me,” Franklin said. 
 
    “You think she’ll want to talk to you now?” 
 
    “Who knows? But I need to find out how they are. What happened to Tempest’s friend?” 
 
    “Killed herself. The guys that grabbed them in Charlotte raped them every night for a week, but then Ethan and his bunch killed the men, and the girls thought they were rescued.” 
 
    “Only to be raped by a different group,” Franklin said, sadly. “Poor girls.” 
 
    “The woman lost it. When they stopped on a bridge to let the girls pee, she jumped. She hit the water and never came up. From what I was told, the bridge wasn’t that high. She just never came up.” 
 
    “Jesus. It takes a special kind of desperation to drown yourself. I’m surprised Tempest is stable.” 
 
    “She’s strong. Stronger than me.” 
 
    Franklin lifted the door to the next unit. “So, what’s your plan now?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Finish the mission,” Paris said as if it should be obvious. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Franklin said, looking in the storage unit. “I think that just got a bit easier.” Paris came to stand next to him and smiled as they looked at a large white pickup truck with a camper shell. 
 
    “They teach you to hot-wire a car in FBI school?” 
 
    “I learned how to hot-wire a car back in San Diego, during my unsavory youthful days.” Hot-wiring proved unnecessary, as the keys were in the ignition. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    With the truck loaded with the supplies salvaged from the storage facility, the group headed toward the small city of Front Royal, leaving the prisoner alive and bound inside the storage facility office. It was a decision that did not sit well with Paris. She wanted to hang the man. At first, Franklin thought she was kidding and went along with it thinking to scare the boy. It might have been sadistic, but no one could say he didn’t have it coming. Franklin mentioned he’d seen a large tree at the back of the property they could use. The man whimpered, and Franklin was sure the prisoner would wet himself. Franklin was staggered when he realized Paris wasn’t kidding. 
 
    “No,” he said, heatedly taking her aside. “I won’t pretend to understand what you’re going through, and I know the world has gone to shit, but you are still an officer of the government and sworn to uphold the law.” 
 
    Franklin felt like a hypocrite. Here he was arguing with Paris to spare this rapist’s life, but not too long ago he was acting as the prison’s grim reaper dispatching all manner of criminals. Was there a difference? The only difference he could argue was that he was already a convicted killer, while she wasn’t, though she’d killed. If he allowed her to kill this boy, then the next prisoner and the next, where would it end? Would she end up killing people for jaywalking? More importantly, could she live with herself? God knows, he was having a tough time with it.  
 
    “There is no more government,” she hissed softly. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Then where the fuck are they?” she said with such hatred that Franklin was taken aback. 
 
    “No idea,” Franklin said, calmly. Paris started to say something, but Franklin forged ahead. “Part of the reason I want to go to Round Hill is that there’s a sheriff I know there. If you want, we can take the bastard with us, hold a trial and if he’s found guilty—” Paris shot him a hard look, and he corrected himself, “—when he’s found guilty, you can hang him or shoot him.” 
 
    “No,” she said hotly, as she pulled her weapon. “I’m going to shoot him now.” 
 
    Franklin’s arm shot out and grabbed her wrist. He could smell urine as the man wet himself in fear. Paris struggled to lift her arm, but Franklin, with considerable effort, kept it still. 
 
    Franklin set his jaw. “I meant what I said earlier,” Franklin said, grimly. “If you want to kill him in cold blood, you’ll have to go through me.” For an instant, the fire in her eyes suggested she was about to try, but then seemed to catch herself and realized what she was about to do. Her eyes softened, and a single tear rolled down her cheek. Franklin hoped the danger had passed. She let Franklin slowly guide her weapon back to her holster, her eyes never once leaving his face. 
 
    When the weapon was secure, she pushed past Franklin and knelt next to the prisoner, her knee catching him in the groin. She grabbed a handful of his hair and jerked his head up to meet her gaze. The back of the prisoner’s head thudded against the wall, and he whimpered. 
 
    “You messed with the wrong bitch,” she hissed into his face. “You tell that asshole leader of yours that a she-demon, straight from the ninth circle of hell, is coming for him and God Himself won’t be able to save him. He won’t be able to save any of you. Anyone at your compound when I come calling is dead. I’m going to burn that fucking place to the fucking ground. No amount of pig’s blood will stop me.” She thudded his head against the wall a final time and stalked out. Franklin checked the man’s bonds. 
 
    “I’d listen to her,” Franklin said. “I haven’t known that woman all that long, but I can tell you messed with the wrong person. Next time you pass a video store, you might want to check out Rambo. I have a feeling the movie will become relevant to your life.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me,” Paris said, slamming on the brakes in the middle of the road. She gave Franklin an icy stare. “You should have let me shoot him.”  
 
    “You have to admire his guts,” Franklin said, looking at the pharmacy. “I think after the third time Gunilla poked me with that make-shift needle; I would have told you all about this place if just to get a break while you searched it.” Paris pulled into the parking lot. 
 
    “Just as soon as people realize that modern medicine is a thing of the past, these places are going to be worth more than gold,” Paris said. “Travis, you stay with Rebecca. Everyone else, come with me and get what you think is useful. You have fifteen minutes. Gunilla, lead the way; you know what we need more than anyone.” She turned to Franklin. “We might be able to use some of this to trade for supplies.” 
 
    “Provided they don’t kill us and just take it,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Listen, if you and I are going to get along—and I’m not convinced we are—you need to understand I’m the glass-half-empty person around here,” Paris said. “Find your own personality disorder; that one’s trademarked.” 
 
    Nearly fifteen minutes later, Paris came out the door and yelled behind her, “Times up, people. We need to get rolling.” Among them, Gunilla, Tempest, and Addison carried nearly a dozen plastic bags full of supplies. 
 
    “Did you find anything we can use?” Travis asked. In the back of the truck, Rebecca lay moaning and sweating from infection. 
 
    “We found a few things,” Paris said. “Antibiotics, vitamins, pain meds.” 
 
    “What’s Gunilla so happy about?” Travis asked. 
 
    “She found a microscope,” Paris said. “You should have seen her when she pulled that out from under the pharmacist’s counter. She looked like a little girl who got a pony for her birthday. I was surprised she didn’t break out in a dance.” 
 
    “I might still,” Gunilla said giddy. 
 
    “What’s so special about a microscope?” Travis asked. “Rebecca needs drugs.” 
 
    “My boy,” Gunilla said patting Travis on the check. “You have proven that everything bad they say about the American education system is true. With a microscope, I can change the world.” 
 
    “I think the world has changed enough,” Travis said. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Paris said. “You can teach later. My guess is he’s led a sheltered life and needs a lot of educational guidance.” 
 
    “I need a minute with Rebecca,” Gunilla said. “I want to see if I can get some medicine in her. I also might want to put in new stitches with the stuff we found.” 
 
    “Fine,” Paris said. “Five more minutes and we’re gone. 
 
    “Hey, doc?” Franklin said as Gunilla crawled in the back of the truck. He rested his elbow on the tailgate as he talked with her. “While I’m thinking about it, make sure you don’t tell anyone we meet, you’re a doctor.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked as she opened a bottle and popped two pills into her hand. She propped up Rebecca’s head. “Take these, honey. They’ll help you sleep and help bring down your fever.” Rebecca took the pills and chased them down with a few sips of bottled water. “I want you to drink the rest of that water over the next half an hour.” Rebecca nodded her head. She turned back to Franklin. “You were saying.”  
 
    “Because medically trained personnel are going to be as valuable as the stuff we just found. And at the risk of honing in on Paris’ disorder, people that would otherwise be friendly might just kill us to get at you. Those in Round Hill might take us in, but if they know you’re a doctor, they might not let you leave.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Gunilla said as Franklin walked away. 
 
    “We’re living in horrible times, Doc,” Franklin said as he got in the truck. 
 
    Parris tapped on his window. Franklin reached over and engaged the engine to roll down the window. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    Paris reached into her bag and tossed a folded map into his lap. Franklin tried to catch it, but it bounced off his fingertips and fell into the floorboard under the steering wheel. 
 
    “Shit, where did you find this?” Franklin said seeing that it was a map of the area. “I looked all over the store and couldn’t even find a road atlas.” 
 
    “It was under the microscope,” Paris said. 
 
    “Of course, it was,” Franklin whispered as he opened the map. When he realized the map’s width was too clumsy for the cab, he got out and put the map on the hood. As the others crawled into the truck bed, Tempest came over and watched Paris and Franklin map out their route. 
 
    “Highway 340 leads straight to Front Royal, but there are no cutoffs between us and the city,” Franklin said. “It looks like we have no choice but to go into Front Royal.” 
 
    “You think they will be there waiting for us?” Tempest asked. 
 
    “It’s a good bet,” Franklin said. “It’s a major waypoint from where we are, and it has the first major bridge in the area. We can bypass most of Front Royal, but we’ll have to pass through the outskirts of the city.” 
 
    “They can’t know which way we’re going,” Tempest said. 
 
    “They can give it a good guess,” Franklin said. “By now, they know we’re not floating down the river. They’ll also know we’re not going to hang out in the woods. Not with an injured girl. There are two roads on this side of the river we could use, given the timeframe.” Franklin pointed to the map as he explained his reasoning to her. “Skyline Drive here and 340 here. Skyline Drive is just a scenic byway with no shelter or places to pick up supplies. They don’t know what I have in the way of supplies, but they know you had nothing. So, they can make a pretty good guess we’re on 340, and when the two good ol’ boys fail to check in, that’ll be confirmation.” 
 
    “But they won’t know if we’re going north or south,” Tempest said. 
 
    “Which is why they’ll cover both ends,” he said. “That’s our advantage. They split their forces into three or four groups. One to cover the north, one to cover the south and one or two to search the road.” 
 
    Tempest thought about what Franklin said and studied the map. “Why can’t we use those bridges?” she asked, pointing to the north-eastern edge of Front Royal. 
 
    “They’re railroad bridges,” Paris said. 
 
    “Which could be an option in an emergency,” Franklin said. “There are several houses near those bridges. Just hole up in one until nightfall, then cross. It looks pretty industrial, so I’m guessing we’ll be able to find transportation on the other side.” 
 
    “We can call that Plan B,” Paris said. “Crossing a railroad bridge isn’t easy, and we’ll have to cross at night, without a flashlight and carrying an injured girl.” 
 
    “Our best bet is to take this road,” Franklin said, leaning closer to read the name. “East Criser Road. It’s right on the edge of the town. If we follow it to Remount, it’ll lead to 55, then Interstate 66. We can head north after that. 
 
    “How long will it take to get to Round Hill?” Tempest asked. 
 
    “Depends on how congested the interstate is,” Paris said. 
 
    Tempest studied the map. “There’s a lot of smaller roads we could take; that wouldn’t take as long,” she said. 
 
    Franklin shook his head and said, “There have been storms over the last several weeks. If we come across a downed tree and can’t get around it, we’ll lose a lot of time backtracking. If we run across the same thing on the highway, with four lanes, more than likely we’ll be able to get around it. Our best bet is to stay on the bigger roads.” There was a gunshot back down the road. 
 
    “Planning’s over,” Franklin said hastily folding up the map. 
 
    “Gunilla, all secure back there?” Paris yelled as she ran for the cab. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Gunilla yelled back. 
 
    “Hurry the hell up,” Paris said. 
 
    “All done,” Gunilla said. Paris gunned the motor and raced toward Front Royal. An hour later, they arrived at the outskirts of the small city. Just as they arrived, a white dual cab pickup truck and a blue SUV sprinted up behind them. 
 
    “It’s them,” Travis yelled. 
 
    “Fuck,” Paris said, pressing harder on the accelerator. 
 
    Travis pushed open the camper back window and fired. The truck jerked to the left and bounced over the curb as if surprised they were being fired upon. The driver over-corrected and was forced to slow down to keep from losing control and flipping the vehicle. Ironically, sideswiping the side of an overturned car helped them regain control. 
 
    Several men in the SUV leaned out their windows and returned fire. The camper glass shattered, and everyone in the back screamed in terror. Travis tried to aim for the driver of the SUV, but Paris made a sharp left to avoid a stalled car, throwing off his aim and causing the bullets to rake the upper windshield.  
 
    “Travis, aim for the engine,” Franklin yelled as he readied his weapon. 
 
    “We’re coming into town,” Paris said. “Ah, shit.” 
 
    “What?” Franklin asked and then turned to see that the road they wanted to take was blocked by several stalled cars. 
 
    “Just keep going straight,” Franklin said. “It still leads to 55. It’ll be up a few streets.” Flipping around in the seat, he rolled down the window and began to fire when the opportunity presented itself. Travis shifted his aim. After more than a dozen shots, the SUV’s radiator began to blow steam, and the vehicle slowed and stopped. The men in the vehicle piled out and ran to the nearby abandoned cars trying to find one that worked. The four men in the truck continued after them. 
 
    Entering the town, it seemed as if they’d entered the fictional town of Mayberry on a Sunday morning. It was empty and peaceful. Then a bullet tore off his side-view mirror. “We’re going to need to do something about them,” Franklin said more to himself. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions,” Paris said. Behind them, they heard what sounded like water being thrown against a windshield. Franklin turned and for a moment wondered why someone had sprayed red paint over the back window. It was only when he focused in on the chunks of debris, he realized what happened. Everyone in the back started screaming. 
 
    “Oh Jesus,” Franklin said.” 
 
    “What happened?” Paris screamed. 
 
    “Addison’s dead,” Travis said. Almost howling, Travis turned and emptied his weapon on the pursuing truck. The man leaning out of the passenger window jerked, dropped his weapon and slumped over. His upper body weight pulled him the rest of the way out of the window, and he slid under the truck. The truck swerved and slowed down, allowing Paris to gain distance. 
 
    “Travis, hand me another pistol and some flash grenades,” Franklin ordered. Travis handed them through. He turned to Paris. “When you make the right onto 55, slow down and let me out.” 
 
    “What the hell are you going to do?” Paris demanded. 
 
    “I’m going to end this,” he said slamming home a full magazine. “I’ll catch up with you at 66. If I’m not there in two hours, make for Round Hill without me. If I’m able, I’ll meet up with you there.” 
 
    “What if you don’t stop them?” Paris said. 
 
    “I’ll stop them.” 
 
    “Get ready,” she said. As she approached the corner, Franklin opened the door and waited. Paris cut the corner, slowed, and Franklin leaped out. Though she slowed, Franklin still needed to run to keep from stumbling headfirst into the road. Instead, he slammed into a nearby car which stopped his momentum but temporarily stunned him. Catching his breath, Franklin hid behind a car and waited. As the truck carrying the gunman neared, he jumped from hiding and threw a flashbang through the open window. 
 
    “Watch out,” he heard someone scream, but by then it was too late. The gunman hanging out the backseat window was bringing his weapon around when the grenade went off. The car jerked left and then right, throwing off the gunman’s aim. The storefront window behind Franklin shattered. The truck jerked left again and then plowed into the side of another car. The gunman hanging out the window whipped forward, and Franklin heard his back snap. Sprinting to the truck, Franklin finished off anyone not already dead. As he shot the last man, a black four-door sedan rounded the corner. The occupants from the SUV had found a replacement. 
 
    Before the men could react, Franklin fired off four shots, killing the driver who jerked the steering wheel over as he folded against his window. The man’s foot also pushed the accelerator. The car picked up speed and plunged through the front of a small brick building at an angle.  
 
    The rear passenger tried to get out of the car, but his door was jammed against the brick wall. He screamed and pushed at the man beside him. That man pushed a third occupant in the back seat who seemed dazed and confused. Slowly, he opened the door and was roughly pushed out. He stumbled and tried to catch himself. Franklin took advantage of the man’s disorientation and dispatched him with little effort. Thinking they might be next, both the remaining men fired through the back windshield forcing Franklin to take cover. 
 
    Franklin dashed up the street toward a hotel. The three gunmen sprinted around the corner, firing blindly at first and then with more precision as they spotted him. Franklin was again forced to take cover, this time behind one of more than a dozen abandoned cars spread across the four-lane city road. He dashed behind a gold Maverick just as high caliber rounds raked up the side of the car. Careening his neck to see over the hood and through the windshield, Franklin spotted one man running across the street. Popping up, Franklin fired at the gunman who, in a panic that he was suddenly a target, ran past a dumpster and took cover behind a wooden telephone pole.  
 
    Franklin fired off a couple more rounds. Both bullets thudded into the pole, one sending splinters spraying near the gunman’s face. His companions tried to help their partner by firing at Franklin’s position, but Franklin was too well sheltered. 
 
    Sensing how exposed he was, the gunman again panicked and dashed for a car that was twenty feet ahead of him. As he darted out from behind the pole, he tripped. It saved his life, as Franklin’s bullet passed right where the man’s chest should have been. The prone gunman rolled and fired at Franklin. He was startlingly effective. When the first bullet shattered the headlight next to Franklin, it forced Franklin to back up. With a wild shot, Franklin hit the man in the lower leg causing the gunman to drop his rifle and scream out in pain. Franklin’s next shot passed through the top of his skull. 
 
    The final two gunmen fanned out, taking cover behind two cars that afforded them different lines of fire on Franklin’s position. They fired one round each into the car he was hiding behind but didn’t fire again until he peeked out to see what they were doing. Pulling out his magazine, he observed that it was half empty. He still had two flash grenades stuffed into his front pockets. When he looked up, they fired again. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. They were trying to keep him pinned down, meaning reinforcements were on the way. It was time to bail. Franklin pulled a grenade pin and slid it along the road as hard as he could toward the gunmen and counted to three before sprinting toward a school bus. Two seconds later, the flash grenade blew, and Franklin hoped it had startled them enough to throw off their aim. As he rounded the school bus, there was a fire in his side that raced up to his brain, causing him to cry out. He clamped a hand over the hole just above his waist. Any lower and the bullet would have lodged in his hip, any higher and it would have pierced his lung. 
 
    “Dammit, dammit, dammit,” he said, wanting to panic. He looked around the school bus and saw that both men were advancing on his position. He could also hear a large truck in the distance. Transferring the gun to his left hand, he fired off three rounds sending the men scrambling for cover. Taking advantage of their panic, Franklin dashed across a convenience store parking lot and down a street that led to an area filled with older houses. 
 
    The houses he ran by were old and in various states of disrepair. They were cookie-cutter mill houses intermixed with fifties and sixties style wooden homes and seventies style brick houses. The neighborhood, which stretched over several streets with no symmetry or organization, looked as if the city built itself around the area and then forgot, or didn’t care, that the houses were there. Many of the homes on the narrow streets didn’t look as if they’d been lived in for years, with “Keep Out” signs posted in most windows. 
 
    Making his way to the next street, he plunged through a hole in a tall wooden privacy fence and then spotted a large blue, partially deflated plastic blowup swimming pool behind a home. He hoped whoever lived here was long gone because this was the type of neighborhood where everyone stayed within arm’s reach of a weapon. 
 
    Franklin opened the door and quietly slipped in as he heard a truck drive down a nearby street. The musty smell in the house told him no one was home. Relaxing, he headed upstairs and found the bathroom. Searching through the linen closet, he found an old, nearly empty box of gauze bandages. Heading into the bedroom, he flipped open the closest, yanked a blue shirt off the hanger, ripped off both sleeves and stuffed the material over the hole in his waist. He then taped two gauze bandages over the cloth. It slowed down the bleeding but didn’t stop it entirely. Needing rest, he lay on the full-sized bed and closed his eyes. 
 
    When he opened them again, he wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t blind. As he put his hand to his face, he could barely see it. After a few moments, he could finally make out the outlines of the bedroom door. He nearly cried out as he sat up and knew he started bleeding again. Slowly making his way to the door, he felt his way to the stairs and back outside. For the next several hours he hobbled down one street and then another as he worked his way to the north-eastern edge of the city and the railroad bridges. 
 
    It took him all night and most of the next day to make his way to the river. He found breakfast in the form of dry oatmeal with raisins and lunch in the form of pork ’n’ beans. Dinner was two cans of sliced peaches and a can of whole tomatoes. There had been no sign of anyone. Only once had he heard gunshots but had no idea what direction they came from or who was shooting at who. Maybe it was an elusive resident of Front Royal taking exception to the intrusion of strangers. 
 
    Several hours after dusk, he made his way across the farthest of the two railroad bridges. Once on the other side, he searched for transportation, riding a bicycle at one point until he found a car with the keys still in the ignition. By morning, he was feeling feverish and sweated profusely. He followed the road alongside the train tracks, but they eventually veered away from the tracks and led to a large gravel pit filled with giant construction equipment. He continued up one gravel hill and then another before spotting the highway. He ditched the car and picked up another after crossing a congested bridge on Interstate 66.  
 
    Two days later, tired, hungry and feverish, he reached the outskirts of what he hoped was Round Hill. He came up to a barricade of construction equipment manned by people with lots of guns.  
 
    Carefully exiting the vehicle, he stumbled toward the men with one arm raised and with the other clutching his side. 
 
    “Hold it right there,” someone shouted. 
 
    “Not a problem,” he said in a low ragged voice, he wasn’t sure they could hear. He nearly fell over. 
 
    “Are you sick?” someone asked. Franklin was unsure how to answer that. Technically he was sick, but it was from the wound, not the plague. 
 
    “Do you have the plague?” someone else asked.  
 
    Franklin, grateful for the clarification, shook his head. 
 
    “Are you Franklin?” 
 
    Franklin beamed, nodded, and fainted. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Hovering on the edge of consciousness, Franklin felt warm and comfortable. It was a sure sign something wasn’t right. Warm and comfortable wasn’t found in either the military or jail. It went against the nature of both organizations. The realization brought him fully awake. Glancing around, he discovered he was in bed, covered by a clean white blanket. He was neither tied nor chained, which he took as a good sign. Paris sat on a chair next to him, reading a magazine beside an open window. 
 
    “What ya reading?” he asked, his voice hoarse. 
 
    Paris closed the magazine and dropped it in her lap. “Cosmo. I’m trying to learn fifty new ways to be sexy this summer.” There was something about her deadpan delivery, he found funny. 
 
    He laughed. “Ouch. That hurts.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Sore. And weak.” Franklin lifted the blanket and looked at the bandage covering his wound. He poked around the edges. There was no blood soaking through the bandage meaning he’d been out for a few days. “Gunilla’s work?” 
 
    “Yes,” Paris confirmed. “And if you open up that wound, she’ll be more than a little cross with you.” 
 
    Franklin lowered the blanket. “How is everyone?” 
 
    “As well as can be expected. I’m worried about Tempest, though.” 
 
    “She’s been through a lot. Give her time.” 
 
    “That’s just it. She’s acting as if nothing happened. It worries the hell out of me. She should be screaming, crying, or locked in a room like Rebecca. Instead, she’s walking around as if nothing happened. I’m terrified something will set her off, and she’s either going to kill herself or kill everyone within a mile of her.”  
 
    “Everyone processes things differently. Have you tried talking with her yet?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can,” Paris said softly. 
 
    Franklin mentally kicked himself. “Oh shit. I’m sorry Paris. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” 
 
    “No, it’s not all right. You’ve been through just as much as the others.” She forced a smile. Franklin closed his eyes and cursed himself. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea what to say,” Franklin said after a few awkward moments. “I don’t have training in this. All I can do is promise that should you ever want to talk; I’ll listen.” 
 
    Paris reached out and covered his hand with hers. “I’m sorry about before,” she said. “My actions were unprofessional.” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for. Under the circumstances, I’d say you showed considerable strength in not killing me.” 
 
    “I’m not the same person I was,” Paris said as she broke contact. “Cleveland would be ashamed of me.” 
 
    “Cleveland? Was that your partner?” 
 
    “He was more than a partner. He was like a second father. He taught me everything . . .” she fell silent, too choked up to talk. 
 
    “I have to fight to keep from shutting myself away in a darkened room,” Paris said when she could finally continue. “If I do that, the only thing left would be to blow my brains out. I’m angrier than I’ve ever been, and I’m not sleeping. I don’t think I’ve made it through a single night without having nightmares. 
 
    “I asked Travis to draw me a map,” she said, a hint of anger in her voice. “Once I deliver Gunilla, I will resign, if there’s an FBI to resign from, and pay that compound a visit. I’ll get me some hands-on therapy.” 
 
    “They’re likely to be gone.” 
 
    “Not that group. They think they have divine protection and inside that compound, they might, but they’ll come out, eventually. I’ll take them out one by one if I have to.” 
 
    “Someone might get to them before you.” 
 
    Paris placed the magazine on the nightstand “I thought about that. I’ll be disappointed, but I can live with knowing someone else took care of the problem. If I were their leader, I’d pray someone else gets to him before I do. Besides, I have a feeling in this new world dynamic, there’ll be plenty of assholes for me practice self-therapy.” 
 
    “I promise, when you go after those men, you won’t be alone. I’ll help, however, I can.” 
 
    “And you said you didn’t know what to say,” Paris said, teasingly. 
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
    “Travis and Gunilla are fine. Rebecca is recovering from her leg wound. She’s in the room down the hall. She’s terrified of strangers, so Travis is staying close to her.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” 
 
    “Gunilla thinks it’s okay, so I’ll bow to her wisdom.” 
 
    “Does she have a weapon?” 
 
    “Fuck. I should have thought of that. She needs to feel she can protect herself. She also needs to feel more in control. If you visit her, make sure you ask permission to enter her room.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Shit. I should have remembered that from my training.” 
 
    “Stop being so hard on yourself,” Franklin said and then grimaced. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Just sore.” 
 
    “You should get more rest. We can talk later.” Paris stood up to leave. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Franklin said. “Any problems after I left?” 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Paris said after a moment as she sat back down. “I picked up Daniel and a four-year-old boy near 66. Daniel said he heard the boy crying next to a gas station. Has no idea what the boy’s name is. The kid won’t or can’t speak.” 
 
    “Jesus. How many children died because no one was there to hear their screams?” 
 
    “Too many to thank about.” 
 
    Franklin tried to sit up a little, but the pain forced him to stop. They know Gunilla’s a doctor?” Franklin asked, concern edging his voice. 
 
    “Yes, but there’s nothing to worry about. They already have a doctor and two nurses in the community. Enough to take care of what’s left of the town.” 
 
    “Any problem getting inside the city?” 
 
    “We got stopped outside the city same as you, but I identified myself as an FBI agent and said I was looking for Sheriff Carl.” She laughed at the memory. “That created a little stir. Once the sheriff got there, I explained the situation, and he let us in.” 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door, and both turned to see Gunilla and a man in a sheriff’s uniform come in. 
 
    “Speak of the red-haired devil,” Paris said. 
 
    Franklin never got a good look at the sheriff while hiding in the ditch; he had only heard the man’s voice. The two didn’t match. Franklin had envisioned an older man, out of shape, with graying hair. This man was tall and lean with wisps of red hair protruding from beneath his ball cap. His nose had a slight crook, as if it had once been broken and not set properly. His uniform was crisp and clean, hinting of professionalism. Though he looked to be in his mid-thirties, he had the face of someone who’d seen more than anyone should. 
 
    “Good to see you awake,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “Came awake a few minutes ago,” Paris said. “We’ve been talking about the weather.” 
 
    Gunilla came over and felt his head. “Fever’s broke.” She moved the blanket and looked at the wound. She poked it. 
 
    “Ouch,” Franklin said. “Shit, doc.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Thanks for patching me up.” 
 
    “No thanks necessary. You pulled our donkeys out of the fire, twice. Is that the right American expression?” 
 
    “It’s close enough,” Franklin said. “Sheriff Carl, thank you for taking in this motley band.” 
 
    The sheriff held out his hand in greeting. Franklin grasped it but grimaced in pain at the movement. “It’s Sheriff Ledford, actually. Only Maggie ever calls me Carl. Most people just call me Red. It’s a bit cliché, but what can you do? Nicknames have a way of sticking to you better than a mole. At least a mole you can get rid of. And you are?” 
 
    “Franklin Turnipseed,” Franklin said. 
 
    “That’s a bit of a usual name,” the sheriff said, his smile growing large. It was disarming, and Franklin thought for a moment that everything would be okay in a world that decidedly wasn’t. 
 
    “We’ve met already,” Franklin said. 
 
    “So, they said. I sorry, I’m usually good with names and faces. It’s part of the job. But I don’t recall ever meeting you. And I would remember meeting anyone named Turnipseed.” 
 
    “Technically, we didn’t meet. I was hiding in a ditch.” Carl gave him a puzzled look. “You and some of your boys were driving up Route 7 in a big pickup truck and found two dead bodies. One inside a car and the other lying near the front bumper.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Carl said, suddenly very businesslike. 
 
    “I was hiding in a ditch on the other side of the road.” 
 
    The sheriff’s face lost all signs of humor. “You don’t say.” 
 
    “I came on them a few minutes before you did. Heard that big ol’ truck coming and hid. Didn’t know who you were at the time. For all I knew you could have been the ones that killed them. Heard you talking to Maggie and realized you had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you come on out?” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Franklin said using his fingers to count off points. “A group of good ol’ boys with guns in a pickup truck decorated with a Confederate flag. Me a black man, and two dead bodies nearby.” 
 
    “I guess I can see your point,” Carl said. “That’s Paul Jackson’s truck, or was, before the plague. It’s ugly but powerful. It can push just about anything out of the way. In the winter, we use it as a snowplow. He would go around clearing people’s driveways, black or white, so we put up his South-Will-Rise-Again, bullshit. He was harmless enough.” 
 
    “With me not being a southern gentleman, I decided to let lying dogs remain in the ditch,” Franklin said. 
 
    “So why send your group here?” Carl asked. 
 
    “You seemed genuinely upset that someone from your town might have been involved in the killings. So, I took a chance.” 
 
    “You were right,” Gunilla said. “They’re nice people here.” 
 
    “Most are,” Carl said. “A few aren’t happy with outsiders being in town, but with Gunilla being a doctor, they look the other way. She’s only been here a couple of days, but she’s made herself useful. Doc Brown says she’s smart, and she has a way of getting on people’s good side. I think it’s her sultry Swedish accent.” 
 
    Gunilla slapped the sheriff playfully on the shoulder. 
 
    “What were you doing on 7?” the sheriff asked. Franklin’s guard came up. He needed to be careful. The sheriff was asking in a friendly enough manner, but this was an interrogation, nonetheless. If he wasn’t careful, they might end up taking him around the back and stringing him up. Paris would probably help. 
 
    “Heading home to my ex-wife and kid.” 
 
    “And where’s home?” 
 
    “Charlotte, North Carolina.” 
 
    “Going the wrong way, weren’t you?” Carl said. 
 
    “Figured I’d pull a Huck Finn and raft down the Shenandoah. Less chance of running into trouble.” Franklin laughed and then grabbed at his side. “Turns out I was wrong.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Carl said. “If you’re from North Carolina, what were you doing all the way up here? Sightseeing?” 
 
    “I was working at the prison.” 
 
    “I see. I’ve been up to the prison a few times; don’t remember hearing about you. 
 
    “I was a new hire. Came on, just before the plague started.” 
 
    “I don’t remember hearing about a job opening. This close to the prison, people here pay attention to that. The prison was a major employer in the area.” 
 
    Franklin tried to shrug. “Don’t know what to tell you. One of the veteran’s groups set up the interview.” 
 
    “What branch?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Army. Thirty-One Bravo.” 
 
    “Military police?” Carl said. 
 
    “For a few years.” 
 
    “Then you know Ed Travers? He was ex-army as well. He liked to seek out ex-military at the prison and talk about old times.” 
 
    “Afraid not, sheriff. As I said, I was only working there a few days when this shit started. After that, people stopped coming to work. I did know Andrew Pollard. He was sort of my mentor.” 
 
    “I knew Andrew. He lived just outside of town here. He just got back from Germany if I remember correctly. I didn’t know he trained new hires. Usually, that’s Ed’s job.” 
 
    “Andrew and Doreen went to Greece. Andrew hated it. Said he wanted to go to Bermuda and see tits on the beach but going to Greece would keep Doreen happy, so he went along with it. As for training, I think they were sending him a message.” 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    “From what he told me, he slapped around a prisoner and got caught on camera.” 
 
    “Where were you staying?” 
 
    “I hadn’t found a place to live, so I was staying at the hotel just down the road. Once the plague hit, I stayed at the jail full time. Then, everyone just left. Some guard told me to go home and not come back, so that’s what I did.” 
 
    “And the prisoners?” 
 
    “You would probably know more about that than me. I overheard you say you were heading up there.” 
 
    “Never made it. I was planning on trying again next week.” 
 
    “Why?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I wanted what’s in the armory, or more to the point, to keep others from getting at what’s in the armory. I also wanted to see if anyone was alive up there. And speaking of that . . .” Carl reached into his pocket and pulled out the plastic bag that held Franklin’s list of prisoners. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked, holding the paper out to Franklin. 
 
    With an effort, Franklin reached up and took both the paper and bag. “A list of dead prisoners,” he said, with just a little anger in his voice. Carl knew he was from the prison the entire time. 
 
    “I guessed as much. But why do you have it?” 
 
    “To give it to whoever is in charge.” 
 
    “In charge of what?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Whatever’s left of the world,” Franklin said, annoyed. 
 
    Gunilla took the sheriff’s arm in hers. “I think it’s time we let my patient get some rest. Besides, you promised to show me how to line dance. You two can talk more later.” 
 
    “All right,” Carl said as he started to follow Gunilla outside. He turned to Franklin. “It was nice to meet you, Franklin. I’d like to talk more later.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Men,” Paris said after the sheriff left. “Throw around a little charm, and they’re easily led around by their peckers. You think he bought your bullshit?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Do I look like I have a dick between my legs?” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” he said defensively. “You heard the doctor; I need my rest.” 
 
    She picked up the magazine. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stay here and watch me like I’m eight,” Franklin said gruffly. “Go out and play or something. Go learn to line dance. Or if you want to treat me like I’m eight, bring me some chicken soup.” 
 
    Paris tossed the magazine on the side of the bed. “Here, just in case you want to know how to dress sexy this summer.” She walked to the door. “Do I have a curfew, Daddy?” 
 
    “Bite me,” he said, closing his eyes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Franklin stepped defiantly through the creaky screen door and onto the porch sipping a glass of warm, sweet tea as if daring the world to dampen his first day outside since arriving at Round Hill. The screen door double-slapped shut behind him as he looked up into the afternoon sky and drank in the warm sun. Having been cooped up because of his injury, he was going stir-crazy lying in bed. When Gunilla finally proclaimed him fit enough to get out of bed, rainstorms kept him bottled up for another week. He’d lived in the south long enough to know the humidity would be stifling later this afternoon, but he didn’t care. Putting his glass down on the railing, he turned his body, trying to work out the kinks. 
 
    “Gunilla will be pissed if you open that wound.” 
 
    Franklin shielded his eyes from the sun to see Sheriff Ledford drinking a bottle of soda and sitting in an old wooden white rocker in desperate need of repainting. 
 
    “Afternoon, Sheriff. What brings you out here?” 
 
    “Just checking to see how you’re doing. Looks like you’re healing up nicely.” 
 
    Franklin took a seat on the matching rocker next to the sheriff. “Where are the girls?” he asked, still shading his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” The screen door groaned as the sheriff disappeared inside. Coming back, he handed Franklin an old green baseball cap with a worn brown edge and a fishing patch sewn onto the front. “Gunilla is finishing up a few house calls. Paris is escorting her.” 
 
    “You didn’t go with them?” 
 
    “I needed to get a few things done this morning.” 
 
    Franklin adjusted the cap to fit his head. “Sun’s bright today.” 
 
    “Thomas always intended to put a roof up over this old porch but never got around to it.” 
 
    “Right now, it’s perfect the way it is,” Franklin said, letting the sun warm his face. “Did you know the owners well?” 
 
    “Round Hill’s a small town. Just about six hundred people before the plague. Most everyone knows everyone else here. But I knew Thomas Ledford better than most.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Franklin said and then took a sip of his tea. “I guess just about everyone in the world’s lost someone they loved. How many people are left here?” 
 
    “Just under a hundred.” 
 
    “Seems like you fared better than most,” Franklin said, sounding impressed. 
 
    “Not really. Those people we found shot on the road haven’t been the only victims. Many of those living away from town have needed to move closer for safety.” 
 
    “That makes little sense. There’s plenty of stuff in the world for the taking, why kill people over it?” 
 
    Carl shrugged. “Some people are just dicks. Have you ever spent time on the Internet? When people don’t have to fear the consequences of their actions, their primal nature takes over. Suddenly, everything they ever wanted to do, they can.” He took a swig of his soda and grimaced. He looked at his glass. “You know, I think one of the things I will miss most from the old world is ice, especially with the summer heating up.” 
 
    “Doesn’t this town have generators?” 
 
    “Several. And a couple of good mechanics to keep them serviced, but fuel will eventually be an issue. I’d rather save the fuel for winter and the planting season in the spring.” 
 
    “You’re using your cruiser,” Franklin pointed out. 
 
    “I was out taking a survey of the empty farms, feeding cattle, and checking on the people still out there. It’s my one luxury. I won’t do that much longer. Mostly, everyone walks wherever they need to go now. We’re bring in horses, so in a few years, it’ll be just like the Wild West around here.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of fuel out there.” 
 
    “Not as much as you might think, at least around here,” Carl said. “We’re off the beaten path. Not many fuel trucks pass this way unless it’s on purpose. Right now, we have about a dozen tankers in town and almost as many empty ones to hold fuel we siphon from cars and the gas stations in the area. The problem is other towns are doing the same thing. That’s how one of my men got shot. Some people from Purcellville didn’t like the fact that we were about to drive off with a fuel truck.” 
 
    “Who won?” 
 
    “We drove away with the truck, so I guess we did. But now, I have to wonder about retaliation and raids on our fuel supplies.” 
 
    “How are your defenses?” 
 
    “We’ve surrounded the town proper with a barricade of cars, trucks, school buses and tractor-trailers. Eventually, we’ll build a wall. We just have to figure out the best way to do it. We have someone in the church tower full time to warn us if anyone approaches and others are guarding the roads to town. We keep the tankers inside the town. I don’t like that, though. One good spark and the entire town will blow, but I don’t see as I have many choices. That fuel will be the difference between life and death for this town come winter.” 
 
    Franklin removed his hat and wiped away the sweat. “If it were me, I’d dig a hole and bury them,” he said, adjusting the hat. “They’ll be close enough that you can defend them and get fuel in case of an emergency.” 
 
    Carl liked the idea. “I know where I can find a bulldozer. I swear had I known what I was getting into when I ran for sheriff . . .” he let the thought trail off.  
 
    Franklin laughed. He liked this man. If he hadn’t been worried about his family, he might have stayed. “It sounds like things are well in hand. Outsiders are going to be envious.” 
 
    “That’s part of the reason I want to go to the prison and raid the armory.” 
 
    “Do you really think it will get that bad?” Franklin asked as they both spotted Paris and Gunilla, making their way up the street. They waved, and the girl’s returned the greetings. 
 
    “Are you a student of history?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Schooling was never my strong suit,” Franklin said, thinking it an odd question. “That’s part of the reason I ended up in the military.” The sheriff just nodded his understanding. 
 
    “It’s not that I think things are going to get worse it’s . . . In ancient times, before Europe became a set of unified countries, it was a series of city-states. Each city was like its own country. Rome, Sparta, Athens were all city-states at one time. As they grew and became stronger, they conquered outlying areas and even other city-states. The loser of the conflict often became a vassal of the winner.” 
 
    “If you’re worried about that, become a strong city-state,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Again, we’re too far off the beaten path. Just like you, people all across the United States, probably the world, are traveling from one area to another searching to see if loved ones or people they knew and cared about survived the plague. Once they have their answer, they’ll finally settle down. When they do, they’ll want to go somewhere they have the best chance of survival. They’ll gravitate toward what’s left of the bigger cities.” 
 
    “There’s not a lot of people left to fill the cities.” 
 
    “Oh, I realize that. It’ll be generations before city-states become powerful enough to expand. Cities will become supply centers first. I’ll likely not see a true city-state in my lifetime, nor will my children, if I have any. But eventually they will rise and expand, and when they do, I want the town I grew up in to be able to negotiate favorable terms. I want it to be important.” 
 
    “Anyone killed when you took that tanker?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so.” 
 
    “Then you should be able to work out a deal with them. Most people aren’t too keen to shoot other people. If you go to them before they get desperate, maybe you can help each other. Even merge. If nothing else, you can set them up as a trading partner. That’ll help you grow.” 
 
    The sheriff took a long deep drink from his soda. “Maybe,” he finally said. 
 
    “You’ll probably have to give over the tanker as a peace offering.” 
 
    Paris stepped up onto the porch. “What are you two up to?” 
 
    “I’m on my lunch break,” Carl said. “Decided I’d stop by and see how Franklin was doing.” 
 
    Gunilla stepped over to Franklin and examined the wound. “It looks good.” She poked the wound. 
 
    “Damn woman,” Franklin said flinching. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to be any nerve damage,” she said. 
 
    “When can he travel?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, I’d say he was okay now, but given the present situation, I’d say another week,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Well, I think my lunch break is over,” Carl said, stepping off the porch. “There are a few more farms I need to check on.” 
 
    “You want some company?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “That would be nice,” the sheriff said, beaming. 
 
    “Is she going with us when we leave?” Franklin asked as the cruiser pulled away. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Paris said after a long pause. “If she wants to stay, I’m not going to stop her.” She moved over to take the sheriff’s place in the rocking chair. “It’s obvious they like each other, and they spend a lot of time together. I’m pretty sure they haven’t slept together, but that could change before we leave.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I haven’t slept with him either, and I wasn’t planning to, though he is cute in a rugged, muscular kind of way.” 
 
    “Ha, ha. Hilarious. You know what I meant. You still leaving?” 
 
    “I owe you that much.” 
 
    Franklin set his jaw. “You don’t owe me a damn thing.” 
 
    “We see things differently.” 
 
    “Then, you heard the doc; I’m leaving in a week, weather permitting.” It didn’t. 
 
    Three weeks later, there was a farewell gathering at the sheriff’s house to bid Franklin and Paris farewell, complete with food, music, and dancing. It was a crowded gathering that moved outside to accommodate nearly all the townspeople. Sheriff Ledford, to the amusement of everyone, announced the gathering to be an official bonafide shindig. 
 
    “Have you ever seen so much food in your life?” Paris asked as she sat down across from him at the picnic table, holding a pair of beers. There were six more picnic tables set up in the yard. It looked like a beer tent at a German Oktoberfest celebration. She offered a beer to Franklin. He shook his head. 
 
    “Not since the Thanksgiving family reunion of 2005,” Franklin said. “I’m guessing not so big anymore.” 
 
    “This little outing makes the world seem normal,” Paris said. “I forget that beyond this town, the world is a shit hole.” 
 
    Franklin smiled. “I was thinking the same thing a little while ago. We had the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, the Dark Age, the Age of Enlightenment, The Information Age, and now we have the Shit Age.” 
 
    “Age of Shit sounds better.” 
 
    Franklin couldn’t help but laugh. He liked Paris, might have even been attracted to her, but they could never be more than friends. His past and the list in his pocket were reminders of the heavy burden he carried. One day, she would know the truth and would never look at him the same again. Hopefully, that was in the far future. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” she asked, nodding toward Gunilla. Franklin turned to see Gunilla and Carl dancing together. “You think she’s going with us tomorrow? Travis and Rebecca already said they were staying.” 
 
    “Tempest?” 
 
    “Tempest wants to go,” Paris said. “I tried to talk her out of it, but I think she’s imprinted onto you.” 
 
    “Me?” Franklin asked as his face contorted in a mask of confusion. 
 
    “You rescued us. She feels safe with you. She needs to feel safe.” 
 
    “I’m not the one that freed her. You were.” 
 
    “That was my partner. He did all the heavy work and then died for it.” 
 
    “He sounds like he was a brave man. Maybe someday you can tell me about him.” When Paris just smiled and lowered her head, Franklin knew it would be a long time before she would be ready to talk about her experience. But she needed to talk about it to someone. Ironically, the only health professional she could talk to was Gunilla, and right now, he believed Gunilla was the last person Paris wanted to talk with. He wasn’t altogether sure Paris didn’t blame Gunilla for her rape and the death of her partner. He saw how she looked at Gunilla sometimes. Not all the time, but now and then she got that same gleam in her eye she had when she wanted to shoot the boy back at the storage facility.  
 
    “If Tempest needs to feel safe, she should stay here where it’s actually safe,” Franklin said. “Anywhere beyond the borders of Round Hill is the opposite of safe.” 
 
    “I tried,” Paris said and then started singing. “But she on-ly has eyes for you.” 
 
    “You . . .  you don’t mean?” 
 
    “Just like a man,” Paris said. “Keep it in your pants, Terminator. I just meant because she’s imprinted on you, she won’t feel safe around anyone but you. At least for a while.” 
 
    “Or until I get her killed.” 
 
    “That would put a damper on any future relationship.” 
 
    “And Gunilla?” Franklin asked, ignoring the jab. Paris shrugged. 
 
    “No idea, but I think it’s time we found out.” When the song finished Paris waved Carl and Gunilla over. 
 
    “Enjoying the party?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Almost makes me want to stay,” Franklin said. 
 
    “You’re welcome to.” 
 
    “It’s time I joined all the other people traveling around looking for family members. I’ve stayed long enough, which brings me to my question. Gunilla, are you coming or staying? If you’re coming, we need to put supplies together for you, but no one will fault you if you want to stay.” 
 
    Gunilla looked stricken. “I . . . I.” 
 
    Paris reached over and covered Gunilla’s hand with her own. “It’s okay if you want to stay.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to stay,” Gunilla said, turning to face Carl, “but I need to check on my family. I have to go.” Tears streamed down her face.  
 
    “You don’t have to go,” Carl said. He looked as stricken as Gunilla. 
 
    “You could come with us,” Gunilla pleaded. 
 
    “I can’t,” Carl said. “I may not want to be, but I’m these people’s leader. They need me.” 
 
    “Someone else can lead them,” Gunilla said. Although he said nothing, his look said everything. Gunilla jumped up and ran into the house, crying. Several people exchanged glances, and a few exchanged personal items in payment for losing a bet. Carl started to get up. 
 
    “No,” Paris said. “Let me talk to her. You can fuck it up later.” 
 
    “You still planning on trying to get to the prison?” Franklin asked after Paris went inside. Carl sat in Paris’ spot and opened the lonely bottle of beer. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been putting it off until you and Paris left. I will head up there right after I see you two—I guess you three—off.” 
 
    “Four. Tempest is going as well.” 
 
    “That’s a surprise. I know several young men that are going to be mighty disappointed.” 
 
    “Apparently, she feels safe with me. Something about imprinting.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “Beats the shit out of me. Hell, I’m just a man and not a particularly smart one at that.” As Carl took a swig of his beer, Franklin pulled a sealed envelope from his pocket. “Take this when you go to the prison.” 
 
    The sheriff took the envelope. “What is it?” 
 
    “A solution, I hope.” 
 
    Carl read the envelope. “It’s addressed to Ammiel.” 
 
    “I believe he’s in charge at the prison. If not, then hand it to whoever is.” 
 
    “I thought you said all the guards were gone.” When Franklin didn’t respond, he said, “Oh, he’s a prisoner. What does it say?” 
 
    “It’s an introduction and says you’ll give the men a fair shake.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Franklin. These men are criminals.” 
 
    “I can promise you there’s no one left you need to worry about.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Believe me, I’m sure. Besides, you will need all the guns you can get in the coming days.” 
 
    “How many men you think are there?” Carl asked. 
 
    “Probably about a dozen, maybe less. My guess is several left for home.” 
 
    “That’s more testosterone,” Carl said, still not convinced. “We’re already out of balance. It’ll take convincing the other townsfolk.” 
 
    “Before I left, he and some of the other men were heading up north to the female prison. They should be back by now, and I’m sure there will be a few women with them. Maybe more women than men. But if not, I might have another solution.” He took a deep breath and then pressed on. “I think you should raid the slaver camp.” 
 
    “I thought Paris wanted to do that.” 
 
    “Paris will understand. Besides, she’s going with me, so it’ll be months before we get around to it, maybe a year if not longer. That place needs to be dealt with sooner rather than later. It’s not right leaving anyone in that situation. After you capture the place, you take every woman with you and kill every man over the age of sixteen. Anyone that would do that or let it happen doesn’t deserve to live.” 
 
    Carl shook his head. “I’m not sure I can commit cold-blooded murder.” 
 
    “Get over it,” Franklin said sharply. “You can’t let any of them go. You can’t let someone else suffer because you’re too squeamish to do what needs to be done. It’s a different world now with different rules. You need to keep them from raping or killing anyone else. If it makes you feel better, hold a trial, and then string them up.” 
 
    Carl was silent for a long while but finally came to a decision. “You’re right,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, you, sheriff,” Paris said, coming back to the table. “You’re on deck.” 
 
    “What?” Carl said, confused. 
 
    “She wants to see you,” Paris clarified. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Carl said and started up the steps. “Listen, before you leave tomorrow, I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “What kind of surprise?” Paris asked. 
 
    Carl guzzled the rest of the beer. “It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I told you,” he said jogging to the house. “The rules haven’t changed that much.” 
 
    Paris sat back down across from Franklin and looked around for her bottle. “Did that bastard drink my beer?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    “This is Round Hill’s air force,” Carl said with a grand sweep of his arm. The surprise Carl promised the group turned out to be a small single-engine aircraft. As they approached the craft, a man dressed in a dirty blue-collared Polo shirt and brown plaid golf shorts emerged from a nearby shed. “This is Vincent Fisher, our pilot.” 
 
    “Your only pilot,” Vincent said, coming over and offering his hand. 
 
    “I thought we met everyone in town,” Franklin said, taking Vincent’s hand. 
 
    “I’ve been out-of-town picking up a new fuel pump for my girl,” Vincent said, pointing to the plane. “I just got back three days ago. I slept for the first few days. Probably wouldn’t have mattered though. I’m not the mingling type. I prefer keeping to myself and guarding the second most valuable thing we own.” 
 
    “What tops the list?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Me,” he answered without hesitation. “Not being conceited. Okay, maybe a little, but I’m the only one that can fly that baby. If the plane stops working, I’ll either fix it or find another one. If I stop working. . . Well, unless one of you is a pilot that makes me the most valuable thing here. In case you’re wondering, my golf clubs round out the top three.” 
 
    “I was a pilot,” Tempest said. 
 
    “Well, young lady, in that case, because you’re a beautiful young lady, that automatically makes you more valuable than me,” Vincent said, smiling broadly. “My golf clubs just dropped to number four.” 
 
    “You went alone?” Paris asked, deciding not to tell him she was also a licensed pilot. She wasn’t sure his ego could take dropping to number three. Unless he thought she wasn’t pretty. If that was the case, she might have to shoot him. 
 
    “Why not?” he answered. “It’s not like it’s a zombie apocalypse.” 
 
    “I could argue its worse,” Paris said and then more softly, “zombies just eat you.” 
 
    “We were using the plane to find fuel tankers, but, ironically, the fuel pump went out six weeks ago,” Carl said. 
 
    “Lucky for me the plane was still on the ground or I wouldn’t be here talking to you now,” Vincent said. 
 
    “You were on the road for six weeks?” Franklin said. 
 
    “There’s not an aviation parts store in Round Hill,” Vincent said. “And it might not be a zombie apocalypse, but it’s still a mess out there. I ended up having to go to three different airports before I found the part I needed. If the roads weren’t such a fucking mess, I’d have hauled that plane back here for spare parts.” 
 
    “How bad was it?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “It’s hit or miss,” Vincent said. “From what people I’ve run into have said, in and out of the cities are the worst. But from what I’ve seen personally, traffic jams are crazy everywhere. One minute I’m driving for ten miles, the next I’m hitting a traffic jam, only to drive again for two miles and then hit another parking lot.” Vincent lowered his voice. “It’s the water. It draws them in.” 
 
    “Them?” Tempest asked. 
 
    “The infected,” Vincent said. “It’s like when Cortez finally conquered the Aztecs. When he entered the city, he found thousands of the Aztec people lying dead or dying in the waters surrounding the city.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “They were burning up, you see, and they didn’t know any better,” Vincent said. “So, they jumped in the water and either drowned or died of the disease.” He turned and pointed to nowhere in particular. “It’s the same out there. As people start to burn up, they found the first body of water they could to cool off in, and just like the Aztecs, they either drowned or died of the disease.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” Gunilla said again, this time more softly. 
 
    “That’s what it is, doc,” Vincent said. “It’s awful out there. There is no better description. If I didn’t need to go anywhere for the next several years, I wouldn’t. I’m guessing by then the stink will be gone. Let me tell you, that’s the worst part.” 
 
    “Did you find fuel?” Carl asked. 
 
    “I found fuel at every airport, but it’s not like I can carry it on my back. When I get back from this little sightseeing trip, I’d like to take a small group and go get the aviation fuel truck I found. Some traffic jams I can get around, but there are a few I will need help with. After that, I want to tow that plane I found back here for parts.” 
 
    “Where you headed this time,” Paris said.  
 
    “I’ve asked Vincent to fly all of you as close to the North Carolina border as possible,” Carl said. “He would fly you the entire way, but he’s already low on fuel. He can only take you as far as half a tank.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” Gunilla said. “But you shouldn’t waste your fuel on us.” 
 
    Carl took her hand. “It’s not wasting gas if it keeps you just a little safe. It’s dangerous out there,” he said to her. “Vincent is making it sound like his little excursion was easy, but it wasn’t. He was almost killed half a dozen times and needed to kill nearly as many as that.” 
 
    “Only five. No need to exaggerate.” 
 
    “He saw some terrible things, and I’m not talking about the people that died in the plague,” Carl said. 
 
    “What kind of terrible things,” Paris asked, looking at Vincent. 
 
    “I’ve seen people hung from trees, shot, stabbed, bludgeoned and a few burned beyond recognition, and I’m not entirely sure all of them were dead at the time they were set on fire,” Vincent said. 
 
    “If I can save you from half that, the loss of fuel will be worth it,” Carl said. 
 
    “Why can’t you just fly to an airport and get more gas?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “The airports are as much a mess as the roads,” Vincent said. The ones I visited will take a few weeks to clear.” 
 
    “So how close are you going to get us?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “There’s an airport I know about sixty miles from the border. It’s more of a field used by crop dusters, but it’ll serve.” 
 
    “Won’t the field be overgrown?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Most likely, but the road leading to it won’t be,” Vincent said. “At least not yet.” 
 
    “If you can’t land, what’s the plan?” Paris asked. “Crash with us aboard?” 
 
    “It’s not as dramatic as all that,” Carl said. “There are long stretches of roads that he can use. Early pilots use to do that all the time. From what I hear Alaska Bush pilots still do . . . or did.” 
 
    “Can’t we just have a horse?” Paris said. 
 
    “You ever ridden a horse?” Carl asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If you want to stay another week, I can teach you how to ride,” Carl said. 
 
    “Why a week? It doesn’t look that hard,” Paris said. 
 
    “Spoken like a true city slicker,” Carl said, nearly laughing. “I can teach you to ride in a day, two more days to teach you to ride correctly and the rest of the week for you to get over the pain in your ass.” 
 
    Vincent walked toward the plane and said, “Time to say your goodbyes. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to get back before dark. I’ve slept enough on the road. I want to sleep in my bed tonight. Besides, it’s not just a sightseeing trip. I’m going to check to see if there’s any aviation fuel there. If there is, I’ll load the plane and come back happy.” 
 
    “And if there isn’t?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’ll still come back, just not as happy,” Vincent said, getting into the plane. “And then plan my next trip.” 
 
    Paris, with Tempest in tow, and Franklin headed to the plane leaving, Gunilla and Carl to say their goodbyes. 
 
    “Tempest, you sit up here next to me, and I’ll check you out on the plane once we get airborne,” Vincent said. “Maybe let you fly a little bit.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she said. “It’s been years.” 
 
    “Meh, it’s like riding a bike,” Vincent said. “Maybe the bug will bite you again, and once you get to wherever your destination takes you, you’ll find your own plane and start flying again.” 
 
    “I can’t afford a . . .” Tempest started to say and then smiled. 
 
    Vincent smiled back, showing all his teeth. “Exactly,” he said. Vincent looked over to where Carl and Gunilla were hugging tightly. “Can one of you open the window and make some honking noises? I mean, I hate to be a killjoy, but we need to get going. If we don’t get going soon, I’ll have to spend the night in my plane. I have no landing lights here.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she just stay?” Tempest asked. 
 
    “A sense of responsibility,” Franklin said. 
 
    Tempest turned to him and asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “They sent Paris to find her for a reason,” Franklin said. “With her being a virologist . . .” 
 
    “A what?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “She studies viruses,” Paris said. She started to say something else when she saw Gunilla pull away from Carl and run toward the plane. 
 
    “Oh joy,” Vincent said. “Maybe I’ll get to sleep in my bed tonight after all.” 
 
    The trip down to the border was uneventful, except when Tempest took control of the plane. There was a moment when everyone thought they would die, but she righted the plane quickly, and Vincent let her fly the rest of the way. It was a short trip of only a few hours, and when it came time to land, Vincent took over. He did a flyby of the road, worried about potholes, but determined it was safe. 
 
    “You did good up there,” Vincent said to Tempest when they landed. “If you come back, we’ll practice takeoffs and landing. Then we’ll really have an air force.” A short time later, they thanked Vincent, and he left with no fuel to take back with him. 
 
    Ten miles from the airport, the group ran into their first traffic jam. It wasn’t the pileup they had imagined it was going to be after listening to Vincent, but if they’d been driving in one of the hundred vehicles, they passed it would have been impossible to continue. Vincent made it seem as if mangled cars were piled five to six high for miles in every direction. Instead, hundreds of cars and trucks seemed to be parked haphazardly, most with doors still open and a few with open trunks. By the look of things, Franklin figured the emergency lanes were the first to fill up as people, still respectful of the police, attempted to remain on the right side of the law. However, as room near the bridge disappeared, people parked in whatever space remained, including the center of the road. 
 
    “Is that a dead skunk?” Tempest asked, holding a hand over her mouth and nose as they approached the bridge. 
 
    “Afraid not,” Paris said. 
 
    “That’s the smell of rotting bodies,” Franklin said, moving to the edge of the bridge and peering into the creek. Gunilla and Paris followed suit. Tempest held back. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Gunilla said, the only one capable of giving voice to what they all felt. 
 
    Franklin studied the scene. In the creek, twenty feet below, hundreds of naked bodies, the owners, and passengers of the abandoned vehicles, lay in and around the water, bloated and decaying. Just like their cars, there seemed to be no logical reason for how they were arrayed. Why were some in the water and others on the bank? If there were only one or two, he could imagine they had passed out just short of their goal, but it looked like several dozen missed the mark. 
 
    As part of his military special forces training and as a way of trying to understand his enemy, he’d taken a class at the local university on fanaticism in religious terrorist organizations. To prove religious fanaticism wasn’t invented by people living in the Middle East, the first lesson was on the People’s Temple. In 1978, Jim Jones, a self-styled American religious leader, ordered his members to kill themselves. Nine hundred and thirteen people, 276 of which were children, drank cyanide-laced Kool-Aid. As part of the lecture, the professor showed a series of aftermath photos. The most memorable was an aerial photograph of a large metal white-roofed building that, at first, looked to be surrounded by a cascade of debris, the type of which you might find on a beach following a tsunami. When his mind finally accepted what his eyes were telling him, he realized the debris was several hundred dead bodies. The scene below reminded him of that photo. 
 
    Like before, it was only when his mind accepted what his eyes were showing him, he puzzled out why so many never made it to the water hoping to quell the fire raging inside them. The corpses were not just lying near the bridge but as far up the creek as the summer foliage allowed the group to see. If the fall season ruled the land, he guessed he would see several hundred more bodies littering the forest floor.” 
 
    “There must be another bridge upstream,” Franklin said. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Paris asked. 
 
    “I think most of the bodies floated downstream from another bridge, maybe even from a bridge further upstream than that one,” he said. “It would account for why many of them are lying in the woods, half-buried in mud.” 
 
    “It’s not deep enough,” Gunilla said. “It can’t be more than ankle deep.” 
 
    “Not after a rainstorm,” Paris supplied. 
 
    “I’m going,” Gunilla said. “This is too much.” 
 
    “Vincent was wrong,” Paris said. “It wasn’t the fever that sent them to the water. That was part of it, but what really drove them was the thirst. I’ve seen people drinking sewer water. That’s how bad the thirst hits you.”  
 
    As the group cleared the bridge and crested a rise, they froze. At the bottom of the hill, rummaging through several dozen cars was a small group. Now, the question was, were they, potential friends or potential enemies? Franklin realized this was what it would be like for the foreseeable future. Every time they ran across anyone, they would always wonder if they were just ordinary people, like themselves, trying to get from point A to point B or thieves, rapists, killers or a combination of the three. There was at least one woman with them, which also begged the question, was she there by choice? 
 
    One man emerged from a car holding a box of cereal. Laughing, he held the box high over his head to show off his prize when he noticed Franklin’s group watching them from the top of the hill. He warned the rest of his group. They talked among themselves but otherwise took no action. The one that held the cereal box started to raise his hand and then realized he was still holding the box. Switching it to his other hand, he raised his hand in greeting.  
 
    “I’m taking it as a good sign they haven’t started shooting,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Really,” Tempest said. “I thought the greeting was a good sign.” 
 
    Paris came up to stand beside Franklin. “It could be they don’t think we’re much of a threat.” Franklin stared at her. “What?” she said innocently. “I’m the glass-half-empty type, remember?” 
 
    “Not everyone we meet will try to kill us,” Gunilla said, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Wait until you’re raped and then come talk to me about intentions,” Paris snapped as she shrugged off Gunilla’s hand. She realized how harsh she sounded and softened her tone. “If we think everyone we meet is trying to kill us, we’ll live longer.” Franklin found it hard to argue with her logic, but her delivery could be better. Since arriving at Round Hill, there had been underlying anger from Paris toward Gunilla. Sometimes they seemed like sisters, but other times, he could see Paris look at her with death in her eyes. 
 
    Franklin returned the greeting. 
 
    “We could just go around them,” Gunilla suggested. “Head into the woods and wait for them to pass.” 
 
    “If we head anywhere but straight at them, they’re liable to start shooting,” Franklin said. “We’re pretty far, but they might get lucky and hit one of us. I’ve had enough lead in me for one lifetime.” 
 
    “How many times have you been shot?” Tempest asked. 
 
    “Too many.” 
 
    “We could just run back down the hill and then head for the woods,” Gunilla offered, looking behind her. 
 
    “I want to know if the woman is there by choice,” Paris said. 
 
    “Then I guess we’re headed down,” Franklin said, starting toward the group. Paris and Gunilla came up next to him. Tempest held back a moment and then started down with them. “Don’t bunch up. Leave at least three feet between us. If this goes south, head for the woods and back to the bridge. Take off all your clothes, roll around in the mud and lay among the bodies. There is no way they’ll come looking for you there.” 
 
    “I think I’ll pass,” Paris said. 
 
    “Someone has to keep Gunilla safe,” Franklin said. Paris hesitated but nodded. 
 
    “Hello,” the man holding the cereal box said when they got close enough, so they didn’t have to yell. 
 
    “Hello,” Franklin said, coming to a halt. “We have food if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “What? Oh this,” he said, holding out the cereal box chuckling. “Kind of an inside joke. We . . . it doesn’t matter.” He put the box on the hood of the car. “We were looking for weapons. We only have two pistols between us.” 
 
    “Just two,” Paris said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “We had others, but we lost them about thirty miles west of here. We were crossing a river, and our boat tipped over. We lost most of our supplies and one of our party. The supplies weren’t a big deal, really. Except Melisa lost the only picture, she had of her son.” At the mention of the picture, the woman looked as if she wanted to cry. “Finding food and supplies wasn’t hard but replacing the guns has been a bitch. Seriously, we live in the gun capital of the world, and we can’t find any. Nor ammo for the ones we have.” 
 
    “You might not want to advertise that too much,” Franklin said. “Not everyone you meet will be as friendly as we are.” 
 
    “Don’t we know it,” he said. “It hasn’t been an easy trip, but we’ve mostly met good people just looking for family.” 
 
    “Why look in cars for guns?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “You’re not from around here,” the man said, hearing her accent. “Oh hell, where are my manners?” Coming forward, he offered his hand. “I’m Joseph, but everyone calls me Joe. That’s Eli, Robert, and Melisa.” 
 
    “I’m Franklin. This is Paris, Tempest, and Gunilla.” 
 
    “Gunilla?” Joe said. “Now I know you’re not from these parts.” 
 
    “I’m from Sweden,” she said. “You were saying about the cars?” 
 
    “As people were running from the plague—as if they could—they took whatever supplies they could find and that included guns,” Joe said. “For many, I’m betting it’s the first thing they grabbed. A lot of people developed the thirst while traveling. And as you know, when that hits you, the only thing you think about is water. We must have seen over a hundred bodies floating down the river when we crossed it. I figured they just up and left everything in their cars, including their guns.” He pointed to his belt. “Found this one in the third car we searched yesterday. Must have searched a hundred since with no luck.” 
 
    “There’s several hundred cars just on the other side of the hill,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Bridge?” Joe asked. Franklin nodded. “As I said, the thirst is powerful.” 
 
    “Why not just look in people’s houses?” Paris asked. “You’re more likely to find them there.” 
 
    “Can’t ever be sure if someone is alive in them and I’d rather find the guns without the guns being used on me first,” Joe said. “We were about to have lunch. Care to join us?” 
 
    “You got milk to go with that cereal?” Franklin asked. Joe reached inside his pack and pulled out a box of powdered milk. 
 
    “Just add water,” he said. 
 
    “In that case, I’d love to,” Franklin said as he pulled out his canteen and shook it. “Poured it fresh this morning.” Joe broke into a broad grin. 
 
    “Where you headed?” Franklin asked as they sat around a small fire next to the woods. Even though it was the middle of the day, and they were eating nothing that needed to be cooked, it seemed natural to build one while they sat around, ate, and talked. 
 
    “Eli is headed to Virginia Beach, Melisa is going to Washington, D.C., and Robert is going to Philadelphia,” Joe said. 
 
    “What about you?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’m along for the ride,” Joe said. “I’ll figure it out as I go. And you guys?” 
 
    “Charlotte. After that, Colorado,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I heard rumors the president was in Colorado,” Eli said. 
 
    “We’ll find out,” Paris said. 
 
    “How are you planning on getting there?” Robert asked. 
 
    “The most direct route,” Franklin said. 
 
    “It’ll be dangerous going through the mountains,” Eli said. “Storms have caused a lot of damage to the roads and bridges. With no one to fix them, it’s making a lot of the roads impassable.” 
 
    “We ran across one fellow who said it took him nearly a week to just find his way through,” Eli said. “Using a car was impossible.” 
 
    “Seems like the entire world is coming apart all at once,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Not really,” Eli said. “I was a construction worker for a few years a while back, and you’d be surprised at what storms do every year; floods, hurricanes, storms, sinkholes, rockslides, forest fires. It’s just that before the plague they got fixed within a few weeks. Now there’s no one to fix them.” 
 
    “I’m going to the bathroom,” Melisa said, heading toward the woods. 
 
    “I’ll join you,” Paris said. 
 
    Once they both disappeared into the woods, Joe laughed. “Some things never change. I always thought it funny how women always went to the bathroom together. What do you think they talk about?” 
 
    “No idea. Probably current shoe trends,” Franklin said, but he could guess what Paris was talking about this time. 
 
    “That’s easy. Hiking boots and tennis shoes,” Eli said. 
 
    “Did you girls talk about us?” Joe asked when they returned a few minutes later. 
 
    “We did,” Melisa said. 
 
    “Well, then mystery solved,” Joe said. “They talk about men.” 
 
    “She asked if you kidnapped me.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, a spoonful of cereal, frozen halfway to his mouth. 
 
    “Relax,” Paris said. “If she’d said yes, you wouldn’t have been around long enough to ask that question.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, it being the only thing he could manage. 
 
    “Damn, I wish I had some ice cream,” Paris said, sitting back down and taking up her plate. 
 
    After they ate, Franklin and the girls said their goodbyes. Franklin set a brisk pace trying to put as much distance between his group and theirs. Not that he didn’t trust them; he was just trying to be safe. They were friendly enough, but desperation made the most passive of people dangerous. All it would take is a moment of inattention, and they would all be dead. 
 
    They continued to stick to the main roads, leaving only to make camp far enough off the roadway so that people were unlikely to stumble across them while they slept. They’d run into a few more people, and it was always a tense meeting. Paris did her best to discover if any of the women had been kidnapped. The majority of people they ran into were just looking for family, even though they understood chances were slim. 
 
    But as one man summed it up, “If there’s even the slightest chance I’ll find my daughter alive, I have to try.” 
 
    Paris, being the glass-half-empty girl wondered how many people trying to find each other were doing so at the same time. What if the man’s daughter was on the road traveling to his house to find him while he was making his way to hers? Would they take the same route and have a chance meeting on the road or take different routes and never see each other again, even though they were both alive? 
 
    “It depends,” Franklin said late that evening after the others went to sleep. “It’s possible they’ll never see each other again, but then again, if I were one of them, I would have left a note.” 
 
    Paris smiled at the thought. Maybe there was a reason for hope the man would find his daughter after all. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Several hours before sunset several days later, Franklin, Paris, Tempest, and Gunilla stopped on a hill overlooking the town of Pellisburg. It was a small town made smaller by the fire that had swept through the buildings on the far side of the only road through town. 
 
    “Do you think someone burned it on purpose?” Tempest asked. 
 
    Paris shrugged. “If it was arson, why spare anything?” 
 
    “Lightning,” Gunilla suggested. 
 
    “Or electrical or a gas leak or any number of other causes,” Franklin said. “Either way, I don’t think this is a puzzle we will figure out. And frankly, I’m too tired to care.” 
 
    “This is a shame,” Gunilla said. “This looks like it might have been a nice little town at one time.” 
 
    “Maybe in the fifties or sixties,” Franklin said. “But, more than likely, this was just another dying town.” 
 
    “What’d I tell you about honing in on my personality,” Paris said. 
 
    “It has nothing to do with moving in on your territory,” Franklin said. “I’ve been through hundreds of these small towns in the south, and it’s always the same. Progress passed them by, and the people had no idea how to deal with it. Instead, they did nothing, which just made it worse.” 
 
    As they arrived on the outskirts of town, it began to drizzle, which ended all conversations as they hunkered down against the growing wind. By the time they were nearing the trailing edge of the town, it was pouring. To escape the elements, the group took refuge inside a nearby gas station. They were not the first to use the station as an overnight shelter, as there was a small stack of firewood near the remains of several past campfires. Franklin wondered if the wood was a travel offering. More than likely it was just unused fuel, but just in case, Franklin vowed to leave enough wood for the next weary traveler seeking shelter in the station. 
 
    By the time they finished eating, the rainstorm had passed. They decided to spend the night and get an early start in the morning. With Tempest taking the first watch, Franklin climbed in his sleeping bag and would have fallen asleep immediately if not for the scream. Paris shot out of her sleeping bag with a weapon in hand before Franklin moved. 
 
    “Was that a scream or a bird?” Franklin asked, coming up beside her, his weapon ready. 
 
    “That was most definitely a scream,” Paris said. She rummaged through Franklin’s pack for his night-vision goggles, while Franklin scattered the fire, plunging the room into smoke and darkness. 
 
    “Put that chair under the doorknob after we leave,” Franklin ordered Tempest. 
 
    “You’re going out?” Gunilla asked, concerned she was being left alone with Tempest as her only guard. 
 
    “We need to find out what’s going on, and I’d rather deal with whatever it is now when we have an advantage,” Paris said, tapping the goggles. 
 
    “What if something happens and you don’t come back?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “We’ll come back,” Franklin said, trying to reassure Gunilla. 
 
    “But what—” 
 
    “If we’re not back by sunrise, then hightail it back north to Carl,” Paris snapped. “He’ll be glad to have you back.” She hesitated. “And don’t pretend you won’t be happy to go back.” 
 
    “The entrance to the Skyline Drive is only a few miles from here,” Franklin said “There are no shops or gas stations on the road, so you shouldn’t run into anyone. Both of you take it all the way to Round Hill. Avoid anyone you come across. If by chance you’re captured, tell them you’re a doctor.” 
 
    “We really should talk about these things when we aren’t under the gun,” Paris said, feeling impatient. “When this is over, let’s sit down and talk contingency plans. Right now, how about we concentrate on what’s going down outside.” 
 
    “I thought you were a spur-of-the-moment type of girl,” Franklin said. For a moment, Paris gave him a look that made him think she was about to stick her tongue out at him. The thought made him nearly chuckle.  
 
    The duo made their way to the front of the station, the sound of broken glass crunching loudly under their feet. As they crouched near the door, they spotted the body of a man that looked as if he might have been homeless before the plague. An arrow protruded from his chest. 
 
    “Damn,” Franklin whispered. “Looks like we have Legolas out there.” 
 
    “Who?” Paris whispered back. 
 
    “Legolas? From the Lord of the Rings?” 
 
    “Never saw it.” 
 
    “You really should have gotten out more,” Franklin said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Not much chance of seeing it now.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Franklin said. “The next video store we pass I’ll pop in for the DVD.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll spring for the popcorn.” 
 
    “It’s a date,” he said and then became suddenly embarrassed. “Um, I mean . . . Do you see anything?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Paris said, seemingly unaware of what he’d said. 
 
    Franklin studied the body. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Notice anything about the positioning of the arrow?” 
 
    “Got it.” The angle of the arrow entering the chest showed it had been fired from a higher position. 
 
    “I’m not seeing . . . wait, there,” Paris said, pointing to a roof across the street and to their left. 
 
    “Right,” Franklin said. “I see him.” As they watched, the small archer started running to the other side of the roof and looked as if he were going to jump. The archer didn’t slow down as he reached the edge. 
 
    “Does he think he can fly?” Paris whispered. “That has to be—” Before she could finish, the archer jumped from the higher roof and sailed to the next with only inches to spare. 
 
    “I was wrong,” Franklin said. “He’s not Legolas. He’s Batman.” 
 
    “Who?” Paris said. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Franklin said, looking at her aghast, not altogether sure she wasn’t messing with him. She never turned his way. He frowned wondering how a person who seemed so worldly could, at the same time, lead such a sheltered life. He could understand Legolas but not the caped crusader. 
 
    When the archer reached the next building, he notched an arrow, leaned over the roof and fired at something hidden below. There was the sound of a scream. A child began crying, and an automatic weapon ripped off a series of bullets that raked the ledge where the archer stood moments before. Whoever was hiding behind the car, threw a small object toward the roof. The archer scrambled backward and dove over the backside of the roof hanging on by his arm. There was a large explosion close to where he had been standing.  
 
    “Jesus, they have grenades,” Franklin said. 
 
    Either because of the explosion or because he wasn’t strong enough to pull himself back up, the archer fell the twenty feet to the ground below. A ragged-looking man emerged from behind the car and made for the corner of the building. 
 
    “Nate!” a female child screamed as she broke from the cover of the vehicle. A second man darted out and grabbed the girl before she could get far. “Nate!” The little girl turned and pushed at the figure holding her. “You leave my brother alone.” She kicked at his leg. At the side of the building, the ragged figure paused and looked back, which saved his life as an arrow whipped past where he would have been. The stranger, maddened by the thought he nearly died, jumped around the corner and fired off three quick shots. If the gunman had bothered to aim, the archer would have died right there. Instead, the hasty fire went wild and afforded the archer time to find cover behind a metal dumpster. 
 
    “End of the line, boy,” the gunman said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” the archer said as he jumped out, fired a shot and jumped back. The arrow barely missed the man for a second time; however, it forced the gunman back behind the building. “I’ve already killed two of you today; hand over my sister and you can go.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” the gunman said. “She’s better off with us. You can’t keep her safe. We’ll take good care of her.” The man’s words were said with such villainy that Franklin was sure he twirled a handlebar mustache when he said them. Though he didn’t know it, those words doomed him. Until now, Paris had hesitated to act, unsure of what was happening. Now, though, Franklin could feel the heat rising from the woman. She ripped off the night vision goggles and handed them over to Franklin. 
 
    “Cover me?” Paris hissed. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, knowing by instinct there was nothing he could say that would keep her from becoming involved. Paris pulled her knife and moved toward the man with the girl. He was too intent on watching his partner, to notice Paris coming up behind him. Franklin sighted in on the gunman squaring off against the archer and waited for Paris to make her move. When Franklin heard the little girl scream, Franklin pulled the trigger and dropped the gunman. As Paris emerged holding the child, Franklin ran over to make sure the gunman was no longer a danger. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Paris asked the girl as she clutched Paris tightly. 
 
    “Anita,” the little girl said. 
 
    “Did the man hurt you?” Paris asked. 
 
    “No,” the girl said. “He hurt Nate, though.” 
 
    “I think Nate’s okay,” Paris said. 
 
    Franklin checked the gunman and discovered he was still alive, though his minutes were numbered. 
 
    “Are there any others?” Paris asked. The girl shook her head. 
 
    “There was another man, but Nate got him, too,” Anita said. 
 
    Paris turned to Franklin and said, “I’m guessing we’re good. You want to get the boy?” 
 
    “Nate,” Franklin shouted. “We’ve taken care of the men that kidnapped your sister. You can come get her. I know she wants to see you.” 
 
    “It’s okay Nate,” Anita shouted, “they’re friends.” 
 
    There was still no answer. 
 
    “Damn,” Franklin said. “He doesn’t trust us. That’s bad news. If he’s not already, he’ll start making his way back to the rooftops and will try to kill us.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him not to kill you,” Anita said. “Nate! It’s okay. They saved me. Don’t kill them.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart,” Paris said, “but your brother probably thinks we’re forcing you to say that.” 
 
    “They’re not forcing me to say that,” Anita shouted. Paris and Franklin laughed. 
 
    “There we go,” Paris said to Franklin. “That should solve everything.” 
 
    “Nate, how can we prove we’re telling the truth?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Let her go,” Nate shouted back. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Paris shouted. She walked to the corner. “I’m stepping out with Anita in my arms. Don’t go getting trigger-happy.” She strode to the middle of the alleyway where Nate could get a good look at her. Nate stepped out with an arrow notched and the bow half drawn. 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” Nate asked, looking around. 
 
    “Franklin, come on over,” Paris said. Franklin walked out and made a show of holstering his weapon. He stepped up beside Paris. 
 
    “Let my sister go.” 
 
    Paris knelt and put down the girl on the ground, but Anita refused to let go of her neck. Nate misunderstood what was happening and aimed his bow at Franklin. 
 
    “I said, let her go.” 
 
    “Calm down,” Franklin said. “Your sisters scared. Give my partner a minute.” Then to Paris, he said, “Paris, hurry, or this will get ugly.” 
 
    Paris reached behind her and gently pried Anita’s hands apart and said, “Anita, it’s okay. You need to go to your brother. He’s worried about you.” 
 
    Anita looked over at her brother and turned serious. “Nate, you put that bow down right this minute,” she said, crossing her arms and stomping her feet. Franklin and Paris stepped back. “These people helped me.” After another moment, Nate relaxed the bow but kept it ready. 
 
    “Okay, Anita?” Nate said. “But I need you to come to me now. We don’t know these people, and they could be worse than the other guys.” 
 
    Paris reached down and swatted the girl on the butt. “You heard your brother,” Paris said. “Go on and do what he tells you. He’s a smart kid.” 
 
    Franklin waited until Anita was close to her brother. “I’m Franklin, and this is FBI Special Agent Paris Ishida.” 
 
    “What kind of name is Ishida?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Mine,” Paris said, clearly not amused at the question. 
 
    “Is there still an FBI?” Nate asked. 
 
    “No one’s told me differently,” Paris said. “Until they do, I’m an FBI agent. Shooting an arrow at me is a federal offense.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, how do I know you’re telling me the truth?” 
 
    “I’m going to reach in my pocket,” Paris said. She took out her badge and tossed it over. Anita ran over, picked it up, and showed the badge to her brother. 
 
    “How do I know this is real?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ, kid,” Paris said irritated. “I don’t know, maybe because we saved your sister. Look, just toss me back my badge and do what you want. We’re camped inside that building over there. In the back room. We have fire and food.” 
 
    “Do you have any coffee?” Anita asked. 
 
    Franklin’s face soured. Coffee was a sore subject with him. 
 
    “We have coffee, but Mr. Perfection here won’t make it,” Paris said, shoving her thumb at Franklin. 
 
    “That’s because it’s not coffee,” Franklin said, turning on Paris and ignoring the kids. “It’s coffee grounds thrown in hot water and boiled into a muddy mixture. When I find a decent percolator, I’ll make coffee. Can we not have this discussion again?” 
 
    Anita handed Paris her badge and ran back to her brother. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Paris said. “They’ll come, or they won’t.” As Franklin and Paris headed back to their campsite, they spotted Gunilla. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing out here?” Paris asked, not hiding her irritation. 
 
    “I heard a shot and came out to investigate,” Gunilla said. “I found this man injured. He’s going to die if I don’t help him.” 
 
    “Let him,” Paris snapped. 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” Gunilla said shocked. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” she said, now clearly angry. “Come here.” She reached down and grabbed Gunilla, who nearly stumbled as she was pulled to her feet. She led the woman around the corner where Nate and Anita still stood. “See that little girl. That man, you want to save, kidnapped her and was probably going to rape her. Something you wouldn’t know anything about. He dies.” Paris turned on Nate. “Nate, this is Gunilla. She’s a doctor. If you come to our camp, she’ll give Anita a checkup and make sure she’s okay.” The revelation seemed to do the trick. Releasing Gunilla, Paris now rounded on Franklin. “Are you going to finish him off or do I need to do it?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it once the kids are inside.” 
 
    As the group made their way back to the station, Franklin knelt next to the wounded gunman and searched him. As he did, the man opened his eyes. 
 
    “Hel . . . help me?” he pleaded. 
 
    “We’re past that. We were past that the moment you kidnapped that little girl.” 
 
    “Please. We weren’t going to do anything.” 
 
    “Were you planning to throw her a birthday party?” The man didn’t respond. 
 
    “She looks so much like my daughter,” the man said tears forming in his eye. His voice was weak, nearly a whisper. 
 
    “That only makes it worse. What’s your name?” 
 
    The man closed his eyes, and his head slumped. Franklin checked his pulse. Rummaging through the dead man’s wallet, he found a business card showing his name was Adam Henderson. Before he was a child abductor, he was an industrial paint supplier.  
 
    Searching the body, Franklin failed to find anything of use that they didn’t already have or could find. That wasn’t true of the man Paris killed. On the man’s key chain, Franklin found a military can opener, what everyone lovingly called a P38. He stared at the opener as he sat heavily on the sidewalk. He felt like crying but wasn’t sure if it was the find or because he had been forced to kill again. He knew he shouldn’t feel guilty. The men were probably going to do unspeakable things to the little girl, and yet he felt the weight of the world for another death he was responsible for. 
 
    When Franklin returned to the campsite, the fire was going again, and Nate and Anita were enjoying one of the party’s freeze-dried camp specialties. Anita smiled up at him as he entered. He smiled back his despondent nature temporarily abated. He took heart in the fact that even after her ordeal, Anita seemed to be in good spirits. Nate was telling his story. 
 
    “I grabbed my motorcycle and headed after them,” Nate said. “I grew up in these parts, so I know most of the back roads. I was able to get ahead of them. Lucky for Anita, they stayed on the highway.” 
 
    “It seems what most people are doing,” Paris said. “We’ve run into a lot of people using the highways to travel.” 
 
    “How’s Anita, doc?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Hungry and dehydrated, but otherwise she’s in surprisingly good health.” Gunilla handed over another pouch of food. 
 
    “Good,” Franklin said, as he opened his backpack and pulled out a bag of marshmallows he was saving for a special day. This seemed as special as any. He stuck three marshmallows on one of the half dozen sticks he cut before coming back in. Holding them over the fire, he waited for them to blacken. 
 
    “What is that?” Anita asked. 
 
     “Are you telling me you’ve never had a marshmallow?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Of course, I have,” Anita said. “I like them in hot chocolate.” 
 
    “You’re in for a treat,” Franklin said as he removed them from the fire and blew them out. 
 
    “Yuck, they’re all burnt,” Anita said. 
 
    “That’s the best way,” Franklin said. He blew on them to cool them down, plucked one from the stick and handed it over. “Try it.” Franklin thought she might hesitate, but she merely plopped it in her mouth. Her smile, missing two front teeth, said everything he needed to know. He handed her another. 
 
    “I didn’t think they would come through in the dark,” Nate said. “I figured they’d wait until morning. Luckily, there was enough moonlight for me to see.” 
 
    “Since they had a grenade, it probably worked out for the best,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Why a bow?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Nate was the school archery champion,” Anita supplied and then plopped another marshmallow in her mouth. 
 
    “A gun works better,” Paris said. 
 
    “Not for me,” Nate said. “I can’t hit the broad side of a barn with a pistol standing three feet away. I’m okay with a rifle since targeting is somewhat similar, but I still miss the bullseye more than half the time. I don’t miss with an arrow. I was the state champion two years running; like to think it would have been three, but God had other plans.” 
 
    “What are your plans now?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    Nate shrugged. “Like most, we’re just drifting around trying to decide what to do.” 
 
    “Our parents are dead,” Anita said softly. 
 
    “We thought about heading to our grandparents’ house because we didn’t have a better option, but chances are they’re dead too,” Nate said. “Last we heard from them; they were both infected.” 
 
    “What about the two of you?” Gunilla asked. “Did you catch the plague?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate said. “I didn’t have it as bad as some. Anita came out of it not knowing who I was for a few days.” Everyone seemed to look at Anita at the same time. 
 
    “What . . . I got better,” she said, adding another marshmallow to the one already in her mouth. This was hotter than the last, and she almost spat it out. 
 
    “What about you?” Nate asked. “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Franklin has family in Charlotte,” Paris said. “We’re going to go check on them and then head to Colorado. We hear the president is out there.” Paris saw the look that passed across Nate’s face. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “How are you planning on getting there?” Nate asked. 
 
    “We heard there’s been a lot of storms in the mountains and some bridges are washed out, so we thought we’d head south around the mountains,” Paris said. 
 
    “You will want to stay away from Atlanta,” Nate said. 
 
    “Why?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’ve heard they’re lynching your kind,” Nate said. 
 
    “His kind?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “Black,” Franklin said sourly. 
 
    “But you’re not black,” Gunilla said, confused. 
 
    “I’m black enough for some, not enough for others,” Franklin said. “My mother was black; my father was white.” 
 
    “Then there’s you,” Nate said, pointing at Paris. “You’re—” 
 
    “American,” she quipped. 
 
    “But you look—” 
 
    “Japanese,” she finished for him, in case he said Chinese, which would only serve to make her mad. People had been calling her Chinese her whole life, and she took exception to it. There was a difference if people cared to look. 
 
    “And I don’t know what you are, except pretty,” Nate said looking at Gunilla. 
 
    “I’m Swedish, you little charmer,” Gunilla said, smiling and poking his shoulder with a finger. “If you spent less time at the archery range and more time in school, you might know that.” 
 
    “Several colleges were already looking at me for a scholarship,” he said proudly. 
 
    “And people wonder why the world laughed at the American education system,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Can we get back to what’s happening in Atlanta instead of belittling a system that no longer exists?” Franklin said. “How do you know what’s going on in Atlanta?” 
 
    “I don’t really, but people on the road talk,” Nate said. “They tell of this guy named Abraham who led a group of his followers to Atlanta. He claims to be the president of the United States and, as such, they were returning the United States to the original Constitution just as the founding fathers intended.” 
 
    “Original Constitution?” Gunilla asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Slavery,” Franklin said, throwing his marshmallow stick at the fire in disgust. He stood up and began to pace. “Paris, you ever heard of this Abraham guy?” 
 
    “I don’t recall an Abraham in the line of succession,” she said. “Considering the death toll, I imagine presidential succession probably ran deep. Still, I don’t remember anyone in Congress named Abraham, either.” 
 
    “Chances are it’s just some group claiming to be the government, and they’re going around lynching anyone not white?” Franklin said. 
 
    “That probably sums it up,” Paris said. 
 
    “What I don’t understand is why people are letting this happen,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Some aren’t,” Nate said. “There’s been fighting. From what I’ve been told some of Atlanta burned down. Parts of it anyway.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why people would fight for him,” Tempest said. 
 
    “Security,” Paris said. “People want to be secure. They don’t want what happened to our little spitfire here to happen to their children, or to them. Look at what happened after 9/11. We gave up some of our freedoms to feel secure. To be secure, these people are willing to go along with whatever or whoever they need to.” 
 
    “We’ll need to change up our route,” Franklin said. He spread the map out on a dusty table. “Once we get to Charlotte, we’ll need to head due west, pass through the mountains and, God help me, Tennessee.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with Tennessee?” Nate asked. 
 
    “It’s Tennessee,” Franklin said stoically. “Let’s turn in. I’ll take the first watch. Paris, I’ll wake you up in a couple of hours to relieve me. Nate can relieve you.” 
 
    “What about me?” Anita said. 
 
    “And what about you?” Paris said. 
 
    “I want to stand watch too.” Franklin was impressed with the girl. She’d been through an ordeal, and she didn’t seem fazed. 
 
    “All right,” Paris said. “I’ll wake you up, and you can stand watch with me.” 
 
    “I can stand watch by myself,” she insisted. “I’m not afraid.” Had she been standing Franklin got the impression she would have stomped her feet again. 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” Franklin said as he walked to the door. “But you need training first, and Paris will train you. After a couple of nights on watch with her, you can take the watch by yourself. That is if you’re coming with us.” 
 
    Anita turned to her brother and said, “I want to. They’re nice. I like them.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” he said. “It’s not like we have any better options. Charlotte is as good a place as any. We can always leave if we want.” 
 
    “Good, it’s settled,” Anita said, putting another marshmallow on the stick. 
 
    Franklin took up the bag of marshmallow. “That’s enough for tonight,” he said. “Anymore and you’ll turn into a marshmallow. Finish that one and turn in. You’ll need your rest if you’re going to stand watch.” 
 
    Once outside, Franklin pulled out the plastic bag that held his list of names. He also pulled out the business card and started to add Adam Henderson’s name to the list when he looked up to see Paris come outside. 
 
    “What ya’ doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said as he started to put away the list. Paris snatched it from his hand. 
 
    “What is this, anyway?” 
 
    “It’s a list of dead prisoners.” 
 
    “So, you told Carl. Why do you have it?” She examined the paper. “Did you just add this name? Who is Adam?” 
 
    “He’s the dead man on the corner. The man I killed.” 
 
    “Is this a trophy list?” Paris asked heatedly. 
 
    “It’s a list of prisoners I had to kill.” 
 
    “Why did you have to kill them?” Paris said, handing over the list. 
 
    “I had to. I couldn’t let them loose into society. Jesus, the world’s fucked up enough as it is. And I couldn’t take the chance on them escaping . . . like I did.” 
 
    Paris released a breath she didn’t know she was holding. “Like you did? What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to find the right time to tell you, but I wanted to wait until we were a long way from Round Hill. I couldn’t take a chance you would say something. Carl would have locked me up, and I need to find my family first if I can. After that, you can do with me what you want. I deserve it anyway.” 
 
    “What were you in for?” 
 
    “They gave me life without the possibility of parole for three counts of manslaughter.” 
 
    “Life for manslaughter? Who did you kill the president’s daughter?” 
 
    “Nathan Hurst, age thirty-two, a police officer. Twelve years on the force. Looking to make detective,” he said, rattling off the information he had forced himself to memorize. “His wife, Nadine, thirty, a nurse at a local clinic.” Franklin started to choke up. “Their thirteen-year-old son, Nathanael, who had just graduated middle school. They were on their way to Nags Head for the weekend to celebrate. Then I came along in the opposite direction, drunk.” 
 
    The revelation was both shocking and unsurprising. Something had been nagging Paris about Franklin. But because he had saved them from a life of misery, she’d overlooked her gut feelings. She decided to take this one step at a time. She would deal with the first issue and then eventually she would deal with the second. 
 
    “So, you killed the prisoners?” Paris asked. He briefly explained everything that happened on the day he escaped from his cell. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Paris asked when he was finished. 
 
    “Don’t you get it? I killed them in cold blood. I went to their cells, asked them to pray then shot them in the face.” 
 
    Paris looked at him in silence. Afraid she now thought of him what he thought of himself; he looked away in embarrassment. In the second his attention was elsewhere Paris kicked him in the balls. 
 
    Franklin, too shocked at first to react, looked at her wide-eyed, and then doubled over in pain. He felt as if he had jumped from a forty-meter-high diving platform only to end up landing on his belly. The pain was so intense that, had someone offered at that very minute to turn him into a eunuch, he would have gratefully accepted. After a few minutes holding his balls and wiggling around on the ground in pain, he caught his breath enough to speak. 
 
    “What the hell?” was about all Franklin could manage. 
 
    She knelt beside him and looked into his pain-filled face. “Now that I have your attention, we’re going to talk,” Paris said calmly. “Afterwards, it’s over and done, and we won’t ever have to bring it up again. If you do, I won’t just kick you in the balls, I’ll shoot them off.” 
 
    “What is it with you and balls?” he wheezed. 
 
    “Franklin, I’ve only known you for a short time, but regardless of your legal transgressions, you’re a good man, even if you don’t think so yourself. You could’ve left me with those creatures, but you didn’t. Considering the circumstances, most people wouldn’t have bothered. That you bothered says a lot about your character. That you feel guilty for killing all those prisoners says something about you too. However, and I say this with all due respect, you need to man . . . The. . . Fuck. . . Up. 
 
    “You did what needed doing. Though some of them no doubt deserved death by starvation. It was more kindness than many of them would have otherwise shown anyone they met. There are people out there right now who you will never meet that owes you a debt of gratitude. Hell, I owe you a debt I can never fully repay.” 
 
    She placed her hand gently on the side of his face and said, “Regardless of the debt I owe you, if you can’t deal with this, let me know, and Gunilla and I will part ways with you. I will not stick around and watch this eat at you until you decide you can’t live with it anymore. I have grown fond of having you around and, frankly, I need you. My moral compass isn’t what it used to be, and I need you to keep me in check.” 
 
    Franklin nodded his agreement. He knew Paris was right. Hell, he knew he was right in killing them. He even said as much when he told Carl what he would have to do when he faced the slavers. At the same time, what he did couldn’t help but change a person. The question was how he would deal with it going forward so he didn’t have his dick blown off, not that he thought she really would; at least he hoped she was kidding. 
 
    “And what about you?” he said, the pain starting to subside. “Can you take your own advice? Paris looked down, afraid now to look at him. “I’d threaten to shoot your dick off, but . . .” 
 
    Using the car as a backrest, Paris sat down and laughed until she cried and then couldn’t stop. Franklin realized what he needed to do but was afraid. Trauma like what Paris suffered sometimes made victims skittish toward men. But the more she cried, the more he felt like a cad and then felt like a fool for making it about him. Gingerly, because his testicles still throbbed, he moved next to her. After another minute, he carefully put his arm around her. When he did, she punched him hard in the chest, just to prove to the both of them she was still tough, and then wrapped her arms around him, crying into his shoulder. When she was spent, she looked up and noticed tears in Franklin’s eyes. 
 
    “Were you crying?” she asked, wiping her tears away. 
 
    “Smoke got in my eyes.” 
 
    Reaching up and grabbing him by the chin, she pulled him over and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’d rather you be sorry for my balls,” he said, smiling at her. 
 
    “I’m not sorry about that. You deserved it.” 
 
    “It’s not Gunilla’s fault, you know,” he said broaching another subject that needed to be addressed. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. 
 
    “You haven’t been acting like you know. You’ve been mean to her.” 
 
    “I can’t help myself, sometimes,” Paris said as if pleading her case to a judge. “I look at her and see her beautiful smile and can’t help but think if I weren’t given this mission, I wouldn’t have been . . .” She couldn’t finish the sentence. “Or if they raped her, they would have raped me a little less. I know it’s irrational, but it’s there nevertheless.” 
 
    “I would hazard you have a case of post-traumatic stress syndrome,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I know. I may have a master’s in criminal justice, but I minored in psychology.” 
 
    “Just because you know you have something doesn’t mean you know how to deal with it. I’m an alcoholic, I knew I was an alcoholic, but I still drank. Maybe you should talk to someone.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. The next town we come to I’ll look up the name of a good psychologist and make an appointment.” 
 
    “Hilarious smartass. “I was thinking you should talk to Gunilla.” 
 
    “Gunilla?” Paris asked, shocked. “Why would I talk to her?” 
 
    “Because, regardless of what happened, she’s your friend, and she’s a doctor. I’m betting if you talked to her real nice, she’ll prescribe some great drugs you can take. If you fill weird about it, punch her in the chest first.” 
 
    “Now who’s being the smartass?”  
 
    He shrugged, stood up, and helped Paris to her feet. “You think about it,” he said. “In the meantime, we’ll both have to work on our . . . issues.” 
 
    When Paris went back inside, Franklin finished adding Adam Henderson’s name to the list. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Danica, dressed in her father’s trooper shirt, was sitting on the red brick steps with her back against the long black iron railing outside her parent’s house. She was sipping a large glass of sweet tea in the late hot afternoon sun, watching a group of young boys and girls play basketball on one side of the cul-de-sac while a group of younger children played hopscotch on the other. The laughter, encouragement, teasing, and the occasional curse followed quickly by the inevitable scolding from a nearby adult, made it seem to her as if this were any ordinary summer day. Add a bit of fireworks, and it could easily have been an Independence Day celebration.  
 
    In some ways, it was a celebration. Over the last week, heavy storms had kept the growing community indoors. The storms, wind, and rain were so intense that many feared the coast had been hit with a hurricane that was now rushing inland. Danica had to admit, because of the time of the year, it was a possibility, yet history was on their side. Situated two hundred miles from the ocean, Charlotte had only once been directly menaced by a hurricane. However, the same could not be said of the effects of the storm. Just because hurricanes didn’t directly cross your path didn’t mean it couldn’t indirectly kill you. Wild storms, tornadoes, flooding, and falling trees were just some of what a hurricane could whip up to make sure you had a bad day. Now with children laughing and playing under clear skies, everyone seemed to be in a celebratory mood. 
 
    Across the yard, Toscana and Matthew were tending three large pots of stew cooking over several propane grills. Toscana, wearing a short yellow flowered sundress that showed off her black underwear and bra beneath, dipped a wooden spoon in the stew and sipped the concoction. She dipped again and placed the spoon next to Matthew’s lips. 
 
    “Blow,” she said. Matthew did as commanded and then took the offered sip. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Needs salt,” he said, reaching for a bottle. 
 
    “Next bottle, to the right,” Toscana said. “That’s pepper.” Matthew corrected himself and handed over the salt. “Thank you.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Always so polite,” she said as she cupped his chin playfully.  
 
    Since returning to the housing complex, Toscana and Matthew had formed a close bond. Danica was heartened to see the two get along so well and, truth be known, relieved. She felt uncomfortable around Matthew because she didn’t know how to deal with his blindness, and she always thought she would do something wrong. She felt inadequate to the task of caring for the boy and knew it. 
 
    “Know your limitations,” her father always told her. She did, and this was one of them. Toscana and Matthew’s connection wasn’t an uncommon development. The community now consisted of nearly forty people, and a fair number of them were children. A rare few were from other parts of the neighborhood, but they discovered most in their search for children. It was an idea borne on the lips of a lamb.  
 
    “Do you think there are more kids like me?” Matthew had asked the night they returned to the housing complex. 
 
    “Like you?” Danica asked, just as she was about to shove a fork of spaghetti in her mouth. 
 
    “Blind, I mean.” 
 
    Danica put down her fork as a sudden chill ran down her spine. “Most likely,” Danica said with dread. 
 
    “Maybe we should go look for them.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Danica said, getting up from the table, nearly upending her bowl. “I should have thought of that.” She pointed an accusing finger at him. “I told you we needed you. Ruiz, let’s get everyone together as soon as possible.” 
 
    In days that followed, Danica sent out search parties with no real plan. Many went out and started shouting for people. Eventually, they became more organized and started a grid search. Although they discovered many children, none were blind, leading Danica to wonder if she’d started the search too late. As children were discovered, Danica, at first, figured the children would end up being taken care of by the community, in much the same way wolves take care of the pack’s pups. Instead, Danica noticed an interesting dynamic develop as people seemed to gravitate toward specific children, some because they reminded them of their dead child, others because they specifically did not. 
 
    Matthew’s suggestion turned out to be a blessing in another respect as it kept many of the parents mourning the loss of their children from killing themselves, but not all. After the second suicide, Danica held a private meeting with everyone individually and told them if they wanted to kill themselves, have the decency to go blow their brains out, or cut their wrists where the children wouldn’t find them. One trauma per lifetime was more than enough for these kids; thank you very much. 
 
    As Toscana tossed a spoonful of salt into each of the three pots, Danica sipped her tea and tried to determine where Toscana’s long legs ended, and her slender ass began. The black underwear helped with her calculations. After a quick stir, she and Matthew tasted the stew again. This time they were satisfied and covered the pots to let them simmer. Toscana wiped sweat from her forehead and then reached for a glass of water sitting on the chair next to her. As she downed half the glass, she glanced over her shoulder and caught Danica watching her. Embarrassed, Danica reddened and looked away. Toscana only smiled. It wasn’t the first time she’d caught Danica staring at her assets. Toscana whispered something to Matthew and then joined Danica on the steps. 
 
    “How are the nightmares?” Toscana asked. 
 
    “Better,” Danica said honestly. The nightmares hadn’t started right away. She imagined she’d been too busy trying to trap a couple of kidnappers and organizing rescue parties to process what had happened to her. Eventually, though, Wade crept into her sleep as easily as a breeze whips through a drafty house. She screamed the first and second time Wade’s face invaded her dreams. Toscana rushed to her room with Ruiz on her heels. Finding Danica crying and huddled in the sheets, Toscana scooped Danica into her arms and rocked her. After the second incident, Danica scolded herself. There was an entire growing community—tribe as Matthew liked to call it—that counted on her to be a grownup, not some cowardly child, scared of her own shadow.  
 
    Wade was dead. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. Afterward, though Wade still haunted her nightmares, she kept her screams to low moans. Toscana wasn’t fooled. She’d seen the condition of her bed each morning and commented that it looked as if she went to war with her sheets the moment the candles were out. 
 
    Not finding Toscana’s two kidnapped friends also scared her more than she would admit. Were these girls going through what she would have gone through had Donavan been successful in capturing her or if she were unable to escape Wade? In the days following their return to her parents’ house, Danica brought out her father’s maps, determined to plot out a search grid, but quickly realized the futility of searching for two girls in a city the size of Charlotte. The only chance was a sting operation, similar to what undercover cops did when trying to catch a John propositioning a prostitute. While search parties looked for children and, by extension, kept an eye out for the two girls, first Toscana and then Danica and even Ruiz walked about the streets in a dress hoping to lure the kidnappers in. Instead, all they’d found were people in need of help. 
 
    “I can tell,” Toscana said. “Who would have thought the storms outside would have helped calm the hurricane inside of you.” Toscana smiled slyly. “Or maybe just being a doting grandmother agrees with you.” Danica smiled and sipped her tea. 
 
    As the weeklong storms rolled in and battered the community, Danica had taken up conducting security checks. It started as a way to cut the insane boredom of inactivity in a world where there was no more television, video games, or Internet lesbian porn to hold a person’s interest. At first, it felt like she was an over-doting grandmother and even said as much to Toscana. However, after the second day, she could tell she was sleeping better. Her sheets only looked as if they’d been in a skirmish instead of a beach assault. Danica guessed there was some psychological comfort for her in knowing that the residents were safe before she turned in for the night and finding them just as safe when she woke up in the morning. What would happen the day she woke up to find someone kidnapped or dead? Would it shatter her beyond her ability to cope? 
 
    “There won’t be any storms tonight,” Toscana said gazing up at the cloudless sky. 
 
    Danica followed her gaze and frowned. “I guess not,” she said, almost sullenly. 
 
    “You’re still going around to check on everyone, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No need. Danger’s passed.” 
 
    “You of all people know better than that,” Toscana said as she stretched back to lean on her elbows, forcing Danica’s attention on Toscana’s chest. Danica quickly glanced away and focused on watching the children having fun in the street. “They like it, you know?” 
 
    “They like the guards I posted, more,” Danica said. Toscana laughed loudly. 
 
    “Yes, they do,” she agreed. “But they also like you coming around checking on them. It gives them an extra layer of comfort. The fact you have a uniform is just icing on the cake.” Toscana hesitated as if trying to think of how to say her next words. “Remember, you aren’t the only one that’s been through . . . let’s just call it rough times.” 
 
    Danica involuntarily glanced over to where Stacy, a woman in her early thirties, was watching over a young girl she had unofficially adopted. Stacy was one of the few people that wasn’t trying to replace a lost child, not that it didn’t mean she wasn’t trying to fill a void. In what Danica guessed was a rarity, both Stacy and her husband, Leo, survived the plague. A few days after they recovered, Leo went out to explore and never returned. When she went looking for him the next day, she found him beaten to death in a yard down the street; a bloody baseball bat lay beside him. For Stacy, what was worse was that she couldn’t bury him. He was too big for her to move. All she could do was cover him up with a sheet from their house. She’d been alone for more than a week before one of the search teams found her, looking as if she were half-starved and half-plagued. 
 
    “I’m not sure she didn’t come out of hiding hoping we’d kill her,” David DeMoss said when the team returned to the housing complex. He gave Danica a terrified look. “And if I'm honest, I damn near did.” He gave a single low huff that sounded as if he were ashamed of himself and then looked Danica squarely in the eye. “She scared the shit out of me. When she came screaming out of the shadows, hands flailing in the air, I thought she was a fucking zombie. I had my gun up and aimed right between her eyes.” When Danica gave him a cold look, he waved his hand in the air dismissively. “I know, I know. Ain’t no such thing. But, shit, it’s fucking spooky out there. Makes your imagination run wild.” He paused and then sighed heavily. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll take a little time off. I’ll go back out in a few days once I’ve had a few drinks and settled down.”  
 
    Once Stacy had recovered some of her strength, an armed group from the community, led by David, returned with her to help move what remained of her husband inside their small single floor home. They laid him on their bed, said a few words and then let her gather some of her belongings before returning to the community.  
 
    Then there were Toscana’s two missing friends. Lord knows what happened to them. As the daughter of a police officer, Danica was well aware people disappeared, never to be seen alive again. The handcuff key in her shoe resulted from one such tragic disappearance. At least in the old world, there was an investigation and a chance, albeit sometimes slim, to bring people to justice, even if that justice was delayed by decades. Now, what chance was there? Who answers for the crime? Anyone? Who even knows if a crime’s been committed? It reminded Danica of the old saying, “If a tree falls in the forest, and no one is around, does it make a noise?” In today’s new world, if a woman is kidnapped, and no one is around, did it happen? No one was around to witness the death of Stacy’s husband, yet it happened. Will anyone ever pay? For the first time, Danica now understood why the belief in God was necessary. Devine retribution gives a person the comfort needed to keep from going insane. 
 
    Still, not everyone in the community came with a horror story. People would always run into assholes. Most people in the community agreed most of the people they met out on the streets were friendly, a little cautious, but often helpful; no reason not to be. For the next few years, everything necessary for survival was at a person’s fingertips. 
 
    “I guess I could still take my evening walk,” Danica said. “If nothing else, it’ll give them a chance to see what I look like when I’m not soaking wet.” There was a moment of awkward silence, and then Danica turned to Toscana. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Toscana waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t be. People have been checking me out since I was a young girl.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes me feel less of a perv.” 
 
    “I’m flattered. Honestly.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I prefer men. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve experimented, and I’ve had a few one-night stands with women. It can be nice. However, I get the impression you’re not a one-night stand girl.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what kind of girl I am,” she said, taking a sip of her tea. 
 
    “Virgin?” Toscana said, raising her eyebrows. 
 
    Danica smiled. “I am.” 
 
    “Your first time should be special.” 
 
    “My mom gave me the same advice.” 
 
    “Your mom knew you were gay?” 
 
    “I never told my parents. I want to think they would have accepted me, and I think they would have. My mom would have. My dad . . .” Danica thought back to what her mother had told her about the Pink Power Ranger incident. “I think my dad would have accepted it as well.” Danica laughed. “It might’ve taken longer with him, but he would have. He wouldn’t have thrown me out of the house, in any case.  
 
    “Anyway, when my mother was telling me about sex, she said my first time should be special because I’ll always remember it . . . And my first time should be when I’m fifty. She stressed that last part more than the first.” Danica made her voice higher and tried to sound older to imitate her mother’s voice. “If you end up having a bad experience, at least if you wait until you’re fifty you’ll only have half a lifetime of regret.” 
 
    “And you’re sure you’re gay?” Toscana asked, jokingly. 
 
    “Good God, yes. Have you watched a normal couple having sex? Never mind, don’t answer that. Let me tell you, I’ve seen it on the Internet.” Danica visibly shuddered. “It’s disgusting. Guy groans, girl moans, then suddenly white shit is going everywhere. In the hair; up the nose. No, thank you. Guys need to keep that white shit to themselves.” 
 
    Toscana laughed loudly, gaining the attention of a few in the area. “If they kept it to themselves, there would be a lot fewer babies in the world.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying. Danica said, enjoying the girl talk. It reminded her of being in school, talking with her girlfriends at lunch. “All I’m saying is . . . It’s like a glass. You don’t take a glass out of the dishwasher and then smash it on the counter. The glass has a place in the cupboard. It’s nice and neat. You take it out when you’re ready to use it, then put it back up when you’re done. No-fuss, no muss, and no glass in your hair or up your nose.” 
 
    Toscana laughed harder. “Oh my God, I don’t have a clue what you were just trying to . . .” 
 
    Danica and Toscana jumped at the sound of glass shattering. The older kids stopped playing basketball as three women rushed to the street to hustle the smaller children inside. Danica sighed heavily when she saw that Salustio had smashed an empty tequila bottle against a tree at Wade’s old house. She’d seen him drinking with Ruiz and a group of men she recognized as recent arrivals around a small campfire earlier but didn’t put a stop to it. It wasn’t a battle that needed to be waged then. As long as they weren’t out of control, they could do whatever they wanted. Now, though, it was out of control. 
 
    Making sure Danica was watching, Salustio made a production of reaching into his backpack and pulling out another bottle. Thankfully, Ruiz was no longer around the campfire, but the other men were, and they seemed to have the good sense to look uncomfortable. 
 
    “I believe the time of testing is upon you,” Toscana said. 
 
    From almost the moment they had returned to the housing complex, Toscana warned her that her leadership would eventually be challenged. “I don’t know who will challenge you, but when it comes, you must not hesitate; you must face it head-on, and alone. Otherwise, you will be tested again and again.” At first, Danica wasn’t sure she wanted the leadership and told Toscana as much. As a leader, every mistake, every life lost would be her responsibility. 
 
    “Can you follow?” Toscana asked. “Because you can’t do both.” That was the true problem. She never liked being a follower. In school, she was mostly a loner because she wouldn’t conform herself to whatever fashionable click was popular at the time. If she got close to a group, she inevitably clashed with its leader. She blamed her dad for that. He always taught her to be bold and always take the initiative. 
 
    “Fortune favors the bold,” he said.  
 
    Fortune also didn’t like following. 
 
    When they first returned to the community, she naturally assumed leadership because this was her neighborhood, and she could help people get settled. Those that couldn’t accept her leadership were free to leave. No one left. 
 
    People also deferred to her leadership because she wore her father’s uniform, assuming she was a state trooper. Matthew knew she wasn’t really a state trooper, as did Toscana. But Danica didn’t know if Toscana had said anything to Ruiz or Salustio. It also helped that Toscana bowed to her authority, or at least deferred to it. Because she did, the group that came with Toscana did likewise. Would they if they knew how old she was? In the end, no one challenged Danica because no one wanted the responsibility. At least until now. If she were to remain their leader, she would have to fight for it. If she lost, she would pack up and leave with Matthew. 
 
    “How did you get to be a leader?” she asked Toscana. 
 
    “I’m not sure I could be defined as a leader,” Toscana said. “It was more like Salustio and Ruiz were the leaders. It was just that since both of them liked me, I was able to exert a fair amount of influence on both of them.” 
 
    “In other words, you played one against the other,” Danica said. Toscana shrugged. “Do you like either one?” 
 
    “I have known them both since high school and dated both at one time or another. But,” she said, lowering her voice, “I’ve always liked Ruiz more. Not enough to settle down with him, though. I couldn’t show it until you came along. If I did, it would have upset the balancing act. Salustio would have challenged Ruiz, and Ruiz would have lost. Ruiz was always a better lover than a fighter.” 
 
    “If anything happens to me, you’ll take care of Matthew?” she asked softly, putting down her tea and unbuckling her gun belt. 
 
    “Of course. I will look after him as if he were my own.” Danica handed Toscana her guns. 
 
    “Dany,” Matthew said loudly reaching out for her. 
 
    Danica grabbed his hand but kept him at arm’s length. She wanted to hug him in case something happened but doing so while Salustio was watching would strengthen his confidence. 
 
    “Matthew,” Danica said quietly, “keep your voice down. I’ll be okay, but if not, you listen to Toscana.” 
 
    “I will,” he said tears filling his eyes. 
 
    Salustio started to open the new bottle. 
 
    “Put the bottle down,” she ordered loud enough that everyone heard. Knowing that something major was coming, everyone stopped what they were doing and stepped closer in anticipation. “You and your friends have had enough.” Salustio hesitated as he rethought his options, considering her confidence. He was sure she didn’t have the balls to push her authority, but when she did, it threw him. Danica pushed him. This needed to be done and over with. She was tired of waiting. “Stop acting like a child and clean up your mess. It’s not like we have hospitals anymore. If someone cuts themselves and it gets infected, are you going to take care of them?” Salustio’s look of defiance turned to rage. Just as he had made a show of taking the bottle, he made a show as he strutted closer. 
 
    “And what if I don’t, little sister,” he said mockingly, looking at Toscana. “Are you going to run and tell your daddy? Oh, that’s right, you can’t. He’s dead. There is no one for you to run and cry to.” He turned and looked back at the men who were drinking with him and gave them a smirk. To their credit, they didn’t smirk back. They looked like they wanted to find a place to hide. 
 
    Danica punched him in the jaw. He fell to the ground and spit out blood. A tooth was likely to follow in a few days. It was a low blow, but Danica didn’t care. He deserved it for talking about her father. However, she couldn’t press her advantage. She had to allow Salustio time to recover and then beat him; otherwise, it wouldn’t be a clear victory, and he would challenge her again. She wanted this settled tonight.  
 
    “Talk about my father again,” she said, leaning over him, “and I’ll cut your throat.” 
 
    She moved back as Salustio got to his feet. He spit out more blood and grinned. Salustio roughly removed his shirt revealing dozens of gangland tattoos covering his muscular upper body. Reaching into the small of his back, he pulled an eight-inch serrated knife changing the dynamics of the confrontation. 
 
    “Salustio put the knife away,” Toscana demanded. 
 
    “You want to cut my throat, bitch?” he raged, taking a step toward Danica. “How about I cut those nubs you call tits off, first?” 
 
    “You heard Toscana,” Ruiz said, pulling out his pistol. He kept the weapon at his side as if pointing it would force him to kill Salustio. “Put the knife away, or I’ll shoot you myself.” 
 
    “Then shoot me,” he shouted waving the knife in the air. “I’m gutting this bitch.” Salustio staggered, and Danica could tell he was drunk. He probably wouldn’t have confronted her otherwise. Because Salustio had too much to drink, he would be slower and easier to throw off balance, but also harder to hurt. Still, he wasn’t slurring his words, so he wasn’t that drunk. Maybe it was an act. Maybe he wasn’t drunk at all and only pretending as a strategic maneuver. Was he that smart? She didn’t think so. 
 
    “I’m tired of taking orders from this cunt,” Salustio said as he punched the air with the tip of the knife toward her. Salustio twirled around to face Toscana and almost fell over. “Look at this place. It’s fucking Disney Land compared to where we’re from. She’s had it easy her whole life.” He turned and glared back at Danica. “What are you, twenty-one, twenty-two? Fuck, you’re still wet behind the ears. You have no clue what it’s like to live on the street.” He shouted at everyone. “She’s no leader. We’ll all be dead by winter. People are going to roll in here, kill us and take our shit because that’s what people do.” Danica would have told him she wasn’t even eighteen, but she didn’t want to give him any more confidence than the tequila already provided. Toscana turned and walked into the house.  
 
    “Holster that weapon,” Danica said, pointing at Ruiz. “No guns. This isn’t the Wild West. I don’t want any of the children getting hurt. Ruiz did as she commanded but kept his hand on the butt of the weapon, ready to pull it at a moment’s notice. “Salustio, right now, all your due is an ass-kicking and a little embarrassment, but if you attack me with that knife, I’ll either kill you or banish you. Either way, you’re done here. It’s your choice. There will be no turning back.” 
 
    If Salustio were sober, he might have backed down, but the alcohol, while not enough to completely impair his judgment, was enough to give him the confidence to believe that he could beat an unarmed girl. Decision made, he brought the knife up and advanced. Toscana ran up behind Danica and handed Danica her fighting sticks. Salustio looked at Toscana with a look of disbelief and betrayal. She drew herself up straighter and looked him square in the eye. 
 
    “Do not look at me like that, Salustio,” Toscana said. “You don’t have to do this. Look around you. These people aren’t your enemy, and this isn’t our old neighborhood. How often have we talked about wanting to live in a place like this? Well, here we are. No one is looking down on us, and it’s not kill or be killed anymore, at least not here. It’s just survival. Put the knife away and stop this foolishness.” Toscana could see she failed to reach him. His heart was hardened into the path of violence, and she knew he wouldn’t back down. He could not change. It was part of the reason she was drawn to Ruiz. “Fine. Win or lose I, want nothing more to do with you.” She walked away. 
 
    Danica stood up straight, looking almost like a matador facing a desperate bull. She smacked the sticks together in front of her once, as if signaling the start of the first round of battle, but mostly to focus Salustio’s attention on her. She slowly moved to his right and began to circle him like a wolf circling prey. Salustio followed her movements, crouching low, knife raised, waiting for her to attack. He was content to let her come to him. Instead, she continued to circle him clicking her sticks together at random intervals. When he moved a step forward, she reversed directions and brought her sticks up into a ready position. When he didn’t advance, she clacked her sticks together over and over. 
 
    After a few moments, he finally lunged and nearly tripped over himself. Danica dropped back a step, blocked the clumsy knife thrust with one stick and followed up with the other in a blow that glanced off his jaw. The blow startled him and sent him backward, so she missed with the follow-up strike with her stronger hand, brushing his nose just hard enough to bring tears to his eyes. Had the blow been solid, the fight would have been over. As he staggered back, he slashed outward awkwardly to keep her from closing in on him. Danica began to circle him again, striking her sticks together. 
 
    As he wiped water from his eyes, he turned back and staggered into a quick rush that caught her off guard. Danica backpedaled as he slashed at her side, scoring a bone-deep cut to her left arm. Screaming, she dropped one of her sticks. Pressing his advantage, Salustio moved toward her, forcing her up against a tree. Believing he had her, Salustio smiled in triumph as he brought up the knife. Expecting her to use her remaining stick to block his thrust, he was caught unaware by the kick to his chest that sent him flying. By the time Salustio recovered, Danica had reclaimed her sticks. Bleeding from the deep cut, Danica started to circle him again and randomly tap her sticks together. 
 
    Knowing she needed to end the fight before she passed out from blood loss, on the third tap, she rushed forward. He brought up his knife to defend himself, but she blocked, spun around like a defensive lineman trying to get to the quarterback and used the momentum from the spin to bring the stick down hard on his forearm. Bone snapped. 
 
    Salustio dropped the knife screaming. Danica offered no quarter. She struck his knee, and as he collapsed to the ground, she followed up with a hit to the side of his head, knocking him senseless. Picking up the knife with a grim, slow determination, she straddled Salustio and put the knife under his chin. 
 
    “It’s over, Salustio. You lost,” Danica said, through gritted teeth. “In the morning, you’ll pack up your stuff and leave.” The knife tip made it impossible for him to nod his answer. 
 
    “I’ll leave.” 
 
    “Good,” Danica said, getting off him. She walked to the tree and jabbed the knife into the bark. “Take your knife with you.” She turned to Toscana. “See about his arm. Give him a couple of sleeping of pills to get him through the night. In the morning, give him enough supplies and pain meds for two days.” 
 
    “He can wait,” Toscana said, cradling her arm. “We need to patch you up first. That cut is deep.” 
 
    Picking up Salustio’s T-shirt, Toscana used it to wrap Danica’s arm. 
 
    Just as she was about to lead Danica into the house, one of the sentry runners rushed up. “Miss Justice, there’s a group of armed men headed this way.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    “You know the drill, Toscana,” Danica said. “Get the women and children inside.” It was a practiced precaution only implemented once previously two weeks earlier when a group of four armed men had passed through on their way north. They ended up spending the night and left the next morning without incident. Many were wary of the group, but it showed everyone that just because a group was armed didn’t mean they were evil. Everyone walked around armed these days. At the same time, it didn’t mean things couldn’t go sideways. 
 
    “Your arm needs stitching up,” Toscana said as she cradled Danica’s arm. 
 
    “There’ll be time for that when this is over,” Danica said savoring Toscana’s touch and then flinched when Toscana wrapped her arm. “Ouch, woman.” 
 
    Toscana smiled at her. “Stop your fussing and act like a grownup.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” Danica asked the sentry runner. 
 
    “Walking right out in the open, casual like,” he said. “David guessed they wanted to be noticed.” 
 
    “They don’t want to spook us,” Toscana said. 
 
    “Or get shot,” Danica added. 
 
    “How’d they look?” Toscana asked. 
 
    “Clean,” the runner said. 
 
    “That’s a good sign,” Danica said. 
 
    “Most of them have on fatigues,” the runner said. “Army, maybe?” He sounded hopeful.  
 
    “What army?” Toscana said. Most people claimed to have heard the army was active. Where precisely no one knew for sure. It was usually a case of meeting someone that met someone that claimed to have met someone that saw them . . . Somewhere. There was yet no direct evidence of a functioning army or government. 
 
    “Could just be hunters,” the runner said. “I saw at least one dressed in street clothes.” 
 
    “Hunting for what in the middle of the city?” Toscana asked. 
 
    “Weapons?” Danica asked as Toscana finished wrapping her arm. 
 
    “A mixed bag,” he said. “Mostly assault, pistols, a few shotguns, but they’re keeping them low key.” 
 
    “Which means they’re probably not a threat,” Danica said. “How long before they get here?” 
 
    “About ten minutes,” he said. “They’re making right for us.” That was the first bit of news Danica didn’t like. It most likely meant the group had scouted the neighborhood ahead of time. 
 
    “Best to be safe,” Danica said. “Get everyone to defensive positions,” Danica said to Toscana. “If anything happens . . .” 
 
    “I’ll watch over Matthew,” Toscana said. 
 
    “Well, then, I guess I’ll go see what they want,” Danica said. 
 
    When the five men rounded the corner, Danica was leaning against the open door of her father’s squad car waiting for them with a mic in hand.  
 
    “That’s far enough,” she said using the car’s loudspeaker when they were thirty feet away. All but one man stopped and raised their arms slightly. The tallest of the group, Danica guessed the leader, sacrifice, or both, walked a few extra paces and stopped. Who he eventually was would tell her a little something about the group’s intentions as the interaction seemed practiced. If he was the leader, chances were good they were telling the truth about their intentions. If the group’s leader was letting someone else act in his stead, it meant he was hiding something, and they would need to be watched.  
 
    “We’re not here to cause trouble,” the hard-spoken, clean-shaven man said. “We only came to talk, exchange information, make an offer, and maybe get a bite to eat. If you don’t have food, we’re willing to share.” 
 
    Danica put down the mic and said, “And if I say no?” 
 
    “We move along and try another day,” he said. “Look, there’s no reason not to talk to us. We’re survivors of the plague just like you. We’re just trying to get along in the new world. We’re no threat. If you want, we’ll only stay a few hours then be on our way. But, being upfront and honest with you, I can’t guarantee the next representative from my group in the coming months will be so friendly.” That made her cock her head in curiosity. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. Most of the other officers are good men, but a couple have the personality of a wet dishrag. I want to think I’m personable.” 
 
    “You’re a teddy bear, sir,” one man behind him said. Someone hit him. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Are you willing to come in unarmed?” Danica asked. 
 
    He seemed to think about it. “I don’t like it, but we will,” the man said. 
 
    “Wait, what?” the man said, louder than he probably meant. It sounded like the same person. “Sir, are you sure that’s a good idea? We don’t know the first thing about these people. For all we know they’re cannibals.” He looked over at Danica and realized she heard him. She smirked at him. “No offense ma’am.” 
 
    “None taken,” Danica shouted back. 
 
    “We don’t have to go in,” the nervous man continued. “We could talk right here.” 
 
    The leader, and Danica was now certain the man was their leader, never looked back. “If the trooper wanted us dead, private, we’d be dead already,” the leader said. 
 
    “It’s Corporal Tisden, major,” the man said. 
 
    “Not anymore,” the major said. 
 
    “Again?” Private Tisden said, almost whining. The rest of the group tried to stifle laughter and failed. 
 
    “I assume we’re covered?” the leader said to Danica. 
 
    “You are, major,” Danica said. “If you want proof, I can have one of them shoot that hat off your head. He’s been drinking, so I can’t guarantee his accuracy.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” the major said with a nervous grin. He removed his hat off and wiped his forehead with his hand. He hesitated and looked around before putting the hat back on as if replacing it might be an invitation for proof. 
 
    “Look, gentlemen, you have nothing to worry about.” She waved a hand at the group. “I’m pretty certain this isn’t all of you. Killing you would just invite trouble. Besides, it would be murder, and murder is against the law, which kind of goes against everything I stand for. Or, as Private Tisden suggested, we can talk right here. It’s up to you. I can have a couple of tables set up and bring you some food. It would be a shame, though. I’m pretty sure everyone here would like to meet and talk with you. Did I mention we have stew? It’s hot, tasty and light on human.” 
 
    “All right, gentlemen, you heard the trooper,” the major said after only a brief hesitation. “Start disarming.” Danica raised an arm high and extended her thumb and pinky. Ruiz came from behind a nearby house pulling an old-fashioned red wagon. He walked up to the men, dropped off the wagon and retreated behind Danica. 
 
    “Put your weapons in the cart,” Danica said. “All your weapons. Pretend you’re at the airport and we’re the TSA. I’m going to wand you. If I find a single weapon on any of you, I’ll have you stripped, and you’ll leave town in your birthday suit.” 
 
    “I almost wish this was a TSA screening,” the major said. “Hell, I’d willingly go through a TSA cavity search if it meant having the world back.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Danica said. “Any radios as well.” 
 
    When the group indicated they finished disarming, she motioned them forward and met them near the hood of her car. The major stuck his hand out. “Major Bill Barrette, currently serving with the first Alabama Militia,” he said. Detached. This is First Sergeant Bobby Wilfred, Sergeant Stephen Anderson, Private First Class Tony Tisden and Greg Fulton, a civilian and our scout.” Danica shook each hand. 
 
    “I’m Danica Justice,” she said when Major Barrette finished his introductions. 
 
    “I see you’ve already run into trouble tonight,” the scout said, pointing to her arm. 
 
    “Internal squabble,” Danica said. 
 
    “Greg also serves as our medic,” Major Barrette said. “If you want, he can stitch that up. We have antibiotics, as well.” 
 
    “I’ll take your offer for the stitching, but we have meds,” Danica said. “If you’ll follow me, Ruiz will see to securing your weapons.” Danica swept her uninjured arm forward. “Gentlemen, welcome to Terminus.” 
 
    “Oh har, har,” Tisden said. “That wasn’t funny.” 
 
    “It was a little funny,” Greg said to Tisden. 
 
    “I know,” Tisden whispered. “I didn’t want to encourage her.” 
 
    “I thought this place was called Goldilocks?” Sergeant Anderson asked. 
 
    “Terminus—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” the major said cutting off Private Tisden. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Tisden said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t be cross with him, major,” Danica said. “I was just trying to break the ice.” 
 
    Major Barrett leaned in toward her. “I got it,” he said softly. “I would have laughed, but I have a reputation to uphold with the men.” 
 
    “Teddy bear,” a voice yelled, and Danica guessed it was Tisden again. The Major rolled his eyes, but he smiled, nonetheless. 
 
    “One of these days, when I run out of rank to take away from that man, I’ll be left with no choice but to shoot him,” Major Barrette said, leaning toward Danica. 
 
    “I heard that,” Tisden said. 
 
    “You were meant to,” the major said over his shoulder. 
 
    “You said your part of the First Alabama Militia?” Danica said. “Does that mean you’re not in the regular army? Are you National Guard?” 
 
    “We’ve always been part of the regular army, just not the one you’re thinking of,” Major Barrette said. That answer made her uneasy. 
 
    “How many people do you have here?” he asked, looking around as they came to the center of the community. 
 
    “How many people you have back at your camp?” she countered. 
 
    “It’s going to be like that?” 
 
    “Thirty-seven-and-a-half,” Danica said. It wasn’t like he couldn’t figure it out on his own. 
 
    “A half?” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “One woman is seven months pregnant.” 
 
    “That’s terrific news,” the major said. 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, it would be. She’s scared, though. No one knows if the immunity is passed on to the baby. The ancient Greeks were silent on that front. Not to mention, no one here knows how to deliver a baby.” 
 
    “I thought they taught that in trooper school?” 
 
    “They used to, but now there are too many liability issues,” Danica said. “Better to call for emergency services.” 
 
    “Liberal bullshit,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “More like lawyer bullshit.” 
 
    “Mr. Fulton,” the major said. 
 
    “Yes, major?” Greg said. 
 
    “Do you know how to deliver a baby?” 
 
    “Don’t know, sir. I’ve never delivered a baby, before,” Greg said. “But I have some training in the how-to. There’s a lot of water boiling involved. As long as there aren’t any complications and the mother keeps pushing, should be easy enough.”  
 
    “You think you can teach some of that training?” Major Barrette asked. 
 
    “Be happy to,” Greg said. “I have a book back at the base.” 
 
    “Private Tisden,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “Oh Goddamnit,” Tisden said. 
 
    “It’s on my bed, inside my pack,” Greg said. 
 
    “Miss Justice, with your permission I’ll send Tisden after the book, and Greg can go over a few things with whoever you appoint.” 
 
    “Thank you, major.” 
 
    “Tisden, be back in an hour.” 
 
    “The camp’s like five miles away.” 
 
    “Plenty of time for a scraping young man like you,” Major Barrette said, turning to smile at him. Tisden sighed heavily and then turned and sprinted off. 
 
    “We’ll save some stew for you,” Danica yelled to Tisden. He, in answer, raised his hand and waved, which for a brief moment seemed to turn into a gesture of flipping her off, though she couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “I think I like that man,” Danica said. 
 
    Major Barrette turned to her and smiled. “Don’t ever tell him I said this, but I’m not sure this army could function without him. He’s like our mascot. Not one of those bumbling ones, though he comes across that way sometimes. But I’m convinced it’s on purpose. It allows him to say and do things that other people couldn’t get away with. He’s clever, smart, and he knows it. Which also makes him dangerous. He gets along with almost everyone.” 
 
    “Almost?” 
 
    “Remember those dish rags?” the major asked. Danica nodded her understanding. “It’s why I keep him with me. Those idiots would get him killed, and I’m not convinced it wouldn’t be on purpose. Of course, I’m just as likely saving their life. If they got Tisden killed, they probably wouldn’t last the night. He’s that popular.” 
 
    Danica led the group to Wade’s old house. Considering the history, she didn’t feel right assigning the house to any of the residents, so she turned it into a guest house. 
 
    “Angel, how’s dinner coming?” Danica shouted to the woman now manning the stew pots. 
 
    “It should be ready in about an hour.” 
 
    “Major, would you care to join me for dinner?” Danica asked. 
 
    “It would be my honor.” 
 
    Danica pointed to her house. “That’s where I live.” She gestured toward wade’s house. “You and your men can stay there while you visit with us. It’s a three-bedroom, two-and-half bath with hot and cold running water.” 
 
    “You have hot water?” Greg asked. 
 
    “And electricity to a limited degree,” Danica answered. Ruiz came out of the garage, and she waved him over. “Would you start the generator for our guests?” 
 
    “It might take a few minutes,” Ruiz said. “It’s been acting fickle lately.” 
 
    “Sergeant Anderson?” the major said. 
 
    “Yes, major,” Sergeant Anderson said coming up to stand next to the major. Major Barrette put a hand on the man’s shoulder and turned to Danica.  
 
    “Sergeant Anderson used to run a small machine shop. He can help get it started. Maybe take a look at it.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” Danica said. “Guests aren’t supposed to work. I think it’s a rule.” 
 
    “We’re not guests,” the major said. “Think of us as envoys; here to help where we can.” 
 
    “In that case, Ruiz will show Sergeant Anderson where the generator is. Once it’s going, hot water will be available. That is one of the few houses with a tankless water heater, so don’t worry about using it all.” 
 
    “God, I can’t wait,” Sergeant Anderson said. “I haven’t had a hot shower in three weeks.” 
 
    “Is that how long you’ve been on the road, major?” Danica asked. The major nodded. “In that case, I’ll let you go rest. Your men can join us if they wish or they can mingle. I know everyone would be grateful to hear any news you might have.” 
 
    “If they are free to walk around, then I think they’d prefer to meet your people,” Major Barrette said. “They’re not much for formal affairs.” 
 
    Danica laughed. “Nothing formal here.” She thought about it. “Maybe I’ll break out my mother’s good dishes. We’ll be able to talk about whatever offer you have after dinner.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “I should stitch up that arm before you sit down to eat,” Greg said. “Nothing kills an appetite like blood.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “How’s the arm?” Major Barrette asked as he and Greg sat down at the dinner table several hours later. Matthew was already seated. Danica lifted her arm across her chest as if inspecting the bandage for the first time and flexed her hand. 
 
    “It hurts,” Danica said as she sat down at the head of the table next to Matthew. “But Greg did good work.” 
 
    “The cut was deep,” Greg said to the major. “I think the knife may have touched a bone.” 
 
    “What about the blade?” the major asked. 
 
    “I looked,” Greg said. “I don’t think anything broke off.” 
 
    “Major, I’d like to introduce you to Matthew Chambers,” Danica said. “Until the plague, Matthew was my neighbor. Now, he’s our mascot.” The major stuck out his hand, but Matthew didn’t take it. “Matt, the major has his hand out.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Matthew said, sticking out his hand and missing the mark. As he moved his hand trying to find the offered hand, the major reached out and grasped it. 
 
    “The plague?” Greg asked. Danica nodded. 
 
    Toscana entered the dining room carrying a pot, and both men shot to their feet. Danica noticed she’d dressed in something a bit more conservative and practical. 
 
    “Sit, sit,” Toscana said as she sat the pot in the center of the table. Ruiz followed her in carrying a large plate of biscuits. 
 
    “Salustio?” Danica asked as Toscana grabbed her seat next to Matthew. 
 
    “Secure,” Ruiz said, taking his seat near Toscana. 
 
    “This Salustio fellow, he give you that wound?” the major asked. 
 
    “He did,” Matthew said excitedly. “But Dany kicked his ass with her sticks.” 
 
    “Sticks?” Greg asked. 
 
    “It’s a form of martial arts,” Danica said as she filled her bowl. “Dig in major.” He didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    “That’s not something they teach you in the academy,” the major said. 
 
    “No,” Danica agreed. “That was all me.” 
 
    “This is good,” Greg said between bites of the biscuits. 
 
    “It’s mostly canned,” Danica said. “But it’s still good.” 
 
    “You don’t have fresh meat?” Major Barrette asked. 
 
    “Most of the people here are city dwellers,” Danica said. “We’ve seen plenty of deer and other animals, but frankly, no one knows how to skin one.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” Major Barrette said. “Since you're generous with us, have your men bring in a deer, and my men can show your people how to dress it.” 
 
    “Thank you, major,” Danica said. “Everyone would be grateful.” 
 
    “I can take some men after dinner,” Ruiz said. “There’s a field about five miles from here where we’ve seen them congregate in the evening.” 
 
    “Oh, that reminds me,” Greg said, reaching into his shirt and pulling out a small pamphlet. “This should get you through most of the complications of childbirth.” He handed it to Toscana. 
 
    “Again, thank you,” Danica said. “How long can you and your men stay?” 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” Major Barrette asked.  
 
    “Absolutely,” Danica said. 
 
    “With a hot shower at my disposal, I’d like to stay a week, if not longer,” he said. “But the commanding officer, one of those wet dish rags I was talking about, will probably only give me a few days.” 
 
    “Well then, I hope you and your men will make themselves at home. This is a free community, so there are no restrictions on you or you men. You are free to walk and talk about anything you want.” 
 
    “I can extend our offer to your people?” Major Barrette asked. 
 
    “How about we go into the living room after dinner and talk about this offer?” 
 
    “Coffee?” Toscana asked when they were getting from up from the table. 
 
    “Oh God, yes!” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Danica said. “I can—” 
 
    “Nonsense. Making coffee isn’t hard.” 
 
    “I’ll head out and see about the deer,” Ruiz said. 
 
    “Matthew, come with me,” Toscana said. “Greg, if you follow me into the kitchen, I’ll get you a cup to take with you.” 
 
    “If it’s all the same, I’ll take a cup, but only if you join me in one,” Greg said. “We can take the time to go over the birthing process. Besides, if I walk over there with coffee, Tisden is likely to knife me in the back and take it.” 
 
    Toscana laughed at the joke. “I’d enjoy the company.” 
 
    Danica pointed at a chair across from the couch. They were the only two in the room. 
 
    “So, major—” 
 
    “Please, just Bill when we’re not in front of the men,” Major Barrette said to Danica as he sat down. 
 
    “Is it really Bill, or William?” 
 
    “Nope. It’s just Bill. 
 
    “So, why don’t you tell me why you and your men are here?” Danica said as Toscana entered carrying a tray with a pot of coffee and two mugs. 
 
    “That smells good,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “There’s cream and sugar in the bowls,” Toscana said. “We have fake sugar if you prefer.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Just cream is fine when I’m not around the men.” He laughed. “I usually have to drink it black. I have to keep up appearances. There was a time when I loaded my coffee with copious amounts of sugar, but when my doctor warned me I was close to becoming a diabetic, I stopped and started using flavored creamer.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have any sugar-free creamer,” Toscana said. 
 
    “That’s fine,” the major said. “I don’t use a lot.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Toscana said. “I’ll leave you two alone.” 
 
    The major sipped his coffee as Toscana left and beamed at the taste. “Basically, I’ve been authorized by Father Winthrop to extend you an invitation to join our group in Atlanta.” 
 
    “Join what? And who is Father Winthrop?” 
 
    “Join the rightful government of the United States. Father Winthrop is the current President of the United States.” 
 
    “Rumor has it the rightful government of the United States is sitting inside a mountain in Colorado. Is the rumor not true?” 
 
    “It is our position that Dixon is not the rightful representative of the government and never has been.” 
 
    “I remember him being elected. Isn’t that the definition of a rightful representative? I don’t remember a Winthrop being on the ballot when I voted.” Being too young, Danica didn’t vote, but she figured it best to keep up appearances. Besides, if she had been old enough to vote, Dixon would have gotten it, so it was only a little lie. 
 
    “Are you doing away with the Constitution?” 
 
    “Not at all. In fact, we practice the Constitution as originally written.” 
 
    Danica sat up straighter. “Slavery?” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly. “Everyone agrees slavery was a blight on our democracy. Our forefathers couldn’t even bring themselves to use the word in the document. Slavery should never have been allowed. It was and always will be a crime against humanity.” 
 
    “But it was in the Constitution.” 
 
    “Not really,” the major said, knowing what she was about to say. “At the chance of sounding like a right-wing nut job, that’s just a liberal lie. Okay, that’s maybe too harsh. Let’s call it a misconception. Look, I know that’s what most of us learned in school, but it’s just not true. Most people look at the three-fifths clause as condoning slavery. Again, another misconception. Three-fifths didn’t have a racial meaning at all. It never looked at Africans as three-fifths of a person.” 
 
    “African-Americans might disagree with you.” 
 
    “Completely understandable. If I were black, I’d probably feel the same way. Father Winthrop and his administration aren’t disputing that African Americans have had a raw deal throughout American history. Even after the Civil Rights movement, it’s been a raw deal for them. However, that doesn’t change the fact that the three-fifths rule was more of a compromise on the way the government levied taxes and apportioned representation in Congress than it was about condoning slavery. If anything, it penalized slave-holding states. If one of the original thirteen colonies abolished slavery, they were allowed to count free blacks on a one-for-one basis for the purposes of sending representatives to Washington.” 
 
    Danica could tell it was a well-practiced and rehearsed speech. She just wasn’t sure how much of it she believed. It seemed to go against everything she’d ever heard and believed. Her father once told her that racism never went away; it was just repackaged into something sounding reasonable on the surface, but if you peeled it back, and really checked out the engine, it was still racism. 
 
    “Take the argument by many southern groups that state’s rights, and not slavery, was the real reason for the Civil War,” her father said. “If you take a long, hard look at it, it amounts to the same damn thing. The Confederacy fought for their states’ right to continue the institution of slavery. It just sounds better when they say the Civil War was fought over state rights and leave out the slavery part. It’s all about packaging.” 
 
    Danica changed the subject. She didn’t want the conversation with the major to turn adversarial. “What is it your offering, major?” 
 
    “Security and a normal life, at least as normal as can be expected in times like these. I just came from there, and it’s a utopia, of sorts.” 
 
    “Do you expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Not really, but that’s what I’ve been ordered to say. The truth is, it may not be a utopia, but it’s secure, and there’s plenty of food, water, and medical staff.” 
 
    “You have doctors?” Danica said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Not yet, but we have several trained nurses.” 
 
    “Do you control all of Atlanta?” 
 
    “Not in the military sense, and that’s how I usually think. I don’t think it’s any different here. You control this small area, but once outside your security perimeter, things can get dicey if you’re not careful. It’s the same in Atlanta. The only difference is we’re actively working on expanding our security perimeter.” 
 
    “We had a group pass through here a while ago tell us that a fire gutted Atlanta,” Danica said. 
 
    “That’s a bit of an exaggeration. The fire was pretty extensive. But it happened before we arrived. It burned a large area near downtown. Are you familiar with Atlanta?” She shook her head. “The fire was near Grant Park. It’s near the Atlanta Falcons football stadium. It burned most of the houses in a six-block radius: from Glenwood Avenue near the highway all the way to Abernathy Avenue. It’s a bit more extensive than that, jumping a little further in all directions, but it didn’t touch every house either.” 
 
    “What started it?” 
 
    “No idea. Most assume lightning. We’re in the process of cleaning it up. We’re salvaging what we can, burying who we find and knocking down the rest of the houses in the area. We’re going to turn it into a giant farming area.” 
 
    “What do you want from us?” 
 
    “To come and help. If you come, you’ll only be required to be functioning members of society, just like before the pandemic. We’re building the United States as it should have been.” 
 
    Danica sipped her coffee. “And how should it have been?” 
 
    “A Christian nation built on Christian values.” Danica was about to ask what that meant for homosexuals when Toscana barged in. 
 
    “Major, do you have more people coming in?” she asked. 
 
    “We have about four or five groups visiting other small communities in the area. However, we were the only ones scheduled to come here.” 
 
    “There are other communities nearby?” Danica said, shocked. The major smiled. 
 
    “They’re not all as large, but yes,” Major Barrette said. “The closest one is about five miles southwest of here.” 
 
    “How the hell do we not know about them,” Danica said, to no one in particular. 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Major Barrette said. “You don’t have our resources. Besides, Atlanta is a magnet for people that are traveling. We always question people when they come in about what and who they’ve seen. It’s how we learned about your group.” He pointed to the sky. “Also, we have air support. Mostly helicopters.” 
 
    “I think I would have heard them,” Danica said. 
 
    “Most likely,” he said. “I don’t think they’ve been used around here. At least, not yet.” He looked up at Toscana. “Do you know what they look like?” 
 
    “The sentry runner described them as a group of six,” Toscana said. “A group of three women, two children, and a man. All armed.” 
 
    “If they have children, then they’re definitely not any of my people,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “Major,” Danica said, getting up and offering her hand. “I want to thank you for the information, but I guess I need to greet our new visitors.” The major clasped her hand. 
 
    “Would you like me and my men to go with you?” 
 
    “They don’t sound dangerous. Get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning. Feel free to join me for breakfast.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    “I’ll have someone stop by to tell you when that will be,” she said. “This might end up being a long night.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    By the time the second group arrived near the community, it was late. Like the first, this group seemed headed straight for the heart of the neighborhood. Two different groups doing the exact same thing on the exact same day didn’t sit well with Danica. She’d left word with David, one of the more competent people in the community, despite the zombie incident, with orders to watch Major Barrette’s group. He’d radioed that the major and his men hadn’t moved. They even left the lights on and remained huddled in the living room with the blinds raised so they could easily be seen. They were playing cards, poker by the look of it. The major expected her actions and went out of his way to show he was no threat. 
 
    “And you can see them all moving?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s not like they put a mannequin in one of the chairs,” David said. It’s exactly what she was thinking. 
 
    When the group rounded the corner, she was again leaning against the open door holding the police cruiser’s mic. Because it was dark, she reached in and turned on the car’s headlights. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Danica said into the mic. “Who are you, and what do you want here?” They threw up their arms to shield their eyes from the sudden bright lights but didn’t bring up their weapons. It took a moment for the group to get over the shock, but once they did, a tall, well-dressed woman in a black pantsuit and green hiking boots stepped forward. She looked like a CIA agent, just without the shades. Reaching into her jacket, the woman pulled out an identification wallet and held it up.  
 
    “Trooper, Special Agent Paris Ishida, FBI,” Paris shouted. 
 
    “Why is there an FBI agent in this neck of the woods?” Danica shouted back. 
 
    “She’s with me,” Franklin said, stepping forward. “I’m here looking for my son.”  
 
    Another group looking for loved ones. It wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last. Most likely, these people would spend a few days here and then move on disappointed their loved ones weren’t alive, here or both. Danica put down the handset. 
 
    “Stay here,” Danica said to the few people with her. She moved up to the group. “I know everyone here, and since I grew up just around the corner, I know a good many that aren’t here anymore as well. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Franklin Turnipseed.” 
 
    “I can tell you right now there is no one here with that last name. I’m sorry, I don’t think there has ever been anyone here with that name. That’s not a name you forget.” 
 
    “Their last name wouldn’t be Turnipseed. His mother and I divorced. She went by her maiden name, Chambers.” 
 
    “Erica!” Danica said, shocked. She knew people were traveling the United States looking for family, but she figured the odds of anyone finding friends or family was next to nil. “Erica Chambers was your wife?” 
 
    “You know her, then?” 
 
    “I did. I’m afraid she’s dead. I buried her in the backyard of her house.” 
 
    “And our son?” Franklin asked with a mixture of hope and dread. 
 
    “So, Matthew Chambers is your son,” she whispered, still in shock. 
 
    “Is?” Paris chimed in. 
 
    “Matt’s alive,” Danica said excitedly. “He’s with a friend at my house, right now!” Franklin stood stunned for a moment and then sat on the road and started to cry. Anita came over, sat on his lap, and hugged him. 
 
    “Matthew’s here,” Anita said. “You should be happy.” 
 
    “I am honey,” Franklin said, hugging her back. He stood up. “Take me to him.” He started to move forward. 
 
    “Hold on,” she said, stepping in front of him and putting her hands on his chest. 
 
    “Look, officer. I really am his father.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that. I can’t think of a single reason anyone would come here, pretending to be Matthew’s father. Besides, I can see a little of you in him.” 
 
    “The family always said Matt looked like Erica, but Erica always said he reminded her of me. Can you take me to him, please?” 
 
    “I will, I promise, but you need to know something first.” 
 
    “Hold on Franklin,” Paris said, putting a restraining hand on his arm. “It’s been this long; you can wait a few more minutes. What’s your name, trooper?” 
 
    “Danica Justice,” she said, introducing herself for the second time today. 
 
    “That’s a nice name,” Anita said. 
 
    “Thank you. And what’s your name, little lady?” 
 
    “Anita.” She turned and pointed at her brother. “And that’s my brother Nate.” 
 
    “Trooper, what is it you need to tell us?” Paris asked impatiently. “I’m not sure how long I can hold him back.” 
 
    “There’s no easy way to tell you this, so I’ll just come out with it,” Danica said. “Matthew is blind.” Franklin just stared at Danica, too shocked to say anything. 
 
    “We’ve run into one or two people that were blinded by the plague,” Gunilla said. “So, it’s not completely unsurprising.” 
 
    “And it’s not treatable?” Franklin asked Gunilla. 
 
    “I haven’t thought about it. It wasn’t treatable back in the classical Greek period, but technology has changed so much that if the cause can be isolated, maybe we can reverse it. My best guess is it’s caused by retinal scarring, which itself is treatable, but it will depend on how much retinal scarring there is. Can he see at all?” 
 
    “No,” Danica said. 
 
    “That indicates a lot of scarring,” Gunilla said. “Which probably isn’t . . . Given our state of technology, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. But don’t give up completely.” 
 
    “But they’re bound to have state-of-the-art facilities in Colorado,” Franklin said, almost pleading for confirmation. 
 
    “They should,” Paris agreed. “If the president is still there, it’ll be up and running. They may have already isolated the cause and come up with a treatment. If not, I’m sure Gunilla can help with it.” 
 
    “Then we should get him to Colorado,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “You don’t sound like you’re from around here,” Danica said to Gunilla. 
 
    “She’s from Sweden,” Paris said. 
 
    “And from the sounds of it, she’s a doctor?” Danica said. 
 
    “Not really,” Gunilla said. “I’m a virologist.” 
 
    “But you have some medical training?” Danica pressed. 
 
    “A bit more than some,” Gunilla said. “Did you need me to look at that arm of yours?” 
 
    “What?” Danica said, bringing up her arm on instinct. “Oh, no. We have a pregnant woman in the community, and I was hoping you might be able to check on her. You know, make sure everything’s okay.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Trooper, can you take me to my son now?” Franklin asked impatiently. 
 
    “One last thing Mr. Turnipseed,” Danica said. “Your wife didn’t die from the plague; she was murdered.” 
 
    “Murdered?” he said incredulously. “How?” 
 
    For the next several minutes, Danica laid out everything she knew, what she could piece together, and what Matt told her. Then she ended the story with Wade’s death. When she finished telling the story, Franklin was stunned into silence. After a moment, he reached out and hugged her. 
 
    “Thank you for watching out for him.” 
 
    “Yes,” thank you, Trooper Justice,” Paris said. 
 
    Danica started to say something, hesitated, and finally came to a decision. Then she looked behind her to make sure none of the group was within earshot. “Actually, I’m not a state trooper. My father was the trooper. I just dressed in his clothes because I thought it would keep people from messing with me. Everybody just assumed I was a trooper, and I never said otherwise. Hell, I’m not even sure why I’m telling you, except that you have an actual FBI agent with you, and I it’s against the law to lie to the FBI.” 
 
    “How old are you?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Seventeen,” Danica said. 
 
    “By the sounds of it, your father would be proud,” Paris said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danica said. “Come on, I’ll take you to your son. We have food, hot showers, and soft beds.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Gunilla said, almost squealing like a schoolgirl. “Hot showers. I so want a hot shower.” 
 
    “Do me a favor and keep the fact that I’m not a real trooper to yourself.” 
 
    “No worries,” Franklin said. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “The only people that know are Matthew and Toscana,” Danica said. 
 
    “Toscana?” Tempest asked. “Did you say Toscana? Latin girl about this high, beautiful.” 
 
    Danica stopped and turned to face the girl. “That’s her,” Danica said. “And you are?” 
 
    “Tempest,” she answered. 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Danica said. It was her turn to be stunned. “I ran into Toscana after you were kidnapped. We spent a good deal of time searching for you. Toscana, myself and Ruiz put on dresses and walked around trying to lure the kidnappers out. 
 
    “Ruiz put on a dress?” Tempest said and then giggled at the thought of Ruiz in a dress. 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “I bet he looked cute,” Tempest said. 
 
    Danica shook her head. “No . . . No, he didn’t. We never ran into the kidnappers. Ruiz ran into someone that needed help, though.” Danica laughed at the memory. “That guy got quite the shock when he realized Ruiz was a guy in a dress. Still gives Ruiz looks, when he thinks no one is watching.” 
 
    “They took us out of the city the same day they grabbed us,” Tempest said. “They weren’t even from around here. Just passing through.” 
 
    “What about the other girl?” Danica asked. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Dead,” Tempest said. “Jumped off a bridge. Killed herself.” 
 
    “Shit,” Danica said. “I’m sorry to hear that. The kidnappers?” 
 
    “Dead too,” Tempest said. “Murdered by a group of guys that wanted us more than they did. I think that’s why she jumped. The first kidnapping was traumatic enough. But a second one . . . Too much for her. Paris and her partner saved us. Then Franklin came along and saved us all. 
 
    “Jesus,” Danica said. “Just how fucked up is it out there?” 
 
    “It’s not as fucked up as it sounds,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Paris said. 
 
    “Since leaving Round Hill, we’ve only run into one problem,” Franklin argued. “Just about everyone else we’ve met has been civil.” 
 
    “What was the one problem?” Danica asked. 
 
    Everyone looked at Anita and Nate. Anita just saluted as Nate plastered on a fake smile, one that showed all teeth and was more of a teasing gesture than a real smile. 
 
    “Robin Hood let his sister get kidnapped,” Paris said jerking a thumb at Nate. 
 
    “Hey,” Nate said, almost sounding angry. “I didn’t fucking let anyone get kidnapped.” 
 
    “In his defense, he killed two of them with a bow and arrow,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nate said. 
 
    “And stop cussing,” Franklin added. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Nate said chastened. 
 
    “Franklin and I killed the other two,” Paris said. 
 
    “Jesus,” Danica said. “You guys sound like your members of the Justice League.” 
 
    “With a name like Justice, seems like you would fit right in,” Franklin said.  
 
    As was usually the case when children were involved, the word spread, so when Danica and Franklin’s group reached the heart of the settlement, several women were standing on the sidewalk to inspect Anita and Nate as they passed by. 
 
    “Bobby?” Angela Zinn asked. 
 
    Danica shook her head, and Angela ran off crying as she did every time a child was discovered that was not Bobby. 
 
    “Who’s Bobby?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Her son. Danica said.” 
 
    “Is he lost?” Nate asked. “I’m a good hunter. I could find him.” 
 
    “He died in the plague, but she seems to have put it out of her mind, and no one has the heart to tell her otherwise.” Danica left unsaid that considering Angela’s mental state; she didn’t expect her to last the year. She was surprised every time she saw Angela but suspected that her delusion was keeping her alive. How could she kill herself if she thought Bobby would come home one day? It would be the day she realized the boy was never coming home that she needed to worry about. The problem was, no one knew when that would be but her. 
 
    Despite her big speech about suicide, with Angela, it was only a matter of when and not if. Danica wasn’t even sure she would be missed. She barely socialized and only came out to sit on the porch when the kids were playing or when new kids were inbound. 
 
    “That’s tragic,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “And a tragedy that is being played out all over the world,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Hey,” Paris said. “Stop honing. We talked about this.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Danica said. 
 
    “Nothing,” Franklin said. “Paris has trademarked her own personality disorder, and she doesn’t like it when you infringe. It’s just her way of delivering her version of a cease-and-desist order.” 
 
    “Damn right,” Paris said. “I spent a lifetime perfecting it and no rank amateur will use it without paying the price.” 
 
    When they returned to the house, Toscana was waiting for them on the stairs. As the group approached, she gasped and put a hand on her heart when the porch light revealed Tempest. 
 
    “Tempest?” Toscana said, tears flowing freely. Tempest froze and then put her hand over her mouth as if trying to hold in her emotions. Failing, tears streamed down her face as she rushed into Toscana’s arms. She hugged Toscana tightly and then collapsed on the porch. Toscana followed her down, and Tempest wrapped her arms tightly around Toscana’s neck. 
 
    “They raped me,” Tempest screamed into Toscana’s shoulder. “They raped me. Every night they raped me. I begged them to stop, but they wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You’re safe now,” Toscana said, rocking Tempest. “You’re with me; you’re safe now. I promise. No one will hurt you again.” 
 
    “They raped me. They raped me,” Tempest said over and over. 
 
    “I know, honey, I know,” Toscana said, rocking her. Paris, Franklin, and Gunilla stood stunned at the sudden outburst. Anita started forward, but Paris stopped her. 
 
    “Not now,” Paris whispered in her ear.  
 
    Later, when it seemed Tempest was cried out, Toscana motioned for two women to come over and lead her inside. 
 
    “These women are going to show you to my room,” Toscana said. Tempest nodded. “I’ll be up to see you shortly, and you and I can have a long talk. Toscana eyed the new arrivals after Tempest was inside. “Virginia?” 
 
    Paris shook her head. 
 
    “What—” 
 
    “We can talk about it later,” Danica said. “Is Matthew still up?” 
 
    “Of course,” Toscana said. “You know that boy won’t go to bed until he finds out who these people are. I got him in the kitchen helping me mix biscuit batter for tomorrow’s breakfast. It looks like I’ll have to mix a little more.” 
 
    “Toscana,” Danica said. “I want you to meet FBI agent Paris . . .” she turned to Paris. “Ishida? Right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Paris said. 
 
    “Paris Ishida.” She turned to Gunilla and then back to Paris. “Paris, can you give the rest of the introductions? I think it will go faster.” 
 
    “This is Dr. Gunilla Olofsson, Nate, and Anita Eckhart and this strapping, yet dubious-looking, young gentlemen is Franklin Turnipseed,” Paris said. 
 
    “Matthew’s father,” Danica added. A look of shock and grief quickly passed over Toscana. She hid her reaction quickly and smiled. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Turnipseed,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    “Just Franklin,” he said, taking her hand in his. 
 
    “I know Matthew will be glad to see you. Please come in. I’ll fetch him.” 
 
    “We have guests, Matthew,” Toscana said as she entered the house. Matthew came out of the kitchen, slowly feeling his way. He was covered in flour. Using the apron, he wiped his hands and held one out. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” Matthew said. 
 
    Franklin rushed forward without hesitation and grasped Matthew’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” Franklin said. 
 
    Matthew paused and cocked his head, and Danica was struck by how much he looked like a puppy struggling to figure out a puzzling sound. 
 
    “I know you,” he whispered. 
 
    Franklin knelt in front of him and put his hands on his shoulders, tears streaking his face. Gunilla and Paris were also tearing up. 
 
    “Yes, you do, Matt,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Dad? Dad!” he yelled, throwing himself into Franklin’s arms. They said nothing for a few moments. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Mom—” 
 
    “I know. Danica told me.” 
 
    Matthew hugged his father tighter. “I couldn’t do anything—” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. They were older and stronger than you.” 
 
    “Yeah, silly,” Anita said. “You’re seven.” 
 
    “Eight,” Matthew corrected as he pulled away from his father and wiped his eyes. 
 
    “All you would have done was gotten yourself killed and then you wouldn’t have gotten to see your father,” Anita said. 
 
    “Matt, I want you to meet Anita,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, coming over and hugging Matthew as if she’d known him all his life. After that, Franklin made the introductions again. An hour later, he made them again when the group got together with Major Barrette and Greg Fulton for a late coffee. 
 
    “Paris, Franklin, I’d like you to meet Major Barrette and Greg Fulton,” Danica said. “They’re from Atlanta.” A look passed between Franklin and Paris that did not go unnoticed by Major Barrette. 
 
    “I hope you don’t believe every rumor you hear,” the major said. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    “Like how you’re lynching people,” Franklin said. 
 
    “That’s true,” Major Barrette said. “Although I’d describe it as more like hanging. We’re hanging thieves, murderers and rapists. Surely, you can appreciate that.” 
 
    Franklin was about to say something else, but Greg interrupted him. “I’d like to check on that arm,” Greg said, moving over to Danica as he spotted a trickle of blood. 
 
    “I noticed the arm earlier,” Gunilla said, putting down her sweet tea. She wasn’t a fan of coffee. “The wound looks fresh. What happened?” 
 
    “Knife fight,” Danica said. 
 
    “Let me see it,” Gunilla said in a voice that demanded obedience. Gunilla lifted Danica’s arm and felt around the wound. 
 
    “I stitched it up,” Greg said, almost defensively. 
 
    “How deep was it?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “The blade touched bone,” Greg said. 
 
    “I see,” Gunilla said as she began to unwrap the bandage. 
 
     “What are you doing?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Inspecting the wound,” Gunilla said. 
 
    Danica looked over Gunilla’s shoulder at Franklin. “Is she always like this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Franklin and Paris said together. 
 
    “You have medical training?” Major Barrette asked. 
 
    “I’m a doctor,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “What kind of training?” he asked. 
 
    “Lots,” she answered curtly. “This is a nice stitching job.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Greg said. 
 
    “Did you stitch up the muscle?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “She wouldn’t let me give her anything for the pain, so I decided not to.” 
 
    “Miss Justice,” Gunilla said. “As much as it pains me to rip out this wonderful stitching job, I’m going to have to do so in order to stitch the muscle together.” 
 
    “Why can’t you just leave it like this?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Because it will take twice as long to heal, and you might not be able to use your hand properly if I don’t,” Gunilla said. “Nate, get my bag. What pain meds do you have?” she asked Greg. 
 
    “Just morphine,” Greg said. 
 
    “I’m not taking any pain meds,” Danica protested. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Gunilla said. “As soon as I jab a needle in your arm, you’ll scream bloody murder and scare the children.” Without another word, Gunilla set to work. When it was done, Franklin and Greg carried Danica to her bedroom. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Toscana said. “Why don’t we get together in the morning over breakfast? Major, the boys, should be back with the deer shortly. The entire community is looking forward to your lesson.” 
 
    “We look forward to teaching you. If you’ll excuse me, I’m also looking forward to sleeping in a bed. I think if it wasn’t for my discipline, and your wonderful invitation, I’d sleep in tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I’ll hold back a plate for you, if you do,” Toscana said. 
 
    “Thank you and goodnight,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    Paris stretched and yawned. “I think turning in sounds like a good idea, but I want that shower first.” 
 
    “I’ll show you where you’re staying, and I’ll have someone bring over Matthew’s stuff,” Toscana said. 
 
    “What?” Matthew said. “I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    “Matthew, you need to be with your father,” Toscana said. 
 
    Franklin was heartbroken. Up until this moment, he thought everything was okay between the two of them. Franklin feared that Matthew wouldn’t remember him, but now he feared he remembered too much. Matthew had never known him sober. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Franklin said. “He can stay here.” 
 
    “He needs to be with his father, and his father needs to be with him,” Toscana said stubbornly. “You didn’t come all this way to be separated.” 
 
    Franklin knelt in front of his son. “Matthew, I know I was never a good father to you, but I’ve changed. I’m not the man I was. I haven’t touched a drink since . . .” 
 
    “Since you killed those people?” Matthew finished for him. 
 
    “Yes,” Franklin said, almost whispering. 
 
    “Matthew, I didn’t know your father before, but I know him now,” Paris said. “When we first met him, he saved me, Gunilla and several others from some bad people that did bad things. He helped me rescue Anita too. He seems to be a good man, and, at least in my eyes, he has atoned for some of the wrongs of his past.” 
 
    “I know,” Matthew said. “Mom used to talk about him and tell me what he was like when they first met. She told me the war changed you.” 
 
    Franklin was floored. He thought Erica cursed the day they met. Their breakup, coming shortly after the accident, wasn’t amicable. She went so far as to take out a restraining order against him. It was the best thing she could have done. Killing the police officer and his family wasn’t enough to stop him from drinking. It took the loss of his family for that, and only after he went on a three-day binge. 
 
    “She was right, but that was just an excuse,” Franklin said. “So, I understand if you don’t want to be around me just yet.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “I’m used to my room. I don’t run into anything anymore. I know where everything is. If I go somewhere else, I’ll be helpless again.” 
 
    “I understand,” Franklin said. “In that case, you should stay here.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Toscana said. “Why don’t you and your girlfriend stay here. 
 
    “What?” Paris said, spitting out her coffee. “We’re not together.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you were,” Toscana said. “I thought he was with the doctor. Her being pregnant and all.” If Paris had taken another sip of coffee, she would have spit it out again. 
 
    “She’s not pregnant,” Paris said, laughing. 
 
    “How did you know?” Gunilla asked, shocked. 
 
    Paris jumped up. “Holy shit. You’re pregnant? Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    “Your days on the road have leaned you up,” Toscana said. “You’ve lost weight in your upper body. Your shirt barely fits you, but your pants are still tight, almost too tight. Your body has been compensating to feed the child inside you. Besides, you keep placing your hand on your stomach, like you’re trying to shield the baby from harm.” 
 
    “Why keep it to yourself,” Paris said. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to slow down because of me,” Gunilla said. 
 
    Paris walked over and took Gunilla’s hands. “You should have told us,” she said. She leaned in and kissed her on the cheek and hugged her. “Congratulations. And when I see Carl, I’m going to punch him in the dick.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Paris waited until Gunilla was asleep before slipping out. Tonight, she skipped her usual professional look for something less noticeable but equally dark. Keeping up her professional appearance was hard on the road, but in every sizable town they had passed, she found suitable clothing. Cleveland had always drummed into her the need to look presentable. 
 
    “A well-dressed agent has more respect for themselves,” Cleveland said. “They also appear more formidable to the enemy. Being well-dressed is a type of force unto itself. There’s a reason con artists don’t wear shorts and flip-flops when they’re trying to sell you snake oil.” 
 
    “Unless they are trying to sell you a beach house,” she quipped back. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said. “Now shut up.” 
 
    Maintaining her professional appearance was her way to honor Cleveland for his sacrifice. 
 
    On the outskirts of the housing complex, she slipped by one sentry and then, on a whim, doubled around until she found the other. In the morning, she would let Danica know that her sentries needed supervision and a lot of training. One was asleep, and the other was reading a book. Paris thought about going up and punching them in the nose to prove a point but decided against it. Maybe on her way back. 
 
    Locating a convenience store, she broke in and found an old-fashioned business directory and map, located a computer store and then sighed heavily in disappointment. It had to be an hour on foot. So much for a decent night’s sleep. Ready for disappointment, she was pleasantly surprised to find the store barely touched. There was some damage and looting, but most of the store remained intact. At the end of humanity, people must have realized computers weren’t necessary for survival. They were mistaken. 
 
    A brief search yielded a handful of satellite air cards. They were what she had come out here to find. Laptops she could find anywhere, but a device that allowed her to access communication satellites in orbit she could not. That required a large computer box store where they carried a large assortment of just about everything computer related. She located several display laptops with remaining battery power and set them up on a nearby countertop. Although the Internet was down, the Department of Defense maintained several communication satellites she could utilize to communicate with someone in the government. Once the connection was made, she logged into her email account and sent her message. 
 
      
 
    PARIS ISHIDA, FBI, BADGE NUMBER 4281. REQUEST 
 
    VISUAL THIS CIRCUIT. AUTHENTICATION CODES LOST. 
 
    URGENT CONTACT REQUESTED WITH PAPA-1. 
 
      
 
    Once the request was sent, she closed the laptop and opened the computer with the longest battery life. Just before powering it up, she heard a noise somewhere in the store. Closing the lid, she moved behind the counter, pulled out her knife, and waited for her night vision to return. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Tech Sergeant Kayla Miles leaned back in the hard, uncomfortable chair with her feet crossed atop the government desk and smiled broadly, and at times laughed, while reading her book and sucking on a grape lollipop. Against the wall in front of her were three rows of eight computer terminals that monitored and transmitted satellite communications.  
 
    Finishing the chapter, she flipped through the pages of the novel and found there were five remaining chapters. Rifling the final pages like a deck of cards, she estimated a hundred pages. Not nearly enough to see her through till dawn. Pressing the book flat against her chest, Sergeant Miles leaned her head back over the lip of the backrest, closed her eyes, and tried to decide which book she would read next. Maybe she should wait a few days to start the next one. She inwardly frowned, not liking the idea, but she may not have much choice. When President Dixon was in quarantine, and her twelve-hour watch standing duties required her to act as his secretary, she felt it would have been unprofessional to read anything other than training materials. Now that she was free from the secretarial obligations and back to standing watch, in what was effectively a seldom-visited crypt for twelve hours, she was burning through books. She estimated, at the rate she was going, she would be out of physical reading material within two months. There were still the flash drives.  
 
    Just before the world went to shit, she had illegally downloaded ten thousand novels from the Internet. However, reading an electronic version of a book wasn’t the same as holding a physical copy. With a hardback, you could feel the smooth printed page brush over your fingertips and hear the satisfying rustle as you turned the page. She flirted with the idea of printing out the books but knew she would get in trouble for wasting copy paper and printer ink. Still, she might get away with printing an occasional chapter. 
 
    When she wasn’t reading, she was daydreaming about all the bookstores that were sitting idle waiting for her to burst through their front doors. Until authorities lifted the quarantine, which could be several months to a year from now, the bookstores might as well be sitting on the moon. Once lifted, though, she planned to surround herself with books by opening a library. The world would need places where individuals could find the knowledge to survive, and she couldn’t think of a better place than an old-fashioned library full of old-fashioned books. It would need to be someplace, which could hold millions of physical books. 
 
    Toward that goal, Miles believed the best course of action would be to convert one or more of Colorado Springs’ high-rise buildings into a library. There were a few candidates that would work and imagined they would be easy enough to acquire, especially as most people were looking for places to live near the security of The Mountain. Still, any claim would come with problems. Mainly enforcing the claim and staying alive. The answer to both problems was hiring muscle. That meant trying to find a way to pay for security that didn’t involve the currency between her legs. Right now, if rumors were believed, the only reliable currency was weapons, medicine, sex, and food. 
 
    The second part of the equation was filling the library with books, and that meant mounting expeditions to other libraries and bookstores, first in the state and then across the country. She would also need to hire scavengers to search for books in people’s homes. That was where all the best how-to books would be found. A bookstore or library might have the newer books on woodworking, but a man that made his living as a professional or semi-professional woodworker might have dozens of books and magazines on the subject. Even a hobbyist would have an extensive collection. How many books did a bird watcher or amateur astronomer pick up in their lifetime? She still ran into the problem of how to pay for the expedition and the scavengers. 
 
    The final part of her plan was simple enough. Once she established the library, she would charge people to access the knowledge within. Need to learn how to plant corn? I have a book on that. Need to learn what plants are poisonous? I have a book on that. Need to learn how to build a chicken coop? A bookcase? Couch? Chair? I have a book on that. In fact, I have a book on anything you need. Need to build a nuclear missile? Bingo. 
 
    She sighed heavily. It was a nice dream, but most likely, it would be a decade before the dream was fully realized. Maybe by then, the security situation would be such that she wouldn’t need to hire muscle. Always look on the bright side of life. Oh great, now that song was stuck in her head. She lifted the book from her chest and flipped the page when she heard a chime from one of the computers. Shocked, she threw the book on the desk and scanned the row of computer terminals. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said loudly into the empty room when she found and read the email. Scanning the phone list taped to the top pullout drawer, she found Captain Gordon Wells’ stateroom number, picked up the phone and punched in his four-digit code. 
 
    “Hello?” Wells said. “Sorry, I mean, Watch Supervisor.” 
 
    “Sir, Tech Sergeant Miles here.” 
 
    “Who?” Captain Wells asked and then chided himself for asking. Despite there being eighteen different watch stations, he should know who she was and what station she was operating. Wiping his eyes, he watched the clock on the nightstand change to 2:14. Okay, maybe he didn’t need to be hard on himself.  
 
    “Tech Sergeant Miles, sir, I’m in the computer communications room.” 
 
    “What is it, sergeant?” he asked sharper than he intended.  
 
    “I’m sorry I woke you, sir . . .” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said more evenly. He was trying to remember why the computer communications room was important. It would have to be important if there was a watch rotation. He made a mental note to investigate in the morning. Right after he figured out where it was. 
 
    “I had a ping.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A ping. An email from one of the satellite circuits.” Now he remembered why the place was important. 
 
    “Is it from those poor bastards on ISS-2?” he asked. 
 
    “No, sir. The email is from someone named Paris Ishida. Claims she’s an FBI agent.” 
 
    “Um . . .” he said, trying to think of the correct procedures and then remembered. “Has she authenticated?” 
 
    “No, sir. She claims to have lost her authentication codes.” 
 
    “I’ll be right down,” he said, throwing the covers aside and hanging up the phone. Fifteen minutes later, Captain Wells and Calvin Walsh rushed to the president’s stateroom. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Once her night vision returned, Paris moved silently through the store with practiced ease, not just from job experience, but with an experience gleaned from youthful indiscretions. As she stalked her way toward the back of the store, she caught a quick glimpse of a shadow from the corner of her eye. When the shadow stopped, she kicked a display stand into the intruder who screamed. Paris rushed over and grabbed the intruder by the hair and threw them to the ground, placing her knife at their throat. 
 
    “It’s me! It’s me!” Nate screamed, a look of terror on his face. 
 
    “Jesus Christ Nate,” Paris said panting, the knife not moving from his throat. 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry,” he said rattled. “Honest.” 
 
    “Don’t cuss,” she growled. 
 
    He felt the blade’s edge tickle against his jugular. “Hey, whatever you say.” 
 
    Paris visibly relaxed. “I’m sorry,” she said, as she started to pull the knife from his throat. Nate let out a loud breath and then sucked it back just as loudly when he saw the anger suddenly develop in her eyes. 
 
    Paris flipped the knife-edge over so that the dulled end was facing him. She pressed the knife back against his throat and leaned in close, almost touching his cheek with her lips.  
 
    “You know what? I’m not sorry,” she hissed in his ear. “What the fuck are you doing here?” She was irritated with Nate for being here, for leaving the safety of the housing complex, but at the same time impressed with Nate’s hunting and tracking skills. How in the hell did he manage to follow her all this way without her knowing? Were her skills so far gone that she didn’t know when a child followed her? Hell, at this point, she wouldn’t have been surprised to discover Anita with him and at this very moment was sneaking up on her with a Wiffle bat. She fought the urge to look. 
 
    “Why do you get to cuss?” he said his voice breaking. 
 
    Paris pressed the knife harder, and Nate shut up. “Because I’m the one holding the knife.” Inwardly, she laughed at the look on his face when she pressed the knife harder. He tried to squirm away, and Paris imagined if he’d been upright, he’d be standing on his tiptoes. “Now, why are you here?” 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep,” he said in a rush. “I walked outside and saw you. I thought you couldn’t sleep either, so I was coming over to say hello, and then you rubbed dirt in your face, and I figured you were up to something. I was curious. So, I followed you. Danica’s guards sure do suck, ass.” Paris lowered the knife, got up, and helped Nate to his feet. 
 
    “I said don’t cuss,” she snapped. 
 
    He rubbed his neck. “Fine. Fine. So, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Contacting my superiors. 
 
    “Really, have you talked with them before?” Nate asked, sounding excited. 
 
    “Not since I left,” she said, making her way back to the laptops. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I was afraid if I did, they would order me home, and I owed Franklin a debt for rescuing us.” 
 
    “Why not just ignore them?” 
 
    “That’s not the way I operate . . . usually.” 
 
    Nate looked puzzled. “But didn’t you break the rules by following Franklin?” 
 
    “Technically, no,” she said, having had this conversation with herself before. “My orders were to find Gunilla and return to Colorado. I’m doing that . . . eventually.” 
 
    “Seems like you’re splitting hairs.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty astute observation,” she said, wondering if he was a telepath because that’s exactly what she told herself every time she had this argument. “Look, if I allow you to get older—and that’s a big if—you’ll understand that sometimes rules have to be bent if a greater good can be accomplished. In this case, the greater good was seeing Franklin reunited with his son. He could have done it on his own, but I owed him a debt, and debts sometimes outrank rules, especially if you can do both.” 
 
    “I think you’re making too much of it. It’s not like there are rules anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” she said, turning on him. “There are always rules. The world runs on rules even when it looks like there are no rules. When those men grabbed your sister, what did you do?” 
 
    “I went after them,” he snapped. 
 
    “So, one of your rules is ‘mess with my sister and pay the price.’” He seemed to think about that. She pressed on. “For the foreseeable future, society will be based on the principle of survival of the fittest, and right now, people everywhere are making up rules on how best to do just that.” 
 
    “How am I going to know what the rules are?” he asked as they reached the counter. 
 
    “You’re not,” Paris said as she opened a computer. 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    Paris looked down at him. “Rule number one; life isn’t fair. It never was, and it’s even less so, now. Remember that, and you’ll live a long life . . . Maybe. Now shut up while I make contact or go home.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    Paris opened an email that provided detailed instructions on how to establish video chat capabilities. When she downloaded the application and finished with the configuration, she hit the connect button and was immediately linked with a young woman dressed in an air force enlisted uniform. There was an annoyed expression on the girl’s face as if she’d rather be doing something else, then waste time talking with her. In contrast, though, when the woman spoke, there was kind gentleness to her voice. 
 
    “Good morning Agent Ishida—” 
 
    “Good morning,” Paris said automatically, interrupting what the girl was about to say. “Sorry, I didn’t mean . . .” 
 
    The girl smiled a toothy grin. “Don’t worry about it,” the girl said. She looked around as if she wanted to ask her some questions but then thought better of it. “I’m Technical Sergeant Kayla Miles. I’ll be putting you through to Jackrabbit-1 and Papa-1 as soon as I verify your identity.” Paris wanted to ask who the hell Jackrabbit-1 was but held her tongue.  “Please hold one hand approximately two feet from the computer’s camera, palm facing the screen.” Paris complied. “Move out a smidgen. More . . . More. . . Perfect. Hold while I verify finger and palm prints.” The screen went black, but almost immediately came back to life. “Sorry for the delay. You’ll be happy to know that you are who you say you are.” 
 
    “Thank you, but—” Paris started to say more, but Miles forged ahead without hesitating. 
 
    “Stand by while I connect you with President Dixon.” 
 
    Paris’s eyes went wide. “Wait, what, who?” Paris nearly shouted as she grabbed the side of the laptop as if that could keep Sergeant Miles from leaving. Sergeant Miles just smirked and tilted her head as if to say good luck. Before Paris could prepare herself, President Dixon and five other people she didn’t recognize flared to life on the screen in separate panels. 
 
    “Agent Ishida, it’s good to hear from you,” President Dixson said. “Always nice to see someone alive thought dead.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President,” Paris said. “Always nice to still be counted among the living.” She lowered her voice. “My partner wasn’t so lucky.” The president looked down as if checking his note. 
 
    “Agent Phillip Latham?” the president asked. 
 
    “He preferred Cleveland.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about your partner.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Plague?” Paris shook her head. “I see. Where are you?” 
 
    “Charlotte, North Carolina, sir.” The president looked down at his notes again. “Charlotte? That’s a long way from Mammoth Cave.” He turned to someone off-screen. “Mr. Walsh, was she doing something else I wasn’t briefed on?” 
 
    “No, Mr. President,” the man in the computer frame next to the president said. President Dixon turned back to Paris.  
 
    “Things went sideways,” Paris said. 
 
    “Mr. President,” said an older gentleman with an accent similar to Gunilla’s. “I’m sorry—” 
 
    “No, no,” the president said, waving his hand. “I understand Mr. Olofsson.” The president turned back to Paris, but Paris spoke over him. 
 
    “You’re Gunilla’s father?” Paris said, more than asked. 
 
    “Did you find her?” he asked. “Is she alive?” 
 
    “She is,” Paris said thankful to deliver good news. Now she was flabbergasted. Two reunions in one day. This one wasn’t face-to-face, but it was a reunion, nonetheless. Maybe the odds of people finding loved ones wasn’t as farfetched as she thought it would be. “She’s back at camp, a few miles from here.” 
 
    “Alone?” he asked, suddenly sounding worried. 
 
    “No,” Paris said. “She’s with friends.” 
 
    “Thank you, Agent Ishida,” Sten said as he wiped tears from his eyes. He reached out and grabbed someone’s hand off-camera. “I owe you a debt I can never repay.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sir,” Paris said. “She and I have become good friends.” She didn’t bother to tell him that up until last week she wanted to strangle her for no other reason than she was breathing. Sometimes she still did. Would her underlying resentment of Gunilla ever go away? 
 
    “Can you tell us why you’re in North Carolina?” the man in the marine uniform asked, sounding impatient. 
 
    “And you are, sir?” 
 
    “My apologies,” President Dixon said. “Let me introduce you to everybody.” The president took a moment to introduce Calvin Walsh as the new head of Intelligence, which effectively made him her boss. He was a slight man, probably only a couple years younger than the president, with no real distinguishing features, which made him perfect for the position. The only thing she could remark about him was that he was well dressed, but they all were, which only continued to not set him apart from the others. Vice President Marion White, she knew through his decades of work in the House on different committees. He looked more frail and older than the last time she’d seen him, with both his hair and beard turning white. She wondered if he had recently recovered from the plague. Pundits often said working in the White House aged a person. After looking at White, she believed them. 
 
    The last two introductions were Generals Paula Angles, a recent appointee to the joint chief of the army and air force, and General Garrett Jackson, also a recent appointee to the joint chief of the navy and marine corps. Paris thought it was amazing just how much these two generals looked alike even though one was a man and the other a woman. Both seemed to be in their mid-sixties with short, graying brown hair and both wore the camouflage versions of their uniform. They even looked to have the same scowl pasted on their face. 
 
    “Is that the president?” Nate asked, leaning in to look at the computer screen. 
 
    “Behave,” Paris said, putting a hand on Nate’s face and pushing him out of the screen. 
 
    “Hey,” Nate said, sounding indignant. 
 
    “Who’s the boy?” the president asked, almost laughing. 
 
    “Nate Eckhart, sir,” Nate said, leaning back in and giving his best salute. 
 
    “At ease soldier,” President Dixon said, returning the salute. 
 
    Paris pushed Nate out of the picture again and said, “Sorry, sir. He’s a stray I picked up, and he isn’t quite housebroken yet. He’s also damn handy with a bow. I’m thinking about enrolling him in Ninja school when we get back.” 
 
    “Really?” Nate said, excitedly off screen. 
 
    “No,” she said. “There is no such thing.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Stop cussing.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” General Jackson said, sounding annoyed. “Can you put a leash on that child so that we can get to business?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not a child, you old coot,” Nate shouted. 
 
    Paris grabbed his hand before he could flip the general off. How in the hell did she suddenly become the mother of that annoying child that seemingly goes out of their way to embarrass the parents while they’re shopping? 
 
    “Nate, shut up and go sit over there,” Paris said, pointing to an area near the empty phone display. She turned back to the screen. “And you general will watch your tone. That child, as you called him, tracked a group of men who kidnapped his sister and killed two of them with a bow. He most likely would have killed them all, but Franklin and I saved him the trouble. So, I’ll ask you to show him some respect.” She waited for a second to give the general a chance to retort, but he said nothing. Instead, Walsh chimed in. 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” Walsh said. “Can you clarify what you meant by your mission went sideways?” 
 
    “Let me check my battery life,” she said. Finding a little over an hour, she inwardly groaned, knowing she had time to go into detail. She looked over at Nate. She knew chances were good she would have to detail her mission, but she wasn’t expecting Nate to be there when she did it. Nothing for it, but to forge ahead. 
 
    “Oh my God,” General Angles said when Paris finished. “Are you okay? I’m sorry, that was a stupid question. Obviously, you’re not okay.” 
 
    Nate silently came over and moved in front of her. 
 
    “Nate,” she said, annoyed at what she thought was another one of his antics. He suddenly wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged her tight. Not used to displays of affection, she stood there awkwardly for a moment before kneeling and wrapping her arms around him. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered to him. She didn’t care if they heard her. Not letting go of Nate, Paris looked up to the monitor and answered General Angles’ question. “I’m about as okay as I can be. However, when I get back, I’m going to resign from the agency and head back to where that group has its compound, and I plan on killing every last one of those fuckers.” Franklin had briefed her on his conversation with Carl. While she was upset with him at first, she understood the need. It might be a year before she could get out there and they could do a lot of harm in a year. If they were dead, there would be plenty of other assholes out there in need of killing. A little vigilante justice might do her some good. 
 
    “We’ll get you whatever help you need,” President Dixon said. “When you get here, I’ll have my therapist attend you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she said, hoping that the shock of finding out the President of the United States employed a therapist and that he was alive, didn’t show on her face or in her voice. 
 
    “Why haven’t you made contact sooner?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “Because you would have ordered me home,” she said as she disengaged from Nate. She continued to hold his hand. “I made a promise to Franklin to help find his kid, and I would have been forced to ignore the order.” 
 
    “I see . . .” Walsh said. 
 
    “When will you head to Colorado?” the president asked. 
 
    “Sir, I’d like to rest for a few weeks, if it’s all the same to you,” Paris said. “I could do with some downtime. The community here is under the leadership and protection of a seventeen-year-old girl named Danica. They have plenty of food, water, electricity and, best of all, hot showers.” 
 
    “No wonder you want to stay,” the president said. 
 
    “It makes you forget the world has gone to hell,” she said. She hoped Gunilla wouldn’t be mad at her for what she would say next. “Also, Gunilla is pregnant.” 
 
    “What?” Doctor Olofsson said, his head shooting up in shock. “Pregnant? I thought you said—” 
 
    “She wasn’t raped,” Paris said, easing his fears. “She met a guy in Virginia. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure she would come back with me, but she did.” 
 
    “You would have let her stay?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “If she wanted to, yes.” 
 
    Someone off screen handed the president some papers. “It looks like you’ll get that downtime. My staff pulled up a weather report for your area. There’s a line of heavy storms headed your way. They should start to roll in tomorrow afternoon and last almost a week. You might be in for some hail and heavy winds as well. Just be thankful you’re not in the mountains. They’re expecting flash flooding.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President. I’ll pass on the information.” The computer warned her that time was running out. “I’m out of time, but before I sign off, I have a few questions.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” the president said. 
 
    “A group came in a few hours ahead of us. The leader, Major Barrette, claims to be with the First Alabama Militia under the leadership of some man named Father Winthrop. He claims Winthrop is the true President of the United States. Do you have anything on either of them?” 
 
    “Calvin?” the President asked. 
 
    “The name sounds familiar,” Walsh said. “I’ll check the records and get back to you. However, to be honest, he’s not the only one claiming to be the rightful president. There are at least five others.” 
 
    “Any of these others have a military force?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Armed men, yes,” Walsh said. “Military force, no. What do they want?” 
 
    “They are trying to convince people to join their new utopian society in Atlanta. Based on Danica’s conversation with Major Barrette, they sound like one of those anti-government militia groups. Apparently, they want to bring back the original Constitution or something like that.” 
 
    “Of course, they do,” the president said dryly. 
 
    “Do you have numbers?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “Major Barrette came in with four other armed men,” Paris said. “Claims to be part of a larger group sent here to make contact with several communities in the area. If they’re not lying, it does indicate a highly organized group with an active intelligence-gathering operation. Danica believes their encampment is within five miles of her community. I’ll check it out once we’re done.” 
 
    “How do you know they have an intelligence-gathering operation?” Vice President White asked. 
 
    “Danica had no idea other groups like hers were in the area, and they’ve been out actively searching for survivors. Granted, Charlotte’s a big city, but she should have stumbled on at least one of those other groups.” 
 
    “They could be lying,” Walsh said. 
 
    Paris shrugged. “Possibly. Don’t have enough information either way. However, I’m hoping to have more information by morning.” Her computer warning screen popped up to let her know she had less than five minutes of battery life left. “Oops, my computer is almost dead. I have one more question for Doctor Olofsson.” 
 
    “Just ask,” Sten said, still sounding giddy at the news his daughter was alive. 
 
    “The plague has rendered some people blind. Franklin’s son Matthew is one of them. Can it be cured? Gunilla thinks it might be due to excessive tissue scarring.” 
 
    “That’s certainly a possibility,” Sten said. “If it is, we would need an ophthalmologist trained in ocular surgery . . . and the equipment.” 
 
    “Do you?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” President Dixon said. “I’ll check with my medical staff to be sure. However, if we don’t have the equipment, we can get it. Calvin, let’s put that on the list. There should be an office in the area we can salvage.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Agent Ishida, I’m sorry we don’t have the answer, but we’ll look into it. Frankly, we should’ve already been looking into it,” President Dixon said. “Thank you for getting in touch with us, and I’m glad your back.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. President.” 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” Walsh said. “Can you make contact again tomorrow at 1600 hours?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she answered. 
 
    “Okay . . .” Just as Walsh started to say more, her computer powered down. 
 
    Paris left the computer on the counter and picked up two that were still in the box. “Here,” she said, handing them to Nate. “I want you to take these with you.” 
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” she said, grabbing his shoulder. “However, the greater mission is to get these computers back, and if I’m not back by eight, I’ll need you to tell Franklin where I went. He’ll know what to do.” She grabbed a piece of paper and wrote some instructions. “This is how you log onto the satellite. Instructions for setting up the computer are in my email. If I’m not back at 1600, you log on and talk with them.” 
 
    “What do I say?” 
 
    “Just answer their questions.” 
 
    It took her nearly three hours to find the camp. When she set out, she had it in her mind that their camp would be a bunch of tents set up in an open field, but as it turned out, the militia group was sleeping in a hotel which, when she thought about it, made more sense. The only reason she discovered the camp was there were two armed guards posted at each entrance. Using the brush as cover, she surveyed the building. For about twenty minutes she watched, hoping to get an accurate count, but with everyone inside, it was proving to be impossible. As she stood up to leave, she heard a twig break behind her. Whirling around with a knife in hand, she discovered three men pointing rifles at her. 
 
    “Damn,” she said. “Twice in one night. I’m getting rusty.” 
 
    “All right, lady, drop the knife.” 
 
    Knowing what happened the last time she was captured, she was reluctant to give. But if there had been just the one, she might have taken her chances. Instead, she dropped the knife. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Colonel Philip Dorsey inspected himself in the mirror, turning his face one way and then the other. He frowned as he noted what little he had left of his short brown hair was a little less brown and a lot more gray. It sucked growing old. At fifty-three, it sucked, even more, being in the field. He should be back in Atlanta enjoying the comforts of the beautiful woman his position in the militia afforded, and not out roaming the countryside playing soldier. Going out and rounding up what he called stray cattle could have and should have, been handled by that fucker Major Barrette. As he ran a hand over his cheeks and chin feeling the small growth of stubble, there was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Dorsey said as he pulled out his shaving kit and a bottle of water. 
 
    “Sir,” his aide said, coming in. “Private Tisden is back.” The colonel glanced at his aide using the mirror and cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Is there trouble?” 
 
    “Not that he said. Just news from Major Barrette.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dorsey said, relaxing as he pulled out the soap and wet it. His aide started to leave. “Wait, did you say private?” 
 
    The aide chuckled. “Apparently, sir. Private Tisden said it happened before he checked in the last time, but he didn’t have time to change his rank.” 
 
    The colonel shook his head. “All right. I’ll be down to see him in a few minutes,” he said as he started to lather up his cheeks. “Make sure Private Tisden has something to eat. 
 
    “And tell the cook I’d like a couple of biscuits with apple butter on the side and some pancakes to go with that. Tell him if he puts hot maple syrup on those pancakes, I’ll find someone with big tits to suck him off.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The aide turned to leave. 
 
    “Oh, and have Captain Rogers muster the men for morning exercise before breakfast. We’re likely to be here for a few more days, and I don’t want them getting complacent. In fact, tell him I want them exercised every morning.” The colonel looked down at his stomach and frowned. “I’ll join them.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Dorsey knocked on a door and entered Private Tisden’s room. 
 
    “Good morning private.” Private Tisden snapped to attention and nearly beamed himself in the forehead with his spoon. 
 
    “Sir!” he said loudly, quickly putting down the spoon and saluting. 
 
    Colonel Dorsey looked down to see that the private had barely touched his food. He smiled as it reminded him of his son pushing around food to make it seem as if he’d eaten. Then choked back emotion remembering his son was dead. 
 
    “Not hungry?” 
 
    “It’s not that, sir. It’s—” 
 
    “They’re planning on feeding you back at the settlement,” the colonel said with a knowing smirk. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Someone said something about eggs. Sorry, sir. I’m tired of powdered eggs.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, son. Camp food gets old quick. Take advantage while you can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The colonel stood there looking at the private, expectantly. When the private just looked at his food, wondering if he should take a couple of bites to make the colonel happy, the colonel let out a loud sigh. 
 
    “Did you come back for anything in particular?” Colonel Dorsey asked slightly exasperated. 
 
    “Oh, yes sir,” Private Tisden said as if he suddenly remembered why he was there. 
 
    “Shortly after we met Miss Justice, another group came in. They came all the way from a Virginia town called Round Hill, which is near the border of Maryland. We had to look that up. One of them was a female FBI agent and . . .” It almost seemed the private paused for dramatic effect, and when he finally completed the sentence, it was with awe. “A female doctor.” 
 
    “A doctor?” Colonel Dorsey said, taken aback. This was the last thing he expected to discover during his patrol. Finding people with useful skills was the main reason for their expeditions, but finding a doctor was more than he could hope for. This was one case where it didn’t matter that she was a woman. The Winthrop Society may be male-centric, but there were exceptions, and a female doctor would be one of those exceptions. 
 
    “The doctor’s not American, though,” he added. “I think she’s Swedish or something.” 
 
    “We can’t all be perfect,” Colonel Dorsey said. “Do you know what kind of doctor?”   
 
    “A virus doctor.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A . . . Vero-ologist,” he said, struggling to say the word. 
 
    “A virologist?” 
 
    The private smiled broadly. “That’s it.” 
 
    “That means she’s not really a doctor,” the colonel said, a little of the excitement had left his voice. 
 
    “That’s what the major said. But he said to tell you he was able to find out she’s had some medical training. The lady that runs the place was injured in a fight, and she sewed up her arm. She needed to sew up the muscle first and did it with no problem.” 
 
    “I see,” Colonel Dorsey said, sounding thoughtful. “What can you tell me about the settlement?” 
 
    “It’s more a neighborhood, really. Small one. Maybe thirty, forty people. Racial mix. All armed. About a dozen kids. Lots of cover in the way of houses. No fortifications to speak of. A guard on either end. Maybe one or two seasoned vets. That short black fellow that came in with the group after us, Franklin . . . Something. . . Seed maybe. He’s something. I don’t know what, but he just looks like he could reach into your nose and pull out your balls. Still, we could take the town easy enough. We’d probably lose a dozen men just because of the sheer number of people. They aren’t ready for trouble, but they are organized under Miss Justice.” He paused as if thinking. “Something’s off about her.” 
 
    “Off? How so?” 
 
    “I keep getting mixed signals from her.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you’re not sure if she wants to go out on a date with you?” 
 
    “What? No. I mean, she seems young. I did a stint at a carnival once.” 
 
    “So, I’ve heard you tell the men,” Dorsey said. “Several times.” 
 
    “In a carnival, you end up doing a little of everything. I’ve run all the games, Tip the Cat, Ring Toss, Can-Can, Fish Bowl, Can Smash, Spill the Milk–” 
 
    “I get the point,” Colonel Dorsey said, cutting him off before he spent all morning naming off a hundred different games and then moved on to naming the rides. Private Tisden was the Forest Gump of the outfit, though not as stupid. 
 
    “Not much skill in running those games. All you really needed to do was get the customers to play. But there was one game that took skill. Well, not sure you could really call it a game.” 
 
    “Private, I don’t have all morning,” Dorsey said, sounding bored. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. It’s the one where you guess people’s ages.” 
 
    “I know it.” 
 
    “Pretty much everyone over the age of forty-five knows it. The younger people, not so much. Not many carnivals have it anymore. It’s not sexy enough.” Tisden saw a look of irritation cross the colonel’s features and hurried to continue. “Anyway, I was always good at it. I could guess a person’s age, maybe, seven out of ten times. Of course, I only had to be within two years. The point I’m getting at is if this Miss Justice came to my booth, I would guess she was still a teenager. But and here is where I get my mixed signals, she comports herself like an old soul. If . . .” he hesitated and scrunched his face as if thinking was an effort. “If I had to give her a rank, based solely on what I’ve observed, I would probably give her the rank of lieutenant colonel. Does that make sense, sir?” 
 
    Colonel Dorsey clasped him on the shoulder and said, “Actually, son, it does.” 
 
    “The major says she’s incompatible.” 
 
    “I would agree. It doesn’t sound like she’d be willing to give up leadership to stay home and have children.” The Winthrop society was conservative in its values. Women weren’t allowed traditional male roles. If they weren’t willing to take a husband, take care of the house and have children, they weren’t considered compatible candidates. As far as the Winthrop Society was concerned, it was a man’s world again, women just lived in it, cooked and had babies. “What about the community? Is it viable?” 
 
    “I think so, sir. I believe they’ll survive the winter, but they lack some skills.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They can hunt, but they don’t know how to skin an animal. The major is trying to gain their trust by teaching them how to dress a deer.” 
 
    Dorsey nodded his approval. “That’s good.” 
 
    “A few of them have started vegetable gardens, but right now they’re too dependent on leftovers.” Leftovers were the term his people used for food left on store shelves, in warehouses, and homes. There was a lot left, but the majority would be useless in a few years. What rats and animals didn’t get into would eventually spoil. Anyone relying on leftovers for long-term survival wouldn’t survive. 
 
    The door opened, and the colonel’s aide stuck his head in and said, “Sir, the rovers captured some Asian woman spying on our camp.” 
 
    “Asian?” Colonel Dorsey said raising a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “Sir, that sounds like that FBI agent I was telling you about,” Tisden said. 
 
    “Make her comfortable,” he ordered his aide. “Bring her coffee and a plate of food.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the aide said, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Sir, I should head back before they discover I’m missing.” 
 
    “I’m betting she’s already seen you enter camp.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill her?” 
 
    “Kill her?” the colonel asked, sounding just as puzzled as he looked. “Why would I kill her?” 
 
    “She’s with the other government,” Tisden said as if that was reason enough. 
 
    “There’s no need for that. Besides, this Miss Justice probably sent her. If she fails to return, Major Barrette and his men would be in jeopardy. If I kill her, I’d immediately have to storm the settlement, and that would cause a lot of unnecessary deaths. I don’t want to risk the doctor. 
 
    “When you return, I want to you tell Major Barrette he is to convince the doctor to join our group. Say whatever is necessary. Promise whatever he needs but convince her to come or we’ll come get her. I would much rather her join of her own free will. If I get hurt, I don’t want her working on me knowing I killed her friends. However, if it comes down to massacring that entire settlement to get her, that’s what I’ll do. You tell him that.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Colonel Dorsey walked down the hotel’s long hallway to where two guards were positioned on either side of the last door. On the way down to the floor where Paris was being held, he couldn’t help but think what the acquisition of a doctor would do for his standing in Atlanta. Bringing back an important person like her, even if she wasn’t a full-fledged doctor, would gain him much-needed exposure with the senior staff. Despite the Winthrop Society’s plague-depleted ranks, advancement was turning out to be tough. This find might be the only way to advance from his position as a glorified squad leader on a scavenger hunt out in the middle of fucking nowhere to a higher position, preferably to one that never left Atlanta. Hell, he’d take senior sanitation officer if it meant staying in Atlanta. 
 
    As he approached the door, one guard reached over, opened it, and then stepped out of the way. Entering the room, the colonel froze when he discovered the agent tied to a chair. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he said, turning on the guards. “Why is she tied up?” 
 
    “She’s a prisoner sir?” the guard said as if it should be obvious. 
 
    “She is no such thing. Untie her.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the guard said, rushing inside to comply with the colonel’s orders. 
 
    “And where the hell is her breakfast,” he asked rounding on the other guard. 
 
    “I . . . I don’t know sir,” the guard stammered. 
 
    “Then go find out!” The guard said nothing as he ran off, followed shortly by the sound of the stairwell door opening and the crashing of glasses and plates. The guard returned a moment later. 
 
    “Sir?” the guard said, his uniform stained with food. 
 
    “I heard.” 
 
    “Is the first lieutenant getting more food?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the guard said. 
 
    “Then you go clean up that mess.” The guard saluted and left. The second guard quickly removed himself from the room before the colonel could order him to do something equally unpleasant and positioned himself outside the door where he couldn’t be seen.  
 
    “Agent Ishida, I hope you will accept my sincere apology for the way my men have treated you.” 
 
    “I’ve been treated worse,” she said sourly, as she rubbed her wrists. 
 
    He noticed the bruise at the corner of her eye. He moved closer to get a better look as if he wasn’t sure it was a bruise. The sudden movement startled Paris, causing her to take a quick step back into a defensive position. Colonel Dorsey raised both hands to show her he meant no harm. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He slowly pointed to her eyes. “Did my men do that?” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. I deserved it. If it makes you feel better, you can make it up to me by telling me how long you plan on keeping me, prisoner. My people know I’m here.” 
 
    “Just like a government official, always getting things wrong,” he said crisply, but there was no malice in his voice. “You’re not a prisoner. You’re free to go anytime you wish.” Just as he was about to say more, his aide returned with a tray full of food. 
 
    “Sorry it took so long,” he said. 
 
    “I heard,” Dorsey said. 
 
    “Since you haven’t yet exercised this morning, I took the liberty of giving her your breakfast,” the aide said as he placed the plate on the table in the back of the room. “Hope you don’t mind. The cook is preparing you another.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Colonel Dorsey said as Paris picked up a piece of bacon, sniffed it and then inhaled it. 
 
    “I love bacon,” Paris said when she was done. She licked her fingers. 
 
    “Would you like more?” the aide asked. 
 
    “No,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. “I need to get back.” 
 
    “Very good,” the aide said and left. Paris eyed the rest of the food. 
 
    “Please,” Dorsey said, indicating the plate and bowl. “Sadly, the milk is powdered but passable.” Paris picked up the decanter, swirled the contents, and then set it back on the table. 
 
    “I’ll pass,” Paris said. “Growing up poor, I’ve had more than enough powdered milk for one lifetime.” 
 
    “I’ve toyed with the idea of dragging around a few cows, but it would slow us down. Not to mention the thought of getting tuberculosis scares the shit out of me.” 
 
    “That’s a myth.” 
 
    “Is it?” Dorsey said with interest. 
 
    “Well, partly,” Paris said and smiled. She’d had this exact conversation with Gunilla as they traveled to Charlotte. Thanks to Gunilla, she got to sound smart. “The tuberculosis virus that infects humans differs from the virus that infects cows. Same family, but it’s genetically different enough that the cow version is incapable of causing tuberculosis in humans.” 
 
    “How do you explain all the people contracting the disease from drinking unpasteurized milk?” Dorsey asked. 
 
    “That’s where the partly comes in,” she said, breaking loose a piece of biscuit and sampling it. “Just like a lot of diseases, it’s caused by a combination of unsanitary conditions and infected milkers. A single person infected with human tuberculosis and coughing into a bucket of milk would infect a lot of people. However, if you have people put on surgical masks and you sanitize the milk buckets after each use—” 
 
    “We could have fresh milk,” he finished for her, sounding as if he were salivating at the thought. 
 
    She finished off the top portion of the biscuit. “Yep.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    Paris shrugged. “I read a lot,” she lied. “So, what now?” 
 
    “What . . . oh, as I said, you’re free to go. That said, I would prefer your people not to spy on my camp. It’ll save us from having more misunderstandings. If you need to know something, ask. Please let Miss Justice know that.” Paris looked at her watch. It was about twenty minutes to eight. There was no way she would make it back in time, but she could get back before Franklin did something stupid. 
 
    “If that’s the case, I need to get back.” 
 
    “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “That’s unnecessary.” 
 
    “Come on, you know I’ll insist.” 
 
    “I figured, but I thought I should follow the script.” 
 
    When they were outside the hotel, Paris extended her hand. “Thank you, colonel, for the hospitality and the bacon.” 
 
    He grasped her hand. “Can you hold—” Before he could finish his sentence, Private Tisden stepped outside. “Oh, never mind. Here’s Private Tisden now. If you don’t mind, I’d like to send Private Tisden back with you. For safety.” 
 
    “I don’t need an escort, colonel. I’m capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
    “It’s not for you. It’s for him. The man couldn’t fight through a wet paper towel.” 
 
    “Hey,” Private Tisden said. The colonel just looked at him. Tisden shrugged. “I didn’t say it wasn’t true. It’s just . . . It’s just a man doesn’t like to hear that sort of thing about himself. I could develop a complex.” 
 
    It was shortly after nine when the two arrived back in the neighborhood. Mostly, they walked in silence, which was how Paris preferred the trip. It didn’t mean Tisden didn’t try; it was just that Paris refused to engage. Since there was a small group waiting for Paris and Tisden when they arrived, Paris figured the sentries had reported their arrival. She was happy the sentries were alert. The glares were enough to make her feel like a teenager caught violating curfew, which had happened often enough. Gunilla ran to her, hugged her and then punched her in the arm. 
 
    “I thought you left,” she said, hugging her again. 
 
    “I wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye,” Paris said evenly. Gunilla continued to hold her tight against her. Paris hesitated and then timidly, like someone trying not to burn themselves, hugged her back, softly at first, and then with deep affection. Paris didn’t know why, but she could feel some of the anger she felt toward Gunilla peeling away. She didn’t know if all the anger would dissipate but maybe enough that she wouldn’t feel like ripping the skin off Gunilla’s face every other time she looked at her. 
 
    “I . . . I wasn’t sure,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “I have some good news for you,” Paris whispered, but before she could say more, Franklin interrupted her. 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t have to kill the major and his men to get you back,” Franklin said, sounding annoyed. The major laughed, believing Franklin’s statement was a joke. Danica wasn’t so sure. Paris knew he wasn’t. 
 
    “What happened to your eye?” Danica asked. Gunilla broke the embrace and looked at her eye. She reached up and touched it. Paris flinched. 
 
    “I ran into a door,” Paris said. Gunilla glared at Tisden who raised his hand in supplication. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. I can’t fight my way through a wet paper towel.” He pointed to his face. “Do you see any bruises on me? If I touched her, my face would look like Freddie Kruger’s right now.” 
 
    “Leave the boy alone,” Paris said. “He wasn’t the door.” Tisden suddenly remembered he forgot protocol. 
 
    “Sir,” Private Tisden said, shooting a salute toward Major Barrette. 
 
    “Welcome back, private,” the major said. “Go get yourself something to eat. We’ll debrief later. 
 
    “Major, while you and your men are not prisoners, I’ll thank you for informing me first before sending anyone on errands that involve leaving the community in the middle of the night,” Danica said. “It’ll keep from us having misunderstandings, and it’ll keep me from thinking you’re up to something nefarious.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again. You have my word. However, I’ll need to send someone back to camp daily to let the colonel know we’re okay. His orders, not mine. He considers it an insurance policy.” 
 
    “That’s fine, but do it during the day,” Danica said. 
 
    “About your sentries,” Paris said. 
 
    “Nate already filled me in,” Danica said. “I’ll have a word with them. Several words. By the way, the same goes for you. I’m not keeping you, prisoner, here, but while you are here, you’ll play by the rules and not go out without letting someone know. If you can’t abide by that, you’re free to find somewhere else to stay.” Paris curtly nodded her assent. 
 
    “Did you have a nice walk?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’ve had less stressful,” Paris said. 
 
    “Shall we take this inside?” Danica said. “I’m hungry.” She looked up at the sky. “Maybe we should eat out here on the picnic table instead. It looks like it’s shaping up to be a nice day.” 
 
    “It won’t last,” Paris said. “In fact, you might want to batten down the hatches. We’re in for some heavy storms over the next week.” 
 
    “Again?” Danica said. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Major Barrette asked, looking up at a clear blue sky. “Are you a weather witch?” 
 
    “I’ve been in touch with my superiors.” Paris was going to keep her contact secret, but it was bound to leak out, eventually. 
 
    “The government’s still functioning,” Gunilla said excitedly. “Who did you talk to?” 
 
    “President Dixon—”  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Franklin said. “He’s still alive.” 
 
    “No, I think Jesus has been dead for more than two thousand years,” Paris deadpanned. “The president, however, is alive. As is Senator White, except he’s the vice president now.” Paris decided to wait until they were in private before she informed Gunilla her father also lived. 
 
    “I seem to remember that happening before the world died,” Danica said. 
 
    “Where are they?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “There were rumors he was holed up inside Cheyenne Mountain,” Danica said. 
 
    “The rumors are true,” Paris confirmed. 
 
    “Why don’t we finish this discussion over breakfast,” Danica said. “Major, care to join us?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” he said, removing his hat and bending low with a flourish as if bowing to a Broadway audience. “Give me fifteen minutes to see to my men?” 
 
    “Bring along your medic,” Danica said. 
 
    “Before I go, do you mind telling me what you found out about the weather?” Major Barrette asked. “If it’s going to be bad, I’d like to send another runner to warn my colonel and to tell him we’ll ride out the storm here.” He would also tell them about the president as well, but that was better left unsaid. “Unless you already told him?” 
 
    “It didn’t come up in conversation,” Paris said. “What the president told me was that we could expect heavy thunderstorms, high winds, and possible hail. They said there might be flash flooding in the mountains, which makes me think we’ll see a little flooding around here as well. Especially if any of the storm drains are clogged, which is probably most of them.” 
 
    “Goldilocks is situated on high ground, so hopefully we won’t see much flooding here,” Danica said. “Not much we can do about it if it does, other than ride it out. Major, go ahead and send your man.” Danica turned to Toscana. “Let’s pass the word. Ruiz, make sure Salustio has plenty to eat. After breakfast, we’ll see him off.” 
 
    An hour later, Major Barrette dropped his napkin on his plate. “That was one of the best meals I’ve had in ages,” he said. “My compliments to the chef.” 
 
    “Chefs,” Toscana said, pointing at Matthew. 
 
    “My compliments to the chefs,” the major corrected. 
 
    “I second that,” Greg Fulton said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Toscana said, followed a few moments later by a smiling Matthew. 
 
    “Major, the boys brought in two deer last night,” Danica said. “When can your men show us how to clean it?” 
 
    “Will an hour be acceptable?” the major said. 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Danica said. 
 
    “It’ll get messy.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure it’s down the street.” 
 
    “My boys will be there.” 
 
    “Is there some way we can repay you?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I’d say breakfast more than made up for it, but I would be grateful for the services of the doctor,” the major said. 
 
    “Are you sick?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “I’m not feeling a hundred percent, but I’d like to get my men an examination,” he said. “I mean no disrespect to Greg, but it would be nice if I could have my men looked at by a real doctor. Seeing as she’s a woman and a pretty hot one to boot, they’ll open up about issues they might be unwilling to tell anyone with close ties to Atlanta. Also, I’d like to pick her brain about what medicines I should look for in our travels.” 
 
    “We can start now if you’d like,” Gunilla said, putting down her napkin. She turned to Danica. “Unless you want my help cleaning up. That’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Danica said. 
 
    “You can do the dishes after dinner,” Paris said. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way,” the major said getting up from the table. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Growing up in eastern North Dakota, people considered Major Barrette something of a Casanova or a cad depending on who you talked to in the small town of Pittsville. Often described as a young Mickey Rourke, he topped in at inch over six feet, gifted with naturally broad shoulders and strong, stout running legs. Having only known the older version of the actor, the description offended him until he watched a few of the man’s early movies. Afterward, he tried to copy the actor’s style. It worked for him, but it helped that he was a natural charmer, somehow instinctually knowing what to say to get inside a woman’s pants. In high school, his friends told him he was a cross between a used car salesman and a Hollywood sex symbol, the latter a more accurate description of his future career endeavors. While some considered his natural charm a gift, Major Barrette viewed it as a curse, and as evidence, he often cited his three failed marriages, the second ending in suicide. 
 
    Major Barrette truly loved each of his wives, but that love didn’t keep him from straying. Within a year of each marriage, he was usually breaking his vows. His first wife found out about his indiscretions fairly early. She forgave him the first time, but not the third. It was years before Linda, his second wife, found out about his wandering. Coupled with depression after finding out she couldn’t have children; the revelation was enough to drive her to kill herself. 
 
    That was a nasty time in his life. Linda’s friends, knowing she hated guns, accused him of killing her so he could be with the woman he was having an affair with and who eventually turned out to be his third wife. They swore there was no way she’d use a gun to kill herself and told that to the police. For over two years the police investigated him, nearly driving him to financial ruin, but as they uncovered the sorted details of his life, and Linda’s, they determined there wasn’t enough evidence to charge him with a crime. That didn’t mean his life choices didn’t disgust the detectives but being immoral and a womanizer wasn’t a crime in North Dakota. 
 
    While he didn’t kill his wife, he blamed himself for her death. However, believing he was responsible didn’t change him; it just made him more careful. It took his third wife almost five years to discover he was cheating on her with her best friend. At the time of the plague, he’d already moved in with Tonya after his wife had kicked him out of the house. In Atlanta, he was seeing two women in a settlement that decidedly lacked members of the opposite sex. Since homosexuality was outlawed and punishable by death, there was a lot of incentive for patrols to find women for the Atlanta settlement. There were some rumblings that they should take women by force, justified by the idea women would be safer in Atlanta. It was, after all, a man’s responsibility to keep women safe. Father Winthrop nixed that idea hard, and Major Barrette had to agree with him. 
 
    “The world is miserable enough without us adding to it,” Father Winthrop said when approached with the suggestion. “We are the beacon on the hill in a world of darkness. If we but keep the faith, they will flock here when they learn of our bounty. You have but to spread the word.” And that was what they were doing. 
 
    However, Gunilla was a special case. He was under orders to secure her at all costs with violence authorized. He decided to take a less drastic measure. He used his men as an excuse to get her alone, and just as he’d hoped, Gunilla offered to look him over after he complained of a slight case of nausea. The checkup gave him a reason to take off his shirt in front of her. He could tell he impressed her, but the exam was nothing but professional, despite his subtle and overt flirtations. 
 
    “You seem in perfect health,” she said. “You can put your shirt back on.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a touch of indigestion. I’ve been eating trail food so long that good food must have been a shock to my system. No harm no foul. At least I have the pleasure of your company. How are my men?” 
 
    “They seem to be in good health as well. Only a few minor issues.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    She turned to face him. “Such as nothing I will discuss with you.  Since I’m acting as their doctor, whatever they discuss with me or whatever I discover is confidential.” 
 
    “Fine doc, whatever you say,” he said, grabbing his shirt. “As long as it won’t compromise the mission, I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “The only thing I’ll say is that they all seem underweight.” 
 
    “Southern heat and army rations will have that effect,” he said, as he threw his shirt around his shoulders. “As soon as we get back to Atlanta that will change.” As he buttoned his shirt, he walked to the window and looked outside, and then up at the sky. There had been a brief spout of rain earlier, but it stopped, and the sun was shining. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. “Looks like your agent friend is wrong.” He sighed sadly, never taking his eyes off the sky. “I was hoping she was right. It would’ve given me an excuse to stay longer.” 
 
    “Why can’t you stay?” 
 
    “We need to get out and keep spreading the word about Atlanta,” he replied as he turned to face her. “Get civilization back up and running. The more people we have, the more skills we can draw upon. We could use a doctor. Atlanta would treat you like a queen.” She started to protest, but he continued. “More importantly, you can have your baby in a real hospital. A hospital you would be running.” 
 
    “It sounds tempting. That was the second time I’ve examined real patients and, I have to admit, I enjoyed it.” It was the opening he was looking for. However, he couldn’t go straight at it; he needed to come at the problem sideways. If he were direct, it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    “Would you be willing to examine the other men in the outfit?” 
 
    She looked at him considering his request. “How many are there?” 
 
    Major Barrette inwardly smiled. Like a small fish, she was nibbling at the bait. “Thirty-three. With Danica’s permission, we could bring them into the community two or three at a time.” Gunilla considered the request for a few moments before deciding. He could see her answer just by looking at her face, which only made her more beautiful. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Danica tonight at dinner,” Major Barrette said. “If she says yes, I’ll have a runner head out and inform the colonel. In the meantime, would you care to join me for a walk? I want to look around and meet people. If I’m by myself, they may be too scared to talk to me. I’ve been told I’m an imposing figure.” 
 
    “I would like that. I haven’t looked around myself.” 
 
    He stopped and looked at her. “I’m sorry. I forgot you just got here. You haven’t even had a chance to have a proper rest, have you? That was thoughtless of me. You should rest.” 
 
    “I’m fine. More than fine. After all the walking I did getting here, I’m in the best shape of my life.”  
 
    Major Barrette looked at his watch. “We’ll walk around for a little bit. Then I’ll walk you back to Danica’s.” 
 
    They were out for only a few minutes when they spotted a crowd gathered around a garage. “That must be where they are holding the deer demonstration,” the major said. “Would you mind if I checked on my men?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    When Major Barrette and Gunilla arrived, one deer had already been cleaned and dressed. Some community members were preparing to clean the next deer under the careful supervision of his men. 
 
    “Major,” Private Tisden said saluting. The major returned the salute. 
 
    “How goes the lesson?” Major Barrette asked. 
 
    “As well as can be expected,” Private Tisden said. He threw a casual glance at the people behind him. “A few of them lost their breakfast when we made the first cut, and several more when the guts fell out of the stomach, but to their credit, no one left.” 
 
    “That’s because everyone realizes the importance of this lesson,” Danica said, coming over to join them. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Justice,” Major Barrette said. 
 
    Danica inclined her head in greeting. 
 
    “Thank you again, for this,” Danica said as she absently gestured at the deer hanging inside the garage. “We’ve seen deer for days but didn’t have a clue what to do after we killed one. If this were a few months back, I could have looked it up on the Internet. We were about to go with trial and error.” 
 
    “Happy to help. Miss Justice, I was going to ask tonight at dinner, but since we’re together, I’d like to ask if I can bring in men from the main camp and let the doctor give them a check-up.” He saw the look that crossed Danica’s face. “Not all at once,” he quickly added. “Just two or three at a time. Starting tomorrow morning. Once they’re checked out, they’ll leave, and another small group will come in.” 
 
    “That will be fine,” she said after thinking about it. “Unarmed.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ll have an extra sentry posted in the morning, and they can come in, leave their weapons with the guard and pick them up on their way out.” 
 
    “I’m sure there will be no objection,” he said. 
 
    “You should let the men take a hot shower while they’re here,” Danica said. “The house also has a washer and dryer they can use to do their laundry.” 
 
    “That is very generous of you,” Major Barrette said. “With your permission, I’ll send Private Tisden out once he’s finished with his lesson to make the arrangements.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine. Maybe I should give you back your radios before you kill Tisden.” 
 
    A child screamed, which caught everyone’s attention, but it turned out that one young boy found a frog and was using it to tease the girls. No one but the girls seemed to mind. 
 
    “Kids are pretty resilient,” Major Barrette said. “That’s not to say there won’t be problems and some of them will undoubtedly be traumatized for life—God knows I am—but most of them will grow up as normal as can be expected given the right atmosphere.” 
 
    “And that atmosphere is Atlanta?” Danica said. 
 
    He gave a small shoulder shrug and a half-faced smirk. “I wasn’t going there, but since you mention it, yes. We can give these boys as normal a life as possible despite the state of the union. We already have a school up and running, a functioning society, a functioning government, structure, laws, and more importantly, a purpose.” 
 
    “Come on, Nate, toss it,” someone yelled before Danica could respond. 
 
    Looking down the street, they watched as Nate chucked a basketball from one side of the road through the hoop set up on the other. The kids started hooting and slapping Nate on the back. 
 
    “Hell of a shot,” the major said. He let the words hang for a moment before adding, “I hear he’s a hunter.” 
 
    “He’s not the only one,” Danica said, pointing out a group of women watching the kids play basketball. “See those women watching him. They are trying to adopt him. He spent the first couple hours this morning fending them off.” 
 
    “Are they ever going to leave him alone,” Gunilla asked. 
 
    Danica huffed. “Not likely. It’s more like the bell sounded ending the first round. They may have backed off for now, but they’ll keep an eye on him, and as soon as they see an opening, they’ll pounce.” She looked around. “I don’t see Irene.” 
 
    “Irene?” the major said. 
 
    “Oh, there she is,” Danica said. The major and Gunilla looked to see the middle-aged woman walk down porch steps carrying a plate. 
 
    “I’m betting that’s a plate of chocolate chip cookies,” Danica said. “My guess is round two is about to start.” 
 
    “I doubt cookies will do it,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “You haven’t had one of her cookies,” Danica said. “I have no idea what she puts in them, but they’re the best damn cookies I’ve ever eaten. Still, you’re probably right. It will take more than cookies.” 
 
    “He’s tough,” Gunilla said. “Franklin said he is street smart.” 
 
    “He’d make a great addition to my squad,” the major said. 
 
    “How ‘bout you let him grow up first,” Danica said. 
 
    Major Barrette shrugged. “You guys already make it sound like he’s forty,’ he countered. 
 
    “Stay away from him, major,” Danica said, meeting his eyes so that there was no doubt she was serious. “I don’t care if you want to pitch your utopian fantasy to any of the grownups that want to listen, but the kids are off-limits.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, I can wait until he’s fifty,” Major Barrette said, holding up his arms in surrender. 
 
    “I mean it, major,” Danica said and then softened her voice “Besides, I’m just thinking about your safety. If those sweet ol’ ladies think you are trying to take any of the kids, they’ll rip your manhood off then shove a batch of chocolate chip cookies up your ass.” 
 
    “No recruiting, Scout’s honor,” he said, holding up three fingers. 
 
    “Were you ever a scout?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Make your first cut here,” Private Tisden said behind them, cutting off their conversation. 
 
    “I better get back to the demonstration,” Danica said. “Major, I’ll see you at dinner. I asked David to run to a bookstore and find a cookbook on preparing venison, but Private Tisden informs me we should let the deer hang inside a refrigerator for a few days to let all the blood drain before we cook it. So, it looks like spaghetti.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it,” the major said. 
 
    Major Barrette and Gunilla spent the rest of the morning walking and exploring not only the neighborhood but also some of the surrounding area. While they walked, the major talked about growing up in the Dakotas and Gunilla spoke about life in Sweden. Eventually, their conversation turned to the state of the world, which lead to medicine. 
 
    “If you find a pharmacy, take everything,” she said. “Get it back to Atlanta and keep it refrigerated. It’ll keep longer that way.” 
 
    “That’s what we’ve been doing,” he said. “Problem is, we don’t know what medication to use for what ailments.” Until now, he hadn’t talked talk about Atlanta, because he didn’t want to seem pushy. He was going to wait until later this evening to broach the subject again, but as she brought it up, he pounced on the opportunity. “That should change soon enough, though. When I left, I heard someone was researching each type of medicine and what it’s used for. Without the Internet, it’ll take time. Until we get it all down, our basic approach to medicine is to push a weeks’ worth of penicillin if it’s anything other than the flu.” 
 
    “And if they don’t get better?” 
 
    He shrugged. “So far, that’s only been an issue once, but it’ll be to give them another week’s worth of penicillin.” 
 
    “Knowing what the meds are for is only half the battle,” Gunilla said. “You have to know what the person has before you can prescribe the correct treatment. Give them the wrong meds, and you could make the situation worse. How big is your community in Atlanta?” 
 
    “Around six hundred when I left,” the major said. 
 
    “And no doctors?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “The closest we have to a doctor is a physician’s assistant,” the major said. “Problem is, he’s barely out of med school. Apparently, he just landed a job with one of the local urgent care facilities when the plague hit.” 
 
    “And his answer to everything is penicillin,” she said, stopping to look at him. 
 
    The major shrugged. “I don’t know him personally, but the colonel told me the boy lacks confidence.” 
 
    “Poor boy, I bet he’s scared. He was expecting years of training before being on his own. Now he’s the head of your medical team responsible for the care of six hundred people.” 
 
    “That’s part of it. However, losing the boy is a big part of his problem.” The major was now in uncharted territory. Everything he’d said to her until now was the truth. He could tell she was on the edge and just needed a nudge. If a small lie about someone with low confidence being responsible for the death of a child helped her decide to come to Atlanta, it would be worth it, even if she eventually found out the truth. And she would find out; someone would slip up. Once she found out, she might never talk to him again, but by then she would already be in Atlanta, and it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said, reaching out and touching his arm lightly with her fingers. “What happened?” 
 
    “The boy came down with something, and he wasn’t able to figure out what,” he said, trying to keep the lie as simple as possible. “He started prescribing penicillin, and when that didn’t help, he didn’t know what to do. The boy just withered away and died.” 
 
    “Did they ever find out what it was the boy had?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” he said, shaking his head. “But, thankfully, it wasn’t contagious.” He laughed, but there was no humor in it and then frowned as if in thought. “People were panicked. If it hadn’t been for Father Winthrop, Atlanta would be a ghost town right now.” 
 
    “A mysterious death so soon after the plague. I can imagine. What did this Father Winthrop do?” 
 
    “What he always does,” Major Barrette said. “I wasn’t there, so I don’t know exactly what he said. I think he just pointed out to them that no one else was showing signs, including the boy’s guardians. That was pretty much it. I don’t think he needed to say much else.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “People were scared, but they were just as scared of leaving Atlanta. It’s not a safe place outside of Atlanta, and they know that. People that have come in have told horror stories, some much worse than what you and your friend Paris went through. Father Winthrop makes sure that everyone knows what’s happening outside Atlanta.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Two reasons. He wants them to know how much of a miracle Atlanta is and that it’s an oasis in a desert of sin. He also wants them to know that he’s not sitting idly by while this happens. If it’s close, we send out a group to deal with the problem. Occasionally, we’ve brought back prisoners. If they’re positively identified as the culprits, they’re tried and executed.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “Agreed. But there isn’t an alternative. If this were a normal America, we would put them in jail. But it’s not. No one can spare the resources to watch these people for the next fifty, sixty years. That’s just not how the world works anymore. These aren’t just people robbing on the highway. These are people raping and killing and, in many cases, brutally. It’s as if some are finally getting to act out their sadistic sexual fantasies they could only read about on porn and slash fiction sites.” He stopped and looked at her. “We arrested one man for raping his thirteen-year-old daughter over several months. His only defense was that he felt it was his duty to help repopulate the world.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “Since he confessed, the commander didn’t bother with a trial. He just pulled out his pistol and shot the man in the head.” 
 
    Gunilla look horrified. “In front of his daughter?” 
 
    Major Barrette nodded. “That was unfortunate, but I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same thing.” 
 
    “And the girl?” 
 
    “She’s in Atlanta. She’s with a couple that’s taking good care of her. Unfortunately, she’s also pregnant. She’ll probably give birth a few months after we get back.” 
 
    “You didn’t let her abort it?” 
 
    “The community doesn’t believe in abortion. Once she gives birth, we’ll offer to let someone else raise the baby, but it will be her choice. Anyway, that’s one example of why we don’t have prisons. What if they overpower the guards? Escape? Or, worse? Can you imagine the havoc forty or fifty escaped prisoners would have on an unsuspecting community? That’s not to say a jail wasn’t discussed, but someone brought up the fact that we don’t have any professional jailers, and envisioned a scenario where the prisoners become organized, escape and try to take over Atlanta.” 
 
    “Do you think they could do that?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be easy, but yes, I think it’s a possibility. All they would need would be access to weapons. And even if they failed, they could kill a lot of people before they’re put down.” The sudden sound of thunder caused them to look up. 
 
    “Looks like it’s going to rain after all,” the major said, sounding disappointed. “I’ll walk you back to your house.” When they returned to Danica’s house, Paris was sitting on the porch waiting for them. 
 
    “Hello Agent Ishida,” Major Barrette said. Paris nodded her head in greeting. 
 
    “He’s been telling me about their settlement in Atlanta,” Gunilla said beaming. “He assures me they have a functioning hospital where I can have the baby.” 
 
    “Or you can have the baby inside a mountain with top-notch doctors and nurses,” Paris said. “Imagine, years from now, you can tell your child you had him, or her, in an Atlanta hospital or in the heart of a mountain.” A look of annoyance passed over the major’s face, but it was gone so fast, Paris wasn’t sure she hadn’t imagined it. She reached up and took hold of Gunilla’s hand. “And you would be surrounded by friends.”  
 
    Gunilla looked up, and Paris could see her eyes were wet. “Can you stand to be around me that long?” 
 
    “I think—” Major Barrette said, trying to salvage the situation. 
 
    “Of course, I can,” Paris said, not letting him get a word in. 
 
    “I didn’t think you wanted to be around me,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “For a while, I didn’t,” she whispered. She lowered her head as if ashamed. “Sometimes, I still don’t.” 
 
    “Then maybe it would be best if I go to Atlanta.” 
 
    “Look, those people . . .” Paris started, choked up, and then started over. “I’m tough. I always have been. I had to be. Living in my neighborhood, if you weren’t tough, you were eaten alive. A lot of people said living in my neighborhood was tougher than prison. That may have been a bit of an exaggeration, but I’m trying to make a point. And the point is those fuckers nearly broke me physically and mentally. For a while there I thought my life was . . .” Paris choked up again. 
 
    “Another day with them and I might have broken,” she continued. “That . . .” She dropped Gunilla’s hand and started visibly shaking. “It still makes me angry just thinking about them . . . And it terrifies me at the same time. I don’t know how to handle this rage that keeps welling up in me. It’s not you I’m angry at. I know that. But sometimes I can’t help myself. Sometimes, when I look at you, I think if they had—Paris placed her forefinger and thumb an inch apart—just paid a smidgen of attention to you, they would have left me alone long enough to breathe.” 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” Major Barrette said. “I want you to know that I’m sickened by what happened to you. I’ll make you a promise. If you would be kind enough to show me on a map where you believe these people are living, we will deal with them with extreme prejudice.” 
 
    “Isn’t that going to be out of your way?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered. “We’re headed further north to spread the word about Atlanta, and I’ll make sure it’s on our way. They’ll be lucky if we don’t strip them naked, strap them to the ground and let the sun cook them to death for what they’ve done.” 
 
    “Thank you major,” Paris said. 
 
    “Gunilla, I’ve wanted to tell you something, but I wasn’t able to find the time,” Paris said. “I wanted to do it in private, but I think now is just as good as any. Last night, when I talked with the president, I also spoke with your father.” 
 
    “My–” she was too choked up to say more. 
 
    At that moment, the major realized he’d lost. 
 
    However, it was only round one. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Paris logged on to the computer and found a single message with new satellite login instructions. After finishing the configuration process, she was immediately rewarded with the US government seal on her screen. She waited and then waited some more. After another five minutes, Paris started to worry she screwed up the configuration process. Maybe she’d accidentally connected to a different government department in the same way you can call someone in the same office by dialing one digit higher or lower. She was just about to go over the instructions again when Calvin Walsh appeared. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Agent Ishida,” he said stoically.  
 
    “I was beginning to think—” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you made it,” Calvin said overtop her. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I? You said 1600.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure since you’ve decided rules don’t apply to you.” 
 
    She folded her arms. “Oh, I see.” Walsh was attempting to pull the make-the-subordinate-wait-to-show-who’s-in-charge routine. That power-play only made her mad. 
 
    Her voice took on a hard edge. “Sir, I have never made the contention that the rules don’t apply to me.” 
 
    “And yet—” 
 
    “And yet, you’re not the one out here in the field fighting off bandits, rapists, slavers and anyone else with a gun that wants to be a dick,” she said, the hard edge tipping to anger. “I’m sorry sir, but in the larger scheme of things, my not going straight to Colorado ranks right up there with diaper rash. Sir, I don’t know your background, but one thing you better learn right now is to trust your agents in the field to make the right decisions. Coming to Charlotte was the right decision for a host of reasons. 
 
    “So, you either trust me to make the right decisions or accept my resignation right now, because I’ve been through too much to put up with this bullshit.” Her eyes burned into him and waited for his reply but decided she wasn’t finished. “One last thing, can you honestly say that having Gunilla or myself in Colorado would change anything?” 
 
    He said nothing for a few long moments, only glared at her. It was a battle of wills he would lose because if he said the wrong thing, Paris would follow through with her threat and resign. 
 
    “You’re right,” he finally said, and then relaxed his posture. “I’m not out in the field, and I’ll have to learn to trust that my agents are doing the right thing and making the right decisions. At the same time, I need to know my agents are going to follow orders. It’s because of this lawlessness you experienced that following orders is more important than ever. How can we even attempt to bring order to the United States if we can’t bring order to ourselves? Despite what people might think, the United States is not dead. Severely wounded, maybe, but not dead.” 
 
    Her tone softened. “I agree with you, sir.” 
 
    “And just for the record, I admire you for what you’ve done despite what’s been done to you. You are a strong woman, and I look forward to meeting you in person because I think you and I are going to get along very well.” He smiled. “I have no doubts we’ll butt heads, but we’ll get along nonetheless.” He paused for a moment as if trying to decide something and then forged ahead. “You remind me of my wife.” The tone of his voice told Paris his wife did not survive the plague. “She didn’t take any of my shit either. When I first went into government work, she told me to surround myself with people that wouldn’t take my shit, and you just proved to me you’re one of those people. I have plans for you.” 
 
    “What kind of plans, sir?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that when you get here and are medically cleared. Your medical report will determine what aspect of the plan you’ll take part in, but rest assured, you will take part. Unless you decide to resign.” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “I have a personal issue to take care of first.” 
 
    “The religious rape compound?” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he said and a little too quickly. “Do you know when you’ll get started out this way?” 
 
    “We’ll ride out the storms, then head out. “Unfortunately, so is Major Barrette and his group. I have a feeling they are going to offer to be our escort. They’re also making a strong push for Gunilla to go with them to Atlanta.” 
 
    “Speaking of your visitors,” he said, holding up a file. He opened it. “Father Abraham also known as Abraham John Winthrop, real name Robert Thompson, was, or I guess, is, the head of a white supremacist organization that advocated the overthrow of the US government and the re-establishment of the United States’ first Constitution. American Poverty Law Center designated them as a Hate Group.” 
 
    “No surprise there. Miss Justice briefed me on some of their ideology. Not very original.” 
 
    “True, but this organization was unique,” Walsh said. “They had an entire shadow government set up, complete with two senators from every state and a House of Representatives.” 
 
    “There were that many people in the organization?” 
 
    “They based the House of Representatives on the number of group members in each state; most only had the minimum, and in a few states the senator also doubled as the representative. So, not as many as you were envisioning. Still, it was considered one of the largest racist organizations in the United States.” 
 
    “And this Father Abraham was the president?” 
 
    “In effect, yes,” Walsh said almost chuckling. “No laws are passed without a committee declaring the laws constitutional, and the elected president wouldn’t sign them without the spiritual advisor’s consent.” 
 
    “Jesus, this Winthrop sounds like the Ayatollah.” 
 
    “An apt analogy.” 
 
    “Is the fake president still alive?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Walsh said, running his hand through his hair. “Hell, I didn’t even know Winthrop was alive until you told me, and frankly, I don’t care. I have a long list of things needing to be done, and the Atlanta group isn’t even on the first two pages. The fact is that within a year, two at the most, they’ll be begging for help.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not much we can do about it. They’re not really a threat at the moment.” 
 
    “We just let them run rampant over the East Coast recruiting and gathering strength?” she asked, sounding incredulous. 
 
    “Paris, feel free to go down there and arrest him if you want. In fact, the FBI has a warrant out for his arrest.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “He put out a video during the outbreak encouraging his congregation to spread the plague if they came down with it. He told them catching the plague meant that God deemed them unworthy but spreading the plague would redeem them in His eyes.” 
 
    “We didn’t arrest him?” 
 
    “We tried, but by the time we got to the compound, he was already in hiding. We didn’t have the resources to find him, just as we don’t have the resources to dig him out now, at least not at the moment. I can tell you this much. President Dixon will do everything in his power to hold the United States together. He’s already been in touch with the leaders of what’s left of China and Russia and told them that any invasion of US soil would be met with nuclear resistance.” 
 
    “On top of everything else, he would use nukes,” Paris said, surprised.  
 
    “Yes, he would, and I hope to God they believe him. On the other hand, I wouldn’t be too worried about it. It’s not like anyone else in the world is in better shape than we are.” 
 
    “Sir, is there any chance you could send someone to pick us up?” 
 
    “Again, we just don’t have the resources, and to be blunt, you’re not that important. I know, I know, I have plans for you, but . . . remember that two-page list I was talking about?” He pulled out a piece of paper. “I’m dealing with an infestation of rats, wildfires, electrical issues, fuel issues, political issues, nuclear power plant issues, chlorine issues—” 
 
    “Chlorine issues?” Paris interrupted, puzzled. 
 
    Walsh held up a finger. 
 
    “—End of civilization issues, famine issues, invasion issues.” He dropped the page and looked at her. “Basically, you name the issue, and we’re dealing with it.” 
 
    “I thought you said the president was in touch with the leaders of China and Russia. Who’s invading?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, it’s an invasion from South America. They’re coming to the United States thinking we have the cure.” 
 
    “And do we?” 
 
    “No,” he said bluntly.  
 
    “What about the chlorine issue?” 
 
    “We got word of a chlorine plant explosion in Kansas. Do you know what happens when a Chlorine plant explodes?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Neither did I. Now, I’m an expert. According to the Naval Research Laboratory, chlorine released from just one rail car can kill up to a hundred thousand people. That’s worse case, mind you, but it gives you an idea of the potential scale. Now imagine a chlorine manufacturing plant the size of a city block which can easily fill up several hundred rail cars a day, releasing the contents of what’s in its storage tanks.” 
 
    “Any deaths?” 
 
    “Potentially, several hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Jesus,” she said. “What are you doing about it?” 
 
    “Nothing we can do. Besides, chlorine is a non-persistent chemical. Because it’s heavier than air, it’ll linger near the ground, which will allow the wind to push it around and help break it up. The first rainstorm will finish it off. Until then, it’ll kill any person or animal it comes in contact with. So, as you can see, while I value your skills, I don’t have the resources to come get you. You’ll have to make it out here on your own.” 
 
    “What about Gunilla?” 
 
    “Gunilla was always nothing more than a favor,” he said and then immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. But—” 
 
    “Then my partner died for nothing,” Paris said, the steel back in her voice. 
 
    “Your partner died in the line of duty carrying out the personal orders of the president,” he said with all the gravitas he could muster. “Gunilla has medical training, and she might be valuable in the future, but the hard reality is that neither of you is high enough on the food chain for me to divert resources. Although . . .” he stopped and looked at a map. “We have a small outpost at the Red River army ammunition plant in Red River, Texas, about eighteen miles from the Arkansas-Texas border. If you can get there, they can give you a lift. That’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “That’s a little out of the way.” 
 
    “Not really. Satellite imagery of your area shows several bridges washed out in the mountains along with a lot of flooding. Frankly, with the new storms passing through, I’m not sure going through the mountains is your best option. To get here, you’ll have to go south, around the Appalachian Mountains.” 
 
    “That’ll take us real close to Atlanta, sir.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry, but It can’t be helped.” 
 
    “What about North?” 
 
    “You’ll have to head nearly all the way back to where you started from to make it through the mountains. Not impossible, but you might not make it before winter. I don’t advise getting stuck in the mountains during the winter. It’s also hurricane season. There are already several with the potential to make landfall in the United States.” He nodded to someone off-screen. “I have to go. I have a meeting with the president. He wants to discuss some new initiative. Get some rest Paris. You look like you need it. Wait out the storm and take time to relax. Contact me again in two days.” 
 
    “All right, sir. I’ll try.” 
 
    “If we don’t connect for whatever reason, try again two days after that.” 
 
    Paris shut down the computer and found Franklin waiting for her at the foot of the stairs with Matthew, Nate, and Anita beside him. Franklin was grinning from ear to ear, holding something behind his back. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    He pulled a box from behind his back. “I told you I would make you watch this movie. I found the three-volume extended version. We can watch them over the next three nights.” 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “You’re not the only one that can find a store.” 
 
    Anita ran up the stairs and grabbed Paris’ hand and began to pull her into the living room. “Come on, come on, I want to watch the movie. Mom and dad wouldn’t let me watch it before.” 
 
    “So, what makes you think I’ll let you, now?” Paris asked, knowing she would, but enjoyed the tease. 
 
    “That was a whole year ago. I’m an older woman now. It won’t scare me. Come on; we got popcorn and everything.” Walking into the living room, Paris discovered a new television that was almost as big as she was. 
 
    “The movie wasn’t the only thing I found.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Paris said. 
 
    “Hey, if you’re going to watch a movie, might as well do it right,” Franklin said. “Especially if it’s free. Come on, the popcorn’s starting to pop. Nate, start the movie.” 
 
    “Dad, I’m going to bed,” Matthew said, heading upstairs. 
 
    “What, you’re not going to stay and—” Franklin stopped himself realizing what he was about to say. “Aren’t you going to have some popcorn?” 
 
    “I don’t like popcorn,” he said, heading to his room. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. “I fucked that up. That was just stupid.” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Paris said. “Give yourself time. Give both of you time. Spend the day with him and Toscana tomorrow. Do whatever he wants. Let him get to know you again and give you time to adjust to his blindness. Try to figure out what you two can do together and then do it.” 
 
    “Can we watch the damn movie?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Hey,” Paris said, turning on him. “Show a little compassion . . . and stop cussing, or I’ll take a belt to you.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ve just been looking forward to doing something normal since, like, forever.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Gunilla asked, coming into the room. 
 
    “Matthews upset,” Anita started. “Franklin’s upset that Matthews upset. Nate just wants to watch the damn movie and do something normal, and Paris wants him to stop cussing.” She turned to Paris. “Did I get it right?” 
 
    “You got it exactly right,” Paris said, trying hard not to laugh. 
 
    “I’m going over to the major’s house,” Gunilla said. As she left, Paris made herself comfortable. She put her feet up on the coffee table and then used her toes to peel her shoes off. 
 
    “Yuck,” Anita said, holding her nose and looking at Paris’ feet. “Something smells in here.” 
 
    “They do not,” Paris said, pulling a foot closer to her face and examining it. As she did, Franklin sat down with two bowls full of popcorn. As he handed a bowl to Nate, Paris showed him her foot. “What do you think?” 
 
    “They’re gorgeous,” he said, pushing the foot away and then picked up the remote and hit the play button. 
 
    “Shh,” Nate said. “It’s starting.” 
 
    Something crashed on the floor behind them. Startled, they turned to see Danica with a shattered plate of leftovers at her feet. “I’m sorry,” she said as she started to clean it up. “It’s just . . . when I came and saw you all messing around in the living room, for a second, I saw my family.” She looked wistful. “We used to do something like this once a month. You know, family night. We’d watch a movie or play a game. My brother was good at games.” She paused for a long time. “I miss family night.” She paused for a long moment; her head downcast. She looked up. “They’re not coming back, are they? I’ve been staying here hoping they would, but they’re not.” 
 
    Paris got up and started to come over. “Don’t,” Danica said, croaking out the words. “There’s glass everywhere. You’ll cut yourself.” 
 
    “This was a bad idea,” Franklin said.  
 
    “No, just the opposite,” Danica said. “I think we should get everyone together tomorrow night and watch a movie. We’ll make it a party. A moving-on party. We’ll have deer and cake. I’ll let everyone know when the storm passes, I’m going with you to Colorado. I mean, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “You are more than welcome,” Paris said. 
 
    “What about everyone else?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Everyone is welcome,” Paris said. “There’s strength in numbers.” 
 
    “What about ice cream?” asked Anita as she helped Danica pick up the glass. “You can’t have cake without ice cream.” 
 
    Danica ran her finger down the bridge of Anita’s nose. “And ice cream. I’ll send Ruiz out in the morning to find an ice cream maker.” 
 
    “You know, this all sounds great,” Nate said, “but can we get back to watching the fu—Paris glared at him—movie?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Gunilla knocked on the door. She went to the guest house to inform Major Barrette that she was grateful for his offer, but she would leave with Paris and hopefully be reunited with her father in Colorado. She’d be lying if she hadn’t seriously considered his offer to run the Atlanta hospital, but in the long run, she realized she wasn’t qualified. She might have the title of a doctor, but she only knew enough medicine to help out here and there. Some knowledge of medicine was necessary for her doctorate, but it wasn’t enough to qualify her to see patients, at least not without a lot of study in her off time. At this point, the physician’s assistant would undoubtedly know more than her, and as such, was more qualified to run the hospital.  
 
    Also, over the last month, she had learned that being a medical doctor wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. There was a certain exhilaration knowing you saved someone’s life, but at the same time, a lot of blood. It was all she could do to keep from throwing up when she removed Rebecca’s bullet. She had nightmares for days afterward. Then Franklin showed up with his own bullet hole; there was even more blood and more nightmares. Nope. Research was what she was meant to do. It was a path she’d been running toward all her life, but when it was within her grasp, she ran from it as if it were the plague. Running was why she was in the United State. Her parents thought she wanted one last hurrah before settling down to a life of research, but they were wrong. She was running away from her father’s shadow, wondering why she’d wanted to be a virologist in the first place. In school, people were always comparing her to her famous father. 
 
    “Your father was a prodigy,” the administrator had said. 
 
    “Your father was a wiz at this subject,” her teachers would say. 
 
    They never came right out and said they expected her to excel because of who her father was, but it was implied. It was the same when she applied for her Ph.D. After she received her degree, she had no end of job offers, but she found she was terrified of not being able to live up to her father’s reputation. Especially since she was getting those job offers because of her father’s position. 
 
    Therefore, instead of taking a job, she ran away like a frightened teenager. Then the plague hit and the world, and her role in it changed forever. Major Barrette had offered one last chance at a reprieve, and she was here to turn it down. It was exciting to know that she wanted to be a researcher, and no longer cared if she lived her entire life in her father’s shadow. Now she relished the idea. Her excitement at having decided was why she didn’t want to wait until the morning to tell Major Barrette of her choice. She was about to knock again when Sergeant Wilfred pulled the door open. 
 
    “Doctor,” he said with a slight smirk, almost as if he knew a secret. “The major’s upstairs in his room. I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    “I’ll wait in the living room,” Gunilla said taken aback at the suggestion she should go into the major’s room at this time of night. When the sergeant looked surprised, she suddenly realized he thought she was here to have sex with the major and it annoyed her. Did the fact that she wasn’t married and pregnant, make her a whore in their eyes? 
 
    “I’ll get him.” 
 
    “You do that,” she said sharply. The more she thought about what the sergeant thought, the angrier she became. “You know what? Never mind.” She turned to leave when Major Barrette and Greg Fulton appeared at the head of the stairs. 
 
    “What do we owe the pleasure of the visit?” Major Barrette asked, pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “It’s certainly not to have sex with you,” she said, nearly shouting. Both men stopped in their tracks, shocked at the sudden outburst. She turned and headed defiantly for the door.  
 
    “Wait,” Major Barrette said, rushing down the stairs and blocking the door before she could leave. “What in the world gave you the impression I wanted to have sex with you?” 
 
    On impulse, Gunilla’s eyes darted up to Sergeant Wilford. 
 
    “Sergeant Wilfred, what the hell did you say?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir,” Sergeant Wilford answered, genuinely sounding puzzled. “Honestly. All I said was that I would escort her up to your room.” 
 
    “It’s not what he said,” Gunilla said, indignantly. “It was how he said it, and the look he gave me.” Now that she said it out loud, it sounded silly on the surface, and he must think her crazy, but there was no mistaking that look. “I’ve seen that look a hundred times. You and your men have been talking about me. Perhaps you’ve been bragging to them of your upcoming conquest? Or did you tell them we already had sex?” 
 
    Major Barrette turned to the sergeant and gave him a withering look. “Go put on a pot of coffee,” he said to the man. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the sergeant said, looking at them like a whipped puppy. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the major said when the sergeant disappeared into the kitchen. “The truth is the men have talked about you. I discussed the fact that I hoped you might head to Atlanta with us. They made a few rude comments as military men are apt to do, but I assure you I put a stop to that.” 
 
    “I can vouch for that,” Greg said. “For a few minutes there, I thought he would shoot one of them.” 
 
    “Now it looks like I didn’t put my foot down strong enough. I promise you, in the future, they will show you nothing but respect.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying you don’t want to have sex with me?” she said, still annoyed. The major was caught off guard with the question and hesitated, somehow feeling as if he’d entered a minefield. 
 
    His voice became tentative. “I won’t lie to you; I’ve entertained a few thoughts.” It was a lie. He had entertained a lot of thoughts. “I’ve spent the day getting to know you, and I found your company highly enjoyable. More than I have anyone in a long time. However, after what you and Paris went through, I would never even consider trying. I didn’t want to add to that emotional turmoil. Once we get to Atlanta and you’ve had a chance to decompress and feel safe, I might consider calling on you. But, only if you’re comfortable.” She stood there looking at him for a few long moments and then relented. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling ashamed and not sure why. 
 
    “Don’t be,” he added. “You had every right to be angry.” 
 
    “No, not about that. I mean, yes I’m sorry that I got angry, but I’m also sorry I won’t be going to Atlanta.” He looked at her for a few moments before saying anything. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, his voice suddenly devoid of emotion. “Come, let’s go into the study and talk.” He turned to her as they walked. “I don’t know who owned this house before, but I love the study. It suits a military man.” In the study, he walked to the bar and started to pour himself a glass of tequila and motioned for her to sit in what he liked to call the smoking chair opposite a second smoking chair. “I think this room is where two cantankerous old men came to smoke cigars and have a glass of brandy.” He looked at his glass. “Or, rather tequila. Care for a glass?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Gunilla said, almost tartly. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he said. “I’m sorry. You’re pregnant. No drinking for you.” He studied the bottle. “A shame. This is really expensive stuff.” He put the bottle down and turned to face her. “What made you change your mind?” 
 
    She smiled. “My father’s alive. I want to see him. Besides, I’m not a doctor. At least not in the sense you need.” 
 
    “I see,” he said, and then downed the glass in one swallow. He poured himself another glass. “I have a counterproposal.” 
 
    “Major,” Greg said, trying to stop what was coming. “Don’t.” 
 
    “You come with us to Atlanta, and we don’t kill all your friends and everyone in this compound,” Major Barrette said, ignoring Greg as he sat in the chair and faced her grimly. 
 
    “What?” she said, looking at him, shocked. 
 
    “I’m sorry to be blunt, but I think I need to lay all my cards on the table. Atlanta needs doctors, and my commander has orders that require him to send you there, willingly if possible, by force if necessary. If you decide not to go willingly, he’s going to come into this little community and take you. I doubt your friends are going to let that happen.” 
 
    “They’ll stop you.” 
 
    “They’ll try. But they will fail. Many of the men under Colonel Dorsey’s command are ex-military. We even have a few Special Forces in the group. They’re highly trained, highly motivated, and highly armed. The most dangerous people here are Franklin, Paris, and Danica, in that order. Hell, Danica can’t even keep her guards awake at night. Our men will come in here and, if need be, burn the place to the ground, kill everyone, and take you anyway. It’s possible, though unlikely, your friends will prevail, but it’ll be a bloodbath. A lot of innocent people will die either way. Probably some of the kids too. If, however, you come along willingly, nobody dies. Your friends go on to live long, happy lives. Unless someone else kills them, which given the current state of the world we live in, is entirely possible. But at least they’ll live beyond tomorrow.” 
 
    “I thought you were a nice person.” 
 
    “You think I’m happy about this,” he said softly staring into his glass. “I wanted you to come willingly. But orders are orders.” 
 
    “You’re a part of this,” she said to Greg. 
 
    “We’re just people trying to survive in what’s left of a shitty world,” the major said before Greg could answer. “In my view, Atlanta gives us the best chance and you up those odds. I would think after what happened to Paris you would agree with me.” 
 
    “You mean safe as long as you’re white,” she blurted out, unable to stop herself. “I’ve heard people talking.” 
 
    “It’s true. The Winthrop group is mostly a white supremacist group, but not everyone believes in what they do. I have no problem with anyone. Greg doesn’t either.” 
 
    “Yet, you’re with them,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “So are a lot of people. Look, most are just ordinary people that want safety, and we give them that. Most feel the more radical members eventually will calm down and grow more accepting.” 
 
    “The Jews felt the same way about the Nazis,” she said. “Did you know some Jews actually voted for Hitler feeling that once he was in power, he would calm down?” 
 
    “I . . .” he started to say. “We are not Nazis.” 
 
    “Not yet,” she shot back. “How many people have your men killed because they weren’t white?” He didn’t answer. “Maybe you’re closer to their way of thinking than you realize.” 
 
    “So, you’re not coming?” he asked, starting to lose his temper. “You’ll force my commander to come in here and take you?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Gunilla snapped. 
 
    “Fantastic,” he asked clapping his hands. “I promise you won’t be sorry. I know what you must think of our society, but some there are trying to change it from within. As a doctor, they’ll be less likely to silence you. Together, maybe the two of us can bring about that change.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” Gunilla asked sharply. 
 
    “As much as I like it here, I think it best if we leave first thing in the morning. Less chance of you changing your mind.” Gunilla headed for the door. “I hope you’ll keep this conversation to yourself. You say something to Paris, and she’ll march over here and kill us in our sleep. Then the bloodbath will start.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” she said, slamming the door. 
 
    “You better hope you never go to that hospital injured,” Greg said. 
 
    The major ignored him. “Sergeant Wilfred?” 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry,” the man said, stepping into the room. 
 
    “Don’t let it worry you, son,” the major said. “I want you to head to the base camp and let the colonel know the good doctor is coming with us. And sergeant, try not to be seen.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Ask the colonel to detail a few men to watch over the town,” the major said. 
 
    “You think she’ll try and escape?” Greg asked. 
 
    “Not really, but I want to make sure.” 
 
    “Why not just grab her now?” Sergeant Wilfred asked. 
 
    “Because I don’t want Franklin and Paris dogging our trail back to Atlanta,” Major Barrette said and then gave a snorty laugh. “I do not doubt that Paris would strut right into the heart of Atlanta to get that girl back. She loves Gunilla and hates her all at the same time.” 
 
    “You mean she’s a lesbian,” Sergeant Wilford said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Grow up sergeant,” the major said. 
 
    “Maybe we should just kill Paris and Franklin,” the sergeant said. 
 
    “Even if we had our weapons, we don’t have enough men,” the major said. Sergeant Wilfred looked doubtful. “Paris is her friend and FBI. That automatically makes her dangerous. Franklin is a different animal altogether. You know what a cassowary is, sergeant?” 
 
    “Never heard of it Is it one of them weird-looking South American fruits?” 
 
    “It’s a small bird that can’t fly,” the major said. “Native to Papua New Guinea and Australia. Picture a midget ostrich with a blue head and red eyes. Very cute. They make great zoo attractions, though zookeepers hate them because they are so fucking unpredictable. Still, it’s a fucking midget ostrich, right? Must be harmless, right? Except, the Guinness Book of World Records listed it as one of the most dangerous birds in the world. You’ve seen how a kangaroo kicks?” 
 
    “It uses its tail to balance, then leans back and kicks,” Sergeant Wilfred said. 
 
    “When the cassowary attacks, it looks just like a kangaroo kicking you, except they don’t have a tail to balance on, so they just jump up and dropkick your ass with feet tipped with scalpel-like claws that can disembowel a man with a single blow. Franklin, he’s a goddamn cassowary, just not as cute.” Major Barrette got up and filled his glass again, then turned back to Sergeant Wilford. “He may look harmless, but that man scares the shit out of me. He should scare the shit out of you as well.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The next morning, as Paris was busy shoveling eggs into her mouth, Gunilla abruptly announced she was headed to Atlanta with Major Barrette, and they were leaving in ten minutes. The shock of the sudden admission silenced everyone. 
 
    “That’s why Private Tisden came over this morning, and none of them are sitting at the table with us,” Paris said, dropping her fork loudly onto the plate. 
 
    “Why?” Anita asked. It was the question on everyone’s lips. 
 
    “They need doctors,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “They need doctors in Colorado,” Paris said, barely holding her anger in check. 
 
    “They already have doctors in Colorado,” Gunilla countered. “Atlanta doesn’t. I can help make a difference there. And they want me to run their hospital. You can always come to visit me.” 
 
    “No, I can’t,” Paris said, raising her voice. 
 
    “No need to shout, Paris,” Franklin said. 
 
    “They’re a white supremacist organization,” Paris said, ignoring him. “I doubt very seriously they’ll want me coming to their all-white happy place. Not to mention, I’m with the government. I’d be lucky if I’m not strung up the moment they spot me.” Paris pointed at Franklin. “And, as sure as shit, he won’t be able to visit.” 
 
    Gunilla stood up and nearly toppled over her chair. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.” She rushed from the room, locked the bedroom door, and no amount of coaxing by Danica could get her to come out. Franklin stopped Paris from kicking in the door. She didn’t emerge until Private Tisden rang the doorbell. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gunilla said again as she left her room, her eyes red and puffy from tears and her backpack slung over her shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Paris said, surprising everyone with the softness and hurt in her voice. “Just don’t go.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Gunilla said as she walked out the door and into the rain. Major Barrette and his men were waiting for her on the street. Paris stalked behind her, flanked by Danica, Franklin, Anita, Nate, and Ruiz. Matthew waited at the door of the house. 
 
    “Hello,” Major Barrette said as they came together. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Paris said. Major Barrette ignored her. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the early takeoff, but the weather will only get worse,” the major said. 
 
    “Hello major,” Danica said, taking a neutral tone. “I understand you’re cutting your patrol short and heading back to Atlanta.” 
 
    “I want to get Gunilla to her new home as soon as possible.” 
 
    “And what about you?” the major said to Paris. “Are you staying here?” 
 
    “I’ll be heading out as soon as the storms let up,” Paris said, curtly. 
 
    “I’ll be heading with them,” Danica said. 
 
    “Any idea which way you’ll head?” Greg asked. 
 
    “With winter coming, I figure the best way is straight through the mountains,” Paris said before anyone else could answer. 
 
    The major held out his hand. “I guess this is goodbye, then. Good luck in your travels. I hope we meet again sometime. If you ever change your mind, there is a place for you in Atlanta.” It was a lie, but he doubted he’d ever see them again. 
 
    “Thank you, major,” Franklin said, grasping his hand. Danica hugged Gunilla. “I wish you’d change your mind and come with us.” 
 
    “I want to, but I can’t,” she said. The major noticed the slip.  
 
    “I promise you she’ll be well-loved in Atlanta,” the major said hurriedly, hoping they hadn’t noticed. “You’re all welcome to come.” 
 
    “Why the hell not,” Paris said to Gunilla pushing Danica aside. She wasn’t going to give up without a fight. “This makes no sense. Yesterday you were looking forward to going to Colorado and uniting with your dad and now . . . I don’t understand. Do you think I’m still upset about what happened? I’m not. I mean not at you, not entirely. I know it wasn’t your fault. I just need a little more time.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “Then what is it?” Paris insisted. 
 
    “It’s just—” Gunilla faltered. 
 
    “Come on,” the major said almost in a panic. “Is this any way to treat your friend? She’s going somewhere where she can help people. Where she can do some good in the world.” 
 
    “I know why she’s going,” Greg said, stepping forward. 
 
    “Mr. Fulton get back with the others,” the major said, sharply. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Paris asked.  
 
    Franklin noticed Private Tisden reaching into the satchel he was carrying. “Hold it, son,” Franklin said, pulling his pistol from his holster. 
 
    “What the hell,” Danica said, pulling her weapon. The rest of the group hesitated a moment longer, as if in shock and then pulled whatever weapons they were carrying and aimed them at the major and his men. A few of the residents that were watching the proceedings started down their porch as if trying to get a better look. A lot of people hustled back inside, most going for their weapons. 
 
    Major Barrette held up his arms. “Okay, everyone, take a breath,” he said. “This is all just a misunderstanding. Everyone lower their weapons and let’s talk about this.” 
 
    “Kid,” Franklin said, taking a step toward Private Tisden. “When you pull your hand out of that bag, it better be empty, and you better do it slowly.” Franklin lifted his weapon higher. “Slowly, I said.” Private Tisden did as ordered. When his hand was free, Franklin walked over, took the bag, and pulled a pistol from it. 
 
    “What did you mean you know why?” Paris asked Greg, ignoring everything else around her. 
 
    “Mr. Fulton, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop right now,” the major said. 
 
    “The major threatened your lives if she didn’t come with us,” he said. 
 
    “He said if I didn’t go with them, his commander would come in here and kill everyone to get me,” Gunilla finished, no longer constrained to the secret. 
 
    “Is this true major?” Danica asked, already knowing it was. 
 
    “It is,” he said. “My commander and his men will be here soon.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” Ruiz said. 
 
    “No, that part is true,” Greg said. “Or at least it will be. The commander detailed a few men to watch the town. By now, they’ve radioed the commander to let them know there’s a problem. He’ll muster up the men and be on his way within the hour.” 
 
    “Look,” the major said. “This doesn’t have to end in violence. Let me take Gunilla, and we’ll leave. Otherwise, the commander will march in here and burn the place to the ground and take her, anyway. Is all that bloodshed worth one woman?” 
 
    “I should cut your throat,” Ruiz said, pulling his knife. 
 
    “Back off,” Franklin said, reaching out and restraining him. “Now’s not the time.” 
 
    “All right, all of you put your hands up,” Danica said, coming to a decision. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” the major said, looking disappointed as he put his hands in the air. 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to do, you’ll need to hurry,” Greg said. Danica walked up to Greg and pushed him toward the major. 
 
    “Hey,” Greg started. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and put your hands in the air,” Danica snapped. Greg looked like he wanted to say something but decided against it. Danica turned to Ruiz. “Get everyone together. Tell them it’s an emergency and to meet in front of the house in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Seems you threw your lot in with the wrong people,” the major said to Greg. “Metaphorically they stabbed you in the back. I intend to be more literal.” They ushered the major and his soldiers into Danica’s house. 
 
    “Okay, Greg,” Danica said when they were inside. “You can put your arms down.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Greg said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have a plan, and I didn’t have time to explain,” Danica said. She opened a kitchen drawer and pulled out a roll of duct tape. “Hold out your arms.” She taped Greg’s wrists and then cut them free. “Leave the tape on. I want it to look like you escaped. Do you know where the major’s sentries are?” 
 
    “No, but it won’t take long for me to find them.” 
 
    “Go upstairs to the master bedroom,” Danica said. “Right outside the window is a tree. Use it to climb down to the ground.” She handed him a taser and a knife. “Find the guard and use one or the other.” 
 
    “I’d rather have a gun.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you enough for a gun.” 
 
    “That’s silly. The guards have guns. Once I put them down, I can use theirs.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, realizing he was right. Franklin handed him Tisden’s weapon. “But don’t shot them unless you have to.” 
 
    “We should kill them,” Paris said, pointing her weapon at the major and his men. 
 
    “Hey,” the major said. “You can’t kill unarmed prisoners. It’s against all the laws of war.” 
 
    “We’re at war now?” Paris said. 
 
    “We’ve been at war since the first Africans set foot on American soil,” he said. 
 
    “Save me the bullshit,” Danica said. “Or I’m likely to let Paris kill you just for being stupid.” She turned to Paris. “We’re not going to kill anyone. Killing in cold blood is against the law and makes us no better than them. Civilization may be dead, but I intend to uphold the law: my town, my rules. If you don’t like it, you’re free to leave. If you want to do something, tie them up. I need to address everybody and let them know what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    As Greg Fulton headed upstairs, he looked back down to see Paris taping Major Barrette’s hands together. What the hell was he doing? He still couldn’t believe that he had stepped forward and ratted out the major. Where had that come from? Now he was an outcast. Actually, he was more than an outcast: he was fucked. 
 
    Crawling out the window and down the tree, he could hear Danica in the front yard addressing the residents. There seemed to be a quick moment of panic, but she calmed them down. She may be young, but she was a natural leader. He didn’t doubt that even without the uniform, she would be a commanding presence. As she told them they needed to leave, or hide until these men were gone, he passed out of earshot. Running behind the building, he ran toward the northern exit. There were two ways into the neighborhood, at least by car. A hundred different ways if they walked, but vehicles were the best option, and those would be where the guards were. 
 
    “Fulton,” someone said from the shadows. “Over here.” As he crouched down and looked for the owner, a sentry emerged from a group of bushes near the back of a house. Greg nearly shit himself when he realized it was Sergeant Jeffery Stewart. Sergeant Stewart was army special forces, at least until the plague hit and he deserted. He was also a psychopath with a mean streak. He had watched Stewart lynch three people. When he asked why he didn’t just shoot them, he replied that lynching was more fun.  
 
    “You shoot them; it’s over,” he said. “You hang ‘em, and you get to watch them beg for their lives, then squirm and jerk about a bit when you stretch the rope tight.” Someone told him Sergeant Stewart once hung a man until he almost stopped twitching, then dropped him and started again. 
 
    “It was like watching a cat play with a mouse,” the man said of Stewart. “He might have done it all day if the major hadn’t put a stop to it by shooting the prisoner.” 
 
    “Sergeant Stewart,” he said. “You alone?” 
 
    “Private Boston is covering the other end of the town,” the sergeant said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Just a little misunderstanding. You report in.” 
 
    “I did. The colonel is mounting up.” 
 
    “Let me have your radio.” 
 
    The sergeant didn’t hesitate.  
 
    “Colonel Dorsey this is Fulton,” he said into the radio.  
 
    “Greg? What’s going on?” the colonel asked. “Sergeant Stewart said they took you prisoner.” 
 
    “Just a misunderstanding, sir. A woman accused Private Tisden of raping her.” 
 
    “Any truth to it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. The girl seems traumatized enough and considering what the doctor and her bodyguard went through, they were pretty pissed.” 
 
    “Why’d they take everybody?” 
 
    “Danica figured it was best to take them all to her house and sort it out. Keep a riot from breaking out.” 
 
    “I’m told a crowd had gathered in front of the trooper’s house,” the colonel said. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She’s talking to them assuring them she’ll handle things.” 
 
    “Can we salvage the situation, or do I need to come in?” 
 
    “The major believes he can salvage the situation. He said to tell you if Tisden was guilty he would shoot the bastard himself.” 
 
    “All right, I’m standing down, but I’ll send two extra men to help out.” 
 
    “That’s probably prudent sir.” 
 
    “Tell Sergeant Stewart to continue monitoring the situation and let us know if anything unusual happens.” 
 
    “I will sir,” Greg said and then handed the radio back. “When are you due to report in next?” 
 
    Sergeant Stewart looked at his watch and said, “In about an hour.” It was all the sergeant said before Greg tasered him into unconsciousness. Greg pulled out a couple sleeping pills from his breast pocket and shoved them down the sergeant’s throat. Kicking in the back door of the nearest house, Greg dragged the sergeant inside a closet, tasered him again just because he could and then put a chair under the doorknob. Ten minutes later, he was doing the same with Private Boston. 
 
    “We need to speed things along,” Greg said when he returned. 
 
    “What timeframe are we looking at? Danica asked. 
 
    “You have an hour before the sentries fail to report in,” Greg said. Another ten minutes before someone tells the colonel that something’s wrong, and another ten minutes after that before he does something about it. Say about ninety minutes before they roll into the neighborhood.” 
 
    “Any idea what to do about them,” Danica said, pointing to the major and his men. 
 
    “I have a suggestion,” Paris said. 
 
    “Something a little less medieval,” Danica said. 
 
    “I might have an idea,” Greg said, pulling out the sleeping pills. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Colonel Dorsey sat in the Humvee acquired from Fort Benning, the army base nearest Atlanta, which lay abandoned and ripe for plundering. It was where they pilfered all their military equipment: from weapons to uniforms. Because Fort Benning was home to several armored and mechanized infantry divisions, they also had access to tanks, not that anyone knew how to operate one. However, it would only be a matter of time. 
 
    Sitting in the passenger seat with one leg dangling from the hatch, he puffed on a cigar while his men searched the neighborhood. Inspecting his cigar, he had a hard time understanding why anyone liked the damn things. Still, given his rank, it seemed appropriate and more commanding. He puffed away and hoped, like beer, it would eventually become an acquired taste. For the thirtieth time, Major Barrette circled the vehicle drinking sugar-laced coffee trying to shake off the effects of some drug. 
 
    “Major, would you stop pacing?” the colonel said, after blowing out a stream of smoke. “It won’t work. It’s like a hangover. There’s no cure but time.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the major said but continued to circle. “I’m sorry, sir. I think I’m circling more because I’m mad more than anything else.” 
 
    “I’d say you have ample reason to be. I promise you, when we find them, I’ll let you personally string up Mr. Fulton. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. That helps.” 
 
    When the sentries had failed to report, Colonel Dorsey figured events had taken a turn for the worse. Mounting up, he’d charged straight into the heart of the community, only to find the place deserted. He sent men to scout around, but so far, they’d discovered no trace. While the scouts searched, the rest of his men tore apart the community, looking for anyone that could give them a clue which way the group headed. Colorado was a sure bet, but which route? If only a helicopter unit were nearby. 
 
    They told Major Barrette they would head over the mountain, but that was probably a ruse. Or, was it the truth disguised as a ruse? It was the poison cup scenario. Was the poison in the cup in front of you or the cup in front of your opponent? 
 
    “Sir, we’re still not finding anyone,” a soldier said coming up to the vehicle and saluting. 
 
    “Fuck,” the colonel said, throwing the cigar to the ground and crushing it under his foot as if trying to take out his anger on the tobacco. “I know someone’s here. I can feel it. Probably squirreled away in some hidey-hole. Oh well, if that’s the way they want to play it, fine. Burn the place to the ground.” 
 
    “What?” Major Barrett said nearly sobering up. “Sir, this is one of the few places we’ve found that has functioning hot water, toilets, and electricity.” 
 
    “We have all of that in Atlanta,” the colonel said with an air of haughtiness. 
 
    “We’re not in Atlanta. This could serve as a forward base for later patrols. It’s an oasis in the desert. It would be a crime to destroy it.” 
 
    “It could also serve as a place for the enemy to gather strength,” the colonel said. 
 
    “What enemy?” the major countered. 
 
    “Miss Justice, for starters. They’ll probably return as soon as we leave. Only the next time we return, they’ll be stronger and ready for us. Best to drive the rats out now.” 
 
    “Sir, I must protest,” the major said, the drugs making him feel bold. “There is no reason to burn this place other than your selfish pride.” 
 
    “Major Barrette—” 
 
    “Colonel, look around you,” Major Barrette said, sweeping his arm wide. “What do you see? The entire world has gone to shit, but in this tiny little place, chaos is held at bay. It’s not much, but isn’t this what we’re trying to save?” 
 
    “Private, you have your orders,” Colonel Dorsey said, not listening to the major. “Tell the men to burn it all down.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the soldier said, saluting. 
 
    “Major Barrette, I’ll overlook your indiscretion because you’re under the effect of drugs,” the colonel said as soon as the private left. “However, drugs or not, you ever speak to me like that again in front of a subordinate, and I’ll have you whipped, then hung. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Major Barrette’s hand twitched at his side. For a moment, he considered pulling his sidearm and blowing Colonel Jackass’ brains all over the inside of the Humvee. If the private wasn’t still close, he might have finally followed through with his frequent and favorite fantasy and blame it on a sniper. A few would be suspicious but wouldn’t care. They might thank him if they found out. Colonel Dorsey was one of the worst commanders he’d served under. He wasn’t even a colonel. He was a former convenience store clerk with connections to the ‘good ol’ boys’ running the show. He had no leadership skills whatsoever. He was clever, at times, but most of the time, he made one bad decision after another. 
 
    “I understand,” Major Barrette said, making a show of not using the required sir. “I will protest this action with the leadership when we return.” He knew it would do no good. It might get him demoted, but right now, he didn’t care. Maybe when he returned, he’d leave. Shit, perhaps he wouldn’t wait till they got back. What the hell would Danica say if he showed up in Colorado? 
 
    “That is within your right.” 
 
    “I doubt anyone is coming back,” Major Barrette said trying to make one last attempt to keep him from destroying the place. “My guess is they’re headed north to Round Hill. They made a point to tell me they’re going through the mountains. I never got the feeling Paris fully trusted me, so I’m sure that was a lie. Then again, they’d be crazy to head south, so, most likely north.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    “You’re doing what?” Greg Fulton said aghast, laced with a heavy dose of bewilderment and intermixed with a large feeling of dread. “Do you know how fucking dangerous going south is?” 
 
    “Stop your whining,” Paris said as she maneuvered around one of the hundreds of cars jammed along the highway leading out of the city. It had only taken the group two hours to run into their first impassable traffic jam. They had talked about trying to find a way around it but, after a short discussion, decided it best to abandon their vehicles and find new ones on the other side. As they left the safety of the community, Greg rode in silence, shocked and dazed at his betrayal of the Winthrop group. Danica tried not to feel sorry for him, considering who he was running with, but his expressions made her think of him as an abused puppy. Until they started walking through the line of abandoned cars, Greg hadn’t paid attention to their direction. Once he looked up at a passing highway marker and realized they headed south, he asked when they were turning toward the mountains. Franklin’s answer nearly caused him to wet his pants. 
 
    “You’re not the one they are going to torture,” Greg said rounding on Paris. He pointed to Franklin. “You, they’ll lynch from the nearest tree, but it will be quick.” 
 
    “What about Paris and Danica?” Gunilla asked, concerned. 
 
    “I can tell you what they won’t do with me,” Paris said, putting her hand on her weapon. 
 
    “They won’t rape you,” Greg said. “They’re bad, but they’re not that bad. Their disgust at what happened to you was heartfelt. My guess is that since you’re affiliated with the government, they’ll shoot you. I’m not sure what they’ll do with Danica. They could shoot you or let you go. I guess it’ll depend on how worked up they are when they catch us.” 
 
    “Danica is white,” Gunilla pointed out. 
 
    “She’s too strong-willed,” Greg said. “They don’t like strong-willed women. They’ve banished women that won’t conform to their male-dominated society. Basically, for them, it’s 1950 again. A woman’s place is in the home having dinner ready for her husband when he gets home from work.” 
 
    “What about everyone else?” Toscana asked. 
 
    He gave her a hard look. “They blame Mexicans and gays for the plague,” Greg said. 
 
    “I’m not Mexican. I was born in Charlotte.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Greg said. “If you look like you were born south of the border, then you were.” 
 
    “So, they’ll shoot me,” she said. 
 
    “They’ll kill anyone that’s not white,” he said. “It’ll be quick. The rest they’ll give a choice. They can go to Atlanta or not. Me, on the other hand, I will be days in dying. It’ll depend on how good Gunilla is at keeping me alive.” 
 
    “I won’t help them,” Gunilla protested. 
 
    “Yes, you will,” Greg said, seriously. “What would you do if they put a gun to Nate’s head?” Her silence spoke volumes. 
 
    “It can’t be helped,” Danica said, sounding annoyed despite feeling sorry for him. It still upset her to leave her father’s cruiser behind. When they came upon the traffic jam, she mentally kicked herself for even bringing it. Not only was the car blatantly obvious, but now she was forced to abandon one of the last connections she had to her father. To make matters worse, they had to hide the patrol car by pushing it down a hill and into the woods. Otherwise, they might as well paint “We went this way” on its side. 
 
    “Storms have made a mess of the mountain,” Paris said. “They’ll be damn near impossible to cross.” As if to punctuate her statement, lightning sliced through the sky followed by rolling thunder. 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Greg said, clearly agitated. “There are lots of roads in the mountains.” 
 
    “True, but do you know which ones?” Franklin asked. “Your colonel knows we’re headed to Colorado, and we told Major Barrette we’re going through the mountains to get there. Even if he suspects we lied, he’ll have to detail a few men to search the mountain roads. If we go through the mountains, most likely we’ll be dogged the entire way, and if we backtrack just once, they’ll be on us before we can try again.” 
 
    “Even if they don’t believe us, it works in our favor,” Paris interjected. 
 
    “How?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “Since they don’t know which direction we went, they’ll have to split their forces to find us,” Franklin said. “Just like that group did at Fort Royal. If they find us—and that’s a big if—it will give us a fighting chance because we’ll be facing a much smaller force.” 
 
    “Fighting is something we want to avoid,” Paris said. “Especially with all the women and children in the group.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Danica said. 
 
    “If they find us, you won’t have a choice,” Greg said. 
 
    “No,” Paris said. “I don’t suppose we will.” Danica glanced over her shoulder and swore. Everyone turned to see thick black smoke rising in the distance. 
 
    “They’re burning it,” Danica said shocked. 
 
    “The colonel must be really pissed,” Greg said. “I’m so fucked.” 
 
    Once on the other side of the bridge, the group spread out and salvaged a half-dozen vehicles but needed to abandon them again two hours later. As they crossed a second, smaller bridge, Danica glanced over the side. With the number of cars and trucks jammed onto the bridge, she was expecting to see dead bodies everywhere, but instead, there were only a handful of bloated corpses decaying along the shoreline. 
 
    “The water’s deep here,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I imagine they jumped over the side and washed downstream,” Danica said. 
 
    “Your first time seeing this?” Franklin asked. Danica nodded. 
 
    “Everyone that came through the community told us the worst part of their travels were the bridges,” she said. As she said that, a small body broached the muddy waters and just as quickly disappeared beneath the currents. How many bodies were below the surface? 
 
    An hour later, they came upon another bridge, but this one was only slightly congested. 
 
    “I think we can push through this,” Franklin said. Using his truck, he pushed vehicles aside, clearing a path for everyone else. A few miles down the road, Franklin exited the interstate, drove a mile and then pulled off the road. It was time for a break to let everyone freshen up and relieve themselves. 
 
    As Franklin, Danica, Paris, and a few of the community leaders discussed their route, Nate slipped away to find food. It was almost dinnertime, and he didn’t feel like eating peanut butter again. When he stepped to the back of the nearest house, he spotted one of the most beautiful sights he’d seen since before the plague. At the edge of the yard were a peach tree and a pear tree growing so close together the branches intertwined making it hard to distinguish between the two. Rushing through the tall grass, he jumped up, grabbed a peach, and devoured it almost without breathing. Next, he tried for a pear, but it was just out of reach. Jumping higher, he swatted at the pear trying to knock it free but failed. He backed up for a running start. He could have climbed either tree, but eating the peach made him playful. Sugar always did weird things to him. Once he tasted the pear, he would alert the others, and they could pick as many as they could carry. They’d probably pick the whole damn tree. 
 
    With the extra momentum, he easily jumped high enough to yank the pear from the branch, but the effort threw him off balance. He fell and rolled several feet laughing. The laugh was cut short as he felt a sting on his arm. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he said, sitting up and jerking his arm protectively to his stomach. At first, he thought it must have been a bee, but that idea was laid to rest at the distinct sound of a rattle. His head shot around to see a four-foot gray and black rattlesnake curled up ready to strike again. He screamed and rolled away, hoping he was out of range. Looking down at his arm, he could see two small puncture marks just below the elbow with a small droplet of yellowish liquid mixed with blood dripping from the wounds. Adrenaline surged through his body, and his heart began racing. He sprinted three feet before he realized he was panicking and stopped. He had to calm down, or he was a dead man. The pain in his arm grew with each passing moment. His arm started to swell and turn an angry shade of red. As he trudged through the yard, he felt nauseous, and his vision began to blur. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Franklin asked as he rounded the house with Danica, Paris, and Anita. “We heard you—” 
 
    “Snakebite,” he said, holding up his arm for inspection. 
 
    “Nate,” Anita said, rushing forward. Danica grabbed her.  
 
    “Don’t move Anita,” Danica said. “Nate, where’s the snake?” 
 
    “Back near the trees,” he said, pointing over his shoulders while still holding his arm to his stomach. 
 
    “Anita, go get Gunilla,” Danica ordered. Anita did not argue. She raced around the corner, screaming for Gunilla. 
 
    Nate took another step forward and collapsed, no longer in control of his muscles. Franklin caught him and laid him gently on the ground as Nate’s muscles began to twitch uncontrollably. Gunilla arrived with Greg close behind. 
 
    “What kind of snake?” Greg asked. 
 
    “Rattlesnake,” Nate whispered. 
 
    “Did you see what it looked like?” Greg asked. 
 
    “It was black and gray with a black tail,” Nate said. 
 
    “Timber,” Greg said. 
 
    “How do we treat this?” Gunilla asked, almost pleading. “I’ve never treated a snake bite before.” 
 
    “Normally, we’d keep him still, transport him to the hospital and give him anti-venom,” Greg said. “But since this isn’t normal, we’ll need to keep him still and hope he didn’t get a full dose. Except for young snakes, most poisonous snakes can control how much venom they inject. I read that up to half the rattlesnakes that bite people don’t inject their venom.” He examined the wound and noticed yellowish blood seeping out. “No such luck here. He’s got all the hallmarks of being poisoned. The question is, how much?” 
 
    “How do you know so much about snakebites?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I went to the library in Atlanta and read about it after a Cottonmouth bit someone.” 
 
    “Did he survive?” Danica asked. She could see the answer in his eyes. 
 
    “It was a different scenario,” he said to give them hope. “Cottonmouth’s have always been aggressive. It bit him three times before the fool thought to kill it.” 
 
    “Can’t we go to the hospital and get a cure?” Anita asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s not that simple,” Greg said. “Anti-venom has to be kept refrigerated. It’ll be spoiled by now.” 
 
    “Make some,” Anita ordered. 
 
    “I can’t,” Greg said. “To make anti-venom, you have to remove the poison from the snake, inject it into a horse; after that, no idea. I think it also needs to be from the same species of snake. So, if a King Cobra bit him, you’d have to use King Cobra anti-venom. I could be wrong. I just don’t know.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “There’s a lot we don’t know now.” 
 
    Anita grabbed Paris’ weapon from her holster. 
 
    “Hey,” Paris said, grabbing Anita’s hand. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m getting that snake,” Anita answered. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Paris said. “No one is going over there. That grass is too tall. We can’t risk you getting bit.” 
 
    “We can’t make a cure without that snake,” Anita said, trying to tug her arm free. 
 
    “Honey,” Paris said. “It takes weeks to make the cure.” She left unsaid that Nate would likely be dead by then. 
 
    “You’d think with our level of technology we’d be able to make synthetic anti-venom,” Danica said. 
 
    “We can . . . or could,” Greg said. 
 
    “Then let’s go get some,” Danica said. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s no different from regular anti-venom,” Greg said. “It has to be kept refrigerated. If we find any, it’s probably spoiled as well.” 
 
    “You said probably,” Paris said. “That means there’s a chance, and if there’s a chance we have to try.” 
 
    Greg shrugged. According to the information he read, there were three to five thousand snakebites in the United States annually, but only a small fraction died. Of those that did, most were elderly or young. 
 
    “We need to remove the arm,” Greg said. 
 
    “What?” Nate said, trying to sit up. 
 
    “It’s the only way,” Greg said. 
 
    “I don’t have the tools to do that,” Gunilla said. 
 
    “No one’s taking my arm,” Nate said. 
 
    “There’s a house right there,” Greg said. “Throw him on the table, and I’ll find a saw or an ax.” 
 
    “A saw,” Gunilla said horrified. “We’re not using a saw. There’s got to be a hospital around here somewhere.” 
 
    “There is,” Franklin said. “One of the exit signs said there was a hospital on this exit.” 
 
    By the time they reached the hospital an hour later, Nate was slipping in and out of consciousness and most of his arm had swollen, discolored, and dozens of blood blisters formed around the area of the bite. When he was conscious, he was crying in pain. 
 
    Once at the hospital, Franklin used the truck to push vehicles out of the way. Rushing inside, he pushed a dried body off a gurney, threw off the sheets and wheeled it to the entrance where Greg was waiting with Nate cradled in his arms. Gunilla started an IV. 
 
    “Greg, see if you can find that anti-venom,” Gunilla ordered. “And pain meds. People were gathering at the door of the room. “Paris, get them out of here.” 
 
    “All right people make yourself useful,” Paris said. “Split up and look around for anything we can use: medicine, medical supplies, emergency kits, anything.” When they left, Paris went out and grabbed her backpack. Pulling out her laptop, she established a connection. No sooner did she hit enter than a man flared onto the computer screen. 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” the stranger said. “The director has been eager for your call.” 
 
    “Good, I need to speak with him,” she said with urgency. 
 
    “Can you call back in an hour?” the man said. “He’s in an important meeting with the president. But I know he wants to talk with—” 
 
    “You’ll have to interrupt him,” Paris said. “I have an emergency.” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    “If he doesn’t help me, a boy, a young boy, will die,” Paris said. There was only a moment’s more hesitation before he picked up the phone. 
 
    “I need Director Walsh,” he said. “I know, but it’s an emergency. Interrupt him and have him come to communications. Tell him Agent Ishida is online, and it’s a matter of life and death.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen,” President Dixon said as he entered The Mountain’s largest of four situation rooms, followed closely by two Secret Service escorts. Each time the president entered Situation Room One, he felt as if he were entering the bridge of a futuristic spaceship. On more than one occasion, he considered ordering the techs to replace the door with one slid open at his approach and made a swooshing sound. 
 
    Because military types liked to be melodramatic, the room was nicknamed the War Room. Military leaders insisted the extra name was necessary to distinguish this situation room from the others. He never pointed out that the number “ONE” written on the door in bold black letters already did that. 
 
    The room itself was impressive, reminding him of the Combat Information Center—CIC as the Navy liked to call it—on an aircraft carrier, only three times as large, but just as dimly lit. He hated dark rooms but was told the low lighting was necessary to allow people monitoring computer stations to see their screens clearly. There were a lot of computers in the room, nearly fifty in all, but only ten of which were manned at any given moment. The other stations were manned in cases of emergency. Several of those unmanned stations, he was shocked to discover, were fire control systems. He was disappointed to discover that giant gun barrels didn’t expand from hidden gun ports built into the side of the mountain. Instead, most controlled weapon systems on bases throughout the United States and Europe. Additionally, if needed, they could link with navy ships or aircraft and use their weapon systems. 
 
    “Why would you need to do that?” he once asked. 
 
    “We’d only do something like that if the pilot refused to deliver their payload,” General Angles said. The president didn’t need to be told she meant nuclear payload. The military was always paranoid its people wouldn’t follow through with their mission, often holding realistic drills to weed out just those type of individuals. So, it made sense to have a backup plan. Although there weren’t large guns, two stations operated two dozen strategically placed Phalanx close-in weapon systems around Cheyenne Mountain, and another station operated five SM-3 anti-ballistic air defense missile systems. 
 
    In one corner of the War Room, three stations looked suspiciously like his nephew’s gaming center. One of the key features of the station, which set it apart from the others, was a pair of plush brown leather chairs, sitting side by side. All the other chairs at the monitoring stations were black and uncomfortable looking. He suspected that was to keep the watch-stander from falling asleep. 
 
    They informed him the station wasn’t a high-tech gaming system used to help soldiers rest and relax, but a military drone control center. Each station controlled two drones. Currently, they used the drones to monitor the Mexican border, and also to map the path of the chlorine gas release in Kansas. Although extremely remote, the wind could push the poisonous cloud from Kansas and up the mountain to where the community was set up around Peterson Air Force Base; they didn’t want to take chances. 
 
    On the walls surrounding the War Room were giant computer screens depicting electronic maps of various parts of the world and the United States. There were enough giant computer screens to show each major country that was a threat to the United States and every state in the Union. Finally, in the center of the room was a brown live edge conference table large enough to seat thirty people, but today, it was only half-filled with advisors and staff. 
 
    As he sat at the head of the table, an aide walked over and placed a small stack of folders in front of him and then fanned them out as if he were a blackjack dealer opening a new deck. Each folder was labeled with a title that started with the word “Operation” and ended with whatever codeword the intel geeks came up with. Centered at the top and bottom edge of the manila folder was its corresponding sensitive designation, ranging from unclassified to top secret. He looked up at the aide, an unknown woman dressed in her navy uniform. “Thank you . . .” He let the rest of what he wanted to say trail off. Although he’d seen the girl before, he couldn’t remember her name. He made a mental note to get her name so he would remember the next time. He always felt that it was essential to know the people that worked for him. 
 
    “I hope everyone had a productive day,” he said to the group. He pulled the top folder labeled Operation Phoenix. The next folder was labeled Operation Arrow. It wasn’t until he looked at the third folder, labeled Operation Ares, could determine the theme code makers were using this week. “Greek mythology?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Margaret Nawrocki said. 
 
    “Okay, I get Phoenix and Ares, but Arrow?” the president said. Since becoming president, he’d learned that the development of codewords was an art form in the military and, contrary to what’s shown in the movies, it wasn’t easy. In the movies, they only needed to come up with one or two codewords to represent a mission. In real life, it was never that simple, as each operation comprised several sub-missions at once. Therefore, code makers usually came up with themes to make life easier. If code makers settled on pizza for one of their names, other related themes might include crust, cheese, pepperoni and so on. One of the primary rules for codenames, however, was that it needed to be pronounceable. If Norse mythology became the current theme, Thor’s hammer could not be used, because most people couldn’t pronounce Mjolnir. At the same time, the code makers needed to be mindful not to use offensive or derogatory words in case the operation attracted media attention. When the navy killed Osama bin Laden, they used the codeword, Geronimo, to indicate Osama was dead. When the codeword became public, several Native American Groups took offense at the use of the famous Native American’s name. 
 
    “Arrow has its origin with Hercules,” Margret said. “I had to look this up myself, but the word ‘toxic’ is derived from the Greek word ‘toxon’ which means arrow.” 
 
    “How does that relate to Hercules?” the president asked. 
 
    “After Hercules killed the Hydra, he cut open the creature and dipped his arrows in the creature’s venom, thus creating—” 
 
    “—A toxic arrow,” the president finished for her. Margret nodded. 
 
    “Send the code makers my compliments and to keep up the good work,” the president said. As he opened the folder marked Operation Arrow, Calvin Walsh, the president’s Intelligence Director and Head of the FBI and CIA came in quietly and sat down. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late, Mr. President,” Walsh said. 
 
    “I got your message,” the president said. “I can see by your expression you have news I’m not going to like.” 
 
    “No, Mr. President, you’re not,” Walsh said. “There’s been another chlorine plant explosion. I received confirmation just a few moments ago.” 
 
    “So, it’s deliberate,” the president said. 
 
    “Looks like it,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Fuck,” President Dixon nearly shouted. “Where?” 
 
    “Muskogee, Oklahoma,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Anything we can do to help?” General Angles said. 
 
    “No,” Walsh said. “The city is already gone. The plant is right next to the city. At the moment, I don’t know the extent of the chlorine cloud but if it’s anything like Kansas, any plague survivors in Muskogee, Fort Gibson, Okay, Tallahassee and Summit are likely dead.” 
 
    “Numbers,” the president whispered. 
 
    “Pre-plague population numbers were around fifty thousand,” Walsh said. “Post-plague numbers are estimated at ten thousand. Estimate five percent of them died after the plague for various reasons; another twenty percent left the area looking for loved ones. That would put the casualty rate at close to eight thousand.” 
 
    “Jesus,” more than one person said. 
 
    “I have more bad news,” Walsh said. “Latest surveillance of the Kansas leak shows the cloud has expanded to approximately thirty miles in diameter. It’s not as solid as it once was, but I don’t think it matters. It pretty much engulfed Wichita.” 
 
    “Numbers,” the president said again so low that Walsh almost didn’t hear him. 
 
    “Tough to calculate,” Walsh said. This would be bad, and he didn’t want to tell the president. 
 
    “Try,” the president ordered. 
 
    “The pre-plague population of Wichita metropolitan area was estimated at nearly eight hundred thousand,” Walsh said without hesitation. 
 
    “Oh hell,” someone said, realizing the casualty estimates would be high. 
 
    “One hundred sixty thousand post-plague,” Walsh continued. “Using the same estimates as Muskogee, that would put the number killed at around one hundred and twenty thousand.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” General Angles said. A few other people swore loudly. 
 
    “That number assumes a one hundred percent casualty rate,” General Angles said. “There are going to be survivors.” 
 
    “True,” Walsh said. “Because chlorine gas is heavier than air, the cloud will stay low to the ground. Anyone staying above the chlorine cloud might survive. There are a good number of high-rises in the downtown Wichita area, but most of them are office buildings. There’s one high-rise condo and a few hotels. Even if generous and a couple hundred survive, it’ll still be over a hundred thousand dead. That’ll be offset by the number of small towns that were engulfed in the initial cloud and those engulfed in the next few days.” He paused. “Between the two clouds, I’m estimating that before the clouds dissipate, the gas will claim upwards of two hundred thousand people.” 
 
    “Is there nothing we can do to help them?” Margret asked. Walsh shook his head. 
 
    “In Kansas, the plant is only eight miles from Wichita, and the Muskogee plant is basically a suburb of the city. By the time we knew of the explosions, it was too late for both the cities. The most pressing problem is that shifting winds are pushing the gas toward Topeka and Kansas City.” 
 
    “What about in Oklahoma?” the president asked. 
 
    “They’re working that up now,” Walsh said. “However, let me add a bit of good news here. With the storms coming, the high winds and heavy rains will dissipate the toxic fumes within the next forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “Are we doing anything to warn the cities?” newly promoted Defense Secretary, Andrew Yeager asked. 
 
    “We sent half a dozen helicopters to Topeka and Kansas City warning whoever’s left to evacuate. That’s all we can do.” 
 
    “I disagree,” General Jackson said. He turned to the president. “Sir, with your permission, I’d like to send a dozen half-ton pickups to the area to help rescue any survivors. We have chemical gear that will keep the men safe and can bring another truckload of gear to help protect any civilians we find.” 
 
    “You’ll run into a lot of traffic jams that will slow you down,” Yeager said. 
 
    “I’ll commandeer one of the M9 Combat Earthmovers,” General Jackson said. “They’ll clear anything short of a toppled high-rise.” 
 
    “This will take away from the assets going to the border,” Walsh pointed out.” 
 
    “I’ll chance it,” General Jackson said.  
 
    “Permission granted,” the president said. Then he asked, “Do we know who is doing this?” already guessing the answer. 
 
    “Or why?” General Angels asked. 
 
    “No, to both questions,” Walsh said. 
 
    “What about the other plants?” the president asked. 
 
    “No way to know,” Walsh said. “I have a drone flying to the Utah plant to check on its status. If that one is destroyed, I’ll have them check on the Nevada plant, followed by the Oregon and Washington plants. It’ll take time. There are nearly ninety chlorine plants in the United States. It could be these are the first two. I’m hoping.” 
 
    “But we can tell whoever is doing this is heading south,” General Jackson stated. 
 
    “Yes,” Walsh agreed. “But are they heading to Texas or Louisiana? There are six chlorine plants in Texas and nine in Louisiana.” 
 
    “General Jackson, after this meeting, get with Walsh and plot out the likely targets in both Texas and Louisiana. Get every SEAL and special forces members you can find and surveil those targets. If you don’t have enough manpower, augment with anyone you need from any branch you need,” the president ordered. 
 
    “And if we find the person or people responsible?” General Jackson asked. 
 
    “Don’t bring them back here,” the president said forcefully. 
 
    “Understood,” General Jackson said. 
 
    “Sir, I recommend capturing whoever is responsible for this,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Why?” the president asked with a hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    “We need to interrogate them to make sure they aren’t affiliated with a hostile power,” Walsh said. The president hesitated for a long moment, and then finally relented. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “General.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” General Jackson said. He picked up the phone next to him and began to issue orders. 
 
    “Let’s get intel on all the chlorine plants,” the president said. “Chances are good these aren’t the only two. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” General Jackson said. 
 
    The president paused a few heartbeats. “Since there is nothing else we can do, let’s press on,” the president finally said. “What about the fires?” He lifted his head and looked at Margret Nawrocki. “Margret, are the fires under control?” 
 
    “Not yet, Mr. President,” she said. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s little to no running water and no trained firefighters,” she answered as if prepared for the question. “That said, we may see some relief starting tonight. According to the weather reports, the tropical storm that’s been building in the Gulf is pushing a line of thunderstorms in our direction, and they’re likely to hit hard starting tonight. As long as the wind doesn’t pick up and the helicopters can start up again in the morning dumping water, we should get the fires under control by the end of the week.” 
 
    “How much of the city did we lose?” Vice President Marion White asked. He was still attending the meeting remotely but would arrive at The Mountain within the week. Once he arrived, he was scheduled to spend ten days in the community that had established itself at Paterson Air Force Base before joining the president in The Mountain. He was not looking forward to the stint in quarantine, which the president suspected was the reason it had taken him so long to come to Colorado and why he was spending so much time at the base. 
 
    “Just a small portion of the outlying suburbs,” Nawrocki said. “But we also lost the skyscraper it started in.” 
 
    “That’s not too bad,” someone said. 
 
    “Considering there’s no one alive that can rebuild skyscrapers, one is bad enough,” the president said.  
 
    “Any casualties?” the president asked. 
 
    “Twelve,” Margret said. “They were living in the skyscraper, and my guess is they were overcome by smoke. At least I hope to God that’s what happened to them.” 
 
    “Do we know how it started?” Yeager asked. “Considering the new information on the chlorine plants, do we know if the fire was deliberately set?” 
 
    “It wasn’t lightning,” Nawrocki said. “Electricity’s out in that part of town, so it wasn’t electrical. I don’t think we can rule out deliberate, but I doubt it. More likely, someone was cooking inside the skyscraper, and it got away from them. Embers from that fire started the fires in the countryside.” 
 
    “We need to get better at fighting fires,” the president said. “We shouldn’t have to rely on the weather to get fires under control. Are there no firefighters in the settlement that can train people?” 
 
    “None that we’ve been able to identify,” Nawrocki said. “Odds are, one will show up eventually.” 
 
    “We could fly in a few men from one of the navy ships,” General Angles said. “They may not know how to fight a skyscraper fire, but they can train people on the basics of firefighting.” 
 
    “Good idea,” the president said. “Let’s make sure they’re from a ship that’s already been hit with the plague. We also need to get the word out to people to be careful with their fires and only grill outdoors.” He turned to Walsh. “Is the radio station repaired?” One of the first orders President Dixon had given was to establish communication with people in the general area. A radio station seemed like the best solution, and it took them less than twenty-four hours to find someone with enough technical know-how to get the radio station up and running. However, over the last two days, the station was experiencing technical difficulties. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Walsh said. 
 
    “What was the problem?” the president asked. 
 
    “Rats,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Rats?” the president asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Walsh said. “They chewed through the transmission wires.” 
 
    “Can’t we get rid of them?” the president asked, sounding exasperated. “Put a bunch of traps and poison out.” 
 
    “We’re trying, Mr. President,” Nawrocki said. “But the rat population is exploding.” 
 
    “That will end up being a problem,” Doctor William Delgado, new Head of the CDC, said from his office in Washington. It turned out the CDC wasn’t as isolated as hoped. All it took was for one person to secretly leave the building to check on his mistress and several people looking for a cure to find their way in through the same door to kill off nearly the entire functioning CDC staff. “If they’re not brought under control, the rats are going to spread diseases. 
 
    “One major outbreak in my lifetime is enough,” the president said. “Find some cats.” 
 
    “Sir?” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “Cats, Margret,” the president said. “You know. Purr, purr, meow, meow. It’s not a quick solution, but there has to be plenty of feral cats running around. Trap and breed them. When the babies are old enough, domesticate them. Maybe we’ll get lucky and trap a few females that are already pregnant. I’m also sure that a few wild cats need to be reminded they were someone’s pets.” 
 
    “Sir,” General Angles said. “It’s been my experience cats breed like rabbits. Within a year we’ll be overrun.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that’ll be a good thing,” Walsh said. “They’ll be another source of food.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Walsh said. “Right now, there’s plenty of food, but supplies are falling. Eventually, the food will be eaten or spoiled, and I’ve yet to meet anyone that knows how to farm on a massive scale. By next winter, people may be staving, and cats might be the difference between life and death. We’re trying to bring in other livestock, but people are arriving here daily, and soon, we’ll probably have more people here than we can effectively feed.” 
 
    “The winters in Colorado are brutal,” the president added. “If I had any choice, this would not have been the place I would have chosen to start over. Somewhere with a longer growing season would have been preferable.” He leaned back in his chair. “Militarily, there’s no better strategic location, but agriculturally it sucks.” He checked his watch. “Let’s get back to the rats. Until we can breed cats, I want everyone we can spare out finding and setting rat traps. Get that out on the radio. Tell the code makers I’m starting a new theme. Call cat collection, Operation Bastet, after the Egyptian goddess of war.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nawrocki said. 
 
    “Wasn’t she also known as the goddess of perfume?” Andrew Yeager said. 
 
    “A man that knows his mythology,” the president said. “She was, but she later became known as the goddess of protection against contagious diseases and evil spirits. 
 
    “Bastet, it is,” Margret said. 
 
    “How’s the fuel situation?” the president asked. 
 
    “Good, Mr. President,” Andrew Yeager said. “The strategic reserves have been secured. We’re also securing every fuel depot we can find within a fifty-mile radius, and every car, truck, and motorcycle in the city is being drained of fuel and towed away. We also have a healthy supply of propane.” 
 
    “I want every bit of fuel going to the military,” the president said. “Thanks to politics and a lack of foresight within the House and Senate our military runs only on diesel or gas, and it’s sorely needed right now. I’ve been kept briefed on the situation at the border, but to make sure everyone is up to speed, Generals Angles give us an update.” 
 
    “There’s a border situation?” someone asked. 
 
    “There is,” General Angles said. “People from South and Central America are migrating north.” 
 
    “Has anyone figured out what the hell for?” Vice President White asked. 
 
    “The same thing they always have,” Walsh said. “The promise of a better life. It’s just that in this case, there’s the added rumor we have a cure.” 
 
    “Hasn’t anyone told them there is no cure?” White asked 
 
    “They don’t believe us,” Margret said. “Would you, if you were desperate?” 
 
    “Desperate or not, to stem the migration, I’ve ordered the military to secure the border,” the president said. “No one, and I mean no one, comes north. We don’t have the resources to take care of our own people much less anyone else’s. I hate to be this way, but I don’t see that we have much choice. At least for now.” 
 
    “What’s it like on the southern side of the border?” White asked. 
 
    “At the moment, not good,” General Angles said. “They’re running out of food, sanitation is non-existent, and violence is on the upswing. As more people arrive near the border, it’ll only get worse. They’re getting angrier, more violent and more organized. 
 
    “We’re also starting to see heavy weapons,” General Jackson added. “Yesterday, someone showed up with a tank. We destroyed it, but it’s only a matter of time before more show up.” 
 
    “But they’re contained?” the president asked. 
 
    “Mostly,” General Angles said. “You have to remember, some of these people were adept at border crossing. We’re keeping them back, but a few are slipping through using old smuggler tunnels.” 
 
    “Is there no leadership we can talk to?” White asked. 
 
    “None that we’re aware of,” Walsh said. 
 
    “What about the seas?” White asked. 
 
    “Heavy seas have been keeping them at bay, but that won’t last,” General Angles said. 
 
    “General Angles,” President Dixon said with authority, “order the two carrier groups we have left to the area. Station one in the Pacific and the other in the Gulf of Mexico. Can we secure the use of the Panama Canal for our smaller ships?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Walsh said. “But they can try. If not, the Navy will need to raid the coastline for supplies as they circle Cape Horn.” 
 
    “They have my authorization to do whatever’s necessary to get there, but get there,” the president said. “Once there, order them to secure the coastline and keep people from using the oceans to get through our borders. Treat it like an invasion.” 
 
    “I’ll send the order immediately,” General Angles said. 
 
    “I also want a twenty-five-mile buffer zone inside the Mexican border,” the president continued. “In the morning broadcast our intentions for the buffer zone. Drop a single bomb for emphasis if you have to. Do whatever is needed, general, to secure that border. By the time you’re done, I want the border between North and South Korea to look like an amusement park by comparison.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Generals Angles and Jackson said nearly in unison. 
 
    “Also, get with the intelligence department and secure a list of Mexican military bases,” the president ordered. “I want them all destroyed by the end of the month.” 
 
    “Sir, if you do this, they will never forgive us,” Yeager said. “If we do this, sometime in the future, we’ll pay for this.” 
 
    “I know,” President Dixon said sounding despondent. “I don’t do this lightly, but I’m not the president of the world, I’m the president of the United States, charged with its security. The United States is my priority. I’ll do what’s necessary and securing our border is a necessary first step. Get a broadcast station up and running near the border. Drop leaflets letting the Mexicans know we don’t have a cure or a vaccine. When we come up with one, we’ll share it. And if there’s a leader, have them contact us ASAP.” 
 
    “Are we working on a vaccine?” General Angles asked. 
 
    “Funny, you should ask that,” the president answered. He hit the intercom. “Put them through.” He waited a moment for two faces to pop up next to Vice President White. “Gentlemen, I’d like you all to meet Vasily Nargshkin, the current Russian President, and Doctor Olofsson, who you’re familiar with. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you,” President Nargshkin said in his thick Russian accent. 
 
    “President Nargshkin has made a proposal, and I have accepted,” President Dixon said. “Right now, we are short-handed in the research area. So is Russia, China and all of Europe. Basically, it’s mine and President Nargshkin’s belief that we cannot come up with a vaccine on our own. So, we’ll pool our resources in a joint venture, and gather together any top remaining scientists and set them to produce a vaccine.” 
 
    “Why bother?” General Angles asked. “It was my understanding the danger’s passed. Once you’re infected, you can’t be re-infected.” 
 
    “That might be true,” Sten Olofsson said. “However, there were instances in ancient Greece of people being re-infected, albeit not as intensely. Though it can’t be discounted that they developed a different disease and the Greeks just assumed it was the Athenian Plague again.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer the question,” General Angles said. “Why waste resources better spent elsewhere?” 
 
    “You should study your history more, General,” Doctor Delgado said. 
 
    “Sir, I’ll have you know—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Delgado said, waving his hand dismissively. “I’m sure you know your military history well enough, but you need to brush up on your plague history. The first known case of the Athenian Plague was in 430 BCE, but it hit twice after that. The second time came a year later and two years after that,” Dr. Delgado said. 
 
    “But then it disappeared,” Vice President White said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Doctor Olofsson said. “There are some that believe smallpox is a mutation of the Athenian Plague. Something like its cousin, aunt, sister, brother twice removed.” 
 
    “It’s also just as possible that a strain of the smallpox virus mutated into the Athenian Plague, and then died out,” Doctor Delgado said. 
 
    “Gentlemen we can theorize later,” the president cut in. “Time is short.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. President,” Doctor Delgado said. “Whatever its origin, the fact is the Athenian Plague is back in the population, and we can’t count on it going away this time. While many of us may be immune, those that never got it for whatever reason are not. Then there are future generations. Any child born in the next several years is at risk as are their children and their children after that. Let me put it to you this way; during the twentieth century, it’s believed that smallpox was responsible for three hundred to five hundred million deaths. If this is a new or old version of the smallpox virus, how many more will this plague kill?” 
 
    “For that reason, I have accepted Russia’s proposal of a collaboration,” President Dixon said. “President Nargshkin, how many scientists can you commit to this endeavor?” 
 
    “At least six, Mr. President,” he said. “Maybe more, but I know of at least six.” 
 
    “I’ve discussed this with the CDC, and they will match that number, plus Doctor Olofsson will bring another eight,” Doctor Delgado said. 
 
    “Nine if you count my daughter,” Doctor Olofsson said. “This is her area of expertise. I dare say she will be my top expert in the matter. Once she arrives, I’ll be putting her in charge of my group.” 
 
    “Is something the matter, Mr. Walsh?” President Dixon asked. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” 
 
    “No sir,” Walsh said, thinking back to his conversation with Paris. “Nothing that a little rum won’t wash down. It seems I’ll have to swallow some crow. But it’s not the first time, nor will it be the last.” 
 
    “When can you get Doctor Olofsson’s daughter here?” the president asked. 
 
    “I’m scheduled to make contact soon,” Walsh said. “I don’t know the state of the airports in her area, but if we send helicopters and a military escort, we could have her here by the end of the week, the middle of next week at the latest.” 
 
    “Let’s make that happen,” the president said. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Walsh replied. 
 
    “What about Doctor Olofsson?” the president asked. 
 
    “That’s more problematic,” Walsh said. “Doctor, I’ll need you to find out if the local airports are clear. If not, you’ll need to clear them. Once you find a suitable airport, let me know which one. Mr. President, we’ll have to do the same here. We don’t have any aircraft that can fly from here to Sweden without refueling. We’ll need to clear an airport somewhere on the East Coast so we can land and refuel.” 
 
    “What if we pick him up?” President Nargshkin asked. “Save you a trip. We’re headed in that direction, anyway.” 
 
    Walsh shrugged. “It’ll help,” Walsh said. “We’ll still need to clear an airport on the East Coast so we can refuel you.” 
 
    “Actually, we won’t,” General Jackson said. “We can refuel them in the air.” 
 
    “And if something happens, and it turns out you can’t?” Walsh asked. 
 
    “I agree,” the president said. “We need an emergency backup plan. Work out the logistics and get back to me. The next question is, where are we going to conduct this joint research project?” 
 
    The light on the phone in front of Walsh lit up, indicating he had a call. He frowned, wondering if he should take it, and then picked up the receiver. “I see,” he said after a moment. “Okay, I’ll be right there.” He hung up the receiver and turned to the president. “Sir, I have an emergency.” 
 
    “Another one,” the president said. 
 
    “Agent Ishida has called in, and there’s a problem,” he said. “It’s a matter of life and death.” 
 
    The president stood up and said, “Thank you for attending gentlemen. That concludes the meeting. We’ll all get together and discuss the research project in more detail later. President Nargshkin, I’ll call you in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, President Dixon,” the Russian president said. 
 
    A few minutes later, Walsh, President Dixon, and several others from the meeting rushed into the computer communications room. 
 
    “What’s the emergency?” the president asked. 
 
    “Mr. President,” the watchstander said, standing and giving a crisp salute. 
 
    “I’m the emergency,” Paris said from one of the computer screens. 
 
    “Agent Ishida,” the president said. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Sir, we need anti-venom,” Paris said, hurriedly. “Nate was bitten by a Rattlesnake.” 
 
    “Is that the bow and arrow boy?” the president asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “Not good, sir. He’s in a lot of pain and in and out of consciousness.” 
 
    The president picked up the phone and said, “This is President Dixon. Send my personal doctor to the communications room ASAP.” 
 
    “Do you have any anti-venom you can send?” Paris asked when he hung up the phone. “I know we’re not a priority, but this is a child we’re talking about.” 
 
    The phone rang. The watchstander picked it up, listened, and handed the phone to the president. “Sir, it’s the doctor.” 
 
    “Put him on speaker,” the president ordered. 
 
    “Mr. President, are you all right?” the male voice said. 
 
    “I’m fine, Paul,” the president said. “We have a young boy bitten by a snake that needs your help.  
 
    “How’s he doing?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Not well,” Gunilla yelled from behind Paris. “His arm is completely swollen. The last time he was awake, he couldn’t move. He’s in and out of consciousness, has difficulty breathing, rapid pulse and low blood pressure with occasional body spasms. I’ve given him morphine for the pain.” 
 
    “Mr. President, we have to get that boy here right away,” the doctor said. “He needs anti-venom as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Then, you have some?” Gunilla asked. 
 
    “We have a small supply,” the doctor replied. 
 
    “Let’s make these people a priority,” the president said to Walsh. 
 
    “You folks hang on,” the president said, turning to the computer. “We’re coming to get you. Where are you?” 
 
    “At a local clinic near the town of Angry, South Carolina. 
 
    The president and Walsh consulted a map. 
 
    “You’ll need to make your way to the airport in Columbia,” Walsh said. 
 
    “Sir, that could take us days,” Paris said. “The roads are hard to get through sometimes. Isn’t there any place closer?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Walsh said. “We have a small military detachment already on the ground there as of yesterday with a mission to clear the runways. We don’t have an idea about any other airports. If you want to save your friend, Columbia is your best bet. A plane will be leaving here within the hour. It’ll be waiting for you when you get there.” 
 
    “Mr. President,” Paul said. “I need to be on that plane.” 
 
     “Agreed,” the president said. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Paris slammed the laptop shut. “All right everybody, time to roll,” she shouted. The sound of her voice echoed through the empty halls. “Grab whatever’s useful, but we’re moving out in three minutes.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Toscana asked as she entered the room with Matthew hanging onto her skirt. Anita moved quickly to Nate’s side and took hold of his other hand and squeezed tightly, tears flowing freely. 
 
    “We’re heading to Columbia,” Paris answered. “The president promised to send transport to pick us up.” 
 
    “That arm looks bad,” Toscana said. “Maybe you should take it off.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that,” Gunilla said. “We’ve taken out as much poison as we could, but it’s spread beyond his arm now. Anti-venom is his only chance.” 
 
    “How long to get to Columbia?” Toscana asked worriedly. 
 
    “If this was a normal road trip, a few of hours,” Paris said, “but considering the road conditions . . .,” Paris shrugged. 
 
    “Will he survive that long?” Toscana asked. 
 
    “He’ll live,” Paris said firmly. As they wheeled Nate into the lobby, Ruiz pulled up to the emergency exit driving an ambulance. 
 
    “I couldn’t find the keys, so I hot-wired the damn thing,” Ruiz said. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Gunilla said, almost smiling. As they transferred Nate to the ambulance’s gurney, Gunilla got in the back and began to prep the vehicle for the journey. 
 
    Franklin and Danica jumped into the lead vehicle with Paris riding in the ambulance beside Ruiz. Toscana, Matthew and Tempest trailed the ambulance with eight other vehicles following. By the time the convoy arrived back at the interstate, the sun was low on the horizon, and Danica figured within half an hour darkness would engulf them. The map they consulted showed the interstate as the fastest route to Columbia, but with all the bridges between them and the airport, they estimated it would be quicker to take side roads. They picked up several chainsaws along the way to deal with downed trees. As they crossed the interstate, Danica spotted a line of vehicles heading south. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Danica said. 
 
    “Looks like the major’s group found us,” Franklin said. 
 
    “How do we know it’s them?” 
 
    “It’s them.” They watched as the convoy came to a stop. “Lucky for us, the sun is in their eyes.” Franklin studied them for a moment. “I think we might be able to salvage this.” Franklin started forward at a slow pace. He drove like someone who didn’t have a care in the world. He even rolled down his window and waved. They did not return the gesture. “Right now, they’re having the same conversation we are. The problem for them is we’re coming from the wrong direction and heading in the wrong direction. As long as we don’t panic, we won’t seem like people on the run. If we get lucky, they’ll continue down the interstate.” 
 
    “Except we’re a large group,” Danica said. “I can’t imagine they run into large groups on the road that often, especially when they’re hunting for a large group.” 
 
    Franklin turned to look at her and said, “One glass-half-empty woman in this group is enough.” 
 
    “I hope no one panics.” 
 
    “If they do, we’re done.” Just as the last of the convoy made it across the bridge, several of the Atlanta group’s vehicles moved out of formation and headed toward them.  
 
    “So much for luck,” Danica said. 
 
    “Our luck’s still holding. It’s only a few, so they’re still not sure it’s us. Once they get close enough to make a determination, they’ll radio back.” 
 
    “Then they’ll come at us.” 
 
    “With everything they have.” 
 
    As soon as the last of the convoy crossed over and was hidden from view, Franklin, throwing caution to the wind, accelerated. He took advantage of what light was left to put as much distance as he could between his group and the Atlanta group’s investigative team. As he rounded a bend, he spotted a small tree down across the road. Franklin didn’t slow as he hit the tree. The force of the impact snapped it in half. Franklin knew they were lucky. If that tree had been thicker, they would have been screwed. It was time to take direct action. After rounding another bend, Franklin pulled over and hopped out. He waved Toscana up from behind the ambulance. 
 
    Toscana rolled down her window. “Did they find us?” 
 
    “They will shortly,” Franklin said as he used the butt of his rifle to bust out his brake lights. “I’ll slow them down.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Paris said starting to get out of the ambulance. 
 
    “Not this time,” Franklin said. “I’m calling in my marker. I want you to watch after Matthew. You owe me that.” He could tell Paris was torn, but she nodded her acceptance. Franklin wanted Paris by his side in this fight. She’d proven herself more than capable, and he trusted her, but she’d been through more than any one person should. She could sit this one out. “Toscana, you take the lead. Pick up the pace for a few miles. Keep your high beams on, and your eyes peeled to the road. Danica, you ride with Toscana.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Danica said, opening the trunk of Toscana’s car and pulling out a rifle and reloads. “You’ll need help.” He started to argue but thought better of it and just nodded his acceptance. “Paris, don’t wait for us. When that plane gets there, you get on board and go. We’ll be along, eventually. Paris, keep a watch on my car. When I turn off my lights, gun it.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Paris said as she rummaged through the vehicle. She jotted numbers on an old used envelope and handed it to Franklin. “Find a satellite phone and use this number to call me.” 
 
    Danica reached in and touched Toscana on the shoulder and said, “Be safe.” Toscana placed her hand on Danica’s and nodded. 
 
    “You better not fucking die,” Paris yelled as they took off. “You hear me?” Franklin waved. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Danica asked, getting back in the vehicle with Franklin. 
 
    “Nothing for now. We’re just going to follow the convoy and wait for them to get closer.” 
 
    For ten minutes, Danica watched out the back window for the militia group. She was just about convinced they’d broken pursuit when she spotted their headlights. 
 
    “Okay, I see them.” Franklin looked in the rearview mirror and estimated they were less than a mile behind. “On the other side of the next hill, we’re going to set up a trap.” 
 
    “What kind of trap?” 
 
    “When I come to a stop, hop out and run for the woods. When they come over the hill, we kill them.” 
 
    “That seems simple enough.” 
 
    “Simple is always best. The more complicated the plan, the greater the chance to fuck it up.” After cresting the hill, Franklin stopped the car so that it blocked both sides of the road and turned off his lights. He pointed to the nearest tree line. “Take up a position over there.” 
 
    As they took cover behind trees, he looked over at Danica, trying to gauge her emotions. Although Danica hadn’t told him much about Wade, other than the man had killed his ex-wife, Matthew filled him in on what he knew. This, though, was a different type of fight. 
 
    “Just put your body on automatic and let it keep you alive,” he said, sensing her nervousness. “If you think about it too much, you’ll panic. You can’t help it. It’s not natural to be shot at, and if you dwell on it, you’ll want to run. Just see the target and pull the trigger. Panic, and you’ll die.” 
 
    She looked at him, almost shocked. “My father gave me that same advice, once.” As the enemy convoy approached, she tightened her grip on her weapon, wondering why she had volunteered for this. 
 
    “This will go down pretty fast,” he said using his voice to keep her calm. “When I tell you to run, you run away as fast as you can. If we get separated, don’t worry about me. Just run and use your angles.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means, don’t run straight. Instead, run at an angle for a few hundred yards, then cut a forty-five-degree angle in a different direction. Then cut another angle in a few hundred yards. Just keep doing that for an hour and then run due west until you run into a road. After that, head toward Columbia. Meet me at the first town you run across. Wait five days, if I don’t show up, head for Colorado on your own. I’ll do the same.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “As soon as they crest the hill, spray the windshield of the closest vehicle,” Franklin ordered. “I’ll do the same with the next.” She nodded again, not trusting herself to speak. 
 
    As the first vehicle crested the hill, it slammed on its brakes when it spotted their car in the middle of the road. The driver tried to avoid their truck, but it was traveling too fast and slid sideways into it. For a moment, Danica believed the militia vehicle would flip over, but it didn’t have enough momentum. While the vehicle bounced upward on two wheels, the second vehicle in the four-car squad slammed into the undercarriage, pinning the first in the air at an angle where the windshield was facing Danica.  
 
    It was as if the fates decreed that she needed to be eased into her first battle with a target she couldn’t miss. They looked at her wide-eyed. She hesitated only a moment more before squeezing the trigger. Blood sprayed everywhere inside the car. Only two of the five men inside made it out alive. She wanted to be sick but didn’t have time. If she stopped to throw up, she’d never have to worry about getting sick again. Taking Franklin’s advice, she didn’t dwell on her actions and tried to put herself on automatic. Franklin cut loose with his weapon seconds later. 
 
    The last two cars ran off the road and slammed to a stop at the opposite tree line. Most of the men scattered into the woods, but a few brave souls attempted to flank them. Those that tried never made it more than a few steps. 
 
    Danica was stunned at what she’d had to do since the world went to hell. Just a few short months ago, she was a teenager trying to survive high school arguing with her dad about career choices. Now, she was spraying bullets at people that wanted to kill her. For now, she seemed to handle the pressure fine, but once they arrived in Colorado, she figured she’d find her a nice abandoned home to hide in for a week and break down, grieving everything she’d lost—her parents, her brother, friends, her innocence, her entire world. Maybe Paris would let her borrow the president’s therapist. 
 
    Danica jumped behind the tree, as a man stood up from behind a car and fired at her. She felt the vibrations of the bullets thud against the tree. Franklin made sure the man never pulled the trigger again. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” someone yelled. Franklin pulled up his weapon and held up his hand for Danica to do the same. “Hello, the forest, hold your fire.” 
 
    “Major Barrette, is that you?” Danica yelled, recognizing his voice. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Danica?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who do you have with you?” the major asked. 
 
    “My dead grandmother,” she said, changing out a clip. Talking was good. The longer they delayed the major, the closer her group got to Columbia. Looking around the tree, she watched Major Barrette step into the road holding a flashlight. “That’s brave of you, major. I’m surprised. I figured your bravery only extended as far as threatening defenseless women.” 
 
    “You wound me, but I can’t argue with you, either. It was despicable, and I’m ashamed, but I did what I had to do. In my defense, I was trying to save the town and everyone in it.” Danica leaned out, her weapon showing. “I don’t have a white flag, but I’d like to consider us under a flag of truce. You seem to be an honorable woman, so I don’t think you’ll shoot an unarmed man. I remember what you said back at your house. You could have killed us, but you didn’t, and I won’t forget that. Walk away, and I won’t follow you.” 
 
    “And my friends?” 
 
    His silence was admission enough. “I’m also a decent strategist,” she said. “I’m guessing if I kill you, your boys will be rudderless and will go running back to daddy.” She was heartened to see him hesitate for a minute. 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” He moved to the center of the road. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” Danica said. 
 
    “Look, we don’t have to do this. All I want is the doctor. There are plenty of doctors in Colorado. We just want the one.” 
 
    “If she wanted to come with you, Paris would have let her. But she didn’t, and I have a problem with forcing people to do something against their will. That’s called kidnapping, and kidnapping is against the law. I uphold the law.” 
 
    “There is no law anymore. The only law that people recognize is that weapon in your hand.” 
 
    “As long as the United States exists—” 
 
    He threw his arms up. “Look around you; there is no United States. You and me, we’re the new law.” He pointed to one of his men lying dead in the middle of the road. “This is what’s waiting out there for all of us. If not me, you’ll be in a gunfight with someone else, somewhere else. All of you will end up dead. She’ll be safe in Atlanta. I give you my word.” 
 
    “She’ll be safer in Colorado. You have my word.” 
 
    “She can save a lot of lives in Atlanta.” 
 
    “If you guys are any indication of the people there, I’m not sure I want her saving your lives. I’m thinking the world—” Danica spotted two men crossing the road behind the cars. She fired on them but missed. 
 
    “You, treacherous bastard,” she said, turning her gun on Major Barrette. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, dropping the flashlight. He raised his hands defensively as the flashlight shattered on the pavement. “I didn’t know they would do that. I swear.” For half a second, she contemplated killing him, but he was right. She couldn’t kill an unarmed man. She might live to regret it, but she couldn’t do it. Down the line, after the new world wore her down, maybe, but not yet. 
 
    “They’re flanking us,” she yelled as she fired off several rounds where she watched the men disappear. Off in the distance, she spotted headlights approaching. “And it looks like reinforcements are coming.” 
 
    “Angles,” he shouted at her. That was her signal. As she turned to run, two men popped out from behind cover and fired. She threw herself against the tree and heat brushed by her cheek. Franklin returned fire and forced the men to take cover. “Go. Go. Go.” Not hesitating, she sprinted into the darkness.  
 
    For two hours she ran, losing count of the number of angles she took. For miles, the sounds of battle rang out behind her, and more than once, she considered going back. She felt like a coward for leaving Franklin. When she tripped and lost her rifle in the darkness, there was no going back. She still had her father’s pistol, but it would be no match for the firepower of the Atlanta group. Instead, she ran like a scared rabbit, first one way, then another, using a sliver of moon as a guide, always keeping it to her left. 
 
    She ran through the night, only stopping when she clotheslined a low-hanging branch. Exhausted, as wisps of dawn filtered through the thinning forest, she finally stopped to rest curling up behind a tree. As she tried to catch her breath, she heard the rustle of leaves and the snap of a twig. 
 
    She pulled her pistol. When she felt the intruder was within striking distance, she threw herself from behind the tree and prepared to kill anyone not named Franklin. To her surprise, what she discovered was a skeleton of a dog. Just as surprised, this cross between a red Doberman Pincher and Chocolate lab, that looked as if it hadn’t eaten in weeks, yelped and then fell on its haunches as it tried to jump back.  
 
    Danica quickly holstered her weapon as she got up on one knee. “It’s okay,” she said, trying to sound friendly. The dog nibbled at its paw. She inched closer, and the animal bared its teeth. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.” She held out her hand for inspection, and the dog sniffed it. She moved closer and slowly massaged the side of the dog’s head and ears. He was resistant at first but eventually gave in. As the dog closed his eyes, she took the opportunity to discover a nail embedded in his foot. 
 
    “I guess this makes me the mouse,” she said as she took advantage of his distraction and yanked out the nail. He snapped at where her hand had been, but then rolled on his side and let out a great big puff of air as if he was relieved to finally have his ordeal over. Danica slowly moved her hand forward and rubbed his head again. The dog licked her arm and rolled over, letting her know she could, and should, rub his belly. Danica complied, noticing the tattered red collar. 
 
    “Whisper,” she said, looking at the name tag. Whisper thudded his thick tail against the ground in excitement and used his paws to push and pull himself into her lap. When he winced in pain, she grabbed him and pulled him to her until his head rested in her lap. He started licking her arm again. 
 
    She petted him for a bit, but when she felt rested, she decided it was time to move on. 
 
    “All right, Whisper,” she said, getting up. “Time for me to go. Since you’re out here in the middle of nowhere, I imagine your owners are dead. So, if you want to come with me, you can. However, I think it’s only fair to warn you I’m being chased by some pretty dangerous people intent on killing me. If they catch me, they’ll probably kill you too. I’m not trying to scare you off; I just want you to know what you’re getting into if you decide to follow me.” 
 
    She reached into her backpack and pulled out what remained of a bag of jerky and offered it to the animal. Whisper stretched out to sniff it and then wolfed it down, loudly smacking his mouth.  
 
    “Next time, you might want to chew,” Danica said as the dog sniffed her hand. “Sorry I don’t have anymore. If you come with me, I’ll find you food.” She started off. Whisper took a tentative step, followed by another. He would be slow, but the dog could walk. And he did so for an hour before collapsing. 
 
    “I think we both need rest,” she said, as she curled up next to the animal and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    The sun was rising high in the sky when Danica opened her eyes. Whisper lay snoring next to her. When she moved, he was instantly awake and thwacked the ground with his tail hard enough to send leaves and dirt flying. 
 
    “You rested enough to travel,” she said as she rubbed his snout and ears. She ended up helping him to his feet, and then an hour later, she was left with no choice but to carry him, as leaving him was never an option. Looking as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks, she was unsurprised at how light the dog felt in her arms. However, in less than an hour, the animal went from feeling like a paperweight to feeling as if she were carrying several cinder blocks. Just after mid-day, she found a road and turned south. Staying under cover of the forest, she remained within eyesight of the road. 
 
    As the sun was preparing to set, Whisper suddenly became excited and despite his injured paw ran around a bend. When she caught up with him, she found the dog waiting for her on a short driveway leading to a light blue and white two-story house surrounded by a white plastic picket fence. 
 
    She knocked on the front door, and when there was no answer, she made her way around to the back where she found tattered laundry hanging on a circular clothesline and a lawnmower in the middle of the yard. To be safe, she knocked on the back, and when there was still no answer, she tried the door and found it unlocked. 
 
    “Hello,” she yelled, expecting no answer. “State trooper. I’m not here to hurt you. Is anyone home?” Whisper ran past her. She moved to the kitchen and found a pantry full of supplies, including bottled water. She poured herself a glass and Whisper a pot. When the pot was dry, she poured him more. She opened a box of cereal for herself. For Whisper she opened three cans of beef stew and mixed in two cans of green beans. When he finished, he looked up at her. 
 
    “That’s enough for now. Eat too much too fast, and you’ll throw up. I’ll feed you more soon.” After she finished a can of peaches and drank the juice, she lifted Whisper on the couch. “Wait here. I’m going to look around.” 
 
    She found one homeowner, a young girl no older than herself, naked and dead on the upstairs bathroom floor. Danica wondered how she survived, and this girl did not. What was in her immune system that afforded her an advantage over this innocent young woman? Was it divine intervention? Danica found the girl’s father in the master bedroom, dead of a self-inflicted gunshot to the head. The gun lay on the floor next to the bed.  
 
    She picked up the pistol and found a half-empty box of shells in the closet. Out of habit, she replaced the spent cartridge. Next to the box of ammo was a pump shotgun with a handful of shells. There was nothing else worth taking. It wasn’t that the house didn’t have beautiful things, but it was all worthless. Food, water, purifiers, and guns were the new currency. Televisions, Blu-Rays, and microwaves were worthless. Realistically, given humanity’s history with shiny bobbles, gold and diamonds would one day make a comeback. 
 
    Danica found a set of keys hanging on a hook in the same position her parents kept their keys. Tears trickled down her cheeks knowing she would never see them again. At least in this lifetime. Maybe God would forgive her for being a lesbian and allow her into the heavens to see them. She got angry with herself. Wasn’t she a good person? She obeyed the Ten Commandments, tried to honor her parents. Surely God didn’t care about this one tiny little detail of her life. She let herself be emotional for a few more moments before she composed herself. 
 
    Heading into the garage, she found an SUV, and more importantly, a storage container full of dog food. Since it was late, she decided to spend the night on the couch and get an early start in the morning. She still had to meet up with Franklin. He was probably already waiting for her. 
 
    “What,” she said, trying to push something wet away while also trying to keep her eyes closed. When she finally opened them, she discovered Whisper looking at her. He whined softly. “I bet you have to go outside, don’t you?” Instead, Whisper looked at the window and bared his teeth. That was when she heard people talking. 
 
    She mentally kicked herself. She’d been stupid. They knew the direction her group was traveling. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to realize she would try to meet up with her friends. She should have found a better hiding place. She crept to the window and tried to gauge how many were outside. Peering out, she saw the back of a man’s head heading to the back door. Grabbing the shotgun, she made her way behind the door just as it opened. 
 
    “Door’s unlocked,” a man said. “Don’t hold out hope for food. 
 
    “We have plenty,” a woman said. Danica realized this was not the Atlanta group. 
 
    “I know, but we won’t if we keep eating it,” the man said. 
 
    From behind the door, Danica watched a flashlight scan the room and came to rest on Whisper sitting in front of the couch where she was sleeping moments before. Whisper bared his teeth. 
 
    “Holy shit, there’s a dog in here,” the man said. 
 
    “What kind of dog?” a young boy asked. 
 
    “Stay back, Andy,” the female commanded. “The dog could be dangerous. Randel, someone is living here. Shut the door and let’s go.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Danica said, showing herself. Although she held the shotgun ready, she refrained from pointing it at them. She didn’t think these people were dangerous. 
 
    “Stop right there,” Randel said, suddenly pointing a rifle at her. The rifle looked unsteady in his hands. 
 
    “Point that rifle someplace else,” Danica said calmly. “If I wanted to kill you, you would already be dead.” 
 
    “Take it easy, Randel,” the woman said, reaching over and pushing the weapon gently aside. “Can’t you see she’s a police officer?” She turned to Danica. “I’m sorry. We’re just looking for a place to spend the night.” 
 
    “You can stay here. Plenty of room.” 
 
    “The homeowners?” Randel asked. 
 
    “Plague,” Danica said. Though one had committed suicide, she had little doubt the plague played its part in his decision. “Best to stay downstairs.” 
 
    “Is the dog friendly,” the boy asked unaffected by the news of the homeowner’s death. 
 
    “Don’t know. We just met,” Danica said. “He’s friendly enough to me, but his foot is injured, so be careful with him.” She moved aside to let them in. “His name is Whisper.” 
 
    “Hey Whisper,” the kid said rushing over to pet the dog, completely ignoring everything Danica just said.  
 
    “Be careful,” the woman shouted after the boy. No one needed to worry. As soon as the boy started toward the dog, Whisper wagged his tail and licked the boy like they were long-lost playmates. 
 
    “I’m Danica,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    “I’m Randel, this is Maggie, and the boy is Andy,” Randel said. “Do you mind if I bring in some supplies from the car? I have a propane lamp we can use.” 
 
    “Pull your car around back first and leave the lamp off until we cover the windows,” Danica said. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really, but I’d rather not invite problems to come knocking,” Danica said. 
 
    “Andy,” Maggie said. “Go help Randel bring in the supplies. You can play with the dog when you get back.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back, Whisper,” the boy said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the dog?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “He cut his paw. He’ll be fine in a week or two.” 
 
    “You staying here until he gets better?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving in the morning,” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind us staying with you.” 
 
    “Not at—” Danica turned to see Randel reenter the house with his arms raised. A man walked behind him holding a gun at his back. She drew on the man without hesitation. 
 
    “Put your gun down, or I’ll kill him,” the man said. 
 
    “Why, so you can kill us when I do?” Danica asked, her gun still raised. 
 
    “We just want the doctor. Hand her over, and you can go. Where is she? Is that her?” 
 
    “That’s Maggie,” Danica said. “We just met. By now, I’m guessing Gunilla is in Colorado. She and Paris caught a transport out of Columbia this morning.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “No, but it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. Either way, they’re out of your reach.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to be satisfied with you. Drop your weapon, or I’ll kill him, and my partner will kill the kid.” 
 
    “This isn’t your lucky day,” Danica said, not dropping her weapon. Her father’s advice was playing in her mind again. She would never drop her weapon. 
 
    “How do you figure?” he said, making sure his body stayed behind Randel so she could not get a clear shot at him. 
 
    “First, the doctor is gone. Now you’re holding a man I neither know nor care about. I just met them, literally, minutes ago. For all I know, he’s with you. But understand this, with you or not, you’re a walking dead man. The moment he moves or dies, you die.” 
 
    “I will kill him if you don’t drop your gun,” the man said, now sounding a little desperate. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What?” Randel stammered. 
 
    Danica gasped and crumpled to the floor never having seen or heard Maggie come up behind her with a frying pan. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    When Danica opened her eyes, she found herself looking at someone’s ass. She couldn’t tell whose ass it was because she was having trouble focusing. Did she faint in class? Were they taking her to the school nurse? She tried to remember the last thing that happened, but the ringing in her ears made it hard to concentrate. Whoever was carrying her repositioned her weight on their shoulder, thus freeing her arms that had been trapped by the weight of her body, revealing they were bound by a cord. She was also shocked to realize she was gagged and draped over someone’s shoulder. 
 
    Wade? No, Wade was dead. 
 
    Her heart raced as she struggled to piece together what was happening. The only thing she was sure of was she was being kidnapped. She tried to see where she was, but she didn’t want to move and alert her captor that she was awake. She tried to see her surroundings, but her head was at the wrong angle. Angle? The word seemed to jar memories. It became a trigger her mind latched on. Suddenly it all flooded back. 
 
    The man carrying her stopped, followed by the loud clang of a truck tailgate being slammed open. He tossed her in the truck bed. As he reached down to lift her legs into the truck, Danica, with a speed born of adrenaline, tucked her knees to her chest and then slammed her feet into the man’s face with the force of a wrecking ball. As the man fell hard to the ground, she rolled out of the truck, landing on his chest. Several of the man’s ribs snapped from the force of the impact. He would have screamed out in pain, but he lacked the wind and was too stunned to move. She recognized him. She pulled the gag from her mouth. 
 
    “I told you this was your unlucky day,” she hissed. 
 
    Pulling the knife from the man’s belt, Danica held it against his throat. As she did, he regained his breath and tried to scream. She clamped her bound hands over his mouth. “Stop struggling,” she ordered. The man tried to pull her hand away. “Goddammit, stop it.” Getting his other hand up, he squeezed the cut on her arm. Danica stifled a scream of intense pain. 
 
    Panicked, and nearly blind from the pain, she released her hold and then shoved the knife into his neck. Hot blood sprayed her face. The man’s eyes went wide in surprise as Danica pulled the knife from his neck and struck again. He made a gurgling sound and went still. 
 
    She propped the knife on the edge of the man’s truck and cut the cord that bound her hands together. Taking the man’s pistol, she looked around. Woods and freedom were less than a hundred feet away, but instead, she staggered back toward the house. 
 
    She stumbled her way back to the entrance to find Maggie arguing with another man. 
 
    “She needs medical attention,” Maggie said as she huddled near Randel on the couch. Andy sat on the couch hugging Whisper close. “I hit her too hard.” 
 
    “Are you a doctor?” the man asked, sounding hopeful. 
 
    “No, but I still know how to bind a wound,” Maggie said. 
 
    “She’ll get all the attention she needs in Atlanta,” the militiaman said. 
 
    “Atlanta?” Randel asked. “What’s in Atlanta?” 
 
    “The government of the United States,” the man said as if they should already know that. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Danica said, leaning against the door for support. With blood still splattered across her face, she looked like the angel of death. The man’s eyes went wide as she stumbled inside. Maggie screamed. Despite getting the drop on the militiaman, he turned to shoot her. Danica shot him three times. Maggie rushed to the man and checked for a pulse.  
 
    “You killed him,” she said accusingly. 
 
    “And?” Danica said, pointing the gun at Maggie. “I ought to do the same to you.” Andy rushed to Maggie and hugged her around the waist. “I’m sorry, but I was trying to keep people from dying.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Danica asked hotly as she pointed the weapon away from Andy. 
 
    “Let’s go, Whisper,” Danica said. Whisper slipped off the couch and limped over to her. 
 
    “You’re in no condition to drive,” Randel said. 
 
    Danica reached up and winced as she touched the bump on the back of her head. “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    “And you’ll end up dead,” Randel said. “Chances are you’ll get a few miles down the road before you pass out, run off the road and die in some ditch. Because the dog will be trapped in there with you, he’ll die too. Come with us.” 
 
    “I’ll roll down the window before I leave,” Danica said. Maggie and Randel just looked at her. “Fine.” Danica lowered her weapon. “There’s an SUV in the garage. I’ve already loaded it with supplies. Go put your stuff in the back while I deal with the other guy.” 
 
    “You’re not going to kill him, are you?” Randel asked. 
 
    “He’s already dead,” Danica said. 
 
    “Jesus,” Maggie said. “What kind of cop are you?” 
 
    “A live one,” Danica said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    As Danica came awake, she listened to the thwack and screech of wiper blades working against a windshield without enough rain for them to operate smoothly. 
 
    “Can you turn the wipers off?” she asked. “They’re driving me insane.” She grabbed her head. “It’s like someone is taking a screwdriver and shoving it into my brain.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Randel said, switching off the wipers. He looked over his shoulder. “I can’t seem to find that sweet spot on the wiper’s auto-dial.” 
 
    “Watch the road,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Sorry,” Randel said again. He went back to watching the road. “The rain finally slowed down, but now it’s just enough that it’s annoying. I hate having to turn the wipers on every minute or so. I figured I’d just leave them on. But that was getting annoying as well. Ran out of wiper fluid, too. At this point, I wish it would just go back to raining hard. Less annoying.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Maggie asked. Instead of answering, Danica looked around her seat. Maggie held out her gun, grip first. “Looking for this?” 
 
    “My head still hurts,” Danica said, taking the gun. 
 
    “That’s to be expected,” Maggie said. “It would probably be best if we found a place to rest for a few days. You and the dog could both use it.” 
 
    “When did you bandage my head?” Danica asked and then looked down at the T-shirt she was now wearing. “And change my shirt?” 
 
    “About an hour ago,” Randel said. “Maggie also re-bandaged your arm.” Danica looked at the fresh bandages that were also covered with a brown leather strip. “We stopped in a small town about fifteen miles back and found a drugstore.” He held up a soda. “There was a surprising amount of supplies.” He looked at his drink. “God, what I wouldn’t give for a glass of ice.” 
 
    “Here,” Maggie said, handing Danica two pills and a bottle of water. 
 
    “What are these?” she asked, holding up the pills. 
 
    “Aspirin. You’ll also need to drink plenty of water over the next couple of days.” 
 
    “For someone who’s not a doctor, you know plenty about head injuries. And how to cause them.” 
 
    “When I was in high school, I was interested in sports medicine. I spent a few years along the sidelines at football games.” 
 
    “You didn’t pursue it?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Got pregnant in the back of Bobby Filmore’s candy apple red Mustang. God, I loved that car. Bobby . . . not so much.” Danica looked at Andy, who was sleeping. Whisper had his head in the boy’s lap. 
 
    “I found him wandering in a park about a month back,” Maggie said, eyeing the boy. 
 
    “And Randel?” 
 
    “At a library three days later,” Maggie said. 
 
    “I was looking for how-to-books,” Randel said. “I’m an IT guy. I don’t know shit about anything except computers. I can’t even load a gun without video instructions. Anyway, I was coming out of the library, and there they were, eating a sandwich on the bench in front of the library. We’ve been together ever since.” 
 
    “Run into any problems?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Do you count?” Randel asked, smiling so she would see that he was joking. When Danica didn’t return the smile, he continued, “Other than the weather, not much. We were up near the mountains two days ago and found most of the roads either washed out or covered in trees. We’ve run into lots of people, but most of them were pretty easy going. 
 
    “Wait, you said we stopped in a town?” Danica said suddenly. 
 
    “About fifteen miles back,” Randel said. “Newbenny, I think the name was.” 
 
    “Shit,” Danica said. “Turn around.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Randel asked as he slowed the car. 
 
    “I was supposed to meet my friend there.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Randell said. “I thought you said people were chasing you.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “All right,” Randell said, turning the car around. About three miles from Newbenny, they spotted a two-car convoy heading toward them. 
 
    “Shit,” Danica said, checking her weapon. 
 
    “Wake Andy,” Randel said to Maggie. “I don’t want him waking up in the middle of this and say something that would give us away.” 
 
    Maggie shook Andy awake. “People ahead,” she said. “I want you to stay quiet.” He rubbed his eyes, and Danica hoped he was awake enough to understand. As the vehicles came closer, Randel started to slow down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danica said, panic sounding in her voice. 
 
    “Trying not to act suspicious,” he said. Randel came to a stop, rolled down his window and motioned for the oncoming vehicles to stop. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Maggie said, taking her hand. 
 
    “Hello,” Randel said as the first car pulled even with them. “How’s the road up ahead?” 
 
    “It’s clear all the way to the interstate,” the driver said. “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Richmond,” Randel said without hesitation. “Maggie has family there. We’re just going to check on them. Bury them if needed.” 
 
    “I understand,” the driver said. “A lot of people are doing that. Most will remain unburied, though.” 
 
    “Too many to deal with,” Randel agreed. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    “How come you’re not going up the interstate already?” the passenger said leaning over so he could be heard. 
 
    “It was too hard,” Randel said. “I keep having to abandon my car at the bridges,” Randel said. “And I have no clue how to hot-wire a car. Kept having to search around until we found a car with keys. I think this is the eighth or ninth car since I started this trip. Yesterday I had the bright idea to try the back roads, but I took a wrong turn somewhere.” He pointed to Maggie. “She hasn’t let me forget it either.” 
 
    “I tried to get him to pull over and ask for directions, but you know men,” Maggie said. Everyone laughed, even Danica had to smile. 
 
    “I was going to stop in the next town and see if I could find a map,” Randel said. “Man, you never know how much you miss GPS until it’s gone.” 
 
    “GPS still works,” the driver said. 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Randel said, genuinely surprised. 
 
    “GPS is based on satellites,” the man said. “They haven’t stopped working. At least not yet.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Randel said. “Never even thought of that. I guess I’ll try to find a navigator in the next town.” 
 
    “Where’d you come from?” the passenger asked. 
 
    “Pensacola,” Randell said. 
 
    “You in the navy?” the driver asked. 
 
    “Parents own a vacation home there,” Randel said. “We were vacationing when the plague hit.” 
 
    “You just now getting on the road?” the driver asked. 
 
    “We had to bury our kids,” Randell said, lowering his voice. “Afterwards, I didn’t feel much like traveling for a while.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” the driver said. He motioned to the back of Randel’s car. “At least one of your boys survived.” 
 
    “Not mine,” Randell said. He pointed to Maggie and Andy. “I found these two just before I left. Same story as the rest of the world I imagine.” The driver nodded. 
 
    “You go through Atlanta?” the passenger asked. 
 
    “Hell no,” Randel said. “I can imagine the nightmare that place is. We’d probably have to walk through the entire city to get to the other side.” 
 
    “Not really,” the driver said. “We have a large settlement there. We’ve been clearing out the traffic.” 
 
    “Really,” Randel said, sounding surprised. “How big is the settlement?” 
 
    “Over five hundred people,” the driver said. 
 
    “Damn, does sound nice,” Randel said. “Anyone welcome?” 
 
    “Almost anyone, but I think you’re safe,” the driver said. 
 
    “Once I bury my folks, I just might find my way there,” Randel said. “So, what are you guys doing so far from Atlanta?” 
 
    “We were out spreading the word about the settlement, but at the moment we’re looking for some outlaws,” the driver said looking at Danica sitting in the back seat. 
 
    “Dangerous?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “A little, but nothing we can’t handle,” the driver said. “Your friend there doesn’t look so good.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Danica said. “Just a bump.” 
 
    “We found Paula a few days ago,” Randell said. “She was still bleeding from a nasty fall. Hit her head pretty hard.” 
 
    “My wife had an aunt that died from a blow to the head,” the passenger said. “Her husband hit her with a coke bottle, back when they were thick glass. She bled like a stuck pig but otherwise seemed fine. Two days later, she keeled over dead while making pancakes.” 
 
    “Damn you, Hanson, now I want pancakes,” the driver said. “You guys see anyone?” 
 
    “You’re the first people we’ve seen all day,” Randel answered. 
 
    “If you see a young woman, dressed like a cop, I’d stay well clear of her,” the driver said. “Her and some nigger been causing problems in the area.” 
 
    “If we see her, we’ll be sure to give her a wide berth,” Randel said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us,” Maggie said, lifting a frying pan. “If she messes with me, I’ll pound her over the head with this.” 
 
    “All right,” the driver said chuckling. “You be safe. After you’ve checked on your family, come on down to Atlanta.” 
 
    As they drove away, it required all of Danica’s willpower not to look behind her. If they saw her look back, it might draw suspicion. It helped that it hurt too much to turn her head. A short time later, they pulled into Newbenny. 
 
    “Any idea where this friend of yours is?” Randel asked as he pulled to a stop in the middle of the street. 
 
    “We were too busy trying not to die to discuss which bar to meet at for drinks,” Danica said. She reached in through the driver’s window and laid on the horn. 
 
    “You’re making enough noise to wake the dead,” a voice said from above them. Looking up, she smiled widely as she recognized Franklin standing on the roof of the convenience store. He disappeared and came out a few moments later. Danica rushed over and hugged him. 
 
    “I thought you might be dead. 
 
    “Those guys couldn’t hit a tree if it were right in front of them,” Franklin said, looking her over. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “She did,” Danica said motioning to Maggie. 
 
    “Hi,” Maggie said, waving bashfully. “I hit her in the head with a frying pan.” 
 
    Danica rolled her eyes. “How about we stop telling people that,” Danica said. “Franklin, this is Maggie, Randel, and Andy.” She opened the passenger door. “This is my dog, Whisper.” 
 
    “You have a dog now.” 
 
    Danica beamed. “I do.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He cut his paw.” 
 
    “Can he walk?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Some, but not much.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I hit her harder than I intended,” Maggie said. “She has a concussion and needs to rest.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no,” Franklin said. “I guess it’s a good thing you brought transportation.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Head to Colorado,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I don’t think it safe to head south,” Danica said. “On the way up here, we ran into a few of them Atlanta boys. Luckily they didn’t recognize me. If we run into them again, we won’t be able to talk our way past.” She looked around. “Let’s find a place to spend the night. Tomorrow, I say we should head straight for the mountains. If we need to, we can hold up somewhere for a bit until the storms pass. That’ll give Whisper and me a chance to heal up.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Franklin said. He walked back into the store and emerged holding a Newbenny directory. “If we’re going to cross the mountains, we’ll need to load up on gear. We’ll probably end up doing a lot of walking.” 
 
    The next morning, with new backpacks, gear, dog food, snacks, and a portable DVD player for Andy, they headed toward the mountains. They purposely loaded extra supplies with the realization they might have to abandon them if they ran out of road. But if they got stuck somewhere, the additional supplies would work to their advantage. Later that evening, as they passed back into North Carolina, it started drizzling again, and within the hour, the wind and rain picked up to the point that Randel had to slow down to less than ten miles an hour to keep from running off the road. 
 
    As Danica watched out the back-seat passenger window, she thought she saw a light in the distance. She was about to say something when it disappeared. 
 
    “We should find a place to stop for the night,” Maggie said as Danica tried to figure out if she was imagining things. “It’s too dangerous to drive in this, especially if the roads are washed out.” 
 
    “Any objections?” Randel asked, and then screamed as he slammed on brakes to keep from hitting a drenched man standing in the middle of the road trying to get their attention. The car slid to a stop narrowly missing him. Randel rolled down his window, and Franklin aimed his pistol at the face that leaned in. 
 
    “Thank God,” the man, who appeared to be in his early sixties, said between labored breaths. The gun didn’t bother him. He expected it. “I need your help. My daughter is trapped in a car that’s stuck in the river. It’s pinned against the bridge, but I’m not sure for how much longer it’ll stay that way. Can you help us?” 
 
    “How far to the bridge?” Franklin yelled over the wind and rain as he jumped out of the car. 
 
    “About a hundred feet down that road,” the man said pointing to a muddy side road, the type used by farmers to get to their field. 
 
    “Show me,” Franklin said. The man ran down the muddy road, and Franklin followed close behind. Randel put the four-wheeled SUV into low gear and trailed after them. 
 
    As the SUV neared the bridge, Franklin motioned for Randel to stop. Franklin opened the back hatch and pulled out two bundles of rope, handing one to the stranger. 
 
    “Randel, you and our new friend head to the bridge,” Franklin said. “I’ll be there in a moment. Maggie, stay with the kid. Danica, stay back and watch our back.” 
 
    “You expecting trouble,” Danica said, pulling out a rifle. 
 
    “I always expect trouble.” 
 
    As Franklin approached the bridge, he could hear the torrent of water rushing down the river. It was as if he were at a rock concert standing in front of twelve-foot speakers. He could feel the vibration of the river roaring past. A portion of the bridge on the far side had washed away. 
 
    “We have to hurry,” the man screamed into his ear. “The bridge is washing away. That wasn’t missing before.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can,” Franklin yelled back. 
 
    “She won’t be much help,” the man said. “She can’t walk. She was in an accident as a child. Her wheelchair is in the back seat.” Franklin didn’t like the sound of that. It made any rescue doubly difficult, but it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    The bridge consisted of twin concrete square tunnels that eventually had a concrete road slapped down over the top of them. The car was wedged where the two tunnels butted together. What stopped the car from being dragged through the tunnel, and the girl to certain death was a large tree jammed across the tunnel closest to them. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Randel said, coming up next to him and surveying the situation. “For the life of me, I don’t see how we’re going to get her out of that car alive; if she’s still alive.” 
 
    “I’ll pull her out through the windshield,” Franklin said after a few moments of studying the situation. “The force of the water will make it impossible to get her out through the passenger window.” Franklin ran back to the road and found a rock bigger than his hand. “When I break the windshield, I’ll tie her off with the other rope and you two pull her up.” Franklin moved to the road and motioned for Maggie to drive closer to the bridge. When Maggie was at the edge, Franklin tied one end of the rope to the car, splayed the rope through the gap between the bridge and the railing and then tied the end to himself. Franklin looked at the rushing water below, steeled himself against doubt, and then climbed over. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Randel said. “If you fall in that, you’ll be dragged under, and this rope won’t save you. If you had rescue training, that’d be one thing.” He suddenly realized he didn’t know the first thing about Franklin. “Do you?”  
 
    Franklin shook his head. “No, but I can’t leave her to die,” he said. “I’ve got to try something.” He knew it was an impossible situation, but he didn’t care. Maybe if he saved this girl, he could balance out the list he kept. Maybe that was the answer. For every life he saved, he could cross a name off the list, somehow atone for what he’d been forced to do. 
 
    “All right, lower me down,” Franklin shouted over the din of the storm. He grabbed Randel by the collar and pulled him close. “Maneuver me down to the roof.” Because the water was hitting the passenger side and spraying upward, very little water flowed over the roof. As long as he didn’t slip into the water, he should be fine. Randel was right: if he fell in, the water would wash him downstream. It would also rip him out of the rope, probably snapping him in half in the process. He envisioned the rope twisting around his neck and popping his head off like it was a grape on a vine. 
 
    As Franklin touched the roof, the car began to sink. “Lift me,” he yelled, pointing with his finger in case they couldn’t hear him. When he was off the hood, he made a fist, and they stopped hoisting him. Looking down, he figured the car must have been resting on a portion of the tree under the water, and his weight upset the balance. He tried to hang suspended over the car, but the spray spun him like a top. He reached out and grabbed hold of the roof to stop the spin. He pulled himself over and peered in through the windshield and found the young woman in the passenger seat neck-deep in water. 
 
    Franklin tapped on the windshield with the rock. She looked at him in shock and then grabbed for the windshield as if she could grasp his hand. She screamed something he could not hear, but he imagined she was screaming for help. He showed her the rock and motioned for her to turn her head. She nodded her understanding. He raised his hand to strike the glass when the car suddenly shifted. The hood sank further. He wasn’t sure if it was him or the tree. Either way, he had to act fast. It took him three times, striking the glass to break the windshield. The first strike only managed to put a small chip in the glass like a car might get driving down the highway behind a gravel truck. The second strike hit the glass at an awkward angle, and he nearly dropped the rock. The third time was the charm. After the initial break, he used the rock to shatter other areas of the window until he could kick it and peel it out of the way. 
 
    “Come on,” he screamed. She reached out and put her arms around his neck. He pulled her from the car as it began to sink deeper when water rushed in through the broken windshield. Behind him, he heard branches snapping. The water seemed to be winning the war with the tree. “I got you.” He pulled her out of the car and wrapped his legs around her lower body. So much for tying the free rope around her. He began to be pulled up. She slipped a bit through his legs, and the water nearly ripped her from his grasp. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her back to him. 
 
    With the added weight, Randel and the stranger were having a problem pulling them up. It was all they could do to keep the rope from slipping through their fingers. Wrapping the rope around one arm, Randel used the other to frantically motion for Maggie to back the car up. She understood and put the car in reverse. Once Franklin and the girl were at the top, Randel reached out and pulled them over. Shoving the car into park, Maggie grabbed a blanket and rushed to the bridge. 
 
    The stranger rushed over to hug his daughter. 
 
    “Keep him away from me,” the girl screamed, as Franklin tried to undo the rope from his waist. She tried to back away from the stranger’s advance. “This monster has been holding me hostage for months.” Maggie threw the blanket around the woman and looked up at the man. 
 
    “She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” the stranger said and pulled a pistol from the small of his back, taking them all by surprise. “Thank you for the help, but I’ll be taking my daughter and leaving. We’ll be needing your car too.” 
 
    By then, Franklin had finished untying the rope. He squared off against the man. 
 
    “Don’t,” the man yelled to be heard. “You’ll be dead if you take another step. Then I’ll kill everyone else. All I want is her and your car. Just pick her up and put her in the car, and we’ll be leaving.” 
 
    “What kind of person are you?” Maggie screamed. “Take the car and go. Just leave her with us.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” the man said. “I promised her father I’d take care of her.” 
 
    “You never knew my father,” the woman screamed at the man. “He’s been dead for more than a decade.” 
 
    “Andrea, you don’t know what you’re saying,” the man said. 
 
    “My name’s not Andrea, you sick fuck,” the girl screamed as she grabbed a handful of mud and threw it at him ineffectually. “It’s Deborah.” 
 
    “Look,” Randel yelled, holding up his hands, trying to calm the situation. “Lets all calm down. It’s been a traumatic experience for everyone. How about you put the gun down, and we’ll go find a nice warm place to sort this all out.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said, pointing the weapon at Randel. He never finished aiming as he dropped the gun and grabbed his shoulder. Looking over, Randel spotted Danica with the rifle in hand. Franklin rushed the stranger and tried to take him down. There was a struggle, and as the man pushed away from Franklin, he stumbled and fell over the railing. Rushing to the edge of the bridge, Franklin and Randel watched the man bounce off the roof of the car and into the rushing water. For a few brief moments, the water pinned the stranger against the passenger door, but his added weight seemed to upset the balance, and the passenger window shattered. The force of the water rushing through the new opening folded him like a lawn chair and stuffed him inside. As more water rushed into the car, it sank further under. As it did, the tree finally lost its battle, snapped in half and began its long journey down the river. 
 
    Deborah looked up at Franklin. “Is he—” 
 
    “He’s gone,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Someone want to tell me what’s going on?” Danica asked as she came over. 
 
    “In the car,” Franklin said. He reached down and scooped up Deborah and carried her to the SUV. It was a tight fit, but after rearranging their supplies, and Whisper, they fit inside, but they were all soaked and freezing. Randel turned the heater to high. 
 
    “We passed a small housing complex a few miles back,” Randel said. “Let’s head back and find someplace to get warm. This far into the mountains, all the houses are likely to have a fireplace. If we have to, we can burn the furniture.” 
 
    “What about those Atlanta boys?” Maggie said. 
 
    “I don’t think we have to worry about them,” Franklin said. “The major isn’t stupid. He’s already lost a good number of men. He knows we’re heading to Colorado, but he has no idea which direction we’re headed.” 
 
    “He could call for help,” Randel suggested. 
 
    “He knows that by the time any help arrives we’ll be long gone,” Franklin said. “Besides, the doctor’s gone. What does he have to gain? He may not believe us, but someone will have spotted that transport. Word will get back to him. He has better things to do than try to get revenge against us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Danica said. 
 
    “Hey, look at that,” Randel said, spotting a light as they turned into the housing complex. 
 
    “So, I wasn’t crazy,” Danica said. “When we passed by here earlier, I thought I saw a light, but it disappeared so fast I decided I was seeing things.” She rubbed her head. 
 
    “Whoever’s home has electricity,” Maggie said. “I hope they’re friendly.”  
 
    Franklin and Randel rushed up to the house and pounded on the door. 
 
    “Hello, the house,” Franklin said as he pounded on the door again. When no one came to the door, he knocked harder and yelled louder. He waited a few more moments and then headed around back. Finding the back door locked, Franklin pulled out his knife and pried it open. Drawing his gun, he went inside. 
 
    “Hello,” Franklin yelled. “We mean you no harm. I know this isn’t the era of good feelings, but we have an emergency. If there’s anyone here, please speak up.” Hearing nothing, he made his way to the front door and opened it. “I don’t think anyone is here.” 
 
    “How does an empty house have electricity?” Randel said, carrying Deborah to the couch. 
 
    “No, don’t put her on the couch,” Maggie said. “Put her on the floor. As soon as we find some dry clothing, we can put her on the couch. Danica, can you see if you can find blankets.” 
 
    “I saw some wood on the back porch,” Franklin said. 
 
    Danica returned carrying a fleece blanket. “God, I love fleece,” she said. “This should warm her up in no time. There are more blankets in the closet down the hall.” 
 
    “Randel, start a fire,” Franklin said, returning with an armload of wood. “I want to look around the neighborhood before settling in for the night.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Randel said. 
 
    “I’ll go out with you,” Danica said to Franklin, picking up the shotgun. 
 
    “Once you get the fire going move the couch closer and let the girl warm up and get some rest,” Franklin said. “Lock the door behind us.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Franklin and Danica returned from their scouting expedition and weren’t surprised to find the lights off, and the group huddled around the fireplace, asleep. Danica thought it looked like a soft, cozy scene that she—were she endowed with a single ounce of artistic talent—might have been tempted to paint and preserve. Where she lay on the couch, Deborah centered the scene with Maggie sitting on the far end, her head resting against the back cushions, snoring softly. Andy, covered with a blanket, head resting near Whisper, lay curled on the floor at Maggie’s feet. Randel sat on the lazy boy chair to the left of the fireplace wrapped in what looked like a blanket with sleeves. A rifle rested on his lap. He was the only one still awake. 
 
    “You find anything . . . or anyone?” Randel asked, sitting up straighter and disturbing the moment. Franklin shook his head. 
 
    “It looks like a new development,” Danica said as she started to peel off her cold, wet clothes. She grabbed a blanket from the closet and finished undressing. “There are about six houses, including this one, that are livable, with another six, close. It wouldn’t take much work to make them all livable.” 
 
    “And there’s no one around?” Randel asked. 
 
    “No one that we could find,” Danica answered. “It’s pretty spooky. Every place is spotless. It’s as if they knew we were coming and ran off to the woods.” She shrugged. “You guys find anything?” 
 
    Randel stood up, a broad smile on his face. “The house is solar,” he said excitedly. “The lights are on a timer, that’s why they were on.” He laughed. “Hell, even the refrigerator works, though most of the stuff in it was spoiled. The only thing they don’t have is running water, but there is a well in the backyard so if anyone wants, they can heat some water and have a hot bath.” Randel pointed to a door in the kitchen. “There’s a pantry with plenty of food. A lot of it is camping food with military rations mixed in. By the look of things, I think this might be a survivalist community, but if it is, where are they? There aren’t any bodies in the house.” 
 
    “We didn’t see any bodies inside any of the other houses either,” Franklin said. “Maybe they all went down to the river.” 
 
    “Maybe we better not drink from the well until we check it,” Danica said. 
 
    “I didn’t even think about that,” Randell said, making a face. “Good thing I had my fill of water tonight.” 
 
    “Oh yuck,” Maggie said, sitting up. 
 
    “If this is a survivalist camp, it explains this,” Franklin said, pulling a box out of his pocket. 
 
    “What’s that?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “It’s a satellite phone,” Franklin said. “I found it in one of the houses. It just needs to be charged.” 
 
    “Going to call your FBI friend?” Randel asked. “See if they can come get us?” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” Franklin said. “Paris gave me a number to use if I came across a satellite phone.” 
 
    “Use an outlet in the kitchen,” Randel said. “To conserve the batteries, I cut the circuit breakers to everything but the kitchen and living room. I don’t know much about solar power. It was always too expensive for me to fiddle with, but I imagine with all the storms the batteries have to be low. I’ll see if I can find the power gage in the morning.” 
 
    “How’s our new friend doing?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Sorry to wake you.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve been able to sleep through the night,” Deborah said. Danica sat on the edge of the sofa. She pulled up the blanket and felt her head. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m twenty-five, not twelve,” she said, a touch of anger in her voice “Just because I can’t walk doesn’t mean I can’t take care of myself.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying I didn’t have to shoot that man,” Danica said. Deborah turned her head feeling embarrassed. “I’m sorry, but we can’t be too careful. The slightest medical issue can turn deadly nowadays. I was just making sure you were warming up nicely.” 
 
    “Just . . . just ask before you touch me,” Deborah said. 
 
    “I can make that deal,” Danica said. 
 
    “Did he—?” 
 
    “No,” she said hotly. “I almost wish he had. I could have at least understood that. Instead, he treated me like I was a two-year-old child. He forced me to wear diapers so he could clean me like a baby. He wouldn’t even let me feed myself. He fed me baby food, and if I wanted something to drink, I had to drink it from a baby bottle. If I did something he didn’t like, he spanked me. I almost laughed the first time he did that. It’s not like I could feel it. The only thing he didn’t do was rape me. I think the sick fucker looked at raping me as a perversion.” She let out a half-laugh and sounded almost hysterical. “He saw me as a two-year-old. If he raped me, that would make him no better than a child molester.” 
 
    “How long?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Since the outbreak,” she answered. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Randel said. 
 
    “He lived down the hall from me,” she said, determined not to give his name. If she said his name, it would give him life. He was dead. Let everything about that bastard, including his name, die with him. “I saw him every time I left my apartment. I used to think we just left for work at the same time. Now, I think he was deliberately waiting for me.” 
 
    “Did you catch the plague?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Not at first,” Deborah said. “When news of the plague broke, he came to my apartment. I was afraid, so I let him in. He started to take care of me. He found us food, but soon he was bringing only baby food saying it was the only thing left he could find. The first time he spanked me was when I wouldn’t let him feed me. He pulled me out of my wheelchair and called me an ungrateful child. It only got worse from there. When I finally caught the plague, I was happy. It was my escape from a hell that I knew I wasn’t going to be rescued from. He must have caught the plague about the same time. When I recovered, at first, I didn’t know who I was or who he was. I thought he was my father, so I nursed him back to health.” Deborah pulled herself into a sitting position. “By the time I regained my memories, he was fully recovered. It was like a bad dream. I almost went insane, knowing what I’d condemned myself to.” 
 
    “And tonight,” Franklin prodded. 
 
    “I had enough,” she said, her eyes downcast. “I was at a low point. We left home about a week ago. Some bad stuff was going on there.” 
 
    “Where’s home?” Franklin said. 
 
    “Greenville,” Deborah said. “We were hearing explosions and gunshots all day long. Mostly though, I don’t think he could find any more baby food close by the apartment.” 
 
    “Any idea what was happening?” Danica asked. 
 
    “No idea,” she said. “But on the way out, I was seeing a lot of dead bodies and not all of them had died of the plague. We saw a lot of people, but we never stopped to talk to anyone. Except it couldn’t always be helped. Traffic jams forced us to abandon our car. One time I made the mistake of talking to a stranger. He didn’t even hear what I said. That asshole shot him just because I said something. After that, I pretended to be mute. 
 
    “Today, I just had the feeling the rest of my life would be spent with this lunatic. When we stopped for the night, he parked on a hill where I could see the flooded creek below. When he got out to use the bathroom, I locked the doors, put the car in neutral and let it roll into the river. One way or another, I wanted to be done with him.” 
 
    “It’s over now,” Maggie said. “You’re safe now.” 
 
    “Am I?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re as safe as anyone can be in this world,” Danica said. 
 
    “I’ve told you my story; what’s yours?” Deborah asked, looking at them all. Maybe it was the scenic atmosphere, or maybe it was the warm fire that acted as a truth serum, but, one by one, they related their story. It was like a hole in a dam that kept getting bigger. As each one described their story, the others burst at the seams eager to relate their own. Franklin was the only door that stayed shut. 
 
    When Danica related her story, she also included that she was not a state trooper, but that she took on the persona to honor her father. Maggie promised to wash her shirt and get as much of the blood out as she could. 
 
    It surprised Danica to learn the story Randel related to the men in the truck was nearly the truth. Randel was vacationing in Pensacola with his wife and two children. Maggie, though, was married to a sailor stationed at a nearby naval base. Having survived the plague, Randel was on a supply run when he found Maggie and Andy outside the library. 
 
    Randel confessed that had he not found them, he most likely would have taken his life. They found strength in each other and eventually fell in love. “When we ran across a priest, or at least someone claiming to be a priest, we asked him to marry us,” Randel said. 
 
    “It was fast,” Maggie confessed, “but in this world, why wait.” 
 
    “In a normal world we probably wouldn’t last,” Randel said. “We barely know anything about each other, but we don’t live in the normal world anymore.” Maggie came over and sat in Randel’s lap. 
 
    “I know everything I need to know about you,” she said, kissing him on the lips. “You could have let me, and Andy fend for ourselves but you didn’t.” 
 
    “I think you’ll do fine,” Deborah said a tear running down her cheek. “It does my heart good to see that there is still goodness in the world.” 
 
    Danica also was tearing up. Embarrassed, she walked to the pantry, saying she was hungry. She wiped a tear away as she opened the door and then suddenly squealed looking every bit the teenager she was. “Oh my God,” she said excitedly. “Peanut butter.” She pulled one of the ten jars off the shelf and grabbed a spoon from the drawer. “Dibs.” 
 
    “You can have it,” Franklin said, laughing.  
 
    The next morning Danica awoke to the smell of bacon and coffee. Throwing back her covers, she shuffled to the kitchen where Randel and Maggie were putting together breakfast. 
 
    “Is that . . . Oh my god, it is,” Danica whispered so as not to wake the others. “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “In the freezer,” he said. “Food in the refrigerator might have spoiled, but most everything in the freezer looked edible. I used the microwave to defrost it. There are some steaks in there as well. If we survive the bacon, I think it’ll be safe to grill the steaks.” 
 
    “You sure it’s okay?” Danica said. 
 
    “The amount of ice build-up says to me that the freezer never lost power,” Maggie said. 
 
    “In that case, I can’t wait,” Danica said, her mouth watering in anticipation. 
 
    “There are biscuits in the oven, and as soon as everyone else is up, I’ll fry up some pancakes, oatmeal, and grits.” 
 
    “No eggs,” Danica said, sounding disappointed. 
 
    “Nope,” Randel said. “They have several chicken coops, but they’re empty. It doesn’t look like wild animals got to them, so they either let the chickens go or hadn’t bought any yet. But I could have sworn I heard a rooster crow this morning. Or caw, or whatever it is they do.” 
 
    “If they let them go, they’re probably still close,” Danica said. 
 
    “Did any of the other houses have power?” Randel asked. 
 
    “Not that I noticed,” Danica said. “Once I eat breakfast, I can nose around a bit more.” 
 
    “Something smells good,” Franklin said, coming into the kitchen. “I can’t wait to see what you do for lunch.” 
 
    “I thought spaghetti,” Maggie said. “If that’s all right?” 
 
    “Spaghetti sounds great to me,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Me too,” Danica said. 
 
    Franklin opened a few cabinets until he found cups.” He turned to Danica. “You want coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she said. 
 
    Grabbing another cup, he poured them coffee, handed it to her, and then looked out the kitchen window. 
 
    “You find the power meter?” Franklin asked Randel. 
 
    “It’s in a shed out back,” Randel said.  
 
    “How’s the power levels?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “The needle looks to be about halfway,” Randel said. “But, so what? I mean, what’s the worst that can happen? We run out of power and go back to cooking on an open fire? Even if we have to do that for a day or two, the sun will eventually come out and charge the batteries.” 
 
    “Where did you get the water?” Franklin asked, suddenly remembering Danica’s warning about the well. 
 
    “From the well,” Randel said. “I checked it. No bodies.” 
 
    “They might be decomposing at the bottom,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I thought of that,” Randel said. “I found fishing line and hooks. I weighed it down and dropped it to the bottom of the well at least a dozen times. Never snagged onto anything. Still, I boiled the water just in case.” 
 
    “Sounds fine to me,” Danica said. “They have a sink with a faucet, so it’s reasonable to assume they should have running water. I’m guessing the well is a backup.” 
 
    “I’ll check around this afternoon,” Randel said. “I mean if we’ll be here this afternoon.” 
 
    “How long do we plan on staying?” Danica asked, turning to Franklin. 
 
    “I’d say at least until the storms pass,” Franklin said. “We could use the rest. I’ll know more after I talk to Paris. She might have a line on the weather.” 
 
    After breakfast, everyone seemed in high spirits, including Deborah, who frequently laughed as they all ate at the table. Even Whisper seemed to be walking better. The hot meal seemed a boon to the entire group. 
 
    After putting his plate in the sink, Franklin grabbed up the phone and headed upstairs. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Danica said, rushing after him. 
 
    He punched in the numbers Paris gave him, and before the second ring, there was an answer. 
 
    “Franklin?” Paris said on the other end. “Are you and Danica okay?” 
 
    “We’re both fine. Nate?” 
 
    “No,” she said, needing to say nothing else. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” Franklin said. Danica sat down and started to cry, understanding the implications of what he’d said. 
 
    “We’ll bury him tomorrow.” 
 
    “How’s Anita holding up?” 
 
    “Not too well. She’s with Matthew at the moment. She’s latched onto him. It’ll take a while, but she’ll be okay.” 
 
    “How about you? How are you holding up?” 
 
    “Like her, eventually I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “You get to shake hands with the president, yet? 
 
    “Are you kidding? I can’t get close to him. I have to go through quarantine first. They don’t play around here. I’ll make sure everyone’s settled. Then I guess I’ll start the quarantine process. Gunilla’s already in quarantine. Apparently, they want her to lead a research team looking for a cure. They’re even bringing her father over. Enough of the chit-chat, where the fuck are you?” 
 
    “Ironically, in the mountains. Or at the start of them, anyway. We found a small group of houses to wait out the storm. Might stay here a few days though.” 
 
    “What are your plans?” 
 
    “Normally, I’d push on, but frankly, I could use the rest . . . And a hot bath,” he added. He explained about the house. “Any idea what the weather will be like for the foreseeable future?” 
 
    “The best estimate is that you’re in for scattered rain for the next several days. You might see some sun, but it’ll be short-lived. After that, it’ll clear up, but it’ll start getting cold, soon, especially in the mountains. By the time you’re ready to leave, I should be able to tell you the best way. Don’t linger too much longer. The weather guys are predicting an early winter.” 
 
    “What’s it like there?” 
 
    “Calm considering, it’s the new US capital,” Paris said. “Not as many people here as I thought there would be. And no one will leave me alone. Everyone wants to know everything I experienced out there. For a government that used to pride itself on intelligence, there is a decided lack of knowledge of what’s going on beyond the capital’s borders. They debrief everyone that comes in. 
 
    “There’s also talk that the president might move back to Washington sometime next summer. But they’ll only do that once they make sure the plague isn’t going to resurface or they find a cure. There are rumors the Atlanta group might move to Washington and the president wants to keep that from . . . What? Franklin, hold a second. Oh, piss off,” Paris said to someone. “Sorry about that. Someone here didn’t think I should tell you that.” 
 
    “What did you mean a resurgence of the plague?” 
 
    “The original plague came back several times, but most of the remaining scientists believe that if there isn’t another outbreak by late next summer, the danger is probably past.” 
 
    After explaining as best he could the roads they took to get to their current location, Franklin asked, “Is there a large town or a small city near where you think I am?” 
 
    “It looks like there’s one, just up the road, if you are where I think you are. 
 
    “I need to find a wheelchair,” he said, and then explained about Deborah. “I figure I can find one at one of those quickie medical stations, but eventually she’ll need something more durable.” 
 
    “You’ll probably have to wait until you get through the mountains and find a major medical center to find one of the good ones,” Paris said. “Till then, you’ll to have to make do with whatever you can find. I’ll look around here and see if I can find something and have it waiting for you.” 
 
    When they hung up, Franklin turned to Danica. “You up to taking a road trip?” he asked. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Two mornings after their arrival, Franklin and Randel set off for the town that Paris said was up the road. Though initially, Danica was planning to go, she reluctantly agreed that neither Maggie nor Deborah could adequately protect themselves in an emergency. Though Maggie wielded a dangerous skillet, neither of the women knew the first thing about firearms. 
 
    Franklin wanted to wait for the rain to let up, but as everyone was exploring for anything that might be useful, Deborah was bound to the couch, and it touched his heart. She couldn’t even help with the dishes. Instead, she was stuck watching others move about, occasionally joining in short conversations about nothing important. Her only companion was Whisper. Since Whisper could barely walk himself, he stayed mostly on the couch with his head in Deborah’s lap. 
 
    Considering what Deborah went through since the plague started, Franklin figured it was important for her to be included in more activities and the best way to do that was to get her mobile. Also, with the high number of storms this year, he wasn’t sure when the weather would break. 
 
    Franklin and Randel didn’t bother with the car as the bridge had been washed away. Franklin flirted with the idea of trying to find another road, but that could take all day. Instead, when he and Randel reached the bridge, they turned upstream. 
 
    An hour later, they found an uprooted oak tree that had fallen across the stream, now turned river. Wordlessly, Franklin shimmied up the roots and crossed. Randel hesitated and then followed. Once on the other side, the two made their way back to the road. They made it only about a mile before running up against another washed-out bridge. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Randel said standing at the edge of a stream that wasn’t as wide as the first, but still too wide to jump across. “We’ve been gone for two hours, and we haven’t even made it three miles. This doesn’t bode well.” 
 
    Franklin picked up a long branch and plunged it into the stream, testing the depth.  
 
    “Have you ever pole-vaulted?” Franklin asked. He made sure the branch wasn’t rotten. 
 
    “I tried it once in high school,” he said. “I cleared the bar, but when I came down, my knee slammed into my eye, busting it open. That was my first and last vault.” 
 
    “You won’t to be able to do this like a normal vault,” Franklin said. “The stream is moving too fast. You try a running vault, and the water will sweep the log before you can set it on the bottom, and you’ll end up in the middle of the steam heading God knows where. Anchor it first.” He pushed the pole into the water until it was set. “Once you anchor it, push as hard as you can to get enough momentum to make it over while at the same time climbing up the pole.” 
 
    “I think I understand,” Randel said. 
 
    “Just watch me,” Franklin said. He started to sway back and forth, trying to gather standing momentum. When he felt he had gathered enough, he launched himself out and over the water. When he reached just past the apex and just as the branch was coming down to the other side, he used his arms to climb up the branch about three handholds. He landed just on the other side of the stream. Once over, Franklin tossed the branch to Randel. When Randel was satisfied the branch was firmly set, he made his try. Randel used his feet to try and power himself over. He stalled less than halfway over and landed back where he started. The second try ended up with the same results. The third time was the charm. As he reached the apex of his swing, he shifted to the other side of the pole over. When he started forward, he let out a shout of triumph. 
 
    “Climb,” Franklin shouted, too late. Both realized at the same time that Randel would fall short of the bank. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Randel said just as he was about to land in the water. As he hit the fast-moving stream, the torrent swept his feet out from under him, but before he was pulled downstream, Franklin reached out and grabbed the outstretched arm flailing for a handhold. Using all his strength, he muscled Randel ashore. 
 
    “You okay?” Franklin asked after dragging Randel ashore. 
 
    “Holy shit, that water is freezing.” 
 
    “You forgot to climb.” 
 
    “I got that,” he said, bending forward, still breathing heavy. “I’ll remember next time.” Randel looked around for the branch. “Shit, we lost the pole.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I have a plan when we come back.” There were no other bridges or streams that needed crossing, only steep hills. Eventually, even that wasn’t much of an obstacle as they found a truck with the keys still inside. A short time later, they were on a hill at the outskirts of a small town that a sign proclaimed was Saddletree, population 2344, now painted out and replaced with 27. Franklin scouted the town from the top of the hill. 
 
    He lowered his binoculars. “There are a few people in the town, and they have at least one armed sentry who’s seen us.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” 
 
    Franklin shrugged. 
 
    “Do we go ahead or wait here?” Randel asked. 
 
    “Two men are getting in a car. I’m guessing they’re headed up here to check us out, so let’s wait.” Franklin put his rifle on the car’s hood and kept his pistol holstered. The holster was unlatched, and the rifle was still close enough should he need it. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Just be ready to fight,” Franklin said. He walked to the middle of the road, and Randel followed. They looked like cowboys getting ready to face off against cattle rustlers at high noon. Franklin glanced at his watch to see that it was just after three. The car stopped thirty feet away. 
 
    “Howdy,” said the driver as he got out of his car. To Franklin, he was the quintessential backwoods mountain man dressed in a dungy orange T-shirt, faded jeans, and a faded black ball cap. The only thing that wasn’t dirty was his new hiking boots. He turned and spit. “What can we do for you?” His partner was sharper dressed. That is to say that his T-shirt, jeans and ball cap were newer. 
 
    “We need a few supplies,” Franklin said in a tone that expressed an air of confidence. “Just a couple things, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “You don’t look like you have a lot to trade with,” the driver said in a thick southern accent, that to Franklin seemed forced. 
 
    “What?” said Randel surprised. “There are more supplies in that town—” 
 
    “Shit man,” the driver said, losing the southern accent. “I’m just kidding with you.” He stuck his fingers in his mouth and used them to pry out the chewing tobacco. He spit the rest out. “God, I hate that shit.” 
 
    “Then why chew it?” Randel asked. 
 
    “For effect,” he said as if it should be obvious. “People come up here with notions about who lives here. I was playing into the Deliverance stereotype, having a little fun. If you haven’t noticed, it’s kind of depressing nowadays.” 
 
    “We’ve noticed,” Franklin said. “About the supplies?” 
 
    “My name is Thomas,” he said, walking up to Franklin and offering his hand. “Take what you need. Though, I would appreciate if you didn’t load up your car with all our food.” 
 
    “I’m Franklin, and this drowned rat is Randel,” Franklin said. “We don’t need food, just a wheelchair, and a pair of axes.” 
 
    “Maybe some eggs,” Randel said, hopefully. 
 
    “A wheelchair?” the other man said, looking in their car. “Who’s it for?” 
 
    “That’s Percy,” Thomas said. 
 
    “It’s for a friend of ours,” Randel said. 
 
    “Where are they?” Percy asked. 
 
    “About two bridges back,” Randel said. “We found a place that has solar power.” Franklin inwardly cringed. He wished Randel hadn’t volunteered that information. These two seemed friendly enough, but they’d only just met them. He would need to talk with him later about being so free with information. 
 
    “They must be at the Blazer Compound,” Percy said to Thomas. 
 
    “What’s a Blazer Compound?” Randel asked. 
 
    “About two years back, a group of people came up here and built that compound claiming the election of President Dixon signaled the End Times,” Thomas said. “We just laughed at them, but not where they could hear. They were good for business. They bought all sorts of stuff from us. I guess the last laughs on us, though. It turns out they were right. I’m surprised they let you in. We wanted to go check on them, but they’ve never been overly friendly, and they’re armed to the teeth.” 
 
    “No one was there,” Franklin said. 
 
    “That makes little sense,” Percy said, scratching his beard. “Why spend all that money to build you a community for the End Times just to abandon it when it comes?” 
 
    “Just another mystery in a world full of mysteries,” Thomas said. “Shame about your friend, though. As if the world wasn’t screwed up enough for them. I’m not sure I’d want to live in this world as it is now if I couldn’t walk. Hell, I barely want to now. This world won’t be kind to the disabled.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” Franklin said. “But I intended to make sure she survives the best she can.” 
 
    “You knew her before the plague?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “Just met her the other day,” Randel said. 
 
    “Damn,” Percy said. “That’s pretty nice of you guys. Can’t say that I’m surprised, though. We’ve seen a share of good people coming through here. The majority have been some of the nicest people you’d ever want to meet. Don’t get me wrong, we’ve had the occasional asshole, but it’s been rare. Only had to kill one person, and that was about a month back. Never killed anyone before. Nasty business. Hell, I didn’t even know his fucking name.” 
 
    “I suspect it won’t be the last time,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Probably not,” Thomas agreed, shaking his head. 
 
    “What happened?” Randel asked. 
 
    “Man came into town all bossy from the get-go,” Thomas said. “Started ordering people around saying he was from the government and that he was in charge. Reminded me of those people you see walking down the street talking to themselves. You know, before cell phones made walking down the street talking to yourself normal. We politely, but firmly, told him to get the hell out. He left but came back later that evening and tried to kill me. I’m just lucky my dog heard him. I don’t know what he was thinking. Maybe he thought if he killed me, people would be inclined to listen to him.” Thomas chuckled. “Maybe he thought we were a pack of wolves. Kill the leader, and the pack will follow.” 
 
    “I just think he ran out of meds,” Percy said. 
 
    “So, you’re in charge?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Not much to be in charge of,” Thomas said. “Not more than a handful of us in town, but, yeah, I guess I’m in charge . . . for now.” 
 
    Franklin pointed at the sign. “Apparently, twenty-seven.” 
 
    “Someone’s idea of a joke,” Thomas said. “More like thirty-two, now.” 
 
    “You should head to Colorado,” Randel said. “The government’s set up there.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the rumor,” Thomas said. “I also heard a rumor that there’s a government set up in Atlanta. Doesn’t matter. I’ve never had much use for the government.” 
 
    “No argument from me there,” Randel said. 
 
    “Come on,” Thomas said. “Let’s go find you a wheelchair.” 
 
    “And axes,” Franklin said. 
 
    “And axes,” Thomas echoed. “Evening comes early in the mountains this time of year. I’d suggest spending the night. How about we feed you, bed you down and in the morning, we’ll get your supplies?” 
 
    “Do you have any eggs?” Randel asked. 
 
    “You know, you’re in luck,” Thomas said. “I think we can spare a few. One thing about chickens, they never stop laying eggs.” 
 
    “I think you and I are going to the best of friends,” Randel said to Thomas. 
 
    “As long as I keep you in eggs, you mean?” Thomas said, clapping Randel on the back. Randel just smiled. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Danica watched Deborah from the kitchen as she sipped her coffee. Deborah was flipping through magazines, the same as she’d been doing for the last several hours. For most of the day, she and Maggie explored their surroundings while Deborah watched. 
 
    She didn’t like leaving Deborah alone, but there was no help for it. They needed to know what was around them. She and Franklin had conducted a recon the night they had arrived, but she needed to see more of what was out there. She came back every hour to check on Deborah. Danica wanted to include her, but it was the same as with Matthew. She didn’t know what Deborah was or wasn’t capable of. It would be easier when Franklin and Randel returned with a wheelchair—if they returned—with a wheelchair. As of now, it was impossible for them to move her around or let her do anything. 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” Deborah said as if reading Danica’s thoughts. 
 
    “I’m not,” Danica said, coming around the kitchen counter. 
 
    “But you are uncomfortable,” she said, knowingly. 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    She brought her cup of coffee into the living room and sat in the chair opposite Deborah. Whisper thumped his tail on the couch when he saw her but didn’t lift his head. She wondered if maybe he had an infection. “I need to check Whisper’s wound.” 
 
    “No need. I already did. It looks fine.” It was then Danica noticed the fresh bandage wrapped around Whisper’s wound. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I saw where you keep the bandages. While you were out, I put some antibiotic ointment I found in one of the bathroom drawers on the cut as well. It looks fine.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I crawled,” Deborah said, enjoying the look of shock on Danica’s face. 
 
    “Crawled,” Danica said incredulously. “I would have gotten that for you.” 
 
    “I’m not helpless.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” she said before she could stop herself. “Well, maybe not completely.” 
 
    “I’ve been a paraplegic all my life. I’ve gotten used to doing things for myself. And right now, I need to do things for myself.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m sorry,” Danica said. “I don’t think you’re helpless, and I can understand you wanting to exert your independence after what you’ve been through, but you have to be careful. We all have to be as careful as we can. There’s no one here with medical training. I know you’re probably traumatized, but try to remember we’re not that person. We’re not trying to take care of you. Okay, we’re trying to take care of you, but not like he was. You have to let us help you.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that,” Deborah said, and Danica knew she hadn’t gotten through to her. 
 
    “So, what did you do before the world went to shit?” 
 
    Her voice rose with excitement. “I was an elementary school teacher.” 
 
    “You were a teacher,” Andy said, coming down in his shorts, a towel wrapped around his head. Maggie was behind him with a towel wrapped around her hair as well. He crawled up beside Deborah. “What did you teach?” 
 
    She put her arm around his shoulders. “I taught reading, writing, and arithmetic,” she said. “Can you read?” 
 
    “I can,” Andy said, puffing up his chest. “Would you like to see?” 
 
    “I would,” Deborah said.  
 
    “There’s a bookshelf in the upstairs bedroom,” Maggie said. Andy wiggled off the couch and dashed upstairs. “I better go up and help him, or he’s likely to come down and read from a book that turns us all red in the face.” When they returned, Andy handed Deborah a book on gardening. 
 
    “I found this selection ironic,” Maggie said. “When I first met Randel, he was in the library looking for a book on gardening. They have a lot of how-to books up there. There’s a few I wish we could take with us.” 
 
    “Why can’t we?” Deborah asked. 
 
    “Many of the roads are out,” Danica said. “We’ll be doing a lot of walking, and those books will weigh us down. Once we’re out of the mountains, we’ll be able to find more.” 
 
    “The more I look around, the more I believe Randel is right, and this is a survivalist camp,” Maggie said. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” Danica said. “The question is, where are they? This whole neighborhood is like something out of a horror movie. I keep expecting some crazy masked person to show up and try to kill us.” 
 
    “Oh great,” Deborah said. “There goes my goodnight’s sleep.” They all shared a laugh, but inwardly, they were worried. “Let’s change the subject.” She turned to Andy. “Why don’t you read for us?” 
 
    Andy spent the next hour reading to Deborah. He was surprisingly well versed. Deborah only had to help him with a few words, and they were words adults might have trouble pronouncing. 
 
    “Would you bring in that table?” Deborah asked Danica and Maggie. “Andy, help them with a chair.” When they were done, she asked them to find her some paper and pencils. She handed them to Andy. “So, what math were you learning?” 
 
    “We were learning our multiplication tables,” Andy said. 
 
    “Right them down for me, starting with 2 x 1,” Deborah said. 
 
    He finished and handed the sheet over. She looked it over, marked on it, and handed it back. “Hey, I got an A,” he said proudly. 
 
    “You did very well,” Deborah said. “Now, start on the threes.” 
 
    He was about halfway through when he suddenly slammed down his pencil. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” he said. “You’re trying to trick me. You’re trying to teach me things.” 
 
    “I am?” Deborah asked, acting innocent. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” he said, standing up and putting his hands on his hips. “There’s no more school. Not since the world went to shit.” 
 
    “Hey,” they all said at once. “Watch your language.” 
 
    “What?” he said, not understanding what he did wrong. “It did go to shit. You guys say so all the time.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Maggie said. “But we won’t say it anymore. Will we ladies?” They agreed. 
 
    “Now sit back down,” Maggie ordered. “You need schooling, and now that we have a teacher, you’ll devote several hours a day to learning. When we get a chance, we’ll stop by a school and see if we can find you some textbooks.” 
 
    Deborah spent the rest of the day trying to figure out where Andy was in his schooling. Maggie went back upstairs to look over the books. 
 
    “Hey,” Danica said, coming up to check on her. Maggie jumped. 
 
    “Shit, you scared me,” she said and then covered her mouth. “I’m going to have to figure out a different vocabulary. That boy picks up on everything.” 
 
    “What have you been up to?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I’ve just been looking at all the books here,” she said. “There are books on all sorts of subjects. How to fix small engines, how to survive in the wilderness, what plants are edible, emergency medical care, books on woodworking. If you want to know something, this is the place to find it. The more I explore, the more I’m not sure I want to leave.” 
 
    “You serious?” Danica said after first thinking she was kidding. 
 
    “Why not? This seems to be the ideal place. Plenty of food, electricity. All Randel would have to do is build me an outhouse.” 
 
    “And fix anything that breaks. What if the solar panels break down this winter? You’ll freeze to death.” 
 
    “I don’t see why,” Maggie said, taking down a book. “Our forefathers didn’t freeze to death. We have a fireplace, a whole mountain full of wood. Several houses are full of food. It might be nice.” 
 
    “What about people? Don’t you want to be around people?” 
 
    “People are overrated. I don’t know. I haven’t thought this all the way through.” 
 
    “But you’re thinking about it?” 
 
    “I am,” Maggie said. “This place is just too nice to give up.” 
 
    “And if the people that own this place come back?” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “I guess we leave or move into one of the other houses.” 
 
    “You’re free to do what you want but I think it’s insane.” 
 
    Maggie laughed. “Probably.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    The next morning, following another round of scrambled eggs, Randel and Franklin went in search of a wheelchair. As it turned out, the wheelchair was easy to find. Thomas escorted them to an urgent care facility and found eight. They settled on the one that didn’t have a dead body resting on it. 
 
    “We’re slowly getting around to burying the dead,” Thomas said. “We have an excavator on the other side of town, and we’re burying them in a mass grave. We’ve buried a lot already, but it takes its toll. We dedicate two days a week to the task. I prefer to bury them in their own graves, but it would take forever.” 
 
    Searching in the back, they found an electric wheelchair. 
 
    “Jackpot,” Randel said, finding the prize. “Now we just need the axes.” 
 
    “And a climbing harness,” Franklin added. 
 
    “The box store up the street will have axes,” Thomas said. “Not sure where we can find a harness.” 
 
    “What do we need with a harness?” Randel asked. 
 
    “With the roads washed out or blocked, we might have to carry Deborah. It’ll be easier with a harness.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Thomas said, scratching his head. 
 
    “You don’t have a sporting goods store,” Randel asked. 
 
    “A small one, but it carries mostly footballs, basketballs, and skateboards,” Thomas said, looking dejected. He suddenly perked up. “What about a rock-climbing gym? We had one of those open up about six months ago.” 
 
    “It’s not really mountain climbing gear, but I can use that in a pinch,” Franklin said. “Might be able to find what I’m looking for in the next town.” 
 
    An hour later, loaded with supplies and farewells exchanged, Franklin and Randel, headed back. When the two reached the smaller stream, Franklin handed an ax to Randel. 
 
    “What do you want me to do with this? 
 
    “Nothing yet,” he said, searching the forest. “Come on.” They hiked upstream until Franklin found a set of trees about the same size and close to the bank. “These will do. I want to drop both of them across the creek. The idea is to drop them as close together as possible and create a doublewide bridge.” 
 
    “That seems like a long shot. If we were loggers maybe, but I’m not even sure what side to cut to make it fall over the river.” 
 
    Franklin pointed to the back of the tree. “Cut here.” Several minutes later, Franklin’s tree was the first to fall. It fell perfectly across the creek, though a little more to the right than he was hoping for. He checked Randel’s progress. “Adjust your cut a little more to the left.” 
 
    “I wish you would’ve told me what we were going to do while still back in town,” Randel said, catching his breath. “I would have picked up a pair of gloves.” Leaning the ax on his leg, he checked his hands. “I think I’m getting blisters.” 
 
    “I should have thought of that. Sorry.” 
 
    Randel shrugged. “Can’t be helped.” 
 
    “Take a breather. I’ll finish up.” 
 
    It turned out only two more hits were needed. At the first sign the tree was falling, Franklin checked the sighting and, using all the strength he could muster, tried to nudge it to a better course. He didn’t know if his nudge helped, but the initial placement was nearly perfect. Unfortunately, the upper branches of both trees tangled, and the tree rolled, creating a small gap. 
 
    “Not bad,” Randel said, admiring the drop. 
 
    “That was the easy part. The hard part will be cutting all those branches.” 
 
    “I’d like to propose an idea.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “With everything else back at the house, I’m betting they have a chainsaw. I say we finish up, get the chainsaw and come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I like that plan.” They packed up and carted the wheelchair across the new bridge. When they came to the larger river which was still raging, they noticed it was not as high. 
 
    “I wonder what it looks like when it’s not swollen,” Randel said. 
 
    “Probably little more than a creek would be my guess.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Randel said as he turned upstream. 
 
    “Where you headed?” 
 
    “Back to where we crossed.” 
 
    “Too far. There’s no reason to hike an hour up and an hour back. It’ll be better to drop two trees near here. I spotted two candidates yesterday.” 
 
    When they reached the trees, they got to work. As before, Franklin’s tree was the first to fall. Landing with a thud, the tree sank in the soggy bank. Limbs hit the water and snapped off, causing the tree to roll slightly. Randel, seeing how the tree fell, adjusted his strokes. Franklin stood ready and adjusted the tree's trajectory as it started to fall. He could tell immediately that the tree over-corrected. It fell on top of Franklin’s tree. 
 
    “Damn,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s too bad. If we cut the top portion off near the edge, we can probably roll if off. It won’t be as long, but it shouldn’t be in any danger of being washed away.” 
 
    “That’ll work. When we come back with the chainsaw tomorrow, we can do it then.” Randel was relieved. He thought Franklin might want to do it right then, and he was getting hungry. “Let’s get back.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Danica, Maggie, and Deborah were sitting in the living room drinking coffee, laughing and joking about themselves. They talked about their likes and dislikes, growing up, school, and sex. 
 
    “I’m telling you, that boy had a pinky between his legs, but God, could he use it,” Maggie said. 
 
    “What about you?” Maggie asked Danica. “Who was your first crush?” She raised her eyebrows, lowered her voice, and leaned in closer. “More importantly, who was your first?” 
 
    Danica opened her mouth to say something, but Andy crashed through the door. “I found something,” he yelled out of breath. “Well, Whisper found it, but I uncovered it.” 
 
    “What did you find?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “I told you, Whisper found it,” Andy said. “I uncovered it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Maggie said. “What did you uncover?” 
 
    “A door,” Andy said, beaming. 
 
    “What kind of door?” Danica asked, putting down her coffee. 
 
    “It’s a door in the ground,” Andy said. “It’s too heavy for me to lift.” 
 
    Danica strapped on her pistol belt and handed both girls a weapon. “Where’s this door?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s behind that house,” he said, pointing. “Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Just tell me where it is,” Danica said. Andy started to protest but changed his mind at her look. 
 
    “It’s behind the house next door,” he said more subdued. “It has grass all over the top of it. You can’t see it unless you look for it.” 
 
    “All right,” Danica said. “Stay here. Deborah, watch Andy.” 
 
    Andy was right. It wasn’t easy to spot. The only reason Danica could walk right to it was that Whisper was sniffing and pawing at it. She knelt and examined the door which was covered with fake grass. It was well hidden. If not for Whisper, it might have remained hidden for a hundred years. There was no latch, just two hundred pounds of steel. It required both her and Maggie to muscle it open. Once open, it revealed a set of concrete stairs that led to another hatch thirty feet below. 
 
    “Andy, bring me a flashlight,” Danica yelled, knowing he was standing at the door watching them. 
 
    “Oh, cool,” he said when he delivered the flashlight. “You going down there?” 
 
    In answer, she took a step down, turned to Andy, and said, “Need you to head back and protect Deborah.” He turned and ran off without protest. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d stay here?” she asked, Maggie. 
 
    “I want to, but I won’t,” Maggie answered. 
 
    With a flashlight in one hand and a pistol in the other, Danica slowly made her way down the steps and examined the second door. There was an electronic keypad on the side of the door, though it didn’t seem to be functioning. She punched in some keys, but it didn’t show anything on the screen, light up, or make noise. Trying the latch, she was surprised to find it open. Pulling open the doors, the stench of death poured out. Danica sucked in a deep breath and covered her nose with the inside of her elbow. 
 
    She examined the inside of the room from the doorway. The room was the size of two double-wide trailers. On one side of the room, there was a kitchen and on the other side the living area. In the back of the room were three doors. On the far left was a series of beds stacked atop each other like what would be found in a jail cell. Lying in each rack was a body. Danica estimated around twenty people. Running out of breath, Danica turned around and pushed Maggie back up the stairs. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Maggie said as she reached the top. “That was horrible.” 
 
    “We’ll give it a few hours before we go back in, but I think we found out what happened to the owners,” Danica said. 
 
    “What have you ladies found?” 
 
    Maggie screamed, and Danica jumped, and then they saw Franklin at the corner of the house. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    The next morning, the small group ate breakfast in silence, enjoying the eggs Thomas had gifted Franklin and Randel before they left. Randel expected the meal to be a treat, but with the discovery of the bodies late yesterday, it felt like a wake. They agreed to avoid the topic until after breakfast, but no one could think of anything else to talk about, so they ate in silence. There was a brief discussion right after Franklin and Randel returned about exploring their find, but the smell was too overwhelming. Instead, they left the door to the chamber, and the grass door open, in the hopes fresh air would make this morning’s grim task sufferable. 
 
    Never any good at the quiet game, Andy, tired of the silence, finally broke the spell. “What do you think happened to them?” he asked as he dipped a piece of his biscuit in the egg yolk. 
 
    “I don’t think we should discuss this in front of him,” Maggie said. 
 
    “This isn’t the same world,” Franklin said. “Andy has seen his share of death, and he’ll see more. You can’t shelter him. He needs to know what kind of life he’s growing up in.” 
 
    “Franklin’s right,” Randel said. “I think it’s okay.” 
 
    As if to punctuate the point, when they looked over at him, Andy was giving Whisper a piece of biscuit dripping with egg yolk. 
 
    “What?” Andy said, looking up to see everyone watching him. “Whisper was hungry.” 
 
    Maggie smiled. “I guess you’re right,” she said. 
 
    “I think Andy asked a good question,” Franklin said, pushing his now empty plate away. “Maybe it’s time we find out.” Danica and Randel scarfed up their remaining food and moved to join him. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me, I’ll do the dishes,” Maggie said sarcastically. 
 
    “Fuck the dishes,” Randel said. “We can do them when we get back. This is more important.” Seeing the look on her face, he decided he better say something to smooth things over. “By the way, breakfast was great.” The others echoed the sentiment. 
 
    “I’ll do the dishes,” Deborah said. “I can’t help there, but I can here.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Maggie said. “I was giving the men grief. It’s a requirement. Otherwise, they start to take advantage of you.” 
 
    “Please let me,” Deborah said. “Andy will help. Won’t you?” Andy was going to protest but seeing the looks on everyone’s faces, he bobbed his head in agreement. 
 
    When they returned to the underground shelter, the stench of death was less pronounced, but still in residence. Franklin and Danica led the way down the concrete stairwell followed by Randel and a reluctant Maggie, who was recalling every slasher movie she’d ever watched growing up. As the group descended into darkness, she couldn’t help but feel that Freddie, Jason, Michael Myers, Chuckie, Leatherface, Jigsaw, Pinhead, Sadako or any number of other supernatural horrors that hunted the dark were going to jump out of the shadows and slash, peel, chew, rip, saw or tear her face off. Then there was the constant gnawing fear that the billions of dead around the world would suddenly rise and eat the living. 
 
    Now she was walking into what amounted to a crypt with dozens of dead bodies. She considered letting the others explore the dungeon while she stood watch at the door, but then she would be alone, and alone was when they got you. 
 
    As Franklin reached the bottom, he slipped inside the darkened room without hesitation. Danica paused only long enough to give the place a sweep of her flashlight and then followed. As Randel reached the door, he turned and gave Maggie an encouraging smile before disappearing into the void. Hand on her holstered pistol, Maggie hesitantly moved toward the door to see the trio looking over the bodies. 
 
    “Maybe they drank poison,” Randel said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make much sense,” Danica said, looking around. “Why go to all the trouble to build this place if you’re going to kill yourself? They could have done that up there. No, I think we can rule out suicide or at least voluntary suicide.” 
 
    Steeling her resolve, Maggie involuntarily took a deep breath just before her bold foray into the chamber, and then promptly threw up as the overwhelming stench slashed, peeled, chewed, ripped, sawed and tore at her senses. 
 
    “Jesus, Maggie,” Randel said, running over to her. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Shallow breaths,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Not really,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Go back up,” Randel said. “We can handle this. 
 
    Maggie shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’ll be all right in a moment.” She walked back to the door and knelt in the entrance. With the stench not as pungent lower to the floor, she gained her composure and headed back in with the others. 
 
    “What did you mean, we could rule out voluntary suicide?” Maggie asked, trying to add to the conversation and hoping they would forgive and forget her moment of weakness. 
 
    “It’s one thing to plan for the end of the world, it’s another to live through it,” Danica said. “I can imagine one or two of them might not want to live in the world. It’s possible the leader decided they shouldn’t live in this world anymore and slipped something in their drink.” 
 
    “So, murder?” Randel said. 
 
    “I don’t think we can rule that out,” Danica said. 
 
    “That’s a terrible thought,” Maggie said. Danica shrugged. The image of Jonestown flashed through Franklin’s mind, and he grimaced. 
 
    “That’s one explanation because these people certainly didn’t die of the plague,” Danica said.  
 
    “How can you tell?” Randel asked. 
 
    “For starters, they all have their clothes on,” Danica answered. “And look at them, it looks like they died in their sleep. The only person out of place is the guy on the couch.” The man that Danica pointed to was positioned oddly. His legs were crossed, with one arm resting on his lap and the other on top of the cushions. His head was leaning back as if he had fallen asleep watching television. “My gut is telling me that whatever happened down here wasn’t intentional.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t intentional, then that leaves accident,” Franklin said, examining the door lock. “There’s a series of thick iron deadbolts on the inside of the door that wasn’t engaged. If they had been, I don’t think anything short of dynamite would get that door open.” 
 
    “They sure spent a lot of time on this place,” Randel said as he opened the far left door in the back of the room. “There’s several generators back here.” As he went to check the fuel levels on the generators, Danica flipped the switch, but the light didn’t respond. 
 
    “Both generators are empty,” he said as he moved to examine the fuel barrels. “There’s a lot of fuel missing from this barrel, so they were being used.” 
 
    “They must have been running when they died,” Danica said. “When the first one ran dry, the backup generator kicked in until it ran dry.” 
 
    Using one of the dozen fuel canisters in the back of the room, Franklin filled up a generator and flipped the starter switch. The carburetor sputtered and coughed, producing a small thick cloud of gray smoke before starting. The smoke floated up toward the ceiling where it lingered near the vent in the center of the room. Danica flipped the switch again, flooding the room in bright light. 
 
    Danica looked up to see the discharge of smoke still lingering against the ceiling. “That’s interesting,” she said. 
 
    “What?” Randel said, looking up. Danica walked to the back of the room and opened the fuse panel. It all looked normal. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “I’m just wondering why that smoke isn’t disappearing through that vent,” she said, pointing at the hole in the ceiling. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” Franklin said. He reached over and shut off the generator, plunging the room back into darkness. “The vent isn’t working.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they have noticed that?” Randel asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Danica said. “The only reason I noticed it is because I could see the smoke, and the only reason there was smoke was because the generators haven’t been started in a while. Carbon dioxide is odorless and colorless.” 
 
    “So, they died of carbon monoxide poisoning?” Randel said. 
 
    “I think that’s the best answer we can come up with,” Danica said. 
 
    “That’s horrible,” Randel said. “They spent all this time building an end-of-the-world safe house, and it was anything but safe.” 
 
    “Well, at least we know what happened to them, Maggie said. “I feel better knowing it was an accident and not murder. Not much better, they’re still dead. But at least we know they won’t be showing up someday demanding to know why we’re living in their house.” 
 
    “Then, you’re staying,” Danica said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Franklin said. 
 
    “While you guys were off having a good time, Maggie told me she wanted to stay.” 
 
    “She talked to me about it last night,” Randel confessed. 
 
    Franklin shrugged. “Not a bad place to stay,” he said as he positioned himself under the vent. “If my son wasn’t in Colorado, I’d consider staying.” He started taking small, deliberate steps toward the door. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Maggie asked. Franklin held up a finger, motioning her to wait a moment while he silently counted to himself. 
 
    “Seventy-two,” Franklin said when he reached the door. “I counted the steps from the vent shaft to the door. If you’re staying, I need to find the vent and find out why it’s not working. Don’t want the same thing happening to you.” 
 
    “I’m not planning on staying down here,” she said. 
 
    “Might not have a choice, someday,” Franklin said. “Better to be safe.” 
 
    Randel made his way to the middle door. “I have to confess, I was on the fence last night, especially considering this nightmare scene, but I admit, I like—holy shit,” he said opening the door and peering in. “Every gun in the county must be in there.” It was an exaggeration, but not by much. There were more than a dozen gun racks on one side of the wall filled with hunting rifles, assault weapons, combat shotguns, hunting shotguns, and handguns. There were cases of ammo stacked against the back wall. It was like walking into a large gun store. 
 
    “What surprises are behind door number three?” Danica said. It turned out to be a pantry with enough food stores to last the survivalists two years, if not longer. It was like walking down the aisle of a small grocery store warehouse. 
 
    Randel counted the bags of sugar. “Do you know how much this stuff will worth in a few years?” he asked. 
 
    “Enough to kill for,” Danica said. 
 
    “That must be why they stocked up on weapons,” Randel said jokingly. “There are enough weapons here to fend off a siege for . . . Well, forever, and enough food to last as long. It seems the only weak point is the vent.” 
 
    Andy suddenly rushed into the shelter. 
 
    “There are people here,” he said out of breath. 
 
    “Let’s just hope this isn’t the start of it,” Danica said. 
 
    Franklin handed weapons to Maggie, Randel, and Danica. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 52 
 
      
 
    Making their way back to the solar house, Franklin was the first to spot three men and two women, one a young teenager, standing near an SUV. A third woman sat in the passenger seat leaning out the window talking with Deborah, who was at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Oh shit,” a man with the look of a lumberjack said, as he spotted the heavily armed Franklin, Danica, Maggie and Randel round the side of the house. “We didn’t come looking for trouble. We’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Franklin suddenly stopped, his attention immediately drawn to the older woman standing near the SUV, as everyone but her, started for the vehicle. Instead of trying to leave, this woman stared at them through small mirrored sunglasses, seemingly taking their measure. Her gaze stopped on Franklin as if instinctively knowing he was the most dangerous. 
 
    Franklin stared back. He noted that almost everyone in the new group looked tired, disheveled, and wore clothing that doubled as sleepwear. In complete contrast, this woman was stylishly dressed, wearing new form-fitting deep blue jeans and a bright red blouse underneath a thick brown leather jacket that reached her ankles. Even her shoulder-length red hair was washed and tied off stylishly to one side. Franklin got the sense she enjoyed looking stylish not because she was vainglorious, but because it made her look less dangerous. However, for the trained eye, it was easy to spot the unmistakable air of confidence and professionalism to this woman missing among the others. She reminded him of Paris. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Maggie said, shouldering her weapon, immediately breaking the spell. “You’re welcome to rest here if you want. You won’t be able to go any further, anyway. The bridge is out.” 
 
    “So, we discovered,” the lumberjack said, lowering his arms, obviously relieved they weren’t going to die. “We’ve been searching for a way through, with no luck. We only turned into this complex because we needed a break. I liked the idea of kicking back on a couch, pulling my shoes off and putting my feet up on a coffee table.” He looked around him. “We figured there were enough houses back here we could find at least one without bodies.” He nervously chuckled. “Imagine my surprise when we found live bodies . . . I mean people.” 
 
    “The roads might be better south of here, but we can’t be sure,” Franklin said. “If you want to go through the mountains, you’ll probably have to foot in through five or six miles. There should be plenty of cars on the road you can use after that.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do that anytime soon,” the woman in the SUV said as she awkwardly exited the vehicle to reveal that she was pregnant. Maggie rushed to the woman’s side to help. The woman was Asian and looked several years older than the rest of the group. She was dressed in gray sweatpants and a dark blue extra-large shirt that barely encompassed her enormous belly. She looked like she was ready to give birth to triplets at any moment. 
 
    “Let’s get you in the house,” Maggie said, as she helped the woman up the steps. One man, much younger than the woman, rushed to her side. He was a tall kid, skinny with an awkwardly long neck. Like most of the others, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. 
 
    “When are you due?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Any day now. It’s why we were trying to get through the mountains. We were hoping to get to Colorado before I popped.” 
 
    “The rest of you, get what you need and come inside,” Maggie said. “We can make our introductions over coffee.” She turned back to Randel, who was standing there watching. “Randel, don’t just stand there. Go make coffee.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” he said as he sprinted up the steps and into the house ahead of Maggie. Danica followed behind Maggie, holding her hands up behind the pregnant woman as if mentally willing the woman not to fall backward. 
 
    “You can talk about your plans after you eat and rest,” Maggie said and turned to the lumberjack. “As long as your feet don’t stink, there is a nice large coffee table in the living room you can put your feet on. I doubt anyone will mind.” The lumberjack, knowing he’d been in his boots for several days, looked down at his feet and frowned. 
 
    “You have any soap?” he said hopefully. 
 
    “Let’s have an early lunch,” Maggie said to Deborah. 
 
    “I’ll get something started,” Deborah said as she turned the chair around and zipped inside. 
 
    As Franklin approached the SUV, he discovered partly why the professional-looking woman was so confident. Strapped to her waist was a pair of Colt .357 revolvers nestled in a worn leather dual cowboy-style holster. On most people, this would have looked out of place on anyone not wearing a cowboy hat and riding a horse. On her, it seemed as if she had slipped from the womb wearing them. With the discovery, Franklin realized that when the lumberjack said they would leave, the gunslinger was preparing to cover their escape, which meant Franklin would be the first person she killed if his group tried to stop them. Franklin liked her even more now, though she would need to be watched. 
 
    “You have coffee?” the lumberjack asked Franklin when Randel disappeared into the house. The lumberjack was a bald giant, standing six-and-a-half feet, with broad, muscular shoulders and sporting a dark, neatly trimmed neck-length beard. He was dressed in jeans and a red and black checkered flannel shirt that reminded Franklin of Paul Bunyan. He knew the man had to have an ax in his car somewhere. 
 
    His companion was several years younger than the lumberjack and less intimidating. He had short blond thick hair and a thin goatee that looked as if it were still in development. With his jeans and loose-fitting Captain America T-shirt, he reminded Franklin of a gaming geek. 
 
    “We do,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I have died and gone to heaven,” the lumberjack said. 
 
    “I doubt they have coffee in heaven,” the gamer said. 
 
    “They better,” the lumberjack said as he muscled two packs out of the back of the SUV. “If they don’t, I’m not dying, and that’s final.” 
 
    “I can carry my bags,” the gunslinger said, taking her pack from the lumberjack. As she did, her leather jacket opened, revealing a second set of guns nestled in a pair of shoulder holsters. These were more modern semi-automatic pistols. 
 
    “I meant no offense, Jordan,” the lumberjack said, as he reached in and pulled out another pack positioning it on the tailgate. He held out a hand to Franklin. “I’m Gerald.” 
 
    “Franklin,” he said, grasping the man’s hand. 
 
    Shouldering the pack and reaching in for another, Gerald gestured with his chin toward the gamer and then the gunslinger. “That’s Kyle Monique and Jordan August.” 
 
    “It’s Kyle Dobson,” Kyle said, taking Franklin’s hand. 
 
    “I keep telling him Kyle Monique sounds better,” Gerald said. “Rolls off the tongue. Names should roll off the tongue; like Gerald Hall. See, rolls right off. It’s the end of the world; no reason you can’t change it.” 
 
    “It’s on my driver’s license,” Kyle said, shouldering a pack. 
 
    “Like anyone will pull you over and ask for your license,” Gerald said, handing the teenager the last pack. “And this little spitfire is Cindy Palmer. 
 
    “Hey,” Cindy said to Franklin as she grabbed the pack. Being the youngest of the group, Franklin guessed she was one of those goth girls at the time the plague hit. Though her hair was currently black, with pink highlights, her auburn roots were regaining their dominance as the artificial colors began to fade. Of course, he was no expert on the goth culture. She may have been experimenting, trying to find her own style as teenagers often did. After taking her pack, Cindy rushed to catch up with Jordan, and the two of them headed into the house.  
 
    “Just put the packs down, anywhere,” Franklin said as he and the other men entered the house. 
 
    “In the corner,” Maggie corrected. 
 
    “As I said, put the packs down anywhere in the corner,” Franklin amended. 
 
    “Men,” Jordan said, smiling for the first time. 
 
    “What’s the dog’s name?” Cindy asked, putting down her pack.  
 
    “Whisper,” Andy shouted from the hall as he pulled a blanket from the closet. He rushed over to give it to the pregnant woman who was relaxing on the most comfortable chair in the living room. “I’m Andy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Andy,” the woman said, taking the blanket and covering herself. “I’m Rikki.” 
 
    “Does he bite?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Not so far,” Danica said. “I haven’t had him long.” 
 
    “Can I make the coffee?” Andy asked Maggie. 
 
    “Sure,” Maggie said. Andy’s smile widened into a canyon, and then he ran in to take over for Randel. As part of Deborah’s teaching routine, she started teaching Andy how to cook. Though it wasn’t technically cooking, coffee was the first lesson. It was also self-serving. Andy was a kid that liked to get up at the crack of dawn, and it was everyone’s secret hope he would have coffee waiting for them when they woke up. So far, the plan worked perfectly. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Rikki said as she relaxed deeper into the chair. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt something so wonderful. We’ve been in that car all day trying to find a path through the mountains.” 
 
    “Let me make the introductions,” Maggie said. “I’m Maggie, that’s Randel, my husband, Franklin, Deborah, Danica, and Andy.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about Whisper,” Andy said as he poured the water into the coffee pot, trying not to spill it. 
 
    “And Whisper,” Maggie said. 
 
    Gerald took in a deep breath. “God, I can already smell the coffee.” 
 
    “It hasn’t even started brewing,” Jordan said. 
 
    “I can smell the grounds,” he said adoringly. “It’s ambrosia.” 
 
    “That’s Gerald,” Rikki said. She pointed to the gamer and then the boy that came inside with her. “The rest of the boys are Kyle and Tim. The girl with the scary arsenal fixation is Jordan, and the young lass with killer math skills is Cynthia.” 
 
    “Just Cindy,” she said, sounding exasperated. “You know I hate Cynthia.” 
 
    “What’s the baby’s name?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Albert, after my husband, if it’s a boy,” Rikki said. “Lane, after my mother, if it’s a girl.” 
 
    “Lane is a cool name,” Andy said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Gerald said. “Is that an automatic coffee pot? You have electricity? How?” Franklin wasn’t happy. He didn’t like people knowing they had working electricity. Once this group moved on, he would need to have a long talk with everyone about security. There were a lot of people that would kill to have a small fraction of what they had now. No one seemed to know the first thing about operational security. Of course, he kept saying he needed to have a security talk, but he never seemed to follow through. 
 
    “Solar power,” Andy said from the kitchen. “You want sugar in your coffee?” Franklin rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Very much,” Gerald said. “Is the whole house wired? Hot water?” 
 
    “Yes, to the whole house being wired and no to the hot water,” Maggie said. 
 
    “It should,” Danica said. “It has a sink and a faucet with hot and cold tabs, so I think it was supposed to.” 
 
    “Were there any bodies when you got here?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “No,” Franklin said before Maggie could tell them about the bunker. 
 
    “It gets pretty cold in the mountains,” Kyle said. “My guess is they turned off the water to keep the pipes from bursting. I can take a look around if you want. My uncle was a plumber. I spent a summer helping him when I was younger. I picked up a little here and there. I might be able to get it turned on.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Maggie said. 
 
    Kyle headed into the kitchen, turned on a tab and headed out to the back. 
 
    “I never thought to see electricity again in my lifetime,” Gerald said flicking on and off the light switch. “You should switch to the longer-lasting light bulbs. Some will last years. Should be easy enough to find and now they’ll be free.” 
 
    “That’s Gerald,” Rikki said. “He always was a tree hugger.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Gerald said. “But also, they’ll be less of a drain on your batteries.” 
 
    “Your husband?” Maggie asked, sounding hopeful. 
 
    “No,” Rikki said. “When we were younger, we were high school sweethearts, but we grew apart. He was all ‘down with the man’,” she said, balling her fist and waving it in the air. “And I wanted a man that would provide. So, we went our separate ways.” 
 
    “The father?” Maggie asked, everyone already guessing the answer. 
 
    “Gone,” Rikki said. 
 
    “Gone, as in you don’t know where he is or gone as in . . .” Danica let the rest of her thought trail off. 
 
    “Theo was a good man,” Rikki said as if that answered the question. 
 
    A short time later, as they drank coffee, they sat around talking about their backgrounds. They learned that Rikki and Gerald were both from northern Virginia but were working in New Jersey. Gerald and Theo were golfing buddies. Gerald lost his wife and a son. Before the phones went dead, Gerald learned that most of his extended family was dead. It was possible his brother was alive. 
 
    “He’s the hermit type,” Gerald said. “Last I heard he was living in a cabin near Yellowstone. Strange man. I actually contacted the FBI once thinking he might be the Unabomber. He wasn’t, thank God. He’s so far removed from people chances are he didn’t catch it.” Everyone else had similar stories. They said Kyle was from Boston, Tim and Cindy were from Maryland, the only survivors of their families. Jordan was from Washington, D.C. 
 
    Franklin wondered how long it would be before people stopped telling these stories, five years, ten, a generation? Would the dead forever be this generation’s connection to each other? Would sociologists call them the Dead Generation or Generation Dead? Were there any sociologists left? 
 
    “What are you doing way down here?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “We were headed to Atlanta,” Gerald said. “We heard the government was set up there, but we learned that was a lie.” 
 
    “We know about them,” Danica said, sourly. “They came to my community.” She summarized the events for them.” 
 
    “What are you doing now?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Rumor has it the real government is holed up in Colorado,” Gerald said. 
 
    “It’s true,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rikki asked, hopefully. 
 
    “Until recently, I was traveling with an FBI agent who was in contact with them,” Franklin said. 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Rikki said, holding her stomach. “I would have hated to find out we were chasing another lie.” 
 
    “Where’s your FBI friend now?” Gerald asked. 
 
    “In Colorado,” Franklin said. “A friend of ours was bitten by a rattlesnake, and the president sent an airplane to Columbia to pick him up.” 
 
    “He did that?” Gerald said. “Makes me proud I voted for him. How’s your friend doing?” 
 
    “He didn’t make it,” Franklin said, putting down his coffee and going to stare out the window. 
 
    “Damn,” Rikki said. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Gerald and I lost a friend too,” Rikki said. “When we started this trip, Raymond was with us. He was murdered in Virginia. A group of guys came upon us in the middle of the night. When I first saw them, I just knew we were all doing to die. One of them had a snake tattoo on his neck.” 
 
    Franklin jerked around. 
 
    “There were about eight of them, altogether, so there wasn’t much we could do,” Gerald said, taking up the story. “They pulled Raymond out of his sleeping bag. Didn’t say a damn word, just lynched him on the spot.” A tear rolled from his eye. “His neck just snapped. I promise I will never forget that sound. I wake up at night hearing that sound.” Maggie laid a comforting hand on his arm. 
 
    “Why him?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Because he was black,” Franklin supplied. 
 
    “That’s right,” Rikki said softly. “If I hadn’t been pregnant, I have no doubt they would have killed me. They asked me if Raymond was the father. He wasn’t. A couple of them didn’t believe me. Threatened to cut me open to see what color the baby was. They roughed up Gerald a little but let us go a few hours later. Told us if they ever saw us in the company of a black man again, they’d string us up alongside them.” 
 
    “I don’t think we had a campfire at night for nearly a month,” Gerald said. “At least, not until we met up with Jordan.” 
 
    “Raymond was a good man,” Rikki said. “He never did anything to anybody. He didn’t deserve to die like that.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have if I had killed that son of a bitch when I had the chance,” Franklin said. 
 
    “You know him?” Maggie said, shocked. 
 
    “He calls himself Copperhead,” Franklin said. 
 
    “That’s what his friends called him,” Gerald said. 
 
    “His real name is Wendell Helms,” Franklin said. “He was in prison up in northern Virginia with me. Hated that bastard the moment I laid eyes on him. I kicked his ass the first day we were in prison together. Every day afterward, I had to watch my back. There wasn’t a day that didn’t go by that someone didn’t try to shove a shank in my back.” He gave them the background on his last day at the prison. He held nothing back. “I should have tracked him down and killed him, but I thought he was all bark and no bite. Truthfully, I figured he’d starve to death within a month.” 
 
    “Starve,” Gerald said. “There’s plenty of food for the taking.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Oh,” Gerald said. “You’re saying he’s not too bright. I got it.” 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Franklin said. “If he’s with people, no way he’s calling the shots. Dammit to hell, I should have tracked him down and killed him.” 
 
    “And if you had, where would Paris and Gunilla be right now?” Danica said forcefully. “They’d be sex slaves.” 
 
    “Sex slaves,” Tim said. “Jeez, I thought Gerald and Rikki had a rough trip.” 
 
    “Would that be that West Virginia group?” Jordan asked. Franklin nodded. “Yeah, I heard about them.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell us,” Rikki said. 
 
    “From what I know, they weren’t operating in our area and, given your condition, I didn’t see any reason to needlessly worry you,” Jordan said. 
 
    “Anything else you haven’t told us?” Rikki asked. 
 
    “Let’s see,” Jordan said. “There’s a sex slave ring operating out of West Virginia, a white supremacist gang in Northern Virginia, another one in eastern Maryland, as well as the one operating in Atlanta, which is also claiming to be the leadership of the United States. I also hear pirates are operating off the coast, but I don’t have confirmation of that, and a warlord operating out of Washington D.C. That one I can confirm.” 
 
    “Pirates, a warlord?” Danica asked. Jordan shrugged. 
 
    “The pirates are probably an exaggeration,” she said. “Not many people operating on the high seas at the moment. My best guess is that it’s just people looting abandoned commercial ships. As for the warlord, he’s just some former drug dealer with a lot of guns. Sent his people out to loot every house, warehouse and grocery store in the area for food. Figured they could control people better that way. When they came to my neighborhood, I took exception to their wanting my food.” 
 
    “Is that why you left?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Some of his gang told me I had to hand over my food, and if I wanted to eat, I had to work for ‘The Boss’,” she said using air quotes. “I told them they could tell ‘The Boss’ to go fuck himself. After they left, I left, but not before dumping all my food on the living room floor. I knew they would be back. It was petty, but I can be petty sometimes. Just ask my ex.” 
 
    Danica glanced over to see Franklin looking solemn. “You’re too hard on yourself,” Danica said. “You’re not responsible for the ills of the world. People are people. Some are going to be open and kind like Maggie when she’s not wielding a skillet, and others are going to be insane like your Wendell and my Wade. That’s life. People make choices. You made your choice to find your son. It was the right choice.” 
 
    “I should go find him now before he kills anyone else,” Franklin said. 
 
    “You and I need to get to Colorado first.” 
 
    “Why? There’s nothing for me there.” 
 
    “Matthew?” Danica said. 
 
    “Matthew is better off without me. Paris, Toscana, and you, for that matter, will take better care of him than I ever could.” 
 
    “That may be, but he’s still your son,” Danica said starting to get angry. “Take a look around you. Everyone here has lost everyone they loved. You, on the other hand, are one of the luckiest people on the planet. Your son is still alive. Do you know how many people would love to be in your shoes? Everyone. Then there’s Paris. 
 
    “Now, I haven’t known Paris that long, but she seems to be the sort of person that the moment she finds out what you did, she’ll drop everything and take off looking for you, and she’ll do it alone if she has to. She feels she owes you that much.” 
 
    “Paris doesn’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “I dare you to tell Paris that. She’ll come after you. You know she will.” Franklin nodded. 
 
    Danica walked up and stood behind him and said, “Let’s finish this. Let’s get to Colorado, and I promise you I’ll come with you as well. The three of us will track that bastard down and bring him to justice.” 
 
    “He will not be getting a trial,” Franklin said, flatly. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about a trial,” Danica said. “He’ll get the justice he deserves, pun intended.” Franklin laughed. 
 
    “Pun?” Gerald said. 
 
    “My last name is Justice,” Danica said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 53 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to Colorado, we need to get started,” Franklin said to Danica over breakfast several days later. “It’ll start snowing soon, and if we don’t leave within the next few days, we’ll probably be stuck here over the winter.” Danica knew this day was coming, but it still felt abrupt when Franklin finally broached the subject. “If you’re still going with me?” 
 
    “Pass me some of that oatmeal,” Danica said to Gerald. “It smells good, Andy. What did you put in this?” 
 
    Was she going with Franklin? She certainly didn’t want to. The entire idea was too much like going camping. The first time her father talked about her and Bailey going camping, she couldn’t wait. Her father used to talk about the trips he’d taken with his brother and always made it sound exciting. She had spent weeks mapping out the route they would take and discussed the equipment needed with her brother in detail. She went so far as to check out several books from the library on the subject. Bailey had a great time. Her . . . not so much. Once the tent was pitched, they just sat around staring at each other. They went for walks through the woods occasionally, but most of the weekend was made up of fishing, cooking the fish they caught, sitting around a campfire, and then getting up early the next morning and doing it all again. Danica guessed the reason her father enjoyed camping trips with his brother was probably because of all the alcohol they drank. At least she assumed that’s what they did because she couldn’t see how anyone enjoyed camping without alcohol. 
 
    Several years later, when her father broached the subject of camping again. As time had blurred memory, she convinced herself her first camping trip wasn’t all that terrible. She figured since she was older, she would enjoy it more. It turned out it was just as dull as the first time. What made it even more miserable was that it rained the entire weekend. Why would anyone go camping in the rain? The greatest memory of her second camping trip was when the rain stopped, and the clouds parted for a few hours late the first evening. The night sky, unobstructed by lights, was breathtaking and instilled in her a love of astronomy and the desire to become an astronaut. 
 
    Now Franklin was asking her to leave this nice, comfortable community and effectively go camping in the mountains. And it was a community or would be, given enough time. Randel and Maggie had already announced they were going to stay and Danica believed that Rikki wanted to stay as well. Rikki told everyone the day after they arrived, she wasn’t feeling well and wanted to rest, but Danica suspected the idea of getting on the road was as appealing to Rikki as camping was to her. What were the odds Rikki would find another house with electricity? 
 
    “I put in walnuts and raisins,” Andy said as he shoveled a spoonful of oatmeal in his mouth. “Do you have to go, Danica?” 
 
    “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Maggie said. “It’s disgusting. It looks like a cement mixer in there.” 
 
    “It’s like Franklin said, if we don’t leave soon, we’ll be stuck here for the winter,” Danica said as she spooned two handfuls of oatmeal onto her plate. And just like that, she committed herself to the trip. In the end, her desire to see Toscana outweighed her abhorrence of camping. Damn hormones. Toscana wasn’t even sexually attracted to her. Or gay! 
 
    “Can I stay with you?” Deborah asked suddenly, turning to Maggie and Randel. 
 
    “Of course,” Maggie said, putting her hand over Deborah’s. “But why would you want to? Colorado might be better. They would be better capable of dealing with your disability.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a burden to Franklin—” 
 
    “Nope, nope,” Franklin said, shaking his head. “Don’t use me as an excuse. You would not be a burden. I’d carry you over my shoulders to Colorado if you wanted to go and you’d likely only hear me complain twice, maybe three times if you ate a heavy meal.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said after a few moments. “I just want to be someplace where I feel useful,” Deborah said. “I think I’d like to set up a school and teach Andy.” 
 
    “Nope, nope,” Andy said, shaking his head. “Don’t use—” 
 
    “Shut up, Andy,” Maggie said. He gave her a shocked look that made everyone laugh. 
 
    “I’ve been checking out the library upstairs, and there’s a lot of information that will be useful in the coming years I can teach,” Deborah said. “Besides English, science, and math, I’ll teach subjects like gardening, hunting, winter survival, cooking over an open fire, knitting, and sewing. I might even teach them how to churn butter.” 
 
    “Those sound like a few classes I might need to attend,” Maggie said. “And I’m not even going to ask how you got upstairs.” 
 
    “If we’re making confessions . . .” Rikki said. “If you don’t mind, I would like to stay as well. I haven’t been feeling well, and I think it may mean I’m about to pop. And I don’t want to be caught out on the road when I give birth.” 
 
    “What about the others?” Randel asked. 
 
    “I haven’t talked to them about it,” Rikki said. “I don’t speak for them.” 
 
    Gerald suddenly reached his hand out and covered Rikki’s. “If Rikki’s staying, so am I.” Rikki just as suddenly teared up and placed her other hand on top of his. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. The rest of Rikki’s group also asked to stay, Jordan the lone exception. She said nothing either way. 
 
    “Maybe Cindy would like to work as a teacher’s aide?” Deborah asked, looking over at Cindy. In the short two days Rikki’s group had arrived, the two seemed to have become fast friends over their love of fantasy football of all things. Even though the sport was dead, along with the rest of the world, they spent several hours trying to figure out how to revive the concept. They decided they needed a football almanac to start with. 
 
    “It looks like we have the beginnings of a community,” Maggie said, smiling. 
 
    “If that’s the case we’ll need to do a few things before we leave,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Like what?” Randel asked. 
 
    “First thing is I want to find a lumber store and build a ramp to the house so Deborah and come and go as she pleases,” Franklin said. “We can also use the lumber to make it so she can wheel herself over the bridges if she ever decides to run away. We also need to conduct a burial.” 
 
    “A what?” Jordan said. 
 
    “Come on, let me show you what we found,” Franklin said. “Since you’re staying, no sense keeping it from you.” 
 
    It was the better part of a week later before Danica and Franklin were ready to leave. The dead were buried, the ramp built and Rikki had given birth to Lane. The night before the two left, the group threw them a going-away party. Franklin insisted the party was a waste of food, but ate as much as he could, not knowing how long it would be before he had another decent meal. He tried calling Paris to let her know they were leaving, but something was wrong with the satellite phone. About an hour into the party, Franklin cornered Jordan. 
 
    “You’ve never said if you’re coming or going,” Franklin said. 
 
    “They wouldn’t last a month without me,” she said and walked away. Nothing more was said on the matter.  
 
    The next morning, Franklin and Danica woke up to see that it had snowed during the night. It was only a light dusting and melted as soon as the sun was high, but both knew it was a harbinger of things to come. 
 
    “You promise to take care of Whisper?” Danica asked Andy. 
 
    “I will,” he said through tears. Watching Whisper and Andy play together the day before, she knew it was right that the dog stayed behind. Every boy needed a dog. 
 
    They walked through the town, and Franklin introduced Danica to Thomas and made their goodbyes. He promised to look in on the group throughout the winter. He would bring them fresh eggs and even a few chickens. He was also excited to hear that Deborah was starting a makeshift school as there were several children in the town that could benefit from some learning. 
 
    Taking one of the cars in town, they headed out but less than an hour later ran into their first issue—a rockslide. It wasn’t unexpected. Franklin and Danica made their way on foot the rest of the day. An hour before sunset, they came upon another washed-out bridge. They made camp on the other side. 
 
    Early the next morning, before the sun crested the mountains, Danica woke to the sound of something moving outside her tent. Because they were in a remote area and camped in the woods, neither thought it necessary to stand watch. At first, Danica figured it was Franklin heading off to use the bathroom, but when she heard the unmistakable sounds of sniffing, she realized it was an animal. She prayed it wasn’t a bear looking for a last-minute snack before bedding down for the winter. 
 
    “Go away,” she said, hoping the sound of her voice would scare the creature. She slapped the side of the tent. “Go on now. Get away!” The creature began pawing at the tent, and she pulled her gun. Then she suddenly realized this couldn’t be a bear. One swipe of a bear’s claw would have sliced open the tent like it had been made of toilet paper. 
 
    She unzipped the tent and then screamed as something stuck its head in. 
 
    “Whisper,” she said harshly. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Everything all right?” Franklin asked, sticking his head out of his tent. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” she said, hugging Whisper to her. Whisper sprang inside. He jumped into her lap in excitement, mouthed her arm, licked her face and occasionally nibbled and licked her ear. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with Andy. He’ll be heartbroken. You know that, right?” Whisper didn’t seem to care. He continued to relish his stomach being rubbed. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 54 
 
      
 
    Danica, Franklin, and Whisper trudged up the lonely mountain road for much of the day and into the night constantly on the lookout for vehicles they could use to warm up and cut their travel time through the mountains. They were optimistic about finding a vehicle when they broke camp that morning, but by mid-afternoon, they’d all but given up. To make matters worse, it started to snow. It began as a light dusting but steadily grew worse the higher they climbed until eventually it was a blizzard. While Franklin and Danica greeted the snow with disdain, Whisper was excited, jumping around and snapping at snowflakes as if they were bees. 
 
    “What’s that?” Danica said, pointing to something in the distance, teeth chattering. It was the first words spoken by either of them in hours. 
 
    “I think we might have gotten lucky. Though at this point, I’m not sure we should even bother. Driving in the mountains during a blizzard might end up being more trouble than it’s worth.” 
 
    “We can at least get inside and warm up. This fucking wind is digging into my skin and eating at my bones.” 
 
    Franklin climbed into the driver’s seat and found the keys to the brown Ford Focus on the floorboard, but when he tried to start the car it failed to turn over. “Battery’s dead,” he said. 
 
    “Damn, I was hoping to warm up.” 
 
    “It’s still warmer inside the car than outside. We might as well set up camp.” 
 
    “Here, in the open?” 
 
    “I doubt anyone is foolish enough to be out in this.” 
 
    “Except us, Danica said, almost laughing, but finding it too cold to put in the effort. 
 
    “Yeah, except us. Even if there is someone up here, they’d be beyond stupid to be out at night in this.” 
 
    “You want to set up the tents or sleep in the car?” Franklin walked behind the car and brushed the snow off the back window. 
 
    “I think I can fit in the back seat,” he said. “Think you’ll be okay in the front?” 
 
    “I’ll make myself fit.” 
 
    To stay comfortable, they put their packs in the trunk, taking out only two pouches of MREs and their sleeping bag. They prepared their meal in the snow and then jumped inside to eat. 
 
    “What did you get?” Danica asked, opening her pouch and looking inside. “Looks like I got spaghetti with meat sauce, a slice of wheat bread, a raisin cookie, cracker and . . . hot damn a pop tart.” 
 
    “I’ll give you my peaches for the pop tart,” he said, and then suddenly laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “This reminds me of my days in the military. Every meal, guys would walk around trying to wheel and deal their food pouches. Good to know that even at the end of the world, some things don’t change. Pop tarts and peaches were everyone’s favorite. You could sometimes score an entire second meal for a pouch of peaches.” 
 
    Danica examined the pop tart. “It’s hard to believe in a few years, pop tarts might be extinct. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said. “MREs are good for God knows how long. As long as there are MREs, there’ll be pop tarts. Twinkies though. Those things are history—and good riddance.” 
 
    “What do you have against Twinkies?” she said as she gave her pop tart to Whisper. Franklin just shook his head in disbelief. A pop tart would have gone great with his coffee. 
 
    Whisper had thrown a wrench in their scheduling. Franklin read once that in early American history, it had taken explorers, and the settlers that followed, nearly a month to cross the Appalachian Mountains. Unlike the early American pioneers, neither he nor Danica could live off the land, especially in the winter. Carrying a month’s worth of food for two people would be too much to carry, even with proper backpacks. So, instead, the idea was to carry about a week’s supply and stock up in towns they passed. Now though, they would need to scavenge more often, which would slow them down. On the bright side, nearly everyone in the mountains owned a dog, so dog food would be plentiful. Franklin reached over the seat and scratched Whisper behind the ears. 
 
    The pair woke up early the next morning to find themselves stuck in the car. Danica tried to look out the window, but it was frozen over. Kicking at the car door, she pried it open a few inches at first and then finally enough to crawl out. 
 
    “Damn, that’s a lot of snow,” she said. “Our timing sucks. If we would have left two days earlier . . .” she left the rest unsaid.” 
 
    “No clouds in the sky. So, the snow is done falling for now.” 
 
    Whisper hit the snow running. He jumped headfirst into the deep snow disappearing only to pop up like a submarine a few moments later. Once surfaced, he hopped around like a kangaroo making his way around in circles only to disappear under the snow again. When he popped up again, his mouth was wide open, and his tongue was flopping around, making him look as if he were laughing. Whenever Whisper came to periscope depth, he determined which way they were headed and then bounded out in front. Hopping in front of them, he forged a path that Franklin and Danica were happy to follow. That lasted for an hour before the exhausted dog fell in behind the two, head low, tongue hanging out. 
 
    Just after mid-day three days later, they crested the first peak, too tired, wet and cold to even talk. For the rest of the day, they traveled toward the valley, only stopping to eat and heat coffee or water. As the sun began to set, Franklin suddenly stopped. Danica nearly plowed into him. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s a mailbox here,” he said, brushing off the snow. “I almost didn’t see it.” The fresh layer of snow gave Danica the impression the house they found was a beautifully kept mountain home, but the rusty car shell and broken clothesline indicated otherwise. She bet that if the snow melted, it would reveal a yard full of junk. 
 
    Stomping their boots and brushing the snow off their clothes, they broke in through the front door and quickly set about building a fire. There was enough wood near the fireplace to last several hours, but not enough to last the night. 
 
    “I’ll see if there’s any firewood outside,” Franklin said. “You look around for anything useful.” 
 
    Though Danica wanted nothing more than to stand near the fire warming herself, she decided that if Franklin could trudge back outside, the least she could do was look around. Whisper was having none of the explorations. He promptly curled up in front of the fire and closed his eyes. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Danica to find the owner of the house or at least what was left of him. His body had been partially eaten by something. In the next room, she found the something lying dead next to a door leading outside. The dog had plenty to eat, but no water. By the looks of the scratches on the door, the poor animal tried to claw his way out, probably until the moment he died. Outside, she heard an engine flare to life. For a few panicked moments, she feared that Franklin was abandoning her. 
 
    Rushing to the back door, she spotted Franklin sitting on a snowmobile inside a small shed. He revved up the engine a few more times and then shut it down. 
 
    “Look what I found,” he said, smiling. “It’s even got a hitch for the sled hanging on the wall. Barring another blizzard, we should make good time tomorrow. You find any food? I’m sick of MREs.” 
 
    “I haven’t looked yet. All I’ve found so far is the dead owner, his dead dog, and a lot of blankets.” 
 
    “If there’s a dog, there should be dog food,” Franklin said, coming inside. “Whisper will be happy with that. Unless he’s become too addicted to pop tarts.” After bringing wood from the pile next to the shed, they stripped down to their skivvies, wrapped themselves in blankets and hung their clothes close to the fireplace to dry.  
 
    “How do you feel about beef stew and pinto beans mixed together?” she asked, holding up two large cans of each. 
 
    “Right now, I’d eat that dead dog before I eat another MRE,” he said while nailing up a sheet to the hallway leading to the bedroom. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Something my mom used to do when I was little. We were poor, living in a trailer. It cost a lot of money to heat or cool an entire trailer, so we pinned up sheets so we could heat a smaller portion of the house. It’ll keep the heat from the fireplace limited to this room.” Franklin pointed in the direction of the bedroom. “He doesn’t need it.” 
 
    When he was done, she poured him a bowl of the mixed stew. Whisper’s bowl was empty, so she added more dog food from a bag she found and mixed in some hot stew. Before Danica or Franklin had taken three bites, Whisper was done and nosing her bowl for more. 
 
    “Stop,” she said, edging closer to the fire. “You had yours. I’ll get you more when I’m done.” She sat staring at the fire, loving the warmth against her skin. It was a paradise compared to the cold, wet clothes she had to endure all day. 
 
    “Where did you grow up?” she asked Franklin, now curious. 
 
    “Jacksonville, Florida.” 
 
    “You like it there?” 
 
    “Not really,” he said between bites. “I left right after I graduated from high school.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine not liking it. You’re close to Disney Land, beautiful beaches.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to Disney Land?” 
 
    “You’re kidding? Why not?” 
 
    “My mom couldn’t afford it. I’ve also never been to those beautiful beaches either. I’ve been to the Jacksonville beaches. For me, the Keys and Disney Land were a tease and a reminder of how poor we were. I think it’s part of the reason I never took Matthew when I could afford to go. It was like my big fuck you statement to them. Now, I’ll never get to go.” 
 
    “Disney World may be gone, but the Keys are still there,” she said, crawling into her sleeping bag. The last thing she remembered was Whisper moving closer. She put her arms around him and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    “Driving the snowmobile is easier than I thought,” Franklin said the next morning as he shut it down. For the last fifteen minutes, he had practiced driving the vehicle. “If I need to learn anything else, it’ll have to be on the way. I don’t want to waste any more gas. He has one full gas can and two empty cans. How are we on food?” 
 
    “We have a few days’ worth of MREs if we stick to eating three meals a day. In this weather, we should.” 
 
    “How much did you find?” 
 
    “He wasn’t as well-stocked as I’d hoped. He like his beef stew, though. We have about a dozen cans. Add to that an assortment of canned goods and dry cereal, and we should be good for a few days. If it comes down to it, we could always eat the dog food. He has three bags, and I plan on bringing it all.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. There have to be more houses along the way. There’s also a town coming up, so we’ll look around once we get there. If nothing else, we should be able to fill up on gas.” 
 
    “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    “It’s not too late to turn back,” Franklin suddenly said. He gave voice to what had crossed her mind on more than one occasion walking up the mountain. About the third time she tripped and fell face-first into the snow, she wanted to scream and turn around until the snow melted, but the idea of seeing Toscana and Mathew kept her going. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” she said stubbornly. 
 
    She tried to convince herself that once out of the mountains, she could discard the fantasy of Toscana like stale bread. “No, this won’t be an awkward homecoming,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, let’s go, already.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 55 
 
      
 
    As Franklin and Danica finished packing, a blizzard rolled in delaying their departure by three days. Neither complained. They took advantage of the delay resting, relaxing, and staying warm. Danica found a deck of cards and a few board games, so when they weren’t eating, sleeping or checking the weather, they played cards, Monopoly or Life, using the fire as their only source of lighting. On the third morning, the weather broke, so they loaded up the sled and started up the next mountain. Though the sled was crammed with supplies, they left enough room for Whisper, but he was having none of it. Danica tried lifting him onto the back of the sled, but as soon as the snowmobile moved, he jumped off and started barking at it. Then, after sniffing around the sled, he announced his contempt for the vehicle by peeing on its side. 
 
    “I think that pretty much says it all,” Danica said, almost laughing. 
 
    “He’ll just have to keep up the best he can,” Franklin said as she climbed in behind him. At first, Whisper kept up, but before the first hour lapsed the dog began to lag further and further behind. About two hours after leaving, they came upon a cluster of vehicles.  
 
    “That figures,” Danica said. She dismounted and gave a quick look to see if there was any food or supplies they could use. The cars yielded no prize other than gas, which they siphoned out. When they were done, she noticed Whisper asleep on the back of the sled. This time, when the sled moved, he did not. The day passed uneventfully, as did most of the next. Sometime on the fourth, neither knew when, having lost all track of time, Franklin spotted a sign announcing the small town of Snow Village a few miles ahead. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Danica yelled over the engine as she felt him slow down. 
 
    Franklin pointed at the snow-covered sign. 
 
    “That’s ironic,” Danica said. “Do you think they were trying to be ironic when they named the town?” 
 
    “More than likely they were trying to name it something that would attract tourists,” Franklin said, looking around. “There’s not a lot to do up here in the winter.” He pointed to the side of a mountain. “Except that.” Danica looked to see a dead chairlift leading up to the top of the mountain. 
 
    “A ski resort?” 
 
    “Or trying to be,” Franklin said. “Let’s camp here tonight.” 
 
    “Great. I needed a break.” 
 
    They set up their tents inside the ski shop and the next morning left with a full tank of gas and warm ski clothing. While Franklin grabbed whatever fit, Danica wasn’t satisfied until she found clothing that didn’t make her look like a Christmas tree. 
 
    “What?” Franklin asked when he caught her looking at him. 
 
    “Red and green?” 
 
    “It fits; that’s all I care about.” 
 
    For the next several days, all they did was drive the snowmobile, eat, and sleep. The temperature seemed to drop with each passing night, leading Danica to announce often that she’d never been so cold in her life. The deep snow made it impossible to find firewood, so the only warmth came from the food they heated using the MRE auto heaters. 
 
    One evening, about an hour before they stopped for the night, they came upon another abandoned car. After tapping the gas tank and filling the cans, Danica decided she’d had enough of the cold. 
 
    “Step back,” she said, pulling out a pack of matches. 
 
    “What—” 
 
    She struck a match and tossed it at the gas leaking from the tank. Grabbing Whisper, she ran about a few dozen feet as the car went up in flames. Within a few moments, the entire car was fully engulfed, spreading glorious warmth all around them. 
 
    “You happy?” he asked, standing next to her smiling, wishing he had thought of it. 
 
    “I’d be happier with a bag of marshmallows.” 
 
    “Sorry, I left those in my other pack. I’ll try to remember that for next time.” 
 
    “If I have my way, there’ll never be a next time,” she said firmly. “I don’t plan on ever going into the mountains during the winter again.” 
 
    “You do know that Cheyenne Mountain is in the mountains? The name gives it away.” 
 
    She raised an arm and flipped him off.  
 
    After the fire died out, they set up camp happier than they’d been since leaving the mountain cabin. That happiness was shattered sometime in the night when they were awoken by what sounded like a freight train outside their tent. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Danica yelled as she jumped out of her sleeping bag and rushed into the night, nearly naked. For some reason, the first thing that came to mind was a tornado. She’d always been told that a tornado sounded liked a passing train. 
 
    “Avalanche!” he screamed over the noise as he rushed out of his tent. 
 
    “Oh Jesus,” Danica said, her heart pounding heavily in her chest. 
 
    Somewhere close by, a cold white horse rushed down the mountain, and upon it rode Death, with destruction, misery, and despair following in its wake. 
 
    Danica started shivering as much as from terror as the frigid night air. She wanted to turn and face this creature of death and scream her defiance as it came to claim her life, but she had no idea which direction to face. Neither she nor Franklin could see more than a few feet on this moonless night, and that terrified her even more. How could she brace herself for the coming of death if she couldn’t face it? 
 
    Even though it made no sense, Danica’s greatest fear had always been dying, without knowing she died. She always felt she could deal with death as long as she was given at least a second for her mind to register and inform her she was about to die. What she feared was suddenly winking out of existence, as if someone came up behind her and shot her in the back of the head. For her, dying in her sleep was out of the question. 
 
    As snow churned up around them, Danica braced for the end, as terrified and frozen in indecision as a squirrel facing down a truck tire. Then, as quickly as the train arrived at the station, it left. It took both of them a few moments to realize they hadn’t rolled snake eyes. Danica screamed into the night and fell to her knees. She looked for something to throw, but when she couldn’t find anything, she contemplated throwing her father’s gun, but instead, settled for screaming into the darkness, again. 
 
    “I want out of these fucking mountains,” she yelled to Franklin. “I’ve had enough. How did people live like this?” Franklin walked over to her and put a hand on her shoulder. She silently let the tears fall.  
 
    The next morning, the car was still smoldering, but its warmth had been long spent. After packing up, Franklin tried to start the snow machine, but it failed to turn over. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” Danica asked. 
 
    “No idea. Even if I knew, I don’t have the tools to fix it. I guess we walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Just fucking wonderful. She flirted with the idea of burning the snowmobile to warm up before their journey but didn’t want to waste daylight. The quicker they set off, the faster they would get out of these God-forsaken mountains.  
 
    As they began trekking down the mountain, Danica looked behind her to see Whisper sitting on the sled. She just shook her head. He would either come or he wouldn’t. She was too tired and too fucking cold to care. 
 
    With a feeling of dread, she realized that beyond the tiredness and the chill, something more insidious was trying to find a home deep inside her—depression. The avalanche had broken something in her, and she didn’t know if it was fixable. Would she become like Wade? A dead and unfeeling husk. Beyond that, the frigid mountain air was sapping her will to live, and if they didn’t find their way out of the mountain soon, the mountain would claim her life. 
 
    Within minutes of setting off for the day, they rounded a bend and came upon a scene of destruction. It looked as if an entire forest of trees had been uprooted and dropped from the sky. God looked to have played pickup sticks with the forest but left in the middle of the game. Branches, limbs, and trees jutted from the snow from every conceivable angle for two hundred yards down the mountains. It took them nearly three hours to weave their way through, around, over, and under the uprooted mess. 
 
    For another week, Danica followed Franklin with her head down, periodically humming the tune from the old animated Christmas show where Santa Claus sings to the formally evil ice warlock, imploring him to just put one foot in front of the other. Granted, Santa Claus was singing about the warlock changing his nature, but the song seemed appropriate. Suddenly, she stopped, realizing she could see a yellow dividing line. Franklin ran into her. She didn’t even realize he was behind her. Then she refocused on the fact that she could see the road. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” she said, wanting to drop to the pavement and kiss the road. 
 
    “What?” Franklin said. She pointed to the ground. “Shit. When did that happen?” 
 
    Looking around, Danica spotted a car ahead of them and another two a hundred yards behind them. Throwing her pack to the ground, she ran to one of the vehicles and searched for the keys. 
 
    “Here,” she said, opening the door to a small truck. She yelled in frustration and beat the steering wheel when it didn’t turn over. “Battery’s dead.” Franklin looked down to the floorboard of the old truck. 
 
    “Move over,” he said. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Something my father taught me. It’s called popping the clutch.” He rolled the car down the mountain. When the car gathered enough momentum, he popped his foot off the clutch. The car jerked and sputtered, but didn’t start. On the second try, the truck tried to turn over but sputtered out. He repeated the process a third and fourth time. On the fifth, the car flared to life. Franklin pumped the gas to keep it started “The good news is we have transportation. The bad news is we only have little more than a quarter tank of gas.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get. Just as long as the heater works, I’ll be happy.” He put the truck in reverse and headed back for the supplies and Whisper. 
 
    Two hours later, they rolled to a stop, having run out of gas, but they were finally out of the mountains. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 56 
 
      
 
    Two days and eight cars later, as the sun crested the horizon, Danica and Franklin arrived outside Arnold Air Force Base. Although neither expected the western side of the Blue Ridge Mountains to differ from the eastern half, it was still frustrating every time they came upon a bridge blockage. The pair rolled up in the pickup and stopped about a quarter-mile from the base. Franklin scouted the area with a pair of binoculars, pilfered from a nearby sporting goods store. 
 
    “How does it look?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Dead,” he said without hesitation. He put down the binoculars and looked at her. “Pun intended.” 
 
    Danica rolled her eyes. “You were just waiting for me to ask you that, weren’t you?” 
 
    He smiled broadly as he went back to scanning the base. “I plead the fifth.” 
 
    “I’m surprised there’s not more activity,” Danica said. “There should be plenty of things people need here. Food, shelter, but especially weapons.” 
 
    “It’s that last one that worries me.” 
 
    Danica looked at her watch. “It is pretty early. If anyone’s here, they’re probably sleeping.” 
 
    “It’s a military base. If there’s military personnel here, there should be a guard. Let’s scout around before we head in.” He checked the map and pointed off to the right. “Head that way. There’s another entrance about a mile down the road.” 
 
    Coming around a bend, Danica slammed on the brakes to avoid a nearly decomposed body in the middle of the road. It wasn’t the first dead body she’d seen on a road since the plague started, but until now, this road had been surprisingly clean of trash and abandoned cars. So, when she suddenly came upon partial human remains in a dress, it was jarring. Glancing further down the road, Danica felt as if she’d walked out of a library into the aftermath of a destructive riot. Dozens of decomposing bodies littered the field near the main entrance to the base, intertwined with burned or bullet-riddled cars, trucks, and several tractor-trailers. There was even a burned and partially melted school bus with a large hole where the driver should have been. 
 
    On the base, a rotor blade was embedded in the side of a building. Its Apache parent lay twisted, broken, and charred nearby. A tank, one of its tracks detached, sat abandoned and blocking the entrance.  
 
    “Jesus,” Danica said. “What the fuck happened here?” 
 
    “A war.” 
 
    “No shit,” Danica said with awe. Stepping out of the truck and looking over the area, Franklin spotted the lifeless bodies of several airmen near the helicopter. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Franklin said, getting back in the truck. “Something doesn’t smell right.” 
 
    “You sure it’s not the bodies you’re smelling?” Danica asked as she turned their car around. Despite her cavalier tone, she trusted Franklin’s instincts enough to ask the question while following his instructions. 
 
    At first, Franklin wasn’t sure what was nagging at him. He just knew the hair on the back of his neck said something wasn’t right. It wasn’t until Danica’s question that he made the connection. 
 
    “They’re fresh,” Franklin said, almost more to himself than to Danica. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The airmen near the helicopter. They couldn’t have been more than a few days old.” Danica stepped harder on the accelerator.  
 
    “Let me see if I can find another way in,” Franklin said a short time later as he studied the map. “There looks to be a road at the far back of the base that leads up to the runway. We’ll need to pick up some heavy-duty wire cutters and a four-wheel drive, though. Once inside, we can follow the road around the airfield . . .” he twisted the map “—all the way to the golf course—” 
 
    “They have a golf course?” Danica asked, cutting him off. 
 
    “Most bases do. Then we can wait at the clubhouse until nightfall. I wish I had my night vision goggles.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, they made their way onto the base and left their packs at the clubhouse as they investigated the base for signs of life. 
 
    “There,” Franklin said, pointing to a faint glow in the distance. 
 
    “I see it,” Danica said as she reached down and stroked Whisper’s fur. She didn’t like bringing Whisper along, but there wasn’t an alternative. He wouldn’t stay near the clubhouse and wait for them, and they couldn’t lock him inside. If anything happened to her and Franklin, Whisper would die of thrust. That would have been as cruel as leaving him inside a car in the middle of summer while she went shopping. She should have picked up a leash. 
 
    As they approached the area of the glow using a nearby building as cover, they began to hear loud music and the unmistakable sounds of people laughing, yelling, and an occasional scream. Franklin motioned for them to enter the adjacent forest. Watching from the tree line overlooking the parking lot that served the base headquarters, they both swore. 
 
    “Who the fuck are they?” Danica said, shocked. “Nudist Mad Max rejects?” 
 
    All over the parking lot, there was a flurry of activity, that mostly included drinking, swearing, fighting, kissing, eating, sex, drugs and dancing to loud music, if you could call it dancing. The men and a handful of women looked like a generational gathering of outlaw bikers of all ethnicities. The men and women sported long hair, short hair, spiked hair, blue hair, green hair, gray hair, ponytails, mohawks, and just as many were bald or close to it. Beards were just as varied, including coloration. One man had a thick, bright yellow handlebar mustache that, if pulled straight, looked like it would jut out nearly a foot on each side of his face. Most everyone was pierced, with some pierced in whatever spot would hold a decoration. And because most were nude, it was not a guess. All were tattooed and armed. 
 
    “I think they found the armory,” Franklin said.  
 
    At the back edge of the parking area, Danica counted forty motorcycles that were as varied as their owners. That meant, at a minimum, there were forty bikers. That did not include whatever passengers they carried. She estimated there were thirty in the immediate vicinity and in various stages of inebriation. 
 
    “That’s a lot of people and a lot of firepower,” Danica said. 
 
    In the center of the parking lot and the focal point of much of the activity was a giant bonfire built out of office furniture, lumber, freshly cut logs and anything else that looked like it would burn. The bonfire looked cool, but wasn’t functional, serving mostly as an aesthetic centerpiece. Most of those that wanted to cook, have sex or socialize themselves into a stupor were huddled around nearly a dozen smaller fires, well away from the uncomfortable heat the raging fire produced. 
 
    On the surface, the party looked innocent enough. To Danica, it seemed as if a bunch of people were trying to celebrate, or mourn, the end of the world with a drunken orgy. Then Danica spotted the F-16 that had been towed to the edge of the pavement nearest them. Dangling underneath each wing were the bodies of two half-naked male airmen. The airman under the left wing had an apple tied to his head and bullet holes riddled his body. The other airman was also dead from multiple gunshots. 
 
    As Danica and Franklin watched the gathering, a biker, dressed only in a black gun belt and carrying a nearly empty whiskey bottle, pulled his pistol and staggered toward the aircraft. From ten yards away, he aimed his weapon at the body with the apple and pulled the trigger. The dead airman’s shoulder jerked from the force of the impact. His second shot hit the front landing gear assembly of the F-16. The third shot missed everything. 
 
    One of the nearby men, also nude, laughed, walked over and took the man’s pistol. They had a short conversation and shook hands. Closing one eye, clearly trying to focus, he sighted down the barrel and pulled the trigger. The bullet tore through the dead airman’s eye and exited the back of his skull. The force of the impact threw the apple from the man’s head. The second gunman slapped the first one in the shoulder as if he’d won a contest. The loser, looking disgusted, got on his knees, guzzled the rest of the whiskey and then went to work bringing the winner to an orgasm. 
 
    “Who the hell are these people?” Danica said, looking away. As she did, she spotted a nude biker exit the back of an SUV carrying his pants. After pulling them on, he reached into the SUV and dragged a battered and naked female from the vehicle by her hair. He passed her to a second biker.  
 
    Danica lifted her assault rifle, sighted in, but after a few moments relaxed. She couldn’t kill the man, not without getting herself and Franklin killed. She looked over at Franklin, and he nodded his understanding. 
 
    Whisper growled as a second biker took possession of the nude woman. Danica wrapped her arm around the dog to keep him from running off and giving them away. 
 
    The second biker grabbed the girl’s breasts as he dragged her to a van and shoved her inside. The girl never made a sound. As the van’s side door opened, Danica glimpsed other captives. 
 
    “Shit,” Danica hissed. 
 
    “I saw,” Franklin said, sounding disgusted. He motioned for her to follow him back into the forest. 
 
    “We have to help,” Danica said, with a dangerous edge to her voice. 
 
    “We’ll have to kill a lot of people to rescue them. You understand that.” 
 
    “I understand,” Danica said, now with a determined edge to her voice. 
 
    “If we fail, you are, at best, going to be killed; at worst, end up in the van with the other prisoners. You’ll probably spend the rest of your life as a sex slave wishing you’d been killed.” 
 
    “I know the risks,” Danica said, hotly. “It’s no different from any other woman in combat. Don’t use the fact that I’m a woman keep us from doing what needs to be done.” 
 
    Franklin nodded. “We have three advantages at the moment,” Franklin said. Using his hand, he ticked them off. “Surprise, loud music, and most of them are drunk and getting drunker. If we’re lucky, we might get thirty to forty seconds of free-fire before they realize they’re being attacked and overcome their initial panic.” 
 
    “You sure they’ll panic?” 
 
    “Everyone panics when they realize they’re being attacked. It’s because they’re off balance and unsure what they’re up against. Is there one attacker or a hundred? Where are they? Where’s the best cover to keep from dying? Until they know those answers, they’re off balance. We have to keep them off-balance. The longer we do, the better our chances of survival and rescuing the prisoners. Honestly, rescuing the captives is the best we can hope for.” 
 
    “I’ll settle for that.” 
 
    “When they’re off balance, we move in. Once we do, don’t stop moving. Never stop moving. It’ll keep them from knowing our numbers. If we get pinned down, it’s over. Find a target, fire, and move. Find another target, fire, and move. You ever see one of those cop shows where they assault a drug house?” 
 
    “Plenty.” 
 
    “Copy them,” he said, standing up. “When we go in, make yourself a small target.” He brought his weapon up to his shoulder and hunched over it. “Like this. If your targets are slightly to the left or right of you, make small pivots and fire. One or two rounds each.” He moved the rifle inches to the left and right. “If they’re far right or far left, turn your entire body toward the target and fire, then back to your line.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said after he demonstrated the larger turns. 
 
    “Your job is to free the prisoners.” 
 
    “Understood. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “What I do best,” Franklin said, calmly. “Kill as many of these fuckers as I can. Hopefully, the prisoners can help. If they’re able, tell them to grab a weapon and start killing. If not, point them toward the forest and tell them to run. If we’re killed, at least they’ll have a chance.” 
 
    Danica nodded afraid her voice would betray just how terrified she felt. She hadn’t felt this terrified since the avalanche. What the hell was she thinking? They should just leave while they could. They didn’t have to do this. These people were no one to her. Why risk her life for them? 
 
    “There isn’t an easy answer to that,” her father once told her when she asked him much the same thing one night at dinner. “Everyone has their reasons for being a police officer and risking their lives for complete strangers. Most do it because they want to make a difference in people’s lives. They know that without them, criminals would prey on the weak and take what they want. Society can’t function like that. “You’ve seen kids at school pick on the weaker boys, right?” She nodded. 
 
    “Without us, that same scenario would be playing out everywhere,” her father said. “Try to imagine what life would be like if people could take whatever they wanted without consequences.” Danica no longer had to imagine. How many lives will these outlaws rip apart if they’re not stopped? How many had they already ripped apart? 
 
    “Is that why you do it?” Danica had asked her father. 
 
    “In part,” her father said, putting his hand over her mother’s hand. “But mostly, I do it to keep our family safe. If I put one criminal away, that’s one less person who can hurt you.” 
 
    “Let’s wait a few more hours,” Franklin said. “Hopefully, most of them will be asleep or passed out. You should get some rest, too.” 
 
    “Like that’s going to happen,” Danica said, propping herself up against a tree, and then promptly falling asleep. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” Franklin asked, gently shaking Danica’s shoulder. 
 
    “What time is it?” she asked, quickly getting to her feet, Whisper at her side.  
 
    “It’s just past the witching hour,” Franklin said. He reached down and rubbed Whisper’s neck. “Try to hold on to him until the shooting starts. We don’t want him giving away our position. Once the bullets fly, it won’t matter.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    “All right,” Franklin said softly when they reached the forest’s edge. “Use the trees to get closer. Try to keep me in sight and watch for my signal.” 
 
    “Hey, someone bring me another fucking target,” a biker screamed so he could be heard over the music. 
 
    “Danica,” Franklin said, holding out this hand. “It’s been an honor knowing you. If I don’t survive this, tell Matthew I love him, and I’m sorry that I wasn’t a better father. And tell Paris I said thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Danica said, taking his hand. “It’s been an honor knowing you, as well. If I don’t make it, tell Toscana . . . Tell Toscana I did this to keep her safe.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    The area between the forest and the parking lot was a field of sparse and sporadically placed trees that helped hide their approach. Terrified of being spotted at first, the closer she got to the bikers, the more confident she became. She started to get the feeling that as much as these people were drinking, she could have approached wearing a cowbell and riding a unicycle in the middle of the afternoon and they wouldn’t have noticed. Glancing over at Franklin, she froze and grabbed Whisper when he raised a clenched fist which she knew, thanks to every covert operation movie ever made, meant freeze. 
 
    “Fuck you, you piece of shit, motherfucker,” a bound airman shouted as he and another prisoner were dragged across the parking lot, toward the plane. Most of the bikers laughed as the two men were dragged past them. The belligerent airman kicked out and hit one of the drunk observers in the shoulder, knocking him over. In return, a guard punched him twice in the stomach. 
 
    As they reached the F-16, the dead bodies were cut down and replaced with the two new captives after their shirt and T-shirt were ripped off. 
 
    One biker placed an apple on the difficult captive’s head as the other wrapped an ace bandage over the top of the apple and beneath his chin. At the firing line, the original two contestants looked ready to engage in round two. When the outlaws finished securing the apple, the captive shook it off. 
 
    “Shove that apple up your ass,” the airman shouted. He spit on the outlaw. 
 
    They punched him in the stomach and face several times and then replaced the apple. It was hard to tell if the airman was still conscious. Satisfied, the four guards ran over to stand by the two contestants who were both chugging whiskey from a bottle as if this evening’s entertainment was to see who could be the drunkest and still hit the apple. 
 
    Franklin motioned Danica forward. Danica, with Whisper in tow, rushed to the next closest tree and saw that Franklin was preparing to engage the contestant group. The loser from the last round was the first to finish his bottle and take the revolver from a guard. 
 
    Danica didn’t think Franklin could take all six of these men alone, even with the element of surprise. Franklin looked to be reading her thoughts as he motioned for her to take the three on his right.  
 
    Picking out her first target, Danica sighted in on the handlebar mustache man at the back, hoping when he went down, the others wouldn’t notice. Even a few seconds of inattention would buy her the time she needed. Flipping off the safety and taking in a slow breath, she shot the man in the head, pivoted, engaged the second target, pivoted and dropped the third. The second man she shot was trying to crawl away. She heard the echo of Franklin’s rifle, and the biker lay still. 
 
    Checking on Franklin, she saw that he was already moving forward. Danica took the time to scan the parking lot and noted that only three outlaws seemed to question the gunshots. Most of the other bikers were either too drunk to notice, passed out, or were under the assumption the contest had started. They’d seen the two prisoners being dragged through the camp and knew what that meant. Danica was surprised more people weren’t watching the contest. Had the contest become so routine it was boring? 
 
    Of the three who were questioning what they heard, two were quickly convinced that it was just the contestants having fun. However, one outlaw still seemed puzzled. He moved to get a better look. His eyes went wide as he spotted Franklin cutting down the two prisoners. The man started to raise his arm in warning, but Danica swiftly sighted in on him and put a single round through his upper chest. The outlaw was propelled backward and landed face first in the campfire.  
 
    A half dozen bikers scattered as embers exploded around them. A few of the bikers laughed at the unfortunate biker, but the rest realized something was wrong. As they looked around trying to figure out what was happening, Danica sighted in on the two bikers lounging in beach chairs near the van sharing a bottle, dispatched both and then shifted her aim back at the small alert group. Others around the parking lot were also starting to take notice. The element of surprise was fading. Danica shot one man in the head and another in the kidney. She barely missed one man reaching for his weapon. He scattered with the rest of his group, leaving his clothes and weapon behind. The panic phase was underway. 
 
    As she reached the front edge of the SUV, a man stumbled from the back, holding a pistol, his pants around his ankle. Whisper rushed forward and clamped his fangs on the man’s arm and shook it as if his arm were a squeaky toy. The man screamed and stumbled to the ground, dropping his weapon as Whisper continued to tear through his flesh. A naked woman stumbled from the SUV, picked up the weapon, and took unsteady aim at the outlaw. 
 
    “Whisper, come,” Danica shouted. The woman didn’t look like she knew what she was doing, and Danica didn’t want Whisper to be accidentally killed. Surprisingly, Whisper came as commanded. 
 
    As Danica rushed to the captive’s side, the girl fired, almost fell over from the recoil, recovered, and then fired twice more. The last two shots ensured the man would rape no one else. Danica reached the woman. 
 
    “He’s dead,” she said when the woman looked like she would shoot him again. Danica spared a glance toward Franklin. Moving at a steady pace, he was dispensing death every three or four seconds. He didn’t care if they were passed out or running away. Moving from position to position, Franklin fired, pivoted, fired and pivoted again. He smiled as if he were enjoying himself. 
 
    Near him, the two freed prisoners, one of whom had taken time to retrieve his shirt, was helping to kill the outlaws. When one of the rescued prisoner’s weapon ran out of bullets, he casually threw the weapon aside, picked up another littering the parking lot, and started shooting again. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Danica asked, turning her attention back to the girl. 
 
    “Elaine,” the woman stammered. “Elaine McBride.” 
 
    “Elaine, I’m Danica. Let’s go free your friends.” The girl silently nodded. Just as they started toward the van, a gunman appeared in her peripheral vision. She pivoted hard to her left as he brought up his weapon and fired. Had he not been drinking Danica would be dead. Instead, his shot went wild. Danica’s shot did not. 
 
    Reaching the van, Danica discovered a padlocked chain running through a hole in the sliding door that kept the prisoners from escaping. She found a set of three keys on the first guard she searched. 
 
    “Here,” she said, passing Elaine the keys. “Free your friends.” Danica pounded on the side of the van. “North Carolina State Trooper. I’m here to rescue you. Get ready to run.” 
 
    “Get us out of here,” someone shouted, followed by several others. As Danica fired off two shots, she noticed the bikers were organizing. Franklin glanced over to her direction and motioned to the forest, indicating it was time to leave. She nodded her understanding. Behind her, the door slid open, and eight handcuffed girls piled out. 
 
    “Shit,” Danica said. Throwing her weapon to the ground, she pulled off her shoe and frantically dug out her handcuff key. Passing it to the closest woman, she hastily pulled on her shoe, picked up her weapon and started firing again. 
 
    “Oh my god, I’ve never been so happy to see a cop in my life,” one girl said and then went down with a bullet in her side. Danica dropped the assailant as the other girls helped the injured woman to her feet. 
 
    “Can any of you fight?” Danica asked. In answer, four of the women rushed deeper into the parking lot, picked up weapons and began raining naked death on the drunk bikers, screaming in rage and terror. 
 
    “Elaine,” Danica said and pointed to the perimeter of the nearby trees. “Head to that clump of trees. Once inside, head to the clubhouse at the golf course and wait for us. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “I know where it is,” the injured girl said. 
 
    “Good. Head there. If we’re not there in a few hours, take our car and head to the fence line at the back of the airfield. You’ll find a hole in the fence. After that, look for a neighborhood to hide in. Not one close. 
 
    “What then,” a woman asked. 
 
    “Survive,” Danica said sternly. “Go!” Elaine led the women off. 
 
    “Whisper, go with them and keep them safe,” Danica said. He just stared at her. She shrugged her shoulders. It was worth a shot. “If you were a Hollywood dog, that would have worked.” Danica started to angle her way closer to Franklin and noticed one airman missing. Turning her attention to the women she had freed, she watched as one killed three bikers before half her head was blown off. Shocked, she turned to see a large group of bikers emerge from the headquarters building. 
 
    “Shit,” Danica yelled. She changed out her magazine, flipped the toggle to automatic and sprayed the group until her weapon was empty. Several men went down; the rest scattered in panic. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Franklin yelled as he made for the trees. Danica dropped her weapon, picked up another, and headed for the forest. Whisper and the remaining three women followed behind her.  
 
    Reaching the tree line, Franklin and the airman flipped around and popped off a few rounds at their pursuers, forcing them to scramble for cover. Danica and the girls followed suit. The bikers returned fire. 
 
    “You’re hit,” Danica said, seeing blood running down Franklin’s arm.  
 
    “Apparently, I fucking attract lead,” he said in disgust as he inspected his arm and shrugged. Whisper trotted over to Franklin and nuzzled him, wanting to be petted. “Hello, Whisper.” 
 
    “The other man?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Dead,” Franklin said as he scratched Whisper’s ears. 
 
    “I lost one, too,” Danica said. 
 
    “Ryan,” Franklin said to the airman. “Take the ladies to the clubhouse. I’ll cover your retreat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ryan said, heading deeper into the forest as two of the three remaining women followed. 
 
    “Danica, you go with him,” Franklin ordered. 
 
    “I’ll stay.” 
 
    “I’m staying too,” the remaining woman said. “The name’s Tech Sergeant Victoria Hunter. Air Force Security. This is my base and my fault—” 
 
    “Sergeant Hunter, there’ll be time enough for recriminations later,” Franklin said. “Right now, let’s just concentrate on not dying.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    Now recovered, the remaining bikers were massing in force. While there were more than a dozen dead and just as many wounded, a significant group was still massing against them. 
 
    “Spread out and wait for them to enter the field. Then open up on them,” Franklin said. “Then we’ll head out. That should keep them pinned down long enough to cover our retreat.” 
 
    The bikers, now cautious, sent three scouts into the field. Just as Danica and Franklin had, the scouts used the trees as cover to get closer to the forest where they’d disappeared. Hidden in the forest, Franklin, Danica, and Victoria waited. 
 
    “Get ready,” Franklin said. 
 
    When one scout was close enough for Franklin to hear his heaving breathing, Franklin shot him. The trio then took potshots at the massing biker gang to keep them pinned down. 
 
    One scout jumped out to get a clear shot at Danica but was dispatched by Sergeant Hunter. The remaining scout did not make the same mistake. However, when the biker gang opened up in mass, sending a massive barrage of bullets toward the forest, they killed him themselves. After a few harried moments, the firing stopped. 
 
    “They must have fired every bullet they had in their weapons,” Danica said, almost laughing. 
 
    “Time to go,” Franklin said. He fired off three shots and started for the clubhouse. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 57 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Hunter hugged the women, who were in various stages of dress, as she entered the clubhouse. While waiting for Franklin and his group to meet up, the women rummaged through Franklin and Danica’s pack looking for clothes. Only Beatrice, one of the smaller women, fit into a pair of Franklin’s pants, and Elizabeth wore one of his shirts and a pair of his boxers. Franklin’s only other shirt was being used as a rag to stem the tide of blood from Debbie’s gunshot wound. Carman and Halsey wore a pair of Danica’s pants, and Sacha had on her only other shirt and a pair of her panties. All of them were still barefoot. 
 
    Ryan removed his shirt and handed it to Sergeant Hunter, who accepted it gratefully. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Franklin said, keeping watch at the door. “They’ll be looking for us.” 
 
    “It’s a big base,’ Sergeant Hunter said. 
 
    “We got guns,” one girl said. 
 
    “Not enough,” Franklin said. 
 
    “There’s a lot more at the armory,” Sergeant Hunter said. “I only showed them the smaller weapons cash. I know where there’s another armory stocked with rifles, grenade launchers, machine guns, and enough ammo to last a decade.” 
 
    “How’s the girl?” Franklin asked. 
 
    “Her name is Debbie,” Beatrice said. Beatrice was holding Debbie’s hand, comforting the girl as Carmen held a shirt over Debbie’s wound. 
 
    “Debbie’s not doing good,” Carmen said. “She’s lost a lot of blood, and I can’t stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Do the best you can,” Franklin said. “If I had a satellite phone, I could call Paris.” 
 
    “This base is full of satellite phones,” Sergeant Hunter said. She shrugged at Danica’s look. “It’s an air force base. We deploy, drop bombs, and then call the family. I can find you a half-dozen near the armory. Hell, there’s probably a few in the armory.” 
 
    “Where is this armory?” Danica asked. 
 
    “It’s close to the headquarters building,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Everything on this base is close to the headquarters building,” Sergeant Hunter said. 
 
    “True,” Ryan said. “Except for the clubhouse.” 
 
    Franklin took a moment to decide. “Tell us where it is and Ryan and I—” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Sergeant Hunter said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Danica said at the same time. 
 
    “You are not leaving me behind,” Sacha said, with a mixture of both terror and savagery. 
 
    “Me either,” Halsey said, hotly. 
 
    “Someone needs to watch the others,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I know the combo to the armory, so I’m going,” Sergeant Hunter said, with an air of finality to it. “Airman . . .” she looked at the nametag on her shirt, “Álvarez, you stay with the women.” 
 
    “Fine,” Franklin said. “We don’t have time to argue. Ryan, load the women in the car and hide out in one of the nearby neighborhoods.” 
 
    “How will we meet up again?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “I’ll fire off three shots at the top of the hour,” he said. “Not two minutes after or three minutes before. At the top of the hour.” 
 
    “Got it,” Ryan said. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Inside the armory, Sergeant Hunter handed Franklin a satellite phone. “I told you I could find you one.” 
 
    “What are we calling ourselves?” Sacha asked as Sergeant Hunter began to pass out the M16s with the grenade launcher attachments. There were also enough fatigues in the armory, so everyone was properly clothed, including flak jackets and helmets. The only thing missing was the boots. 
 
    “What do you mean, what are we calling ourselves?” Halsey asked as she tightened her flak jacket and took a grenade launcher. 
 
    “We’re a squad, aren’t we?” Sacha said. “We have to have a name. All the famous squads have them.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s right,” Halsey said, stopping to look at her. “Name one.” 
 
    “There’s Suicide Squad—” 
 
    “That’s a movie,” Halsey said with annoyance. 
 
    “It was a comic book first,” Sergeant Hunter said evenly as she put on her vest and fastened the strap to her helmet under her chin. 
 
    “How about Death Squad?” Sacha suggested. 
 
    “We are not calling ourselves ‘The Death Squad’,” Halsey said using air quotes. 
 
    Sacha beamed. “Victoria’s Hunters?” she said. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Sergeant Hunter said. “Besides, this isn’t my command.” 
 
    “Franklin, what’s your last name?” Sacha asked? 
 
    “Turnipseed,” Danica said and laughed at their reaction. 
 
    Sacha’s face soured. “I . . . I don’t think I can work with that.” She turned to Danica. “What’s your last name?” 
 
    “It doesn’t—” 
 
    “Justice,” Franklin said, cutting her off. Now he smiled. Sacha and Halsey also smiled. 
 
    “Now, that, I can work with,” Sacha said. “Justice Squad?” She looked at her feet and wiggled her toes. “Barefoot Justice Squad, maybe?” 
 
    “I’m leaning toward Victoria’s Hunters,” Halsey said. 
 
    “No,” Sergeant Hunter said. 
 
    “It flows off the tongue,” Sacha said. 
 
    “No,” Hunter said more forcefully. 
 
    “Paris?” Franklin said into the satellite phone. Everyone quieted down and looked at him. 
 
    “Paris’ Marauders,” Sacha silently mouthed to Halsey. 
 
    “Marauders of Paris,” Halsey mouthed back. 
 
    “Jesus, Franklin, where the fuck are you?” Paris asked. 
 
    “Arnold Air Force Base. We got caught in the mountains.” 
 
    “You were the middle of that shit?” 
 
    “We were.”  
 
    “You’re lucky all of you aren’t not dead.” 
 
    “It’s just Danica and me,” Franklin said. “The rest stayed behind.” 
 
    “Apparently, they’re the smart ones. So, you’re in Tennessee. Didn’t you tell me once you hated Tennessee?” 
 
    “I did and do.” 
 
    “You never told me why.” 
 
    “It’s Tennessee. Nothing more needs to be said. Isn’t there a place you hate?” 
 
    “Virginia.” 
 
    “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “It’s all right.” He could almost hear the tears. 
 
    “How’s Matthew?” Franklin asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “He’s doing fine. Anita’s latched onto the boy. Never leaves his side. Toscana is looking after them both.” 
 
    “Gunilla?” 
 
    “She’s tall, blond with fair skin and big tits, which, thanks to her pregnancy, are getting bigger. She’s very popular.” 
 
    “So, she’s fine?” he asked again, to get across his point. 
 
    “Isn’t that what I just said? They already have her heading into the Mountain. I haven’t seen her in a week. They wanted me to head in with her, but I told them to fuck off. They know I’m waiting for you and Danica.” 
 
    “About that. We may have hit a snag.” 
 
    “What kind of snag?” Franklin gave her the rundown. 
 
    “Shit. Hang tight. I’m coming to get you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Paris, but I don’t think we can wait.” 
 
    “I can be there by morning.” 
 
    “They’re probably out looking for us, and I don’t want to take a chance on them stumbling on us when we aren’t ready. And, honestly, I don’t know that they don’t have more captives. We only rescued the ones we knew about. The girls we rescued think there’s more. I can’t leave them to that fate. If this group leaves, we might not find them again.” 
 
    “Understood. I’m still coming. I’ll either get you or avenge you. Is the runway clear?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You better not be dead when I get there. You hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you,” he said and hung up the phone. 
 
    “Paris says she’ll be here by morning.” 
 
    “Do we have a plan?” Sergeant Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Eat my Barefoot Justice!” Sacha screamed as she fired her grenade launcher. Danica and Halsey stared at the tall woman who looked as if she had just graduated high school. Of the group, she was one of the few women spared raped. Because Sacha still looked like a kid, there was an unspoken agreement between the women to keep her at the back of the van. The men never really took the time to choose a girl. When they wanted sex with a woman, it was usually the first one they laid their hands on when they opened the van. Sacha was grateful for their protection, but also felt a deep sense of guilt for letting them protect her. 
 
    Despite her trauma, there was a plucky resilience to the girl’s personality that would have made her a great superhero sidekick, if there were such things. At the same time, there was an underlying cool recklessness to her that made her dangerous to everyone. 
 
    Once Franklin and Danica established that the bikers were mostly still hanging around the headquarters, the original plan was for Franklin and Sergeant Hunter to make their way around to the front of the building. Once Danica started her attack, they would dash in behind the bikers and catch them in a crossfire. Now, there was a new plan. 
 
    When Danica arrived, it looked as if the outlaws were making preparations to leave. They were moving the injured to a truck and throwing the dead on the dying bonfire. Though, if they were leaving, Danica didn’t know why they were bothering to dispose of the bodies. A couple of the outlaws were overseeing the activity while quietly sitting on their bikes drinking a beer. When Sacha yelled, most of the outlaws froze and stared at her wide-eyed. Some dropped the injured or dead in shock and looked like they would run. Then the motorcycles blew up. 
 
    “Goddamnit,” Halsey yelled at Sacha. “You were supposed to wait.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I think one of them spotted me.” 
 
    Halsey looked at her skeptically and then fired her own grenade. Danica followed up. The grenades did their damage, but there were still plenty of outlaws who ran for cover and started peppering their position with bullets. 
 
    “Shit, there’s a lot of them,” Danica said. “I guess we didn’t kill as many as I thought.” 
 
    Halsey, an average-sized African-American with short hair that looked out of sorts at the moment, gazed at Danica stoically. In a peculiar and unsettling way, Halsey reminded Danica of Wade. It wasn’t that she was a psychopath; it just seemed she was emotionless at times, like a robot. She was Batman to Sacha’s Robin. 
 
    “More for us to kill,” Halsey said. The three women set to work trying to kill as many of the bikers as they could. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Franklin said. “They were spotted.” 
 
    “We better hurry,” Sergeant Hunter said. Hunter was cast from the same mold as Franklin. She was taller than Franklin, though not by much. As a result of a high school car accident that left her boyfriend dead, she had a faint scar that ran from the middle of the left side of her nose almost to her jawline and then curved down to terminate near her chin. It almost looked like a horse had kicked her. When still in school, she tried covering the scar with makeup, but it was still noticeable. It was like a road through a snow-covered neighborhood. The snow might be five feet deep, but there was always a slight indentation to indicate where the road was. 
 
    Sergeant Hunter didn’t want to go with Franklin. She wanted to stay with Danica and hit the group head-on and kill as many as the fuckers as she could before she died, hopefully in a blaze of glory. In many ways, Victoria Hunter wanted to die. Other than Gwyn, she’d been the girl raped most often. Gwyn, at least, was out of her misery, having died the previous night. Hunter’s repeated rapes stemmed from her wanting to protect the women and her guilt at letting the base be overrun, so she remained near the front of the van with Gwyn. The men didn’t care who they fucked; they just wanted someplace to spew their cream sauce. At the same time, she couldn’t bring herself to commit suicide and hated herself for it. Maybe if they hurried, she could still find peace in that blaze of glory. 
 
    Franklin’s satellite phone rang, and he froze. “Paris, this is not a good time.” 
 
    “Have you started the assault?” she asked. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “Can you describe where this biker gang is?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “It’s important,” Paris said so casually that Franklin had a mental image of the woman asking the question while leaning on a desk and sucking on a lollipop. Franklin spent the next few moments hastily describing the layout of the headquarters and parking lot. 
 
    “All right, they see it,” Paris said. 
 
    “Who sees it?” 
 
    “The president, or more importantly the person flying the drone,” Paris said. “Turns out there was an armed drone close by. I contacted my boss right after our call. He briefed the president, and the president ordered a drone strike. It’s good to be the king.” 
 
    “Thank you, Paris,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Don’t thank me. You can thank the president when you get here. Can you get word to the others? 
 
    “No,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Shit,” Paris said. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell is Franklin?” Danica said as she loaded another grenade. 
 
    “How would I know?” Halsey said. “He’s your friend.” Bullets raked their position. 
 
    “Sorry,” Danica said. “It was rhetorical.” She leaned up and hastily fired a grenade at the small cluster of bikers forming on their left. Bullets peppered her position as she retreated. The grenade was off its mark but still achieved its goal of keeping the bikers from rushing them. Halsey was keeping a second cluster of heavily armed bikers at bay on their right, but they were making headway toward their position. 
 
    “If he doesn’t show up soon, all three of us are going to be rhetorical,” Sacha said. 
 
    Halsey looked at Sacha “That doesn’t even make—” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Danica said, as everyone, including the bikers, stopped firing and looked up at the unmistakable sound of an approaching aircraft. 
 
    “Holy hell,” Halsey yelled when they heard what sounded like hundreds of chainsaws starting up at once. She pushed Sacha to the ground and jumped on her as vehicles exploded and a line of bikers were shredded into small chunks of flesh and bone. 
 
    A moment later, a large aircraft with a chain gun under its nose thundered past less than ten feet above their heads. As it streaked by, everyone could tell that the drone was turning around for another pass. That was it. The surviving outlaws broke and ran. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Halsey said as she fired on anything that moved. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 58 
 
      
 
    Standing beside a Humvee, Franklin, Danica, and Sergeant Hunter watched as a group of nearly twenty armed soldiers rushed from the back of the C-130 and took up defensive positions. The group which emerged did not look hastily thrown together; these were full-time, well-trained professionals. Although they were attired in identical camouflage uniforms, each wore a distinct patch on their left shoulder indicating they were a mixture of army, navy, and marines. 
 
    “Clear,” a soldier said, followed by the others. 
 
    One soldier broke rank and walked over to Franklin. “I’m Lieutenant Edward Longridge,” the man said pronouncing his rank as in a heavy British accent. He held out his hand. “You must be Franklin?” 
 
    “That would be me,” Franklin said, grasping his hand in greeting. “This is Danica Justice and Sergeant Hunter. Behind me are Airman Sacha and Halsey. The rest of the group is in the hangar behind us.” 
 
    “I understand you have an injured compatriot?” Longridge said. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Franklin said. “She’s in the hangar. Sergeant Hunter will escort you.” 
 
    “Petty Officer Baker, follow the good sergeant, she’ll show you to their injured friend.” Longridge looked around after the petty officer ran off with sergeant Hunter to the hangar. 
 
    “The runway’s nice and clear,” Longridge said. “Thank you for keeping me from having to jump out of a perfectly good airplane.” There were audible groans from the nearby soldiers. 
 
    “Give it a rest, left-ten-ant,” someone said, forcing the accent and the syllables. 
 
    “I keep telling the lads that old joke will be funny again one day. In fifty years, an entire generation will have never heard it.” 
 
    “Not if you keep telling it,” another yelled back. 
 
    “It was nice to land at a base, for once,” Longridge said. “Normally we have to jump in at night and spend the next several weeks cleaning up.” 
 
    “Supply run?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Longridge said. “We secure all the supplies we can destroy what we can’t. This base was on our list though not for another two months. This was more of a testing facility. So, not much in the way of heavy arms.” 
 
    “I see you found new friends,” Paris said, stepping off the plane. “Hello, Danica.” Danica ran over and hugged her. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” Danica said. 
 
    “You too. I see you’ve been taking good care of Franklin and not letting him get himself killed.” 
 
    Longridge looked at Franklin. “Mr. Franklin—” 
 
    “It’s Turnipseed,” Paris said. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Longridge said. 
 
    “His name is Franklin Turnipseed,” Danica said. 
 
    “You and Danica just love telling people that, don’t you?” Franklin said. 
 
    “Of course,” Paris answered. 
 
    “Never gets old,” Danica said. 
 
    “Yes, well sorry, about that,” Longridge said. “Mr. . . . Eh. . .  Turnipseed—” 
 
    “For the love of God, please just call me Franklin.” 
 
    “The outlaws?” Longridge asked. 
 
    “Dead or scattered,” Franklin said. “There was a handful out searching the base for us when the drone attacked. I’d say a good ten or twenty survived.” 
 
    “I see,” Longridge said. 
 
    “We found another dozen captives,” Danica said. “They had them locked in a room inside the headquarters. We don’t know if we found them all.” 
 
    “Sergeant Poulson,” Longridge shouted. 
 
    “Sir,” Sergeant Poulson said, running up. 
 
    “Hostiles and hostages may still be in the area,” Longridge said. “Let’s break the men up into small groups and search the base.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sergeant Poulson said. 
 
    “Check in every ten minutes,” Longridge said. “Franklin, do you have a place my men can set up camp?” 
 
    “Several, though I’m afraid none of them have showers,” Franklin said. “Sacha can show you where.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” Longridge said. “The lads are used to it.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” someone said. 
 
    “Franklin, the president wants you and Danica on the plane when it leaves,” Paris said. 
 
    “Can we take everyone?” Danica asked.  
 
    “There’s plenty of room,” Paris said. 
 
    “Then, the sooner, the better,” Danica said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER 59 
 
      
 
    President Nathanael Dixon and Vice President Marion White studied the map glued to the wall. The council was seated at the table behind them. 
 
    “There’s too much border between the United States and Mexico to patrol effectively,” Secretary of Defense Richard Stroud said as he poured himself a cup of coffee. He offered to pour a cup for General Angles, but she shook her head. “Not with the limited number of forces we have. The only good news, if you can call it good news, is that the unusually cold weather is keeping many from coming north. However, once the weather warms up, we’ll have a flood of refugees heading into the States.” 
 
    “Can we realistically mine the border?” the vice president asked, turning to face them. 
 
    “It won’t be easy,” Stroud said. 
 
    “Neither was putting a man on the moon,” President Dixon said studying the map. 
 
    “Sir, there is two thousand miles of border,” Stroud said. “Why do you think the wall was a failure?” 
 
    “The wall was a failure because it wasn’t supported,” President Dixon said, as he continued to study the map. He turned to face them. “The man was too busy congratulating himself as the second coming of Christ to sell the merits of the wall to the American people.” 
 
    “You supported the wall?” Marion asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” President Dixon said. “I’m just giving you my opinion on why the wall failed. But, in hindsight, considering what we are facing now . . .” He shrugged. “We’re off-topic. Mr. Stroud, can it be done?” 
 
    “Yes,” Richard said. “But it’ll take time. I estimate two or three years for full and effective coverage. On your orders, we’ve started. Most of the traditional, legal, border crossings have been leveled, cleared, and are in the process of being mined. All bridges leading out of Mexico have been destroyed. So far, we have encountered little resistance, but that’s because we caught them by surprise. Next year won’t be so easy. 
 
    “Weapons?” the president asked. 
 
    “It continues to be just small arms and a few RPGs,” Stroud answered, taking a sip of his drink. “We have indications they’ve started raiding military bases, so it’s going to get dicey out there soon enough. However, we’ve been systematically destroying the bases, heavy weapons and bridges near the border so hopefully, that will slow them down. Eventually, we’ll have a fight on our hands.” 
 
    “Has any sort of leader emerged?” the president asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Stroud said. 
 
    “Are our naval forces in place?” the president asked. 
 
    “Yes,” General Jackson said. “The USS Stennis is operating near Panama, and the Reagan battlegroup is doing the same near Corpus Christi.” 
 
    “The research group?” the president asked. 
 
    “Scheduled to arrive at Pearl Harbor in three days,” General Jackson said. “The Russians, with Dr. Olofsson and his group should arrive a few days after that, and the Chinese will get there when they get there.” 
 
    “Sir,” General Angles said. “I might have a suggestion.” The general paused as if her next words weighed heavy. 
 
    “Spit it out general,” President Dixon said, taking his seat at the table. 
 
    “I suggest we go on the offensive.” 
 
    “Invade Mexico?” Marion said aghast. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Richard said. 
 
    “Yes sir,” General Angles said. “You know the saying, sir. Fortune favors the bold.” 
 
    “We don’t have the manpower to take control of Mexico,” Richard said. 
 
    “I’m not talking about control,” the general said. “At least not in the traditional sense.” 
 
    “Explain,” the president said. 
 
    “Sir, you can’t be considering this,” Richard said. “The United States has never initiated a war with another country, without due cause.” 
 
    “That can be debated,” President Dixon said. “And it could be argued we have good cause.” He held up his hand to forestall protest. “I’m not saying I’ll invade anyone, but I want to hear what the general has to say.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m suggesting we conduct a slowdown action. People naturally flee war. It’s coded in our DNA. If we push into Mexico, do something unexpected, people will flee south. It won’t completely stem the tide, but it will slow it down long enough to put whatever defenses we need in place. Then we can pull back to our side of the border.” 
 
    “Richard?” President Dixon said. “You look like you have something to say.” 
 
    “Well sir,” Richard said. “Something the general said got me thinking. Are we positive they’re coming north because they think we have a cure? Our intelligence gathering since the plague is spotty. Hell, we barely know what’s going on in parts of the United States, let alone rest of the world. Could they be coming north for another reason?” 
 
    “A war,” the president said more as a revelation than a question. “But where? Mexico, further south?” 
 
    “Maybe both,” Richard said. 
 
    “And who?” the vice president asked. 
 
    “My best guess is it’s a bunch of local power struggles,” Walsh interjected. “Made up of remnants of the local drug gangs or the military, which often amounts to the same thing.” 
 
    “Drug gangs?” General Angles said, incredulous. 
 
    “The drug gangs and the military were the most organized,” Walsh said. “If Central and South America are experiencing a rise in warlords, then they’re the most likely candidates. I imagine there’s internal power struggles taking place in some areas and control for territory in others. That would account for the large number of people fleeing north from different parts of Latin America. It’s a good theory, Mr. Stroud.”  
 
    “I think this is something we need to investigate,” President Dixon said. “If something is going on and we can put a stop to it, we can slow down the influx.” 
 
    “Mr. President,” said Tech Sergeant Kayla Miles over the intercom. She, to her chagrin, had been promoted to the president’s secretary. 
 
    “Yes, Kayla.” 
 
    “Sir, your guests have arrived,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you. Tell them I’ll be with them in a minute.” He turned back to his council. “Gentlemen, I want to know what’s going on down there. Dispatch a ship along each coastline to investigate. Let’s meet again later to discuss this in greater detail. Right now, I have guests to greet.” He sighed heavily. “South of the border isn’t the only place that’s a problem.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Franklin, Danica, and Paris lounged on the sofa in the lobby waiting to see President Dixon. It had been nearly six weeks since they’d arrived in Colorado, and as much as Franklin wanted to hunt down Copperhead, the moment he set eyes on Matthew, the desire to kill anyone evaporated. Instead of hitting the road, he spent as much time as possible with Matthew. 
 
    “Franklin!” Anita screamed when he walked onto the Colorado tarmac. She pulled Matthew behind her and threw herself into Franklin’s arms. Franklin squeezed her to him and pulled in Matthew. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Nate,” he said to her. 
 
    For her part, Danica was shocked to see how many people from Charlotte were there to greet them. Toscana gave her a bear hug with more strength than Danica thought possible. Then, with the tenderness of a mother handling a newborn, Toscana cupped her face and lightly kissed her on the lips. It wasn’t a sexual kiss but a chaste kiss of greeting. Even so, Danica nearly melted in Toscana’s arms. She wanted to grab Toscana by the back of the neck, pull the woman into a loving embrace, and explore her mouth with her tongue. Toscana, sensing Danica’s discomfort, pulled back, and even looked embarrassed. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Toscana whispered as she took one of Danica’s hands in hers. Danica just smiled and let the tears flow down her face. 
 
    “It’s good to be here,” Danica said as she wiped her eyes clear. She was spellbound at all the people, but that spell was broken when Whisper came up and nudged her leg. She reached down and rubbed the dog’s head. 
 
    “And who is this?” Toscana asked. 
 
    “Whisper. I found him in the woods.” 
 
    “Do you pick up strays wherever you go?” 
 
    “Apparently. I’ll introduce you to a few other strays I found, later.” 
 
    “I look forward to meeting them.” 
 
    “We have a nice little community going,” Ruiz said coming up to stand beside Toscana. 
 
    “Yes,” Toscana said. “I picked out a nice four-bedroom house for you.” 
 
    “It’s not as good as back home,” Ruiz said. “It doesn’t have running water or electricity yet, but scouts have been out looking for generators. You’re first on the list.” 
 
    “What?” Danica said shocked. “That’s too much. I don’t need a house that big. And make sure that any generators you find, go to the houses with children, first.” 
 
    “You have children,” Toscana said, almost laughing. “Matthew wants to stay with you, and Anita wants to stay with Matthew, and Franklin will want to stay with Matthew. See, your house is already full.” 
 
    “Shit,” Danica said, realizing she was right. 
 
    Toscana leaned in and said softly, “And maybe soon, Paris will want to stay with Franklin.” 
 
    “Toscana and I are in the house next door,” Ruiz said. “Bishop thinks he can get the water running again but suggests waiting until spring. Less chance of the pipes bursting. And . . .” He started laughing. “A couple of the boys killed an elk a few days ago, so, thanks to the Atlanta group, we’ll have a nice dinner tonight. Elk stew.” 
 
    The community set up by the Charlotte group was in a housing complex close enough to The Mountain that it provided a measure of security from bandits—not that there were many—but far enough that they were the first residents to move in. Someone had replaced the Spring Lake Village sign with a spray-painted sign that read, “New Goldilocks.” There was even a community center large enough to accommodate everyone. It was where most everyone hung out playing cards or board games when not out salvaging or hunting. Many even slept there, which was why, when they unearthed the first generator, Danica directed that it be hooked up to the community center. 
 
    Then, two weeks ago, a stranger showed up looking for her and Franklin. When they were identified, he produced a presidential summons. 
 
    “Kayla,” the president said over the intercom. “Send in my guests.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And have some drinks and sandwiches sent up.” 
 
    “Right away, Mr. President.” Kayla turned to the trio. “Miss Justice, Mr. Turnipseed, you may go in now.” 
 
    Danica, Franklin, and Paris stood up to go into the president’s office. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Ishida, the president only wants to meet with Miss Justice and Mr. Turnipseed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to go in without you,” Danica said, hesitating. “I might need you to keep me from embarrassing myself.”               
 
    “You’ll be fine. I’ll be right here.” 
 
    “Hell, I’m not even sure what he wants with me. I’m no one special.” 
 
    He’ll tell you,” Paris said, smiling. 
 
    “The president is waiting,” Kayla said sounding impatient. As Danica and Franklin approached, one of the two Secret Service agents guarding the door opened it, and one followed them in. 
 
    “It’s okay, Simon, you can wait outside,” President Dixson said to the agent. “I’m not in any danger.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President,” Simon said. Before closing the door, he glared at them as if daring either to try anything stupid. That glare was a promise that if they tried to harm the president, he would single-handedly break their necks. Danica figured he could do it easy enough. 
 
    “Come in, come in,” the president said, greeting them. “Miss Justice, Mr. Turnipseed, you don’t know how happy I am to see you both.” He gestured to the couch. “Please have a seat.” Adjusting his suit, he sat in the chair opposite them. “Did Paris tell you what I wanted?” 
 
    “She didn’t say a damn word,” Franklin said almost grumbling. 
 
    “That’s my fault. I told her not to say anything. I wanted to present my offer first hand. I find that if someone really, really high up in an organization asks a favor, it’s harder for people to say no.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anyone higher than you right now, Mr. President,” Franklin said. 
 
    The president smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
    The door opened, and a man in army fatigues entered carrying a large tray with bread, cheese, and meat. There were three bottles of soda and a pitcher of iced tea. 
 
    “Tell me that’s sweet tea,” Danica said, almost purring. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the soldier said. He poured her a glass and handed it to her. She emptied it. He stood by and refilled it. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “You’re most welcome.” 
 
    “We can take it from here,” the president said. He turned to Danica and Franklin. “Would you like to eat first?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Me too,” Danica said, taking her cue from Franklin even though her mouth was salivating from the meat and cheeses displayed on the tray. 
 
    “What is it you want from us?” Franklin asked in an even tone. 
 
    “First, let me say that I’m quite impressed with the little community you’ve started, Danica,” President Dixon said. “They’re well behaved, and there is a level of organization we’re not seeing in other makeshift communities. They’re self-reliant and resourceful. That is a direct credit to your leadership.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much of that I can take credit for. They were already a community when they got here. Our organization just carried over from Charlotte, and they did it all without me being here. Most of the others in the area are a Hodge-Podge of strangers and don’t know if they can trust each other. It’ll take time, but they’ll get there.”  
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” Franklin said. “You’ve done a great job with them.” 
 
    The president walked over to the map and pointed at it. “The United States . . .” he started and then stopped and turned to them. “Except that it’s not as united as it once was. According to all the reports I’ve seen, before the world imploded, several groups announced their separation from the United States. They came out and said they were forming their own nation. Now, I put little stock in most of those reports because that was before the plague ran its course. Most of them are dead. And people have been declaring that sort of thing since the United States became the United States. Still, some are not recognizing the authority of the US government anymore, and that is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Like Atlanta,” Franklin said. 
 
    “Like Atlanta,” the president confirmed. “Of the groups I know about, they are the biggest. Beyond that, there are small settlements scattered everywhere in the United States. We know about three hundred settlements. The problem is that each is living under their own laws. Right now, they’re living peacefully with other settlements. However, if we don’t establish governmental authority, as supplies run low, that will change. Settlements will raid weaker settlements for supplies. Slavery will emerge again.” He stopped and glared at them. “I’ll not have it. I’ll not let history record that President National Alfred Dixon presided over the final gasp of the United States.” 
 
    “Fine Mr. President, but what do you want us to do about it?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I’m putting together a group of US Marshals, just as they had in the 1800s. These marshals will travel the United States bringing law and order back to the people. There are a lot of bad people out there, and I want them brought to justice, and I want you to help.” 
 
    “I’m not qualified to do something like that,” Danica said. 
 
    “You were a state trooper. I’d say that makes you qualified.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. Look, Mr. President, my family has been in law enforcement for generations. My father was a cop, my father’s brother, uncle, grandfather and a good many wives. My father trained me my entire life to follow in his footsteps, but I didn’t get a chance to go to the academy. I put on my father’s uniform as a way to keep idiots from causing me trouble. Since it worked, I just kept it on and let them think what they wanted.” 
 
    “I know. Paris filled me in.” He walked over to his desk, picked up an object on the desk, and tossed it over to her. “I also know how young you are, and I don’t care about that either.” Danica looked at the badge in her hand. “You put that on, and you are a US Marshal.” 
 
    “Shit,” Danica said, looking at the badge. 
 
    “Franklin? What about you?” the president asked. 
 
    “Mr. President, I must decline,” Franklin said. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” the president said. “I thought you wanted to bring this character . . . Wendell . . . to justice.” 
 
    “No, Mr. President. I want to kill him.” 
 
    “Po-tay-to, Po-tah-to,” the president said. Franklin reached into his pocket and pulled the list from the plastic bag and handed it to the president. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “My crimes.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Danica hasn’t been the only one deceiving people. I was never a guard at the Virginia State Penitentiary. I was a prisoner with Wendell. It’s where we met and where we became enemies.” 
 
    “What were you in for?” the president asked. 
 
    “Manslaughter. I’m was . . . Am. . . An alcoholic. I was driving home drunk and hit and killed a cop and his family. The plague started shortly after I arrived to serve my sentence. For some reason, the plague never affected me. I eventually escaped.” 
 
    The president looked at the paper in his hand. “And this list?” 
 
    “After I escaped my cell, I went through the prison records. Those I deemed too violent or deviant to live . . . I executed. The others I set free. Wendell got away before I had a chance to deal with him and his friends. That paper lists everyone I executed, and those I set free, along with their crimes.” 
 
    The president frowned. “I see.” 
 
    “I request at this time that you lock me up to serve out the rest of my time.” 
 
    “It says here the rest of your time equates to several life terms.” 
 
    “That’s correct, sir.” 
 
    “What about Wendell?” the president asked. 
 
    “I hoped you would still let me go after him. I would have gone after him first, except I wanted to make sure Danica got here safely. If you let me go after Wendell, I give you my word, I’ll take care of the problem; then come back for the rest of my sentence.” 
 
    “The president picked up the phone. “Kayla, can you call the master-at-arms to my office?” 
 
    “Wait a minute Mr. President,” Danica said. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” the Secret Service agent said rushing in. 
 
    “Yes, but nothing I can’t handle, Simon,” the president said. When the master-at-arms arrives, show him in. The master-at-arms must have been close because he arrived within a few minutes and flanked by Simon and his partner. 
 
    “Sergeant Andrews,” the president said when he came into the office. “Please escort Mr. Turnipseed to a cell and lock him in until I can figure out what to do with him.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” he said, pulling out a pair of handcuffs. 
 
    “What’s going on,” Paris said, coming to the door. 
 
    “Come in Agent Ishida,” the president said as the master-at-arms started to lead Franklin away. “I’ll explain.” 
 
    Paris stepped in front of Franklin, stopping the master-at-arms and the two agents. 
 
    “Step aside,” the master-at-arms said. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “It’s okay Paris. This is what was always going to happen,” Franklin said. 
 
    “No, it’s not okay,” Paris said. “The past is the past. You have more than made up for your crimes.” 
 
    “We’ll talk—” 
 
    “Agent Ishida, step aside,” the master-at-arms said more forcibly. She didn’t move. 
 
    “Stand down Agent Ishida,” the president said. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Paris said but didn’t move. 
 
    “Paris, don’t get yourself in trouble over me. Do what the president says and stand down.” 
 
    “I am standing down,” she said, still standing in front of the master-at-arms. “This is me standing down.” 
 
    “You can’t take them all,” Franklin said. He nodded at Simon. “Besides, this guy’s a brick. I’m not even sure I could take him.” Paris looked at him like he was a fruit bar. Simon stood over six feet tall and looked as if he could crush walnuts in his eyelids and pop someone’s head like a zit by flexing his biceps. He was the immovable object. 
 
    “I don’t see him being a problem,” Paris said, confidently. “I can wade through the three of them in about a minute.” 
 
    “That fast,” the master-at-arms said, mockingly. 
 
    “My mom always told me not to play with my food,” she responded, without a hint of malice. 
 
    “She might be able to do it faster with my help,” Danica said starting to move to Paris’ side.  
 
    “Stop it, you two,” Franklin said loudly. He then lowered his voice. “Let them do their job.” 
 
    “Listen to him,” the president said. “Your loyalty to your friend is commendable but unnecessary. Stand aside and let me explain.” 
 
    Franklin looked at Paris and nodded. She reluctantly agreed. The master-at-arms escorted Franklin away. 
 
    “Sir, you have the power to pardon him,” Danica said when the door was closed. “He’s done enough good and helped enough people to earn a pardon.” 
 
    “I do, but I won’t,” the president said. He held up his hand to forestall her protest. “Relax, Miss Justice. If I pardoned Franklin, it would do him more harm than good. I was a lawyer before I entered politics, and I’ve seen this before. He feels so guilty for what he’s done he feels he needs to be punished. If he’s not, it’ll eat him up inside. He’ll become depressed, and he might even start drinking again. He’ll look for ways to redeem himself, maybe in more destructive ways. In the end, he won’t be satisfied until he’s dead.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Paris asked. “We need him. I need him.” 
 
    “I still intend to use him, but that is contingent on the two of you,” the president said. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Danica said. 
 
    “I wanted Franklin to lead a group of US Marshalls around the country to help restore law and order and bring settlements back under the authority of the United States. Given his confession, I can’t exactly put him in charge. I’m not going to put Agent Ishida in charge because I want her to remain a Special Agent. I might want to use her in a different role from time to time.” He looked at Danica. “That leaves you. Since you’ll be the most experienced person in your group, not charged with a crime, and not an FBI agent, I want to put you in charge.” 
 
    “And Franklin?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I won’t pardon him, but I can see that he’s put on a work-release program. After each mission, I’ll lock him up, but only after he spends at least a month with his son. When out in the field he’ll be released into your custody. I figure after a few years of fieldwork, if you’re not all dead, I’ll broach the subject of a pardon.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to lead this group?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Your friend stays locked up.” 
 
    “That’s blackmail,” Danica said. 
 
    “It is not,” the president said, sounding indignant. “It’s political leverage.” 
 
    “Po-tay-to, po-tah-to,” Danica said and then sighed. “I’ll agree on two conditions.” 
 
    “And they are?” the president said surprised, but knowing even if he turned the conditions down, she would accept his offer. 
 
    “I want someone to teach me how to fly a fighter.” 
 
    “Why?” the president sounded taken aback. There were a lot of conditions that ran through his mind, but that wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “It’s what I wanted to do before the plague.” 
 
    The president shrugged. “Okay. And the other?” 
 
    “I want to bring a few more people in on this,” Danica said. “Other marshals.” 
 
    “I have more stars in the desk,” the president said. He reached in and threw out a handful. Danica looked at the array of badges and then pinned the one in her hand to her chest. 
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