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   Preface
 
    
 
                 This book came from a desire to read a post-apocalyptic book that was realistic, devoid of religious ideology, and free of zombies.  Throw in those three factors and there are few books left on that list and the odds are I already read them.  
 
                 I would also like to thank a few people that encouraged and helped me along the way.  
 
   My friend Steve helped with our weekly talks about the end of the world and many of those conversations have been included in this book in one way or another. 
 
   I’d also like to thank Kara for her love and support along the way, including editing this book and making it far better then it originally was.  Having a dad who is also a writer puts her in a unique spot to know what I was going through.  My hunting buddy and teacher, Ben, for all the days in the freezing cold shooting squirrels out of trees or driving them to suicide.  Jason who has spent many afternoons guiding me on my thinking about economics and what would be important if SHTF.  My Aunt Janet for taking me to the gun range and teaching me how to shoot.  And I’m sure there are many others who I will dread not thinking of at the moment.  Be sure if you weren’t mentioned I am thankful to you too.  
 
                 I could have gone down many roads with this book. Instead I wanted to keep things as realistic as possible.  Maybe that sounds bland but I have seen over the years that the real world came to be a lot more exciting than people would like.  Very few of the characters in this book were prepared for what would happen and I wanted it that way.  The majority of people are not prepared for most obstacles that come their way.  If you’re reading this odds are you are at some level of preparedness.  However you know many people in your everyday life that are not.  This is more about them.  How people change, adaptation, and people that simply are not cut out to make it.  It’s a difficult truth but it’s still truth.  
 
                 
 
   Matthew Gilman
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   Chapter 1: The Day
 
    
 
                 For a few people the signs were there for the coming collapse before 2008.  After the bailout of 2009 the government, with the help of the media, worked hard to make the public believe that things were back to normal.  For many people the signs were there that history was going to repeat itself.  
 
                 The economy kept slipping down a slope as Wall Street reached record highs and unemployment did the same hidden behind rigged numbers.  The housing market never fully recovered.  Employers stopped offering benefits.  The dollar failed to hold its value.  To the American people as a whole they realized that their buying power was disappearing while the media said otherwise.  
 
                 China finally decided they were going to dump the dollar and Russia did the same including banning the currency in their country.  After a long campaign of buying all the gold they could get their hands on China decided to sell all the 1.2 Trillion in bonds they owned.  
 
                 The slow downturn that had been in gradual decline suddenly fell into a freefall.  That wasn’t the end though.  While people nationwide struggled with what to do other plans were put into motion to completely destroy the country on several levels.   
 
    
 
                 Charles “Chuck” Statham had the day off from work and yet forgot to turn off the alarm.  His phone rang in the obnoxious tone for a few seconds before he touched the screen and turned it off.  He learned several years ago that it was better to leave the alarm on and stay on the same schedule instead of sleeping in.  
 
                 Standing up he walked to the bathroom and relieved himself before brushing his teeth.  He attached his phone to the charger and stepped into the shower.  While scrubbing himself down he heard his phone ring, ding, buzz, and pop like he had never heard before. 
 
                 “I am not going to work today.”  He told himself figuring that someone had called in.  
 
                 He stepped out of the shower and dried himself off.  Getting dressed and sliding the phone into his pocket he walked downstairs and made a pot of coffee before he started making breakfast.  
 
                 He heated the oats and mix in a few minutes until they reached the thickness he desired.  Pouring some honey on top he took the pot off the coffee maker and poured an early cup.  Sitting at the table he pulled the phone out to check the news and his Facebook page.  Scrolling through the update screen he saw that he had several emails, text messages, and voice mails all within a few minutes.  Then his phone rang.  
 
                 “Hello?”  He said realizing he didn’t look to see who was calling.  
 
                 “Chuck, where you been? Have you heard?  We’re under attack.” Chuck recognized the voice of his friend Steve.  
 
                 “Heard what?” Chuck said.                
 
                 “Somebody blew up Washington.” 
 
                 “D.C.?” Chuck tried to clarify.
 
                 “Yes, somebody nuked it. It’s gone. Turn on your TV.” Steve said. 
 
                 “I don’t have cable. You know that.”  
 
                 “Well shit, what?” Steve was suddenly talking to another person in the back ground.  “Hey I got to go. Find out what’s going on.”
 
                 “Ok will do.”  The phone went dead.  
 
                 Chuck selected the internet on his phone only to find that access had been blocked.  None of the website would load up.  He even tried sending a text message only to have it unable to send.  He started to get frustrated.  
 
                 He set the phone down and decided to wait until somebody else called before trying again.  Chuck ate his breakfast and his coffee that had lost much of its heat.  
 
                 After breakfast he decided to visit the store and see what was happening.  If Steve was right he may want to pick some things up just in case.  
 
                 Grabbing his wallet and cell phone Chuck left the house and drove off down to the first store he could find.  He drove by the local Town and Country to find the parking lot filled.  It wasn’t a holiday it was the middle of the week.  People were walking out with full shopping carts.  
 
   “Shit,” Chuck said himself.  Turning the car around he drove to the nearest ATM machine he could find.  Instead he realized that his bank was the closest place to get cash.  Downtown wasn’t packed like he feared.  Instead he figured that most people were at the stores buying supplies.  Parking the car in front of the bank he found two tellers inside.  Both were discussing the recent terrorist attack in Washington.  One of the employees had pulled a TV out of an office and had it playing in the lobby.  The news anchors were discussing the events of the morning.  Chuck watched an image of a mushroom cloud.  The footage was taken from several miles away.  The image had to be from a helicopter.  It reminded him of September Eleventh with the Twin Towers in New York.  The camera zoomed in but still failed to really show the big picture.  
 
                 Chuck approached the desk and noticed a sign stating that withdraws were limited to five hundred dollars.  Already they were trying to prevent a run on the bank.  
 
                 Chuck filled out a slip and withdrew the five hundred dollars he wanted.  Walking out he stopped at the ATM in the lobby and withdrew another three hundred dollars that was limited to all of the bank’s ATMs.  
 
                 Getting in his car he now realized he needed to go to a place that had bulk food for cheap.  He drove straight to the Aldi Grocery Store that he normally shopped at and parked the car in the filled parking lot.  It wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be.  He figured most people were trying the larger well known markets instead.  
 
                 Pulling two quarters out of the ash tray he grabbed two carts and dragged them in to fill them with food.  First he rushed to the canned goods and found the employees restocking much of the shelves.  He grabbed beans, meat, and fruit by the case and loaded them into the carts.  In a few minutes they were full and he went to the checkout.  The first total was only one hundred and twenty dollars.  He ran outside, filled the trunk, and noticed the wheel well was dropped by a few inches.  Taking the two carts back in he looked through the aisles for items he might not have considered before.  He threw bottles of honey in the cart, Motrin, twelve bottles of wine, salt, bags of sugar and flour, dried beans and rice, and coffee.  He found many more things to put into the cart.  The second total was over three hundred dollars.  He had spent over half the money he withdrew from the bank.  
 
                 He wanted to pick up more food but found that there wasn’t much more room in the car.  He figured he could get some more in the front seat and decided to go in for one more run.  He turned in one cart and took the last one into the store.  He bought more salt, dried milk, boxed instant meals that simply needed water to prepare, fattening granola cereal, and finally topped the cart off with a dozen bags of Dorrito style tortilla chips.  
 
                 He stuffed the last batch into the passenger seat and drove home.  Driving was erratic.  People were driving through red lights, not willing to wait.  He felt better once he was back home and parked his car.  He was not going back out today.  When he started unloading the car he turned around to find his neighbor standing behind him.  
 
                 “Hi, I see that you heard.”  It was Roger, a funny guy that Chuck didn’t care to talk to.  Mostly conversations consisted of the most recent sports games and Chuck didn’t watch sports. 
 
                 “Yeah, I figured it was a good idea to get some stuff, just in case.” Chuck said. 
 
                 “Yeah, just in case. Well the wife and I are supposed to have dinner at the in-laws today, don’t know if I’ll get out today or not.”  
 
                 Chuck wanted to scream at this man, Washington was just bombed and you don’t know if you will get to it today? Chuck didn’t say much and placed four of the bags inside the door to the house.  
 
                 “Well, you know if the world comes to an end, I guess we could always come to your place.” Roger said with a chuckle and smile on his face. 
 
                 “Hey, do you own a gun or anything?” Chuck asked Roger.
 
                 “No, wife doesn’t like them.” Roger said.
 
                 “Well, then I guess you’re not coming to my place if the world ends.”  Chuck wanted to get his point across as soon as possible.  
 
                 Roger didn’t say anything. The smile was gone. Maybe Chuck’s point got across to him, maybe it didn’t.  What Chuck wanted him to understand was that he was not responsible for the welfare of Roger and his wife if they were not going to take care of themselves.  
 
                 Roger quietly went back to his house.  A few minutes later Roger came back out of the house holding his car keys.  His wife came to the door. 
 
                 “We are not cancelling with my parents!”  She hollered.  
 
                 “We will go next week, it’s no big deal.” Roger said. 
 
                 “No big deal!  I’ll tell you what a big deal it is.  My mom is fixing a pot roast right now!” 
 
                 “I hate your mom’s pot roast.  I’m going out.” Roger said. 
 
                 “Roger, get your ass back in here. We don’t need any food. The fridge is full.” 
 
                 “We need more than that.” 
 
                 “We have leftovers!” She said.
 
                 Roger shut the car door and his wife went back into the house turning her cell phone on.  Chuck figured she was calling her parents to tell them what a horrible husband she had.  Chuck thought to himself, if things turn out as bad as they could, these two were not going to make it.  
 
                 Chuck carried all the bags and boxes inside and found the kitchen floor covered.  He had trouble walking through it all.  He had a spare room in the basement and decided that was the best place to store things.  It took an hour and it wasn’t organized by any means.  Cans were stacked towards the back.  
 
                 He opened one of the Dorrito bags and started snacking.  
 
                 Upstairs he turned the radio on.  He found music wasn’t playing.  He turned the dial to the local NPR station and found the news cast talking about Washington.  He left it playing in the background and sat at his table to figure out what else he needed.  
 
                 He wrote several things down:  food, water, toilet, security.  With the last one he went into the bed room and pulled his Remington shotgun out.  He looked it over and realized it was overdue for a cleaning.  He looked on the shelf above and quickly counted the rounds he had.  Twenty rounds of 00 buckshot and ten 1oz. slugs was the extent of his ammo.  
 
                 He sighed and realized he had to go out again.  He thought about the closest store that sold 12-Gauge ammo.  He decided to stop at the DNR with the thought that everyone was concentrating on food at the moment.  
 
                 Hopping back in the car he looked at the gas gauge and saw he still had three quarters of a tank.  He knew gas had already spiked.  He purposely didn’t look to see what the new price was.  
 
                 Driving to the highway to save time on his trip he cruised across town and was in the DNR parking lot in less than twenty minutes.  The parking lot was filled more than normal but not as bad as it could be.  
 
                 There was a line at the counter and more than half the guns in the show cases were gone.  When it was his turn Chuck asked for bulk boxes of 00 buckshot and 1oz slugs.  
 
                 “Thank God. Everybody keeps asking for hand gun ammo and we are all out.”  The clerk said. 
 
                 “Don’t own a pistol so stocking up on what I do have.” Chuck said pulling his wallet out. 
 
                 He was able to get 100 rounds of each and spent just over two hundred dollars on his ammo.  The bags were heavy and he placed them in the car and locked the trunk with the key to make sure it couldn’t be opened from the switch inside the car.  He still had some cash and figured it would be better to top off his gas tank.  
 
                 Driving down the main road he passed several gas stations with bags over the pumps saying out of order.  Finally he spotted a station with a truck that was in the process of filling their tanks.  People were lined up.  Then he saw the price $6.23 a gallon. 
 
                 “What the hell!” He said.  Looking at the gauge he noticed it was still at three quarters of a tank.  “Heck with it.  Not going to work anytime soon anyway.” 
 
                 He went straight home and carried his ammo into the house.  A few minutes later Roger was back and had a small box in his hands.  
 
                 Chuck looked out the window and saw Roger’s wife come to the door. She was yelling at him. Chuck could make out some of the words.  “Gun… not in here… why?” Chuck guessed Roger’s wife had no clue as to what was going on in the world.  
 
                 Chuck turned the stereo back on and the news cast was still discussing the events in Washington.  Of course Al Qaeda was being blamed.  At this point Chuck wouldn’t be surprised if it was from the inside.  The people had been so screwed the last few years Washington would have been a fitting target against a government that hadn’t been serving the people.  Chuck didn’t care who did it.  It didn’t make any difference to him.  It happened. The question was what to do now?  He was doing the best he could and he hoped he made the right choices.  
 
                 Chuck placed his shotgun next to the bed and loaded it with five slugs.  The rest of the ammo he placed in the closet.  
 
                 Walking out of the bedroom he noticed the quietness of the house.  The stereo was off.  Maybe the station was offline?  He flicked the switch on the wall and noticed the lights didn’t come on.  
 
                 “Great!”  Chuck said to himself.  
 
                 Chuck heard a scream next door.  Roger’s wife was going ballistic.  
 
                 At that point the told himself if they came to the door in the next couple of weeks he would pretend he was not home.  
 
                 Chuck sat at the table and began working on the list again.  His money was practically gone now.  He could get more but didn’t know if he needed anymore food.  The list grew and the more he thought the more screwed he felt.  He was sure that his stock pile of food was better than most.  It still frightened him that he wasn’t prepared for longer.  Even the ammo in his gun was not much compared to a long lasting disaster.  
 
                 Chuck decided to call some of his friends but when he pulled his phone out it was dead.  It had a full battery a few hours ago but now it was dead.  He went to his laptop and opened the screen.  The computer was also dead.  
 
                 In a sigh of frustration he realized he was hungry and figured he should start eating everything in the fridge.  He pulled his grill out of the garage and filled it with charcoal.  He pulled a few boxes of frozen pizzas out of the freezer and when the grill was hot he placed them on top.  He drank the left over milk that was in the fridge and tried to think of things to do with the condiments.  The crust of the pizza’s were a little burned but not bad.  
 
                 Chuck looked around at his neighborhood and noticed everybody running around.  One guy was trying to start his car.  Another was in the garage pulling a generator out.  Roger and his wife were arguing inside the house.  Kids were playing in the street without any television to watch.  Maybe things were not all bad.  One man stood in front of his house with a hand crank radio trying to find a radio station.  The dials were full of static.  The man tapped the radio with his hand out of frustration.  At another house a man pulled the dumpster to the curb for the pick-up that was scheduled for tomorrow.  
 
                 “That’s not happening.” Chuck laughed to himself.  
 
                 A thought came to Chuck’s mind and he ran inside and pulled one of his last beers from the fridge.  
 
                 “If the power is not coming back on and if what I think happened, happened, then this could possibly be the last cold beer I’ll ever have.”  He twisted the cap off and downed two gulps exhaling at the end.  
 
                 “Beer and pizza! Classic!” 
 
                 Things were quiet for the moment.  Chuck relaxed in his backyard and enjoyed it.  It was still the afternoon and this could be the last peaceful afternoon he would have.  It was the end of summer and he really hadn’t enjoyed the warm months at all.  His job at the graphic design company wouldn’t be open anytime soon.  He had read about these things a while ago.  All the power was out, electronic devices were dead, and the only thing that came to mind was an electro-magnetic pulse.  It was a computer nerd’s worst nightmare.  
 
                 After his afternoon snack, Chuck locked up the house and walked down to the corner convenience store.  All the beer and alcohol was gone.  Some snacks remained along with odds and ends.  Chuck grabbed a basket and threw a stack of note pads, pens, bags of beef jerky, some candy bars, and added bottle of whiskey from behind the counter.  The clerk started adding everything up on paper.  Chuck also asked for some pipe tobacco and one of the adult magazines behind the counter.  
 
                 “Which one?” The clerk asked. 
 
                 “Um, the one with the blonde.” Chuck said.  
 
                 “You know if the power stays out you may need some variety.” The clerk said. “Just saying.” 
 
                 Chuck added five more magazines and bought a pack of lighters.  
 
                 After paying the clerk he carried everything home.  
 
                 People were still oblivious as to what was going on.  Kids had no care in the world.  The adults ran around worrying about petty stuff.  One man complained his sprinklers wouldn’t turn on like they were supposed to.  The comment about water made him realize something. 
 
                 Chuck picked up the pace and ran to the bathroom after setting the bags down.  He turned the handle on the tub and water flowed into the tub.  He thanked God that his water was still gravity fed.  He ran to the kitchen and pulled all of his two liter bottles out of the bags he stored them in.  He grabbed everything.  Twenty ounce bottles and smaller he brought to the sink and started filling them.  The pressure was good but it wouldn’t last.  
 
                 Chuck filled the tub and reserved that water for drinking and cooking first since it was exposed to the air.  The rest he stored with the food in the basement.  
 
                 Chuck went outside and found that the sun would be setting in a few hours.  There was one last thing to do. He grabbed a shovel and started digging the hole for his latrine.  Many had not thought about it since their toilets were currently flushing but he wasn’t going to count on that for long.  Thousands of gallons of drinking water were going to be flushed in the next day.  Chuck finished with a two foot square hole about three feet deep.  It would be a start.  He figured solid waste would go there and he would store urine in a bottle and dump it in the yard as fertilizer.  
 
                 He was kicking himself for not thinking ahead.  He knew the world was going to shit but he would rather bitch about it than protect himself.  He spent the evening beating himself up but before falling asleep he acknowledged he didn’t do too bad with what he had.  He was still better off than most people and he just had to keep it that way.  Today was the first day of the rest of his new life.  The world was never going to be the same regardless of how many people pretended otherwise.  
 
                 
 
   Chapter 2: The Day
 
    
 
                 Digging through his closet for the last time he found his scrub uniform.  The last days of everything he knew started to come back.  The city started to fall apart and the people that tried their hardest to hold everything together were the ones that paid the biggest price for it.  
 
                 He looked at the dried blood he hadn’t bothered to wash off and could still smell the gunpowder in the fabric.  The only thing he could say about getting by the moments of that week was that he did his best.  It wasn’t enough and he lost everything but somehow he was still alive and that had to count for something.  
 
    
 
                 The emergency room was busy that day.  Nothing was out of the ordinary.  People scrambled around in a controlled form of chaos that made everything work.  He was doing his job of cleaning rooms.  Running from one room to the next trying to keep things going smoothly so that new patients could be moved in.  He pushed his cart down the hall weaving past doctors and nurses then parallel parking next to the room.  He pulled the sheets from the bed and pressed the button on the remote to turn the TV on.  He changed the channel to the news and listened while he worked.   
 
                 “Tom, are you able to get to the waiting room?  Someone spilled a drink.”  One of the nurses asked while he wiped down the bed.  
 
   He nodded in response listening still to the news.  He learned years ago to multitask and take in everything at one time.  Sometimes it really surprised people, other times it pissed them off thinking that he wasn’t listening.  
 
                 He grabbed his cart and decided to clean the spill before finishing.  Getting some towels and a floor sign he walked into the waiting room.  Placing the sign down and dropping the towels he pushed it around with his feet sucking up the liquid.  The floor would be sticky from the sugar but he could fix that in a few minutes.  
 
                 Returning to the room he found several people cramming in staring at the TV.  
 
                 “We don’t know at this time what exactly has happened.  It has been said that there was an incident in the capital.  To what extent we don’t know, but we are trying to gather as much information as we can at this time. Speculation is leaning towards the use of a nuclear device in Washington DC.  We have not been able to confirm that as of now but there have been reports form surrounding areas of a blinding light and a large explosion heard in surrounding cities…” 
 
                 The report went on.  
 
                 “Why are they talking if they don’t know?”  One of the doctors said.
 
                 “That’s how the news works.  They keep you watching with speculation and more questions than answers.”  A nurse added.  Her name was Abby, a young brunette who started over a year ago.  Married and in her mid-twenties.  
 
                 “Is this going to be like Katrina?”  A patient care assistant asked.  She must have been here during that time. It was a valid question.  Their hospital in Michigan received patients from New Orleans when the hurricane hit.
 
                 The charge nurse exited the room and started pulling manuals from the desk.  She picked the phone up and started making calls.  Most of the staff went back to the work they were previously doing.  
 
                 “Keep an eye on that for us, will you?” Kara, another nurse in the department asked as she walked out.  “Let us know if there is anything new.”  
 
                 Tom nodded and watched the screen.  A few minutes later he pried himself from the screen and finished cleaning the room.  His job now was to check the news in every room he cleaned.  It wasn’t long before video footage was being shown of the mushroom cloud hovering over what used to be Washington DC.  For a few minutes the ER became silent and everything came to a grinding halt.  Several people pulled out their cell phones and tried sending text messages only to find that the towers were being over loaded or shut down.  The people that tried to make phone calls received a message saying “sorry for the delay in service.” The news reporter told the viewers to not call Washington.  Most of the city didn’t exist anymore and phone lines and towers were being overloaded.   That day was 9-11 all over again.  He remembered his neighbor at the time trying to call her sister that lived in New York at the time.  She later found out from family that she had quit her job at the Trade Center only two weeks before.   He moved out of that apartment a few months later. He ran into that neighbor a few years later.  She wore a head dress and converted to Islam.   He was confused and surprised at the same time.  9-11 was one of the last times that he had talked to her.  He wanted to know more about her conversion but didn’t have time.  He never saw her again after that.  
 
                 Policy in the hospital quickly changed about administering drugs and conserving electricity.  Tom was surprised to see that the administration and managers were ahead of the game.  The next day it was announced that all ports to the US were closed and gas had tripled in price.  It was unknown when shipments for drugs would be delivered.  
 
                 There was a meeting that took place for all the managers in the hospital.  It took most of the day but they decided that they would try to hold out as long as they could.  They had gone from a modern full service facility to a third world clinic over-night.  The city asked people to not use any unnecessary appliances and turn off any lights that were not in use.  Maintenance quickly took notice of any diesel vehicles in the surrounding parking lots for possible sources of fuel for the generators when their three day supply became low.  The ER shut all doors to anybody who didn’t have an emergency.  
 
                 Tom never left work.  His house for the most part was safe.  All of his doors had extra locks and the windows were either Plexi-glass or reinforced with a plastic film that kept them from breaking.  Even his car had a lock on the gas cap.  People called him paranoid but in a bad neighborhood, paranoia is survival.  Many of the nurses never came back to work and only the most dedicated of doctors stayed.   
 
                 Then there was the day when security was chasing a group of teenagers through the halls.  They were trying to steal medications to sell in the streets or get high for their personal use.  Tom, a student of history thought about the days after Katrina.  Security detained them for a short time but let them go, not wanting to feed them.  The police were already short staffed and not answering calls due to lack of personnel.  
 
                 When they learned this one of the nurses called her husband on a hand held radio to find out what was going on.  He arrived ten minutes later with their family SUV filled with supplies and telling her they had to leave.  
 
                 “Where are we going to go?” She asked. She was irritated like everyone else.  Everybody wanted to get as much information as they could.  
 
                 “My family has a farm in Wisconsin. It’s in the middle of nowhere. We’ll be safe.” He said pointing to their car.  Their three kids sat in the back seat watching.  
 
                 “Safe from what?”  She asked.  
 
                 “The other hospital was over- run by looters.  They stole all of the supplies that they had left and killed some of the staff.”  He said.  
 
   The people listening were silent.  Security had a reasonable control over the entrance to the hospital but the building was so large and too many doors to control everything.  
 
                 “We have patients here still.” She said.  “We can’t just leave them.”  
 
                 “We can’t, but you can.” It was Doctor Hartman.  He was a tall, slender middle aged man.  One of the few doctors Tom respected, not just because he stayed.  Even before the nuke Hartman was one of the only doctors that wasn’t filled with ego like the younger residents that had the God complex.  There were even nights where he went out drinking with some of the nurses and other staff buying drinks and listening to them. There was something different about that man.  He was respectable.  
 
                 “Your kids are in the car waiting for you. We’ll get things here.”  Hartman was serious.  She hugged him and turned to the car.  She couldn’t look back.  Her husband sat in the driver’s seat and took off down the road.  There were a dozen people left in the ER. 
 
                 Tom tapped Hartman on the arm.  
 
                 “We need to talk.” Tom said.  Hartman nodded and they went over to a map of the ER.  
 
                 “We might have a chance to keep this going if we can secure the ER.”  Tom said pointing to the map. 
 
                 “What are you thinking?” Hartman asked.  
 
                 “We can isolate the rest of the ER from the building.  It’s too much for us to cover and we don’t know who else is in the hospital.  We need to get everyone in the same place.  These doors here and here we can turn the power off and barricade.  We can do the same out front so there is only one way in or out.  In the meantime we need all of our vehicles across the street in the ramp.  That way we can get away if we have to run.”  
 
                 “What happens when we are shot outside?”  One of the security guards asked listening in.  
 
                 “That won’t happen.” Tom said.  “We’ll have a sniper placed here watching the vehicles and guarding the door.”  
 
                 “Who’s going to do that?” Hartman asked. 
 
                 “We don’t have any weapons besides night sticks.” The same guard added.  
 
                 “I’m going to make a run home and pick up what we need.”  Tom said.  “In the meantime get two groups together and start checking all the floors for more staff and get them down here.  They won’t be safe if people start searching the hospital for supplies.  What I bring back we can divide.  I’m going to leave now and save time.  In the meantime same rules apply, only emergencies are allowed in.  Treat what you can.”  
 
                 “What happens if you don’t come back?”  Hartman asked.  
 
                 “If I’m not back in an hour, make plans to leave.”  Tom left through the main entrance and ran to his car in the parking lot.  Most of the cars were gone and he didn’t see anyone around.  He started the motor and saw that he still had almost a full tank of gas.  The drive to his house took longer than normal.  People tried to stop his car. One man stood in the middle of the lane and Tom swerved around him as he kicked the side of the car and yelled.  A block later a man ran up pulling on the locked handle and flashed a gun at the window. 
 
                 “Open the fucking door!” He yelled as Tom hit the gas and sped off.  Loud cracks rang through the air as Tom ducked in his seat and tried to look in his rear view mirror to see if the man was still shooting.  When he passed the one gas station in his neighborhood he looked long enough to see that the store had been cleared of any goods inside and the pumps were covered in signs that said no gas here.  
 
                 He parked his car next to the side door of his house and ran to the front door.  He was sure to lock his car and quickly took an inventory of everything that he needed.  He grabbed his knife collection that was rolled in a felt case.  He stacked all the food he could carry next to the side door.  Upstairs he pulled all of his hunting rifles and ammo out of the safe.  He took the locks off and quickly checked to make sure they were clean like he always kept them.  He piled them in a large duffle bag and put the ammo in a hiking bag.  
 
                 He grabbed extra scrubs and other clothes he would need to change if he was to keep watch for long periods of time.  He wore a small revolver on his belt along with his favorite knife, a marine corps K-bar that wasn’t legal to carry before.  He pulled on a grey trench coat that he figured would help him blend in with the parking ramp.  He piled all of the supplies next to the door and knew he would have to work quickly to fill the car.  If anybody saw him he knew he would be killed just to get their hands on it.  
 
                 Tom moved the 4x4 piece of wood away from the door.  Originally it kept people from breaking in.  He slowly unlocked the dead bolt and opened the door.  No one was around.  Using the button remote he unlocked the doors and trunk and carried out the guns, placing them in the back seat.  The ammo he placed in the passenger seat.  The trunk he piled with canned and boxed food.  Last was a box of books and other supplies.  He closed up the car and locked it.  He went back in the house and closed the door securing it like it was before.  He walked to the front door and locked it behind him.  He was surprised that nobody had tried to break in before but now they would find nothing.  He turned the corner of his house and found a man looking in the car.  He pulled the revolver out immediately and pointed it at the man.  
 
                 “Can I help you?”  Tom said slowly walking towards him.  
 
                 The man reached for his gun and Tom fired.  The man’s gun was out in his hand now.  Tom fired again hitting the man in the chest.  He fell and yelled as he grabbed his chest.  Tom ran up and grabbed the gun from the ground.  It was a small semiautomatic pistol.  Unlocking the car Tom threw the gun in the car and sat in the driver’s seat.  The man was still yelling.
 
                 Tom started the car as a group of men came running towards him.   He hit the gas.  Flying out of the driveway he hit two of them.  One slid onto the hood and yelled at him.  He couldn’t make out the words.  As he turned onto the street the man slid off taking the windshield wiper with him.  He watched the man roll to the curb as he sped away.  He didn’t stop at the stop signs, slowing down enough to check for other cars. Back on the main street he hit the gas and flew past everyone he saw.  He saw the man that shot at him earlier and the man pointed the gun.  The slider was pulled back.  He was out of bullets but still trying to intimidate people into stopping.  
 
                 Tom drove like a mad man.  When he arrived at the hospital he parked outside the main entrance and at first people didn’t recognize him.  He opened all the doors and the truck.  
 
                 “Take everything inside.”  He said to the security guard and two of the nurses.  He grabbed the duffle bag of guns and the back pack in the passenger seat.  At the main desk he set it down and pulled the zipper open.  
 
                 “Holy shit.”  One of the guards said.  
 
                 “Okay, we have here a .22 rifle, 7.62, 12 gauge pump action, and a 9mm I received from a nice man that tried to steal my car after it was loaded up.  I don’t have any ammo for that.”  Tom walked to one of the other boxes that was carried in and pulled out his knife collection.  He unrolled the collection of steal inside and started handing out knifes for the people he felt fit the best.  The nurses he gave small folders or short fixed blades.  To the men he tried to gauge them by experience and ergonomics.  The guards received tanto blades. The other men received various styles of bowies and survival knifes.  
 
                 “Where the hell did you get these from?”  One of the guards asked. 
 
                 “They’re mine.” Tom replied.  
 
                 “You’re like John Locke in Lost.”  Some of the other people understood the reference.  
 
                 Tom gave the 12 gauge to the security guards and divided the boxes of ammo among them.  He took the 7.62 for himself and gave the 9mm to one of the nurses.  The .22 rifle he handed to a doctor that he over-heard talking about hunting the year before.  
 
                 “Does everybody have their cars parked at the top of the ramp?”  Tom asked.  
 
                 “Everyone does except for the people searching the hospital. There are some people stuck on the top floor but they have critical patients that can’t be moved except by elevator and those aren’t working.” One of the guards said.  
 
                 “How many people?” Tom asked.  
 
                 “Four on the fourth floor, six in the PEDs unit, and about a dozen next door in trauma.”  The guards replied.  
 
                 “Do they know what’s going on?” Tom said.  
 
                 “Yeah, we told them but they aren’t leaving.”  
 
                 Tom thought for a minute. 
 
                 “Call the floors make a list of everything they need from the pharmacy to stay afloat.  Take two guys and go downstairs. Grab everything from the pharmacy you can get your hands on.  Don’t leave anything that can be stolen or sold on the streets.  When it’s here send up runners to the floors and drop off the supplies.  Have trauma start moving all of their patients here so they can be protected.  In the meantime do we have radios that we can charge on the generators power?”  
 
                 “Well, we have the old ones, they cover all channels.”  One of the assistants said.  
 
                 “Get them charged and we’ll use them for the hospital and when I’m across the street. The people that need to move their cars get your things, we’re taking the tunnel.”  
 
                 The groups dispersed to their various jobs and started to work. Tom looked in the break room and grabbed some food to eat.  Tearing open the wrapper of a Snickers bar he took a bite and savored the sugar on his tongue.  He sat back in his chair and relaxed under the single halogen bulb that lit the room.  He set the bar down on the table and pulled a paper wrapped packet of bullets out and loaded the rifle that would be with him indefinitely.  The door opened and in walked a doctor that he recognized.  She stood out because of her beauty.  Quiet, she never spoke to anyone that didn’t involve the job.  Tom could tell she was Persian, around the same age as him.  He remembered she was pregnant about a year or so back.  Today he couldn’t tell she ever had a child.  Her shiny black hair and large dark brown eyes always caught his attention.  
 
                 “How is your kid?”  He asked closing the bolt on the rifle.  
 
                 She hesitated for a minute looking at the rifle then him.  
 
                 “Sorry, this is still new to me, what‘s happening.”  He didn’t mean to startle her.  
 
                 “He’s good,’ she replied.  
 
                 He never knew what the sex was.  Unlike the nurses and other employees of the hospital the doctors kept their lives private and nobody knew what happened with them. He remembered how the dates and times as well as pounds and length of new babies of the department staff were posted near the main desk.              
 
   “So it was a boy,” he said.  
 
                 She nodded and looked at the food on the table.  He was interested in seeing what she would pick.  She glanced at his Snickers bar and grabbed the same thing. 
 
                 “You might want something more nutritious,” he said looking at the other food available.  
 
                 “This will be fine,” she said opening the bar.  
 
                 He stood up and looked at her.  He swung the rifle over his shoulder and headed to the door.  He stopped and turned around.  
 
                 “I might be across the street for a while.  Would you mind bringing me food when I’m hungry?” he asked.
 
                 She looked at him while he asked it.  
 
                 “Why me?” was her only response. It didn’t sound worried or scared, more curious.
 
                 “I need to remember why I’m doing this.  See a kind face.  I’d like your company.”  
 
                 He left the room.  He didn’t wait for an answer.  If it was her with the food, that would be the answer.  For now he was good for a day, maybe more.  
 
                 He used the tunnel to get to the parking ramp that overlooked the ER entrance.  Using the stairs he realized the extra weight that he carried.  Soldier’s in battle carry more gear than he was, complaining was not an option.  Reaching the top of the ramp he pushed the glass door open and scanned the top level with his rifle at his shoulder.  It was quiet and empty.  Cars sat lined up.  It looked like an average day at work with no spaces available.  Moving to the south west corner he looked over the side and had a perfect view of the ER doors and the helipad.  The ambulance entrance was directly across from him, chairs and tables covered the windows and doors limiting the access to the building.  EMS hadn’t been running for a few days now.  Anybody who came to the ER was driven or walked from areas around town.  One woman had been shot by a home invader and was brought in by her kids in a wheel barrel.  They pushed her almost two miles from their home.  
 
                 The streets were empty.  He pulled his bag off his back and opened it to sort the contents for the hours and possibly days ahead.  He counted the food again, mostly candy and protein bars, some trail mix and bags of tuna.  He wore four ammo pouches on his belt and had thirty extra rounds of 7.62x 39mm for the scoped SKS that he owned.  He had two more 25 round boxes in his bag.  The radio he kept against the concrete wall that would protect it from incoming fire.  He pulled a knit cap out, black and well worn.  The temperature had been dropping to high 50’s low 60’s the last couple of nights but he would be fine.  
 
                 He grabbed the radio and turned the dial to set the channel. 
 
                 “ER the eagle is perched, over.” He felt like such a dork.  
 
                 “Doorman here, coming out, over.”  
 
                 Tom saw a uniformed security guard exit the ER doors and set up a guard post with the 12 gauge shotgun that Tom had brought with him.  
 
                 “I see you, so far all clear.”  Tom said scanning the streets.  
 
                 Hours went by.  Tom could see people moving blocks many blocks away. Sometimes he heard gun fire in the distance.  He didn’t like it.  Things had broken down and now he was looking down at a surreal world.  Everything looked the same at first but people were acting crazy.  
 
                 The sun was starting to set and the street lights were no longer coming on.  The lights inside the hospital worried him, a beacon of resources that others would want to steal for themselves.  
 
                 The guards had changed shifts and a different guy was posted outside.  Tom noticed a group of three guys walking down the street towards the hospital.  
 
                 “Doorman, there are three men approaching from the west. I can’t see if they are armed yet. I’ll keep you updated, over.”  
 
                 “Copy that,” the guard said.  
 
                 Tom leaned into the SKS and tried to see better through the scope.  Without the lights he couldn’t see much but the movement.  He saw that one of the guys had a long arm, some light in the distance reflected off metal.  He didn’t know if it was a blade or a gun but it was enough.  
 
                 “Doorman they are armed.”  
 
                 Tom watched the guard look at the shotgun and press the safety off.  
 
                 Tom kept the three men in his sight, then they separated and moved in different directions.  They were looking to surround the ER.  
 
                 “Oh shit,” Tom said to himself.  The grabbed the radio.
 
                 “Doorman, get inside. Grab back up. It looks like they are trying to move in.  I’ll take care of them from here. Over.”  
 
                 The guard didn’t radio back, instead he moved inside right away.  Tom turned the safety off the SKS and had one of the guys in his sight.  He could tell it was a man, maybe middle age.  He waited, he needed a reason.  Then the man gave it to him.  He watched the man raise a gun and heard a crack in the air.  Then Tom exhaled and pulled the trigger.  The man fell and stopped moving. 
 
                 Tom heard the other two men yelling.  He saw movement coming from his side of the street by the helipad.  Open space, should make his job easier.  He saw the movement again.  The guy was trying to use the bushes to cover his movement. Bushes are not bullet proof.  He saw the man peak over the bush looking for a way to the ramp.  Tom aimed and dropped him with a round to the chest.  
 
                 Tom looked for the third man.  He couldn’t see him. He grabbed the radio.
 
                 “Doorman, do you see the third man, over.”  
 
                 Static followed for a few seconds.  
 
                 “Eagle someone here thinks he entered the stairwell to the ramp, over.”  
 
                 Tom put a full magazine in the SKS and moved behind the closest car.  He watched the door to the stairway and waited.  Sweat dripped down his face and his hands felt clammy.  He tried not to think about the two men he just killed. Minutes went by.  Then he heard the squeak of the door.  The sun had set and only the stars and moon lit the night.  He could see a mass moving at him.  Either he was a large man or the shuffling of his feet was something else.  
 
                 “I have one of your doctors here. Put your gun down.”  
 
                 Tom didn’t know if the man was able to see him or not.  His eyes adjusted and he could make out the two separate bodies.  The man had a pistol to a woman’s head. He knew it was the doctor he talked to earlier. He read her name badge, Fatima.
 
                 The man turned and was looking around the ramp.  He had to make a clear shot.  He didn’t care what the man wanted and after killing two of his friends there was no way the guy was going to leave peacefully.  Tom grabbed an extra round from his ammo pouch and threw it out by the cars opposite of his position.  The clanking and rolling of brass on the concrete made the man turn and move looking for the sniper that aimed at him now. 
 
                 Aim small, miss small. Tom squeezed the trigger and the crack of the rifle echoed through the surrounding buildings.  It never seemed to disappear.  Tom waited for a second and came out from behind the car.  Fatima moved a few steps forward.  Tom guessed she was in shock.  She was shaking and staring out into the dark.  
 
                 Tom moved to the man first and kept his rifle aimed at the body.  He kicked the gun away from the body and saw the exit wound on the opposite side of the man’s head.  There was no way he was still alive.  He slung the rifle over his shoulder and walked up to Fatima.  
 
                 “Fatima, Fatima, hey, you’re ok.  You’re not hurt.” He placed his hands on her shoulders.  
 
                 “I want my boys. Where are my boys? Where are my boys?”  She kept repeating looking into his face.  
 
                 “We will get you to your boys.  We will get you there.”  He held her as she cried and sobbed.  She clung to him. He felt her tears soak through his shirt. The radio crackled in the distance.  He moved her to the car and sat her on the hood.  
 
                 “Wait right here, I’m not going far.” Tom grabbed the radio.
 
                 “Eagle here, third man down.  I also have Fatima here.  She’s shaken up, possibly in shock.  I need to either get her back to the ER or have someone check her out. Over.” 
 
                 “Tom, its Hartman. I’m pulling the plug. We’re going home. I’ll be over to check
 
   Fatima.  Everybody is coming over through the tunnel.” The radio went silent.  
 
                 Tom tried to keep Fatima calm and waited for the ER staff to start coming out of the stairwell.  As they emerged he noticed the bags that were loaded with antibiotics and other medications.  Some even had extra IV tubing and bags of saline that they hauled out, just in case.  The little pharmacy supplies that were left in the ER were gone.  Tom was sure pockets were filled with narcotics, not for personal use but for friends and family in case something happens at home.  People were thinking ahead.  If someone was shot or broke a leg, having these meds on hand could make all the difference.  Hartman emerged from the doors and walked over to Tom and Fatima.  He set the four bags of supplies he had brought and set them on to the concrete.  
 
                 Fatima looked at Hartman and calmed down.  
 
                 “You’re going to be fine.”  Hartman said to her as he looked into her eyes.  It was what she really needed, the reassurance of someone like him.  She knew she wasn’t hurt, just scared and sometimes that was harder to get over.  
 
                 “Here I grabbed these for you since you weren’t over there.”  Hartman handed Fatima a bag of meds and bandages.  “For your boys, go find them.  Your job here is done.”  
 
                 Tom noticed that people were piling up their knives and guns by the stairs as they exited to get to their cars.  The security guards placed the duffle bag with his guns there as well.  Tom felt a sense of loss as he watched his coworkers leaving for what could be the last time.  They put up a good fight.  In the end a fight was all they had.  There was only so much they could do with a limited supply. When they had to start defending themselves from the same people they were trying to help, Hartman realized that their job was done.  
 
                 Tom walked to the pile of supplies and carried them to his car a few feet away.  One of the nurses walked up and felt unsure about asking him something. 
 
                 “I don’t have anything to make sure I get home safe.  I wish I could give you something, I don’t have anything except credit cards that don’t work.”  She looked in her purse for something to barter with. 
 
                 Tom found the 9mm with the full magazine and pulled it out of the bag.  
 
                 “Pull the slide back to put a bullet in the chamber. The safety is here. Line up the sight on what you are shooting at and squeeze the trigger.  It’s a nice gun, all you have to do is promise me you will get home in one piece.” 
 
                 “You don’t want anything for it?” She said.  
 
                 “We help one another or what is the point?”  
 
                 She hugged him and put the gun in her purse.
 
                 “Hide the gun in the back of your pants, if it goes off you want a chunk of your butt missing, you don’t want to hit the femoral artery.”  Tom said as he watched her change spots. 
 
                 “I’m a nurse. You would think I would know that.” 
 
                 Tom saw Hartman loading his car up.  Then he saw Fatima. If there was anyone he felt that he should look after it was her.  
 
                 “Hey, do you want help, finding your boys?” He said.  “I could follow you in my car. Make sure you get there ok.” 
 
                 “No I will be fine. Their daycare isn’t too far away. The security is pretty tight there I know they are fine.”  Something in Fatima’s voice told tom she was questioning what she had just said.  
 
                 Tom grabbed the charged radio he had on him and handed it to Fatima.  
 
                 “If you need help call on channel 3, I’ll be listening.”  
 
                 She nodded her head and sat in the car.  
 
                 As she drove off Tom had a dreaded feeling in his stomach.  Out of everybody leaving she was the one that he worried about the most.  He couldn’t put a finger on it but he knew somehow that she was in for a journey that would be rough.  His only plan was to get back to his house and hunker down.  His basement still had a hidden stash of food that he could use and more ammo locked in the safe.  He wondered if the guys that attacked him had let his house still stand or if they burned it to the ground.  There was only one way to find out.  
 
                 Loading up his car Tom made sure he had one gun at his disposal for the trip home.  He remembered how hard it was to get to his house at the start of things and wondered if it would be easier or harder to get home now.  He wasn’t going to take any chances and followed his instinct of prepare for the worse and hope for the best.  
 
                 Starting up his car he was the last to leave and he looked at the hospital behind him and wondered what it would look like as time went on.  The lights flickered inside as the generator used the last of the diesel fuel.  
 
                 Driving down the ramp he was cautious and he drove slowly at first.  He took in his surroundings and tried to get a sense of how things were in this new outside world.  He kept his windows rolled up and turned the radio on with the volume turned down.  He turned the channel to NPR only to get static. He pressed buttons for other preprogrammed stations and finally found one.  A rock and roll station that was still playing.  Led Zeppelin played as his soundtrack for his drive home.  
 
                 “That was dazed and confused for all you rock and roll fans out there.  Here at the rocker we are still rocking on because that is what we do.  This is DJ Thrash here going on my eighteenth hour commercial free.  Why are we commercial free?  Because nobody is paying.  Aren’t you glad? It only took the end of the world to finally get the radio you always wanted.  I’m taking calls if you still have phones for requests.  I’m here to play what you want because guess what, the FCC was blown up too with Washington so I can play what you really want to hear.  So have at it.  Next up we have Metallica, before they became a bunch of law suit happy pussies. Enjoy.”  
 
                 Tom recognized the song from Ride the Lightening and couldn’t remember the name of the song.  The profanity was still used and not covered or skipped.  He turned it up a bit and figured he should enjoy what little guilty pleasures he had left in this new world.  
 
                 Driving down the main street to his house he didn’t see too many people.  If he did they were in the distance and didn’t notice him.  He turned on his street and crossed his fingers that the house was still standing.  He noticed many doors kicked in or boarded up.  A few houses had burned down and he was happy to see his was still standing.  Perhaps the men thought there were more people inside. He drove through his driveway and stopped to open the gate on his fence.  Hopping back into the car he squeezed it between the garden and the house.  He quickly closed the gate and locked it with the 2x4 and looked around to see if the rest of the fence was secure.  It was still in one piece.  Unloading his equipment from the car he walked around to the front door and unlocked it.  An exhale of relief with the click of the dead bolt showing the house was still secure.  
 
                 To be extra careful he placed the bag on the floor. Locked the door behind him and quickly searched the house to find everything still where it was and nobody inside.  
 
                 Later during the night he unloaded the rest of his supplies and gear that he had brought home from the hospital and made his plans for staying alive.  It would be a long journey, one of survival.  He didn’t want to do it alone. Under the circumstances he had no choice but to go at it alone. Things would be easier this way and that was the blessing. Later a friend would be nice, someone he could count on.  Until things died down he didn’t know when or how he would meet anyone.  In the meantime his books were his friends and his neighbors would be covered in suspicion.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 3: One week after the Day              
 
                 It was only a week after the Day and Chuck was still in his house watching the world crumble from his windows.  Without power, his entertainment had switched from the lead glass of his television to the picture window in front of his house.  
 
                 The neighbors across the street had left in their SUV, loading luggage and boxes into the back. They locked the house behind them and drove away.  It wasn’t long before some of the neighbors started looking around the house and checking the windows and doors.  Food had run out in most homes by now.  
 
                 The arguing from Roger’s house was constantly in the background.  A few times Chuck heard knocking on his door.  He stayed away and waited in his bedroom with the 12 gauge.  Whoever was at the door eventually walked away.  He worried about the day they tried to kick the door in.  He barricaded the doors with 2x4s and boxes to make the entry more complicated.  What he really wanted was to create more time from the initial attempt and when they got in the house.  
 
                 The few times he had to defend his property involved making small threats in order to get people to leave.  With the power off the slightest sound outside was as loud as a gunshot.  Chuck was working on rationing his food when he heard noise in his driveway.  He dropped the clip board and grabbed the shotgun.  At the top of the basement stairs he looked out the side door and didn’t see anything at first.  He moved to the living room and looked out into the driveway.  A man stood at his car and was working at prying the lid to his gas tank open.  Chuck pushed the curtains open and pumped the shotgun.  The man turned around looking around the yard.  Chuck tapped the end of the barrel on the window pointing the gun at the man.  The man raised his arms, dropped the pry bar he was using on the car, and ran.  Chuck didn’t bother to see where the man ran to.  His heart was racing.  His hands started to shake.  He closed the curtains and dropped the gun to floor.  He sat on the couch and breathed.  He arched his back trying to open his lungs.  He slowed his breathing and felt the adrenaline flowing through his body.  He noticed the tears running down his face.  He wiped them away and laid on the couch.  He didn’t know if he would have shot the man.  He was glad to know that he was able to convince people to leave without using violence.  He wondered how long that would last.  His neighbors were already running around the neighborhood looking for food and supplies.  
 
                 He woke up hours later. The rays of sunlight were coming in through different windows at different angles than when he laid down.  The sound of knocking on the door caught his attention.  He now realized why he had woken up.  
 
                 “Chuck, Chuck!” a voice whispered behind the side door.  
 
                 The handle jiggled.  
 
                 “Chuck!” the voice called again.  
 
                 Chuck arose from the couch and grabbed the shotgun again.  Whoever was at the door knew who lived in the house.  Chuck peaked out of the side door to see an un-kept ragged Roger at the side door.  
 
                 “Chuck, Chuck, hey man.” Roger said seeing him inside the house. 
 
                 “What do you want?” Chuck said.  
 
                 “Well, the wife and I were wondering if you had any food?” Roger said.  
 
                 “No, no food.” Chuck said leaving the door closed.  
 
                 “Oh come on, you bought a bunch last week.” Roger said.  “Look just a few cans or something. We are starving here.”  
 
                 “No go away.” Chuck said.  
 
                 “Roger what did he say?” It was Roger’s wife at the door.  
 
                 Chuck heard mumbling in the driveway.  
 
                 “Chuck, we can trade. We have things. We can give you whatever you want.”  She said.  
 
                 “Go away.” Chuck said.  He kept his face away from the door.  He remembered Roger bringing the gun home on the Day.  
 
                 “What is it you want? You can have our TV, our furniture, take our car! What do you want?”  She yelled.  
 
                 “Maybe we should leave,” Roger said. 
 
                 “Quit being a pussy, this is all your fault.  I’ll take care of this.” She said.  “Chuck I’ll give you what you want.  Are you lonely?  I’ve seen you looking at me before. I know what you want.  You can have me.  I’ll let you do want you want. You can put it anywhere.  Please. Let me in.”  
 
                 “What are you doing? You Bitch! You never let me do what I want. It’s always your boring shit.” Roger said.  
 
                 “Fuck you, if it wasn’t for your job I never would have been with you. You’re not a man, you’re a boy, you’re not even a boy, boys have a dick. Boys have potential.  You will never be a man.”  She pulls her shirt up exposing her breasts to the door.  “Chuck you can have these.”  
 
                 Roger pulls the gun from the back of his pants where it was hidden.  He pulls the hammer back.  
 
                 “Say that again.” Roger says to his wife. “Say that shit again.” 
 
                 “Roger put the fucking gun down.”  She sounds calm. She pulls her shirt back down.  “I’m just playing him, trying to get him to open the door so all the food will be ours. I’m not going to fuck him.  I’m trying to get in there for us.” 
 
                 “You lie, you never respected me. You never have.” Roger said. 
 
                 “Baby you know I love you.” She said. “I’m not the enemy, he has all the food.”  
 
                 She moves closer.  
 
                 “Put the gun down.”  She says. 
 
                 Roger feels his anger leave.  He can’t do it.  He has always tried to make his wife happy, a goal that would never happen.  
 
                 Chuck watches the two of them from the living room window.  He couldn’t believe how insane people were acting.  He thought for sure Roger was going to shoot his wife.  When they first moved in next door he did find her attractive.  The more he saw how she treated Roger and how she acted, he realized how ugly she truly was.  
 
                 She grabbed the gun from Roger and moved closer to him.  
 
                 “Roger, I love you. But you’re holding me back.” she said. 
 
                 His eyes lit up. He grabbed for the gun.  His hand wrapped around the cylinder. She tried to pull the trigger but the hammer wouldn’t release.  Both of them had their hands wrapped around the gun.  She pushed him against the car.  He pushed back and shoved her against the house.  The impact sounded like somebody was trying to kick the door in.  Chuck stayed inside and watched the chaos in the driveway. 
 
                 “You bitch!” Roger yelled. 
 
                 “Fuck you!” She yelled back.  
 
                 She was shorter than him but stronger from her daily visits to the gym.  She shoved him back to the car and he hit the driver’s side door.  The side mirror hit his back.  Roger hollered out and pushed the gun down to the ground.  
 
                 “Let go,” he yelled. 
 
                 “Fuck you,” was the only phrase coming from her mouth.  The rush of adrenaline shifting blood from her brain leaving only basic functions.  It was eye opening for Chuck who had gone through less only a few hours ago but was seeing his experience to an extreme.  
 
                 The gun went off.  Chuck didn’t know if anybody was hit.  
 
                 “Get the fuck off me.” Roger’s wife said as she pushed him away and he dropped to the ground, his back against the car.  She stood back up with the gun in her hand.  She kept the gun on him.  
 
                 “I loved you,” he said. 
 
                 “Maybe you shouldn’t have,” she said. She pulled the rings off her left hand and threw them at him as he held his stomach.  Her engagement ring hit Roger in the chest and bounced off, rolling onto the pavement. “Second thought I might need that,” she said leaning over and picking up the rings.  She turned around and ran to the street.  From there she disappeared leaving Roger behind.  
 
                 “For better or for worse.”  Roger said looking down at the whole through his belly.  He looked up and saw Chuck at the door.  He was standing behind the screen door with his shotgun in hand.  
 
                 “So your whole plan was to rob me?” Chuck said. 
 
                 “I’m sorry, wasn’t my idea.” Roger said. 
 
                 “I bet.” Chuck said. 
 
                 “I don’t suppose you’ll let me in.” Roger said. 
 
                 “No, I don’t think so.”  Chuck said.
 
                  “I’m not going to survive this am I?” Roger said. 
 
                 Chuck shook his head.  Roger stood up from the car. 
 
                 “I’m sorry Chuck.” Roger said. 
 
                 “I know.”  Chuck said closing the door and locking it behind him.  Roger walked to his house, went inside and closed the door behind him.  
 
                 Chuck never saw Roger or his wife again.  He wondered if her act would have opened the door at another house.  She was a very attractive woman. He was sure that many men would fall for her trick.  
 
                 He stayed in the house well into winter.  He didn’t have any contact with anyone until after spring.  His food supplies that he bought barely lasted him until that point.  When he journeyed out into the world and found people dead in their houses, at first he thought they had starved to death.  When he started finding left over food in their houses he realized that it wasn’t starvation that did them in.  Next to a bed sat a half used box of Theraflu.  It gave him a clue as to what happened.  
 
                 Carrying his old college backpack Chuck traveled the streets with his shotgun and several goals on his mental check list.  First, find food.  Second, gather information. And three, find people.  
 
                 That last of his food sat in his pack along with his ammo for the shotgun and lighters to create fire.  He didn’t have much left at the house to worry about.  His car no longer started.  The charge on the battery was dead.  He tried switching it out but found that the rest of the batteries were dead as well.  He gave up after a few hours.  He figured the car would bring too much attention to himself if he did get it running again anyway.  He started to notice subtle things about the neighborhood and the world in general.  The air was quiet. He never saw a dog or cat. Lawns grew to the height of the first story roofs on houses.  The air smelled cleaner.  When he looked to the sky he didn’t see any planes, no exhaust trails, no dots in the sky.  The blue dome above him was left to the birds and insects.  
 
                 Nature was reclaiming the world.  He remembered a show he watched late at night about the world without people.  Now he was seeing that show come true.  Pictures of Chernobyl came to mind, picturing the trees that would appear in the coming years around the houses or in them.  He thought about the rain gutter on his neighbor’s house that hadn’t been cleaned in years and how trees started to grow in them.  Tiny bonsai maples that pushed through the creases of the aluminum fighting to find soil of some kind, fed only by the decomposing remains of fallen seedlings that came before with less luck.  
 
                 Chuck decided to look for a house or cabin on a lake.  Shelter and water was high on his list of priorities and he thought about some areas that he always thought were nice. He never imagined that retirement would come early to him.  Divorced and in his mid-forties he thought he was starting his life all over again.  He never had kids, something that he always wanted to do.  He always had a difficult time with the opposite sex. He couldn’t imagine a more difficult world to be in for meeting someone.  The only option he could think of was moving forward to a retirement and learning over time how to live in this new world.  It couldn’t be any worse than the jobs he slaved over the last couple of decades.  If he was lucky, then maybe he would meet someone.  He had a feeling that eventually he would be happy just for the company.  The idea of having someone to talk to would be a positive change that he could live with.  
 
                 Chuck set off on foot south.  He knew of some nice lakes filled with blue gill and bass.  The houses at one time cost a quarter to half a million.  He was sure there would be something there he would like.  
 
                 
 
   Chapter 4: A few Months after the Day
 
    
 
                 The lights had been off for over two months now.  Not only the lights, but all power.  Tom sat late at night on the cot in his basement rethinking The Day’s events looking for clues as to what happened.  He may never know or find out.  He has theories but they are wasted on himself and time is something that he has plenty of.  His survival came from quickly adapting and thinking ahead.  His dining room table now covers the picture window of his living room.  The bedroom doors upstairs cover the remaining windows of the house.  Blankets cover the basement windows so he can run his oil lamps at night and not draw attention.  He still has months of food in his root cellar and basement.  He stays inside except at night when he sneaks into his fenced in backyard and works in his garden in the moon light.  He set up security devices so he knows when people are trespassing.  A series of strings attached to cans in the house that move when touched.  Only once has he gone to the window over-looking the yard with his .22 rifle and told people to leave.  He felt bad, he knew people where hungry.  He told a disheveled couple to grab what they could carry but not to tell anyone what they found or where.   They nodded and climbed back over the fence with some tomatoes and peppers.  He knew then that people were still not smart on what was more important in nutrition. He had a row of kale, broccoli, garlic and potatoes that could have been harvested. These had higher nutrition value and more calories.  They grabbed what was familiar and ran.  
 
                 At night Tom cranks his emergency radio and listens for a signal.  Every night there is static and dead air.  He had no news and he didn’t have any connection to anybody he knew.  The last time he talked to his neighbors he told them to stay inside if they could.  That was a week before there was a riot in the streets.  It started off with kids running around yelling and chanting.  Black Pride was the theme and yet he knew they were marching for help or food.  Then it turned into something else.  Car windows started to be smashed and some kids started to siphon gas from the tanks to make Molotov cocktails.  He watched from the windows trying to stay unnoticed.  He held a rifle in his hands, a Russian SKS 7.62 he had bought years ago, watching from the window he took notice as the kids first threw the bottles in the street creating circles of fire. Next had come the houses.  His rifle was already loaded.  He watched through the scope as the kids ran around the streets.  Most of them chanting and joining the crowd.  A few were trying to set the neighborhood on fire.  They started with an abandoned house down the street.  The cars were still being totaled.  Then they set their eyes on his neighbor’s house across the street.  An older retired woman who lived by herself.  He knew she was still there trying to wait out the madness.  He aimed the rifle at the boy holding the bottle.  As the boy ran towards the house he breathed, and squeezed.  The boy dropped with the loud concussion of the rifle and the bottle dropped, breaking its contents on and around him.  He didn’t cry, already dead.  The crowd dispersed faster than he had ever seen before.  The body burning in the street, he put the rifle down and grabbed his shotgun.  He moved to the back of the house and saw his car and garden.  He watched closely and saw movement.  Opening the window he pumped the shotgun discharging a round on the floor.  Shadows moved and climbed over the fence.  He knew they were trying to hide from the shooting that just happened.  Even if they were starving they could still go home in one piece and live another day.  That night he dreaded the events that took place.  His neighbor waved from a window the next day showing a sign of thanks.  He didn’t know if it made him feel better.  Someone had picked up the body by the next morning.  That was only two weeks after the power went out.  
 
                 He moved most of his belongings to the basement and knew he may have to live out the winter in this living space.  Aside from some ammo and binoculars in the upstairs bedrooms he had everything in the basement.  He felt like he was back in his first apartment.  
 
                 During the day he would sit by the upstairs window, read a book and watch for movement in the streets.  Every couple of hours he would hear gun shots.  Everything was so quiet. He could tell if it was miles away or a few streets over.  When the shots were close it was difficult to figure out where it came from as it echoed between the houses.  
 
                 Every day he would see more and more people leaving the neighborhood, pushing shopping carts filled with belongings and children holding on to the side.  A few times he thought about running out with canned goods and handing them to the families to help the children survive.  Then the thought of bringing attention to himself and having less food became a reality.  He already had trouble with people knowing about his garden.  If it was known that he had canned goods?  
 
                 Tom was stuck in the house for the most part.  He had a few weeks- worth of batteries for the lights to work on the garden at night when the moon wasn’t out.  He rationed the food in the basement.  Bullets he kept a log of how many he had left.  He even counted his rounds of .22s to have an exact count and to waste time.  He worked on his bug out bag that he hoped to not use for a long time to come.  
 
                  When he was finally convinced that the power was not coming back on he tore his furnace apart and made a cooking station from the ducts and metal scraps.  The smoke from his small grill traveled through the old exhaust pipe and into the chimney.  He wondered about people smelling the smoke.  Would it bring unwanted attention to his house?  Heat and warmth was a priority.  Winter would be here sooner than later.  
 
                 Every day he would wake up early.  Cook some oatmeal on the grill, eat it at the window, watch, and wait.  His goal was to not see a soul for a week before he would venture out.  He made a list of things he needed before winter started.  Wood, food, building materials, matches, and the list went on and on.  Much of it was redundant stuff. 
 
                 It was now pushing towards the end of summer.  His neighbor across the street had left weeks ago.  He figured she would try to travel to her son’s house.  She was armed and pulled an old two wheel shopping cart.  He wasn’t too worried about her.  She had fought off burglars before with her shotgun.  She wasn’t afraid to defend herself.  
 
                 Tom would mark the days on a sheet for how long it had been since he had seen anyone.  He would get three or four days in and would have to start all over.  He wondered if he would ever be able to stock pile wood for the winter.  He knew that if he stayed hidden he would survive.  He also knew that if he didn’t leave the house and gather supplies he would die.  
 
                 It was the end of September.  The days had started to cool and he was storing food in the house from the garden.  With the items he collected he ate much of it but still had plenty to store.  He made salsa and other simple recipes that didn’t require hard to find ingredients.  Keeping the water at a boil he used a hand timer to make sure that the jars were heated for the needed time.  He wasn’t going through all this trouble to later die of botulism.  He didn’t know how he would eat it without tortilla chips but decided that it may help with the taste of squirrel later.  
 
                 He dried herbs and some vegetables in the basement hanging them from the rafters.  With his car sitting in the yard receiving full sun he used cookie sheets and other stackable trays to dry out fruit and vegetables from the garden.  One night he pulled an old tarp out of the shed and made a teepee style structure out back and lined the bottom with a stone pit for making a small fire.  He still needed more supplies for winter.  
 
                 The season was fully into fall and the mornings were cool with the start of frost.  He lost track when he saw the last person in his area and it had been over a month since he heard the sound of a gun shot.  Grabbing his 7.62 he left the house in the middle of the night and walked a mile to a preserve that housed a lake and bike trail he rode at one time.  Slowly marching on foot he made his way to the preserve carefully listening and looking for movement.  It took an hour but the sun was still not up and he kept listening to the birds and other animals becoming louder as the sky changed color.  
 
                 Tom sat against a tree watching the light show, seeing the rainbow of colors that shifted in the sky with the stars and the moon still peeking through the atmosphere.  Then he heard the crack of wood.  He moved, just enough to look around.  First he saw branches moving, but they weren’t branches.  Antlers weaved down to a face and body that blended with the bark and brown leaves.  He flipped the safety off his rifle and looked through the scope.  He had never hunted before.  He had an old book that told the basics.  Shoot the heart or lungs for an instant kill.  
 
                 The deer moved a little and started sniffing a tree. It was completely sideways to him, the perfect shot, all he had to do was aim behind the shoulder.  He leveled the rifle and squeezed the trigger.  The crack was louder than he remembered.  The deer didn’t have time to react.  It staggered, legs shaking, and dropped its body to the ground.  
 
                 He had read the chapter on how to gut a deer several times and yet was baffled where to start.  He did finally start with the ribs and slowly moved down and around the genitals.  He pulled the guts out and placed the liver and heart in a plastic bag.  The buck was well over a hundred and fifty pounds.  He still had over a mile back to the house.  
 
                 Tom found a couple of long sticks and quickly made a gurney to pull the deer back to the house.  At this time he stopped thinking about people seeing him or attacking him on the way back.  He didn’t know how warm it would get today, there was no longer a weather forecast to look up.  What he had was luck on his side and that was not saying much.  He still had to process the deer and if it became warmer than the previous days the chances of the meat rotting were good. 
 
                 The scraping sound of the branches rubbing on the pavement echoed in his ears and made him paranoid that someone would hear him.  He stopped every fifty feet or so and looked around to see if he was being followed.  Then he would try to make up time and jog a little finding himself slowing down to a more manageable pace.  Walking down his street he was more aware of his surroundings.  He took in every detail and found things that had changed since the last time he had seen his street.  Some houses were missing, burned down in the first weeks of the collapse.  The rest were abandoned and left to rot, windows open, lawns over grown, holes in roofs were not repaired in spots that branches had fallen through allowing water to flow in and spread the infection of rot that would be the end of the structure.  
 
                 Not even a year had passed and already nature was reclaiming what man had taken away so long ago.  He could smell wood burning.  It wasn’t close, the smoke was not visible.  Others were around. They must have been in hiding as well since he had not seen anyone in several weeks.  He wondered if it was a good idea to smoke the meat but didn’t have too many other options.  
 
                 Tom was less than a block from his house.  He could see the tree in front of his house.  The hunting mission had been a success.  He could feel eyes on him.  Several eyes were watching him.  He stopped.  Had his paranoia gotten the best of him?  He turned around and saw the pack of pit bulls behind him.  These were the former pets of his neighbors.  Many people bought them for breeding and they did breed well.  Now that their owners were dead or left them they had reverted back to their survival instincts and joined together for the hunt.  He looked a little more and noticed the trail of blood he left behind him dragging the dead deer.  
 
                 He slowly set the handles of the gurney down and pulled the rifle off his shoulder.  Flipping the safety off, he leveled the rifle and scanned the pack through the scope.  He counts four bitches and five males.   One of the males sniffs the trail of blood in the street.  The rest watch him.  
 
                 Tom decides to take one of the males down hoping to kill the alpha male.  There is a white and black mix that is standing in the front, quiet and staring at him.  He centers the cross hairs on the male’s chest and squeezes the trigger.  The crack breaks the silence for miles around.  The dogs duck and look around.  The male drops where he is and moves a little pushing its legs around but unable to get anywhere.  It doesn’t whimper instead it dies silently.  The rest of the pack notices their down member and inspect the body sniffing and whining.  
 
                 He is stuck at the moment. Does he put his rifle over his shoulder and run with the deer or take more dogs down?  As the spent shell hit the pavement and sang with its steel ringing noise the dogs became focused on him.  
 
                 “Oh shit,” he thought to himself as he leveled the rifle for a second shot.  He brought another dog in the crosshairs and didn’t care what it was.  He fired and watched the dogs hind quarters drop. Not a death shot but it would eventually kill it. The rest of the dogs ran off.  He didn’t know where but he decided if he was going to move now was the time.  
 
                 He picked up the gurney and ran down the street.  His rifle bounced around on his back and he made it back to the house in the longest minute of his life.  Reaching the front porch he looked around pulling the rifle from his shoulder. He didn’t hear anything.  He decided to move the deer into the backyard.  It was fenced in and if the dogs went after it he could shoot them from the upstairs window.  Dragging the deer through the gate he locked it behind him and quickly hung the deer on the tripod to help it dry some more before he started the smoking process.  
 
                 Opening the gate he looked around making sure the pack wasn’t waiting for him.  Turning around he padlocked the gate.  He had to get into the house.  The door was ten feet away and he still needed to unlock it.  He pulled the keys from his pocket, picked the house key and wondered why the hell he had the rest of them on there.  He unlocked the door and felt a sudden relief that he was inside.  
 
                 Dogs, he didn’t think about dogs.  They were never an issue before.  He remembered all the dog fighting rings that were busted over the years but had not thought about them roaming the streets in packs when their owners were gone.  This type of thing was not in any of the books he had.  
 
                 He moved his rifle upstairs and reloaded the magazine.  He had plenty of ammo but wished he had more guns available.  Maybe it was time to start searching the neighborhood for supplies.  He remembered a story from a guy he met at the range a few years ago.  He saw this guy shooting a Luger 9mm. It looked older and had the original leather holster and two extra clips.  He asked the guy about it and he said his grandfather had brought it back from World War II after finding it under a dead German.  
 
                 His neighborhood could be prime pickings for other supplies and not just guns.  
 
                 The morning sun was up, pink streaked across the sky.  A clear blue finished the change in the sky.  By the time the sun was at noon, its highest point, he was well into processing the deer.  The smoker was burning in the teepee and he had rows of hanging meat drying out and absorbing the hickory branches he had found for the event.  
 
                 This would be an all- day event.  He was at a loss what to do with the head and other parts.  He didn’t want to waste anything but had no clue what to do with them besides bury them in the yard somewhere.  He found a sharp saw in the shed and cut the antlers off to use later in hunting.  If he wasn’t successful using them that way there was always the Chinese medicine he read about.  
 
                 Tom had not forgotten about the dogs.  He would stop working once in a while and look around at the fence to see if anything was lurking.  He never saw anything other than a squirrel.  The first couple batches of jerky he judged by how they felt and looked. When he had a good idea how long it took to dry the meat he started working on other projects.  He was setting up cold frames in the garden.  He had saved old windows from his house after replacing them with new ones.  
 
                 When the sun started to set he was finishing up with the jerky project.  He had tens of pounds of jerky that would last him through the winter. He sealed them up in plastic bags and made sure they stayed cool in the basement.  The pelt he left stretched out for the sun to dry over the next couple of days.  He cleaned off as much of the fat and sinew that he could and hoped it was enough to keep it from being ruined.  
 
                 That night he pulled a map of the neighborhood out and started planning his scavenging schedule.  He decided to start with the houses he knew were empty, like his neighbor who lived across the street.  He wondered if she had made it to her son’s house.  She was old but tough.  He would start there and hope there were items she had to leave behind. She had only had the pull cart.  
 
                 That night he heard howling that he had never heard before.  He kept his rifle at his side with the safety off.  
 
                 Light shined through the cracks of the basement windows.  He awoke confident that the deer skin was left alone.  None of the alarms he made had gone off.  The cans in the basement didn’t move throughout the night.  He checked anyway, bringing his Russian rifle with him he climbed the stairs and went to the back bedroom over- looking the yard.  The deer skin was there and the smoking teepee was still standing.  Exhaling a sigh of relief he went back down stairs and made his usual breakfast of oatmeal.  
 
                 Carrying his battle rifle and a satchel he walked out the front door of his house and looked across the street.  He didn’t know what his neighbor had left behind but he would soon find out.  He scanned the street and didn’t see anything.  He listened and the silence gave him an all clear to go ahead.  He walked across and his old nerves told him to expect his neighbor to answer the door.  He even put his hand up to knock and almost laughed at himself.  Then he did, taking a minute to adjust to his reality.  
 
                 Kicking open the door he moved around the living room aiming his rifle at every direction he was looking.  He cleared the first floor and then traveled upstairs.  He looked through all the rooms and almost shot a dress that was hanging on a door.  He went straight to the basement which she had locked before leaving the house, or she always had locked, he didn’t know which.  He kicked the door, felt some guilt for destroying part of her house and moved to the basement stairs.  He could see it was dark except for some beams of light coming through the windows.  He turned on his flash light and went down the stairs holding the flash light on the front end of the rifle.  Reaching the bottom it wasn’t hard to clear the room.  The furnace in the middle was the only large object that obstructed his view.  He found a row of shelves on one end.  Along the floor laid new electric powered tools and other items bought on QVC.  He laughed to himself again, a small fortune in tools that served no purpose without electricity.  
 
                 The shelves had some paint cans partially filled, hand tools, and at the bottom a dust covered case of canning jars.  He grabbed the jars and continued looking around.  
 
                 Going back to the kitchen he started opening all the cupboards to find anything that was useful.  He found an old French press coffee maker, a partial bag of coffee, spices, cast iron skillets, cleaning supplies and some cans of food that were left behind.  Already from the one house he was a few steps ahead of the game on winter.  He made three trips back to his house before everything was there.  He used a black magic marker to place an X on the door frame showing he had already checked the house for supplies.  
 
                 He did this several more times that day.  He tried to finish one side of the block but found too much to X it off the map. He wrote down what house he was still working on and walked back home as the sun was setting.  He pulled out a partially used composition note book and started to catalog all of his supplies.  He ate some jerky as he spent an hour burning oil to write everything down.  Finally he was tired and went to sleep.  
 
                 His new project of salvaging supplies from the neighborhood took up the rest of the fall season.  He was able to move faster when he found an old mountain bike and attached a trailer to it.  He was amazed at the things people left behind because of the weight or not having enough room in their cars.  As he ventured further out from his house he decided to start creating supply houses that would hold extra supplies.  He couldn’t keep everything he found at his place, the basement already packed as it was.  He found a few houses that would work great with newer roofs and secure windows and doors that would help keep things secure.  One house had the basement only accessible through steel double doors that he could pad lock with a titanium bike lock.  
 
                 Frost was becoming common in the morning and he was at a race with time now. He was afraid that any canned goods he didn’t find would go bad from freezing. The basements he sorted things so that they would be safe from freezing since the ground stays a constant 50 degrees Fahrenheit, the higher levels were a different story.  
 
                 When the first snow fell he locked his bike and trailer in the shed and hibernated inside with his books and warm fire.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5: Three years after The Day
 
    
 
                 Walking around the shore of the lake he searches for a boat that hasn’t been ruined by the passing of time.  Jet skis and pontoon boats litter the former back yards of the lake houses, faded non running versions of their former selves.  Gasoline is a rare commodity these days and a reliable row boat is all that he wants.  A few houses down he finds it.  Kicking the sides he cleans off the build- up of leaves and turns it over.  He checks the sides and looks for any holes.  There is only one sure way to check.  
 
                 He tells Aurora to stay on shore.  He pushes the boat into the water.  Hopping in, he looks around and pushes off with the help of an oar.  When he is sure that there are no leaks he waves Aurora over and grabs the poles and tackle box from her.  Her self- reliance surprises him.  She’s almost five and yet she is more mature than any child he could remember from before the collapse.  She dug the worms up that morning from the garden at their home.  She even places them on the hook herself.  
 
                 He was surprised when she asked to go fishing.  He had gone before in the past to catch something different for dinner.  It was his reading of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn that piqued her interest.  The lake was full of blue gill, perch, and bass from the years of letting it recover to its natural state.  He guessed they might have been out there an hour before their basket was full and they were ready to head home.  He was filled with joy every time she giggled in excitement from her latest catch.  He spent so much time taking the fish off the hook and placing a new worm on she ended up catching more than him.  
 
                 They rode their car home and he cleaned the fish to have a fish fry.  He showed her how to clean them.  He detailed what the parts were and what to eat.  Filleting the meat off he cleaned everything and the rest he took to the garden as plant food.  
 
                 Inside the house he grabbed a bag of fish fry batter and coated the pieces before dropping them into the oil.  Using charcoal that he made weeks before he cooked the fish outside and let the pieces cool before letting her try it.  
 
                 “Daddy, it tastes better when you catch it yourself.”  Aurora said smacking her lips.  
 
                 He nodded and continued cooking the fish.  
 
                 The house they lived in was not the house that they had during the collapse.  That was abandoned when her mother died of the flu that spread throughout the country.  After all the years of the flu shot being given suddenly when the shot no longer existed it was a deadly strain that wiped out everyone.  She wasn’t there when her mother died.  They made an agreement that they were to leave before then and he held to his promise.  Aurora was still joyful and happy as a child should be.  She asked about her mother once in a while and secretly he hoped that one day she would forget about her so he would not have to explain what happened to her.  In his heart he knew he would have to tell her one day and she would be older, only making things harder.  She would understand what happened and that scared him more than anything.  Would she understand the choice they had to make?
 
                 After the fish fry he cleaned up the cutting board and the tools.  They enjoyed the remaining heat from the coals until they burned out and moved back into the house.  The main room was still warm from the sunlight and they sat on the mattress while he read to her.  It was more Mark Twain and he had to stop once in a while and explain different things to her.  He was caught off guard at some of the questions.  He would have to remember what he was taught about life back in the 1800’s and that she had no idea what that time was like.  Questions about slavery surprised him, “what’s a slave?” she asked and he had a tough time explaining the idea to her.  
 
                 She enjoyed stories about the frog leaping contest and white washing.  She may not know what they really where about and he hoped in his heart it had more to do with how he read the story.  She would never know he wasn’t her father but that was ok.  As long as she believed it what did it matter?  They both filled gaps in each other’s lives that needed filling.  Who did it hurt in this life if they complimented one another?  
 
                 The next morning they ate their breakfast of quick oats and decided on the day’s events.  
 
                 “What should we do today?” Bruce asked Aurora as she ate from her bowl.
 
                 “I don’t know.” She said at first.  He looked at her with a puzzled look. She had never not known what she wanted to do before.  “Could we look for frogs?” 
 
                 “I think it’s too cold for frogs to be out.” He said watching her.  
 
                 “Oh, well, could we look for other people today?”  
 
                 He paused for a moment and pondered her question.  He wasn’t expecting anything like that from her. Was she getting bored of him?  Why would she say something like that?
 
                 “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.  We don’t know what people are like now.”
 
                 “Now? What do you mean?” 
 
                 “Things were different before.”
 
                 “Before?” 
 
                 He knew this was going to be hard.  He would have to explain the world before that she never knew.  That was going to be very difficult for her to understand.  If she really knew what the world was like before she should be angry and how his generation and the several before him squandered the world that they had.  He hoped to teach her to appreciate the world that should have been enjoyed instead of ruined by the mentally ill that were allowed to rule and decide what happened to the planet for everyone. 
 
                 He spent the day explaining what life was like.  The supermarket turned into a three hour story.  A job was an idea that she didn’t understand and the notion of money was an idea lost in the wind.  She simply could not understand the idea of paper that represented an idea.  He wondered if the world would be better off not remembering what life was like before.  Things were hard now, but were they really worse than what life was like before?
 
                 They had not seen another person for months now. He purposely chose this place because of how secluded it was.  Sure he had to bury the occasional body but it was a vacation spot.  Meaning that it was a place one could live if they had money in the old world.  Now it was the perfect spot to survive if the world came to an end.  They had fish, wild game, and fertile land to plant things for food.  He worked here as a teenager doing lawn work and maintenance once in a while.  Now it was his retirement home.  Surviving wasn’t hard, it was relaxing when bills no longer had to be paid.  The explanation of the world before went from one day to two, then three and soon the week was gone and he was still explaining how things worked before. The more he explained to more insane it sounded.  
 
                 “But if oil was only for a little bit why did you use all of it?” The question was harder now that she said “you” instead of “they.”  He was guilty like everyone else on the planet during his time here.
 
                 The next day he was ready to start looking for other people.  He hoped they had good luck and found people that were friendly and wanting to live a good life like he was.  He feared about the Mad Max people that could be out there.  He hadn’t seen anything like that and hoped it didn’t exist.  The idea was still in his head.  It was why he didn’t look for people before now.  Things changed though, he was now the bad guy, the person that ruined the world for her and he had to make things right, he had to set her straight and show her the world wasn’t ruined for her and future generations.  The people he met better be good, if not then she would see how bad the world really could be.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 6: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Amir and Fatima huddled together in the cold damp corner of the basement they found the week before.  The little heat they had was from the magazines and other items they found to burn.  Periodicals hold little value these days.  The time of celebrities and pop icons is long gone along with the order of government and society.  Amir still reads his Koran and prays five times a day.  Between foraging for food and evading the patrols he holds true to his beliefs even after his people were spread out and systematically wiped out.  They were blamed for the bomb that destroyed the capital.  The social order was already falling apart with the economic collapse that started the year before.  The bomb was the final blow for the nation that was falling apart.  The rest of the world was well on its way. America followed it down the rabbit hole. 
 
                 Amir grabs a piece of bread from his pocket and hands it to Fatima.  Her hands shaking from the cold that attacked her body from the concrete walls.  They kept the fire low so the smoke dissipated before leaving the house.  The light from the fire was hidden from the nearby streets and yards.  She missed her children, two boys, ages three and five.  They would have been older now.  She was starting to lose track of what their age would be.  She remembered her parents sending her to America to become a doctor and live a better life than they could offer.  She sent money back to them and worked in an emergency room before the collapse.  Her mind was a game of forgetting and remembering.  Sometimes she was confused at which she was trying to do.  Her children she tried to remember but found herself forgetting the simplest things.  The way they smelled. How they looked while sleeping.  She tried to forget working at the hospital.  She thought she had seen some horrible things there until the world changed.  What she saw there was nothing compared to the events that came after the bomb.  Even people she thought she could trust with her life betrayed her in the end.   The people she trusted with her children handed them over to the authorities like they were criminals. Her boys were convicted of being Muslim.   
 
                 The sun had set.  Time was a mystery now.  The fire died down and left a glow like tiger’s eye for them to watch.  They cuddled closer keeping the warmth in under the blanket.  
 
                 “Tomorrow we find a better place,” Amir assured her.  
 
                 She didn’t reply.  Instead she closed her eyes and pictured her two sons the best she could.  It was a practice that she did every night.  She never told Amir.  She sees her boys in her mind so that when she falls asleep she will dream of them.  In her dreams they are together and in another world where there is no war, no famine, and no plague.  They walk through fields and visit Mecca.  In her dreams Allah lets them be together.  
 
                 The sun shined through the cracks in the wall and a beam of light shines into Amir’s face. He jolts awake and looks around.  Fatima and Amir changed resting spots often, in hopes of not being found.  He nudges her awake and stands up to stretch.  She grabs the blanket and curls up trying to keep the heat in with her.  Amir stamps out the ashes and makes sure the fire is burned out.  Even in a wasteland of a town they needed the spot in case they came back later and a fire would attract attention.  Amir thought of a saying his father told him as a child. “Where there is fire, there is man.”  He thought it was for survival, if he was ever lost he could find help.  Now it was the other way around.  
 
                 “When I am finished with prayer, we should leave.” Amir rolled out the rug for prayer and kneeled down.  He ran through the prayers, verse for verse.  Each repetition was identical to the rest. 
 
                 Fatima wondered what he prayed for.  She had trouble imagining their adventure ending any way than the one she accepted long ago.  Stuck in the middle of a Christian land she lost all hope of reaching their native soil.  Planes no longer flew and boats didn’t sail and if they did they were used by the infidels for their own selfish needs.  She used to wish for the chance to run into other believers like them.  Two years of playing hide and seek had left them with little hope that it was possible.  After the gathering of their people and the mass executions few were left and that was how the westerners liked it.  
 
                 She didn’t want Amir to wait for her this morning so she sat up and folded the blanket.  Placing it into her pack she stood up and was ready to leave.  
 
                 Amir finished his prayer and rolled the rug up.  He tied it to the bottom of his pack and swung it onto his back.  He peaked out of the side of the house. The sun shined down from a clear blue sky and made the fall air feel like it was spring instead.  He grabbed Fatima’s hand and pulled her up out of the basement.  They traveled down the street and looked for houses that didn’t have their mark.  Every house they checked for food and supplies had a streak of black charcoal on the door frame.  When they came across a house that wasn’t marked they would search it.  
 
                 Amir entered first.  Knife in hand and looking for any signs that someone was there or of recent visitors.  Fatima waits by the door until he gives the ok.  He searched from room to room for tracks, sleeping spots, small fires like theirs.  After he clears the whole house he finds Fatima and they search from room to room in hopes of finding anything that will help them survive another day.  
 
                 Starting in the kitchen they quickly work through the cupboards and find nothing.  
 
                 “There are some sugar packets.” she says looking at the handful she gathered from the back of a cupboard.  
 
                 Amir is glad but gives a sigh.  He hoped for more.  They go through the rest of the rooms looking for tools, weapons, clothes, anything.  Fatima finds some clothes in the bedroom and looks at the size.  
 
                 “Size one,” she says to herself.  She looked at her image in a broken mirror on the wall and notices her shrunken shape. She looks at her dirty ratted clothes and looks at the jeans in her hands.  Amir leaves to the next room and she takes the opportunity to try on her new clothes.  
 
                 Amir looks around the old bedroom and finds nothing.  He opens the closet and finds it empty.  He steps back in disappointment.  He looks at the room and starts to walk out.  He looks at the closet door and then goes back into the room where Fatima was.  He steps in to see her zipping up a pair of blue jeans.  
 
                 “They are a little loose, but they should last a while.”  She said looking into the broken mirror.  
 
                 He couldn’t be mad at her.  He knew she was a doctor that wore western clothes.  She may be a believer but this wasn’t the Middle East.  He said nothing bad to make her unhappy. He had to be honest with himself.  He didn’t know how much longer they could survive.  
 
                 “They look good on you.” He turned away and went back to the task he was on.  
 
                 Looking at the wall behind him he saw no closet.  The chimney was on the opposite side of the hall.  The wall sounded hollow when he pounded on it.  
 
                 “What is it?” Fatima asked.  
 
                 Amir went back into the empty bedroom and opened the closet door.  He pounded on the side wall.  Hollow again.  Fatima entered the room to watch.  Amir stepped into the closet and kicked the wall.  The second kick sent a thin board flying inside the black emptiness that had him curious.  
 
                 “Grab me a piece of that mirror,” he asked her.  
 
                 She came back with a piece that fit in the palm of her hand.  He grabbed it and stood in the doorway of the closet.  He reflected light into the empty crevice and smiled.  He looked at the rest of the space and handed the mirror back.  
 
                 “Wait here,” he said.  
 
                 She wondered why he said it.  He wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
                 Stepping in the dark he felt around for the items that he saw.  He stepped out and placed a rifle next to the door.  Then he went back in.  He carried out a green can and some bags.  Brown plastic bags with English writing on them.  Four in all. 
 
                 Amir tore one open and dropped the contents on the floor.  Boxes and more plastic bags fell out.  
 
                 “What is it?” Fatima asked.  
 
                 “MREs, the Americans would bring them to us after killing us.  They are a strange people.  The food is not good and they try to give us pork all the time.  They are ignorant.”  He read the ingredients. Black beans and rice read on the box.  He looked at the rest of the bags.  “They are all the same.” he said.  
 
                 Fatima already had one open and was about to start eating.  The salty contents made her mouth water and she savored every flavor.  The bag wasn’t big enough and she went onto the next bag.  Freeze dried peaches tasted like candy to her and she didn’t care that she couldn’t swallow it.  She chewed and chewed enjoying the flavor.  
 
                 Amir followed her example and worked his way through the food.  He barely chewed the black beans and rice.  He had a fruit cake instead of dried peaches and it gave him the hiccups as a piece was stuck going down his throat.  They laughed and looked at each other as he made a goofy face at her and lightly tapped his lower chest.  Fatima pulled a bottle of water out of her bag and handed it to him.  After two large gulps he felt the food move and his hiccups continued.  They continued to laugh and enjoy the food.  
 
                 Fatima ventured through the house as Amir picked up the rifle and checked it.  He took the bolt out and looked down the barrel.  It was clear and clean.  Whoever cleaned it before it was put in the wall did a good job of oiling it.  He put the bolt back in and dry fired it.  The rifle reminded him of the one his father had as a child.  It was a similar model to the one he had.  A Russian mosin-nagant 91-30 model.  Millions of these were made during the cold war and spread around the world.  Looking at the green can he suspected it was filled with ammo for the rifle.  Prying the can opener off the top he worked the top open and slowly revealed the paper wrapped packages of bullets inside.  He loaded five roads into the built in magazine of the rifle, pushed one in the chamber and pulled the safety on.  The rest of the bullets he packed into his back pack and put extra rounds in his pockets in case he needed them.  They hadn’t seen anyone around for a few days but that could change at any moment.  
 
                 Fatima came back into the room with empty hands and saw the rifle.  She was so excited about the food she forgot that the rifle was pulled out of the wall as well.  
 
                 “Does it work?” She asked looking at the rifle slung over Amir’s shoulder.  
 
                 “It should,” he replied taking one last look in the hidden hole in the wall.  He pulled out one last bag and carefully placed the contents on the floor.  Inside was a cleaning kit for the rifle.  It included a two sided can of oil and cleaner, a long piece of rope for cleaning the barrel, and a tool designed for taking the bolt apart for a detailed cleaning.  The can was filled with oil and solution.  All of it appeared to be new.  
 
                 “My father had one like this when I was a child. He taught me to shoot with one of these.  His was shorter but this will do.”  Amir felt confident now that they were able to defend themselves if they were attacked.  The knives they carried were fine for close quarters but the rifle will keep everyone away.  
 
                 “We should go,” Amir said looking out the window.  It was afternoon and he was late for prayer.  
 
                 “Did we go in the basement?” Fatima asked unsure if Amir had checked it. 
 
                 “I didn’t.” Amir admitted.  
 
                 “Pray and I’ll check it out,” she said putting her bag on the floor and walking out the door.  
 
                 Amir untied his rug from his pack and laid it on the floor.  He faced east and began his prayers.  
 
   
  
 

              Fatima stepped down the stairs and looked for the entrance to the basement.  Most houses in this town it was located in the kitchen or by the main entrance.  She looked in the kitchen first and found the extra door with stairs heading down.  She pulled an old lighter out of her pocket and stepped down.  The light didn’t travel far but she could see what she needed to.  The basement was pitch black and filled with cobwebs.  The walls were painted white at one time and the floor had an old layer of blue paint on it.  Looking around she found the spot next to the stairs where there was a washer and dryer that no longer worked.  On the opposite wall was a series of shelves that had been ransacked at one time.  Items tipped over and boxes emptied on the floor.  Old cans of paint lined the bottom shelves.  She kept looking in hope of food that was over looked.  She found a damp pile of old magazines and saw the old world that she now missed.  Movie stars and models on the covers that she now thought of as stupid.  They went hungry on a daily basis and they did it out of some sick notion they were fat.  Turning away from the magazines she kept looking around and saw a pile of clothes in the corner of the basement.  As she approached she noticed it wasn’t just clothes.  The dried up body of a man sat in the corner holding his ribs with one hand and a knife in the other.  She guessed he had died years ago at the start of everything.  She closely examined the body and tried to quickly figure out what happened to the poor soul.  The knife was covered in dried blood and dust, she guessed it wasn’t his.  The hand covered a hole that entered his ribcage. She checked the pockets and took the knife.  She removed the belt from the body and placed the knife in its sheath.  In one pocket was a handful of bullets.  She thought they might go to the rifle found up stairs.  She removed the boots thinking they might be Amir’s size.  She also found a compass in one pocket and matches in another.  She took her few things and went upstairs.  
 
                 Amir was finished with prayer and greeted Fatima as she came in the room.  
 
                 “I found these,” she placed the items on the floor.  
 
                 Amir picked up the bullets first.  He read the bottom and noticed they were the same type for the rifle.  
 
                 “He must have kept this as a spare,” Amir commented.  
 
                 He picked the boots up and compared the bottom to his current shoes.  They were a close match.  The new pair was a little bigger but he hoped to find more socks before winter to fill them.  He looked at the belt with the knife.  He picked it up and handed it to Fatima.
 
                 “This should be yours,” he said.  The knife was a combat style knife, unlike the kitchen knife that she carried wrapped in a cloth.  She buckled the belt on over the jeans and felt like a new woman.  New clothes, a decent weapon, and a full stomach.  Today was a good day.  
 
                 “We should see what else we can find,” she said with excitement added to her voice.  
 
                 “Is there anywhere we haven’t looked?” Amir asked.
 
                 “Not here, another house.  Maybe this neighborhood hasn’t been scavenged.”  She felt hope for the first time in a long time.  
 
                 “One more house, then we will hide for the night.” Amir finished tying his rug to his pack and swung it over his shoulders.  He picked up his new rifle and they stepped down the stairs.  Rifle in hand Amir looked outside the house.  The sun was in the western sky and a shadow fell on him as he scanned the area.  Exiting the house he stayed against the wall and looked up and down the street.  Both directions were clear.  
 
                 The next house they came to was void of their mark.  A white bungalow with a front porch that covered the front of the house, they entered through the front door.  Amir checked the door knob and found it locked.  One steady kick and they were inside. He aimed the rifle around scanning for anyone that might be inside.  He searched from the front to the back, then he traveled down into the basement.  After a quick glance he joined Fatima upstairs.  
 
                 The living room held nothing of value.  A fast walk through they abandoned it and went to the kitchen.  Fatima searched through pots and pans, cupboards and pantries.  She became excited at the sight of boxes and cans.  Amir’s eyes widened as he saw the food before him. The cupboards weren’t full but it was food for a few days.  They hadn’t seen anything like it in weeks.  Beans, yams, tuna, spam, there was a variety for them to choose from.  Amir started placing cans in his bag.  He thought he might have to find another bag.  The ammo for his rifle was heavy and the canned goods didn’t help with their weight.  
 
                 “What is it?” Fatima asked looking at his puzzled face.  
 
                 “We can’t take it with us,” he said.  “Not all of it.”  
 
                 “Why don’t we stay here for a few days,” she suggested. “We can’t leave it here.  We’ve been fine in this area.  You could hunt during the day and we have a place with food at night.”  
 
                 Amir thought about it. He looked at the food and set his bag down feeling the weight off his shoulders.  He needed a break, they both did. 
 
                 “Ok, we stay here, but we need to find water and I need to scout the area and make sure there is no one else around.”  Amir said seeing the smile on Fatima’s face.  
 
                 They were still full from the MREs.  Amir took his rifle and left the house.  The bungalow had a fire place in the living room.  Fatima opened the flue and looked up hoping to see the chimney clear.  She didn’t want to start a chimney fire first night there. She gathered some old furniture and started breaking it for the fire they would have for the evening.  
 
                 Amir quickly crossed the street and walked through a yard to the next street.  Peering out from the side of the house he looked down both sides of the street.  Everything looked clear for several blocks.  He did see deer grazing about two hundred yards away.  Too far for his rifle with just the iron sight.  He hoped to get a scope for it but under the circumstances it was wishful thinking.  Slowly he crossed the street to the next yard and continued the same routine for a couple blocks.  He counted the streets in his head to make sure he could find the house Fatima was in, even at night.  
 
                 The sun was going to set in a few hours and it was time for prayer.  He thought about quickly going back to the house for prayer then leaving to finish his patrol.  He didn’t have his rug on him and had to make a quick decision. Turning around he back tracked to the house.  
 
                 Two streets away he heard it.  First it was the humming, then the voices.  It was English and several different voices.  He pushed himself against the side of the house and tried to hide.  He ran around to the back and peeked around the side to see who was coming.  One man strolled into the middle of the road.  He was dressed in green camouflage and holding an AR-15 rifle.  His boots looked new and he wore a vest with extra magazines on it for the rifle.  On the man’s arm was the symbol that Amir was afraid of.  The red cross with a blue rectangle background.  It was the Christian army that had been cleansing the area of heathens.  
 
                 Amir heard the door in front of the house being kicked in.  Through the windows he could hear the footsteps traveling towards him.  He looked behind and saw the back porch.  He crawled under it and waited.  If anyone came around the side of the house they would see him.  He hoped Allah would forgive him for not praying as he should.  
 
                 The back door flew open and a pair of boots stood above Amir less than a foot from his face.  He looked up holding his breath and watching the man scan the backyard.  There was the static of a radio.  
 
                 “Yeah it’s clear back here,” the man said, followed by more static.  “We may want to come back to this house there were some supplies that I spotted, over.”  Static followed. 
 
                 The man entered the house and closed the door.  Amir waited to hear the front door close before he crawled out from under the porch.  He was only two streets over from Fatima and it felt like he was waiting forever to get back to her.  Amir crossed the backyards creating a distance between himself and the group on the street.  At one point he could see the pickup truck that slowly traveled down the street.  There were about a dozen men and they all took turns kicking in doors and carrying supplies out.   Amir looked at the food piled in the back and felt desperate.  He looked at his rifle and wondered if he could somehow kill these men and take the food.  He could get the truck and drive it to the east coast and trade it for a trip back home.  It was fantasy.  He hid until the group was further down the street before he crossed the road back to Fatima.  
 
                 Fatima piled the fire wood next to the fire place and walked back into the kitchen.  She wanted to have a dinner ready for Amir when he returned.  She looked at the cans and thought about what would go good together.  She looked through the pots and pans to see what would work best to cook in.  Then she heard the door open.  She turned around expecting to see Amir walking through the door.  Instead she saw a white man in a camouflage uniform holding a black assault rifle at her.  He was young, early twenties, with blonde hair and bright blue eyes.  He said nothing as he pointed the rifle at her.  She kept still and slowly moved her hand to the knife on her belt.  She didn’t know what to do with it once she had it.  He lifted the rifle higher and jabbed it at her.  Her hand went back down to her sides.  She thought this was the end, she would finally see her sons again.  
 
                 The radio on the man’s belt hollered at him.  He lowered the rifle still aiming it.  
 
                 “House is clear, nothing here, over.” he said.  He looked at her and backed out of the house.  He pointed at her and then down to the floor. It was his way of telling her to hide in the basement.  Once he was out the door she ran into the kitchen, grabbed some food and her bag and ran down into the pitch black of the basement.  She didn’t know how long she would have to stay there.  She thought for sure Amir had been caught.  
 
                 She sat in the silence of the basement where time no longer existed.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 7: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Bruce and Aurora had been traveling only a few days before they came across other people.  He wanted to believe they were friendly but stayed cautious.  They stayed away and watched for days.  Hiding in the bushes and tall grass they viewed from a distance the people they had sought out.  They appeared normal for the most part.  Hanging laundry on lines to dry, cooking over an open fire, and sleeping in tents.  So far they appeared to be exactly what he had hoped, civilized.  
 
                 He thought they would watch for a week and then decide if they would make contact.  Things were looking good.  He thought it would be harder to find people to have Aurora meet.  He was excited about giving her a family that she could be around.  
 
                 On the sixth day he sat in the tall grass on a hill overlooking the camp.  Aurora, by his side, was sleeping.  He had been wondering where they got their food from.  Malnutrition did not appear to be a problem.  They sat around the fire with large portions of food and laughed and joked.  In his loneliness he had considered walking down and introducing himself and Aurora.  He had a hard time arguing against this choice and yet his mind stayed on the task at hand.  
 
                 A group had left the camp that morning with rifles and other hunting gear.  They appeared to have run low on food and set out to replenish their stash.  He thought they would return with deer or other small game.   The sun was setting when the hunters returned, their catch tied to long sticks and carried in groups of two.  The first group carried a woman, the second a man, and the third carried another man.  
 
                 He broke down.  Quietly crying he balled up and held his frustration in.  He wiped his tears away and stayed close to the ground.  Turning around he awoke Aurora and held his hand over her mouth.  This was not the first time she had awoken this way.  She was not startled.  Instead she spoke in a whisper.  
 
                 “Are they bad people?” she asked.  
 
                 “Yes, we need to leave. Stay close to the ground.”  He said.  
 
                 She rolled onto her belly and started to move to the opposite side of the hill.  He turned around and caught a glimpse of the camp.  A man, one of the hunters, walked up to a man still hanging by his limbs on a branch.  Taking out a knife he pulled the man’s head down exposing the neck and sliced the neck open bleeding him out through the jugulars.  He turned around to look away as the hunter walked up the next hanging victim.  
 
                 Rushing down the hill they had little time to get away as the sun set on the horizon.  Aurora stayed by his side the whole time.  An entire week blown on a lost cause.  He felt disappointment in the loss of a new home.  He couldn’t figure out how they could be so normal and yet do the things that they did.   
 
                 They ran until they could no longer see the ground.  He tripped and decided to call it a night.  Looking in the rising moonlight he saw an oak tree partially hollowed out with a shadow.  They had their bags and he made a small nest for them to huddle in for the night. A cushion of leaves and the foam sleeping pads from their bags created a bed of air to keep their bodies warmer and off the ground. 
 
                 He crawled in first and Aurora curled up in his lap.  Putting a hat on and pulling the sleeping bag over them Aurora quickly fell asleep.  He couldn’t sleep though.  He listened in the night.  He heard all kinds of noises in the dark.  Sometimes the smallest of animals would make the most noise.  He could tell when deer were walking around and the heavy breathing when they smelled something.  The scraping of claws on tree bark as raccoons and opossum came out from their daytime slumber and moved about in search of leftovers.  This isn’t the first time he spent a night out in the woods, every time felt like the first time.  He didn’t know how Aurora was able to sleep.  He thought it was the idea of his protection.  He hadn’t done much but keep an eye on her and treat her like she was his own.  Maybe that was enough.  He worried that one day they might meet someone in her family and they would take her away.  The odds after the flu a few years back were slim.  Between that and the famine the odds they would ever meet someone either of them knew were slim.  
 
                 At some point he must have dozed off and awoke to light in his eyes and an old woman standing over him with a shotgun pointed at his head.  He looked around and remembered how they had gotten to this spot but never realized they had set up camp a hundred feet behind a farm house.  
 
                 “You one of them people eaters?” The old woman asked with the hint of a southern accent. 
 
                 He shook his head and slowly pulled the sleeping bag down showing Aurora’s still sleeping face.  The old woman aimed the shotgun up and stood in shock, the look of aggression was gone and instead she could not keep her eyes off the little girl.  
 
                 “You spent the night out here?” The old lady asked.  
 
                 He nodded and she moved her feet around as if trying to figure out what to do first.  
 
                 “Well, don’t just sit there. Come inside.”  She turned around and started walking to the house.  
 
                 Lightly shaking Aurora awake he started rolling the bag up, then the padding and decided to put them back on the packs after they went into the house.  If the woman was going to kill them she would have done it without waking them up.  
 
                 Walking through the screen door everything looked like a normal kitchen.  With the addition of herbs hanging from the ceiling things looked normal here.  It was like old times.  
 
                 “Aurora, you can sit at the table.”  She stayed quiet and shy as the old woman walked in.  He was able to get a better look at her without the shotgun muzzle blocking his view.  
 
                 “Oh where are my manners, would you like something to drink?” She asked as she rummaged around the cupboards.  They were filled with cans and boxes of food.  He didn’t know if she had bought them before the world went to hell or scavenged them later.  “Would you like some tea?”
 
                 “That would be nice.” He said as he took a seat at the kitchen table next to Aurora.  
 
                 “Oh, oh, even better, we can have breakfast.  Doesn’t that sound lovely?”  He was glad to see the happy look in her eyes as she ran around the kitchen looking for items to put together for their meal.  Pancake mix and maple syrup in a mason jar sat on the counter.  Stomping down to the basement and back up she had a handful of smoked and cured bacon in her hands.  
 
                 “Is that… is that bacon?” He asked excited.  It had been three years since seeing bacon that wasn’t on a pig in a farm with an angry farmer that was still alive and willing to shoot anybody to protect it.  
 
                 “Sure is, butchered it myself. Been doing this for years.  Me and my husband started this homestead twenty years ago after the kids left.  Been doing a lot of this ourselves.  Well until he passed from the flu.  He had everything you could think of.  Even the flu medicine that always worked.  I don’t know how I didn’t get it taking care of him.  But all the food and everything was still here.  I kept hoping the kids would come back and bring their families but none of them did.  Just been me and a few travelers.  Most don’t stay because they are looking for someone or trying to get home. You looking for anyone?” 
 
                 He thought for a moment.  
 
                 “No one in particular.  She wanted to meet other people.  Only ones we found besides you are the cannibals a few miles from here.  I guess you know about them from what you said.” 
 
                 “Yeah, they came here trying to steal food and what not, hell a few times they tried to get me until I sent them home with some of their own to eat.”
 
                 Aurora looked up at the woman, then him, wondering what was just said.  
 
                 “Oh dear, it’s ok. We’re just talking about bad people. Nothing for you to worry about.” The old woman added.  She looked at Bruce for his approval at still having her skills of lying to children for their own good.  He rarely used it and found it more beneficial to tell Aurora the truth whenever possible to help her survive.  He was sad to think it but there was no such thing as a childhood anymore.  
 
                 The old woman turned around and started slicing the bacon into thin strips.  
 
                 “My name is Norah by the way.” She left the end of the sentence open for him. 
 
                 “I am Bruce and this is Aurora.”  He said. 
 
                 “Hi,” Aurora said in a slight whimper still acting shy. 
 
                 Norah sliced the bacon until there was nothing left but thin slabs ready for the frying pan.  Bruce didn’t notice before but the stove was an old wood burning model and Norah simply placed the pan on the burner and then added the bacon.  The crackle and popping noise brought back memories that Bruce had not thought of in years.  His mother cooking breakfast on Sunday mornings, going to the diner for breakfast before work, or the years he worked in a restaurant while he was in college.  The salty smell in the air made his mouth water and he wondered if he could ever repay this woman for the meal.  
 
                 As the bacon cooked Norah grabbed the box of pancake mix and added some water from a jug she had on the counter.  Scraping it around the bowl she mixed everything until it was thick and fluffed with air.  
 
                 “The maple syrup is one thing we really got right around here.” She said stirring the pancake mix.
 
   “I have to say we never noticed when the power went out.  It was a couple of days I guess, that’s when Bill, my husband, tried to make a phone call to order some supplies from town and the line was dead.  We thought a line went down somewhere and it hadn’t been fixed yet.  So he drove into town and found that most of the shops were closed.  He picked up a newspaper from a machine and found out the world had gone to hell.  Had a big picture of D.C. in a mushroom cloud on the cover.  Figured it was them Russians.  They always hated us.  Then all kinds of things happened.  The power, banks never opened back up, no more food was delivered to town.  We bought what we could and stayed home.  We already had plenty of food here but there are things we can’t make ourselves.  Like the pancakes.  Never did find a recipe for that.  Things are always important in hind sight.”  
 
                 “Sounds like you were better off than most.” Bruce added trying to make her feel better about her choices.  
 
                 “We were. I’m glad for that.  Wish others would have tried harder to protect themselves.  Hope my kids did that.”  
 
                 “If your cooking is any indication, your kids are fine.”  Bruce added looking at the skillet. 
 
                 She smiled, her face full of wrinkles.  She must have lived a happy life and for her it seemed to have continued.  She placed the cooked bacon onto a serving tray and replaced the empty spots in the pan with new slices.  In a separate nonstick pan she added the pancake batter and started the pancakes.  
 
                 That afternoon Norah took Bruce and Aurora around the farm. Norah didn’t have any large live stock.  Chickens and some pigs.  The pigs were more for free compost and fertilizer.  When she did butcher them it was a long ordeal and during the winter months when she could simply store it outside and not worry about it rotting.  Much of the pig she would smoke, other parts she would encase in salt.  
 
                 “My husband would buy salt by the case. I never understood it.  He would tell me that salt was once worth its weight in gold and that one day it would be there again.  I never thought it would come true in my lifetime.  He would love to have been here to hear me say that.” Norah talked about her husband a lot during the tour.  
 
                 Bruce watched Aurora run around with the chickens and try to pick them up.  There were a few dozen and all different colors and styles of feathers.  He didn’t know what they were.  
 
                 “Do you butcher your chickens?” Bruce asked.  
 
                 “No. They are more valuable for the eggs. Even with you two I have more eggs than I need. The only reason I butcher the hogs is because if I don’t I won’t have enough food to feed them and I have a way of preserving it.  It’s time consuming but in the end its better for both of us.”
 
                 Norah took Bruce and Aurora through the fields where they learned about blueberries, raspberries, and the various crops Norah kept in her garden. She also had grain fields that she said she wanted to leave the soil rich in case she was able to start producing large crops again.  
 
                 “The buckwheat is a great fertilizer and it keeps the weeds out.  Plus the seed is a great grain for all kinds of recipes.”  
 
                 Bruce was ignorant about farming, it sounded like a lot of work.  He learned at the beginning of the collapse that life without modern equipment was a lot of work.  Something about the farm gave him a good feeling.  It was work that he could take pride in.  Everything he would be doing was for a purpose and he would see the benefits that everyone would enjoy.  Hard work is fine, if it’s worth it.  
 
                 After the tour Norah took Aurora and Bruce into the house and showed them the spare bedrooms.  The final show of trust was the shotgun over the fireplace.  Norah showed Bruce where the ammo was kept and how to work the old double barrel.  
 
                 “If you’re going to stay here I think it’s for everyone’s safety that you know where this is and how to use it.”  
 
                 Bruce wondered if it was early for her to show such trust but the fact they were in the house was a huge show of faith.  After Norah showed him the gun she said he may have to use it to protect Aurora one day.  That was the giveaway for her trust in him.  No man in this world would travel around with a little girl unless he had a good heart.  When the little girl turned out not to be his it only showed how good of a person he was.  Protecting your own child was one thing, something that could not be questioned.  For a man to protect someone else’s child without any commitment other than it was the right thing to do, this was something unheard of in this new self-serving world.  
 
                 For Norah, to see a man that loved a child to protect it in this world was a new sign of hope that she didn’t think she would ever see again.  
 
                 “The two of you can feel free to call this your home if you wish.”  Norah said as she went to her bedroom.  Bruce was sure that this wise old woman had more than one form of protection in the house.  He wasn’t concerned about it.   He wasn’t planning on doing harm to her.  She most likely saved their lives.  He was thankful for a new life and a home for Aurora to have the most normal life he could offer her.  
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
   Chapter 8: Three years after the Day 
 
                 
 
   John walked back to the truck and waved it forward to the next house.  He thought about the woman that he saw in the house.  She was dirty and small, but beautiful.  She had large dark eyes, thick black hair, and thick lips.  Her tan skin he imagines was smooth and silky.  Her heavy breast and shapely legs caught his attention.  He didn’t know that Muslim women could wear clothes like that.  At the camp they were shown images of women covered under black sheets and hidden from view.  They were told it was because of how hideous they were.  Even their men didn’t want to see them.  
 
                 She reminded him of a movie he watched as a child.  A thief with a flying carpet and a pet monkey.  But the princess was who she reminded him of.  As a child he thought she was pretty, a cartoon, but the woman in the house was the real thing, a Persian princess.  
 
                 He tried to clear his mind as he stepped up to the next house and checked the door. This one was unlocked and he ventured in scanning the room for anything of danger.  He flipped the safety on his gun on and hoped to not find anyone inside.  He almost shot a beautiful woman, one he hoped to see again.  
 
                 After quickly checking the house he checked the kitchen and other rooms for food and supplies.  Like most of the houses he had been in this too was empty.  As time went on the community he lived in has been running short on food.  The ability to pillage food from abandoned houses becomes harder as the same house is raided three of four times.  Some of the higher command finally created a map that shows the outline of the city.  As they go on patrols and look for supplies the areas are checked off and they know not to patrol those areas again.  
 
                 As he exited the house he looked at the other men and shook his head.  The amount of food that is in the back of the truck wasn’t worth the gas they used to drive it.  The only victory today was that this neighborhood was now clear on the map and they can go to more promising land tomorrow.  
 
                 Flipping the safety on for his rifle he jumped into the back of the truck and helped the others keep a watch while they drive back to the camp.  The good thing about not finding any food was the ride home.  If the truck was full they would be traveling back on foot.  He relaxed and closes his eyes.   He sees her in his mind.  He wonders what she is like.  How would a conversation go with her?  Every day he hears about the pagans and their ungodly nature.  
 
                 Taking a protein bar from his pocket he slowly eats a portion of his ration.  He wonders if she has food, how long has it been since she had a full meal?  He joined the Lord’s Army for the food.  They seemed to be like him, in appearance at least.  When he first joined he didn’t care much for the sermons, he didn’t listen most of the time.  The hunger spoke to him more than anything the Reverend said.  Now that his stomach was full his brain was able to listen to other things.  
 
                 The truck pulled up to the gate and they are quickly waved through.  The commanding officers walk up to the driver to ask about the food that was found.  
 
                 “Not much today I’m afraid.”  The driver says.  
 
                 “Did I ask you yet?” the highest ranking person from the three replied.  His name was Collins and John didn’t care for him much.  Collins was an appliance salesman before the nuke went off and now he was in charge of the missions they were sent out for every day.  He had no military background but acted like he was in all five of the major wars in the last century.  The only reason he was in charge of anything was the fact that he was a member of the Reverend’s previous parish.  
 
                 “Half used bags of flour, garden tools, duct tape. What exactly were you guys looking for out there?” Collins said looking into the back of the truck.  
 
                 “The areas that we have been sent to have already been cleared or they were picked through really good before the cleansing.”  John said explaining the lack of food.  
 
                 “We’ll fix that,” Collins pulled a map out of his pocket and looks at a mess of circled and highlighted areas.  The entire thing had been worked over really good.  It was then John realized that the whole city had been salvaged and what they were looking for didn’t exist.
 
    “Head back over to the Vine district and check these houses by the campus.” 
 
                 The driver looked quickly at the map. 
 
                 “We’ve been there twice now. There is nothing there.”  The driver replies pointing at the roads they had checked.  “We even went through the campus dorms knowing the college students didn’t have anything saved up. We didn’t find shit.”  
 
                 Collins was getting frustrated.  Why didn’t anyone respect him?  
 
                 “If I give you an order you follow it.”  Collins looked at the driver and then the rest of the group.  He turned around and walked back to his tent, a large green structure with a pointed roof and smoke stack for the wood stove inside.  
 
                 “Horse shit,” the driver said opening the door and stepping from the truck.  
 
                 “Aren’t we going back out?” John asked the driver, a man he didn’t know very well.  He thought his name was Chris.  A stocky man with a large gut.  It had been shrinking since they met months ago.  John wondered how big this man was before food became rare.  Chris also had a long reddish brown goatee and shaved head.  Covered in tattoos, Chris looked intimidating but was a big teddy bear when at the camp.  A former truck driver he always volunteered to drive on the missions.  Some of the rumors were that he was also in the Middle East wars before the nuke in Washington.  
 
                 “Fuck that,” Chris said to John as he walked back to his own tent on the other side of the camp.  “One thing I don’t do anymore is listen to walking stupid.”  Chris points at Collins tent and turns back around on his walk.  
 
                 John takes his rifle and decides to head to bed early tonight.  Then he heard the hand siren being cranked.  This was the sign for the camp to gather for the Reverend.  
 
                 Camp was a farm that was on the outskirts of town.  The tents went up in the fields and the Reverend and his family lived in the old farm house with all of the luxuries.  Hot water, electricity from a generator, there was even a working television.  John wondered what the Reverend would watch at night.  There were no TV stations.  Everything had to be on DVD or old video tapes.  Behind the farm house was where everyone gathered for the Reverend.  He came out of the back door and stood on the porch overlooking the yard.  In the winter they moved things into the barn but it wasn’t cold enough yet for that.  
 
                 John slung his rifle over his back and waited for the Reverend.  A girl stood on the porch cranking the siren, watching the crowd gather.  It was the Reverend’s daughter, Isabel.  She had been sneaking out at night to see John.  Long blonde hair, bright blue eyes, milky white skin.  She was the girl with the golden hair for most of the men in the camp.  Untouchable, unapproachable, and someone you did not turn down if she wanted you.  At first John enjoyed her visits.  She used him as her personal playground and he obeyed.  But he came to realize quickly that it was a game of control.  He wasn’t her partner, or even potential mate.  He was a toy that he knew one day would be discarded.  Most men would kill for the opportunity to be her plaything for one night.  John had his one night and now wanted more.  More was not an option with Isabel.  Her marriage would be constructed by the Reverend for some political gain and John wasn’t in love with her.  She didn’t love him.  
 
                 John watched her on the porch.  Her blouse was tight and pushed her breasts up into the v-neck.  Her tiny waist exaggerated the size of her thighs and the fullness of her buttocks.  She enjoyed being the sexual object of attraction for the men in the camp.  It was her form of rebellion to her father.  The women in the camp hated her.   John caught moments when the Reverend used it to his advantage.  
 
                 Isabel saw John in the crowd and winked at him as she placed the siren down.  If she showed any interest during the day, she would visit that night.  He felt some arousal at the idea but it didn’t come on full force until he thought of the woman in the house.  Her black hair.  Shapely body, the eyes.  That’s what caught his attention.  Large, innocent and beautiful, her eyes were fixed in his mind.  Tonight he would not have sex with Isabel, instead he would think of the woman in the house.  
 
                  The Reverend stepped out on the porch and raised his hands to the crowd.  Many cheer and wait to hear the words that would naturally flow from his mouth.  The man had a talent for speaking in public.  He could get the audience to hang on his every word and he could be talking about nothing.  John thought of the old videos he saw about Hitler.  The man could get an audience wrapped around his finger.  
 
                 “Brothers and sisters.” The Reverend started.  “Today is a joyful day.  Today God has given us a message.  He’s not mad, oh no.  The message he has sent is a reminder of the task he has sent to us.  These are Old Testament times my brothers and sisters.  These are not the promising times of Jesus, there is no turning of the cheek.  We have seen what comes from that.  What we have here is a chance to correct what was not finished thousands of years ago by Moses, Abraham, David, and Solomon.  God gave them instructions to raid those villages and kill every single man, woman, child, cattle, to burn the houses and the crops.  Let nothing remain of these people and you will live in peace.  It was a simple order.  Had they followed it, the world would not have been as corrupt as it is.  Just as God had flooded the world we are to sweep this land as his hand and take back the promise land that he saw fit to let be destroyed by their deeds.” 
 
                 “Before that terrible day our lands were infested by heretics and pagans.  God made this country a great land for the God loving people and we were prosperous.  The richest land in the world.  He didn’t give it to the Jews, but to us.  We are his chosen people and we will take back what is rightfully ours.”
 
                 The crowd cheers.  Heads are nodding in acceptance.  The Reverend’s top men are walking through the crowd telling all the men about a meeting first thing in the morning.  
 
                 “Tomorrow at sunrise, the head-quarters tent,” Collins tells John.
 
                 “What’s this about?” John asked.  
 
                 “There are still Muslims and other offenders tainting our land.  It’s why God hasn’t blessed us with food lately.”  Collins steps to the next man feeling that his answer was satisfactory.  
 
                 John thought of the woman in the house.  He hoped she would have left, maybe the house, but the city?  He started forming a plan in his head.  He had to get to her before they did.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 9: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   The catch of the day turned out to be nothing more than a few squirrels and a raccoon.  Nobody in the camp had figured out how to cook it so it was worth eating.  The squirrels were skinned and cleaned.  The fur’s thrown in the fire, not seen as being large enough to warrant the time to save and use later.  The woman placed the bodies into the boiling water to soften the meat.  The older squirrels, the larger ones, had to be softened or the meat was tough to eat regardless of how you cooked it.  
 
                 Adam looked at the supplies for the camp and knew that things had to change.  They hadn’t come across any big game in weeks and he knew that the people in the camp were not good enough hunters to take down a deer.  Soon they were going to starve.  
 
                 Grabbing one of the bows and a quiver of arrows Adam set out into the forest for a bigger catch then the one that was brought back earlier.  There had to be something that was worth eating.  
 
                 Placing his camouflage hat on his head some people said he looked a lot like Fidel Castro in many of the Cuban leader’s pictures.  He would remind them that he would shave if there were new razors to be found.  
 
                 “Are you going for a hunt?” A woman asked as Adam walked by.  
 
                 “Yeah, I’ve got to do something.  Squirrel isn’t cutting it.”  
 
                 “Bring something back, hell I’d eat a person as long as I didn’t know em.” She said.  
 
                 Adam thought it was a joke.  Then the idea didn’t seem so bad.  His people were starving and they had seen more refugees than game in the forest.  
 
                 He took off down the trail and quietly moved up and down the wooden hills.  He passed blinds that people had made and found a field where he knew rabbit to live at one time.  He was out of breath and he felt his ribs under his shirt.  The fat was gone.  He hadn’t run a mile and he was out of breath.  His ribcage was like a washing board.  His pants didn’t fit right.  He had added more holes to his belt in order to keep them up.  
 
                 He walked through the field kicking thick bushes trying to get a rabbit to jump out.  He was getting frustrated, impatient.  It wasn’t time to lose control.  He was desperate.  
 
                 It felt like hours had passed. He had caught nothing. The field was dry.  He was about to cry when he smelled smoke.  A fire was nearby.  He followed the path of the wind and went back into the forest.  It wasn’t long before he spotted the light of a fire.  Crouching down he hid behind a few bushes and watched as a man cooked a rabbit over the fire.  He was alone.  Sitting next to him sat a rifle.  Adam didn’t know what kind but the man was well fed.  He could see some body fat still on the man.  
 
                 Adam licked his lips to the smell of the cooked meat and grew hungry as the man tore a piece of the rabbit leg off to eat it.  Adam didn’t realize he was drooling even as he moved out of the bushes like he was being pulled to the fire.  
 
                 The man saw Adam approaching and didn’t move.  
 
                 “Hello. Would you like to share some of my rabbit? More than enough for me I’m afraid.” The man broke off the other leg and handed it to Adam. 
 
                 Adam grabbed it and bit into the leg until his teeth cut into the bone.  He barely chewed and continued to gnaw until the bones were clean. 
 
                 “Hungry I see.” The man smiled at him.  “I can’t imagine that you’re able to catch much with that bow.  Not much large game left I’m afraid.  The first thing to go after the nuke and all that.”  
 
                 Adam threw the bone away and pulled his knife out. 
 
                 “Oh go ahead, cut some more off.”  The man said. 
 
                 Adam stepped next to the fire and sliced at the man’s throat. The look of surprise stuck in Adam’s memory.  The man’s throat gurgled as he tried to keep his blood in by gripping his throat.  Adam stood over him as he watched the man’s fingers disappear into his own throat covered in blood.  Soon the life left his eyes and Adam sat back down to finish eating the rabbit.  When he was finished he looked at the rifle and noticed it was a .22 long rifle.  The man had three large boxes of ammo in his pack.  Adam grabbed everything that the man had and as he was walking away he turned around.  
 
                 He couldn’t get the thought out of his head that there was a lot of meat that was sitting by the fire.  Slinging the rifle over his shoulder and taking the man’s pack he grabbed the man by the foot and dragged him down the trail.  
 
                 It was night time when he entered the camp.  Half the people were waiting for him when he arrived.  They could hear all the leaves being dragged and thought maybe he had been lucky enough to kill a deer.  
 
                 “Who is that?” One of the men asked.  
 
                 “An unlucky bastard.” Another man said.  
 
                 Adam saw the woman that he talked to before he left.  He felt convinced that he should talk to the group as a whole.  
 
                 “I think it’s time to rethink our survival strategy.  I don’t know of anybody here that isn’t starving.  Most of us go hungry every night.  I for one am tired of eating squirrel every damn night.  While we starve I’m seeing people like him doing better and getting fat off the resources of our land.  I, for one, am done with it.  No longer will I let someone come into our forest and eat our food.  If they are going to eat our food we are going to eat them.”  
 
                 The group said nothing.  It was only a few seconds before one of the men pulled a knife out and began ripping the man’s clothes off.  One of the men pulled the boots off the body and turned to Adam. 
 
                 “They look my size, you mind if I have them?” 
 
                 “I don’t give a shit.”  Adam walked away to his tent and placed his new spoils inside.  
 
                 When he turned around the group was larger and they were gutting the corpse and getting it ready for cooking.  Adam thought he should feel sick.  He didn’t know why he was ok with this.  The idea still stuck in his mind.  It was a waste not to eat it.  
 
                 A few minutes later he smelled the meat cooking over the fire and the group was waiting to get their hands on the first bites.  
 
                 When Adam received his first piece he didn’t hesitate to eat it.  He slept well that night and for the first time the entire camp went to bed with a full stomach.  Their starvation problem was solved and nobody thought twice about it.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Fatima waited in the dark of the basement. She was breathing low and careful not to move.  In the dark she was clueless to the time.  She wondered if she had slept.  In the pitch black she could have nodded off and not known.  What day was it?  
 
                 From up above she heard the floor boards creaking.  The footsteps moved slowly through the house.  She looked up at the sound and traced it with her eyes.  They were in the living room, the dining room, the kitchen.  They were at the stairs to the basement. Was this the end?  Where they coming back to finish her off?  Would she finally be with her children?  The door opened and light poured into the concrete foundation showing the outline of a man standing on the gray of the basement floor.  She looked at it, one lone man.  She pulled her knife from her belt and held it close.  
 
                 “Fatima?” a voice called out.  It sounded familiar.  
 
                 “Amir?” she rose to her feet and looked at the black image that stood in front of the light.  Her eyes strained and she shielded them with her hand.  Amir swung the rifle over his shoulder and rushed down the stairs.  She started to cry.  
 
                 Placing his hands on her arms he looked at her.  He looked at her face and her body.  
 
                 “You are ok?” he asked checking for marks or blood.  
 
                 “Yes,” she replied.  “They were here,” she continued. 
 
                 “They didn’t take you?” the answer was obvious.   She shook her head.  
 
                 “There was one.  He told them I wasn’t here and left.”  
 
                 Amir looked puzzled.  
 
                 “Bless Allah,” he said to the news.  It didn’t make sense to him but in this world nothing made sense.  “We should leave,” he said.  
 
                 “The food?” she said.  
 
                 “It’s still there?  We take what we can and run.”  Amir didn’t want to stick around.  They could be coming back with friends.  
 
                 “How much light left?” she tried to see where the sun was.  She realized that the sun shining in was reflected off the house next door.  It was now night fall.  She didn’t wait for an answer.  “We can stay here.”  She saw the look of disapproval on Amir’s face.  “Just for tonight.”
 
                 “We need to go, they could be back.”  Amir was adamant about leaving and running as far as they could.  He didn’t trust the Christian army and feared their presence.  The fact they were searching the neighborhood was too close for comfort.  
 
                 “I don’t think they will be back. If they wanted to hurt me they would have done it when they were here.”  Fatima grabbed a can of food that she was planning to cook earlier and walked to the kitchen.  She peaked into the living room and saw her firewood and matches still sitting by the fireplace.  Nothing had been touched.  It puzzled her for a minute as to the purpose of the army searching without taking the food or any of the useful items that were in the house.  She had seen people kill for less in the last year.  
 
                 Amir held his rifle in hand and refused to set it down.  He was convinced that the army would be back and became more paranoid as Fatima opened the can of food, black beans.  
 
                 She grabbed the pan off the counter and filled it with water from a bottle of water in her bag.  She carefully stacked the wood in the fireplace and put some dried moss on the bottom for starter.  When the fire was confident and fed itself she hung the pot over and poured the rice in with some curry for flavor.  
 
                 Amir watched the windows even when the sun completely fell and he couldn’t see anything.  
 
                 “You can sit down, enjoy yourself for a bit.” Fatima tried to reassure him.  He grunted and still wouldn’t let the rifle out of his hands.  It had become a shield for him, not the weapon that it was intended to be.  Just holding it made him feel safer.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 11: Three years after the Day
 
    
 
   The evening was finished with a ration of items that were handed out to the congregation. While everyone was eating mostly rice and corn bread the Reverend sat in his house enjoying bowls of squirrel stew and homemade pumpkin pie.  He wanted to teach his followers that they had to earn their meal by following God’s law.  
 
                 Isabel entered the house and walked past the table.  She snatched a piece of pumpkin pie and exited the room to the stairs.  
 
                 “You’re not going to give your father a hug?” the Reverend called out.  The footsteps stopped and she turned around.  She wrapped her arms around him from behind and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
                 She rushed up the stairs and started to prepare herself for the evening’s excitement. She had seen John earlier when her father was preaching. She couldn’t wait to have him inside her again.  Between the boys from high school and the men she had been with after the fall he was by far the most exciting in bed.  
 
                 There were rules to being with a preacher’s daughter.  She had learned them fast when she first discovered the joys of sex.  Number one: don’t do anything that could get you pregnant.  Many would think that would limit what could be done in the bedroom but if you had a creative mind it wasn’t hard to still have fun.   Part of the excitement that came from fooling around like she did was that the type of sex she enjoyed was forbidden by the church.  While her vagina was off limits she opened herself in other ways to still enjoy the feel of a man.  
 
                 When she left with the patrols to gather goods for the camp she would also grab lingerie that she found, if it fit, and add it to her collection.  It was difficult to find items that fit her bust, and tiny frame.  
 
                 By kerosene light she applied make up and picked her outfit for the night.  She enjoyed feeling desired.  She felt that way with the black garter belt and stockings, matching see through lace bra, and a robe to cover her body as she snuck through the camp to John’s tent.  What attracted her to John was that he never seemed to buy into her father’s ramblings.  His tent was on the outside of the group.  He was more likely to fill her desires without feeling guilty about it.  She threw some items in a bag and tied her robe.  It was pitch black out except for the fires around the camp.  She would make her way around the outside of the camp to John’s tent.  
 
                 Crawling out of the window and down the trellis she quickly moved away from the house. She snuck around the camp as she had done so many times before and stopped at the spot where John’s tent should be.  She looked around, found the fire pit he made, the logs that sat around it, she could tell with her feet where the grass had been pressed down and died over time.  John was gone.  
 
                 She was angry.  There were advantages to screwing a preacher’s daughter.  There were also disadvantages if you pissed her off, and she was very, very, pissed off.  She would wait until morning to find out where he had gone.  If he had just moved his tent elsewhere and not told her it would be one thing, but if he left the group for good…
 
                 You never leave a girl and not say goodbye, especially her.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Betty and Paul had been hiking for a week and a half straight.  Their food supply dried up and when they tried scavenging for food there was none to be found.  Betty, a former college student in her mid- twenties survived the last three years using her degree in botany.  She knew how to spot edible plants, however, it’s hard to get the calories necessary to survive through plants alone.  
 
                 Paul, a former mechanic and weekend hunter, pulled out all of his old tricks and started hunting and trapping once things went down- hill.  Together they started working to feed themselves.  Eventually between them and the other people around them, food became scarce.  The only thing they could do was move on.  
 
                 Staying away from cities they traveled south.  The idea was that food was more plentiful year round in warmer areas.  Betty was sure they weren’t farther south than Lake Michigan.  Paul didn’t worry about it.  He figured they would eventually stop once they found a place that could support them.  
 
                 The sun was starting to set and Betty spotted a clearing in a group of trees.  
 
                 “We should set up camp here,” Betty said. 
 
                 Paul agreed and dug a quick Dakota fire pit to hide the light and needed less wood to burn.  Betty looked around for edible plants and Paul scouted for some meat to eat.  Before sunset both of them were back at the camp with their catch of the day.  Betty had a bag filled with wild onion, mint leaves, cat tail roots, and some wild raspberries.  Paul brought back the main dish of raccoon and squirrel.                
 
                 “Is it sad that I can’t wait to sink my teeth into some coon?” Betty said while Paul cleaned the raccoon.  
 
                 “Naw, it would be sad if we didn’t have the coon.”  
 
                 The reply summed up their current life and how things were.  Betty still missed being able to stop into a fast food place and pick from a menu.  These days she was happy to have anything to eat.  
 
                 “I want to find a place by the water.  Somewhere that has crawfish.  That’s what I want, some fresh crawfish.”  Paul said gutting the raccoon.  
 
                 “What are crawfish?” Betty said picturing fish that crawl out of the water.  
 
                 “They are like little lobsters but grow in fresh water.  You pull the tail off and pull the meat out then suck the brains out with all of the flavor.  It’s like eating crab.”  Paul said. 
 
                 “You had me sold on lobster and lost me on brains.”  Betty said pushing the onions into the ribcage of the raccoon.  
 
                 They placed the raccoon above the fire pit and let it cook for a long time.  Both of them knew the danger of eating raccoon that was too raw and snacked on the berries.  
 
                 The sound of twigs snapping in the woods caught their attention.  It could be a wild animal that smelled the cooking meat.  Paul grabbed his bow and arrow.  He notched the arrow and looked into the dark woods.   
 
                 “What is it?” Betty said.  
 
                 “Hopefully a volunteer for more dinner.”  Paul said.  
 
                 Another twig broke closer to the camp. 
 
                 “I don’t know if I’m willing to volunteer for dinner,” a man in a camouflage hat said.  
 
                 Paul stood still cautious of the new visitor.  
 
                 “What do you want?” Betty said.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, smelled the food.  Heard the voices.  It’s been a while since I’ve seen anybody else around here. Thought I’d say hi.”  the man in the camouflage hat said.  
 
                 “Well you said hi.  You can leave now.” Paul said still holding the bow and arrow. 
 
                 “No wait.” Betty grabbed the squirrel that they hadn’t cleaned and handed it to the man in the camouflage hat.  
 
                 “Thank you very much,” the man said.  
 
                 Everybody was silent.  The man with the camouflage hat stepped back and put his hand in the air.  He snapped his fingers and a knife appeared in front of Paul’s face.  A hand grabbed his forehead and pulled his head back exposing his throat.  In one slicing motion both jugulars were cut and Paul dropped to the ground in a gargling noise. A woman stood behind his body holding the knife. 
 
                 Betty stayed put trying to figure out what had happened.  Her mind froze from trying to process everything too quickly.  
 
                 The woman that had cut Paul’s throat moved to Betty.  She stood over her with blood still dripping from the blade.  
 
                 “No. Not her.”  The man in the camouflage hat said. 
 
                 “Why?” the woman said. 
 
                 “She was nice to me. Besides we only need the one. Let’s see if she’s willing to join us.  We can always use her later.” The woman wiped her blade on Paul’s non- moving corpse and placed it back in its sheath.  
 
                 The man with the camouflage hat threw the squirrel on Paul’s corpse and walked up to the girl.  He grabbed her chin and looked at her face.  She was frightened and shaking. He enjoyed the smooth skin of her face which was flawless.  
 
                 “Yes she will do nicely.” the man with the camouflage hat said. 
 
                 “Fucking pig.” the woman said. 
 
                 “Hey, you want to eat.  I have other desires.” the man with the camouflage hat said.  “Let’s get him tied up and back to camp. It’s dinner time.”  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   John walked the streets of the city in the blanket of night.  He moved slow and quietly paid attention only to his surroundings and the time.  Morning would be here too soon.  He was looking at not sleeping for a few days if his plan worked.  He carried his pack with everything in it. Food, water, clothes, tools, tent, and a sleeping bag.  He carried his M4 rifle.  This item was the reason he left the way he did.  Had he told the group he was leaving they would take his rifle.  It was his. He bought it, carried it, and used it after the Day.  It was exactly like the one he had in Iraq.  Nobody was taking it away from him, even people that were speaking for God.  
 
                 It took an hour to reach the city on foot.  It was another hour to find the neighborhood that he had found the girl in.  He wished he had said something to her.  The fear in her eyes when he found her.  He knew there was strength in numbers but becoming a part of the preacher’s congregation was an act of desperation.  If he didn’t find her, he knew it was better to be on his own.  In either case he had made the right choice and now set on his mission to find the girl and hopefully save her life.  He took enough lives in Iraq, now it was time to give back and save one if he could.  
 
                 All the streets looked different at night.  The moonlight helped with navigating the streets but didn’t help with making the houses look familiar.  He found the old Mexican market at the end of the street.  Then he counted the blocks until he was in the area where he found the girl.  Finally, he found the house.
 
                 He hoped she would be in there.  Would she be armed now if she was?  Was there a way to signal to her first or tell her he was here to help?  He set his pack next to the front stairs and instantly felt like he was fifty pounds lighter, because he was.  He checked his M4 and readied himself.  He checked the door knob and found it locked. That was a good sign.  He had left the door open when he left.  He was going to scare the shit out of anybody that was in the house but kicking the door was the only feasible option.  He stepped back.  Counted to him-self…
 
                 “Hands up, Muthafucka!” yelled a man from the side of the house.  At first John didn’t move.  “I said hands up!”  
 
                 John let the gun hang from its sling and raised his hands.  He couldn’t see the man that had snuck up on him.  
 
                 “Is the girl here?” John decided to ask.  What was the worst that could happen? 
 
                 “The girl?” the voice replied. “What girl you mean?”
 
                 John now heard the accent.  Middle Eastern.  Whoever had the gun on him was working on their English before the fall.  
 
                 “There was a girl here yesterday.  I need to find her.” John continued.  
 
                 “You need. You need girl, why. You want to rape or kill. That’s all you people do now.  Things go bad, blame the brown people. No food, kill brown people.  First you kill blacks, then brown.  Not same God, kill them too,” the man was rambling.  John felt the gun against his back. He wondered. 
 
                 Hands still up, he caught the man mid- sentence and spun around.  Wrapping his arms around the gun he pointed it up and pushed the butt stock into the man’s lower abdomen.  He pulled the gun back and fell against the door.  He spun the large weapon around and pointed it at the man.  
 
                 “I’m not here to kill you!” he yelled at the man.  “Now get your hands up until you figure that out.”
 
                 He still sat against the door, gun raised.  He was able to feel it out more, wooden stock, bolt action, and a long barrel.  He figured it was a Mauser or maybe a world war two relic of some kind.  In any case he knew it was loaded because the man wasn’t attacking him.  He started to get up, a complicated situation where he was.  He pressed his weight against the door. Then suddenly…
 
                 He fell back, his mind moved quickly.  He looked up and noticed he was now in the house, laid back facing the ceiling. The rifle sat against his chest. He placed his arms out to catch himself but it was too late.  The back of his head hit the floor, leaving him in a daze.  Then there was the girl.  He thought it was her.  He could see the outline of her body, a woman’s body.  She was holding something.  
 
                 Just as he was coming back to reality the item in her hands came crashing down on his head.  Everything turned pitch black.  
 
    
 
                 Fatima stood above the man in the doorway.  The frying pan in her hands still heavy and ringing from the strike.  She looked at Amir who still had his hands up.  She looked at him, then the gun lying on the man’s chest.  Amir quickly moved to the man and grabbed his rifle, then the second gun that he unhooked from the sling.  Fatima grabbed the man under the armpits and dragged him into the house.  Amir ran back outside and grabbed the man’s pack.  Once inside they closed the door and locked it again.  They didn’t know how much time they had.  They had to either leave and hope the man stayed unconscious or tie him up and learn what they could.  
 
                 “What do we do with him?” Fatima asked.  
 
                 Amir looked around.  He opened the man’s pack and started shuffling through the belongings.  Amir noticed something.  This guy wasn’t out as part of a force, he was leaving.  
 
                 “Why does he have this stuff?” Amir said.
 
                 Fatima looked at him with a blank face.  
 
                 “It doesn’t make sense.” Amir threw items out of the pack. “Why was he asking about you?” 
 
                 “Me? You sure?” Fatima replied.
 
                 “He said, ‘where is the girl?’”  Amir said. “Is this the man from before? The one that was here?” 
 
                 She looked at him.  She moved around the floor so he wasn’t upside down in her vision.  
 
                 “I think so,” she said.  He looked young.  The clothes were the same except for some new additions.  “Yes, it’s him.”  
 
                 Amir thought quickly.  “Ok then.  We tie him up.”  He went into the basement and came back up with the duct tape that was in his pack.  “We need answers.” 
 
    
 
                 John awoke sitting in a chair in a dark basement.  He could smell the musky air.  There was the blue hue of morning coming through the basement windows.  He couldn’t call out, his mouth covered.  He looked around and found his arms were taped behind him and his legs taped to the chair.  He tried to pull the tape off his wrist but it didn’t work.  He moved around and was able to scrape the chair on the floor.  Then he heard movement up stairs.  Footsteps were moving across the house.  He figured it was the man from the porch.  If he was going to be killed it would have already happened.  
 
                 A beam of light appeared from the stairs and he heard the thumping of footsteps. Suddenly the room was filled with light and his eyes hurt to adjust.  He looked away and still didn’t know who was standing before him.  He thought about his knife and gun, everything was gone.  He could tell his pockets were empty.  He was completely at their mercy.  
 
                 “Why are you here?” a woman’s voice asked.  
 
                 He looked up and saw her.  In the light of the lamp she was beautiful.  He tried to talk, say something but the tape was still over his mouth.  It sounded like a muffled mess.  
 
                 She grabbed the tape “no yelling,” she said.  She pulled the tape that tore at his facial hair.  He groaned but that was the extent of his noise.  
 
                 “We have to get out of here,” he said.  “The Lords Army is coming back this morning.  They are trying to hunt down the last of the survivors. If you want to live we have to leave.”
 
                 “The Lords Army?” the name insulted her.  Killing in the name of God, it never made sense to her.  “Whose lord?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “Whose? It doesn’t matter.” he looked at the woman before him. The look on her face told the seriousness of his situation. “The Reverend’s lord.  The one that I don’t believe in.  The reason I’m here trying to get you and me out of here.  Look I don’t buy into all of his godly bullshit.  I’m leaving town, getting as far away from those religious assholes as I can.”
 
                 Fatima listened.  
 
                 “Why did you say, where is the girl? Earlier to Amir.” she asked. 
 
                 “I was looking for you. I didn’t want them to find you. If I wanted to hurt you I would have said something earlier when I was here.”  He raised his eyebrows, a gesture to show that what he said made sense.  
 
                 She looked back at the stairs.  Then she turned to him.  She pulled a knife out and he heard the click of the blade. At first he was scared.  She could easily cut his throat and leave him.  Who would know?
 
                 She cut the tape on his legs then moved behind him and freed his arms.  He sighed in relief and stood up. She pushed him back down into the chair.  
 
                 “Hey,” he said.
 
                 “We are not done talking.” she said.  “Who are you?’
 
                 “My name is John,” he said. “Yours?” 
 
                 “Fatima,” she said.  
 
                 “This is all fine, but if we don’t leave soon they are going to find us.  We can get acquainted on the road.” he stood up again.  She didn’t push him this time.  
 
                 “Can you tell your friend that we are coming up?” he said to her.  Fatima called up and Amir responded with what sounded like a grunt.  
 
                 They walked up the stairs and Amir was standing in the living room with the fire still burning.  He was holding John’s M4 rifle across his chest.  John stopped when he saw it and glared at Amir.  The tension between the two of them was immediate.  
 
                 “I hope you know I will be getting that back soon.” John said pointing at his rifle.  
 
                 Amir replied something in Arabic that made Fatima’s head turn in shock.  She turned to Amir and started yelling at him also in Arabic.  The two went back and forth, the argument escalated quickly.  Fatima slapped Amir across the face and Amir went to strike her back.
 
   John stepped in putting distance between Fatima and Amir.  Still angry, Amir pulled the M4 up from its sling and in the same motion John pushed the barrel toward the ceiling and pulled Amir towards him slamming Amir’s face into the barrel.  From there John threw Amir on the floor and John unhooked the M4 and stepped back pointing it at Amir.  
 
                 “You side with him, the one that helped those that killed your sons? You are an infidel like them. Allah will slaughter you all!” John turned the M4 around and slammed the butt stock into Amir’s face, two more times and he was knocked unconscious.  
 
                 “What was that all about? Is he your boyfriend or something?” John asked Fatima.  
 
                 She was hesitant to say anything then John realized he still had the rifle against his shoulder pointed at Amir.  He lowered the rifle and asked again, slowly this time.  
 
                 “What were you two fighting about?” John asked.  
 
                 “He said you were the devil and that he should kill you on the spot.  Then I said you were good and trying to help us.  He said I was your slut and that you spared me by spreading my legs.  That was when I hit him.”  
 
                 John could see she was still tense.  He reached out to touch her shoulder and she pulled away.  
 
                 “Ok, look I wasn’t kidding about the Lord’s Army coming back looking for you.  I never said anything about seeing you and I’m tired of these guys thinking they rule this place.  I’m leaving this city with or without you. I don’t know how you got this far with this guy but I know how to get to someplace better than here.”
 
                 “Where will we go?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “We can go east, there is a large Muslim population in Detroit. They can’t all be dead.  It might be a safe place for you.”
 
                 “Why would you take me there?  Why do you want to help me?” 
 
                 “I have some sins to make up for.”  She didn’t ask and he secretly thanked her for that.  “We should leave before this guy wakes up.” 
 
                 She grabbed her bag and John grabbed his.  John took the sling off of Amir and then saw the bolt action rifle.  He picked it up and handed it to Fatima.  At first she declined. 
 
                 “Could you carry it for me, it might come in handy.” 
 
                 She took it from him then told him about the ammo in Amir’s bag. 
 
                 John dumped out the bag and placed the packs of bullets in cargo pockets and Fatima’s backpack.  
 
                 “You have food?” John asked her. 
 
                 “Always be ready to run, that was our rule.” 
 
                 “Ok let’s go.” John opened the door to the pitch black night.  They stepped out of the house, the fire still burning and Amir lying on the floor with his things spread out around him.  
 
                 John and Fatima moved slowly down the street.  To go east they had a few options, they could go around the city and go east or they would have to travel straight through the city center and pray they were not seen.  
 
                 “The Lord’s Army is going to think that I’m leaving town.  They won’t look for me in the city if they come after me.” 
 
                 “But you said they were going to start hunting for the rest of the Muslim’s right?” Fatima added.  
 
                 “I have a feeling I might take priority for a day or two.  I didn’t leave on the best of terms with some people.”  He knew daddy’s little girl was going to be pissed he left and she still had a lot of pull with her father.  
 
                 As they walked they talked in a low whisper.  It was unlike John to do such a thing.  He never did this in Iraq.  It put the group at risk.  Of course that didn’t stop guys who were bored on patrol.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 14: Three years after the Day              
 
                 
 
   The splitting headache felt like a nail had been drilled through his forehead and out the back of his skull.  Amir grabbed his face and pulled his hand away to see a mix of wet and dried blood.  He looked around the room but somehow already knew the two infidels that attacked him were gone.  Of course they were gone.  She had been with her pale lover and they secretly plotted to abandon him.  That was fine.  The blonde man could have her.  She was already ruined in his eye.  Two children out of wedlock.  Only in the west does something like that happen. He thought about all the horrible things that she deserved to have happen to her.  He hoped the barbarian would butcher her.  After everything she would leave him alone.  He looked around the room and saw his rifle was gone.  The only weapon he had to fight off the Lord’s Army and they took it.  He rolled over and started to gather the items on the floor.  He still had his knife and his food was still on the floor.  He moved to the kitchen and placed boxes and cans in his bag.  His head throbbed and he stumbled around walking back to the living room.  He threw open the door and looked into the black void.  Spit and dried foam flew from his mouth.  He cursed the earth they walked on.  
 
                 Throwing his pack over his shoulder Amir walked out of the house.  He saw the direction the sun had set and starting walking in that direction.  He used the moon light to navigate through the streets.  He didn’t know where he was going or what his plan was now.  At the moment it was the same thing it had always been, survival. 
 
                 
 
                 John and Fatima were downtown when the sun started to peak on the horizon.  
 
                 “We should hunker down during the day. We travel in light and we will be picked off.”  John said.  
 
                 Fatima nodded.  
 
                 John looked around and noticed a library that had been ransacked.  He pointed to it and they walked over checking their surroundings.  John moved along the wall and turned the corner, his M4 matching his every move.  He saw the large picture windows were broken.  He assumed it was from riots or looters.  He had hoped this might serve a few purposes.  
 
                 They quickly moved into the library and John moved around the floor space looking for signs of people staying there, smoke, light, the smell of food.  
 
                 The main floor was clear and he noticed there was a rotating stairway that ran from the basement all the way to the fourth floor.  Just to be safe he moved up the flight of stairs and checked each floor the same way he did when he first walked in.  He moved back to the main floor and then into the basement.  There he found empty shelves.  It was the audio visual section.  With no power people still stole the DVDs and blue ray discs.  The CDs were partially still there since most music was downloaded at the time of collapse.  
 
                 He didn’t know where to look for the card index drawers if the library even had one anymore as a backup.  
 
                 “Ok I think the non-fiction is on the second floor.”  John moved back upstairs still keeping his rifle trained on the space in front of him.  Fatima followed close by.  They moved up the stairs to the rows of book shelves. 
 
                 “What are we looking for?”  Fatima asked.  
 
                 “What would be the most helpful in a time like this?”  John looked at the rows of books with his flash light. He passed cookbooks of all kinds.  At the end of the row he looked left and right, he chose right.  Quickly glancing he found the row he was looking for.  He pulled a book out called Organic Gardening.  
 
                 “Ok we can set our bags down.  Get comfortable, we will be here until sunset.”
 
                 “Why garden books?” She asked dropping her bag to the carpeted floor.
 
                 “Civilization was founded on agriculture.  If we are going to start over and be civilized again this is where we start.”  
 
                 John pulled more and more books out to see which one was the best for his future life.  Fatima looked around and also flipped through some but didn’t know what she was looking for.  
 
                 “What were you before the shit went down?” John asked. 
 
                 “I was a doctor.  I worked at the hospital a few blocks away.” 
 
                 John stopped looking at the books.  
 
                 “Seriously?” He really didn’t question what she was saying.  He never suspected her being a doctor.
 
                 “Yes, I worked in the ER.” 
 
                 “Well I’m glad you’ll be around if things go bad on this trip.”
 
                 “Ok,” she said still looking at the books on the shelves. “I don’t know what I’m looking for.” Fatima said frustrated.  
 
                 “A few rows that way there should be a section on edible wild plants. Could you bring those here and I can tell you what to look for.  Is that ok?”  John said hoping she would feel helpful.  
 
                 She stood up and moved down the hall.  For the first time since he had seen her again he was watching her not as a member of a team but as a desirable woman.  He watched her walk away and took it in until she disappeared.  He exhaled and wondered how things might be later if he didn’t keep his head straight.  
 
                 Picking up the next book, he found something promising, Backyard Homesteading.  He flipped through and it appeared to be exactly what he was looking for.  It covered anything he could think of, making alcohol and butchering cattle, farming, saving seed. There wasn’t much that wasn’t covered in it. This was his road for starting his new life. He wanted something quiet. A life that he could be proud of.  So far he couldn’t die and still be satisfied with how he lived.  He was sad about choices he made because he knew that he could make things right and live how he should have.  He just had to find the place to make it happen.  
 
                 “You need to sleep.  We will be heading out at sunset.”  He said to Fatima as she came back with a stack of books.
 
                 She nodded her head and fluffed up her bag trying to make the bulky items inside more bearable to lie on.  He handed her his jacket.
 
                 “It’s ok I’ll manage,” she said. 
 
                 “I’ll make a fire. I doubt anybody will see the smoke.” 
 
                 “Don’t, I’ve done this for a long time. We will be fine.  But no fire.” she said lying down and appearing comfortable.  
 
                 It was new for John to think about how the others where living out in the world without the help of the church.  It should have been no surprise.  He had taken ranger training and knew what it meant to be behind enemy lines.  To do it for two years was something that he couldn’t imagine.  He had read about a Japanese soldier that had survived in the Philippines until the 70’s and was finally ordered to surrender almost thirty years after the war was over.  Maybe two years wasn’t much but to survive any period of time in hiding would feel like an eternity.  She wasn’t a fighter, she was a healer.  She wasn’t meant to live this life.  She should be helping people, not running.  She deserved much better than what this world was providing.  
 
                 He sat with his book, ears listening, and keeping watch while she slept.  He had done three days and sometimes more without sleep. This would be nothing.  He wanted to make sure she was safe. She could live as comfortably as she could in this world that wanted to kill her.  He hoped soon they could be in a place where they no longer had to worry about people chasing them.  As the hours went on and she continued to sleep he left to go find maps for them to use to get out of town the safest way he could find.  He had his compass and wanted to find maps that he could use it for navigation but all he found was a series of road maps.  They would work fine but it still wasn’t what he was hoping for.  
 
                 As he flipped through the pages he was getting more paranoid about leaving her alone only a few rows over from where he was.  He was still on the second floor like she was but being separated was never a good idea.  
 
                 He pulled out a few more oversized books and looked over the pages.  The hardest thing he was trying to do was make up his idea about was where they would travel to begin with.  In the end he decided they would have to discuss this together and so he grabbed all the books to have them both look over.  
 
                 From the spot they set up camp he heard the rumble of books hitting the floor.  He didn’t hear anything else and hoped she was having a nightmare at the worst.  He grabbed the books and moved quickly to the aisle she was sleeping.  Peeking around the corner he saw two men standing around her.  
 
                 “See I told you I saw a woman walk in here.  And she is pretty.” The man said while cupping her mouth and holding knife to her throat.  
 
                 “You said there was a man with her.” The other said trying to look through the books into the other aisles.  
 
                 “He got what he wanted and left, like we will, ain’t that right sweetie?” The grimy sweaty forehead of the man touched hers as he talked to her. The stink of his breath reminded her of hospital bedpans.  His teeth, half rotten, and filled in the cracks with food that was as old as the collapse.  She could tell he had not tried to shave or take care of himself in any way.  His clothes were torn and soiled as a child would be if mother didn’t take care of them.  These were not men that had mothers they remembered.  
 
                 “Ok, I do this then you watch.” The man standing said.  
 
                 “I’m sure we could both enjoy this.” 
 
                 She tried to wiggle away and he pressed down grinding his teeth.  
 
                 “You fight me bitch and I won’t mind fucking a corpse.” 
 
                 She started to cry.  She shut her eyes and tried to think of anything that would give her comfort.  Maybe she should have stayed with Amir.  Would things really have turned out different?  It was only a matter of time before Amir tried something with her and who would stop him?  Where was John?  Did he leave her?  Did he hate her so much he would let these men have their way with her? 
 
                 She looked up at the man standing and a knife appeared at his throat. A hand covered his mouth and the knife sliced every muscle and artery to the spine.  A spray of blood covered the shelves and the back of the man that threatened her now.  The man didn’t have time to struggle as he bled out.  His eyes rolled back into his skull and as he slid to the floor John appeared.  She felt hope again, and trust.  She trusted he would get her out of this.  
 
                 “What the…” The second man said looking at the blood on his sleeve.               
 
                 “Get the fuck up” John said holding his knife under handed with the other man’s blood still on the edge.  
 
                 “You couldn’t let us have some fun? She’s just some sand nigger, nobody cares what happens to them.”  The man stands up and holds his knife overhand, arms spread trying to make himself look bigger.  
 
                 “You’re wrong, I care about her. You’re going to die now.” John said waiting for the man to make the first move.  
 
                 “Fuck you,” the man said stepping over the body of his dead partner.  John took the chance and threw a punch with his empty hand.  His fist landed in the chin of his attacker.  He was instantly angry and threw his fist out with the knife to get revenge.  John dropped his blade into the forearm and pulled back.  The man cupped his injured arm and stumbled back.  John didn’t expect it but the man lunged at him and tried to shove him to the ground.  John screamed, unleashing a wave of anger that he didn’t know he had.  He had not screamed like this since boot camp.  He drove the knife into the soft tissue of the man rapidly and did not stop unit the body was lying on the floor and not moving.  At times he felt the man being lifted off the ground and into the air with the thrust he gave. Then in a moment the man had stopped.  John’s arm was drenched with blood and his hand trembled holding the blade in his hand.  It was slippery and covered in pieces of flesh and blood.  The man’s hand lost its grip on John’s shirt and he finally let go as he fell to the floor lifeless.   A pool grew under the body as John stood looking at what he had done.  He had never killed a person close range before this, man to man.  He had taken out sentries like the man standing lookout. But they never had a chance to fight for their life.  Somehow this was different.  
 
                 He looked at the body, the blood on his arm, then at Fatima.  She was still on the floor.  Fear in her eyes.  Panic. 
 
                 John didn’t know what to say.  He stood still. What do you say when you kill a man?  
 
                 He dropped the knife.  She relaxed, only a little.  It was the right move.  He caught his breath.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I’m sorry.” He repeated until she said something, but she didn’t. 
 
                 John dropped to his knees and started to weep.  He never did this before, not in Iraq or Afghanistan.  He never felt ashamed before.  He never had innocent eyes watch him before.  She moved over to him and slowly placed her arms around him.  She held him in her embrace comforting the man that had just saved her.  
 
                 “Are you alright?” John asked her.  
 
                 She nodded into his shoulder and clung to him.  
 
                 “We need to go, they could have friends. Are you ok to go?” He waited for her response.  
 
                 She didn’t have any other answer than yes.  Even if she wasn’t ready there were no other options for them and she knew it.  She took a deep breath and moved back.  John looked her in the eyes and made sure she was stable.  
 
                 “I’ve been through worse.” She said to him, trying to reassure him that she was able to leave.  
 
                 John didn’t like the sound of what she had said.  He couldn’t imagine what she might have been through before.  It would take time.  Maybe he could get more out of her. He couldn’t push it and didn’t press for information.  Instead he took the lead and grabbed his bag.  He fastened the straps and waist belt, picked up his M4 and looked around while she gathered her things.  She lastly picked up the rifle they took from Amir and she followed him out of the library.  
 
                 John moved around the library the same way he did when they had entered earlier.  He was clear and concise looking around every corner and making sure the area was clear before they both ventured through. It was slower and more difficult traveling down the stairs.  Fatima felt they were more exposed as they travel down to the floor below than when they went up the stairs.  John got them to the entrance and he looked around outside.  Mid-afternoon, the sun was bright over the city giving anybody who might be watching the best view of them walking around.  
 
                 “You’re going to have to stay close to me and make sure you don’t stray away. Keep your rifle loaded.  If we are shot at then shoot back.  You don’t have to aim at them the bang from this will scare the shit out of anybody, including me.”  
 
                 Fatima nodded and looked down at the rifle.  She hadn’t learned how to use it yet.  John put his hands out in a gesture of asking and she gave it to him.  He looked at the bolt and pulled the end back, twisting, unlocking the safety.  More complicated and cumbersome than a mauser, the mosin-nagant was now ready to fire and he explained how to put the safety back on when they rested and slept at night.  It was a simple weapon and powerful at the same time.  He wished his M4 had the same power behind it that the mosin did.  He handed the rifle back to her and asked her to keep it at the ready.
 
                 “We don’t know what we will come across out there.” John said.  
 
                 They moved out of the library and stayed close to the building.  Moving along walls and quickly running across streets they moved further away from what they thought was a safe place.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Isabel woke up to the soreness she hadn’t had in a long time. The fresh feel of having been broken in by a new lover.  In this case it wasn’t a new lover but a plot for revenge that would have to move quickly if it was going to work.  She gathered her clothes and moved out of the bed.  She looked back and saw Collins still sleeping with his hairy back facing her.  There were other options she could have picked, none of them would have given her the evidence she needed to send her father on a holy rampage.  It was painful for her to sit and she stood up to get some clothes on and move out the door before people started to move around the camp.  She didn’t tell Collins what she was going to do.  She had always avoided him before, she found him creepy, too aggressive and the look he gave her made her feel uncomfortable and sick at times.  He turned out to be perfect for her plan.  
 
                 She lightly touched her hand behind her and felt the warm wetness on her hands, looking at her finger tips they were covered in fresh blood.  She had been enjoying anal sex with her lovers for years now and this was the first time she worried about an injury. Collins could have been too much for what she wanted but this would help sell her story to the rest of the camp.  
 
                 Grabbing her blouse and torn underwear she ran around the camp barefoot and found the empty spot where John’s tent was set up before he left.  She saw the tree line and ran into the woods using the new morning light to navigate through the trees and bushes.  Thorns and branches scratched her skin and drew blood as she ran further.  She had to describe a place for them to believe she was raped without anybody hearing.  She found a clearing where there was once a field. She lay down in the tall grass and rested.  This was just as good a place as any. She dropped her underwear and decided it was time to walk back.  She had to get herself ready for the act.  She ran her story through her mind and picked key points to stick with.  She needed to keep things simple so that people couldn’t pick it apart.  Barefoot her feet became cut and sore from the sticks and rocks she walked over.  She used the pain to draw her tears.  She was ready now.  
 
                 Isabel held her arms around her torso as she emerged from the woods wearing only a shirt.  Her legs were cut and small trails of blood traveled down her skin.  Tears ran down her face and she looked around for the first people who would find her.  She screamed to draw attention and the event started.  Women ran up consoling her.  She didn’t talk.  She was covered in a blanket and taken to the camp doctor, really an EMT before the collapse but no one was going to complain about lack of school when no real doctors were available.  The Reverend was brought to the medical tent.  From there she told her story about sneaking out to meet John at night, how he lured her out into the woods, and proceeded to rape and sodomize her before leaving the camp.  The EMT confirmed she was sodomized, a great sin in the Reverend’s eyes, the type of sin you cleanse by fire.  
 
                 Whenever she worried people weren’t believing her story more tears ran down her face.  She found it easy to have people believe her.  The Reverend called for his army to be brought together.  Now she would have to see if Collins kept his mouth shut.  She had no fear of this.  He was a creep, known as an asshole and a control freak.  He was selfish and he would go along with any plan that kept it unknown what he had done to her last night.  While it was what she asked for, literally, he was more concerned about saving his own ass and would sacrifice an innocent to do so.  This is why she picked him.  
 
                 The Reverend met with his soldiers in the house.  His anger kept him pacing in the room before anybody knew what had happened.  Collins watched him, worried that he knew and was figuring out what to do with him.  He was prepared to put up a fight.  He figured he could kill at least two guys before they would take him down and torture him.  He felt his knife on his hip and was prepared to pull it out.  He waited to see what the Reverend would say first.  
 
                 “Evil has come to our camp.  It was hidden as one of us, a wolf in sheep’s clothing.  He lured my daughter from the camp and treated her like an animal.  This man will be brought in and punished for his crimes.” The Reverend paused.  
 
                 “Who was it?” Chris asked.  
 
                 Collins placed his hand on the handle of his knife ready to strike.  
 
                 “John.  One of our best.  I should have known not to trust him.  He spent too long with the heathens.  He is one of these sodomite bastards and must be destroyed into the flaming pits of hell.”  The anger in the Reverend’s voice echoed through the room and could be heard outside the house.  A vein appeared on his forehead between the part of his long white hair.  Spit flew from his mouth.  This was not a time for a peaceful holy appearance.  God didn’t care about appearance when he punished the wicked.  
 
                 Collins relaxed, he had to control the exhale of relief so nobody would notice.  He found himself trying to act normal.  
 
                 “This man has a three hour head start on you.  Use any resources available and bring him to me.  The lord as my witness he will find his end at the end of my blade.”  
 
                 The Reverend pulled a dagger from his hip with a silver handle shaped like a cross.  He plunged the dagger into the table, a chrome colored Jesus looked at the men on the other side, face pouting a plea for help.  
 
                 Chris looked at the handle and wondered if Jesus was asking to be saved from the Reverend or if he was taking the Reverend’s side of this crusade.  Chris, a long time Christian, believed at times that God talked to him.  Never directly but through events and odd moments in his life.  He tried to listen and he noticed the times things didn’t turn out good for him.  He looked at the silver savior in front of him and felt that the blade didn’t belong, or it was telling him its future use was not what it wanted.  Something was wrong here.  
 
                 “What are you waiting for?” The Reverend asked.  “Bring me this sodomite piece of shit!” He pounded his fist into the wooden table and the men scrambled around.  Collins grabbed the truck keys from the house and rushed back to his tent.  
 
                 “Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck…” He repeated the mantra as he thought about what evidence might still be in his tent.  If Isabel changed her story later and told the truth he had to cover his ass.  He unzipped his tent and closed it behind him.  He looked around and quickly removed the cloth ties he used to secure her wrist last night.  He stuffed them in his pocket and continued. He flipped the sheets around and noticed blood where she had slept afterwards.  He bundled them up and stuffed them in a bag he would take to the camp trash fire.  He continued to look around and make sure he didn’t leave any evidence behind.  He ran through the events of last night and found himself getting aroused.  
 
                 “Fuck,” he stopped and cleared his head.  “Ok think, think.”  
 
                 He checked the floor of the tent for any hair he might have pulled out while tugging it.  He found a few.  He felt like he was running out of time.  He could hear the other guys rushing around the camp getting ready to start their search.  He gathered the sheets and hair, stuffed everything into a plastic bag and moved out of the tent holding his 12 gauge pump action.  Moving through the camp, he reached the opposite side where the trash pit was and saw the coals still red hot.  Tossing the bag in, he felt relief that he was now safer.  The fire traveled up the plastic and slowly moved to the cloth inside.  He wanted to wait and make sure everything burned but it was better to get moving and not be noticed as missing.  
 
                 Turning around he was surprised to see Chris waiting behind him.  
 
                 “You ready?  The other guys are waiting by the truck.” Chris said. 
 
                 “Yeah.” Collins pulled the keys from his pocket and dangled them in the air.  “Let’s get moving.”  
 
                 Chris looked at the burning material for a second.  Then he followed Collins.  He thought about what would be so important to burn before such an important mission.  Chris didn’t credit himself with being a smart man but it was hard to bullshit him.  It could be a skill learned over many card games over seas.  What he knew was he could tell when someone was lying.  It extended to odd behavior as well.  Collins wasn’t the type of guy that threw things away.  He always had the same stink on him.  Plus it didn’t make sense to throw sheets away when he could have them washed by the women in the camp.  Granted Collins was an asshole.  Hardly liked by anyone, maybe getting things done for him wasn’t an option.  Things didn’t fit. John was a good guy.  Chris only talked to him a handful of times but he knew John wasn’t a rapist.  Plus why let Isabel live when you could have her disappear and leave no witnesses?  It’s not the old world.  
 
                 Hopping in the back of the truck the men checked their guns and drove towards town.  They didn’t know how they would find a guy who was former military and trained to evade capture.  They would at least try.  
 
    
 
                 Amir roamed around the streets thinking about his next move.  He had food in his bag from the house but now he was unarmed except for his knife.  He was lucky to have found the rifle before and now it was gone.  He trusted a woman, a Muslim woman and she betrayed him.  He grew angry every time he thought about it.  He longed for the days at the gas station when life was simple and he only had to deal with a few racist comments a day.  Now an army was out to kill him and nobody could stop them if he was found, including him.  
 
                 Amir looked around and was lost.  He didn’t know what part of the city he was in.  Nothing looked familiar to him.  He noticed a drug store and decided to give it a chance.  The glass had been smashed long ago, wrappers covered the floor and some of the shelves were knocked over.  He hoped by digging he could find some more food that had not spoiled yet.  He grabbed an unopened bottle of water that was left behind and placed it in his bag.  The soda disappeared quickly in the weeks after the collapse, yet water was left behind. Americans were a strange people.  Moving a shelf up he rummaged through the items on the floor, shifting through broken jars and empty wrappers chewed open by rats.  Things looked hopeless.  
 
                 Food wasn’t a concern right now.  He realized what he needed was a way to defend himself.  He looked at the counter and wondered if the previous owners were armed like he was at the gas station.  Moving around he laughed when he noticed all the lottery tickets were stolen.  The shelves full of cigarettes and booze was gone.  He looked under the counter and found nothing.  He looked in the back room and saw the empty spot where a safe would have been.  Papers were rummaged around, littering the floor.  Behind the door he found an aluminum baseball bat.  Not the best defense against a gun.  He sighed, better than nothing, he told himself.  
 
                 Carrying the bat over his shoulder he walked out of the store and looked around the street.  The city was quiet.  Birds chirping and the light rustle of trees.  For a second he forgot the events of the last day.  The world was at peace.  
 
                 He traveled down the street looking for more opportunities to take advantage of.  The more he thought about it the more luck he felt to have found the bat.  He looked at it.  There were a few dents and scratches on it.  He wondered if it was used and if so how many times, and who it was against?  He was proud of his new weapon.  
 
                 He now traveled down the middle of the street.  He was tired of hiding, moving around like a snake.  Crawling from place to place.  This was his home too.  Who would tell him otherwise?  If he was going to die it would be as a man.  
 
                 He passed rows of houses with “X” s painted on the doors.  Numbers added to the empty spaces between the lines.  He remembered at one time what they meant but he quickly forgot finding no use in the information.  
 
                 Down the street he saw some movement in the distance.  It was a dog, looking at him and sniffing the air.  He stopped.  He knew if there was one there were most likely more.  Soon the pack appeared.  One dog turned into five, then seven.  One walked with a limp, a pit-bull tan in color and muscular.  The back leg it limped around with was straight legged, dragging the foot.  He stood in the street watching them.  They looked back.  He knew not to run and instead walked slowly to the yard on his left.  The tall grass helped hide him.  It wouldn’t hide his scent.  He was back to being a snake in the grass.  The freedom he felt for a few minutes was now gone.  He hated the dogs for doing this to him.  He moved towards the back of the house and decided he should try to get inside and see if they would leave the area before he tried traveling again.  He checked the side door and found the screen door unlocked but the main door still locked.  Amir quickly decided to save time and smashed the window with the bat.  He cleared the leftover glass and slid his arm in unlocking the deadbolt. 
 
                 Inside he smelled the musky scent of mold from the basement and looked up to the main level.  Like most houses he was in the kitchen and he started going to the cupboards out of his scavenger habit.  He moved around the house looking for anything useful that could have been left behind.  The knives were gone from the kitchen, every scrap of food gone.  Old furniture littered the living room.  Upstairs was littered with old clothes and beds abandoned long ago.  He checked the closets hoping to get lucky like he had with the rifle but to no avail.  
 
                 Entering the hallway he felt the stare of eyes on him.  Looking to his left where the stairs were he saw one of the dogs.  It was panting, not aggressive.  Amir knew he had closed the door behind him.  He never checked the basement, had there been a broken window down there?  It didn’t matter now.  He lifted the bat and the dog raised its lips and started to growl.  He heard the clicking of paws on the stairs behind the dog staring him down.  More were coming.  Amir moved slowly back down the hall, the two bed rooms there had windows that looked over the front porch roof.  This was his only route of escape.  
 
                 Backing into the first door he tried to close it but found too many clothes blocking it.  At first he kicked things around then heard the paws coming towards him.  He tossed the bag out the window, smashing the glass and creating a hole big enough to travel through.  He didn’t have time to clear the glass and half way through the window he looked back seeing the dogs racing through the door.  He panicked and cut his shoulder racing through to the roof.  He slid and almost dropped his bat.  The grit from the tiles dug into his skin like sandpaper.  He saw his bag by the edge held up by the gutter.  
 
                 Amir was on his stomach when he saw one of the pit-bulls stick its head out the window.  It looked around and saw him.  The head popped back in the house then he saw the dog jump out paws slipping on the window sill. On the tiles the dog checked its balance adjusting to the slant.  Amir stood up and raised the bat.  The dog growled and barked.  Too afraid to attack without the pack it kept him there while others worked their way out the window.  Amir realized this was his only chance.  He saw another pit-bull sticking its head out and Amir dropped the end of the bat on its head creating a loud yelp.  The pit-bull rushed him and Amir swung wildly hitting the body of the dog where the ribs are.  The pit-bull regained its footing and backed away.  It was still a stalemate.  
 
                 Another dog peeked out the window and Amir smacked the bat down on its snout.  Blood dripped on the window sill.  He was doing some damage and started thinking about getting out of this alive.  
 
                 The pit-bull darted in when Amir attacked the window and grabbed his pants.  The dog pulled before Amir could react and threw him on his back.  He swung the bat hitting himself in the leg at first.  It made him more mad and he started swearing in Farsi.  He kicked the dog in the nose and finally the dog let go barking at him.  Phlegm flew from its mouth and Amir swung the bat some more.  Looking at the window, the pit-bull created enough time so that more dogs were on the roof.  He sat up, and charged at the pit-bull, this one had become his nemesis.  The other dogs joined in. Amir swung the bat and looked for his bag.  He moved toward it, losing his footing.  He fell on his back again and the pit-bull rushed in trying to attack the neck.  Amir grabbed its collar holding it away.  He saw the other dogs rushing in for the kill and he rolled.  Taking the pit-bull with him he went over the edge and dropped the twelve feet to the ground landing on the concrete walkway to the front door of the house.  
 
                 The pit-bull took most of the impact, landing on the bottom.  It whimpered and moved in pain.   Amir still had the collar in his hands and pushed off the ground using the pit-bull’s neck.  The dog didn’t fight back.  Trying to stand Amir noticed his knee had hit the pavement and his leg felt funny.  He found the bat and used it to walk over to the house.  He hit the bag off the edge of the roof while more of the dogs barked at him. He slung it over his back and walked over to the pit-bull.  The dog still whimpered and kicked its feet unable to get up.  
 
                 Amir heard the growling from the roof.  He raised the bat and swung it down on the pit-bull ending the conflict once and for all.  He repeated this until he had no more energy in him.  The bat was speckled in bits of blood, flesh, and bone.  
 
                 When he was finished he heard nothing from the roof.  The dogs had lost their fight and disappeared into the house.  Amir moved away toward the street using the bat as a cane.  His leg started to swell and he wondered if it was broken.  He didn’t have time to look at it deciding instead to put as much distance between him and the dogs as he could.  
 
                 He moved slowly.  The adrenaline started to wear off and the pain in his leg increased.  He had to stop soon and figure out what his next move was.  In the distance he heard the roar of a motor.  He knew of only one group that still had the ability to use a vehicle.  He looked around and saw a house that could create some cover for him temporarily.  
 
                 He shuffled his feet.  Hopping with the cane was painful.  Being captured by the Lord’s Army was not an option. Never in a million years did he think that coming to America years before would result in this.  
 
                 He pushed the door to the house open.  The door frame was broken where the dead bolt was and the inside had been left to the elements.  The floor was soiled and covered in leaves from previous seasons.  Mold was on the walls with brown streaks from the rain traveling down the walls.  It was not a place he would spend the night in but if it hid him from danger it was good in the meantime.  
 
                 Amir stayed on the ground floor unable to travel up the stairs.  He pressed his back against the wall and slid down.  The simple action put pressure on his leg and he fought to keep his voice down.  Outside he could hear the motor getting loader and voices along with it.  He looked at his leg and pulled a knife out.  Cutting the fabric of his pants he ripped the rest open and looked at the bare skin of his knee.  Nothing was visible at first.  The area around his knee was swollen and he could see discoloration of where it would bruise later.  He guessed that his knee would never be the same again. He had to splint it if he was going to have it heal.  He had too many things going on at once.  Fixing his leg and not getting caught was going to be a hard feat.  Twice in the last day he had been betrayed by females, first Fatima then the bitch dog.  Both were bitches in his mind.  
 
                 He touched the area around his knee and looked around for something that he could use.  There was furniture.  He could try using some legs from a chair as a temporary splint.  It would be hard since he would have to tear the chair apart and make noise.  The leg may have to wait while he made sure he wasn’t captured.  
 
                  He pressed against the floor as he tried to stand and it was useless.  His good leg was tired from hopping the distance to the house.  His bad leg wouldn’t be able to hold his weight.  He was stuck in the meantime.  He prayed to Allah to help him.  He promised many things.  He apologized for being unable to pray as he should with his injury. He didn’t want to fail his God during the time he needed him most.  If he was caught would that be his punishment?  
 
                 Amir heard the sound of doors being kicked in.  It wasn’t his house, yet.  He had to move.  Then he had an idea.  He pulled the rug out of his bag.  He could pose as a dead body.  He lay down and unrolled the rug over him.  It was a desperate feat but it was all he had.  Amir covered his face then slowed his breath.  He waited.  Seconds felt like minutes and minutes felt like hours.  He felt the rumble of footsteps on the floor.  The door creaked and he felt the steps get closer.  His heart raced but he kept his breath slow and low.  He couldn’t let them see his chest rising and falling.  He prayed to Allah in his mind.  Please let this work.  
 
                 Amir didn’t know who pulled the rug off his face.  His eyes closed he played dead the best he could.  Holding his breath the men talked above him.  
 
                 “Looks like we have a dead one here.” one voice said.  
 
                 “Wonder what killed him?” another said.  
 
                 “His leg looks fucked up.” a third voice said. 
 
                 “He stinks, let’s get out of here.” the first voice spoke again.  
 
                 Amir felt the rug drop over his face and the men walked out.  He counted the footsteps and heard the door creak again.  Amir exhaled and started breathing again.  His heart raced and he felt relief.  Allah was watching over him.  
 
                 He pulled the rug off his face and his eyes adjusted to the light again.  A blur was standing over him.  
 
                 “No?” Amir said realizing that someone was still with him.
 
                 “Yes,” the blur said in reply as a hard object hit Amir in the side of the head.  His mind went fuzzy and he went with it.  Tired, exhausted, and wanting to only sleep Amir gave in and slept, passed out from the rifle butt to the head.  
 
                 “You were right,” the man yelled out the door. “He was faking.  It’s not John but the Reverend should be happy with this one.”  
 
                 “Damn well better be. We were lucky to find this rag head.”  Collins said as they started to drag Amir out to the truck not taking any special care with his leg.  
 
                 The guys tossed Amir on the tailgate and slide him in.  They perched over him like he was the great catch of the day.   
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   The sun was sitting low on the horizon, a red and pink hue rested over the landscape as John stirred putting his few belongings in his pack.  He nudged Fatima on the shoulder.  She opened her eyes looking straight at him.  
 
                 “It’s sunset.  We should get moving if we are going to get out of the city tonight.”  John said.  
 
                 They didn’t have to do much but cover their tracks by hiding their trash and any evidence of the camp.  There was no fire to put out, the little bit of trash was peels from food and pits.  One can from a soup Fatima brought from the house was tossed and buried.  John didn’t spend too much time on this task.  As far as he could tell they weren’t being followed.  He didn’t think he was important enough to have people searching for him.  He was more worried about people coming after Fatima because of her heritage.  
 
                 John looked around and saw that everything appeared clear.  He wasn’t worried at first.  He looked at the spots where he would have set up a sniper nest if they were being waited out.  Still nothing was out of the norm or moving.  
 
                 Rifles ready the two of them walked out of the building and went down the street using the little sun light they still had left.  They traveled fast, unable to move that way once darkness fell.  Steps would be slow and cautious during the night.  Noise would be their enemy and the only thing that would give away their location.  
 
                 A few blocks away the sun was gone. The sky still glowed for a few seconds and John felt something in the road that caught his attention.  Railroad tracks running out of town were under his feet and he quickly realized this would speed up their travel since they would only have to stay between the tracks and could easily pace themselves.  John pointed the tracks out to Fatima and she nodded understanding him.  
 
                 They would spend the next eight hours on foot walking.  It wasn’t long before they were noticeably out of the city.  The first two miles quickly turned from buildings and roads to trees and dense woods.  The noise of the nighttime birds and wild life was a comfort.  When things got quiet was when John worried, a sign that either they were noticed by the wildlife or someone else was.  A few times John would stop and put his hand up to tell Fatima to stop.  They would stand for a few minutes and then start traveling again.  
 
                 When the sky started to light up again John decided to set up their camp under a bridge they were traveling over.  It offered cover and was next to water they could use during the day.  He still had iodine tablets they could use for their water bottles. 
 
                 Laying their sleeping bags on the concrete they set up camp.  Fatima broke their silence.  
 
                 “What do you hope to do when we are done, when we get to Flint?” She asked.  
 
                 “I just want to settle down.  Be done fighting.  Find a place to call home, grow crops, hunt, live my life without somebody telling me otherwise.  Relax and enjoy the world.  Hopefully have a family.  I don’t think it’s asking for too much.”  
 
                 “It sounds nice.” She said.  
 
                 “And you?” John asked
 
   
  
 

              Fatima was quiet, not sure how to respond. She hadn’t thought much about it.  Her life until this point was living day to day not sure if she would live to have a future.  
 
                 “I haven’t thought about it.  I guess it might be nice to have a safe place. I don’t know if it’s good to be with others in Flint.  I was born Muslim, but haven’t been one since I moved here.  I don’t know what I am.  I don’t think they would protect me either, not like you.”  
 
                 “So you’re not Muslim?  What do you consider yourself?” John was trying to get a better idea of who Fatima was. 
 
                 “I’m Fatima, a woman, a doctor, a mother, a person.  I don’t think of myself as Arab, or Muslim.  Religion doesn’t matter to me when it would tell me I couldn’t be any of these things.  I was free to love, and live, work, and play.  Then I was pushed into this category that had people trying to kill me for not knowing me.  They hated me for something that I didn’t like either.  If I followed Islam like the people they hated I wouldn’t have been able to be a doctor.  My kids would never have been born and I wouldn’t have been able to come to America without the help of a husband or my father.  I did everything Islam said not to and still I was put in a box with the terrorists.”  
 
                 John took everything in.  Fatima wasn’t a Muslim, she was just a girl caught in the world with crazy people.  It sounded like she wanted out like him.  
 
                 “Why did you join the military?” Fatima asked in return. 
 
                 “I wanted to go to college.” It was a quick and simple answer and the most honest.  “It didn’t happen though. I came back here and the shit hit the fan. I spent three years in and didn’t get to go to school.  I got screwed and did things I wish I hadn’t.” He didn’t want to pry but he felt like he had to get it out of the way.  “Where are your kids?” 
 
                 There was a long pause.  Fatima didn’t look at him.  He wished he hadn’t said anything.  The longer the empty air between them the more he knew they were dead, gone in the past, a casualty of the world they now shared.  
 
                 “They were killed during the first week of the collapse.  I was at the hospital, I thought the people that were watching them would protect them but I was wrong.  They were picked up by a militia and…” she couldn’t finish, she didn’t have to.  
 
                 John moved behind her, he put his hand on her shoulder.  She shrugged at first, he was about to take his hand off her until he chose otherwise.  He put his arms around her and she cried, deep sobs.  She gripped his arms to her chest and buried her face into his sleeves.  It was the first time she had been able to grieve for her sons, she never felt like she could with Amir but now with John there was something different.  She felt that he cared, a genuine care that wasn’t for pity, he really wanted to know and felt regret for what happened to her boys.  She knew he didn’t kill them.  He didn’t like this world any more than she did.  If anything she felt that he wanted to build a better world, no matter how small it was and if it was only him in it.  She wondered if she could join him there. 
 
                 She fell asleep in his hold.  He let her rest after their long night of walking.  He was confident that they would be safe under the bridge.  He covered her in a blanket and decided to organize his pack.  It wasn’t necessary but it gave him something to do, it was as simple as that.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   The world was dark.  Amir didn’t know how long he had been unconscious.  He looked around and everything looked the same.  Pitch black covered everything.  The air was stuffy and as he woke up he realized his head was covered in a bag.  The wet cloth touched his nose and lips, as he moved his body more he found his hands tied behind his back.  
 
                 He heard voices on the other side of a wall, muffled, and unclear.  He didn’t know what they were talking about.  He figured it was about him.  He put pressure on the ropes that held his hands together to no avail. Moving his legs he quickly remembered that his knee was injured.  He hollered by instinct and tried to stop himself when he realized what he was doing.  
 
                 “Looks like he’s awake,” a voice said outside.  
 
                 The sound of fabric rubbing and footsteps told him somebody had entered the room.  He was in a tent.  New information helped him feel like he was somewhat in control of the situation.  
 
                 The impact of something against his head sent him a few inches back to the ground. 
 
                 “Tell the Reverend this piece of shit is awake.” The voice said in the room.  
 
                 “Why you call me shit, I am Amir.  I am a person, you are shit.” Amir tried to tell the man in the room that he was human, not to be treated like an animal. 
 
                 A fist collided with Amir’s head again. 
 
                 “Shut up, I’m an infidel. Someone to be slaughtered like cattle. That’s what your Allah said. So shut up you piece of shit.” The voice retorted. 
 
                 “I am not shit, I am not shit! You are shit!” Amir fought back.  It was pointless. He was tied, injured. What was he really going to accomplish? 
 
                 He heard the rustling of fabric again and footsteps.  
 
                 “Reverend,” the voice that was hitting him said. 
 
                 “Has he said anything yet?” The Reverend asked. 
 
                 “Not yet, likes to run his mouth.” The voice snickered. 
 
                 The bag was removed from Amir’s head and light blinded his eyes.  The light in the tent wasn’t bright but after being in complete darkness he could have been staring at the sun and not known the difference.  
 
                 “My, my, my. What do we have here?  A genuine son of Allah in the house of God.” The Reverend said. 
 
                 “Your God is a dung heap filled with maggots if you are a holy man.” Amir spit at the blur standing in front of him. 
 
                 “Well you weren’t kidding.  He has a mouth on him. I told you there were more out there.” The Reverend pulled his knife out, the handle in the shape of a crucifix. “Now let’s see what we can get out of this heretic before we send him to his Allah.”  
 
                 “What do you want?” Amir yelled. Something in his gut told him they were going to kill him but it was in his nature to barter.  Could he use something to get his life back?
 
   “What do you want? What could I know?”  His voice was hollow, yet harsh from his throat being dry. 
 
                 “You think he knows about John?” The first man said, a larger hairy man with a thin beard.  
 
                 “Really? That’s a long shot. How the hell would he know about that in a day?” The Reverend followed.
 
                 “John, white man. American rifle. Green pants, young, thin, short hair. Blue eyes.” Amir spit out anything he could remember about the man that left him alone and took Fatima. 
 
                 “How the hell???” the Reverend replied. “I guess the lord works in mysterious ways.  You know the man we speak of?” 
 
                 “Yes, he left with my companion.  A woman.”  Amir said.  
 
                 “A Muslim woman?” The Reverend asked. 
 
                 “Yes, Fatima.  A doctor but she was with me hiding.”  Amir said. 
 
                 “I don’t follow.” The Reverend said.  “Why would he leave with a woman he doesn’t know?”  
 
                 “He found her the day before and left her in the house.  Then came back for her. I think they are lovers. She was a whore.”  Amir grew angry as he spoke.  Oddly the way he said it made it more convincing to the Reverend.  
 
                 “So the traitor has a brown lover.” The Reverend said. 
 
                 “Things make sense now,” the second man said. 
 
                 “Indeed,” the Reverend said looking at Amir.
 
                 “What is your name?” The Reverend asked. 
 
                 Amir paused. He didn’t know if he should answer.  
 
                 “Amir,” he answered. He looked at the Reverend, suspicious of their reaction.  
 
                 “Amir, are you familiar with the word of the lord?” the Reverend asked.
 
                 Amir looked at the book the Reverend picked up from a table next to him. The King James Bible with gold lettering and a blue leather cover that was still new.
 
                 “Yes,” he said in reply.  
 
                 “And do you accept the lord Jesus Christ as your personal lord and savior?” The Reverend said voice high pitched emphasizing the words.  
 
                 Collins started to exit the tent.  He looked back at the Reverend and shook his head.  Amir saw it and thought perhaps they discussed letting Amir go if he converted.  The thought raced through his head.  Collins walked out and the tent flap fell shut leaving the room in the shadow Amir was accustomed to. 
 
                 “Yes, yes, I love Jesus!” Amir said trying to appear happy to convert to this strange western religion.  
 
                 The Reverend slapped his hand on Amir’s forehead and threw his own head back, his other arm stretched out and he began praying to the god of his religion.  
 
                 “Lord God, may your salvation help save Amir from the life of sin that he has now left to be in your guidance.  May you bless him through the power of the holy spirit as his soul travels from this life to the next so he can be with your son Jesus Christ the light of the world, the lamb and accept this lamb in your name as his soul is now pure for your bidding, amen.”
 
                 Amir looked up, tears running down his cheeks. His life was spared for some odd ceremony that made no sense to him.  These people and their three gods had no idea the meaning of faith and living by it.  Amir didn’t convert.  He simply went through a test in order to fulfill Allah’s bidding later.  
 
                 As he looked up he now saw the other hand held a knife, the one with the crucifix on it. The Reverend looked down at him, conviction in his eyes.  
 
                 “You still kill me?” Amir did not understand these people.  Only in America would this make sense.  
 
                 “You’re saved now.  Your soul is pure, you should thank me.  You will be in heaven now.” The Reverend dropped the knife down into Amir’s chest, piercing his heart. 
 
                 Amir looked down to see Jesus looking up at him, a sad look of pity.  The face looked up at Amir and the silver face wearing thorns said to him in Farsi, “They did the same to me.”  The face dropped back down and Amir slumped to the floor.  The room grew darker, his breath stopped.  He wondered if this was what Allah had intended for him all along. 
 
                 Collins walked back into the tent.  
 
                 “What if he knew more to tell us?” Collins asked watching the Reverend pull the knife from Amir’s chest.  
 
                 “Doesn’t matter, we know John has company.  He can’t travel fast or far.  We will find him. Then he and his heathen bitch will burn.”  The Reverend wiped his blade clean on Amir’s shirt and slid it back in the sheath.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   John’s eyes blinked open at the sound of footsteps.  Fatima still lay in his arms as he looked around and finally glanced up at the bridge they slept under.  The sun was in the western sky, a few hours from setting.  First he heard one set of feet then another and he realized it was a group walking in single file.  He didn’t know if they were searching for him, they could be refugees. In either case he sat silent and let them pass.  Not being seen was still the goal for their journey.  
 
                 Winter was coming and John worried about their travels in the snow.  Food would be harder to come by and he thought about finding a place to hunker down for the snow covered months.  It wouldn’t be too hard.  More people would die like they did the winter before.  Without the normal technology that kept man warm in the winter the herd was thinned out and the smart ones were left to the plentiful spring.  
 
                 The minutes went by and John felt confident that they were not going to be discovered.  He tried to rest Fatima on her back to continue sleeping but she awoke.  John placed his finger at his lips and pointed to the bridge.  She heard the steps and a look of worry came to her face.  He shook his head.  He tried to find a way to say it wasn’t the Lord’s Army and eventually she figured it out.  Regardless of who was moving they stayed silent and went around packing as quietly as they could.  After a few minutes the steps slowed down then stopped.  Occasionally there were stragglers and small groups that traveled over.  John and Fatima remained quiet and let the people move without drawing any attention under the bridge.  
 
                 John pulled out the map of their state and looked around for a spot that would be secluded and have areas prone to hunting and fishing.  There was plenty of space between them and Flint.  He wanted to ask her if she still wanted to go there after what she said about her people the day before.  At the moment it was the plan and he was simply adding to it.  He decided to change directions to north east and find some farm land in the middle of the state.  He noticed some state hunting land to the north but wondered how many people thought about running up there.  He looked on the map for rivers and areas between large populated areas.  It wasn’t hard.  In Michigan the farther north you went the population became less dense, that was before the Day.  He was sure that with less people on the planet it would be easier to disappear.  
 
                 John folded the map up and placed it in his pocket.  They were a few miles outside of the city and he wanted more distance between them.  Fatima followed John’s lead and put her back pack on and grabbed her rifle.  Her arms were sore from carrying the nine pound weapon the day before.  John pulled a bag of jerky from his pants pocket and handed it to her to snack on for breakfast.  
 
                 Peeking over the edge of the bridge John looked to see if the tracks were clear.  He didn’t see anyone in the immediate area.  Roughly a half mile was visible in both directions.  He looked at the river running below them and decided to follow it to have a more secluded route.  The river didn’t have a well- traveled trail on it.  Eventually they came to some deer trails that worked to their advantage.  John hoped to come across a deer to shoot and cook it up for dinner but pondered if it would be a waste. He hated killing something and not being able to use all of it.  He looked at the river and wondered how hard it would be to catch lunch in it.  
 
                 Fatima followed behind and was feeling more relaxed as they went on.  The man that was taking care of her appeared to know what he was doing and she felt safe with him.  Even with the two men that attacked her the day before she was happy that he had come back for her.  There was a time she thought he had left her there.  When he came back she knew that he was trust worthy and reliable.  She wondered if Amir would have tried to save her.  She had to admit that Amir would have run.  He was more interested in taking care of himself and she had the impression she was only there for the company and not much more.  Sometimes she caught his glances when she felt less then worthy.  She knew he didn’t like how western she had become.  She never joined in prayer and didn’t care for talking in Farsi.  She was tired of the religious war that she was caught in and wanted nothing to do with.  Now she felt like she was on the same side as someone.  John wasn’t religious in any way that she could see.  He left the Lord’s Army and was now helping her get away from the city that would have been her end.  She wondered why Amir never wanted to leave.  He always had some excuse.  She figured that he hoped he would be able to fight back one day.  Now without her there with him he had the chance to fight as much as he wanted.  
 
                 “John,” Fatima broke the silence.  
 
                 “Yes,” John didn’t look back.  He continued to eye the trail and their surroundings as they walked.  
 
                 “Are you religious?” she asked. 
 
                 “That’s a hard question.” John said.  “I was raised catholic, never went to church after high school.  Joined the army.  They say in a foxhole there are no atheist.  I didn’t see God deciding on who to take by their religion.  People died either way regardless of prayer or not.  Didn’t matter what side you were on or what god you prayed to.  I didn’t feel right about religion when I was growing up and felt less need for it as my time went on in the army.  I think there is something out there.  I don’t think that whatever it is wants us killing each other over stupid shit.  Right now I just want to get away from all of this and get some peace without someone trying to tell me to kill people for their cause.”  
 
                 “John, you are a very smart man.”  Fatima found a smile on her face.  
 
                 “What about you?” John returned the question.
 
                 “I came to America to be a doctor.  Send money back to my family.  I wanted to love who I wanted to and thought I had found them, twice.  In my country I would have had an arranged marriage but having money sent back changed my parents mind about that.  So I was here, I fell in love, had my first son.  That didn’t work. Fell in love again.  Then I had my second son.  Back home I would have been stoned to death, literally.  I was happy with my boys and being able to have them.  It was a great chance to live here the way I wanted to and not be tied down to a religion that I didn’t agree with.  Islam can be a peaceful religion, but people won’t let it be that way.  They put their own agenda into it and ruin it for their own desires.  I would rather live without someone telling me if I will go to paradise or not.  When my boys died I gave up on the god that would let that happen.  They were pure. They were not guilty of anything.  They deserved to be protected by a god that is good.  So either god is not good or he does not exist at all.  I haven’t figured out which is true yet.  My boys aren’t here, I am.  I don’t know what to make of that.”
 
                 “I’m glad you’re here.” John said trying to make her feel better.  “I’m sorry about your sons.  I’m sure they were great.  I’m sure you were a great mother.”  
 
                 “I was never home enough,” she replied. 
 
                 “I haven’t met a mother yet that thought they were ever home enough or tried hard enough or did enough for their children.”  
 
                 Somehow John’s words gave her comfort.  She knew what he said was true.  She tried to not feel guilty about losing them but that was almost impossible to get rid of.  She had to accept that she would have guilt the rest of her life, no matter how long or short that would be.  
 
                 John looked up and saw the sun at high noon.  
 
                 “Do you want to take a break?” he asked. 
 
                 “Yes.”  
 
                 They sat their bags down and rested their rifles on a tree.  John pulled the map out to see where he thought they were.  It wasn’t far from where they were that morning.  Fatima ate more jerky and John filled their canteens at the river sterilizing it with the iodine tablets.  
 
                 “Where are we going?”  Fatima asked.  
 
                 “Do you want to go to Flint?” John asked.  He saw the look on her face.  Realizing it was a legitimate question he waited for an answer.  
 
                 “No, I don’t know where I want to go.”  She looked down at the ground.  She worried he would feel like she had wasted his time.  “I just want to be free from this world, worry that someone will try to kill me.”
 
                 “I thought so.” John said.  He saw worry in Fatima’s eyes.  “I have an idea. I don’t know how you will feel about it.”
 
                 Fatima looked up giving him her full attention.  
 
                 “We can head North, find a cabin or farm that gives us a nice chance of having what we need.  There are less people there.  We won’t have to worry about anybody looking for us.  It would be quiet.”  
 
                 He waited to hear her answer.  He wondered how she would take it.  Just the two of them made it almost sound like a proposal.  He didn’t care though.  He did like her, he found her very attractive.  If she took it that way then he would take her anywhere she wanted and move on.  He simply wanted to get away, be done with killing and he liked her company. 
 
                 “Yes,” she said.  The one word answer puzzled him yet it was refreshing.  
 
                 “Really?” he said. 
 
                 “I feel safe with you,” she said watching a smile grow on his face . 
 
                 She smiled back and they both laughed.  
 
                 “Ok then, north it is.”  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Chris drove the truck through the city where ever Collins told him to.  In every case they never saw the person they were looking for.  The search was futile.  Coming back empty handed wasn’t the option Collins wanted to take.  After seeing how the Reverend treated the Arab man Collins was not in a place to take chances with failure.  His head hurt as he thought about a search plan.  He was trying to figure out where John would have run to. The obvious answer was out of town.  Far, far away from the Lord’s Army and from Isabel.  He knew John was being set up.  He didn’t know what John had done to Isabel to make her have sex with him, he was glad for it. It had been a while since he had been with any woman and to be with her even for one night was a treat.  He played the night over in his mind at times to keep it fresh.  The moment she said “Do what you like and make it rough,” was something he thought he would never hear from a woman.  He was sad he would never be able to talk about it.  To brag about being with her would be the icing on the cake.  If the price for her company was killing John, then so be it.  
 
                 Collins rode in the back of the pick up looking over the roof.  He slapped the roof and Chris stopped.  
 
                 “Head downtown,” Collins said.  
 
                 “We’re wasting gas. You sure you want to change directions?” Chris asked looking at the gas gauge. 
 
                 ‘Yeah I’m sure. Don’t fucking question me, alright?” Collins said looking down the road. 
 
                 “Fine,” Chris said.  He touched the gas making Collins grab the chrome rail that sat before him. “Fucker. Drive here. Drive there. We have all the fucking gas in the world. don’t question me. Dumb motherfuckers are always in charge.  Even in the end of the world nothing fucking changes.”  Chris rambled to himself driving towards downtown.
 
                 Reaching the park Chris cruised around not knowing where to go and simply drove in circles until told otherwise.  Collins and the other men looked around trying to spot John.  One of the men pointed to the library where two men were dragging a body out and a second already sitting on the sidewalk.  Collins slapped the roof and pointed to the library.  Chris pulled up and the men hopped out of the bed.  The two men dropped the body and put their hands up.  They looked like any homeless men you would have seen before the fall.  Now they looked like everybody else.  
 
                 One of the men was short with a long unkempt beard and the second, taller but with a bald head and a white thinner beard.  Their clothes were tattered and their boots were worn through.  
 
                 “What do we have here?” Collins asked the men holding his rifle in front of him. 
 
                 The short man spoke first. 
 
                 “Funeral, what do you care?” The short man said.  
 
                 “What happened?” Collins pushed further. 
 
                 “I ain’t answering nothing. What do I get?” The short man replied. 
 
                 Collins looked at the body and saw the throat slit.  He couldn’t tell how the second man died.  He turned to the men behind him and nodded to the truck.  One of the men ran to the bed and grabbed a can of beans and handed it to Collins. The two men’s eyes lit up. 
 
                 “Now you want to talk?  If your story is something I’m looking for than you can have this.”  
 
                 Both men nodded. 
 
                 “Our buddies saw a man and woman walk into the library.  They followed them in. Later the man and woman came back out but our buddies didn’t.  We found them like this.  Fucking murdered.” The short man said.  
 
                 “What did the man look like?” Collins asked.  
 
                 “Military type, nice pack.  Had an M16 or something like that.” The short man said.
 
                 “And the girl was Mexican or Arab maybe, a looker.  She had an old bolt action on her.” The taller man said eyeing the can of beans.  
 
                 “Where did you see them run off to?”  Collins said tossing the can in his hand. 
 
                 “East, that way,” the short man pointed while answering.  
 
                 “Thank you gentlemen.”  Collins tossed the can to the short man and the group climbed back onto the pickup truck.  
 
                 Collins slapped the roof of the truck. “East!” he hollered.  
 
                 Chris looked at the compass and tried to figure out where east was.  After a few direction changes and backups on the road he eventually ended up in the direction he originally started in and they moved on in search of John and his female companion.    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Traveling on foot John and Fatima made their way north into the woodlands of Michigan.  John found the hunting easier and wild edibles were abundant.  They made a good routine of working together and setting up camp two hours before sunset.  They rarely heard other people in the distance but never came across anyone who was hostile.  After walking for two weeks John spent an hour trying to find their place on the map and figured they were somewhere north of Grand Rapids. 
 
                 “Winter is coming. We should find a place to stay long term.”  John said circling the map with his finger in the general area he thought they were in.  
 
                 “Your homestead?” Fatima said.  
 
                 “It doesn’t have to be. We can look for that in the spring.”  
 
                 “I don’t want to look anymore.  It’s time to settle down.”  Fatima said. 
 
                 John thought about what she had said.  One thing he learned on this journey was to let things play out how they will.  Hunting and fishing are things you can’t force to happen.  You go with the flow and what happens is what you end up with.  You can increase your chances but still it’s up to the circumstance as to what happens.  Plus whenever he pursued women before the Day it never worked.  He was often shot down and rejected.  The only girlfriends he had were women that just happened because of the circumstances and there was no chasing on his part. They would meet through friends, at parties, or at work.  He wasn’t the guy that could go to a bar and leave that night with a woman.  Fatima appeared to be a woman of circumstance.  He wasn’t going to complain.  She was very attractive to him.  They both wanted the same peaceful life after what they had been through.  All he wanted at this point was their own private Eden they could call home.  
 
                 “From here we should find a trail and start following it.  We are not going to find a house on backwoods deer trails.”  John said looking one last time at the map.  He pulled his compass out and looked around for an object in the distance to give them a focus point.  Instead he decided to follow the sun west and hoped to come across a road or two track dirt road that would lead them to their new home.  
 
                 John stoked the fire they had started for dinner and started cleaning the blue gill and perch Fatima had caught that afternoon while he was hunting.  The three squirrels he shot were smoking under a tarp and would be preserved for their meal tomorrow.  He found that smoking anything with oak made it taste better and the more he did these types of things the better he became.  He was doing things the hard way, figuring it out as he goes along but he was learning fast.  
 
                 That night they ate dinner and cuddled together by the fire.  For the first time she told him about the hospital and what had happened the first days of the collapse.  He learned of the man that saved her in the parking ramp, the exodus from the hospital and her search for her sons.  
 
                 “I went straight to the daycare center.  I knew the owner personally.  Her daughter had been in the ER a few years before and it turned out her daughter was having an allergic reaction to peanuts.  One of those things that never happened before so nobody thought to check.  We got things under control. Later did an allergy test that confirmed it.  After that my boys were old enough to go to her daycare center.  I thought they would be safe there.”  
 
                 “When I reached the house I could tell things weren’t right.  Most of the other kids were gone as I expected.  I pounded on the door for a few minutes when she finally answered.  I couldn’t tell if she was sick or injured.  She didn’t look right.  Her eyes were shallow and dead.  She didn’t say anything and let me in.  I looked around and called for them.  The house was a mess, all the kids were gone.  I ran out into the backyard and that’s where I found them.  In a pile toward the back.  A group calling themselves the Lord’s Army came to the school to purge the country of any children not pure, any who were not white.  One of the daycare workers were shot for trying to get the kids away.  After that people complied in fear they all would be shot.”  
 
                 “I left there without any hope.  It didn’t matter my boys were half white.  Once the bomb went off in D.C. it was open season on anybody not considered a true American.”
 
                 John held her and they lay quietly for the rest of the night.  He was remorseful that he ever worked for that group.  He didn’t have any hand in anything like what happened to her sons.  By that time things must have died down.  But to be living with the same people who could do something like that made him sick.  He had seen children blown up in Iraq by rockets and bombs, but to out- right shoot children is another type of evil that shouldn’t exist.  
 
                 The cool morning air and dew hovered over the tent.  The light of day pushed through the fabric waking John and forced him out into the day.  The fire still smoldered and he placed some sticks in the coals to get it hot for breakfast.  They would be on the march soon enough.  They could pull up stakes and be on foot in ten minutes these days.  Every morning was another practice session.  Taking some ramen noodles out of his pack he added water to a steel pot, closed the lid, and let it cook in the coals for a few minutes so it would be ready for Fatima when she woke.  John looked around and had a feeling this would be a good day.  
 
    
 
                 For weeks the Lord’s Army had been on a crusade to find John and his female companion. After the information they received at the library everything dried up.  There was no sign of John anywhere around the city.  The Reverend even sent expedition groups out into the suburbs to see if anybody had seen them.  John had disappeared without a trace.  This didn’t favor well for the Reverend.  This was the first time that someone was able to undermine his authority and get away with it.  Not only that but defile his daughter at the same time.  
 
                 Isabel had taken a keen interest in some of the activities around the camp that she normally had not partaken in before.  When the guys got together to practice hand to hand combat she started to show up and got involved in the one on one practice.  When the shooters practiced in the field with the air rifles she was there learning how to shoot.  They used air rifles instead of real guns to save the little ammo they had left.  They had searched for reloading tools but everything disappeared years ago.  The Lord’s Army was not turning out to be the answer that everybody had hoped for.  Poorly run and poorly managed it was turning out to be a disappointment like the system that had collapsed before.  The more that the Reverend used the answer of God for everything the more people were disenfranchised. 
 
                 One of the expedition groups came back with a tale not of John but something else that could either be an end all or savor to their group.  Five men were sent to the south to look for traces of John.  Instead they came across a neighborhood that was turned into a fortress.  
 
                 No longer having gas to use the group hiked out on foot and searched for any sign of John.  They met a few people and they started to get warnings about heading south.  
 
                 “You don’t want to go there.  My friend was blown up by a land mine.” One man said.  
 
                 “Who the hell has land mines?” One of the men replied.
 
                 “Someone does down that way.  You take this road two miles south and you won’t be coming back.”  
 
                 “We will see about that.” The men walked south thinking this was the big break they had been looking for.  This sounded like something John would have set up for protection.  
 
                 After a mile and a half they started seeing signs posted: No Trespassing, Violators will be Shot, Protected by .357 Magnum.  They were hard to take seriously, pre-made items that would have been sold at mall stores and gun shops as a novelty gift.  They came across an old crater in the street, blown out from underneath.  A corpse lay a few feet away with legs and parts of the arm missing.  The body had decomposed to the point of visible bone and some skin still attached but baked and dried in the sun.  
 
                 “Ok everybody spread out.”  The leader of the group was Marco.  A former gang member and football player he finally found god after the collapse and believed surviving the flu was a second chance given by God.  
 
                 He looked around.  The area was a residential neighborhood.  He even recognized it from before the collapse.  It was now over grown and dilapidated but he could make out the houses and the street signs were still up.  
 
                 The group split into two sub groups.  Three men on one side of the road and two men on the other.  They talked by hand signals and they slowly moved down the street looking for signs of booby traps.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Turning the dark brown soil in the garden with a hoe, Bruce noticed how well the kale and other greens were doing after the first frost.  Norah had told him that they would not fully die during the winter and yet he was surprised to see it for himself.  Weeding was no longer an issue and yet he found himself going through the motions as a form of meditation every day.  Aurora played a few rows over looking at some of the praying mantis’s that had survived the frost.  Bruce wondered when he would start finding headless mantis corpses from their mating.  
 
                 Norah was in the house baking bread and the smell blew over the field at times when the wind was just right.  The smell made him hungry.  Aurora would smell it once in a while and Bruce would hear, “Mmmmm.” 
 
                 “I know what you mean.  There is nothing like a fresh loaf of bread.” Bruce finished with the last row and decided that it was break time.  
 
                 “Daddy, this garden looks really pretty.”  Aurora ran around and played hide and seek from Bruce as he walked back.  He pretended not to see her and she would pop out from behind broccoli plants and fennel.  
 
                 “She’s right.  This garden is pretty.” Bruce heard a voice from behind him.  
 
                 He turned around a saw a middle aged man wearing a camouflage hat and matching clothes.  The man had a rifle slung over his shoulder.  
 
                 “You look like you are doing pretty well for yourselves.”  The man with the camouflage hat said walking towards them.  
 
                 “Aurora go to the house.”  Bruce said.  
 
                 Aurora ran at full speed.  She had learned long ago that when Bruce spoke in a certain voice you don’t question it but react immediately.  
 
                 “Now that wasn’t nice.  I was only saying hello.” 
 
                 Bruce recognized the man as one of the people that he had watched a few months back. The cannibals that he almost introduced himself to.  The image of this man cutting people’s throats open flashed in his mind and Bruce wished he had the shotgun from the fireplace.  
 
                 “What do you want?” Bruce said. 
 
                 “Now that is not very hospitable.  Here I am complimenting your garden and you think I want something?”  The man with the camouflage hat said. 
 
                 “I know who you are.” Bruce said.  
 
                 “Oh, so you know what we are after.  Ok.  Cutting to the real issue I see.  I will give you the option then since you are out here and the other two are not.  You give me the old woman or the girl and the other two get to live.  How is that?” The man with the camouflage hat said. 
 
                 “You think I’m going to give you someone, so you can eat them?”  Bruce said. 
 
                 “It’s either them or you.”  The man said. 
 
                 “Fuck you and get off my farm.” Bruce said. 
 
                 “Ohhhh, we have a live one here.  Fine, I guess we will take you and call it good.  That’s fine since you don’t want to cooperate.  We will come back later and take the other two.  How do you like that?”  The man with the camouflage hat whistled and more people came out from the tree line.  
 
                 Bruce felt the urge to run back to the house but knew he wouldn’t make it.  He wondered if he could somehow fight them off.  Options ran through his head and yet nothing was the right answer.  He was a dead man.  
 
                 A blast ran through the air. One of the men screamed and dropped to the ground.  A second blast rang out and a second man dropped dead as half of his face blew behind his body.  Norah emerged from one of the rows in the field and reloaded the double barrel.
 
                 “The way I see it is that you people are trespassing.  For every minute you are on my property I will blast two more of you back to hell.  Now get the hell off my property and take these two sacks of shit back with you.”  Norah finished her piece then ducked back behind the row of sorghum.  
 
                 Bruce backed away from the man with the camouflage hat.  
 
                 “It’s ok.  We will be back one day.” The man said. “Grab these two and let’s get out of here.  It looks like we still have dinner tonight.” 
 
                 “No, NO!  It’s not that bad!  It’s not!” One of the men screamed while holding his crotch. 
 
                 “She blew your man parts off. You still want to live?” The man with the camouflage hat said. 
 
                 “It’s not that bad.” The man screamed.
 
                 The man with the camouflage hat pulled his gun out and put a bullet into the head of the bleeding man. 
 
                 “It was that bad and I didn’t want to see it.”  The man with the camouflage hat said.  “Get these two out of here.”  
 
                 The man turned back to Bruce and winked at him.               
 
                 “We’ll be back,” he said.  
 
                 Bruce ran back to the house and rushed in through the door to find Aurora sitting at the table.  He hugged her and started crying.  
 
                 “Good girl Aurora, good girl.”  
 
                 “Daddy, those were bad men?” She asked.
 
                 “Yes they were. Very bad.” He said.  
 
                 “Ok.”  
 
                 Norah walked back in the house and placed the shotgun next to the door. 
 
                 “Well those guys won’t be back for a while.  Once you kill a few they give up because they have something to eat.  Gross bastards, pardon my French dear.”  
 
                 Aurora didn’t pay any attention to Norah.  
 
                 “Will they be back?” Bruce asked. 
 
                 “I don’t know, never shot one of their peckers off before. Might make them think twice.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Inside his two story Dutch style house, reading For Whom The Bell Tolls, Mark sat up to the alarm sound from his computer monitor. The dinging noise interrupted the 1812 Overture that was playing.  He placed the book mark into the crease of the book and gently closed it shut and placed it on the coffee table.  Sitting at the computer desk he looked at the small screens on the monitor that showed the various streets that surrounded his house.  It took him a year to place all the cameras and wire them back to the cabin.  He had a two block buffer zone around his house.  A former IT tech and weekend survivalist he had designed the neighborhood to look like an uninhabited area but also gave the ghost like impression that it was dangerous.  The old sight of a land mine should have sent others back the way they came but for some reason these guys were now working their way to his place.  Had they heard about the stock pile of supplies he had around the neighborhood?  One house already blew up after a door was improperly opened.  Another time he was able to snipe the intruders from a hundred yards away.  He killed one of the three men and that was enough to send them packing.  
 
                 Watching the five man team that appeared to have training he wondered how challenging this could get.  He pulled out his scoped M1 Garand and loaded the 30-06 magazine.  He grabbed a bandolier filled with ammo, a coat and headed out the door.  He was sure to place a piece of tape on the door and the frame to make sure he came back with no surprises waiting for him.  
 
                 The men were coming from the north and he walked in that direction.  He knew where they were and what they were in store for.  He had several traps set up on the perimeter that would slow them down.  At the end of the street was an old church with a bell tower that he would go to first.  From there he could wait and watch and finish off what his traps didn’t.  
 
                 Casually walking to the large double doors of the church he slid his knife between the doors unhooking the lock and trap that he had set. Only one door was able to be opened and if both here pulled open then they blew out into the street.  He had become accustomed to unsetting his traps with the ease of any other day to day activity.  The trick was to simply remember they were there.  
 
                 Walking in, the musky smell of damp wood assaulted his face.  He wondered how many years he would get out of this place.  Re-latching the doors behind him he took the three flights of stairs to the bell tower and looked down at the street.  The men looked like dots, roaches running around.  He smiled and counted the seconds before they came across their first obstacle.  
 
                 Taking the caps off his scope he looked down and watched.  Along the road he had set up plastic trash bins as if they had been forgotten and left by the previous owners.  Some to them still had their place of residence to themselves as their own personal tomb.  Years before he had decided to leave the bodies where they were and take what he needed.  No sense in wasting energy on putting them in the ground when nature would take its course.  
 
                 As they approached the first trash can he flicked the safety off his rifle and waited to see what would happen.  
 
    
 
                 Marco scanned the area with his AK47 trying to take in all the open spaces and corners at the same time.  He never thought he would be using an assault rifle in his life.  Always having a small pistol for his years of dealing drugs this was something that cartels would have but not a petty corner dealer like him.  
 
                 Moving along the sides of the houses he saw the group to his left stop.  They were looking down and Marco put his fist up in the air signaling for the two men behind him to stop.  Looking down he saw the thin wire line that ran over the street.  
 
                 “Holy shit,” he said under his breath.  
 
                 Signaling for the two men to stay where they were he moved across the street to talk to the others.  
 
                 “You see this shit?” One of the men said pointing to the line that came out of a plastic trash bin.  
 
                 “This is something John might do.”  Marco said.  
 
                 “Fuck that. I say we get the fuck out of here and report it back to camp.”  The man said.  
 
                 Marco thought about it for a few seconds.  
 
                 “Let’s at least confirm that it’s him.  We could at least to that.”  Marco answered.  
 
                 “I’m not getting blown up because he fucked the boss’s daughter.” The man replied.  
 
                 “I’m with him on that.” The second man added.  
 
                 Marco was losing his temper.  He never had to deal with people back talking him in the gang.  He earned his rank and nobody questioned that.  Now it was a bunch of unfamiliar disrespectful motherfuckers that showed no respect.  
 
                 “Look motherfuckers…”
 
    
 
                 Mark watched as the men stopped at his trip wire.  On the side of the trash can facing the bell tower he had put a bulls eye that showed how to detonate the explosives inside with his rifle.  Not only was it filled with dynamite but also thermite.  He set the crosshairs on the bull’s eye and pulled the trigger.  
 
                 The plastic trash bin exploded with the shrapnel inside flying out in a fraction of a second.  The three men disappeared in the explosion and the two men still on the opposite side of the street flew back and lay on the ground.  Mark flicked the safety back on and watched as the smoke cleared.  The three men that were standing next to the trash bin were dead.  He didn’t have to confirm it with the damage to their bodies.  Limbs were gone and the amount of damage they took, even if they survived the initial blast, there was no hospital to take them to.  They were dead even if they made it.  The two other men stayed on the ground and crawled back down the road.  They moved north, away from his house, away from Mark’s home.  
 
                 He smiled and went back down the stairs.  He went into the basement of the church and grabbed a bag of beef jerky that he had stashed away as part of his supplies.  Stuffing it in his pocket he went back upstairs and unlatched the door.  He looked at the wire running to the layer of plastic explosives mounted on the door.  He felt pity for the poor bastard that would one day open that door.  Walking out, he re-latched the door with his knife, and opened the pack of jerky.  
 
                 Looking at the tape on the top of the door he knew that nobody had snuck in while he was gone.  Placing his rifle back in the corner and hanging the bandolier, he sat on the couch and grabbed For Whom The Bell Tolls.  This was the fifty-third book this year and it was only May.  He was slowly making his way through the library of classics he had put together.  Hemingway was doing his job of keeping him occupied.  Mark wondered what Hemingway would have thought about the world and how it turned out.  Would he really be surprised?  Maybe that was what finally made him put a shotgun in his mouth.  A self- destructive man living in a self-destructive world.  Maybe the truth of how the world really worked was too much for him to bear.  Mark read on and waited to see how the story turned out.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 23: Three years after the Day              
 
                 
 
   John and Fatima took their time exploring the houses they came across until they found the one.  They had agreed to what it would need.  A few things really.  Close water source, wood burning stove for winter and cooking, fertile soil, and protection.  John preferred to find a real log cabin.  Unfortunately those were hard to come by these days.  New cheap materials and look a likes were all too common the past few decades.  Using real long lasting materials doesn’t create a replacement economy.  
 
                 They explored a dozen houses.  Walking through the woods and trying to stay close to the river they finally found one that might have everything.  They walked along the banks of the river and John cut away the bushes and brush that impeded their way.  After his last swing he saw it.  Up on a hill over- looking the river was the cabin, real logs, stone chimney and a wood shingle roof.  It was still morning.  
 
                 The nights had been getting colder.  Winter was approaching faster every day.  If they weren’t sharing the same sleeping bags for warmth he didn’t know if sleeping outdoors anymore would be a good idea.  
 
                 Fatima pushed through the brush to see John pointing to the hill with an excited look on his face.  
 
                 “Tell me you see it,” he said.
 
                 “I see it…” Fatima said.  
 
                 John stood in place looking at it.  
 
                 “Well, what are you waiting for?” 
 
                 They raced each other to the top of the hill.  They were in shape from the hiking and constant travel but sprinting up the hill still left them out of breath and pausing at the top.  John looked at the cabin.  A porch on the back that over looked the river.  On the front was another porch, a stack of old dried out logs sat waiting for them to use.  Leaves covered the roof and porches.  The house had not been used in years.  An area was cleared in front of the cabin for parking, a small field stretched out for about a hundred yards.  John pictured placing his seeds in the soil in the spring.  A shed sat on the far side of the cabin.  He figured it was filled with tools but didn’t want to get too hopeful.  
 
                 Fatima caught her breath first and ran to the front door.  As a joke she knocked on the door.  She looked at John and shrugged her shoulders.  He smiled at her and ran toward the door.  She turned the knob and pushed the door open.  It was dark inside, curtains closed and the smell of dust and mildew in the air.  A couch and table sat in the middle facing the fireplace.  A bed was found on the opposite side, a book shelf placed between the spaces to create the illusion of privacy.  A deer head sat over the fireplace.  It was a hunting cabin of luxury, now their home.  
 
                 Fatima unsnapped her pack and let it drop to the floor.  John stood behind her and looked around.  He sat the gun next to the door and closed it behind him. He dropped his pack.  He walked up behind Fatima and slid his hands around her waist.  She exhaled and felt her skin tingle.  His breathing became heavy.  She turned around and locked her lips to his.  He wrapped his arms around her and moved her to the bed.  She pulled his shirt over his head and started unbuckling his pants.  He did the same as they continued to kiss.  
 
                 John ripped the top sheet off the bed and she fell back on it.  Kicking his pants off Fatima removed her shirt and bra.  He pulled her panties off in one swift motion and quickly crawled onto the bed.  
 
                 The next hour was the most intense, passionate lovemaking either of them could remember.  The hours passed without leaving the bed for anything more than a snack from their backpacks. In a sense this was their honeymoon.  The hike, an unusual courting session. The cabin is their future together.  Nothing excited them more than having a future and something to look forward to.  Fatima had found him attractive at first.  Her fear of him and what he symbolized had changed when he started taking care of her.  He gained her trust over time.  She was able to rely on him and soon he was the man she needed in her life, a rock.  He was a foundation that she could rely on and someone that would keep her safe.  
 
                 For John, Fatima was a life of peace that he wanted when he came back from the war.  He worried at first that seeing her would remind him of all the pain and fear he experienced in Iraq.  Instead he grew to know her as the woman she was, an individual that sought to be her own person.  She didn’t see herself as Persian, or a Muslim.  She simply wanted to live her life how she wanted to, the promise that America offered everyone.  They both had dreams that were taken away.  Now they could reclaim them with one another.   
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   The Reverend sat in his study and over looked the records of supplies that the camp had left.  Rationing had taken a new low and food was becoming scarce.  The search for John had turned up nothing with little hope remaining of finding him.  His daughter was no longer the bright star in his world.  Instead she hung out with the hunters and fighters of the camp, learning all kinds of skills.  He didn’t know what she was up to.  He was afraid that she would leave on her own to hunt down the man that had raped her.  He felt like a failure as a father and it started to show.  He was snapping at the crews more often.  His temper grew shorter and the stress of controlling everything was taking its toll.  
 
                 Looking over the papers again he tried to think about what needed to be done.  The salvage jobs they were doing were bringing up nothing.  The city was dry.  They couldn’t remember the last time they saw deer in their parts and even squirrel had become scarce.  
 
                 As he sighed at the numbers he heard the bell ring.  When a party came back to camp the bell was rung and everyone could greet their loved ones.  
 
                 The Reverend left the table and walked out on the porch watching two men walking back.  He had sent five and already felt a knot in his stomach.  More bad news was not what he needed.  He was losing control and he knew it.  
 
                 He noticed his daughter walking back to the camp carrying a bow.  She was becoming more muscular and losing weight.  Her baby fat was almost gone and was becoming less of the little girl he remembered.  
 
                 The men were greeted with hugs and handshakes.  One woman asked about her husband.  She kept repeating the same question.  She started to become louder and louder until one of the men walked up to her and hugged her.  He whispered in her ear and she dropped in his arms crying.  Some of the women held her and took her away.  
 
                 The Reverend whistled and everybody looked up at him.  The Reverend waved them up to the house and said, “I need your report, now.”
 
                 Even with the low supplies the Reverend thought it wise to keep a stash of luxury items like coffee on hand to bribe information out of people.  He set a kettle on the stove and heated up a pot as the men sat down at the table.  The Reverend walked up and took the papers from his seat not wanting the men to see the bad news they had come home to.  So far, nobody in the camp knew exactly how bad the situation had become.  
 
                 Sitting down the Reverend cleared his throat and composed him-self for the meeting.  
 
                 “I see that you have come back with three men less than how you left.” The Reverend pointed out.  
 
                 The two men looked at each other.  
 
                 The one on the left, Joseph, spoke first.  
 
                 “Yes, we were ambushed.”  Joseph said. 
 
                 “Ambushed? By whom?” The Reverend asked. 
 
                 “Well, Marco thought it might be where John was.  We came across an old man that told us to not travel any farther south, to change course.  He spoke of land mines and booby traps.  It sounded like the kind of thing that John would know how to do being former military.  So Marco decided to check it out.  We moved two blocks south and we came across a trip wire.  We stopped and looked to see if we could disarm it but it was detonated by someone else.  Terry thought he heard a gunshot when the bomb exploded but my ears were ringing so bad I don’t know how it was set off.” Joseph finished.  
 
                 “Is this true? You heard a shot?” The Reverend asked Terry.
 
                 “I swear I heard a shot. Somebody had to of been watching to know when to set it off.  Even if it wasn’t shot at we were watched to know when to detonate it if we didn’t trip it.”  Terry said. 
 
                 The Reverend sat in silence.  Over one of the cupboards pinned to the wall was a map of the city.  He stood up and looked at it.  
 
                 “How far south was the spot you were ambushed?” The Reverend asked.  
 
                 Joseph stood up and walked over.  Looking over the map he ran his finger down the lines recalling all the land marks they had traveled past.  
 
                 “About here.  The old guy said it was a large area.  A couple of blocks with warnings posted.”  Joseph said. 
 
                 “What is someone protecting there?  There has to be supplies.” The Reverend said to himself. 
 
                 He thought for a minute.  He was desperate.  Things were going to fall apart.  This was the perfect opportunity to set things right again.  It was exactly what any country does when the economy goes to shit, you start a war.  
 
                 “Gentlemen, get the troops together.  We are going to war.”  The Reverend said.  
 
    
 
                 “The Lord works in mysterious ways.  While we could sit and ponder why things happen the way they do I will say it is better to use the gifts he hands you instead of questioning them.  As you know my daughter was attacked by one of our members before he left to live a life of sin with the enemy.  Now we know where he is, we know he has supplies, and we know he is willing to kill to protect those supplies.” 
 
                 “I could stand up here and ask for revenge for what happened to Isabel.  Instead I will encourage you to fight for your own welfare.  Winter is coming, and while I wish I could say that supplies are plentiful and we have enough food, that is simply not true.”
 
                 “I believe God has given him back to us now for more than one reason.  I believe it’s his time to answer for what he did to my daughter.  I believe he was sent as our answer to our food problem, and I think it’s time that this nation is brought back to the God fearing people that it was meant for.”
 
                 The congregation cheered in the yard as the Reverend ended his speech on the back porch, arms raised and praising God.  He was leading the people on a crusade that served more his purpose than anyone else.  The officers went into the house to make their final plans for the next day’s attack.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25: Three years after the Day
 
                 
 
   John worked the fire.  Sparks kicked off the wood and he could feel the heat on his exposed skin.  It was a pleasure to not wear several layers of clothing all the time.  When the fire was back to burning brighter he laid back down next to Fatima.  Her back pressed against his chest.  He could smell the shampoo she used at the river earlier.  He knew it wouldn’t last.  The bottle was partially used and even if it was full he still would have to get more.  You don’t simply walk into a store anymore and buy whatever you want.  Her body was warm and smooth.  He wasn’t sure he would ever feel anything like this again.  Even when they were sharing the sleeping bag they were clothed.  He didn’t know what their relationship was then.  He didn’t want to scare her off and be alone again.  He felt like being in the Lord’s Army was much like Iraq.  Now he felt like he was finally home.  
 
                 Fatima never realized how much little things could be the greatest luxury.  She used the shampoo and soap she found to clean up by the river.  John said he went out hunting but she knew he was watching over her from the top of the hill.  It wasn’t uncomfortable.  Instead she felt safe with him looking over her as she bathed.  She wasn’t sure the place was completely safe yet.  After what happened at the library she preferred him to keep an eye on her.  She brought her rifle down with her but left it on the river bed.  The water was cold.  Hot water was a luxury she missed.  She hoped John could create something to use later for bathing.  When she was finished and climbing back to the cabin John slipped back into the woods and finished hunting lunch.  He had to admit that squirrel wasn’t the most appetizing animal but better than nothing.  He looked for spots that might have rabbit and really hoped to get a deer but had no luck.  
 
                 The freedom to love John how she wanted was overwhelming.  The fear in the back of her mind was always there but it grew smaller every day.  There was no one here to enforce Shia Law.  Her family was gone.  She could recreate herself as someone else if anyone did stop by.  She knew they would not always be alone and she hoped by then that her fears would have no reason to exist anymore.  
 
                 Lying next to John she enjoyed their new life together.  She would see the surprise in his eyes every time she would take over on top.  Did he assume because she was Persian that she was submissive during sex?  That thought quickly left his mind.  Here at the cabin they were free to be who they wanted.  In John’s mind, Fatima was his wife and he would treat her and protect her in the same way.  For Fatima, John was like a husband.  Not the tradition husband her father was, instead he was caring and thoughtful, plus protective.  He would bring flowers back to the house for her, help her with the chores around the cabin, and hold her tight whenever he had a chance.  She loved it when he would walk up behind her and play with her hair, it usually lead to other things.  
 
                 Dates would involve scouting for places to find supplies.  Some were very successful and other times it was a matter of finding unusual items and talking about them.  One day she found a kitchen full of electronic cooking tools, all useless now.  She thought it was funny she could do all the same things with a knife.  John found some old fishing gear and brought it home.  That night he started making fishing lures with the hair from squirrel tails he saved.  
 
                 Winter didn’t turn out to be as hard as John had initially thought it would be.  Meat could be stored outside.  They had enough canned goods to get them through.  They even found a fifty pound bag of rice at a nearby house.  Their supplies were good and he was looking forward to turning the soil in the field in the spring.  Fatima would often find John by the fire place with his copy of The Backyard Homestead.  He would underline things and write notes in the margins. She didn’t have any fear that he wouldn’t be able to take care of her.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 26: Three years after the Day
 
                 The Reverend and his lead troops were able to figure out the perimeter of the house they were after.  They figured that the neighborhood surrounded the main house by two blocks.  It was a large space but the Reverend was confident that they could pull off this mission and take whatever supplies were at the house.  He had fifty people divided into four groups.  They worked their way around the neighborhood and got into position.  It was early morning and the sun was not up yet.  Stars still speckled the sky and a full moon guided their way.  The groups shined flash lights toward one another as the ready signal.  The Reverend pulled his flare gun out and shot the start signal into the air.  
 
                 From inside his house Mark slept well with his wood burning stove and alarm system turned on like it always was.  This night he didn’t need it.  The light shining through his window woke him.  He worried it was a flash light and someone had gotten through his security without tripping it.  He pulled the .45 auto off the night stand and stood up.  He quickly realized the light was descending.  Either aliens were now invading or it was a flare.  
 
                 Mark checked the computer monitors and didn’t see anything yet.  Some of the cameras were set up with night vision but not all.  His system, created by salvaging parts from multiple houses and buildings, was better than he had hoped but not perfect.  The houses that had cameras also were equipped with solar panels and a battery system in the basement that ran everything.  The signal was sent back to his house through a series of lines that he ran with the non-working power lines.  His own house had two wind turbines and a series of solar panels.  It wasn’t hard to figure out how to hook everything up especially when you found the items already hooked up.  After that it was a matter of disconnecting and reconnecting all the parts like they were.  
 
                 Mark had already replaced the bomb that was set off a few days ago by the first group of men that had tried to venture into his domain.  He figured now the two men that had escaped were back with friends.  He dressed quickly then checked the monitors again.  The house was a fallback position and not really meant to fight a war, but it would do if need be.  
 
                 He grabbed the M14 and a bandolier.  He had a pack next to the door for night time patrols and grabbed that as well.  He walked down the street to the church again and slid his knife between the doors, hearing the click he opened the right door and reset the trap for anybody that might come in unannounced.  Using a head lamp he moved up the stairs for the bell tower and turned it off before he reached the top.  Placing his pack down he removed a night vision scope and scanned the streets around him.  It wasn’t a perfect spot and really nothing would be except for a plane.  He could see two groups coming from opposite directions.  He counted ten or more people each.  He didn’t know why anybody would use these kinds of resources for someone like him.  Maybe one of the guys was someone important?  Who knows?  He wasn’t about to run out and apologize to them for not reading a damn sign.  It was a matter of seconds before a trap went off.  All he had to do was sit back and watch the fireworks.  
 
                 The Reverend stayed back and watched his men move forward towards their target.  They didn’t know what house it would be, after a few searches they would find it.  They didn’t have lights and instead worked by moving when the moon came out and their eyes adjusting to the dark.  
 
                 Isabel was part of the group coming from the south.  She wondered if she would see the man that left her.  She was still pissed that he would have the nerve to leave her after she had picked him from the group.  He had satisfied her and somehow she wasn’t enough for him.  That was what she couldn’t get out of her mind.  Somehow she wasn’t enough woman for him.  He could have been her first.  She thought about it.  She didn’t know if her dad would ever have approved of John.  If not she would still keep him as a toy to go back to.  It wasn’t up to him to end things, she did that.  She wasn’t through with him.  She didn’t know if she wanted him dead anymore but she wouldn’t be sad if that’s how things turned out.  
 
                 She carried her M4 rifle along with some other weapons in case things got hairy.  She had a knife and a longer machete in case she ran out of ammo.  Her nerves were shot and nothing had happened yet.  Her heart raced and her breathing was trying to catch up.  She stayed at the end of the row as her father instructed.  The group moved staying close to the houses.  They stopped often and checked for trip wires.  They had only moved in half a block when they found a trip wire.  Again it was attached to a trash bin and they were able to move around it.  Isabel was curious as to what was in the bin but didn’t touch it.  
 
                 Moving to the next house the leader hid next to a bush by a porch and crouched down he looked behind and made sure everyone was moving around the bin.  He looked forward again and took one step.  He felt something stag his boot and heard a click.  An arrow with a broad head tore through his shirt and stuck in his torso.  He didn’t scream.  In the dark he wasn’t sure what had happened.  He felt the arrow puncturing his skin and cut his hand on the razor sharp broad head.  The pain was too much.  He couldn’t catch his breath.  It took a few seconds for others to realize what had happened.  
 
                 “Bill? Bill? You ok?” A woman whispered behind him.  He went to touch his back and brushed up against the end of the arrow.  “Oh my god Bill, are you hit?”
 
                 People panicked.  How could someone be hit when they didn’t hear anything? That added to the fear of the mission.  Not hearing it coming was more frightening then knowing what was coming.  Isabel stayed back and even moved back towards the side of the house to get away from the scene.  If this was part one of an ambush, she hoped she was moving away from part two.  Word spread quickly and Bill’s wife, who was toward the back of the row, ran up to check her husband.  She forgot everything including the trip wire.  Running past everyone in the group she moved to the opposite side of the trash bin and tripped the wire.  The blast was instantaneous.  The five people closest to the blast never knew the blast happened.  The night sky lit up sending a signal to the other groups that traps were still set and active.  Bill was thrown away from the blast and landed on the arrow, the head stuck in the ground.  He didn’t think about the arrow anymore.  He was content with dying now.  His wife of 20 years was blown to pieces before his eyes.  He didn’t know if this was God’s will or not.  Didn’t sound like anything God would do to people he loved.  He was happy it would be over now.  He was surprised he lasted this long.  
 
                 Isabel was thrown back from the blast and landed in the backyard.  The grass was tall and over grown.  Over four feet high she stayed where she was and hid.  She was done with the mission.  It was too much for her.  Contrary to what she told herself she was not a badass.  Her ears rung and she didn’t know if there was anything making noise around her.  Her own voice sounded muffled and she lay back waiting for the ringing to go away.  She didn’t feel any injuries other than being knocked around.  Nothing felt broken and she could only find a few cuts and scrapes.  
 
                 The Reverend saw the blast and then heard it a few seconds later.  He knew it was Isabel’s group and immediately held in the ball of anger that grew in his gut.  He wanted to scream and yell and charge to the man’s house that did this and cut his throat like so many heathens he killed in the past.  He stayed silent. 
 
                 “I want that fucker’s head on a stake.”  The Reverend told Collins.  
 
                 Collins wondered if he was now permanently in the clear.  If Isabel was dead nobody would find out he was the one that slept with her that night.  It didn’t matter.  She started it.  It didn’t matter if she was using him to get back at John.  It made her look bad and if the truth came out, the Reverend would have his head on a stake.  He hoped he would never see her again. 
 
                 
 
                 Mark watched the chaos from the bell tower through the night vision scope.  The other group in his sight had stopped and was reluctant to move ahead.  He didn’t see any form of communication from them.  Each group was working on a plan but couldn’t communicate if things changed.  The leader of the group appeared to be ordering the group to march ahead in Mark’s direction.  The man pointed down the street and Mark could hear the muffled echo of the man’s voice.  This was about to get interesting.  Mark grabbed his rifle and looked down the scope.  He didn’t have night vision on the rifle. Instead he relied on the light of the moon.  Shadows moved and clouds shifted.  A minute went by before the moon was clear of cover and the street was lit up.  Mark placed the group leader in his sights.  
 
                 “Let’s see if they want to move any further now.” Mark said pulling the trigger.  
 
                 From the ground the group watched their leader drop to the ground.  Blood soaked into his shirt and he was unable to say anything before he fell face first to the ground.  Everyone scattered as far away from the dead man as they could get.  Nothing is scarier than a sniper during a battle.  Many people have to die before anyone is able to figure out where the sniper is.  Nobody wants to be one of those casualties.                
 
                 Mark watched through the scope as the group dispersed and retreated away from his position. Two groups now were taken out of the fight.  Mark liked to think of his strategy as shock and oh shit.  Mark looked around the other streets to figure out where the other two groups were but it was useless from this vantage point.  
 
    
 
                 The Reverend waited to hear any news from the group that had experienced the bomb.  When no one showed up at the command post to give an update he assumed the worst.  Then he heard the shot ring out.  At first he wasn’t sure if he had heard it right but when he saw the flash from the bell tower he knew right away where his adversary was.  
 
                 “Did you see that shot?” The Reverend asked Collins.
 
                 “The bell tower.” Collins confirmed with him. 
 
                 “Get that piece of shit out of there.”  
 
                 Collins pulled the bolt back on his M16 and moved down the street toward the church.  One of the groups was still moving ahead of him and he quickly caught up to them knowing the street was so far clear of traps.  Collins took over as group leader and instructed the group to break into two parts.  Moving on opposite sides of the street they moved down toward the church.  Collins had the bell tower in range and instructed the others to move to the doors on his signal.  Collins aimed and fired a burst toward the tower creating cover for the assault team to enter the church.  
 
                 
 
                 Mark watched the streets and tried to get a fix on where the other groups were.  He wondered if he should leave the tower and finish the assault from his home.  From there he could use the cameras and remotes to make these people think twice about invading his territory.  The gonging of the bell above him almost gave him a heart attack and made him immediately cover his ears.  The ringing didn’t stop with his ears covered and he crouched down trying to keep the high pitch out of his head.  If they were going to come after him in the church they were in for a surprise.  Mark waited.  Even the man shooting at him would soon regret it.  
 
    
 
                 A man and woman both reached the doors of the church first.  They waited for the others to get behind them before they kicked the door in and funnel into the building.  The man looked at the woman and nodded.  She nodded back and he stepped back before kicking the door.  As his foot pushed the door he was blown back across the street.  The doors exploded out turning into shrapnel. The bushes lining the front of the church exploded.  Ball bearings and nails flew into the rest of the team.  The car left to rot in the parking spot in front of the church exploded sending more shrapnel into the air.  Across the street on both sides of the church the front of houses exploded sending glass and wood into the air like a giant shotgun blast.  All the windows of the church imploded from the blast.  
 
                 The bombs were set up to make sure Mark had an exit once it went off.  He was hoping to exit now back to his house without having to go through a fire fight.  He didn’t know if his plan had worked or not. He would soon find out.  
 
    
 
                 The Reverend stood by himself and watched as the house of God down the street wiped out his chief commander and another quarter of his congregation.  One group was left and if he was able to he would march them to their deaths.  Unable to call them he instead stood at the end of the street and waited to see what would happen.  For once he felt helpless.  His days of leading were over.  This finally struck him as the end of his reign.  God had fired him.  No flock, no family, a long walk home.  He felt like Job.  Was this the ultimate test for him?  Did he still want to love God?  What else did he have left?  
 
                 He didn’t know if the other group was still going to carry out their mission or go home.  He didn’t wait to find out.  The Reverend, defeated, turned around and started the long march home, alone.  
 
                 
 
                 Mark coughed and covered his eyes walking down the stairs.  The dust from bricks, mortar, and plaster hung in the air.  He tucked his face into his shirt and tried to filter the air while pointing his rifle around checking for any hostile activity.  Tripping over broken boards and bricks he slowly made his way outside.  In one way he thought he would be shot at as soon as he came out into the open.  To his surprise, everyone was down.  Some moved and groaned.  Others were dead.  He didn’t look too long, instead he ran as fast as he could to his house.  This was the point of the battle he hoped it would never get to.  He planned for this far in advance but never believed he would live long enough to see it through to the end.  
 
                 Entering the house, he locked all the dead bolts and placed the 2X4 across the frame to make sure no one could get in.  He placed his rifle next to the computer desk and sat down.  Looking at the monitor he checked all the screens trying to find the last group.  Shifting through the feeds he finally found them.  They were retreating.  Some slowly walked away and others ran as if they were going to be run over by a steamroller.  He was surprised.  He thought for sure these people were going to see their mission to the end.  He didn’t know who they were but to use that much man power and give up less than an hour … it told him they were unorganized and unprepared for this mission, and he was glad.  He didn’t want to blow up any more houses.  He would have if it saved his life but the more he could preserve the more he had to work with later.  
 
                 Mark didn’t leave the computer until the next day.  He wanted to make sure they were not regrouping and coming back to seek revenge.  Maybe they had enough.  He did wipe out half of their force.  He couldn’t figure out why they would spend that sort of resources on trying to get him.  What was the point?  Were they desperate for food?  Did they know about his stock pile somehow?  It didn’t matter.  They were done and he hoped they would never come back.  
 
    
 
                 Isabel woke up the next morning with her ears still ringing and a headache.  She remembered similar sensations after spending a night at a club.  She still had all of her equipment and she stood up to see parts of a house smoldering from the explosion that tore through her team.  Torsos and limbs laid strewed about in the street, sidewalk, and yards.  Everyone was dead but her.  She wondered if her father was dead.  Hadn’t he tried to find her?  Did they ever find John?  
 
                 She looked around and figured out which way was the exit.  John wasn’t here, he never was.  This was a last ditch effort by her father to keep order.  He had been losing control for weeks.  The word of God will only control people for so long.  In the end we are all still animals.  To animals any man with a gun can be God.  
 
                 Isabel swung the rifle over her shoulder and checked her compass.  If anybody wanted to get away, to hide, they would go north.  She wondered if that was where John had gone.  A part of her didn’t care anymore.  She wanted to get away, start over.  She was tired of being daddy’s little girl anyway.  If her dad was dead that life was over.  It was time to move on.  Become her own woman.  She wanted to find out what this new world was all about.  
 
                 
 
                 Collins woke up to the sun in his face.  He remembered seeing the front of the church explode.  The assault team disappear in a bright flash.  The car behind them exploded.  He remembered covering his eyes as they were blinded by the bright light after working in complete darkness.  Then something hit him in the back flinging him into the street.  He looked around trying to figure out where he was.  He noticed it was later in the morning.  He was cold.  He tried to move his legs only to find they didn’t respond. He tried to move them with his arms and noticed he didn’t feel his hands touching them.  He moved his legs around to find them useless.  He looked around to find help.  He didn’t know if he should call out or not. The man that blew his crew up could still be around and come out to finish the job.  He pushed up off the ground and tried to sit up.  That was when he found it, or noticed it.  A wooden board that was pierced through his body.  It stuck out where his stomach would be and went through his spine.  How could he not feel this?  Was he already in shock?  How much blood had he lost?  
 
                 He sat in the street, for how long he didn’t know.  The more he thought about it the less he worried.  There was no help for him.  No hospitals, no medic could do anything short or getting him high to help the pain, but there was no pain.  He thought that was the strangest part.  A piece of housing had become a part of his body and yet he couldn’t feel it.  Maybe this was God’s punishment for him and yet a blessing.  Maybe God was saying “Yes you have been bad and I’ll punish you but I’ll make sure you don’t feel it.”  If this was hell then he knew where he was going anyway.  
 
                 He found his Berretta in his swat vest pocket and pulled the slider back.  He was going to hell, no getting away from that.  One way or another he was going to die.  At least God thought ahead and made sure he was able to shorten the misery.  He placed the barrel in his mouth, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    
 
                 Chris was the leader of the fourth group.  When the first bomb went off he stopped the line.  He waited.  Then the shot rang out in the distance.  He waited more.  Then the church blew up.  He turned around to his squad. 
 
                 “Fuck this. We are out of here.”  Chris said walking through the group and marching in the opposite direction.  He didn’t care where he went as long as it was as far away from people who made poor choices like the one to assault this neighborhood tonight.  Chris had been to Iraq and thought he had seen bad decisions before.  The Reverend made the military look like a league of Einstein’s.  He didn’t think anybody could be worse than the men that sent him into Iraq.  Now he was finished taking orders.  He would take care of himself and only do what he wanted form now on.  He didn’t need any authority to tell him what to do.  He had seen what happens when someone is in control of others and that person normally doesn’t care about the people they are ordering.  The world had already gone to shit.  So why did he feel like he kept getting flushed to a new level of hell?  
 
                 Chris walked non-stop until evening of the next day.  He wanted to get as far away from these people as he could.  To his surprise he turned around at times to find that most of the squad was still following him.
 
                 “What are you doing?” Chris asked.  “You’re free. Go where you want.”
 
                 The people looked at one another.  Then they looked back at Chris.
 
                 “What are you staring at?  Why are you following me?” Chris demanded answers.
 
                 A woman spoke up.
 
                 “We don’t know what to do.  We don’t know where to go.” She said.
 
                 “I don’t know where I’m going. I’m just going… away.” Chris said. 
 
                 “I’m ok with that.” A man said from the back.
 
                 “Sounds good to me.” Another added. 
 
                 “Ah!” Chris groaned frustrated. 
 
                 He sat down and swung his back pack in front of him and opened it pulling some food out.  Hard tack was something he remembered reading about in old books like Moby Dick.  He didn’t understand how bland it was until now.  As he broke pieces off he glanced at the group following him and watched as they removed their packs and started eating their lunches in their packs.  They had made him their new leader.  As he placed the chalky bread in his mouth he started to cry.  The realization of his new responsibility was almost too much to deal with.  These people for whatever reason had chosen him as their new leader.  He decided that after he ate the little food he had they would do a supply check and figure out what their supplies looked like, then it was a matter of deciding what to do next.  He didn’t know how it happened but he had been promoted and now he could start making the smart choices that could help keep people alive instead of getting them killed.  While he liked to bitch about the people that always placed him and his friends in harm’s way he realized how hard this was going to be.  He prayed that he wouldn’t mess up, too bad.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 27: Four years after the Day
 
                 
 
   Isabel had traveled through the winter bunking in houses she found abandoned along her trip north.  It was a slow process and one that forced her to learn patience.  It wasn’t something that came easy but when there was no other option having patience came easy.  It was like learning a new language, when no one speaks your language you pick up the new one quickly so you can survive.  She still had her rifle and used it occasionally to hunt rabbit and other small game.  The .223 round was a little over board for things like squirrel but it worked just the same.  
 
                 Her hair was longer now, she was thinner and noticed her ribs were showing when spring came and she was able to bathe again in the local streams and lakes she came across.  She found herself following a river to stay close to fresh water and keep a steady supply of food around with fish.  She didn’t know what she was looking for anymore.  She traveled for the sake of traveling.  Her nomadic lifestyle had kept her mind off the loss of her father.  She realized how much of a spoiled brat she was.  
 
                 She was sick with herself for framing John for raping her.  He had only played along with her little game and when he was done playing he left.  Why had she taken it so personally?   She had a hard time dealing with the fact she had sex with Collins when she hated him.  She couldn’t remember what had brought her to think that was a good idea.  She remembered the feeling to revenge and anger, now none of it made any sense.  
 
                 As she pushed through the brush and tall grass along the river she spotted a rabbit bolting out of a bush.  She aimed and fired.  Pushing through the thorny brush she pulled the rabbit out and carried it to her next camping spot.  Houses were growing far and few. Lately her nights were spent out doors with a fire and a lean-to.  She cooked the rabbit, finding some oak branches to add a smoky flavor. She picked every piece of meat off she could find and went to sleep.  
 
                 The next morning she followed the river a few miles and smelled smoke. In the wild a smell like that could carry a long way.  She had no idea how far it was in the distance but wanted to follow the smell up wind.  The smell traveled down the river valley and soon she saw a cabin on top of a hill.  A man was carrying fish up the hill.  He looked familiar.  
 
                 When she realized she was looking at John her heart skipped.  She ducked back behind a tree and watched as he disappeared over the hill.  She slid down the trunk of the tree.  She cried and wondered why.  What was she to do now?  Should she keep walking north?  Should she walk up and say “Hi, I was in love with you, sorry I didn’t grow up.”?  
 
                 She pondered her situation.  The only thing she could think to do was to watch him more and see what was happening.  She climbed the hill hiding behind trees and brush.  When she reached the top she kept the cabin in view but stayed far enough back to not be seen.  She spotted a field and some various plants growing.  Moving in closer she could see young tomatoes, onions, rows of grain, and other plants she didn’t recognize.  Something was moving in the field, she didn’t know if it was John or not.  
 
                 She moved closer.  It was a woman.  Black hair, large brown eyes, tan skin, she was beautiful.  The woman stood up, the round bump of her belly was unmistakable.  She was pregnant.  
 
                 Isabel heard the closing of a door.  John was walking out of the cabin carrying two glasses of water.  He handed the woman one and stood behind her sliding his hand around her body and caressing her belly.  There was no mistaking, it was his baby.  The woman turned around and kissed him.  They were happy.  
 
                 Isabel turned around and ran through the woods as fast as she could.  She felt guilt about how she tried to destroy this man.  She ran to get away, far away.  Where was there to go?  She already was far away from everything and yet she was still running into her past.  
 
                 She ran down the hill to the river.  The same path she had been traveling.  Maybe there was another reason she kept the river within reach.  The other way to forget her past, for good.  
 
                 Isabel looked at the water and walked in.  She left her gear on hoping it would drag her down.  She laid back and floated down stream.  She kept floating and found it hard to drown.  How could this be so hard?  She read about people doing this all the time before the Day.  
 
                 She felt the water speed up.  Then a hard smack.  She was out.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 28: Four years after the Day
 
    
 
   Bruce flung the fishing line into the water flicking it back and forth.  He was starting to get the hang of fly fishing.  He didn’t understand the idea of catch and release.  These days it was purely for food.  He looked over at Aurora and watched as she flung her line into the water.  She was already doing it better than him and yet she was still a child.  He was surprised at how fast she was growing.  The skills that Norah and he were teaching her came quickly.  It wasn’t the same as school but these were things she really needed.  
 
                 Again she pulled back on the line and had another fish.  This was the sixth in the last hour.  He had dealt with this before.  They would go fishing on the lake and she would catch fish after fish and he was barely able to keep his line in the water.  
 
                 “Daddy I got another one,” she said.  . 
 
                 She pulled the line in like before and he stood waiting for the fish to come out of the water.  He would remove the hook from the mouth and add it to the rest if it was big enough.  She was having trouble with it. The fish was pulling her toward the water.  
 
                 “Daddy, this one is hard.” She said looking concerned.  
 
                 “Don’t pull to hard.  Work with the fish but let it know who is boss.”  Bruce was repeating lines his father had told him.  
 
                 “Daddy look,” Aurora said. 
 
                 “Yes honey you’re doing fine,” he said. 
 
                 “No, a girl, look.”  She said looking further in the water.  
 
                 He saw the partial outline of a woman floating by.  He dropped the pole he had in his hand and told Aurora to stay put.  He dived in and swam to the woman.  Hooking his arm under her arm pit he swam back to shore trying to keep her face above water. He had never taken CPR and wondered what to do next.  He crawled out of the water and pulled her to shore laying her on her back.  She was young, maybe early twenties.  She had a back pack on and a rifle slung around her torso. He thought maybe she fell into the river upstream hunting.  
 
                 He tried to check her pulse but didn’t know how.  He saw water in her mouth and decided to try mouth to mouth.  He pinched her nose and placed his mouth over hers.  Her eyes opened and she coughed spitting the water out.  She looked around and saw a man and little girl standing around her.  
 
                 “Daddy you saved her! You saved her!”  Aurora bounced around with her fishing pole.
 
                 The woman sat up and pushed herself away from the two people.  Her eyes were large and in a panic. She felt like her memories were a dream.  Had she truly tried to kill herself?  She removed the back pack and rifle.  Tears ran down her face as she realized what had happened.  Again she had lived and she didn’t know why.  So many people had committed suicide during the first year of the collapse and yet she wasn’t able to succeed at that.  
 
                 Bruce grabbed the rifle and placed it away as he stood behind the woman.  He placed a hand on her shoulder for some comfort.  She turned and grabbed his leg, hugging it.  Bruce lowered himself and the girl embraced him crying.  Aurora dropped her fishing pole and joined the hug. 
 
                 “It’s ok,” Aurora said placing her cheek against the woman’s arm.  
 
                 Bruce didn’t know how long they had sat at that spot like that.  He didn’t know anything about the girl, she could be a threat.  He felt like he should try talking to Norah first before bringing her back to the house.  He did know how to do that.  
 
                 Eventually Aurora gathered the fishing gear and Bruce helped the girl to the house two miles away while carrying her things.  
 
                 They made it back to the house before sunset. Norah met everyone at the door and was surprised to see the new addition to the group.  
 
                 “I see you caught a big one.” Norah said putting a small blanket over the woman. “Come in, we have a fire going.”  
 
                 Bruce looked at Norah and used his lips to say “We need to talk,” without saying the words.  Norah nodded back and took the woman to a seat next to the fireplace.  
 
                 “You warm up here. I’ll find you some dry clothes to change into.  Don’t need to get sick. You look about my oldest daughter’s size before she left home.  I’m sure she still has some clothes here.”  Norah left the room and Bruce walked in behind her.  
 
                 “I have some hot chocolate here for you.  If it tastes weird we used dried milk instead of the real stuff.  We don’t have any cows here.” He said.
 
                 Isabel didn’t say anything.  Shivering she grabbed the cup and it hurt her hands.  Her skin tingled as it heated up too fast.  She sipped from the cup and placed it on the table next to her chair.  
 
                 Norah was in a room down the hall rummaging through a closet in Aurora’s room. Bruce met her in there and quietly closed the room.  
 
                 “I’m sorry I brought her here.  I didn’t know what else to do.” Bruce said.  In his mind it was still Norah’s house and she had the final say of all decisions.  
 
                 “What else were you supposed to do?  If we are not going to help one another then what is the point?”  
 
                 “I think she tried to kill herself.  Plus what if she is one of the cannibals?” Bruce asked.  
 
                 “If she was one of them than you and Aurora would be dead.  It would have been a trap to catch you both.  Besides I doubt they are ever coming back after the last time they stopped here.  We have all been through a lot.  That girl included.  I’m sure we will learn plenty about her in the future but whatever she has been through she needs to get over in her own time.”  
 
                 Norah grabbed the few clothes she found and left the room.  
 
                 Norah placed the clothes on the coffee table in front of the girl.  
 
                 “Some of them are out of date but I think they will fit you.  Oh what am I saying? It’s not like we have style anymore. Take your time and you can change into these when you’re ready.  We will be in the kitchen.  We have a wood burning oven in there too so don’t worry about us.”  Norah said walking towards the kitchen.  
 
                 “Thank you,” Isabel said in a whisper. 
 
                 “You’re welcome.”  Norah closed the door behind her.  
 
                 Norah met Bruce and Aurora in the kitchen where they talked about what had happened at the river.  
 
                 “Daddy saved a girl.” Aurora said excited about the day’s events.  
 
                 “I see that,” Norah said.  
 
                 Bruce sat at the table with Norah telling her about the fly fishing and how Aurora spotted the girl in the water.  He told her about trying to do CPR and how the girl held on to him for so long afterward. 
 
    
 
   Isabel stripped from her clothes and looked at the dresses and jeans that the older woman had brought her.  There were flower pattern summer dresses, jeans, blouses, and a few skirts.  Funny how the clothes that were left weren’t the type to help with survival.  She was going to be happy not wearing the camouflage pants and olive green shirt anymore.  
 
                 “Are you going to be my new mommy?” Isabel heard from behind her.  
 
                 It was the little girl.  The one from the river.  She was dark skinned, with curly brown hair and green eyes.  Nothing about her said she belonged to the man that she was with.  
 
                 Isabel smiled at the question.  Instead of answering she asked her own question. 
 
                 “Is that your dad in the other room?”  Isabel asked.
 
                 Aurora nodded.  
 
                 “You’re pretty.” Aurora said looking at Isabel.  
 
                 It was then Isabel realized she was naked in front of the fire.  She didn’t know how to feel about the little girl looking at her.  It wasn’t a bad look, one of curiosity.  
 
                 “Norah told me to call her grandma if I want.” Aurora said.  
 
                 Isabel was starting to realize that no one at this house was related.  They were working together to try and recreate a family.  Where would she fit in?
 
                 “What is your name?” Isabel asked the little girl.
 
                 “Aurora,” she answered.
 
                 “Aurora, that’s a very pretty name. I’m Isabel.”  Isabel picked the flower summer dress and slid it over her head and shoulders.  The fire had more than enough heat to keep her warm.  
 
                 
 
                 In the kitchen Bruce and Norah continued talking about their new addition to the farm.  Mostly it was a series of what ifs.  
 
                 “Isabel is really pretty.” Aurora interrupted.  
 
                 Norah and Bruce looked at Aurora not realizing she had gone into the other room.  
 
                 “I’m going to see if she needs more hot chocolate.” Norah said.  
 
                 Knocking on the door, Norah entered to see a very beautiful blonde standing next to the fire.  At first she thought her daughter had come back home seeing her in the dress.  Her daughter looked very different twenty years later and after three kids.  
 
                 “Would you like some more hot chocolate deary?” Norah asked.  
 
                 “Yes please.”  
 
    
 
                 Norah entered the kitchen closing the door behind her.  
 
                 “I still don’t know if it’s a good idea she stays here.”  Bruce said still concerned about finding her in the water. 
 
                 Norah took the kettle of the stove and poured some hot water into a cup with powdered chocolate and milk already in it.  Stirring it up she put the spoon on the sink.  She handed the cup to Bruce.  
 
                 “You take it in to her.”  Norah said.  
 
                 Bruce grabbed the cup and opened the door.  
 
                 “Hello?” Bruce said as he walked in.
 
                 He saw the blonde standing by the fire in a flower pattern dress.  Her body shapely, full breasts, and curved buttocks with a tiny waist.  Her legs toned by her travels and her hair curly with a bounce as it dried in the warm air.  She was very pretty like Aurora had said.  
 
                 “Um,” Bruce was confused.  
 
                 “Yes,” Isabel said.  
 
                 “Oh yes, um chocolate, hot. Here for you.” Bruce sat it on the coffee table. 
 
                 “Thank you,” Isabel said.  
 
                 “Bruce,” he put his hand out for a shake. 
 
                 “Isabel,” she replied grabbing his hand.  
 
                 “Yes, Aurora told me.” Bruce said.  
 
                 “She is very cute.” Isabel said.  
 
                 “Yes,” Bruce said, he didn’t understand the response he gave.  His brain was no longer functioning as it normally did.  “I’ll leave you alone now.” he said walking back to the kitchen. 
 
   
  
 

              “It’s okay. You can come back out and talk by the fire if you want.” Isabel said.  
 
                 Bruce nodded and closed the door behind him. 
 
                 “I think she should stay.”  Bruce said staring at nothing in the room. 
 
                 Norah smiled and took a sip from her coffee cup.  After all these years she hadn’t forgotten how to manipulate men.  
 
    
 
                 One week later Isabel had found her place on the farm.  She had her own bedroom. Her chores were a mix of helping Aurora feed the chickens in the morning and tending to the garden.  Bruce did much of the manual labor, turning the soil and adding fresh compost.  Norah tending to the pigs.  
 
                 The days were filled with Norah teaching the other three how to preserve food and cooking skills.  Aurora caught on the fastest.  Bruce secretly dreamed that microwaves would come back along with electricity.  Isabel worked hard at trying to pick up these skills since she never worked in a kitchen before.  
 
                 Sometimes Isabel wondered if she was pulling her weight.  One afternoon she grabbed her rifle and ventured off the farm to try and say thank you to her new companions.  It wasn’t long before she spotted deer tracks close to the farm.  She followed them for a bit, traveling further into the woods she found a small hill overlooking an open space bordering a swamp.  Cutting some shrub and branches down she made a small blind and tried her luck at hunting.  She waited two hours.  The sun was starting to set.  The forest was silent.  Chipmunks were the loudest creature in the woods as they shifted leaves around.  
 
                 Fifty yards away shadows moved and a doe peaked out into the clearing.  It was a larger doe, pushing 160 pounds.  Through the scope Isabel watched the leg muscles twitch as it walked around smelling and digging for fallen acorns.  There were no other deer that she could see.  Flipping the safety off, she took aim and waited for the right shot.  The deer moved sideways giving Isabel a full view of its side.  She aimed behind the shoulder like the other shooters at the Lord’s Army had taught her and fired.  The deer threw its head back, legs buckled, and finally dropped to the ground.  
 
                 Isabel emerged from the blind and walked down the hill.  She took her knife out and began gutting the deer.  Part of her was still grossed out by the act.  She had done it before after she left the city.  She pulled everything out and stuffed the heart and liver back into the body so she could drag it home.  Pulling rope out of her pack she tied it around the legs and head and marched back to the farm.  She felt proud.  She was no longer helping a child with her chores she was now providing for the group.  
 
                 Isabel could see Norah standing at the porch when she came out of the woods dragging the deer.  She couldn’t see her clearly but felt that something was wrong.  Norah didn’t normally stand on the porch waiting for anything.  She was always up to something.  
 
                 Bruce came running through the field.  
 
                 “Did you fire that shot?” Bruce asked.  
 
                 “Yeah. I got this deer for us.  Something different to eat for dinner.”  Isabel said smiling.  She wondered what the problem was.  
 
                 “Did you see anybody else out there?” Bruce continued.  
 
                 “No it was quiet.  Nobody else. Why what’s wrong?”  Isabel said. 
 
                 Bruce helped Isabel drag the deer to the house. Leaving the deer on the porch they went inside where Norah was sitting at the kitchen table.  
 
                 “She didn’t see anybody else but we don’t know if they heard the shot.” Bruce told Norah. 
 
                 “Who’s they?” Isabel asked.  
 
                 “The cannibals.” Norah answered.
 
                 “Are you serious?” Isabel replied. 
 
                 “I’ve seen them.  Dragging people back to their camp like you did with the deer.  Slicing their throats to bleed them out.  These are sick people.”  Bruce said. 
 
                 “We’ve fought them off before.  But whenever they are reminded we are here they come back thinking that things will change for them and they will get a meal.”  Norah said. 
 
                 “I’m so sorry! I just wanted to help.” Isabel said.
 
                 “I know dear.  I’m not mad.  We just need to be more careful from now on.”  Norah said.  
 
                 Isabel nodded.  A look of disappointment covered her face.  She felt like she let them down and worse, put them in danger.  
 
                 Isabel went to her room and closed the door.  She placed her rifle on top of her dresser and fell on the bed.  She covered her face with the pillow and cried into it.  
 
                 “You should check on her in a few.  I’ll take care of the deer.”  Norah said to Bruce.  
 
                 Norah grabbed a few knifes from the cupboard drawer and walked out on the porch.  Using the rope that was used to drag the deer Norah was able to string up the deer from a tree and start skinning and butchering the meat.  She found the heart and liver inside the ribcage and smiled.  She loved liver.  
 
                 “God bless you girl.” Norah said. 
 
                 Bruce knocked on the door to Isabel’s room and waited.  
 
                 “Come in.” She finally said.  Her voice congested. 
 
                 Isabel looked at the window and tried to hide her face from Bruce to keep him from seeing her tears.  She was still lying on the bed.  
 
                 “I brought you some tea,” Bruce started.  “Look, I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner.  I think all of us were afraid you would leave if you found out.  Norah likes you here.  Aurora adores you.  And I like having you around.”
 
                 “Do you like me?” Isabel asked Bruce. 
 
                 “Yes I like you.” Bruce said. 
 
                 “You do?”  Her tears clearing up.  
 
                 “Of course.  Why wouldn’t I?” Bruce said. 
 
                 Isabel stood up from the bed and hugged Bruce.  He placed the tea on top of the dresser and put his arms around her.  She moved her head back and looked at his face.  It was covered with a thin beard and his blue eyes were shining from his dark complexion.  She liked his rugged look and thought he was handsome.  She stroked his hair.  He didn’t know what to say.  She kissed him on the lips.  
 
                 He didn’t fight.  He kissed her back.  She slammed him against the wall and attacked him with kisses.  Bruce slammed the door shut and threw Isabel on the bed where she pulled her clothes off and Bruce did the same at the foot of the bed.  
 
    
 
                 “Grandma!” Aurora ran up to Norah who was busy skinning the deer.  “Daddy and Isabel are fighting!” 
 
                 Norah stopped and listened for a minute.  She heard the panting and groans of passion coming from the house.  
 
                 “It’s ok dear, they are fine.  Nobody is getting hurt.  They just need to let their aggression out.” Norah said as the sound of broken glass rang through the air.  She thought back to those early years with her husband.  
 
                 “Oh ok,” Aurora turned around to go back to the house.  
 
                 “Oh honey, could you help me with the deer?” Norah said coaxing Aurora back to her. 
 
                 “Ok Grandma.” 
 
                 Norah thought it best to leave the two love birds to their activities as long as she could.  Once in a while she heard Isabel calling out.  Norah would smile to herself and think you lucky girl.
 
    
 
                 A week later Bruce and Isabel started taking turns sleeping in each other’s rooms.  They didn’t know why they were hiding their relationship but it seemed like the thing to do. They weren’t married. While Bruce never brought it up he did think to himself how ridiculous it was since there was no way to get married. Still they kept up their practice as long as they thought they needed to.  
 
                 During the day they would eye each other and sneak notes between them as they worked the farm.  One day they even snuck out to the barn when Norah and Aurora were out picking blueberries in the field.  The best part for Isabel was that the sex she was having was nothing like she experienced before.  That day in her bedroom was her first time, pain and all when her hymen tore.  Maybe Bruce thought she was on her period.  She didn’t tell him.  She didn’t know how he thought of her and didn’t want to ruin what they had going.  
 
                 When they were done in the barn Isabel went back to the house to freshen up.  Things were coming together.  She had a family now.  Norah was like a mother.  Bruce would be a good husband and father.  Aurora was a wonderful daughter.  She thought about letting Aurora call her mommy but thought it was too soon.  She went to the bathroom and took some water from the bucket.  She cleaned the hay off her face and pulled it from her hair.  She was sore down there. Bruce made her feel like a woman.  
 
                 Screams came from outside.  Isabel dropped her wash cloth and ran to the window.  Norah was running with Aurora in her arms toward the house.  A group of men were following them through the field.  
 
                 Isabel ran to her room and grabbed the rifle off the dresser.  She stuffed two spare magazines in her pockets and pulled the bolt back loading a round in the chamber.  She ran to the porch and looked down the field through the scope. She counted three men and they were catching up to Norah fast.  Isabel kept the rifle up. Norah was in the way for a clear shot.  Isabel was thinking.  
 
                 A loud whistle rang through the field.  Norah looked at the house and spotted Isabel.  Norah grabbed Aurora and fell to the ground.  The three men cheered at what appeared to be their easy victory.  One of the men pulled out a knife and licked his lips.  
 
                 “Dinner!” He said.  
 
                 A series of three shots rang out.  A red mist exited the torso of each man before they dropped to the ground.  Norah looked back and saw the dead men.  She stood back up and finished running to the house while Isabel kept an eye on the field.  She continued looking through the scope and watched the tree line.  She spotted a man on the outskirts of the trees.  He was watching through binoculars.  Isabel continued to hold her rifle up and flipped the man her middle finger.  The man replied with his finger.  
 
                 Isabel took careful aim, exhaled, and fired.  The shot rang out and the man was holding his hand and running back into the woods.  Isabel kept watching and spotted two more men come to the tree line.  One of the men was wearing an old camouflage hunting hat and the other was sporting a horrible mullet.  The man with the camouflage hat looked at the farm house and made a motion with his finger against his neck.  A slicing action telling her she was dead.  
 
                 Isabel steadied the rifle, exhaled, and fired again.  She hit the man with the mullet,   sending him back into the woods.  If he wasn’t dead he would be soon. She learned at her father’s camp about how the .223 ammo was a tumble round.  The bullet spins and tears up the body as it travels through.  The longer these assholes stuck around the more people she took out of the equation. The man with the camouflage hat went back into the woods and disappeared.  
 
                 She wondered where Bruce was.  What happened to him?  Isabel heard a crash in the barn.  She left the porch and moved to the barn with her rifle up and ready.  She didn’t know what she was going to find but moved anyway.  Isabel turned around and saw Norah on the porch with her shotgun.  Refocusing on the barn she reached the door and saw Bruce on the ground fighting with a man.  There was a knife between them and Bruce was about to be on the receiving end of the blade.  Neither noticed Isabel. She aimed and fired.  The man’s brains flew out the opposite side of his head.  Bruce panted for breath and pushed the body off of him.  Isabel moved around the barn aiming at every corner.  She helped Bruce back up on his feet to find that his arm was cut bad and deep.  They moved back to the house where Norah immediately started working on his arm and bandaging it up.  
 
                 “This is going to need stitches.”  Norah said.  
 
                 “Still have any of that homemade booze?” Bruce said.  
 
                 Norah smiled. 
 
                 “I told you it’s only for special occasions.”  Norah walked to the cupboard and removed a recycled wine bottle and a shot glass.  
 
                 “Are they going to come back?” Isabel asked. 
 
                 “Well, I thought I pissed them off last time.” Norah said getting some silk thread out.   “But you… I think they have a new name for hell now.  You have one talented girl Bruce.” 
 
                 Bruce didn’t know what to say.  
 
                 “Oh come on, like I haven’t heard you two going at it every night for the last week.  I wish I was being kept up at night like that.  Poor Bill, maybe I sent him to an early grave.”  
 
                 Isabel blushed and put the rifle down finally.  
 
                 “How do we get rid of these assholes once and for all?” Isabel asked.  
 
                 The conversation that night covered everything they currently knew about the cannibals.  Bruce remembered there were about a dozen of them when he was watching them for the week before he met Norah.  The numbers fluctuated but they all agreed it was better to guess at a dozen.  The weapons that the cannibals had were a mix of whatever they were able to steal from the people they killed.  They were limited on ammo and not all of them had firearms.  Norah noticed that they were always reluctant to use their guns, either because of the scarcity of the bullets or they didn’t have any.  The guns were for pure intimidation and were not worth anything without the ammo to make it work.  They could not rule out that they were saving ammo for a real fight, so in the end they thought it was best to assume all the guns were loaded and a person with one was a threat.  
 
                 “The three of us can’t go against these guys by ourselves.” Bruce said.  
 
                 “Daddy, I’ll help.” Aurora sat picking up a stick and swinging it through the air.
 
                 “I appreciate that sweetie but this is something that adults have to take care of.”  Bruce said turning his attention back to the conversation.  
 
                 “Well unless we get some help I’m afraid we are going to keep putting up with their crap.” Norah said 
 
                 “I know of someone around here.”  Isabel said.  “Up river, former military, he might help if I ask.”  
 
                 “How do you know this guy?” Bruce asked.  
 
                 Isabel could see he was concerned about their relationship.  
 
                 “Remember how I told you about my father’s church?  He was a member.  He left to come up here.  He’s living with a woman and I think they have a kid now.  No he’s not a threat to you.” Isabel reassured him. 
 
                 “Good, I would hate to add somebody else to the list.”  Bruce said. 
 
                 Norah chuckled and refilled the tea kettle and placed it on the stove.  Grabbing some paper Bruce made a small map of how he remembered the cannibal’s camp and where it was.  He drew a circle where the hill was that he watched them from.  The tree line he drew in and the trails that the members used.  He put the tents in but admitted that they might be in different spots now.  
 
                 “Should I take this to John and try to get him to help?”  Isabel asked.  
 
                 “Can I go?” Bruce said.  
 
                 “I think it would be safer if we had another person here in case they come back.” Norah added.  
 
                 “I should be able to get there and back in a day.”  Isabel said.  “I’ll leave tomorrow morning.  If he comes back with me we will meet here.  Then we can see what kind of damage we can do.”  
 
                 Isabel packed her bag and placed the map and other supplies in it.  Bags of jerky and hard crusted bread filled the main compartment.  She wore layers in case the weather became erratic.  That night Bruce came to her room and she could tell he was trying to give her a reason not to stray while she was away.  She couldn’t remember if they had ever gone for three rounds before.  She finally told him that she needed to sleep and be able to walk in the morning.  
 
                 “I’m sorry babe,” he told her. 
 
                 “Don’t be sorry, holy shit.”  It was exactly what he wanted to hear.  She knew that but she wasn’t lying either.  
 
                 Their night time activities didn’t make anything easier for the next day.  Bruce and Aurora accompanied Isabel the river.  Isabel didn’t recognize it but it was the same spot they had pulled her out of the water.  
 
                 “Be careful.” Bruce said. 
 
                 “I will.” Isabel said placing a kiss on his lips.  
 
                 Bruce pulled her in and hugged her.  
 
                 “Mommy, I’ll miss you.” It was the first time that Aurora had called her that.  Isabel made sure not to correct her.  
 
                 “I’ll just be gone for a day. Then I’ll be back, I promise.”  Isabel bent down and hugged Aurora.  
 
                 From there Bruce and Aurora watched her walk away, up river, and disappear into the woods.  For the first few miles Isabel kept her M4 rifle ready and left the safety off in case the cannibals decided to follow her. She was sure after the first mile she was safe but decided to still be cautious.  The day dragged on and she stopped to have lunch.  Tearing away at some jerky and bread she drank from the stream and continued on her way.  The sun was bright and a breath blew down the river.  The combination gave a sensation of summer and winter at the same time.  She could feel the heat of the sun on her skin and the coolness of the breeze taking it away.  She would have a nice tan after today.  
 
                 Looking towards the sun she could see that it was afternoon.  A few miles further and she hoped she would be at John’s new home.  She worried about seeing him again.  He didn’t know how she had tried to frame him and get him killed.  She didn’t like getting him involved in something that could get him killed.  She didn’t think it was right to ask that of him after what she had done.  The only thing in her favor was that he didn’t know.  She was a different person now.  She hoped he would see that and trust her.  The other three were counting on that.  
 
                 As these thoughts ran through her head she saw the hill before her and the cabin sitting on top.  Smoke came out of the chimney, someone was home.  It had to be him.  He wouldn’t invest in crops if he was going to leave.  
 
                 Climbing the hill she threw the M4 over her shoulder and tried to look as non- threatening as she could.  Reaching the top she looked around and didn’t see anybody in the field.  The crops were mature now.  It was amazing how much time had passed since the last time she had found this place.  Walking in front of the cabin she looked around and still didn’t see anybody.  She wondered if they were out hunting, fishing was out of the question after coming from the river.  
 
                 A wooden creak caught her attention behind her.  A woman was standing at the door to the cabin with an old bolt action rifle.  
 
                 “Can I help you?” She said.  Isabel recognized her as the woman from the field.  She was thinner now.  Isabel assumed she had the baby.  
 
                 “I’m looking for John.” 
 
                 The woman was hesitant to answer. 
 
                 “How do you know John?  How did you know he was here?”  The woman grew more concerned.  
 
                 Isabel had not thought about these types of questions.  She didn’t anticipate not finding John here.  
 
                 “I knew John from back in the city.  I remembered seeing him here at the river fishing a few months back when I was traveling.  I’m not here to cause trouble.  I need his help.”  Isabel hoped that she had explained enough to keep from getting shot.  
 
                 “Leave the rifle on the porch and come in.”  The woman said.  
 
                 Isabel laid the rifle on the porch next to the door.  She unloaded it and took the round out of the chamber.  
 
                 “Ok if I bring these in so that nobody uses it on us?”  Isabel asked. 
 
                 The woman had not thought about other people being in the woods.  
 
                 “Yes bring the bullets.  Leave the rifle.”  The woman stood back and held her rifle close to her.  
 
                 “What is your name?” Isabel asked trying to break the ice.
 
                 “Let’s wait for John ok?”  The woman said. 
 
                 “It would just be nice to call you something.” 
 
                 A cry called out from a make shift crib next to the bed.  A small baby, Isabel could see the arms up as it cried out.  The woman looked instantly at the baby then at Isabel.  
 
                 “How about you go check on your baby.  I’ll stay here and you take the rifle with you.  While you are over there we can talk ok?”  Isabel offered. 
 
                 The woman nodded.  
 
                 “Ok, I’m Fatima,” The woman said. 
 
                 Isabel felt better getting something out of the woman.
 
                 “Fatima, I’m Isabel. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
                 Fatima placed the rifle against the wall and pulled the baby out of the crib.  
 
                 “Boy or girl?” Isabel asked.  
 
                 “Boy, his name is John after his father.  I’m sorry I must feed him.”  Pulling her shirt up Fatima pulled her breast out offering it to her baby.  
 
                 Watching, Isabel had the desire to have a baby of her own.  She figured it was a matter of time before she was pregnant with Bruce’s baby.  They had no protection, and with as often as they were together, it was a matter of time, unless she already was.  
 
                 “How do you know John?” Fatima asked again.  
 
                 Isabel paused, she didn’t want to lie. She figured she had to word everything perfectly.  Then she decided to be direct and not try to deceive her.  
 
                 “He was with my father’s church.” 
 
                 Isabel could see the fear in Fatima’s eyes.  She had stopped moving and looked like a deer in headlights.  Isabel decided to carry on and further explain.  
 
                 “It was for the better for John.  Everyone from the church is dead now except for me. I went north to try and get away and start over. Somehow I came across this spot and saw John again.  I live down river with a family. Norah who owns the farm, Bruce, and a little girl named Aurora. They are my family now.” 
 
                 “I came here because I need help, we need help.  I don’t know if you have ever encountered them but there is a group of people that travel around and kidnap people to eat.  You live less than a day away from us so I figured John may want to help to keep you safe.”  Isabel was suddenly cut off.
 
                 “Safe?  Safe?  What do you know about safe?  I had two little boys before everything happened.  Two perfect little boys.  Do you know what happened to them?”  Fatima said. 
 
                 Isabel dreaded hearing what was to come next.  
 
                 “A group of men went to their daycare and gathered all the un-pure into the yard.  My boys who were seven and five were seen as a threat, children.  Who did they hurt?  Then in the backyard they were lined up and shot.  They didn’t bother burying them, they were thrown in a pile and left.  Your father, the Lord’s Army did that.  Where were you when people needed help?  Where were you when little children were being shot?” 
 
                 “I’m sorry.” Isabel couldn’t hide the tears running down her face.  Her stomach hurt and she had trouble breathing.  
 
                 “Sorry! I don’t care about your friends!  As far as I’m concerned you all deserve to be eaten.  Get out! GET OUT!”  
 
                 Isabel ran out the door into the yard.  She dropped to her knees and let out her pain, fear, and guilt about her past.  Her body shivered and she dropped her face to the soil.  The earth absorbed her tears.  
 
                 “I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY!” she screamed to God, she looked up and wondered if there was anybody there.  Was this his punishment for how she turned a blind eye?  She was guilty of so much.  She never tried to talk her father out of his murderous rampage.  She never tried to stop any of it.  As long as it wasn’t happening to her then it didn’t matter.  Now the shoe was on the other foot. 
 
                 “Isabel?”  A voice said. 
 
                 She looked up and saw John standing in the yard.  He was carrying a group of rabbits and some quail.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.” She said over and over again.  
 
                 John put the rabbits and quail down.  He lowered his rifle and his pack.  
 
                 “Hey what’s going on?”  John said.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She started to hyperventilate.  She tried to stand up.  As soon as she was on both feet everything went black.  
 
                 
 
   Isabel woke up to the sound of voices but she couldn’t understand what they were saying.  The words were throaty and relied on exhales, it sounded Arabic maybe.  She looked around and realized she was still at John’s cabin.  There was no light coming in through the windows.  It was night time.  Light came from a fire place and some candles around the cabin.  She still felt light headed or like she had a hangover.  
 
                 She looked over at the voices and saw Fatima looking back at her.  Fatima said something to John and pointed.  John spoke back in the same language and Fatima walked away to the other side of the cabin.  John walked up to Isabel.  
 
                 “How are you feeling?” He asked.  
 
                 “I don’t know.  How badly does she want to kill me?”  Isabel asked back.
 
                 “I’m surprised you were given the chance to wake up,” he said.  “I know why you are here, Fatima told me.  Look I don’t think you would have come here unless you really needed help, plus I think that you’re trying to make up for some things in the past.”  
 
                 Isabel started to tear up again.  
 
                 “Look, I’ll help if I can.  Eventually those assholes might make it over here and then Fatima and little John are at risk.” 
 
                 “You have a beautiful son, and Fatima is gorgeous. I can’t believe my father…” She started breaking down.  
 
                 “Look, things haven’t been easy for anybody the last couple of years.  What we can do is work towards making them better.  If that means taking out a bunch of cannibals, so be it.  At least I can use my skills to do some good.  I’m not going to leave Fatima here if I go to help you.  Is this farm safe for her and John?”  He asked. 
 
                 “Yes.  Norah is really nice.  We have supplies if you need any.  There is a little girl there too.  She called me mom before I left.  Plus, Bruce.” Isabel said. 
 
                 “Bruce?” John said. 
 
                 “Yeah he’s… he’s my guy.”  She said.  
 
                 “Well good. Good for you Isabel. It’s about midnight. We all need some rest if we are traveling tomorrow.” 
 
                 “Wait, what were you speaking to each other in? What language?” Isabel asked.  
 
                 “Farsi, Fatima is Persian. I learned it when I was in Iraq.  Figured I would get shipped to Afghanistan later and it came in handy when we came across Iranian militants in the country.” 
 
                 “I didn’t know you spoke Farsi.” She said. 
 
                 “Why would you?”
 
                 John stood up.  He walked over to Fatima and talked to her in Farsi.  She looked reluctant of what he said but nodded her head in agreement.  He kissed her and they held each other.  Suddenly Isabel missed Bruce.  
 
    
 
                 The next morning they packed their bags and John carried twice as many supplies since Fatima refused to let anybody carry little John.  John was ok with it.  He understood her desire to protect their child.  The hike wouldn’t be too bad.  John would take several breaks since he also carried his M4 rifle and a few hundred rounds of ammo.  Isabel said he didn’t need that much but he felt better having it as insurance and in case anybody broke into the cabin while they were gone.  Fatima carried her rifle with her and John even considered using it for the mission ahead.  It was a higher power and nobody could hide from it if he was firing it.  The Mosin-Nagant was a simple bolt action with a powerful round that can make cinder blocks explode.  The M4 was great for close quarter action. If you’re sniping people at a distance than the Mosin was his preferred weapon of choice.  
 
                 During the hike Fatima would talk to John in Farsi to make Isabel feel left out.  She didn’t want to have her involved in any part of the conversation.  John understood it.  Each time it happened, it added to the guilt that Isabel felt.  
 
                 Late in the afternoon Isabel realized they were at the spot where she was pulled from the water.  
 
                 “This way.” She said turning towards the farm.  It was still a mile away but everything looked familiar and she was home.  
 
                 As they emerged from the tree line the field and the house came into view.  
 
                 John was impressed with the size of the vegetable garden.  He could smell the pigs in the distance and heard the clucking of chicken.  He turned to Fatima. 
 
                 “They have chickens.”
 
                 Fatima rolled her eyes.  For once it was his wife back to normal for a few seconds.  
 
                 When they came to the end of the field the back door opened and a little dark haired girl ran out. 
 
                 “Mommy!” Her arms were up as she ran. 
 
                 Isabel dropped all of her gear and ran up to meet her.  
 
                 “Mommy! I missed you.” Aurora said. 
 
                 “I told you I wouldn’t be gone long.” Isabel said.
 
                 The door opened again and two more people came out to greet them, a man and an older woman.  
 
                 “Bruce and Norah?” John asked. 
 
                 “You must be John?” Norah replied.  “Is that a baby?”  
 
                 The excited old woman came off the porch and quickly walked up to Fatima.  Fatima back up a few steps unsure what was happening. 
 
                 “Oh how precious. Boy or girl?” Norah asked.
 
                 “Boy.” Fatima said. 
 
                 “This is Fatima and John, my son.” John said introducing them. 
 
                 “Oh he has his mother’s eyes, so beautiful.  He will be such a ladies man when he grows up.  If he has his mother’s beauty then all the women will be in trouble.”  Norah continued.  Little John grabbed her finger and cooed.  
 
                 Everybody went into the house and gathered in the living room.  Norah threw together some lunch and everybody ate as they discussed the trip.  Of course the fact that Isabel’s dad was responsible for genocide was left out.  Bruce could sense tension between Fatima and Isabel.  He guessed it had to do with a past relationship.  He figured he would ask Isabel about it later.  Knowing that Fatima was at the house he was confident that Isabel was faithful.  
 
                 John, Norah, Bruce, and Isabel went into the kitchen after lunch and sat at the table to discuss their plan.  Bruce told John about the time he watched the cannibals for a week and what they did.  He gave details of the camp and how it was set up.  How many people there had been.  He even told in detail how they killed their prey.  Bruce wanted John to understand what he was getting involved in.  
 
                 “Sounds like Iraq all over again.” John said.  
 
                 “Here is what I’m thinking.” John took the map that Bruce had supplied.  “I think a two man team can set up on this hill here.  Bruce, you spent a week there so I could use your help to get set up.  These trails here are where all the runaways are going to head when bullets start flying.  Now if we are going to do this we need to know that everyone in their camp is present.  I can try to keep most of them in the camp until it’s over but odds are some will get away.  Norah, I understand you’re pretty handy with the shotgun so you can set up along one of these trails and pick them off easy while they are in a panic.  They won’t expect anybody to be there.  Isabel, since you learned how to shoot you can join Norah as cover and help keep them in the camp from the opposite side.”
 
                 John had everyone gather all the guns and ammo to see what their supplies looked like.  Norah appeared to have a stash of hunting rifles that Bruce had never seen before. He was sure there was still more that she was hiding.  All together they had two M4 rifles, the mosin-nagant, a double barrel twelve gauge shotgun, a pump action twelve gauge with a scope, John’s 9mm pistol, a .38 special that Norah pulled out of hiding, and finally an old muzzle loader that Norah’s husband liked to deer hunt with. 
 
                 “Ok here is what I’m thinking.  We can’t have both of us firing in opposite directions.  We will end up shooting at each other.  So if the two of you set up here by this trail then you cover this range of fire.  From the hill Bruce and I can cover the entire camp and this back part.  It should cover everyone.”  
 
                 John looked at the ammo.  Over a hundred rounds of twelve gauge slugs, fifty rounds of buck shot, three hundred rounds of bird shot.  For the M4s they had over 2000 rounds of .223 full metal jackets, the .38 had about one hundred rounds, the 9mm John brought five full magazines that carried 17 rounds each.  The mosin-nagant had two hundred rounds with it that he brought.  It seemed like a lot for a mission to kill a twelve man team. If there was anything that John learned in Iraq it was to be prepared for anything.  
 
                 After they finished their plans Norah and Isabel prepared dinner.  
 
                 Fatima stayed in the living room watching over little John who was now starting to crawl.  Aurora asked Fatima all kinds of questions and Fatima taught her some words in Farsi.  Aurora liked how the words sounded and repeated them.  Fatima wondered if she would still remember them after she was gone.  She was happy to meet Aurora and now didn’t feel so bad about helping these people.  She felt some guilt about what she said the day before but it was near to impossible to forgive Isabel for the death of her sons.  
 
                 That night the house was crammed.  Norah still had her room to herself but it was her house.  The other two rooms had Bruce, Isabel and Aurora in one and John, Fatima, and little John in the other.  Little John was still waking up often at night and with the inside walls not insulated it woke everyone up.  
 
                 The next morning saw a very cranky Norah fixing breakfast and everyone else half awake.  
 
                 Once breakfast was finished John was back to work.  He packed his bag and double checked all the weapons.  He loaded all the guns himself and made the ammo pouches.  Everyone would have what they needed when the shit went down.  He helped Bruce pack his gear and get his gun ready.  
 
                 For the first three days John and Bruce would wait on the hill and make sure they knew who everyone was and that when they attacked they were all present.  On the third day Norah and Isabel would meet them at the hill and figure out where they would set up for the attack.  After that it was a matter of waiting for the first shot from John.  
 
                 John gave Fatima the .38 special to keep on her while she stayed at the house.  The 9mm was given to Isabel along with her M4 rifle.  Norah had the pump action shotgun.  John carried the mosin-nagant and the .50 caliber muzzleloader.  Bruce was in charge of the second M4 and the double barrel twelve-gauge in case things became close range.  
 
                 Fatima and John hugged before he left, they spoke in Farsi and everyone guessed at what was said.  “Come home in one piece.”  
 
                 Marching out Bruce led the way.  He admitted that it was dark when Aurora and he were running away.  He remembered being found the next morning and knew what side of the farm he had come from.  He never forgot where the cannibal’s camp was.  
 
                 An hour later they emerged from the woods to a hill with tall grass growing on it.  
 
                 “It looks the same as I remembered.”  Bruce said.  
 
                 John told Norah and Isabel to stay put and stay out of sight.  Bruce and John slowly moved up the hill until they reached the top. Staying in the grass John looked down to see a camp with about a dozen tents set up around a main camp fire.  Four people were currently out doing things, the rest remained a big question mark in John’s mind.  
 
                 “Ok I’m going to talk to Norah and Isabel, tell them to go back home and meet us in three days.” Bruce nodded and John slid back on his belly.  Moving down the hill he made sure not to be seen.  
 
                 “The camp is over there. So stick to the plan. Go home, don’t kill one another. And we will be back in three days.”  John looked at Isabel. 
 
                 “We will be fine.” Norah said.  
 
                 Norah and Isabel hiked back home and Bruce and John started their job of keeping track of the camp.  It would be a long three days for everyone.  
 
                 John and Bruce didn’t talk at all that first day.  They wrote everything.  As part of a two person scout recon team in Iraq, John was very good at communication without talking.  They established that first day there were nine people in the camp.  The next morning two more came out of the woods and joined the camp.  John couldn’t tell if they were hunters that failed or if they were on recon missions for future hunts.  They kept track of the guns they saw and so far spotted a .22 that John was not concerned about and a bolt action .223 that could even the odds for the cannibals if they were able to get their hands on it and knew how to use it.  John guessed at the ammo size by the bullets that were in a sleeve on the butt stock.  
 
                 Day two Bruce became more comfortable and started trying to talk to John.  
 
                 “How did you know Isabel?”  Bruce whispered.  
 
                 John wrote down his answer, went to the same church.  Bruce knew a bit about her father’s church but didn’t really understand what it was after the collapse.  
 
                 Bruce wrote back, what did you do at the church?
 
                 John wrote in answer, security.
 
                 Bruce left it at that.  He didn’t know why he still felt that John was a threat.  A wife and child were waiting for him back at the farm.  After this he was going back home and living out his days however he wanted.  Bruce was hoping to live his out with Isabel.  Maybe it was the uncertainty of their relationship that he was uncomfortable with.  Maybe it had nothing to do with John.  
 
                 John perked up.  He wrote down a question, did you say the leader wore a camouflage hat?
 
                 Bruce replied, yes that’s him.
 
                 So far the count at the camp was eleven.  Bruce and John would take turns backing down the hill and doing their business in the woods.  They would cover it with leaves the best they could.  John remembered the days where he would only eat peanut butter and hold it in for days at a time to not be seen or smelled.  Coming back to the base he would find any kind of laxative that he could get his hands on and spend hours in the latrine.  
 
                 That night a group of cannibals marched out into the woods.  Before sunset they came back with two bodies.  John ever questioned the story that Isabel gave him about cannibals.  Now he was happy she sought him out to take care of these Neanderthals.  It had been a long time since he felt like he had done something truly worthwhile. Growing food and hunting were one thing, helping the world as a whole was another type of high.  
 
                 That night Bruce and John took turns napping on the hill.  John never really slept. He was back in his old routine.  At times Bruce swore he could see John with his eyes open in the moonlight.  
 
                 The next morning John watched as the cannibals came out of their tents and took chunks of meat off the people they had killed the night before.  They stood around talking and telling stories like things were normal.  John thought about how fucked in the head these people were.  If he didn’t have to wait for Isabel and Norah to come back he would start unloading the mosin right now.  Everybody they had seen at the camp was present.  All thirteen people were at the camp and from their notes they were not missing anybody.  
 
                 John rolled on his back and started loading the muzzleloader.  It was his back up gun for his sniping job.  If he needed to shoot and the mosin needed to be loaded he could shoot the .50 caliber to buy himself some time.  Then while he was taking down targets Bruce could reload the muzzleloader. They had a two man system set up.  They only had to remember it for things to work. 
 
                 It was late in the morning when Isabel and Norah showed up.  They crawled up the hill and met Bruce and John.  
 
                 “What the hell happened to your eye?” Bruce asked Isabel.  The purple and brown skin around it told most of the story.  
 
                 “Fatima feels better.” Isabel said.  
 
                 “I was hoping she would behave.” John said.  
 
                 “She did pretty good from what I saw.” Norah said.  
 
                 “Tell me about it later.” John said. 
 
                 “Are those…” Norah asked looking at the dissected bodies by the fire. 
 
                 “Yeah.” John said. 
 
                 “So when do we kill these assholes?” Isabel asked.
 
                 “They are all there. So you two, I want by that tree line over there.  Once I see you’re in place you wait for me to fire.  Then pretend you’re shooting fish in a barrel.”  Norah nodded and the two of them crawled back down the hill.  
 
                 “You’re wife has some spunk.” Bruce said.
 
                 “That’s why I love her.” John said loading five rounds into the mosin-nagant. 
 
                 John watched through the scope as Norah and Isabel made their way to the tree line. He watched the camp to make sure nobody noticed them.  
 
                 “Ok, remember what I said.  Anybody runs to the trees shoot them first.  Discourage anybody from trying to leave.  Work your way to the center of camp.  If you see anybody duck tell me where and I’ll either scare them out or shoot them. Clear?” 
 
                 “Clear.” Bruce said. 
 
                 John looked at the camp through the scope.  He wanted the first obvious target.  He wanted the man in the camouflage hat.  If there was one thing he learned about war it was to take out leadership and create confusion.  At first John couldn’t find the man. Then he appeared.  He didn’t have to have a head shot.  With the Mosin he could settle for a body shot and whoever was hit would bleed out in twenty minutes.  He watched the man with the camouflage hat for a few seconds.  Then he looked at Bruce, the eyes said to him, “ready?” John turned back and put the cross hairs on the man with the camouflage hat.  He watched as the man walked around the camp looking at the girls in the group.  His rifle draped over his shoulder from the sling.  The man was making plans for later that would never happen.  John pulled the trigger.  
 
                 From that moment on, time slowed down for everyone.  The man in the camouflage hat dropped.  John had aimed for his stomach.  The screams of pain would put fear into the hearts of the rest of them.  Plus the man was in the middle of the camp and could be put down with a second shot if needed.  
 
                 John looked for a second target.  A man was running towards the woods opposite of Isabel and Norah.  John put him down about half way to the tree line.  Another man was following and turned around once his friend was hit.  John chambered the next round.  He knew two out of the twelve were dead so far.  He heard shots coming from the tree line.  Norah and Isabel were busy.  He wondered how many they had hit so far.  Bruce was working his way through his first thirty rounds.  
 
                 “Make them count.” John said.  
 
                 He looked back through the scope and saw the man with the camouflage hat.  His arm was raised, most likely calling for help.  From a tent behind him a woman kept trying to reach out to him but was a good fifteen feet away.  Dirt kicked up from her feet when she approached.  John figured it was gun shots from Isabel.  John put the cross hairs on the tent where the woman was hiding and fired.  An arm dropped to the dirt in his view, not moving.  
 
                 A blur moved across the scope and John looked around.  A man had run out and grabbed the rifle that the man with the camouflage hat was carrying.  He raised it and fired at the tree line.  He fired one more time before a mist of red sprayed out from his torso.  Norah must have blasted him.  That was four so far confirmed by John.  
 
                 “Concentrate on the outer sides of the camp.” John told Bruce.  
 
                 Shots were ringing out but mostly from the camp.  The rest of the camp must have grabbed their guns.  John heard some .22lr and shotgun rounds going off but nothing being shot towards them.  John reloaded his rifle topping off the five round magazine.  Then he looked at the tents and decided to try firing into them and seeing what popped out.  The first shot he fired at a yellow tent on the outskirt of camp.  
 
                 “Yellow tent, shoot anything that moves.” John told Bruce.  
 
                 John fired.  For a second nothing happened.  Then there was movement. A man ran out, pistol in hand.  He wasn’t hit, yet.  Bruce took aim and fired.  The man fell face first into the dirt.  
 
                 “Holy shit I hit him, I hit him.” Bruce said.  
 
                 “It’s not over yet.”  John said.  “Blue tent, same thing.”  
 
                 John put the crosshairs on the blue tent and fired.  Two people ran out, a man and woman.  The woman ran towards the tree line and she was hit by a blast of buckshot to the chest.  Norah was now two for two.  Bruce shot at the man running, he took two shots but finally got him on the third.  
 
                 “That’s seven from my count.”  John said.  
 
                 John looked at the bundle of tents in the middle of the camp.  It was the last refuge for the people still hiding.  
 
                 “Put a few rounds into that batch of tents and let’s see if we can drive them out.” John said. 
 
                 Before Bruce could pull the trigger a woman ran out and aimed a bow at the hill.  She released her arrow and both John and Bruce were left watching the arrow sore through the sky towards them.  As it fell both of them dropped their rifles and rolled away from each other. The arrow struck between them and the woman was notching a second arrow.  
 
                 “Fuckers” John said as he crawled quickly to the muzzleloader. 
 
                 He pulled the hammer back and placed the blasting cap on the nipple.  The woman pulled her arm back and John aimed.  She fired her arrow.  John stayed put and fired the rifle.  The delayed firing was strange after shooting the Mosin and M4.  A cloud of dirt kicked up behind the woman and she turned around to run.  The second arrow landed in the hill in front of John and Bruce.  
 
                 John grabbed the Mosin and Bruce crawled back to his previous position.  John found the woman in his sight and fired.  She was almost to the tree line. 
 
                 “Four more, now shoot up those tents.”  John said.  
 
                 Bruce started to empty his M4 into the tents.  It wasn’t a controlled burst.  He was erratic.  John waited.  
 
                 Bruce was empty and John kept his sights on the tents.  Nothing happened.  
 
                 “You think they’re done?” Bruce said.  
 
                 “If I could I would drop mortars on it.” John said.  
 
                 They waited in the sun.  John told Bruce it was a waiting game.  Patience would prevail.  The longer they waited the more these people would feel safe and come out into the open.  Then they heard the sound of someone behind them.  It was Norah. 
 
                 “What are you doing here?” John said. 
 
                 “Isabel was hit.  She needs to get back to the farm.” Norah said. 
 
                 “How back is it?” John asked.
 
                 “She’s bleeding really bad.  She’s keeping pressure on it but Fatima needs to see her if she is going to make it.” 
 
                 John thought for a minute. 
 
                 “Ok give me the M4.  Both of you get Isabel back to the farm and I’ll be behind you.  I’m going to make sure that this is over with.”  John said.
 
                 “I can go with you, clear the camp.” Bruce said. 
 
                 “No, I’ll do it. I have enough blood on my hands.” 
 
                 John grabbed the M4 and placed a new magazine into it. Bruce and Norah carried the muzzleloader and Mosin-Nagant back with them down the hill.  John put the rest of the magazines into his tactical vest and walked down the opposite side of the hill towards the camp.  He felt like he was back in Iraq. 
 
                 He kept the M4 up at all times.  Where he turned it turned.  The sight was never not aligned with his eye.  He moved around the camp making sure to not get him-self surrounded by survivors.  He spotted two that were dead in their tents.  Most likely from Bruce’s shots early on.   He kept moving, taking in everything as he moved.  His heart raced.  His breathing was slow but heavy.  He came to the man with the camouflage hat.  He was dead now.  Lying in a pool of his own blood.  John pulled his knife out and plunged it into his heart to make sure nothing came back to bite him in the ass.  
 
                 He moved on to the inner tents.  He made sure the sun was in front of him so his shadow wouldn’t give away his position.  Keeping the rifle up, he moved to the tent “doors” and pulled the first open, empty.  
 
                 The next tent was riddled with bullet holes.  He moved quickly and found another dead body inside.  It looked like Bruce almost matched his kill count without trying.  
 
                 There was one last tent.  And still one last person left unaccounted for. John remembered stories of guys that were too cautious and let their guard down.  He moved in slow and pulled the flap back.  
 
                 A woman stared at him.  Blonde, young, frightened.  She shivered.  She knew she was going to die.  John raised the gun and aimed at her.  One to the head would make things quick.  He aimed.  He couldn’t pull the trigger.  He lowered it then raised it again.  The girl didn’t move.  Frozen with fear.  
 
                 “Get the fuck out.” John said.  
 
                 The girl didn’t move.  She stared at him doe eyed, shaking.  
 
                 “GET OUT!” John yelled.  
 
                 The girl started to move then bolted out past him.  She ran but then stopped.  John kept an eye on her.  She turned around.  
 
                 “Thank you, I wasn’t like them.”  She said. “Thank you.”  
 
                 She turned around and ran off.  
 
                 John wondered how many people might have been kept against their will.  He tried to forget the question so he could sleep well at night.  Number twelve was running away and his job was done.  A young girl was not going to be a threat.  Even if she was lying there were no supplies here to attack with.  These people were desperate.  They didn’t eat people because they liked it.  It was because they didn’t know what else to do.  
 
                 John refocused and raised his M4.  He moved out of the camp and stopped at a tree.  He pulled a sheet of paper out of his pack and nailed it to the tree.  The sign read:
 
                 THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS TO CANNIBALS
 
                 The camp would stay, the bodies would stay, a long term reminder of the penalty for such an act.  John walked into the woods and spotted a patch of blood in the leaves.  It must have been Isabel’s.  He started to run back to the farm. He hoped to catch up to them before then.  
 
    
 
                 Norah was the first to reach Isabel.  Holding her rifle in hand Isabel was still alert and looking for more people to come at her.  
 
                 “Honey, it’s ok.  It’s over.” Norah said. 
 
                 Isabel put the M4 down and continued to put pressure where she was shot.  Her side burned and she was losing blood.  The bullet went through and left a large hole toward her back.  Norah wrapped a scarf around her and tied it.  
 
                 “This should help with the bleeding.” She said. 
 
                 Handing one of the rifles to Norah, Bruce picked up Isabel and carried her on his back towards the farm.  They walked as quickly as they could.  Bruce’s legs burned and he breathed hard as he pushed himself to Isabel’s salvation.  
 
                 “Bruce,” Isabel said. “If Fatima doesn’t want to save me, I understand.” 
 
                 “Don’t talk like that. Why wouldn’t she want to help you?” Bruce said.  
 
                 “I don’t want to tell you. You would think differently of me. I don’t want you to remember me like that.”  Isabel said. 
 
                 “It’s going to be ok.” Bruce said as he left Norah behind and picked up the pace.  
 
                 Reaching the farm, Bruce hollered out for Fatima. She came out on the porch and spotted Bruce carrying Isabel.  Aurora came out on the porch. 
 
                 “Pretty lady, what’s happening?” Aurora asked. 
 
                 “Go inside Aurora, it looks like I have some work to do.”  
 
                 Fatima ran into the kitchen and cleared the table.  Grabbing the medical supplies out of the cabinets she started preparing things for a gunshot wound.  She was still scrubbing her hands when Bruce brought her into the house.  
 
                 “Put her on the table and remove her top.”  Fatima said.  
 
                 Bruce pulled and tore at Isabel’s shirt.  The blood was more visible now.  Bruce was able to lie to himself before, but now he was face to face with the facts.  
 
                 “I don’t care what she did before, please help her.” Bruce said to Fatima.
 
                 “I’m a doctor, what she did doesn’t matter.” Fatima said. The look on her face was professional.  In a matter of minutes she was transformed back to the person she was three years ago.  Her days in the ER had come back to her.  
 
                 Fatima poured hydrogen peroxide into the wound to see how clean it was.  She saw the exit wound and tried to figure out how the tissue was and if any of it needed to be removed for the healing process to start.  
 
                 “How much blood has she lost?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “I don’t know.” Bruce said feeling helpless and useless. 
 
                 Fatima looked irritated.  She filled a large pan with water and started boiling it.  Then she found some salt and added a measurement to it.  
 
                 “I need tubing and a needle.” Fatima said.  
 
                 Bruce ran through the house trying to find materials to use.  Then Norah came back. She was out of breath and dropped the guns next to the door.  
 
                 “How is she?” Norah asked.  
 
                 “I’m trying to make saline solution but I need some kind of tubing and a needle to administer.” Fatima said.  
 
                 “I already have it.”  Norah said.  
 
                 Norah walked to the basement door and went downstairs.  When she came back up she had a bag of saline and some tubing with an IV kit.  
 
                 “Will this do?” Norah asked.
 
                 “No different than working in Africa.” Fatima referred to the items being expired. 
 
                 Fatima was able to get the IV started after the second try and then hung the bag from the light above the table.  She continued to clean the exit wound and trimmed some of the flesh off that would cause infection.  
 
                 She covered the wound in gauze and asked Norah and Bruce to find something to carry Isabel to bed for rest.  Isabel remained unconscious during the whole ordeal and finally woke up the next day.  She had gone through two bags of IV solution and the bleeding had slowed down to a more moderate pace.  The bed had a layer of plastic under the sheets to keep from ruining the bed.  
 
                 John finally reached the farm house after dark.  He wanted to make sure there were no surprises following him home.  Fatima looked exhausted and was still covered in blood on her hands and torso.  John hugged her anyway. 
 
                 “I was worried.” Fatima said. 
 
                 “I will never leave you.” John said.  “If I’m late it is because I’m doing things right.” 
 
                 “It doesn’t make me worry any less.” Fatima said.
 
                 John kissed her and hugged her.  
 
                 It was about a week before Isabel was awake and talking normally.  Aurora never left her side saying that she wanted to look after mommy.  Fatima used what antibiotics they had to prevent infection from setting in.  
 
                 “There isn’t much so make sure you don’t get shot.” Fatima told the others at dinner one night. 
 
                 When Isabel was finally up and moving that was when John and Fatima went back home with little John.  Fatima left instructions on how to take care of Isabel until she was fully recovered.  Norah gave John and Fatima a parting gift.  A few hundred seeds were added to their collection for the garden.  Plus three chickens and a rooster were given to start a steady supply of eggs and protein.  It was a large haul. The chickens were in a wooden cage.  The bulk of the cargo was the hard part, but they were able to carry it.  The chickens would be worth it.  They both knew they needed them and while it was exhausting they finally managed to get the chickens back to the cabin.  
 
                 John spent the next day building a hen house and fencing in the garden and yard to keep the chickens in.  The chickens would have free reign to the vegetable garden and supply fertilizer to the plants and offer pest control. Fatima was excited to have fresh eggs to eat every morning for breakfast. 
 
                 “Now all we need is a cow.” John said joking. 
 
                 Fatima gave him a dreaded look.  Then she smiled.  She may still have those city urges of dreading farm life but she had accepted that this was the new life that people were a part of.  
 
                 
 
                 The next spring Bruce stopped by John and Fatima’s cabin.  They were told that Isabel had fully recovered and that they were expecting their first baby.  Norah sent some more heirloom seeds to them.  In addition to the seeds was a hand written note about Norah starting a farmers market in the old town.  It was now four years after the day in D.C. and now civilization was starting to get back to some kind of normal.  
 
                 “She figured that after we took care of the cannibals that it should be safe to start a trading center.  Plus she said that Fatima could start some type of clinic there and see patients every week.”  Bruce said.  
 
                 It wasn’t a bad idea.  
 
                 “What about security.” John said. 
 
                 “Well, what else are you going to do?” Bruce said to John.  
 
                 The first day for the market was a few weeks away.  Well after the first spring harvest would have started.  People would be able to know what was surplus and what they needed.  It was a smart move on Norah’s behalf.  Bruce and Isabel were being sent around the country side to find farms and other communities that would want to trade.  The people trading would set prices and after the first month standards would be set to make sure there was no arguments about price.  Old U.S. currency was no longer accepted.  Norah was trying to figure out how much precious metals were worth compared to the items that would be offered.  
 
                 On opening day Norah attached a wagon to her largest pig and marched it to the market.  The cart was loaded with fresh greens, garlic, seed potatoes, and grains from the previous season.  She also brought knitted blankets she made over the winter and other handmade crafts.  Bruce came along with a minimum of arms to be present and try to keep order.  
 
                 While they were both afraid that things would break down, the market functioned magically that first day.  So much so that Bruce manned the booth for Norah while she went out into the market to make connections with other vendors.  One of the booths she found was an expert in precious metals and gem stones.  
 
                 He was an older man named Russell.  He was alone and yet he kept a huge collection of gems and jewelry.  
 
                 “How do you still have all of this?”  Norah asked astonished at his collection.  
 
                 “I owned a shop before the collapse.  I opened it when I retired.  We were robbed a few times before I got smart and added all kinds of security.”  Russell said. “Then when I saw what was happening with the economy, I went back to the things that my parents did during the cold war.  I invested in food and water.  Stored away supplies like they were the investments that I collected.  So when things went south I was set.  My wife died a few years before so it was just me.  My kids never came, most likely dealing with their own problems, and I understand that.  When I heard about the market I decided that I would give civilization a shot again. How did you survive?”  
 
                 Norah took a seat next to Russell and told him about the farm.  She noticed that 
 
   many people at the market were discussing things in past tense.  “How did you survive the collapse?” was a common question.  People didn’t appear to acknowledge that it was still happening.  Instead they talked like they were coming out of it.  Maybe the market and community that it brought was exactly what they needed.  
 
                 “So how do you trade for food with all of this?  The market value must be astronomical.”  Norah asked Russell
 
                 “I have no idea what the value is.  There is no communication with the outside world. This, right here, is the basics of economics.  The value something has is set with what two people trading set it.  If I offer a ruby for a bushel of apples the vendor has to think if it’s a fair trade.  If I offer a piece of silver for an entire booth of food, it’s the same question.  Some will say that the trade is unfair if they take it because you can’t eat the silver.  It depends on what is important to the person.  Look at our old economy.  People would rather pay for cable TV than make sure they had enough food on the table.  It’s about priorities.”  
 
                 “Russell, I’m trying to set standard prices for things to make some order in the market in the next month, can you help?”  Norah asked. 
 
                 “Sure. I’ll keep and eye out for how things are trading.”  
 
                 By the end of the month Norah had signs posted around the market stating the recommended price for items.  There was the silver and gold standard prices then examples of trade like how many rounds of .22LR would be traded for canned goods.  It was a guess but it helped guide people in their daily trades.  
 
                 Because of the market scavenging became a new profession.  Individuals would search the countryside for abandoned houses and take whatever they could carry to the market for trade.  There were many cases were people would come home and end up shooting a person scavenging through their property.  It became common for people to post signs around their property stating:  Scavengers will be shot on sight. 
 
                 This was to help people know that it was a new sign since the old No Trespassing signs no longer applied.  
 
                 By the end of the season Norah saw a change in the market.  People who were once isolated and leery of others coming to their booths were now talkative and polite.  In some cases booths that were once individuals were now couples working together.  Babies started showing up to the market the following year and produce was becoming abundant.  
 
                 There were arguments over time.  Bruce would have to separate people at times and later trades would either fall apart or there would be a compromise.  Bruce never had to use his firearm though.  The only shooting that took place for the most part was hunting.  Except for scavengers that would trespass on private property people were no longer shooting each other for basic supplies.  Cannibals had not been seen since the camp was wiped out and some people started forming small church groups together.  After five years and millions of people dead things were finally starting to go back to normal.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28: Five years after the Day
 
                 
 
   The length of his beard and the size of his pack had traded in size.  Chuck was no longer the man he vaguely remembered.  His shotgun was gone, having run out of shells for it last year.  Occasionally he would come across a weapon with ammo but it didn’t last long.  While the population appeared to have died off in a way he never would have thought, the people who remained fought over what little resources were left and were quick to eliminate any challenges along the way.  Chuck’s pack held few items these days. Food, fire starter, salvaged goods, the list of wants and needs changed quickly after he first left his house.  He ditched the tent that he had after it became torn and he could no longer repair it.  Not long after he realized it was better to build a lean-to and camp that way.  The loss of the added weight was a big difference even though the tent was light weight in design.  On his belt he carried his knife and a pistol that he found after witnessing a gun fight between two gangs.  
 
                 One of the men died a few feet away from him as he hid in the tall grass.  He quickly grabbed the gun from the man’s dead hands and searched for any extra ammo he could find.  This was how he was able to find most of the supplies that he had on him. The knife was a SEAL pup design that he found on a body in a house he took shelter in.  Whenever possible he would trade up for a better tool and leave behind the old items for someone else who was less fortunate than him.  
 
                 Fishing became his new way of bringing home dinner.  The fish population appeared to explode and the water appeared cleaner as time went on.  
 
                 His reflection in the water showed his beard, now touching the middle of his chest. He remembered the homeless people he would see in the city before the Day.  Now everybody was like them.  He cleaned up the best he could, bathing in the cold water.  With his beard and long hair he found himself praying every time for shampoo.  
 
                 After his bath he built a lean-to.  These days he could construct one in a matter of minutes.  When his bed and shelter were complete he would start a fire with a flint and steel kit.  When he had time he would work on the friction method of fire starting in case he ever lost his kit.  
 
                 Collecting his catch of two bass with the traps he set out he gutted and cleaned the fish, stuffing them with wild onion he found on the trails and cooking them over the fire.  
 
                 Out of hunger he learned to enjoy as much of the fish as he could.  He even learned to pick out the eye’s, something that he read years before was a delicacy and now was one of his favorite parts.  A hungry man can learn much when food is limited.  
 
                 Chuck slept with his pistol next to his head and his knife on his belt.  It was common to wake up during the night to leaves and sticks moving only to see a raccoon searching for the left over fish that he had eaten for dinner.  
 
                 The next morning Chuck would put the fire out, tear down the lean to and be on his way.  Breakfast was a thing of the past and there were many mornings he would crave coffee and wish for a hidden bag discovered on his journey.  It wouldn’t matter if it was bad or spoiled he would still try to heat it up and drink it if he ever found any.  It never happened though.  Coffee was gone, never to be seen again in these parts.  
 
                 Whenever he came across a house he would search it.  He had a system of searching that made it quick and simple.  The direction he moved in through the room.  He had learned how to find every nook and cranny there was and move on knowing he had not over looked anything.  Even years after the Day there were still things to find in a house that had been overlooked.  Simple hand tools like needle nose pliers for removing a fish hook or a few unused plastic bags with a zip lock to keep items dry while on the road.  He was amazed what others had left behind but thankful they did.  
 
                 In the woods he made his way north.  It felt like a safe direction at the time.  He remembered most people traveling south during the first year and figured the less people the better.  There were still houses and resources north, if only a few people traveled that way that could mean more for him to find, maybe even that lake house he was hoping for in the beginning of all of this.  
 
                 He soon found himself on a road.  The streets still existed, cracked and dilapidated.  He traveled easily on foot to a place he did not know.  He wasn’t sure where he was exactly, he was sure he was still in the same state, if states still existed.  The road never stopped and his feet did the same.  He realized he was following a highway and every couple of miles would see highway markers and signs that meant little these days.  When he came to an exit he decided to leave the highway and walk towards the nearest town.  
 
                 The gas station was rusted over and abandoned, shelves empty and bare.  The markets looked the same. He didn’t waste his time with the buildings and instead walked to the downtown area to find any maps he could get his hands on.  
 
                 The town was quiet.  A few times he spotted deer grazing in the yards of houses and thought about taking one down for dinner.  He hated killing deer not having a way of preserving the meat and wasting most of it.  He walked several blocks and began hearing noise.  It sounded familiar.  He couldn’t place it.  It was a sound from before.  It was the sound of people, many people.  He ran to the nearest house and moved behind the tall un-kept grass.  He moved toward the sound, sprinting across empty streets and finding a space that looked like a market place.  Steel roofs and wooden multi-level tables covered in fruit, vegetables, house wares, and clothes.  People moved around from booth to booth bartering and haggling over prices.  
 
                 Could this be real? Was he hallucinating?  He watched the people.  There must have been dozens of them, maybe a hundred.  Some were drinking wine out of bottles. Others had sandwiches with meat and vegetables.  His mouth watered and he found himself being pulled in the direction of the market.  
 
                 He was out in the open, naked in the street.  His bag felt heavy and his feet tired.  He moved to the crowd and someone finally noticed him.  A man came out of the group holding a rifle pointed towards the ground.  
 
                 “Can I help you?” The man said.  He was maybe in his thirties and fit. 
 
                 “Is this real?” Chuck asked. “Are you real?” 
 
                 “It’s real.” The man said. “I’m John.”  He put his hand out taking it off the handle of the rifle. 
 
                 “Chuck,” he said putting his hand into John’s and shaking it staring at the food and goods on the tables.  
 
                 People were watching.  It wasn’t the first time that someone had come out of the world and discovered the market or the community that was living here.  There were others that had done the same thing but ran back into the wild.  
 
                 “How?  How?” Chuck said pointing at the goods. 
 
                 “Gardens, farms, scavenging. We use anything we can find. You’re welcome to stay.” John said.  
 
                 Chuck grabbed an apple from a booth and smelled it.  Then bit into it and cried.  The owner of the booth was about to yell at the man but John waved them back.  Rules were in place but getting people integrated back into society was more important than getting paid.  
 
                 “Come, why don’t you get checked out by our doctor?” John insisted.  
 
                 At a booth sat a woman with black hair and tan skin.  Chuck noticed she was most likely Middle Eastern or Indian.  He didn’t care.  He didn’t know doctors still existed.  She took his blood pressure and listened to his pulse and breathing.  She asked other questions like when was the last time he had eaten.  Chuck was under weight.  His hygiene was good and didn’t appear ill.  
 
                 John explained to Chuck how they traded and bartered for items at the market.  Chuck thought about all the items he had passed up in the past year because he couldn’t carry it.  He could have been a rich man, but that wasn’t over for him.  This was a new chance to start over.  He could create a life here.  
 
                 On a table Chuck saw bread and eggs being offered for sale.  He took his pack off and opened it shuffling through various items.  He found a pocket knife he had kept for the tools and offered it to the merchant.  They looked it over, inspected the blade then nodded in agreement.  Chuck took a small loaf of bread and four eggs.  
 
                 John showed Chuck to one of the houses that had not been claimed yet and let him look it over.  Complete with a fireplace and basement for a root cellar it was perfect as a new home.  
 
                 “This can be mine?” He asked. 
 
                 “It’s not close to the market but you have heat and food storage for winter.”  John said.  
 
                 Chuck wasn’t accustomed to sleeping with anything but a lean-to these days.  He pushed the couch close to the fireplace, already planning for the night ahead.  
 
                 “Tomorrow if you want, I’m sure that some of the women wouldn’t mind giving you a haircut.”  John added. 
 
                 Chuck put his hand through his beard.  He had not thought about women either.  
 
                 “Single women?” He asked.  
 
                 “Many of them are.” John said.  “But the doctor is my wife.  Many of the guys around here have their eye on her, but she’s off limits.” 
 
                 “Understood,” Chuck said.  
 
                 “I’m sure the women that are interested will let you know, nobody around here is shy about that these days.  If you don’t mind the market is closing in a bit and I’ll be heading home.  Are you all set here?” 
 
                 “This is more than I’m used to having.”
 
                 John nodded and headed out the door.  
 
                 Chuck found a frying pan in the kitchen left from the previous occupants.  He started a fire in the fireplace and cooked the eggs over the fire.  The nonstick pan worked fine without oil or butter and he sliced the bread making a sandwich.  He had craved one since he spotted the guy eating one at the market.  He let the egg yolk drip down his beard and ate the sandwiches until he was full.  Placing another log on the fire he crawled on the couch and fell asleep.  It was the first time he slept without clothes on in three years.  It was the best he had slept in years.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29: Three years after the Day 
 
   West Coast, Southern California
 
    
 
                 Walking through the streets of Hollywood was a dangerous act years ago as Hank already knew.  Now it was a matter of knowing what gangs rules each part of town.  Hank was unlike most people that still lived in Hollywood.  He didn’t carry a weapon and instead used his other talents to carry on in his town that he called home.  
 
                 It became easier to find records after the collapse.  Large collections could be found in apartments where people died during the flu epidemic and the starving period from supplies no longer being shipped across the country.  Hank was a man of the older times.  While others were trading their CDs for digital downloads he still kept all of his vinyl, tapes, and Cds.  He was a radio DJ and not only did he work for a radio station before the collapse but he also functioned as an underground radio host on his own frequency.  
 
                 After the collapse and the EMP that wiped out most communication, Hank put together his own studio and cranked out music for hours a day.  People started pulling their old battery operated radios out of the garages and basements and soon they would find Hank’s station every night for several hours.  He became a legend. 
 
                 DJ Crash was his name for the show, yet most people around town knew who he was.  They would bring records to him and he would promise to play whatever they asked in exchange.  Soon these requests were creating his play list and work was being done for him.  The other thing he did for the public was announce the news through the airwaves.  If gangs were at war he would warn people to stay out of different neighborhoods.  If supplies were being handed out by church groups or make shift national guards then it was announced on his show.  He became the new source for information and entertainment across the city.  This gave him free reign over the town.  He was untouchable.  To kill Hank was a death sentence to anyone that dared.  
 
                 In the basement of his town house Hank shuffled through his record collection and pulled out a few dozen albums and shorted through them for his play list.  Flipping the switch for the battery power he watched the equipment come to life and started his show.
 
                 “Welcome to the Apocalypse!  DJ Crash here for the next few hours on band width 89.9 FM.  Tonight is a special night.  A treat for many people that miss the good old days of sitting your ass in front of the TV and watching hours of mindless television. You now have the chance to relive those days at the Mann’s Chinese Theater.  With the addition of a few solar panels and older real operated projectors you can watch some of the classic films of the old days.  Tonight’s feature Enter the Dragon.  Admission is of course trade of some kind.  Canned goods, bullets, and condoms.  I’m sure they will take whatever you have.  In celebration of this event I’m playing a classic from one of my favorite bands, Black Flag and their classic song TV Party.”  Hank flipped the switch and placed the needle on his vinyl copy of Black Flag’s album Damaged.  
 
                 While the song played he set up the next song on his second turn table and waited to switch the inputs.  
 
                 A buzz rang out in his studio.  It was only to be used for emergencies.  Someone was at the door outside.  He waited for the song to end then flipped the switch and started the next track, Jimi Hendrix with Machine Gun.  
 
                 Hank climbed the stairs and opened the slot at the door.  It was a neighborhood runner.  The other form of communication after the collapse was old fashioned runners.  On foot pony express types that were once bike messengers but the roads were never kept clean enough to allow bikes to travel.  
 
                 “What is it?” Hank said. 
 
                 The messenger slid a note through the slot.  Hank unfolded it and read the message.  
 
                 CHINESE ARMY ON SHORE AT THE L.A. DOCKS. MASSIVE FLEET.  SETTING UP CAMP. 
 
                 “Thanks I’ll get the word out.”  Hank said closing the slot.  
 
                 Going back into the basement Hank thought about the news he received.  Machine Gun was still playing and he thought about his next song.  Flipping the Black Flag album over, he readied the next song with Rise Above.  At the end of Machine Gun he readied himself for going back on the air. 
 
                 “Welcome back to the Apocalypse, I am DJ Crash here in the studio.  Have you ever noticed that once you get your shit together and things finally start going good at home you have company that stops by and tries to fuck everything up?  Well America we have company.  Our friends from the east have decided to stop by for a visit and set up shop on the L.A. docks.  Are they here to help or settle?  I don’t know about you but I’m not interested in finding out.  Now if it you’re listening to my show then you probably know that in the past I’ve spoken out against the fighting between the Crips and Bloods in the past years.  Well, what better chance for peace than focusing their attention on someone else.  Really I should thank the Chinese for showing up on our shores because without them we would still be killing ourselves.  So Crips, Bloods, here is your chance for greatness. Stop aiming your guns at one another and put the Chinese back into the ocean where they should be.  My next track is a special one to celebrate the event.  Rise Above by Black Flag from their Damaged album.  I hope you enjoy this.  I will let you know of any other news as I get it here at 89.9 FM.”  
 
                 Hank flipped the switch and started playing Rise Above.  He received constant news from runners the rest of the evening.  He started announcing more news than playing music by the end of the show.  Fighting had erupted on the docks and the Chinese were pushing into the city. What started out as an easy invasion had turned into a total bloodbath.  
 
                 In a few days Hanks show had turned from news and entertainment to a way of groups communicating with each other on position and the front line of the war.  Hank was the first to call it such.  Gangs had turned into militias and former drug cartels became the basis of a home defense force.  Turf wars before was practice for a real war with a real enemy.  The difference was that the gangs had home field advantage.  
 
                 Hank remembered the outcomes of recent battles and yet the Chinese were able to push further into the city with no way of cutting off reinforcements and supply lines.  Hank knew it was a matter of time. 
 
                 It wasn’t long before Hank heard the sounds of gunshots outside and artillery was being dropped in the city.  His building would shake and he wondered how long it would be until his solar panels would be destroyed.
 
                 The fighting was becoming intense outside.  Hank played Rage Against the Machine’s Battle for Los Angeles in its entirety.  Then the time came that he dreaded.  
 
                 He heard the pounding on the door.  It wasn’t the code of knocks that he had set for the messengers.  He heard the hollers in Chinese outside.  Cutting the last song short Hank went back to the microphone.  
 
                 “I apologize for this fellow listeners. It appears that I have some unwanted company here at the studio and this might be my final broadcast. I want to thank everyone that has helped me throughout the years to keep this show going.  All the great runners that kept this thing going.  Everyone that brought me records to play and of course all my listeners out there.  I love you all.  This is DJ Crash checking out.”  
 
                 Hank flipped the switch and placed his final record on the turntable.  The End by The Doors.  A suiting end to his career.  He also left the microphone on so his listeners could hear his final moments.  Hank remained in his chair until his door was finally broken down.  Red army soldiers flooded in, AK rifles in hand.  Their green uniforms looked like something out of an old Vietnam movie.  They yelled at him in Chinese.  
 
                 “I don’t understand you!” Hank said.  
 
                 One of the soldiers, a younger member, started talking in broken English.
 
                 “You down, shit head!” The soldier said. 
 
                 Hank kneed down in front of the desk.  Behind his back he grabbed a remote with a switch on it.  He flipped the plastic cover open and waited.  
 
                 “You terrorist against people’s army, you’re sentence is death.” The young soldier said as they raised their AK-47s at Hank.  
 
                 “Last words?’ Hank said.
 
                 “You beg?” The young soldier asked,
 
                 “Fuck You!” Hank screamed.
 
                 Hank flipped the switch and the room exploded.  The blast exited out the door and pushed the above floors up in the air breaking the support beams.  The entire building collapsed back down onto itself creating a tomb for the studio.  The entire city was able to hear Hank’s last words of defiance.  
 
                 That day the Chinese army was pushed back two miles towards the shore.  It didn’t last long but the anger of Hank’s death had inspired an offense that made the Chinese army think twice about coming to America.  Unfortunately the Chinese army was here to stay. 
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