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— 1 — 
 
    Joe Birch stretched lazily on his lawn chair, adjusting his body for maximum comfort. The sun baked his otherwise pale skin to a crisp red, just the way he liked it. He was sure the burn would turn into a glorious golden tan, perfect to show off the trip to his co-workers. He and Meg, his wife of three years, had scrimped and saved every penny since their wedding to be able to afford the cruise. He knew it would be a once-in-a-lifetime dream vacation for them. Even though they weren’t able to afford a room with a balcony, they spared no expense on drinks and side trips in the various ports they visited. Turning to Meg, he smiled as he watched her sleep. She had an amazing ability to doze off on airplanes, lawn chairs or anywhere else she wanted, something he always envied about her. 
 
    He moved his hand over the soft skin on her arm, noting that her skin was no longer slick from the sunscreen they had applied earlier in the morning. She roused dreamily, on the edge of sleep. 
 
    “I’m going up to the bar. Do you want anything?” he whispered. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll take a mojito and some chips,” she said with a slight smile. 
 
    “You got it. Be right back.” 
 
    The towel under him stuck to the sweat on the back side of his legs as he got up. Sweat dripped down his face and back. He tried not to fling sweat off his face onto the other vacationers on their lawn chairs as he navigated his way to the pool bar. 
 
    A calypso band played loudly, pulling him into the rhythm of their music. He snapped his fingers and then caught himself, feeling foolish. Being on the cruise had a way of making him let go, but he’d prefer not to make a spectacle of himself. Normally, Joe was a very reserved, almost bookish sort of guy. He worked as an IT tech at a small company. Although he didn’t graduate from college, his time in the Navy had taught him everything he needed to know to keep the systems at work up and running. His boss, another Navy veteran, allowed him to frequently attend workshops to improve his knowledge, leaving him no doubt that he had transferable skills should things go wrong at work. 
 
    “Hey, Mike! How’s it going today?” he said to the bartender. 
 
    “Fantastic! Another day in paradise. What can I get you?” 
 
    “We’ll take one mojito and one Bud Light—trying to keep it real.” 
 
    “You got it, man.” 
 
    Joe watched as Mike set about the task of making drinks. Over the week, he and Mike had become fast friends. Joe wasn’t sure if they were friends because of the alcohol or because they’d be friends in any situation. It didn’t matter to him either way. He enjoyed talking to Mike and had gotten great ideas for inexpensive shore excursions from him. 
 
    “You got any plans for the last day of your vacation?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Oh brother, you had to remind me. Does it really have to end?” 
 
    “You know what they say, all good things come to an end. Besides, how long can you really go on drinking at ten in the morning?” Mike smiled. 
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’d be able to go for a lot longer than one week! You looking forward to heading back into port?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. My wife is meeting me at the pier with the kids. I can hardly wait to hold the baby and play with our son.” 
 
    “Do you have time off when we get back?” 
 
    “Not really, just a day, but I’ll take it. Any time I can spend with them, I’ll take.” 
 
    “Remind me where you live?” 
 
    “We live in Lawrence. Just about an hour inland from the port. You guys are in Stevensville, right?” said Mike. 
 
    “Yep, just a short drive back for us. That’s why we picked this cruise—saved a ton on airfare.” 
 
    “Can’t beat that. You need anything else?” said Mike as he placed the drinks and chips on the bar. 
 
    “Not yet, but you know me, I’ll be back,” said Joe with a wink. 
 
    Walking back to the chairs, he couldn’t help but feel a combination of love and pride as he looked at his wife. She was without a doubt the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Her dark hair and green eyes had seduced him from the very first time they met over five years ago. The impromptu work party was not something he usually would attend, but his boss wanted everyone there, so he reluctantly went. Meg had been visiting her friend, one of his colleagues, so she attended the party as well. It took him several months to work up the nerve to ask his colleague for her number. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful! You finally awake?” he said, handing her the drink. 
 
    “What do you mean finally? What time is it? I feel like we just got here.” 
 
    “Nope. We’ve been baking for a couple of hours now.” 
 
    “Geez. Vacation time again. I feel like things seem to speed up the closer we get to home.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding. I’m mentally just hanging onto every second we have here.” 
 
    “Me too. The trip has been amazing. I love being here with you. It has been so nice to see you this relaxed. You’re like a totally different person out here.” 
 
    “I feel relaxed. Not much to do but drink and enjoy. You want to swim a little?” 
 
    “Sure, I could use a cool-off. I’m broiling.” 
 
    Meg got up from her chair and adjusted the straps on her tiny bikini, drawing the admiring eye of nearly every man poolside. He couldn’t help feeling very territorial at moments like this. Leaning in, he kissed her on the lips and stroked her shiny hair. 
 
    “What was that for?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I just love you.” 
 
    “I love you too. And I’m so happy that we were finally able to go on our honeymoon.” 
 
    “It only took us three years, but who’s counting?” He smiled. 
 
    Letting go of her hand, Joe took one flying leap into the deep end of the pool. The cannonball caused a massive wave on the deck, splashing Meg. Breaking the surface, he knew he’d pay for that one, but really didn’t care. 
 
    “Hey! Thanks!” said Meg, referring to her wet middle. 
 
    “I thought you were getting in?” 
 
    “I am, but I needed a minute.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t now! Jump in!” 
 
    Joe swam away and watched Meg slice through the water in a perfect dive. She was a talented swimmer who had been on the high school swim team. Meeting her as she came up, he embraced her and kissed her again. She wrapped her arms and legs around him and allowed him to float her around the pool. Joe nibbled on her ear as they moved through the water. 
 
    “You want to go back to the room before lunch?” he whispered in a breathy voice. 
 
    “You know I do,” she said, kissing him. 
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    Meg sat on the tiny stool in their stateroom as she put on her makeup and did her hair for the evening. The room was a small interior room with very little space to move around, but she didn’t care. Most of their time was spent outside the room. Besides, choosing an interior room helped them to save money on the trip. Even though the room was small, Joe had allowed them to splurge on its location so they could be on a high deck near the pool. Being below the waterline didn’t sit well with him, something about his days on an aircraft carrier. She didn’t care either way, but had to admit the location gave them great access to the restaurants and pool, just perfect for midafternoon naps and other things. 
 
    Joe turned over on the bed, letting out a loud snore. His snoring was something she couldn’t get used to. At times, she was certain the neighbors could hear the erratic nocturnal sounds coming from her husband. Glancing at her watch, she decided it was time to wake him up for dinner. They were assigned the eight-thirty seating at the dining room, and it was just after eight. 
 
    Nudging him, she said, “Hey there, sleepyhead. Time to get outta here.” 
 
    He barely moved and didn’t seem to rouse from sleep in any discernible way. She decided to be a little more rigorous in her efforts. 
 
    “Joe, time to get up or we’ll be late for dinner,” she said in a louder voice. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost eight ten. If we don’t get down there, Brett will eat all of the breadsticks again.” 
 
    As she suspected, the threat of losing out on even a single calorie scared the penny-wise Joe out of bed. He rubbed his eyes and sat up groggily. 
 
    “We could just order room service. You know it’s included, right?” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Nice try, lover boy. I intend to be out and about on our last night of the cruise, not cooped up in here, as tempting as that sounds. You want me to grab drinks for us while you get ready?” 
 
    “Sure, Mike should be serving at the bar near the buffet line. How about if I meet you there? We can pick up some drinks and make our way downstairs to the main dining room,” he said, tossing his shirt on the bed. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. You want your usual?” 
 
    “Of course. No sense in reinventing the wheel now.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him softly, lingering for a moment. 
 
    “You sure I can’t convince you to stay in and get room service?” he said, touching her chin. 
 
    “I’m sure. They’re having the midnight chocolate buffet tonight and I intend to be there!” 
 
    “Only a foolish man would get between his woman and a chocolate buffet,” he said as he slapped her behind. 
 
    “See you at the bar.” 
 
    She walked down the corridor to the buffet bar as the ship swayed gently under her feet. When they were planning their vacation, she had been concerned about the movement on a ship. She thought the motion would give her seasickness, something she’d experienced as a child. Joe had assured her that the size of the ship guaranteed that the voyage would be mostly smooth unless they hit unexpectedly rough seas. The weeks before the cruise she’d found herself taking breaks at work to study the weather maps for the areas they would be traveling through. For the most part, the seas around the islands were calm this time of year, just as Joe had predicted. And, as he predicted, besides the very first day, when the ship left port, she barely noticed the subtle movement of the vessel. 
 
    The buffet bar was their favorite predinner stop. They would grab their usual drinks and linger, talking to Mike. Tonight was no different, except she planned to drink a little less in order to save room for the chocolate buffet. Normally, she didn’t allow herself to indulge in sweets. In particular, during the months leading up to the cruise, she’d put herself on a very austere diet of mainly fruits and vegetables and little else so that she would fit into her bikini. After the cruise, she knew she would be back to her normal routine, making her relish the thought of enjoying the chocolate buffet even more. 
 
    “Hey, Meg! No Joe?” asked Mike. 
 
    “He’s on his way. I thought I’d grab the drinks since we’re running a little late tonight for our dinner seating.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Two rum and Cokes?” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “Did I miss anything?” asked Joe as he walked up to her. 
 
    “That was fast. I thought you’d be another fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “I couldn’t leave the most beautiful woman on the ship alone for that long.” 
 
    Mike set the drinks on the bar. Meg loved rum and Coke. She could drink it every day, and most days at work she felt like she needed a few just to make it through the afternoon. She worked as a nurse’s aide in a nursing home. The working conditions weren’t great, the pay was low, and the work was exhausting, but she loved it. She enjoyed caring for the elderly. They were rare jewels to her, each one precious in his or her own way. 
 
    Clinking glasses with Joe, she said, “To our last night!” 
 
    “May it be just one of many we enjoy on vacation together!” said Joe as he tapped her glass. 
 
    She took a long sip of her drink, noticing right away that Mike had given them long pours of rum. Glancing at her watch, she said to Joe, “We’d better get to the dining room.” 
 
    “See you soon, Mike. We need to be heading down to the dining room. You working later?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Sure thing. I’m at the Starlight Lounge until two a.m. They’re having a stand-up comedian show tonight. You should plan to go. She’s really funny.” 
 
    “That sounds really fun. See you then!” said Meg as they turned to leave. 
 
    The main dining room was several stories below the buffet deck. They usually took the stairs since the elevator always seemed to be busy ferrying people from the low levels of the ship to the upper decks. Once again, Meg was grateful to Joe for splurging on a room near the action. Otherwise, half of their vacation would have been spent on one of those elevators. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll serve for dinner?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Something good, I’m sure. The food has been amazing. I think I’ve gained about ten pounds on this vacation, if that’s even possible.” 
 
    “If you did, I’m not complaining. You seem to gain in all the right places,” said Joe with a wink. 
 
    The dining room was packed tonight, as if everyone on the ship had the same thought: they wanted to live it up for one more night. Their assigned table was a six-person round table in the middle of the vast ornately appointed room. They had been assigned two other couples to sit with during the formal meals. One of the couples, a newlywed pair, had showed up for the first dinner, but then never appeared again. However, the middle-aged couple, Brett and Nancy, were in attendance every single night. 
 
    “Oh great, Brett and Nancy are here. I was hoping they’d at least skip tonight. I’m tired of seeing them every night,” said Joe. 
 
    “Oh, come on. They’re not that bad.” 
 
    “As long as I don’t listen to all of his banter about the stars, it’s fine, I guess.” 
 
    The maître d’ escorted them to the table and pulled out the chair for Meg. 
 
    “Madam,” he said with a flourish as he seated her, draping her napkin over her tanned legs and handing her a velvet-jacketed menu. “Sir, may I interest you in the wine list?” he asked Joe. 
 
    Joe glanced at Meg to see what she wanted. Meg quickly shook her head. She planned to stay with rum and Cokes. No need to switch now. 
 
    “Nope. We’ll just grab a couple more rum and Cokes.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I’ll send your waiter right over,” he said with a polite nod. 
 
    “Was I not supposed to order drinks from that guy? I never seem to know who does what in this place,” said Joe mostly to Meg. 
 
    “They do seem well staffed, I’ll give ’em that. I think on any given night at least four staff members attend to our table,” said Nancy in her usual Southern drawl. 
 
    “What’re you kids up to the rest of the evening?” asked Brett. 
 
    Meg shifted uncomfortably for a minute. She hoped Brett was merely asking to be polite and not intending to invite himself and Nancy along for the evening. She knew Joe would never agree to spend time with the couple outside of the obligatory dinner. He had even suggested they take their evening meal at the buffet just to avoid them. However, she would not entertain the thought. The grand dining room with all of its formality was something Meg wouldn’t miss, even if that meant sharing each dinner with Brett and Nancy. 
 
    “We haven’t decided yet. What about you guys?” said Joe. 
 
    Meg smiled at him conspiratorially. She knew he was thinking the same thing. Another reason she loved him. He always seemed to keep pace with her thoughts. 
 
    “Tonight we have the rare opportunity to view what is predicted to be a very large meteorite shower. The conditions at sea are perfect for stargazing, especially tonight. We have a clear night ahead of us. Our telescope is set up to the perfect angle; all I need to do later tonight is pull it out onto the balcony. It promises to be an amazing night,” said Brett excitedly. 
 
    “The meteorite shower is one of the primary reasons we took this cruise. In the past, we’ve ventured to dark sites to view the stars. However, this time, we decided to do something a little different and far more comfortable,” said Nancy, holding up her wineglass in an air toast. 
 
    “You should be able to see the show from one of the top decks. Just try to find a dark corner as far from the ship’s lights as possible, or you can pop down to our cabin for a real treat.” 
 
    “We might take you up on that. What room are you in?” asked Meg. 
 
    She could feel Joe’s foot pressing gently on hers, warning her to stop. 
 
    “We’re in room 1247. Come by anytime. We’ll probably be awake watching the show until around three a.m.” 
 
    “Thanks very much for the invite. We’ll see how the evening progresses for us,” said Meg, smiling. 
 
    Meg had no intention of going to their room and knew Joe would never go. However, Nancy and Brett seemed so sincere and kind that she wanted to appear more engaged than Joe. He merely sat staring off into space whenever they talked about stargazing or government conspiracies. Eating dinner with Brett and Nancy for the past five nights had exposed her to more conspiracy theories than she thought possible. Even Joe’s brother, Jeff, an end-of-the-world survivalist, had nothing on Nancy’s conspiracy theories. The woman was possibly the most paranoid person Meg had ever met. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that evening, stuffed full of rum, Coke and chocolate, Meg and Joe walked along one of the upper decks. The strong evening sea breeze gave Meg a chill. She pulled her sparkly shawl around her bare shoulders and snuggled closer to Joe. Somehow he was always warm despite their surroundings. The noise from the various bars and restaurants receded as they moved along the length of the ship to a quiet, cozy corner. 
 
    “I’m so stuffed even though I saved plenty of room for dessert at dinner. The chocolate buffet was amazing! I have never seen so much dessert at once. And the chocolate fountain, wow. I could have dipped strawberries in that all night. I’m not sure how I’ll get back to eating normally. All of the food we’ve eaten on this trip has put me into a type of holiday-eating food frenzy,” she said. 
 
    “That’ll end pretty quick once we have to make and clean up our own food. Nothing kills culinary ambition more than the thought of cleaning the kitchen afterward. If we ever go on another cruise, remind me to see if we can pay extra to eat at one of those small two-person tables. I don’t think I could endure another vacation with a couple like that. You know I have no intention of going to Brett and Nancy’s room, right?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I know. I just felt bad for them. They’re so geeky in such a sweet way.” 
 
    “Geeky is the right word. I never saw two people more into a hobby than those two.” 
 
    “I think it’s sort of sweet. They love stargazing. It’s nice. We should have a hobby.” 
 
    “You’re my hobby. Doesn’t that count?” said Joe, turning to kiss her. 
 
    They kissed and enjoyed the last few minutes of the night air, knowing this would be their last vacation for a while. 
 
    “I think we’re lucky to have never run into them near our room. They’re in 1247; I think that’s just down the hall from us,” he said. 
 
    “Well, after tomorrow we won’t ever see Brett or Nancy again, so maybe we should go to their cabin for a ‘real treat,’ as Brett said,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “I’ve got a real treat planned for you in our room,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Smiling coyly, she pulled him toward the staircase that would lead them one deck down to their stateroom. 
 
   
  
 



— 3 — 
 
    Mike Jensen wiped down the bar top and put away the clean glasses, setting up the Starlight bar for tomorrow’s crew. Not every bartender did this for fellow servers. Some of the guys would leave the place a mess, too busy to get off their shift to be considerate of the next person. Mike never left the workstation in disarray after his shift. He had been bartending for as long as he could remember. It had been the only job that he was both good at and enjoyed. Finding the position on the cruise ship allowed him to make more than he would on dry land and to travel to exotic ports. Before getting married, he’d traveled with the ship on their repositioning cruises across the Atlantic and then all over Europe. It was on one of those repositioning cruises that he met his wife of eight years, Sharon. 
 
    Sharon was a singer and piano player who had accompanied the cruise for a transatlantic repositioning. The cruise lasted nearly twenty days. The days were long and boring for him since there were not as many passengers on board compared to a shorter cruise. People didn’t seem to want to be on the ship for so long with nothing to see but the great blue ocean. Although bored, he developed a sense of awe for the vastness of the ocean during those cruises. He also fell in love. He would never forget the first time he heard Sharon singing. She was playing at the small piano bar outside one of the specialty dining rooms. As expected, the crowd was thin, but Sharon seemed to be playing for herself, not an audience. At one point, when no one was there, he brought her a drink, figuring she would need it after using her voice for so long. When they locked eyes for the first time, he knew they’d be together forever. 
 
    After the repositioning cruise, Sharon returned to the States while he continued on the ship for the summer European voyages. They stayed in touch through very costly internet video chats and emails. Upon his return to the States, they decided to move in together. A year later, they were married, and eight years later, they had two children. Mike couldn’t be happier. They decided that he would continue to work the cruise ship job for at least another few years because the benefits for the family were so good. His goal was to become a teacher, leaving the bar scene behind him. 
 
    Mike took one or two online college classes per semester. His progress toward his teaching degree was very slow, but it didn’t really matter. He’d get there eventually and then find a job on dry land so they could live together as a family. The time at sea gave him a deep appreciation for people on active duty serving in the armed forces. Those families not only dealt with the frequent separations, but they also were moved around from one duty station to another. After trying to keep his family together over the past few years, since their son was born, he knew how hard it must have been for military families. 
 
    Turning to the clock for the hundredth time in the last fifteen minutes, he realized that he only had another thirty minutes until he could end his shift and get some rest. He intended to be as rested as possible for his family time. Their three-year-old was a handful, and the baby took more energy than he ever thought possible from such a little bundle. Sharon handled things with the kids really well. She seemed happy to have left the stage to take care of them. Instead of performing nightly, as she had done before having kids, she now only performed for private parties and gave lessons in their home. As a talented pianist, Sharon was able to more than adequately make up her income through the performances and lessons, except her work was done on her terms. 
 
    Tomorrow they planned to take the kids to the park in the hopes of tiring out their son. Sharon would bring a picnic, and the family would spend a few hours at the park and then go home for naptime. Those days were precious to him. So long as the ship pulled into Port Lorraine on time, everything should go as planned. He had no reason to believe things wouldn’t go as planned. 
 
    Generally, the ship made it to port when scheduled. Passengers relied on its timeliness to book flights and arrange for pickups, so the cruise line made every effort to dock when scheduled. In all of his years traveling with the ship, they had only pulled into a port late once due to their place at the dock being taken by another ship, which had minor technical difficulties. However, within an hour, the other ship was able to clear out of the way, allowing the cruise ship to pull into port. Not a bad record from what he could tell. Smiling to himself, he whistled and checked the clock again—less than twelve hours to seeing his family. He kissed his fingers and touched a photo of Sharon and the kids, taped to the cash register. 
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    Brett Marshall leaned into the telescope and adjusted it for maximum clarity. He and his wife, Nancy, had been amateur astronomers for the past twenty years. Their hobby took them to dark locations all over the world. Travel always revolved around an astrological event or a group meeting at a dark site. As members of multiple astronomer clubs, there was always an advertisement for another trip. The trick was not spending all of their salaries and time on these outings. Although Brett wouldn’t care if they did choose to allocate more of their resources to their hobby, Nancy, on the other hand, seemed to have a better sense of how to skillfully spend on their expensive leisure pursuits while also looking toward saving for the future. 
 
    “Just another second and then I’ll let you in,” said Brett. 
 
    “Take your time. This is a long event; we’ll have at least another hour of viewing. Besides, I’m doing pretty good with these binoculars.” 
 
    Years ago they had invested in a set of high-powered specialty binoculars so that they could travel easier. It made more sense to only bring one large telescope and a second smaller one in the form of the binoculars. If they weren’t flying to a dark location, they would bring all three of their “eyes on the sky,” but if flying, they’d only bring the smaller of the telescopes. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful. I feel like this meteorite shower is one of the best we’ve ever seen. Or maybe it’s being at sea that’s making it so spectacular,” she said. 
 
    “I agree. Being out here for this one was a stroke of genius. I have to give you credit where credit is due.” 
 
    “I just couldn’t take the idea of spending four days on the ground in Montana, eating dried astronaut food and pooping in a hole. Not again. As I get older, I feel like I need more comfort and amenities,” she said with the binoculars to her face. 
 
    “Wow! Did you see that?” 
 
    “Sure did. It was spectacular.” 
 
    Brett stood up in order to switch spots with Nancy. The ship swayed effortlessly to the movement of the inky black sea beneath them. The stars shone on the dark water, mirroring those in the heavens, creating the effect of being in deep space. 
 
    Nancy settled in behind the telescope and adjusted its dials. “We can switch again. I think we’re getting close to the intense part of the shower anyway.” 
 
    “I agree, things are picking up. How do you think your mother is faring with Rudy?” 
 
    “Not sure, really. Rudy is an easy dog, but you know my mother. Nothing is easy for her. I can only imagine the list of complaints we’ll get from her about his behavior.” 
 
    “I think your mom is still a little bitter about Rudy being the only grandkid she’ll ever have.” 
 
    Brett and Nancy were both college professors. Brett taught English and Nancy taught sociology. They enjoyed their time off, traveling the world. After watching their friends have kids, the thought scared Brett to death. He knew he didn’t want to be hampered in any way. The day Nancy finally worked up the courage to admit that she felt the same way elated him. Freed from the tyranny of the expense and limitations of having children, they enjoyed life to the fullest. The only thing Brett could determine as a negative to their lifestyle choice was the fact that people always looked at them with pity for being childless, as though they had tried but were unable to produce offspring. The comments didn’t bother him as much as he knew they stung Nancy. Other women were the worst offenders. They would look down at Nancy for being a childless woman with pity and ultimately choose not to continue a friendship with her. It seemed the family set preferred to hang out with others similarly saddled. 
 
    Looking through the binoculars was not as bad as Brett imagined it would be on board. The ship moved very little, minimizing the amount of shaking his hands did while viewing the sky. This evening, the ship moved even smoother through the sea. By using celestial navigation, they calculated that the ship had slowed its speed considerably the closer they came to Port Lorraine. Nancy thought it was to keep the passengers on the ship spending money in the casino and the bars instead of spending an extra day in port, as they clearly could have done. 
 
    “Wait, what is that? Did you see that?” she asked, pulling herself closer to the telescope. 
 
    “See what? Where?” 
 
    “Look to the southwest horizon at seventy degrees.” 
 
    As Brett turned in his chair, refocusing on the area Nancy directed, a large orange orb appeared in the dark sky. The orb grew larger and larger until an entire section of the sky shone orange. 
 
    “Holy shit! You see that?” he shouted. 
 
    “What the hell was it?” she asked as she feverishly moved the telescope, trying to get a better view. 
 
    “I have no idea, a supernova maybe? Or a collision of two meteorites?” 
 
    The orange glow in the sky slowly faded until nothing remained except darkness. The normally smooth-moving ship rolled to their port side, catching Nancy off guard and pushing her into the railing. She quickly regained her balance, righting herself on the chair. The ship’s lights were no longer on, causing everything to go dark. The only remaining light came from the stars and the moon’s glow as an eerie calm came over the night. The ship rolled sharply to the starboard side, pushing them back against their chairs. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Brett with panic in his voice. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that we saw the flash and now the ship is dark and feels as though we’re adrift. Maybe something about the magnetic effect of the event caused a temporary break in the power, like the effect of an EMP. I just don’t know.” 
 
    “I agree. It can’t be a coincidence. I’ve never seen anything like what we just saw out there, and now the ship has no power. Geez. This can’t be good,” said Brett, running a hand through his thinning hair. 
 
    “I wish we were closer to port so we could assess what’s happening. I think the big question here is whether the flash affected only seagoing vessels or if the mainland is in a similar blackout,” said Nancy, her voice shaky. 
 
    “Good point. Assuming you’re correct that this was some sort of either natural or man-made event causing an EMP—” 
 
    Interrupting Brett, Nancy said, “Natural? No way. I’m going for government-issued disaster. Wouldn’t that just suit them? Damned crooks. They generate some sort of disaster and then ‘save us’ by rolling in the troops on U.S. soil. Some senator is getting rich on this, you’ll see. No way this is a natural phenomenon. Shit. What about my mother and Rudy?” 
 
    “Just try to settle down. We need more facts. I agree that a man-made disaster is far more likely. However, this could just all blow over. Maybe the ship has some sort of problem that just happened to correspond to the flash? It would have been an odd coincidence, but it’s possible. I think we’ll know more in the morning. Let’s wait and see what happens. Everything might just be fine,” said Brett, trying to reassure her. 
 
    Brett stood and moved closer to Nancy. He knew she was right; this was some sort of man-made event. From what he could tell, it seemed very similar to a video he’d watched years ago called Starfish Prime. The government had finally released video footage of a nuclear device they’d detonated over the South Pacific. The event he witnessed seemed to bear an uncanny resemblance to the video, but he couldn’t be certain. For now, he needed to calm Nancy down. She had a way of going from zero to sixty in record time with all of her conspiracy theories. Working in either the sociology or political science department of a major university had a way of doing that to a person. She and all of her colleagues were always talking about government conspiracies and takedowns. It was all he could do to keep her from living in a bunker. 
 
    “Well, whatever it was, it’s definitely gone now. I’ll have to text Fred and see if he saw anything. I think he planned to watch tonight’s show at his lake house,” he said. 
 
    “Good thinking. I’ll grab the phones. Maybe Susan was watching too. She was supposed to be at the observatory tonight. Maybe she has more information she can share,” she said, going into the dark cabin. 
 
    A minute later she emerged with both of their phones. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how dark the cabin is. Like, there’s no light whatsoever. You’d think the ship would have some sort of emergency lighting system,” she said, sitting down and handing him his phone. 
 
    “Let me check outside. The lights down the hall might be on.” 
 
    Brett got up and went inside the pitch-black cabin. Nancy was right, he couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face. He moved slowly, holding the bed and the wall of cabinets to make his way through the room. 
 
    “Shit!” he yelled in pain. 
 
    “What happened? You okay?” 
 
    “Oh fuck, that hurt like a bitch. I caught my toe on the side of the bed. Damn it,” he groaned. 
 
    “Try to be more careful!” 
 
    “Thanks for the sympathy and advice,” said Brett curtly. 
 
    He continued his slow progress across the room until reaching the door. The heavy door opened easily to the dark hallway. The only light in the hall came from the emergency exit signs and fluorescent green arrows used to point toward the exits. The ship’s power was clearly not on. Brett wondered what tomorrow would bring and how they would get off the ship. Moving his way back into the room, he carefully and slowly walked toward Nancy. The ship continued to roll under his feet, impeding his progress. 
 
    “I have bad news for you. Only a few of the auxiliary lights work in the hall.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Only two of the exit signs are illuminated. That means that even the ship’s auxiliary system took a hit,” he said with a tired sigh. 
 
    “And our cells don’t work, as in they won’t turn on. Both of them are completely dead. So what are we to do? Just bob around out here until the coasties come and ‘rescue us’? Of all the places to be during this, why here?” 
 
    The ship bobbed in the water, swaying port and starboard with the gentle swells. A feeling of hopelessness started to overtake Brett. He knew he needed to keep it together for Nancy’s sake. 
 
    “Well, I suggest we fill up our water bottles and get some rest,” he said, stroking her arm. 
 
    “Rest? How can we rest now? The world might have ended.” 
 
    “Nothing has ended. We just need to figure out what’s happening. Tomorrow we’ll know more. You’ll see, the ship’s captain will come out and let us know what’s going on and when the ship will get fixed. It’ll all be fine.” 
 
    “I’ll remind you that you said that when we’re living in a FEMA tent.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be living in a FEMA tent. The government would be better off hitting the ship with a missile than trying to rescue us and transport everyone to the tents,” he said with a playful smile. “Come on, you have to be frozen. Let’s get some rest and see what tomorrow brings.” 
 
    He took Nancy’s hand, helping her to her feet and through the slider into the cabin. 
 
    “Alright. I guess you’re right. We need to see what happens tomorrow. Maybe everything will be fine and I’m overreacting. I doubt it, but who knows, it might be fine. Either way, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “You get settled. I’m going to grab the telescope and binoculars,” he said. 
 
    The slider closed behind Nancy, leaving Brett outside alone. Breaking down the telescope and placing it into its case took him no time. They had done it so many times in the past, especially in the dark, that he could do it with his eyes closed if needed. He took one last view of the spectacular night sky and its clear reflection in the water before joining Nancy in the cabin. 
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    Joe tossed and turned in bed. Normally, he slept very well. For the most part, he’d lie down and then not be awake again until morning. Even his dreams never woke him and completely eluded his waking mind. Tonight was different somehow, and he couldn’t figure out why. He had a bad feeling that something had happened, but he couldn’t pinpoint what that something could be. Meg breathed deeply beside him, unaware of his struggles. 
 
    Turning over again, he finally figured it out. The ship was lolling through the sea. They were rolling with the swells as though the fin stabilizers weren’t working. The only time he’d experienced this sense of drift at sea was during the engineering casualty drills on board the carrier he had been attached to for four years. Something was wrong. There was no way a cruise ship full of passengers would conduct such a drill while underway. He assumed they did such drills during the off-season or when repositioning, not with vacationers on board. 
 
    Slowly pulling himself up and out of the covers, he tried to make as little movement as possible so as not to wake Meg. She had mild seasickness; the rolling of the ship would probably really bother her. The dark cabin seemed foreboding and full of obstacles. Making his way to the bathroom, he stepped in and gently closed the door behind him. His hand clawed at the wall, trying to find the light switch. Finally he felt it and flicked it to the on position. Nothing happened. 
 
    Exiting the bathroom, he felt his way against the wall until he could feel the door to their cabin and yank it open. Part of him knew there would be nothing to see in the hallway. Part of him hoped he was wrong. As expected, the halls were dark except for a couple of the exit signs. The ship’s entire electrical generator must be down, leaving the auxiliary power trying to kick out wattage. The ship rolled harder, this time to its port side, causing him to hit the frame of the door. Depending on the location of the ship, they would be either feeling swells from the sea or the currents from the entrance to the channel leading to Port Lorraine. In either case, they shouldn’t be feeling anything if the ship’s fin stabilizers were working. 
 
    “Joe? You there?” said Meg from the dark cabin. 
 
    “Yes, I’m here,” he said, closing the door quietly. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good. My stomach is flipping. What’s going on? Why are we moving so much? Are they speeding up or something?” 
 
    He moved back to the bed as quickly as he could to be near her as panic suddenly hit him. “I don’t know what’s happening, but I think something happened to the ship’s main electrical generators,” he said, kissing the top of her head as he slid into bed next to her. 
 
    “What do you mean? What could have caused it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but usually, the ship has these fin stabilizers going so that every time a swell hits the ship on one of its sides, the stabilizer fires on the opposite side, creating the feeling of equilibrium. On huge ships like this, they have a lot of those stabilizers working so that the ride is smooth, but they don’t seem to be working now.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said, getting up from the bed. 
 
    He couldn’t see Meg but knew she was trying to make her way to the bathroom in the dark room. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, and the power is out. We have no lights, so be careful.” 
 
    The ship rolled to the starboard side, causing his stomach to lurch. Meg gagged loudly as she scratched against the wall, feeling her way. 
 
    “Wait. Let me help you.” He got up and made his way to her. 
 
    They made steady progress along the wall until getting to the bathroom door. 
 
    “I’ve got this. There are some things I need to do alone,” she said, walking through the door. 
 
    “You won’t be able to see the toilet, so just hold the rim with both hands and shoot in between your palms,” he said as she slammed the door behind her. 
 
    Seconds later Meg hurled violently into the toilet, or rather he hoped she managed to hit the toilet. After several minutes of steady vomiting, things seemed to settle down and then restart as the ship continued to bob in the sea. 
 
    “You okay?” he yelled to her. 
 
    “NO! I’m sick and I can’t see anything. I think I got vomit in my hair.” 
 
    “I’m coming in, like it or not.” 
 
    Joe helped her to her feet in the small bathroom and ran the shower. He knew it would be a matter of time before they’d lose water pressure, so he wanted to help her wash and flush before that happened. 
 
    “Come on, you need to rinse off,” he said, yanking off her T-shirt. 
 
    She seemed limp and pliable in his arms as he fumbled to undress her. 
 
    “I don’t know how long the water pressure will last, so get in and out as quick as you can so it doesn’t turn off when you’re all soaped up.” 
 
    Joe turned on the shower and waited for it to heat. As expected, the water’s pressure was sluggish and then trickled to a stop just as she finished rinsing. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get some rest. You should be fine now that your stomach is empty.” 
 
    “I think fine is relative at this point. I feel like I could puke at any moment.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I can’t imagine the ship will stay like this for long. You’ll see, in the morning, everything will be back to normal.” 
 
    Lying in bed holding Meg, Joe’s mind moved in a dozen different directions, trying to figure out what had happened. The ship’s systems were run by complex circuit boards that required very little from the ship’s crew on a daily basis. But he knew from his time in the Navy that if things went wrong, they went really wrong. That was why the Navy did so many simulations and damage-control drills. The crew needed to be prepared in case something catastrophic happened. According to the information on the ship, the vessel was registered in Denmark and its crew was from all over the world. Questions of whether the ship and its crew were as prepared as a U.S. military ship would be in a similar situation concerned Joe as he tossed and turned, seeking sleep. 
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    Mike wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, trying to wake up. After leaving his shift at the bar last night, he had gone straight to his room for a shower, snack and then right to sleep. However, around three in the morning, just after he fell into a deep sleep, the crew alarms went off, alerting him to report immediately to his damage-control station. He and his roommate, Raj, a cook from India, were to report directly to their muster station for orders. 
 
    Mike was assigned to a muster station that would help passengers assemble at the lifeboats. As he moved through the cramped crew spaces toward the meeting spot, Mike became increasingly concerned that something was actually wrong with the ship. The captain conducted drills every so often while passengers were on board. The exercises only involved the crew and were conducted belowdecks, in the crew portion of the ship. The passengers never knew about the exercises, but the crew knew about the exercises well in advance. However, tonight, the passageways were all dark except for a few of the red lights to illuminate their path. Their drills never involved darkened hallways. The safety of the crew depended on their ability to see where they were going. 
 
    He made slow progress toward his muster station located at the crew galley on deck four. Walking into the galley, he realized that more people were there than should have been, as though several sections were lumped together. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he said, turning to a chambermaid. 
 
    “Don’t know. They told us to join another section. I’m not sure why,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s because the ship is dark and it’s too dangerous to make it farther along the decks?” said another one of the housekeeping staff. 
 
    The crew sat waiting for orders. Mike could see the tired, strained looks on their faces and knew most were likely thinking the same thing: that something was really wrong with the ship. The stuffy room seemed to get even smaller as more weary and confused people poured into the makeshift muster station. One red light in the corner of the room glowed, lending a macabre feel to the space. 
 
    “Okay, listen up! Can I get your attention!” yelled one of the officers. 
 
    The man stood near the food line in his stark white uniform. The officers always looked clean and well rested in Mike’s estimation. Tonight was no different, although Mike could see the strain on the man’s face. He was clearly nervous about their situation. 
 
    “The captain asked me to update you on the situation. You probably already figured out something is wrong with the ship. We have lost our main generators and are using the auxiliary ones, which were completely offline when everything started happening,” he said with a shaky voice. 
 
    “What happened to cause this?” yelled someone from the back. 
 
    “We don’t know. All we know right now is that we have a ship full of people who will need to be calmed and cared for. The captain asks that everyone continue to do their jobs as usual and try their best to soothe the passengers.” 
 
    “Are we getting into port at the usual time?” yelled Mike. 
 
    Seeing his family in a few hours was the only thing Mike cared about. The ship would get fixed eventually; seeing Sharon and the kids couldn’t wait. 
 
    The officer looked down at his shoes and shifted uncomfortably. “No. We have lost communications with Port Lorraine. Unless we’re able to radio ahead and coordinate our approach, we won’t be able to pull into port. As you all know, docking this beast relies on the harbormaster sending out the pilot boat to guide us. Unless we have that, we can’t pull in.” 
 
    An audible groan moved through the crowd as the reality of the situation set in. Each member of the crew began to chatter with his or her neighbor, causing the noise volume in the space to crescendo to a loud roar. 
 
    “Captain is hopeful we’ll be able to contact the port shortly.” 
 
    “Why can’t we reach them? What’s happening?” shouted a panicked person near the front. 
 
    “We don’t know. The comms problem does not seem to be on our end. We have backup systems that seem to be working, but no one from the port is answering. Neither is the Coast Guard.” 
 
    The crowd erupted in tense side conversations. The entire room seemed to be building to a frenzied state as the officer lost control. Mike wondered if the young man had divulged more of their situation than he was supposed to. Looking around the room, he knew there was no way the crew would be able to put on a calm face for the passengers. In time the crew’s panic would spill over to the passengers, causing an intolerable situation. 
 
    “Attention! Attention!” yelled the officer. 
 
    Eventually the group settled, allowing the man to speak again. 
 
    “We’re doing everything we can to get into port. The captain will continue to update the crew as the situation unfolds. Right now we need everyone to be ready to face the passengers with calm professionalism. Each and every one of you needs to be ready to answer questions from our guests. You’re only to tell them that there is an issue in port and we’re waiting for clearance to dock. In a few hours the captain will make an announcement advising the passengers of the situation. We need to keep them as calm as possible.” 
 
    Turning to the guy next to him, Mike said, “Great, he gets to make a quick, cheery announcement, and we have to field all of the questions. That figures.” 
 
    The man nodded in agreement, a look of astonishment on his face. 
 
    “For now, everyone should go back to their rooms and try to get some rest. In a few hours our guests will be moving around the ship, needing our guidance and leadership. I know this crew is capable of getting us through this.” 
 
    Getting up from his seat, Mike looked around the room for one of his friends. Catching sight of Frank in the back of the room, he waved, trying to get the man’s attention. Frank had been in the Navy for his entire career. When he retired, he’d missed the sea so much he decided to work on a cruise ship because of the seafaring lifestyle. Mike knew Frank would have a handle on their situation. 
 
    “Hey, man! How’re you holding up?” asked Mike as his friend approached. 
 
    “Shit’s hit the fan, my friend. Never seen anything like it. We’re screwed,” said Frank in his no-nonsense Navy way. 
 
    “No kidding. What do you think happened?” 
 
    “Well, if this were a warship, I’d say we were hit with something. In our case, I’m going with an EMP that fried the ship’s circuits,” said Frank in a low voice. 
 
    “An EMP? I thought that was just sci-fi stuff. Geez. You really think so?” 
 
    “What else could have taken out the ship’s systems and knocked out the mainland’s communications? This is something big. We think we have it bad, who knows what’s happening on shore.” 
 
    Mike’s mind reeled. He had been so focused on getting into port for his day off that he never considered that Sharon and the kids might be going through something similar. “Holy shit. If you’re right…” 
 
    “If I’m right, there’s gonna be food shortages, rioting and looting within days. You remember what happened in New Orleans. Just think about the entire U.S. being like that. Things won’t be much better for us. The ship will run out of food in a day or two. We were due to restock in port. There’s no way the captain can just keep us floating around out here indefinitely.” 
 
    “What do you think he’ll do?” 
 
    “My guess, he’ll give it a day or so and then seek another port. Maybe head out to the islands for shelter. We’re basically sitting ducks out here just bobbing around. It won’t be safe for us to just stay here indefinitely.” 
 
    “My God, Sharon and the kids. I need to get to them. She’s all alone out there trying to care for herself and the kids. There’s no way she’ll be able to handle this without me.” 
 
    Mike spoke in a familiar way to Frank about Sharon and the kids because over the years, Frank had become part of their family. They had invited Frank over to their home numerous times over the years, always including him in holidays and major events like birthdays. Frank had no real family in the area and was Mike’s best friend on the ship. Mike and Sharon considered Frank to be family. They even changed their wills to have him be the guardian for their kids since neither one of them completely trusted their families. 
 
    “Look, calm down. I could be wrong. I say we give this a day and see what happens. I have no intention of starving to death on this tin can. I’d rather take my chances at home. My friends Smith and Wesson will be there to help,” said Frank with a sly smile. 
 
    “You planning on swimming for it? I hate to break it to you, but you don’t strike me as the kind of guy who could swim to shore,” said Mike, glancing at Frank’s ample physique. 
 
    “Hey now. The ladies love this belly. It’s a real magnet!” said Frank, rubbing his round stomach. 
 
    “Just saying, man. How do you plan to get away from the ship?” 
 
    “I’ll pop out one of the lifeboats and make a run for it,” said Frank conspiratorially. 
 
    “Now you’re just talking crazy. You know how much trouble you’d be in if you did that?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. But still, it’s better than rotting on this ship. Besides, if things are as bad on shore as I suspect, it will be a long time before anyone comes looking for me for stealing a lifeboat. I’m willing to take my chances.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “That depends on how things unfold. I plan to wait and see what happens. If the ship starts to move back out to sea, I can’t see waiting around. In the meantime, I plan to head down to engineering to get the scoop. Someone down there will tell me exactly what’s happening. Once I know more, I’ll come topside and we can talk.” 
 
    “Okay. You know where to find me. I’ll be the person pouring strong drinks for stressed-out customers all day,” said Mike with a weary look. 
 
    The amount of alcohol Mike poured into the drinks he made was slightly different for each customer. After tending bar for so many years, he had almost a sixth sense for what a customer needed and gave them the level of alcohol they required. 
 
    Mike walked back to his room, trying to make sense of their current situation. He knew Frank was right. The ship’s supplies were limited at this point. The captain would have no choice but to seek another port. They could potentially go from port to port with the same problem, never obtaining supplies. In such a case, the people on the ship would have to dramatically ration food and other supplies just to survive. And then there was his family. If Frank was correct, Sharon and the kids were in danger. They would need him more than ever. In fact, he would encourage Frank to shelter with them, at their house. If things were truly unraveling at home, his family would be safer with Frank’s protection and military experience. 
 
    Glancing at his watch, Mike realized he only had a little over an hour to get cleaned up for his shift. Today would be difficult for him. People always assumed bartenders knew things, and for the most part they were right. In this case, he didn’t have anything good to share with his fellow passengers. 
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    Frank weaved his way through the maze of crewmembers heading back to their rooms. He needed to get to the engineering spaces immediately, before his shift as a maintenance supervisor started in less than an hour. While serving in the Navy, Frank had worked as a chief in the aircrew. It was his job to make sure the guys on the flight deck got the birds fueled and secured. The position was extremely stressful, requiring a high degree of attention to detail. Mistakes were not met with do-overs but funerals. Although the actual job he performed in the Navy did not directly relate to anything in civilian land, his management experience was invaluable. 
 
    He ran the maintenance department of the ship in a manner commiserate with his rank and experience in the Navy. Due to Frank’s careful management, the ship had won several industry awards as the best maintained ship in the cruise line’s fleet. Frank knew the ship was maintained in the best condition possible. For this reason, he knew that whatever had happened to cause the outages had not originated with the ship. 
 
    It took Frank nearly fifteen minutes to make his way into the engineering spaces. As on all ships, engineering was deep in the underbelly of the ship. He knew he was getting close because of the noise and strong smell of DFM, diesel fuel marine, the combination bringing back memories of the Navy. Frank shoved a set of orange foam earplugs into his ears before yanking open the heavy metal hatch to the engineering spaces. Unlike the passenger area of the ship, the engineering spaces were completely unadorned, appearing no different than any other large commercial vessel. 
 
    Looking around the vast room, he had a hard time immediately spotting anyone. The array of neatly arranged pipes created a maze for him to walk through. His footfalls were loud on the metal grated floor, which was suspended above the noisy machines below. All of the handrails and signs were neatly painted and glistening, thanks to his crew. Everything in his area of responsibility looked shipshape. Spotting his friend Wes, he moved quickly across the metal grated footbridge. 
 
    Wes was a crusty older man who had been on a cruise ship since his twenties. A bad breakup with the woman he thought he would marry pushed him to walk to Port Lorraine and apply for a job. The next thing he knew, he was out at sea, loving the freedom and expanse of ocean. He never found another woman; instead, in Frank’s estimation, Wes was another guy who made the sea his life, just like Frank had. 
 
    “Hey, man! How’s it going?” yelled Frank. 
 
    Wes remained engaged in his work. The noise in the engineering spaces was excessively loud. All personnel were required to wear protective ear apparatus in order to prevent permanent hearing loss. Earplugs and noise-cancelling headsets had a way of making communications with a friend difficult. 
 
    Walking closer to Wes, Frank said, “Wes! Wes!” Still not getting the man’s attention, Frank touched Wes’s shoulder gently. 
 
    Wes jumped like he had been startled. 
 
    “It’s just me! Who’d you expect? The boogeyman?” 
 
    “Sorry, man, I’m a little on edge. We’re having a major issue down here, and between engineering and electrical, we can’t make heads or tails as to what happened,” said Wes as he pulled a greasy napkin from his pocket and wiped his sweaty, dirty face. 
 
    “Captain said the main generators are down? Is that true?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, they’re down all right, but I’d say more like fried than just down. From what I’m hearing, all of the circuits are completely blown.” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Beats me. It’s like the ship was hit by a huge bolt of electricity, which literally blew up the electrical circuits.” 
 
    “Holy crap! But the lights are back on, mostly. So the auxiliary system is still working?” 
 
    “Sort of. A portion of the aux system was offline when whatever happened, happened. Essentially unplugged. So nothing affected its circuits. The problem is that the aux system isn’t designed to handle the load of the entire ship, so the captain has to make some decisions.” 
 
    “What sort of decisions?” 
 
    “They’re talking about relocating passengers to consolidate them, basically shutting off whole sections of the ship. Laundry is stopped, meaning no clean linens for the passengers or crew. Water pressure is the other problem. If this drags on for too long, the captain will have no choice but to shut down the passenger toilets. Obtaining water isn’t a problem, but using the aux system to power a ship full of individual shitters isn’t the best use of our resources.” 
 
    “That’s not going to be received well. God knows people don’t want to have to share a toilet.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    “How long do you think we have?” 
 
    “It depends. If the captain starts consolidating and turning off the toilets, we could float for a day or two on the juice we have. Still, we need to get this fixed and need to be in port to do it. We just don’t have the parts to handle this major of a repair.” 
 
    “The freakiest part of this to me is that they said the ship hasn’t been able to reach shore on the radio. It’s like the port was hit too. What’s up with that?” 
 
    “Word down here is that the U.S. has been nuked and are scrambling around trying to save their own asses. Why would they give a shit about us dumb fucks floating around out here?” 
 
    “You got that right. We’d be the last thing the coasties or Navy would care about if it’s a national emergency,” said Frank, rubbing a tired hand on his stubble-covered chin. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking. So the old man can either choose to float our asses around here indefinitely, hoping for the best, or he can seek help in another port,” said Wes. 
 
    “I’m going with another port.” 
 
    “Me too, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks, man,” said Frank, glancing at his watch. “I need to get the guys started for the first shift. It’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    “See ya, man. If I hear anything else, I’ll let you know when I see you for lunch on the mess deck.” 
 
    Frank waved over his shoulder to his friend as he hurried his way back to deck seven, where the maintenance lockers were located. Wes’s description of what had happened confirmed Frank’s suspicions and caused him to feel even more anxious about their chances of getting to port. He knew the only way to save himself rested on his ability to take a lifeboat and make a run for the shore. Even if the entire U.S. was suffering from the same issues, Frank estimated he’d be better off on land than in a floating coffin searching endlessly for help that would never be obtained. And then there were Sharon and the kids. Frank loved those kids like they were his own. Mike and his family were the only family Frank ever really felt a part of. He would do everything he could to help Mike protect them, even if it meant stealing a lifeboat. 
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    Joe pulled Meg into him as she started to rustle around on the verge of waking. He wanted to sleep a little longer but knew once she was awake, she’d want to be out of the room. Their room was little more than a closet with a very small bathroom. When inside the interior cabin, they had no way of telling if it was night or day. At least the ship had stopped rolling. Joe concluded from the feel of the ship beneath him that the fin stabilizers must have been back up and running. A thin sliver of light from the hallway shone under their cabin door, giving him a sense of relief that whatever had happened last night had been resolved. 
 
    The captain’s voice boomed on the loudspeakers outside their room. There were no speakers inside the cabins so that people could rest when they wanted. In order to hear the announcement, they would need to either open the door or turn on their television. Meg stirred again, turning toward him. 
 
    “What’s all that noise? What’s happening?” she said groggily. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s the captain probably just telling us we’re getting close to Port Lorraine and need to start packing. Go back to sleep. We had a late night.” 
 
    “I think I need to get up,” she said, heaving herself from the warm bed. 
 
    “You feeling okay? I haven’t noticed the ship moving as much as it did last night, so I think we’re in the clear. They must’ve fixed whatever went wrong. As a bonus, looks like the power has been restored.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m okay. I feel completely drained but otherwise no worse for wear. On a positive note, I probably lost whatever weight I gained on the trip by throwing up so much last night. We should probably start packing.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me. I don’t want the vacation to end. How about if I wash up real quick and go get us some Irish coffees? You can take your time and meet me at the breakfast buffet in forty-five minutes?” 
 
    “Sure, that sounds perfect. Even in a weakened state from a huge episode of seasickness, I won’t pass up an Irish coffee!” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll grab those and meet you at the buffet. If you get there before me, try to snag our usual table if you can. It’ll be our last breakfast on board. After we eat, we can come down and start packing. It shouldn’t take too long.” 
 
    He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek and then turned her head, kissing her lips tenderly. 
 
    “Love you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Love you more.” 
 
    Joe quickly made his way to deck thirteen, where a makeshift bar station stood each morning of the cruise. The station had hot coffee, tea and an assortment of alcohol to mix into the beverages. Mike stood behind the bar, busily cleaning the area around him and pouring drinks for other passengers. 
 
    “Hey, Mike! Can we get two of those Irish coffees?” 
 
    “Sure thing. How are you guys today?” 
 
    “Mostly fine. Hate to start packing, but the dream has to end at some point.” 
 
    “Packing? I’m not sure you need to worry too much about that right now.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Aren’t we pulling into port in about an hour?” 
 
    “Dang. You must’ve slept right through the captain’s announcement.” 
 
    “Announcement? What’s going on?” 
 
    Mike handed the drinks to the remaining customers at the bar and turned to Joe as he pulled fresh glasses from beneath the bar. “Something happened to the ship’s electrical system last night. We’re on auxiliary power right now. Between you and me, we were told that the ship can’t get ahold of Port Lorraine or the Coast Guard on the radio. Without them…” 
 
    “We can’t come into port. I know how that works. What’s going on with the radio?” 
 
    “That’s the strange part. The problem isn’t on our end but back at shore, but I’m not supposed to be talking about it with the guests.” 
 
    Joe took offense to Mike calling him a guest as though they hadn’t talked extensively over the past week. The two had even made plans to reconnect on shore in a few weeks for beers. At this point, Mike felt like a friend to Joe, and Joe thought the feeling was mutual. 
 
    Mike must have sensed Joe’s hurt feelings and added, “But you’re more than just a guest; that’s why I’m sharing this with you. You just need to keep it quiet, that’s all.” 
 
    “Got it. Meg and I don’t talk to anyone besides you anyway, so I’m not too concerned.” 
 
    Mike glanced around conspiratorially and lowered his voice. “Between you and me, some of the crew thinks the captain is going to leave the area, seeking shelter at another port.” 
 
    “Oh shit, that’s not good,” said Joe. 
 
    “No, it’s not. And the ship only has a couple more days of food left until it’s empty. So the captain has to do something fast or things are going to get pretty rough around here.” 
 
    “Geez, you’re right. I didn’t even think about the food situation. Last night when the ship started rolling and the lights were out, I just assumed something went wrong in engineering and electrical, not that the shore would be impacted or that we’d be floating out here with no supplies.” Joe cracked his knuckles, his anxiety building. 
 
    “I don’t plan to allow the captain to take me from port to port in a futile attempt at refuge. I have a family and need to make sure they’re okay. I can’t just leave the area for an extended period of time. If things are bad on shore, they could be in danger, and my wife is alone with the kids.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “My buddy and I plan to take a lifeboat and get out of here.” 
 
    “Can’t you get in trouble for doing something like that? I wouldn’t think the ship’s head shed would be thrilled to have crew driving off with lifeboats.” 
 
    “My buddy Frank thinks the mainland was hit with an EMP, which caused everything we’re experiencing. Your cell phones work?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “None of them do. An EMP can do that to things. It fries electrical equipment. If Frank is right, no one will notice or care about a lifeboat that’s gone missing. Besides, conditions on this ship will deteriorate rapidly. It’s like a floating death trap.” 
 
    “You’re starting to scare me big time. My brother and his wife are always talking about end-of-the-world stuff. I never believed any of it until now. Maybe this is bigger than the ship. If something like that is happening back at home, we’re screwed. I don’t want to be stuck on the ship either. Where will they take us?” 
 
    “Who knows? Closest non-U.S. spot would be Bermuda, but the ship doesn’t have enough supplies to make it there. I would think they’re going to have to start limiting the amount of food people are being served. If I had to guess, I’d say the captain would probably head to the islands.” 
 
    “You’re really serious.” 
 
    “I’m serious. There’s no way I’ll be tooled around on this floating can, waiting to starve to death while my family is fighting for survival on shore. No way. You think about it. The lifeboat has plenty of room. If we decide to go, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “You guys know how to use one of those?” 
 
    “Sure do. It’s how Frank and I met. We’re in the same lifeboat drill team. As part of our training, we’re required to be able to launch a boat without killing all the occupants.” 
 
    Joe must’ve turned a few shades gray because Mike quickly added, “No worries. It’s not too hard at all. The boats can be launched by just a couple of people. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mike put the two hot alcohol-laced coffees on the bar in front of Joe. The aroma from the coffee and alcohol brought a smile to Joe despite the situation. 
 
    “You think about what I said. I’m sure Frank would be happy to have you guys join. But most of all, don’t say anything to anyone. I shouldn’t have been talking about it with you at all.” 
 
    “No worries, man. Keep me posted if you hear anything.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Joe moved as quickly as possible to the breakfast buffet. The drinks were filled to the brim and then covered with whipped cream. Getting them to Meg without spilling any amount of the warm elixir would be tricky. His mind reeled from the news Mike had shared with him. The idea of seeking shelter from one port to the next without proper food provisions scared Joe. This sort of scenario never seemed to be an issue in the Navy because another ship could be called to rescue a disabled vessel long before the crew suffered from a lack of supplies. This was different. If something had triggered an EMP over the U.S., there would be no rescue operations launched and Joe knew it. The idea of stealing a lifeboat started to sound less and less crazy to him. 
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    Meg walked into the crowded restaurant as she had done for the past week. The aroma of the foods hit her immediately, causing a growl in her empty stomach. On her way up to the restaurant, she thought eating might not be a possibility, but now that she was there, all she could think about was getting really heavy dense foods into her body. She walked past the bakery section of the line, taking note of the assortment of freshly baked muffins, scones and cookies. Everything looked fantastic and would taste even better, especially since it was the last morning she would enjoy the ample supply of gourmet foods. 
 
    She grabbed two fresh orange juices and a water from the beverage area. Over the week, she and Joe had learned that in order to save their table, they needed to at least have drinks on it. Otherwise, other passengers would take their spot. Weaving through the crowded dining room with three drinks in hand was difficult. Another passenger stepped back unexpectedly, hitting her arm, causing the orange juice to slosh around and spill onto her hand. The large man, completely focused on obtaining the perfect custom omelet, was oblivious to the mess he’d created. 
 
    Joe and Meg preferred a small two-person table in the back of the restaurant. The dining room’s exterior walls were entirely made of glass, giving all seats in the room fantastic views of the sea. “Their table,” as they referred to it, in the back of the restaurant had a commanding view. In that area of the dining room the views were nearly one hundred and eighty degrees, allowing the passengers to look port and starboard as well as aft. Meg thought it was spectacular and loved every minute they sat in the restaurant. She had never been on a cruise before this one and now really understood why Joe loved the sea as much as he did. The vast expanse of the ocean calmed her in ways she could not describe. 
 
    Making her way through the other hungry passengers to the back of the ship, she noticed their table was free. It took all of her strength not to make a dash to the gem of a spot in order to secure it one last time. As she approached, a small child walked over to the table and yelled, “How about this one, Mommy?” Her mind reeled as she looked around, trying to quickly find a substitute. “No, baby, that one’s too small. We need room for Daddy and Robby too.” The child floated away disappointed, leaving Meg the opportunity to snag the table. 
 
    Settling into her usual seat, she sipped her juice and waited for Joe. The cold sweet beverage felt great going down. After the night she’d had, she intended to drink as much liquid as possible to try to replenish what she’d lost to her bout of seasickness. Although she didn’t like getting sick, she was very relieved it was only the one time; for the rest of the trip, she’d felt fantastic. 
 
    “I can’t believe this. We’re going to miss our flight! Are they going to pay for it?” yelled a woman at the next table to her companion. 
 
    Meg always made an attempt not to listen in to other people’s conversations at restaurants. However, the woman spoke loudly in a heavy New York accent, her voice cutting through the other background noise in the restaurant and catching her attention. 
 
    “Of course not! And the worst part about it is that we don’t even know when we’re getting in. And our damned phones don’t work! How can the captain not know when we’re getting in? It’s unbelievable. You wait until we get home, this cruise line is getting the worse review I have ever written. You’ll see!” yelled the man in an equally heavy New York accent. 
 
    Meg wondered what the passengers were talking about. She thought they were due to enter the port in about an hour. Looking out to the vast ocean in front of her, it occurred to her that they did seem a little far away from port for getting in so soon. As she was trying to listen more intently to the conversations around her, Joe walked up to the table. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful!” he said, putting the coffees in front of her. 
 
    “Thanks, but I looked in the mirror this morning. I wouldn’t exactly call a face that was up half the night in a toilet beautiful, but I’ll accept the compliment,” she said dryly. 
 
    “This should help!” said Joe, pushing her drink to her. 
 
    Meg leaned over and inhaled the drink’s strong aroma. The heady mix of coffee and alcohol was an intoxicating combination. 
 
    “Something weird is happening. I think we missed an important announcement from the captain. That couple over there was just talking about us not getting in on time. Did you hear anything from Mike?” 
 
    “Sure did,” said Joe, shifting uncomfortably. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” 
 
    “Mike said the crew was told that the ship’s electrical is fried, and we’ve lost communications with both Port Lorraine and the Coast Guard. He thinks an EMP hit the U.S., causing some sort of major catastrophe.” 
 
    “That’s just crazy. I’ve never heard of anything like that. Maybe it’s a good thing that we’re out here. He can’t be serious.” 
 
    “He’s serious. Mike said the ship’s radio is fine, but no one is answering. Like either they’re all too busy with other stuff to care or something hit their radios, causing them to be dark,” said Joe with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Geez, you’re serious. I’ve never seen you this upset. Try to settle down. It can’t be that bad. Besides, if something did actually happen, maybe this is the best place for us? We might’ve gotten lucky with the timing.” 
 
    “That’s just the thing. According to Mike, the ship is nearly out of food, as it normally would be at this point in a cruise. The ship needs to refuel and stock up on supplies. Without being able to communicate with the shore, we’re just sort of—” 
 
    “Floating around out here on our own,” she said, interrupting him. “What about just driving the ship to shore? Why doesn’t the captain get closer to have a look? Can’t they just use hand signals or something?” 
 
    “No way. If the captain isn’t getting any sort of confirmation from the shore, it’s not possible for him to just drive in. The ship is far too big to pull into port without guidance from the pilot boat. Those tugs basically land the ship in the right spot. Without their assistance, the ship wouldn’t be able to maneuver into the port safely. Unless the captain hears from the port, he either has to stay out here floating around or go somewhere else, hoping for a different outcome at another port.” 
 
    “Holy shit. This is bad. Like really bad. Darn it. Here I thought we had an extension to our vacation; now all I can think about is getting off this floating death trap.” 
 
    “That’s what Mike said. He thinks the captain will have to start consolidating rooms and shutting down toilets to save energy. They will also have to ration food.” 
 
    “Ration food too? Geez. This is nuts.” 
 
    “I know. I think we need to try to stay calm and see what happens. If the captain decides to try a different port, he’ll do so sooner rather than later. If he does, then we can figure out what we want to do.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t see us having any options other than going with the ship to wherever it takes us. What else can we do?” 
 
    “Mike is talking about escaping the ship on one of the lifeboats.” 
 
    “Stealing a lifeboat? No way. I’d like to not have a criminal record. I’ve managed to go all this time without serving jail time, and I’d like to continue the winning streak,” she said sarcastically. 
 
    “That’s what I said too. But then as I walked over here, I started to think about it. If neither the Coast Guard nor the shore is responding, then it’s either something very localized or it’s going on all up and down the coast. If that’s the case, we’re dead if we stay here. The ship just can’t support all of us without new supplies.” 
 
    Meg looked past Joe to the other passengers. Many appeared to be very healthy eaters, people who would not handle food rationing well. She suspected many of them would simply not comply, leaving the rest to starve. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. Who would be around to catch us? And if the captain starts to leave the area, we’d be really screwed. Then we couldn’t just get to shore and manage to make it home. We’d be who knows where. I don’t know, it’s a lot to take in.” 
 
    “I know. It is for me too. I just would rather take our chances than slowly starve to death on this boat. Once the auxiliary power starts to fail, things are going to get bad quickly. I don’t want to be around if that happens.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “For now, while there’s food, I plan to stuff myself. You ready to eat?” 
 
    “More than ready. In fact, I plan to stuff myself and my purse. Who knows, if Mike is correct, grabbing some extra food now wouldn’t be the worst thing we could do for ourselves.” Meg adjusted her oversized bag between her and Joe, patting the side of it for emphasis. 
 
    “Now I feel like I’m traveling with my grandmother. She always hid crackers in her pockets at buffets.” 
 
    “Just crackers? I plan to grab half the bakery!” 
 
    “That’s why I love you, you always focus on the important things.” 
 
    “Cookies and scones always make things better,” she said with a wink. 
 
    Meg grabbed Joe’s arm as they walked to the omelet station. She knew he was right; getting off the ship would be their best chance of survival. However, if they were wrong, the bold move would land them in jail. Making a decision seemed nearly impossible because they didn’t have all of the facts. They were using other people’s opinions to push them in a direction. From her experience, those sorts of decisions were the type people usually regretted. 
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    Mike finished his shift at the outdoor deck bar and then headed below deck to the crew cafeteria for his lunch break. The ship gave him a thirty-minute lunch, which seemed unfair and stingy. Getting to the crew cafeteria always took at least ten minutes, and then to get back to his station would take him another ten minutes, leaving only ten minutes to eat and rest. It was hardly a break. Most days it felt like a stressful run for food. Today was no different. He moved as quickly as possible, anxious to eat and meet with Frank. 
 
    The large crew cafeteria had long rows of stationary tables and bench seating. Their eating and sleeping quarters were far less glamorous than those enjoyed by the passengers. The crew’s experience on the ship was no different than it would be on a merchant marine or Navy vessel, unless one was an officer. The officers on board enjoyed an upscale dining facility with linen tablecloths and real china, unlike the drab metal tables and dinged-up dishes used by the crew. 
 
    The food line was short this afternoon, allowing Mike to quickly load his tray and find a table. Looking across the large dining room, he didn’t immediately see Frank until the man stood and waved to him. 
 
    “Burgers and fries again, lunch of champions,” said Mike as he sat on the bench. 
 
    “Nothing but the best for the crew. Did you notice the sign allowing us to take only one burger? The old man has already started rationing,” said Frank. 
 
    “I thought we’d have at least until dinner. For this meal, I figured I’d load myself up to the brim; guess I was wrong,” said Mike, taking a bite from his burger. 
 
    The lukewarm almost hard burger tasted dry and unsatisfying to Mike. If this was his last substantial meal on the ship, it would definitely not be one to remember. 
 
    “You talk to Wes?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure did. Wes said we’re screwed. The electrical is completely fried, confirming my suspicions that this was caused by an EMP,” said Frank as he dipped a cold French fry in ketchup. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d have better news to report. I’m so frustrated that I can’t reach Sharon. Neither my phone nor laptop will turn on.” 
 
    Mike had used his laptop almost every night to video call Sharon and the kids. Seeing his family on a daily basis helped him get through the often-lonely days and nights. Even though he talked to people all day, he never felt connected. The conversations felt hollow to him somehow. The space could only be filled by seeing his wife and kids, even if it was just a short video chat. 
 
    Continuing, Mike said, “It would be nice if we actually knew for sure that the situation is as grim as you believe. I want to leave on a lifeboat, but if we’re wrong, we’d be in deep shit, to say the least.” 
 
    “I hear you. It’s a tough call, but I really don’t see how we can confirm if anything as large as an EMP really happened. We have no internet, phones, or news of any sort. It’s frustrating as shit. I don’t want to get in trouble either, believe me,” said Frank earnestly. 
 
    The men sat quietly eating, each absorbed in thoughts. As Mike was about to say something, a group of security officers entered the room. They were dressed in white uniforms, which were intended to blend in with the ship’s scenery. Vacationing passengers wanted to know the ship was secure but didn’t want to see security. Their presence had a jarring effect on most people. 
 
    “That’s odd,” said Frank, nodding to the men entering the room. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “They’re carrying.” 
 
    “What? I didn’t notice,” said Mike, turning to get a better look at them. 
 
    Each of the men had a sidearm attached to their uniform. Normally, the ship’s security would only be armed in certain ports. Generally, until the ship moved closer to port, security would walk the ship’s spaces unarmed. 
 
    “Shit’s hit the fan for sure. There’s no way the captain would risk freaking out the passengers with armed security unless he had to.” 
 
    A young man approached the table and sat next to Frank. 
 
    “Hey there! How’s it going?” he asked as he settled in. 
 
    “Fair to poor, you?” said Frank. 
 
    “About the same. Captain has us moving passengers this afternoon. It’s a bitch and so are some of our guests,” said the man with a quick laugh. “I’m Sam, by the way, housekeeping,” he said with a broad smile. 
 
    “Mike and Frank, bartending and maintenance,” said Mike, introducing them. 
 
    “How many people do you need to move?” asked Frank. 
 
    “About three hundred and fifty. Captain wants to consolidate everyone on the top decks, you know, fill in the gaps. If you ask me, those people got lucky. Nothing beats being above the waterline,” said the man through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Did they give any reason for the move?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Nope. Just told us to get them packed and resettled as quickly as possible,” said the man with a light air about him. “Hey, Trudy!” he said, smiling to another crewmember as she passed. The woman lingered for a moment at their table. The seats were all taken near Frank and Mike, preventing her from sitting. 
 
    “I see two over there!” she said excitedly. 
 
    Sam quickly got up from the table. “Sorry, guys, she’s a lot prettier than either of you.” 
 
    “Good point. See ya, man,” said Frank. 
 
    After Sam walked away, Mike lowered his voice and said, “I don’t think that guy has a clue about our situation. He’s acting like this is just another day at sea.” 
 
    “Seriously. Looks like his mind is on other things at the moment,” said Frank, nodding to the couple. They sat close with their heads almost touching, laughing and chatting as they ate. “Those people are probably being moved because the shitters are being turned off. We got the order to start closing sections of the sewer lines just before lunch. I assumed they’d leave the passengers in their rooms. Guess I was wrong,” said Frank. 
 
    “Just like you said would happen,” said Mike. 
 
    “Yep. Captain has to divert energy where he can. I’m just hoping we don’t have a major backup like we did on that one cruise.” 
 
    “I remember it well. The passengers were ripping mad to see their own shit backing up into their staterooms. Do you think that could happen again?” 
 
    “I hope not, but yeah, it’s a possibility. Problem is, unlike the last time, we probably won’t be able to fix it so easily. We could literally be tooling around in a floating shit can.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” said Mike, glancing at his watch. “I need to scramble to deck eleven for shots and bingo. You know where to find me.” 
 
    “Shots and bingo. That’ll make things right for the passengers,” said Frank with a smile. 
 
    Mike moved quickly, mindful that he had exceeded his break time, causing the bartender he would relieve to have to stay a few extra minutes. Feeling bad for his fellow worker, he pressed the elevator button, hoping for a quick ride. 
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    Nancy sat at the dressing table in their stateroom, getting ready for dinner. Generally a light packer, she didn’t have anything clean to wear for the extra night on the ship. She was forced to go through her previously worn clothing and pick the best of the worst for dinner. Although she and Brett never dressed too formally, she wanted to look clean and presentable. Brushing her chin-length salt-and-pepper hair one last time, she looked at her image, admiring herself. Exercise and proper nutrition were her keys to staying fit and young looking, and her regime worked. People were always surprised to hear how many years she had been at the university, assuming she was a much younger professor. 
 
    “Hey, Nanc, come and look at this,” said Brett from the balcony. 
 
    “What is it?” she said as she grabbed the binoculars. 
 
    “I think we’re turning directions again.” 
 
    “Seems like we’re moving in a slow circle like we have been since last night. I don’t see any change.” 
 
    “Me neither. I just wanted you to confirm what I’m seeing in case my mind is playing tricks on me. What do you think the captain is doing?” 
 
    “I feel like he’s stalling for time. If it was an EMP, there’s no way the ship has been able to make contact with shore. Who knows, maybe we’re waiting for a Coast Guard rescue? I wish they’d give us some information. It’s really frustrating,” she said, handing him the binoculars. 
 
    Straightening herself up, she leaned against the railing, looking out onto the dark sea. This vacation was supposed to be a relaxing time together. A chance for them to see the meteorite shower and enjoy the islands. Instead, it had turned into one of her worst nightmares. She always worried about being caught away from home when tragedy hit. The prepping literature always made survival seem so easy. All one had to do was assemble the right items and they’d be all set. So much for being all set, she thought with a shake of her head. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Just considering all the things we have at home stockpiled and waiting for us. All that preparation and here we are a couple of prisoners floating to God knows where. I’m just feeling very stressed out about all of this and want more information.” 
 
    Brett stood and moved closer to her, wrapping his arms around her. She melted into his embrace, feeling his warmth, knowing she was always safe in his arms. 
 
    “You’re not kidding about the lack of information. Even the people relocated up here didn’t seem to know anything. Like they just moved them without a proper explanation. So either our esteemed captain has no information to share, or he’s hiding what he knows. Either scenario isn’t good.” 
 
    “I think they were just happy to be on higher decks. Some of them were put into balcony suites. Not a rough turn of events for them. And I agree, the captain either knows more than he’s saying, or he really has no information. Either way we’re screwed. You about ready to head out for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes! I’m starving. I plan to eat as much as possible tonight. Who knows how much food the ship has left.” 
 
    “Good point. They might run out of dessert. Then the real disaster will begin,” said Nancy playfully. 
 
    “No, I think on this ship running out of alcohol might cause a bigger stir.” 
 
    Nancy and Brett walked to the dining room holding hands. Nancy loved that their affection for each other only grew between them over their years together. She could always rely on Brett for steady calm in the face of almost anything. Seeing him upset about their current situation had a way of frazzling Nancy. She knew he must have been reading the situation the same as she was, and it worried her. 
 
   
  
 



— 12 — 
 
    The dining room was full and buzzing with excitement and noise while Joe and Meg waited to be shown to their table. However, tonight the excitement was not from vacationers talking about their day with animation, as they had previously experienced. Tonight, the excitement almost felt frenetic. Joe could hear snippets of conversations about the situation as they passed numerous tables before getting to their assigned seating. From what he could tell, people were mad and confused about the situation. The captain and crew had said very little to the passengers about their current predicament. The lack of communication left most people on the ship extremely angry and confused. 
 
    After they settled at their table, the waiter handed each of them an elaborate menu. Glancing through the offerings, Joe realized that the menu was significantly smaller than it had been on all of the other nights of the cruise. Instead of four choices of appetizers, several salads and at least eight different entrees to choose from, tonight’s menu only offered a couple of items in each category. 
 
    “The menu for tonight is awful. Maybe we’d be better off trying to eat in the buffet again?” said Meg. 
 
    “Probably not. I think Mike was right, the captain must be starting to ration the food.” 
 
    “This is hardly rationing. There’s still a lot on the menu but just much less than usual. And no real fresh veggies like salads. They must be trying to dig into the frozen stuff. Who knows? Either way, I’m starving and it’ll be good,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t look now, but here come our favorite dinner companions.” 
 
    The small six-person table felt cramped to Joe when Brett and Nancy were present. The intimate table offered the guests the opportunity to share their experiences and get to know one another. However, Joe felt like the couple was not the right fit for them. They would have rather been paired with a couple closer to their own age. He wished the honeymooners would show up for dinner tonight in order to break up the Brett and Nancy vibe. 
 
    “Hey there,” said Brett as he sat in his chair. 
 
    “How’s the extra day on the ship going for the two of you?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Oh, fine. We sat by the pool most of the day and tried not to listen to all the angry conversations about missing flights,” said Joe more sarcastically than he would have liked. 
 
    “Same. Makes me really happy about the fact that we live so close to the port. Flights aren’t our issue. Getting off the ship is,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Have you guys been able to reach anyone at home? Our devices are dead and won’t charge,” said Brett. 
 
    “No, ours are dead too. Even though we live so close and aren’t worried about flights either, it’s still frustrating,” said Meg. 
 
    “I agree. The captain is floating us around in slow circles out here without telling us what’s actually happening. We figure either he knows something and won’t tell the passengers, or he really has nothing to share. It’s maddening,” said Brett. 
 
    “How do you know he’s making circles? Felt to me like we were moving in a certain direction,” asked Meg. 
 
    “Oh, we’re moving alright, in a circle. We haven’t left the area all day. Clearly we’re not heading into port anytime soon,” said Nancy with an edge in her tone. 
 
    “How do you know?” asked Joe. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Well, how can you tell we’re going in circles? I watched the sun all day and didn’t come to that conclusion,” continued Joe. 
 
    “Navigation using the sun is very tricky and requires training and a lot of experience. Once the sun goes down, the sky becomes a virtual roadmap for anyone who can read that sort of thing. We’ve been watching the sky, hoping to see a change in direction, but nothing is happening,” said Brett. 
 
    “Did you guys get to watch the meteorite shower?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Some of it, we were on deck until just around midnight. Did you enjoy it?” asked Meg. 
 
    Brett and Nancy shifted uncomfortably in their chairs and looked at each other. Joe could tell they were sharing a glance that showed they were measuring what to say. 
 
    “What is it? What did you see?” asked Joe, leaning into them. 
 
    It occurred to Joe that Brett and Nancy could confirm Mike’s suspicions that an EMP had caused the damage. The two stargazers would have seen the entire event if it had actually occurred. 
 
    Brett leaned into the table. He glanced over his shoulder as if making sure no other passengers were listening, then spoke in a quiet voice. “We were watching the tail end of the light spectacle when all of a sudden a large orange orb lit up the sky. It was unlike anything we’d ever seen. It was definitely not anything we were expecting to see during the shower.” 
 
    “I think an EMP was detonated over the southern U.S. It’s the only thing that could possibly explain what we saw, the fact that none of our electrical devices work, and that the ship is now inexplicably floating around without coming to port. Something big has happened, and being on this ship is putting all of us in danger,” said Nancy in a tense, conspiratorial tone. 
 
    “Holy crap, that’s what the crew is saying too!” said Meg, a little breathless. 
 
    “Meg!” said Joe, giving her a stern look. 
 
    “Oh, come on. You can’t clamp up on us. If you know something, then you need to spill the beans. We’re all in this thing together, literally in the same boat. We shared what we saw and about our location, come on,” pleaded Nancy. 
 
    “Our friend Mike, a bartender, said that the electrical on the ship is fried and that the captain will start rationing food. He also said the ship has lost communication with the shore and coasties,” said Joe. 
 
    “Shit. It’s just like I said. Damn it. I knew we were fucked as soon as we saw the orange light. Now how do we get off the ship and back home?” said Nancy as she turned to Brett. 
 
    “Some of the crew are talking about stealing a lifeboat and getting to shore before the captain leaves the area,” said Meg. 
 
    “Geez! Meg, really, you had to mention that too?” said Joe as he ran a nervous hand through his hair. 
 
    “I applaud your loyalty to your friend, but this is life and death. We simply can’t stay on the ship. Sooner rather than later, the air will have to be turned off as well as the toilets. Not to mention the food will be rationed. It’s only a matter of time before the thin veneer of civility wears off and this ship is a chaotic survivalist hell,” said Nancy. 
 
    “It’s already started. I’ll bet that’s why all those people are now on our floor,” said Brett, a look of realization passing over him. 
 
    “You got it. My friend said they were moved to consolidate the passengers in order to conserve fuel,” said Joe. 
 
    “Damn it. We’re screwed. We need to get on that lifeboat before the ship leaves the area,” said Nancy. 
 
    “But what if you’re wrong? Am I the only one concerned about stealing a lifeboat and fleeing? I really don’t want to be arrested,” said Meg. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one concerned about the legality of such a bold move, far from it. However, we can’t allow the captain to decide our fate. We’re far better off getting off the ship and to land. Far better. We have no idea when the ship will pull into a safe port. There could be major issues all along the coast. With a finite amount of resources, the people on board will not be able to survive,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I get that, but what if you’re wrong about the EMP? Maybe this is just some freak issue with the ship. It’s not like cruise ships haven’t had issues in the past. Maybe something major broke down and the other stuff is just coincidences. It could explain the situation,” said Meg with palpable tension in her voice. 
 
    “There’s no mistake, Meg. An EMP detonated and caused our current situation; Nancy is correct. Sorry, Nancy, but I should’ve mentioned this earlier,” said Brett, turning to his wife. 
 
    “Mention what? What are you talking about?” she asked. 
 
    “Years ago, I saw this video called Starfish Prime. One of the guys in our club sent me the link. Anyway, the video is live footage of an EMP that was set off years ago. What I saw, what we saw, was exactly like what occurred in that video. I’d bet my life on it.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to say anything sooner? You just let me guess and wonder if I’d gone full conspiracy-mode crazy!” said Nancy angrily. 
 
    “I didn’t want to upset you and still don’t. I figured we’d make it back to shore and deal with whatever the situation is back home. I really didn’t account for us being trapped on this dreaded death boat and contemplating an escape. If we’re trying to decide whether stealing a lifeboat is a good idea, hands down, I’d say yes. It’s the right decision given our situation.” 
 
    Brett touched Nancy’s shoulder with tenderness and concern. Somehow, his touch seemed to calm her as a wave of forgiveness settled over her face. The couple joined hands and turned back to Joe and Meg. 
 
    “But why go to shore? If things are really bad at home, why not stay on the ship and find a spot where nothing has changed? Maybe we’d be better off staying put?” persisted Meg. 
 
    Joe always admired Meg’s ability to flush out every side of a decision before jumping in with her full support. Meg’s careful, measured approach to making decisions allowed her to fully commit without reservations to a chosen course of action. In turn, it also gave Joe confidence once a decision was made that it was the correct one. 
 
    “Given the size of the detonation we saw compared to the one in the video, I’d say there’s an extremely high probability that the entire U.S. and many of the islands are dark. It is very probable that we could seek shelter but never find a viable port option. In which case, we would run out of food and starve on this ship. Imagine the irony of starving on a cruise ship?” said Brett, shaking his head. 
 
    “Besides, we can’t just stay on board and allow the captain to make decisions about our safety and well-being. Who knows what he’s doing? He certainly hasn’t shared enough information to give me any confidence in his decision-making. I say we get out while the getting is good,” said Nancy with determination. 
 
    “Do you think your friend would allow us to join the lifeboat?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I’m really not sure but will ask him tonight.” 
 
    “You might want to mention that we can navigate using the stars. I’m assuming any GPS system on the boat will be fried. Our skills could make the difference between getting home or running out of fuel going in the wrong direction, out to sea, and not even realizing it.” 
 
    Joe turned to Meg for her thoughts on the situation. She was the final decision maker for them. He knew if Meg didn’t want to take their chances getting on the lifeboat, he would never go either. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m in. No way am I floating around on this boat once the food and alcohol run out. Everything seems fine now, but you’ll see the place will get ugly really fast if people are hungry,” said Meg. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll talk to Mike and get a plan together.” 
 
    “When is he planning to head out?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I don’t know. It seemed like Mike and the other crewmembers were still trying to decide if this is the right thing to do. I know they’re all scared and anxious to get off the ship, though. None of us were sure about the cause of the outage. Confirmation that this was a large EMP makes the decision way easier for us and will probably for them too.” 
 
    “We’ll keep watching the sky. If the captain starts doing anything other than circling around, we’ll let you know immediately,” said Brett. 
 
    “Alright, that sounds like a plan. I assume the lifeboats only have so much fuel. We’d be best off getting out long before the ship moves farther away from the coast,” said Joe. 
 
    After the plan was settled, Joe was able to concentrate on eating until he couldn’t eat anymore. He and Meg also planned to take as much food from the table as possible in preparation for what might lie ahead. After dinner, he would catch up with Mike. Hopefully, Mike would see the couple as a valuable asset in the lifeboat and not be too upset at the breach in his promise to keep the plan silent. 
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    Mike steadied himself against the side of the bar as the large vessel rolled to port. The drinks in his hands sloshed over their rims and down the sides of the glasses. Until that moment the ship had been as steady as usual. However, something changed. The ship started rolling with the swells as it had the night of the event. The rolling could mean only one thing: the fin stabilizers were either broken or they’d been turned off to reduce the electrical load on the already challenged system. Neither scenario gave him confidence in the situation on board. Frank was right, they needed to get off the ship sooner rather than later. He needed to focus on making sure his family was safe. Nothing else mattered to him. 
 
    “You gonna give us new drinks or what? Those aren’t even full,” complained the waiting passenger. 
 
    “Of course, sir, why don’t you enjoy these on the house, and I’ll make you two new drinks when you’re ready for more,” he said. 
 
    “Now that’s more like it. Bad enough to be stuck on this ship and miss our flight; don’t make matters worse with half-full drinks,” said the man, clearly unaware of their current predicament. 
 
    Mike knew most of the passengers were so absorbed in their own worlds that they couldn’t comprehend the gravity of the situation. Most couldn’t begin to appreciate the danger they were in or that nothing would be changing for them for the conceivable future. He almost felt sorry for them. Almost. Mostly he was glad that the captain had chosen to keep the passengers in the dark about the state of the ship and what might lie ahead. Judging from his interactions with people once the ship did not make port, Mike knew the level of ugliness would increase exponentially if they knew the true situation. It was only a matter of time before the captain would have no choice but to tell everyone the truth. Mike hoped to be long gone before that happened. 
 
    As the hours ticked by, the passengers became far less friendly toward him. The other bartenders noticed the shift too. People were becoming openly hostile, and the drinks weren’t helping. Mike resolved to reduce the amount of alcohol in each drink he served. Not enough to be noticeable, but enough to slow down the people who would become angry drunks. 
 
    “Hey, Mike!” 
 
    Mike finished washing his hands and looked up to see Joe and Meg standing at the bar. Finally, a friendly face, he thought with relief. “Hey there. You want your usual?” 
 
    “Sure, that’d be great!” said Meg enthusiastically. 
 
    “You two seem chipper, given the situation. You know something I don’t?” 
 
    “We sure do. Our dinner table companions are these older professors who came on board to watch the meteorite shower,” started Joe. 
 
    “They live and breathe the stars. It’s all they talk about at dinner. It’s been really annoying,” interrupted Meg. 
 
    “Totally—as in all they talk about. Brett said they witnessed some sort of nuclear explosion over the U.S., which likely triggered an EMP the night of the meteorite shower. He said the size probably knocked out the U.S. and the islands.” 
 
    “They witnessed the entire thing firsthand. They were watching the shower with their high-powered telescopes when the detonation occurred,” said Meg. 
 
    Mike put his bar rag down and clenched the counter in front of him. A feeling of nausea flared in his stomach. He wasn’t sure if his stomach was flipping because of the ship’s increased movement or the confirmation of a likely nuclear explosion. Once again his mind raced with catastrophic thoughts of his family. “He knows this for sure?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Apparently, he saw some video about an EMP and said it was exactly the same thing. No doubt,” said Meg. 
 
    “You okay, man? You look a little green. We thought you’d be happy to hear this. It sort of makes the decision to leave easier.” 
 
    “I’m thinking about my family. I’ve been trying to make myself feel better by pretending their situation isn’t so bad, like maybe everything is fine for them. Now that I know things aren’t fine—it just hit me hard, that’s all.” 
 
    “Sorry, man. You must be really worried about them. But at least you’ll be able to get home and take care of them,” said Joe. 
 
    “The best part is that Brett and Nancy can navigate using the stars. They said we’ve been floating in a large circle. They also said they’d watch to see if the captain starts to take us farther out to sea,” said Meg. 
 
    A glimmer of hope sparked in Mike. “You think they’d want to join us on the lifeboat?” 
 
    “Absolutely, they’re dying to get out of here. They think it’s our only chance of survival. They agree that we should not stay on this ship because the supplies will run out, and there is no end in sight to the roaming for a viable port,” said Joe. 
 
    “Alright, this changes everything. I’ll talk to Frank and see when he thinks the best time to leave will be. The captain has stepped up security. We aren’t sure if the security is focusing on the lifeboats or the passengers. Either way, we’ll make it off the ship.” 
 
    Joe offered him the key to their room so Mike could charge the drinks to their already lengthy tab. Mike waved off the card and said, “It’s on me. At this point, I don’t think the tab matters anymore.” 
 
    The boat pulled to starboard, causing the friends to grip the bar for support. 
 
    “Not again!” said Meg. 
 
    “It’s alright. Just take deep breaths; it’ll pass,” said Joe. 
 
    “Take her outside. The air will help. Hey, if you need to find me, my room is on deck five aft, number 547. I’ll be there after midnight!” shouted Mike as the couple quickly left the bar. 
 
    “Okay! I’ll let you know if anything changes!” yelled Joe over his shoulder. 
 
    Mike returned to thoughts of his family. Sharon and the kids were in trouble, and he’d do everything in his power to get to them. A fierce determination replaced fear. Looking at the clock, he realized he only had another thirty minutes until the end of his shift. Although tempted to leave early, he stayed until the end. Frank thought security would be called on them if they changed anything about their routines. He was probably right. The less attention they attracted, the better. 
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    Frank’s mood lifted considerably after talking with Mike. The confirmation that an EMP had detonated over the U.S. first panicked him but then allowed him to quickly switch into action. He moved through the crew’s area of the ship with purposeful determination. The persistent and at times violent rocking of the ship bounced him from one side of the vast passageway to the other. Finally the movement became so bad that steadying himself necessitated using the bulkhead handrails as he walked. Soon, the turbulent seas would create a health disaster on board. People would start to get seasick in large numbers, including the crew. Once the crew succumbed to seasickness, the ship would be harder and harder to operate. In heavy seas it would not be unusual for a ship to lose more than half of its crew to seasickness, thereby straining all those who could manage to leave their sleeping racks. In Frank’s estimation this was all the more reason to grab a lifeboat and leave the ship quickly. 
 
    After years at sea, Frank never became seasick. His body seemed to adjust quickly to the movements of the ship with effortless ease. For this reason, he knew that he would likely be the only person in the lifeboat who would be able to drive them away from the ship. Although he and Mike had trained extensively in the use of the lifeboats during their orientation on the ship, he knew the real thing would be vastly different from their training. For this reason, he reviewed the lifeboat’s manual and then decided to inspect a lifeboat to be sure their launch would go as smoothly as possible. 
 
    Finally arriving on deck eight, where the lifeboats hung, Frank looked up and down the deck before yanking open the heavy glass door leading outside. Security teams had been patrolling the entire ship in relentless overlapping groups of two. Frank worried that they would quickly suspect his motives if he were caught inspecting the lifeboats, but it was a chance he needed to take. The EMP might have affected the engines on the lifeboats, rendering their escape plan a total loss. Making sure they chose a lifeboat that was well maintained and whose engine would roar to life when needed was his sole focus. 
 
    Half of the hard-topped lifeboats hung on their cradle arms on the port side of the ship, and the other half hung on the starboard side of the ship. Frank moved away from the glass door toward the aft of the ship. He knew that the back side of the ship was far less traveled than the forward parts, making the aft boats obvious choices. Escaping on an aft lifeboat also made sense because they would be able to slip into the water and move quickly away from the ship without the officers on the bridge seeing their movements. The officers relied on well-placed cameras on the aft side of the ship for their eyes. Another crewmember had confirmed the cameras had been fried during the EMP, essentially leaving the aft portion of the ship dark to the captain and bridge officers. 
 
    Laughter on the deck caught Frank’s attention as he moved toward the lifeboat he thought would be best for their purposes. He quickly moved into the shadows and crouched behind the lifeboat’s massive cradle arm mechanism. The vacationing couple strolled slowly along the deck, stopping to grab the rails every so often for balance. At first, it appeared the couple was enjoying the dark sea and stars, and then the vomiting started. The man leaned his body over the rail and audibly disgorged the contents of his stomach. The breeze spread the vomit across the side of the ship, never making it to the ocean beneath. Frank had seen Navy ships covered in racing stripes from large numbers of crewmembers getting sick over the side. Something the captain frowned upon. 
 
    After the man stopped retching, the couple slowly moved back inside. Moving from the shadows, Frank inspected the pins securing the lifeboat on three sides. Those and the cradle stoppers all seemed to be in good order. In order to inspect the interior of the vessel and the engine, he would have to lower the lifeboat to the height of the deck and climb in. Glancing up and down the deck one last time, Frank started to engage the cradle arm but stopped when he heard voices in the distance. 
 
    A small security team walked in his direction with flashlights. The men were inspecting the area around the lifeboats. If Frank were to hide in the shadows, as he had done before, the security team would find him immediately. The men were too close for him to walk away undetected. Instead, he took a different approach. He opened his tool kit and pretended to be fixing something. 
 
    “What are you doing? Shift’s over!” yelled one of the men. 
 
    Frank stopped what he was doing and slowly stood. Addressing the men, he said, “Yeah, tell me about it. Damned shitters are causing trouble, making the rest of my workload behind. I’ll just be another minute.” 
 
    “Make it fast. Captain doesn’t want anyone near the lifeboats,” said the other man as they walked on. 
 
    Frank banged on the rail and appeared to be engaged in fixing something for a few more seconds before packing his bag and leaving. Testing the engine on the lifeboat was out of the realm of possibility at this point. If he were caught engaging the cradle arms and swinging the boat into place, the security teams would stop him and quickly end their escape plans. They would have to hope that the diesel engine would work when needed. They had no other options. 
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    Brett and Nancy were night owls, as most stargazers were. They would routinely stay up well past midnight in order to enjoy the night sky. Sometimes Nancy would stay up until dawn in order to observe the movement of the celestial bodies in its entirety. Brett had less of an ability to stay awake past two a.m. Even on their dark-location vacations, Brett had a hard time staying up well into the small hours of the night with the other amateur astronomers. Tonight was no different. They promised to watch the sky and alert the others if the ship started to move outside of the circular course the captain had been cruising. Brett took the first shift, leaving Nancy to watch the sky from two a.m. until five a.m., something that suited her just fine. 
 
    “How’re you doing out there?” she yelled to Brett. 
 
    “Just fine. Nothing has changed. Seems like the captain has set the course and hasn’t veered from it in hours. How’s the packing going?” 
 
    “Okay. I’m almost done, just gathering a few small things.” 
 
    Nancy had crammed her large backpack full of extra clothes, their identification and some toiletries. She knew once they got to shore, if they got to shore, they’d have a very long walk home. In preparation for the walk and duration without food, the couple had tried to squirrel away as much food as possible from the buffet and formal dinner table. They used Brett’s backpack for those supplies and their astronomy gear. The telescope would have to be carried separately. 
 
    Peeking her head out to Brett, she said, “Do you think it’s safe to launch one of those lifeboats in such heavy waves? What if we topple over?” 
 
    “I’m assuming they’re designed to be launched in the worst weather possible. It wouldn’t make sense to have those things only equipped for smooth-water launches. Right?” 
 
    “I guess so. It just makes me nervous. Besides, I’m already feeling a little queasy from the ship’s movement, I can’t imagine how I’ll feel on a small lifeboat.” 
 
    “You’ll probably feel terrible, like the rest of us. You having second thoughts about leaving? We don’t have to leave with them. We could simply stay on the ship and see where it takes us.” 
 
    “No way. I know where this ship is going and it’s not good. Right now it’s tempting to stay because we have food, water and electricity, but just wait. That’ll end and this will be nothing short of a violent tribal survival shit show. No way are we staying for that. No way.” 
 
    “That’s the Nancy I know and love,” said Brett with a smile. 
 
    He motioned for her to join him on the balcony. Moving her seat closer to him, she sat and snuggled into him for warmth and comfort. 
 
    “Damn, it’s cold out here. That wind is something else,” she said. 
 
    “I think the fresh air is helping me feel less sick from the ship’s relentless rocking. My stomach was flipping earlier when I was inside. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Same, but a little better now that I’m outside in the fresh air.” 
 
    Brett moved away from her and picked up the binoculars again. He had a notebook on his lap, which he used to chart their course. The notes would help him decipher whether the ship moved outside of its previous course. 
 
    “That’s odd,” he said, glancing at his notes. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “I can’t tell if the ship is moving outside of the course or if the captain is merely widening the ring. Can you look at this?” he said, handing her his calculations. 
 
    Nancy carefully reviewed his notes, paying close attention to the waypoints Brett had written down. The projected waypoints were those locations Brett calculated the captain would move through if they stayed on the same path. Once the ship stopped hitting those points, they’d know something had changed. 
 
    “Shit, you’re right. It seems like the arc has widened, but we haven’t actually changed directions.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. But why would the captain do that? It makes no sense to widen the arc. Why make the circle larger or different in any way if we’re just biding our time out here?” 
 
    “Maybe we’re missing something. I’ll watch the sky while you look over your notes. Something is off, because we’re definitely moving on a different course, and I feel like we’re going faster,” she said, grabbing the telescope. 
 
    Brett shone the flashlight on his notes, careful not to get the light near Nancy as she watched the sky. Not seeing anything amiss, he decided to take a different approach. He took out a blank sheet of paper and started to plot the points he would have expected the ship to move through. Then he saw his mistake. 
 
    “Oh my God! Nancy! We missed the last point and I didn’t see it! I had written the wrong digit in my notes! We aren’t moving in a larger circle, we’re heading out to sea!” 
 
    “Holy shit! That’s not good! Do you have any idea how long we’ve been traveling in that direction?” 
 
    “At least an hour, maybe two,” he said, crestfallen. 
 
    “Crap! We need to tell the others immediately. They’ll want to get off the ship now before we’re taken way out to sea, where use of the lifeboats will become increasingly dangerous!” 
 
    “I’ll break down the telescope while you go and tell Joe and Meg. We need to move now! I’m so sorry, Nancy,” he said with a shaky voice. 
 
    “It was a simple mistake. Anyone could have done the same thing. You caught it, that’s all that matters,” she said, leaning to kiss him before going back inside. 
 
    The ship rolled violently to port, throwing Nancy across the small stateroom. She hit her side on the bureau, bruising her hip very badly. 
 
    “You okay?” yelled Brett from the balcony. “That was the biggest one yet!” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just a little stunned, but I’ll manage.” 
 
    She rubbed her hip and grabbed the key to their room. Dashing out the door, she gripped the bulkhead rails for stability and ran along the passageway until reaching Joe and Meg’s room. The lights flickered and then went off completely, leaving her in total darkness. Panic froze her in place as her mind spun with possibilities. Before she could come up with a new plan, the lights flickered and then remained on, illuminating her path. 
 
    Finally arriving at their door, she knocked softly, trying not to alert the other passengers. The last thing they needed would be to instigate a ship-wide scramble to the lifeboats. Rapping her knuckles on the door again, this time a little harder, she prayed they were inside. 
 
    “Nancy?” said Joe from inside. 
 
    The door opened to a groggy Joe. The smell from their room escaped with the open door, assaulting Nancy’s senses. The stench was a clear indication that one or both of them had been seasick. 
 
    “Joe? What’s happening?” said Meg from inside the room. 
 
    “Nothing, everything is fine. Go back to sleep,” he said as he stepped outside their room. “What’s up? What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s nearly one thirty and we’re on the move. The captain is taking us out to sea. We need to get going, NOW!” said Nancy, trying to stress the urgency of their situation. 
 
    Joe vigorously rubbed his eyes and face for a second, seeming to wake out of the grogginess of sleep. “You sure?” 
 
    “Positive. We need to get into a lifeboat now or we’ll miss our chance.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll get Mike and we’ll meet you guys on deck eight port side aft. The boat we’re taking is back there.” 
 
    “What the hell does that even mean? Just tell me in plain English not Navy jargon! Where the hell are we supposed to go?” 
 
    “Deck eight, back of the ship on the left side.” 
 
    “Alright. That I understand. We’re already packed and can be out there in less than thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Got it. See you soon!” 
 
    Nancy ran back to her room, this time being less careful to steady herself as the ship bounced her around. Slowing down, she knew she needed to be far more careful. A broken bone or concussion wouldn’t help her chances of getting off the ship. 
 
    “I woke Joe and Meg up. He’s going to get the crew members and meet us on the back of the ship on deck eight!” she said to Brett as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Do we have everything?” he asked. 
 
    “I think so. All we need are some clothes, the food and identification. You packed up the telescope, right?” 
 
    “Yep. Got it right here.” 
 
    “Alright! Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Nancy glanced into the room one last time before closing the door. The vacation plans had been hers alone. Now seeing how things had turned out, she wished she had allowed Brett to take them to another dark site. Even though she knew that being at a dark site would not ensure their safety, at least they’d be on land. Right now any land seemed better than being at sea. 
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    Joe repeatedly pressed the elevator call button with desperation. He knew time was ticking quickly past while the ship was on a fast course straight out to the open ocean. The lifeboat plan would only work if they were closer to shore. Being far away at sea in a lifeboat with no hope of a rescue from the Coast Guard would severely limit their survival potential. The lifeboats were simply not equipped to house people for extended periods of time. Leaving the ship immediately would be the key to their plan working. 
 
    For the first time since waiting for the elevator, Joe noticed the entire bank of elevators was dark. Although the call button illuminated, giving him hope that a car would pick him up, none were coming. Each panel above the elevator door was dark, as though turned off. None of the elevators displayed their location. Joe assumed the captain must have turned those off too. The lights had been flickering all evening and at times stayed off for several minutes before turning back on. Shutting off the elevators only made sense. People could walk just as easily, and the ship’s electrical system would be less challenged. 
 
    Turning toward the vast elaborate staircase with its gilded handrails, Joe started his seven-deck descent to Mike’s room. He ran down the stairs, taking the last two steps of each flight with a jump. Adrenaline fueled his exhausted seasick body forward. 
 
    Finally he reached deck five. He stood in the atrium trying to catch his breath. The pace he’d run down the stairs took a lot out of him, leaving him completely winded. Although young, Joe was no athlete, and the heavy food and alcohol he’d consumed for the past week didn’t help his overall fitness level. Turning toward the cabins, he read the sign that indicated which cabins were located on the various sides of the ship’s vast passageways. 
 
    He knew Mike had said his room was number 547. However, the rooms on the board didn’t match his room number. All of the rooms on the board were four digits long. Then it occurred to him that he’d never seen any of the crew’s cabins. They must have a separate number system than the passengers. Clearly the crew cabins were obscured from the passengers so as to create the illusion that the entire ship contained happy vacationers and not people grinding out their workday. 
 
    “It has to be here, but where?” he whispered softly to himself. 
 
    Walking up and down the corridor provided absolutely no clues to where the crew rooms were located. Desperation gripped him as the thought that the plan would never work dawned on him. He worried about never finding Mike and being taken well out to sea. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, are you lost?” asked a security officer in a crisp white uniform. 
 
    “No, not really. Just couldn’t sleep and thought instead of waking up my wife, I’d roam the ship.” 
 
    “Roaming the ship has a way of settling even the most active of nocturnal minds.” The officer smiled as he started to move away. 
 
    “Are all the decks laid out the same?” asked Joe, pointing to the ship’s rudimentary schematic. 
 
    The officer walked back over to him, clearly happy to engage in conversation during his lonely watch. “For the most part, yes. The exception being the upper decks, where the staterooms are on either side of the various public spaces,” he said, pointing to the map. 
 
    “Right, I see. Everything is laid out so neatly. It’s really an amazing floating city.” 
 
    “Sure is,” the officer said with pride. 
 
    The two stood looking at the schematic a little longer until Joe built up the courage to press the man by saying, “So where are the crew rooms? All I see on here are the public spaces and the rooms for the passengers. Where’s the rest of it?” 
 
    “Well, if you look closely, all of the staterooms are either on the exterior of the ship or the interior. The interior rooms mirror the exterior ones but are considerably shallower. The crew corridors are behind those interior rooms, and crew berthing is in the center of the ship, where no passenger interior rooms are located.” 
 
    Joe couldn’t believe the answer had been staring at him the entire time. Of course their rooms were right behind the passengers’ rooms. Nothing else made sense. He shifted a little, trying not to appear anxious to get away, then finally said, “Nice chatting with you. I’m going to walk a little more.” 
 
    Joe moved away from the map and walked slowly down one of the passageways. If he was correct, there must be a door to the crew portion of the deck that he never noticed before. Looking carefully, he plodded slowly down the hall until he found what could only be the crew door. It was a door built into the wall and designed to blend into the wall. Instead of a real door, it appeared to be a cutout in the wall, seamlessly blending into the décor. If he weren’t looking for it, he would have missed it, as he had done on previous passes. 
 
    The crew’s quarters were stark. Bright overhead lights illuminated the shiny white passageway. The crew space reminded him of his time in the Navy. Everything in their area was spotless and glistening, but there was absolutely nothing fancy about it. Moving quickly now, he followed the numbers until he arrived at Mike’s room. 
 
    Joe’s fisted hand reached to knock on the door but then hesitated. He couldn’t recall if Mike said he had a roommate. What excuse could he give for coming to their room in the middle of the night? Hoping for the best, he rapped on the door. After a few seconds, a slight man answered the door. 
 
    “Can I help you? Are you lost or something?” said the man through a thick Indian accent. 
 
    “I’m sorry to wake you. No, I’m not lost. I need to speak with Mike. Is this his room? Is he here?” asked Joe as he tried to appear nonchalant. 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes. No problem. I’ll wake him for you. Just a moment, sir.” 
 
    The man closed the door softly behind him. After a minute or so passed, Joe began to suspect that the man simply went back to sleep; then Mike emerged. 
 
    “What’s up, man?” 
 
    “The ship is moving out to sea. We need to get going now or miss our chance!” 
 
    Joe tried to contain his panic but failed miserably. The time had kept moving along while he’d searched for the room. He had already been gone from their room for over forty minutes. If Brett and Nancy were waiting near the lifeboat, they might begin to think the plan was off. Not having any communication devices frustrated him. 
 
    “Shit! I’ll grab my stuff and Frank. Meet us on deck eight, aft!” said Mike, not skipping a beat. 
 
    Joe ran back up to deck twelve. The run down the stairs on the moving vessel had been hard enough, but the run back to Meg was brutal. His body was near the point of exhaustion as he finally rounded the top flight and ran to her. 
 
    “There you are! I was beginning to get worried,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be gone for so long. I had a hard time finding the crew cabins.” 
 
    “Did you eventually find him?” 
 
    “Sure did! We’re all set. He’s grabbing Frank and meeting us on deck eight near the lifeboats.” 
 
    “I’m already worried about the lifeboat situation. The thought of being stranded on it scares the crap out of me. But please don’t suggest we stay, that scares me even more.” 
 
    Smiling, he leaned in and kissed her. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    He knew his words of reassurance were more for his benefit than hers. He too had strong reservations about attempting the lifeboat escape. However, he knew he couldn’t live with the consequences of staying on board. 
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    Brett followed Nancy out to deck eight, carrying the heavy load of astronomy gear. The thought of leaving some of their equipment behind occurred to him as he heaved the bags on his shoulders. Even though the walk to the lifeboat wasn’t too long, the walk from the shore to their home would certainly break his back. However, despite the weight, instead of leaving anything behind, he ultimately decided more was probably better. If the items became a hindrance, they could revisit the decision. 
 
    “Careful, Nancy! Use the guardrails!” 
 
    He watched as Nancy veered from one side of the deck to the other, being bounced around by the violent movement of the ship. 
 
    “Damn it!” she swore under her breath. She had just been thrown into a lawn chair that seemed to move itself right in front of her. 
 
    “I don’t think I need to tell you that a set of broken ribs will pretty much end our plans,” he said, slightly annoyed at her. 
 
    Nancy had a way of putting bravado before caution at times. They had met during a rally against a proposed change to the Fourth Amendment. Seeing her fearlessly shouting, pumping her fists in the air, had inspired him in more ways than he knew at the time. Over the years he’d watched her evolve into a staunch Fourth Amendment advocate, believing the best police were the ones outside a person’s home. 
 
    “Careful! Geez, Nanc, come on already!” 
 
    “You need to move a little faster, Mr. Caution. What if we’re too late?” she shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    “We’re not. You said thirty minutes and it’s only been twenty. Don’t worry, we’re fine!” 
 
    He tried not to shout to her in case anyone was in close proximity on a deck either above or below. However, Nancy’s inaccurate, but fast walking widened the distance between them. Brett knew he would not be able to catch up to her or match her pace with the load he carried. 
 
    Finally, she seemed to slow down as they moved closer to the back of the ship. She stopped and turned to him, saying, “He said left side, but what does that mean? Damn it! I hate all of this ship talk.” 
 
    “Well, no one is here yet. So let’s check both sides.” 
 
    They rounded the corner of the ship and walked along its back side. Glancing over the rail, Brett noticed the vast wake the ship left as it moved through the turbulent seas. From the size of the wake, Brett concluded that the ship had picked up considerable speed from their previous cruising speed. Getting off the ship and into the sea would be tricky at best. 
 
    “Fuck! Look at those swells and the wake! We’re moving. Maybe this won’t work? My God, are we really going to launch ourselves into that?” said Nancy. 
 
    The panic in her voice seemed barely controlled. Generally, she didn’t rattle easily, but anyone in their current situation would be feeling scared. 
 
    They rounded the next corner, putting them on the opposite side of the ship. Joe and Meg were nowhere in sight. 
 
    “You sure you have the right deck? Maybe we need to be somewhere else?” 
 
    “No way. He said deck eight. I know it.” 
 
    They stood there another moment, unsure of how to proceed, when a security officer approached them. 
 
    “Maybe he knows where our escape pod is,” she whispered with a wink. 
 
    He smirked and said, “Nice and sarcastic, just how I love you to be.” 
 
    As the officer approached, he seemed to be examining them very closely. They were a sight. Two people loaded down with heavy bags strolling the deck in the middle of the night must have been an uncommon sight. Brett shifted and then lowered his bag containing the telescope. 
 
    “Good evening. What brings the two of you out onto the deck on this cold night?” asked the guard. 
 
    Brett could tell Nancy was about to say something. Not trusting her to keep a lid on her usual “show me your warrant or don’t talk to me” attitude toward police, Brett jumped in and said, “We’re trying to find a good dark spot to view the stars. The light from others’ rooms is interfering with our ability to use the telescopes from our stateroom.” 
 
    He unzipped the telescope bag and then continued, “We were hoping that setting up behind these lifeboats would block some of that light for us. What do you think, Nancy? Will this work out better?” 
 
    “Sure will!” she said, following his lead. 
 
    “Alright, enjoy the sky. It’s a cold but clear night. Should be a good show for you folks.” 
 
    The man started to walk away when Nancy spoke, causing Brett’s entire body to clench. He held his breath as she said, “Maybe we’d be better on a different deck? You know, away from the cold. Are there lifeboats elsewhere on the ship?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. If that works for you folks, this is the best spot. All of them are hung right here on this deck. Good evening to you.” 
 
    The man seemed unfazed by her odd question. Breathing a sigh of relief, Brett turned to her and said, “Risky, but effective. I say we wait here. I can go back to the other side periodically to check if they’ve arrived over there.” 
 
    “Alright. I guess this side is as good as any.” 
 
    They dropped their bags to the floor and huddled together for warmth. Looking over the side railings, Brett couldn’t help but wonder if this was the right thing to do. The tug of his warm bed tempted his mind, unsettling him. 
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    “Hurry up! We need to get moving! Brett and Nancy have been out there for over forty minutes!” yelled Joe with more edge than he intended. 
 
    Meg moved through their tiny cabin with obvious strain. Seasickness and exhaustion were a strong combination, making her slow and clumsy. She had been knocked to the floor so many times by the ship’s movements that Joe began to wonder how she would fare out in these rough seas in the small lifeboat. 
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can! I need to finish packing up!” 
 
    “Well, hurry! You don’t need that much stuff. Especially the clothes, just bring a few sweaters and workout things.” 
 
    “Alright! I’m finished. Let’s go,” she said, zipping up the sizable backpack, which she had stuffed so full it barely closed. 
 
    Joe hustled them down the four flights of stairs to deck eight. Their room was in the front of the ship, necessitating a long walk to the back of the ship, nearly the entire length of its mammoth size. 
 
    “You okay? Do you need me to carry anything else?” he asked, turning to Meg. 
 
    She had fallen short of his pace on the stairs. He was so caught up in rushing to meet the others that he forgot to check on her and felt bad for it. Meg’s tight grip on the handrail and slow, measured steps were slowing her down considerably. 
 
    “No, I’m good. Just a little queasy. I wish the ship would stop moving. It’s bad enough that the lights keep flickering on and off. I feel totally rattled from it. I’m also worried about how it will be in the lifeboat. I’m not sure I can take much more of this.” 
 
    Meg covered her mouth and closed her eyes for a moment, trying to hold back vomit. 
 
    “It’s okay. Just breathe through it and you’ll be fine,” said Joe, grabbing her arm. “Let’s walk outside the rest of the way instead of through the interior passageways. It’ll be cold, but the air and the horizon will help you a lot.” 
 
    “Okaaay,” she said in a whisper. 
 
    He guided her gently out the heavy-duty glass doors onto the frigid deck. The strong night air had a bite to it. It stung his cheeks as they made slow progress aft. 
 
    “Just a little more, you’re doing great!” he said, encouraging her. 
 
    In the distance he could make out the figures of two men standing near the back of the ship. They seemed to be coming in and out of the underside of a lifeboat, their flashlights visible as they moved. 
 
    “Look! That must be our ride!” said Joe excitedly. 
 
    Stopping for a minute, Meg looked up as she took a break from her pained effort to keep walking. The lifeboat was in sight now. 
 
    “Finally, this ship just seems to grow with every wave that hits the side of it. I swear the ship wasn’t nearly as big two days ago.” 
 
    Joe recognized Mike immediately and waved when the man looked up in their direction. 
 
    Mike said something to his companion and then ran toward Joe and Meg, saying, “Hey, guys, we’re almost ready. Are your friends coming?” 
 
    “They’re not here? I saw them close to fifty minutes ago. They said they’d be here in less than thirty.” 
 
    “You told them deck eight, port aft?” 
 
    “Of course. They should be here. Maybe they got delayed packing or something. Can we give them a few minutes?” 
 
    “No way, it’s too risky. We need to get moving before another patrol makes a pass. Once this baby is swung into place, there’s no denying what we’re up to,” said Frank as he extended his hand to Joe. 
 
    “Joe and Meg. Thanks for getting us off this thing,” said Joe, shaking his hand. 
 
    Turning to Mike, Frank said, “I’ve got all the pins removed. All we need to do now is swing the lifeboat on its cradle and lower it.” 
 
    “Holy shit! Do I have to climb up and into that thing?” said Meg, looking above her at the suspended lifeboat. 
 
    “Not at all. Once the securing pins and cradle stoppers are removed, I can swing it down level with the deck. Then I’ll open its hatch and the deck rail. We just climb in. No problem at all. It’ll be like getting on a ride at the county fair,” said Frank with a wink. 
 
    If possible, Meg’s face became whiter than before as she inspected the boat, trying to picture the events as described by Frank. 
 
    “You sure you want to go? We can stay if you want,” asked Joe, touching her cheek tenderly. 
 
    “No, Brett and Nancy are right, this ship will get worse as the days go by. We’re already getting bounced around and dealing with unreliable electricity, what’s next? Where are they? Weren’t they supposed to be here already? We can’t leave without them. They’re the key to finding home and not just driving in circles.” 
 
    “No. We need to leave now. There’s a compass on board and a basic star navigational guide. We’ll be fine.” Frank moved to the cradle arm. He gripped the lever and glanced over his shoulder at the others. Just as he started to pull the lever, moving the lifeboat, a loud noise came from the distance. 
 
    “Shit! It’s another patrol! What do we do?” asked Joe. 
 
    “You two keep walking. We’ll hide in the shadows and hope for the best!” said Mike in a loud whisper. 
 
    Joe took Meg’s arm and started to slowly move her away from the lifeboat. He hoped they didn’t get caught. But, more than anything, he hoped the guard would move quickly past their lifeboat. Precious time was being wasted as they all waited for the guard to move on. 
 
    Meg stopped along the deck and stood for a moment. He could tell from the angle of her body that Meg was watching the guard as he walked in their direction. 
 
    “Crap! He’s using a flashlight under each of the lifeboats! They’re screwed. There’s no way they’ll be able to hide from him!” she said in an excited whisper. 
 
    Joe took a chance and glanced over his shoulder at the man as he approached. Sure enough, the guard was inspecting each of the lifeboats. His mind jammed up for a moment as he thought about what the implications of their getting caught would mean for them. For all he knew, the ship had a brig, where the captain would incarcerate the men until the ship arrived at shore. 
 
    “NO! You’re not going to tell me what I can and can’t do!” shouted Meg unexpectedly. 
 
    “Meg? What are you—?” 
 
    “I mean it! I’m tired of you telling me what to do! Who do you think you are!” she shouted even louder this time. 
 
    “Ma’am! Is everything alright?” shouted the guard as he ran to her. 
 
    Meg had effectively cut off the man’s search of the lifeboats just as he was about to flash his light on “their” boat. As the guard ran to Meg’s aid, Frank and Mike used the clever diversion to scoot from under the lifeboat and then dart behind one that had already been inspected. 
 
    “Everything is fine except for Mr. Bossy over here. Thinks he’s the boss of me. Can you imagine that! The boss of me! How dare he!” 
 
    The man took one long critical look at Joe, trying to decide if he needed to stay or if this was simply a lovers’ quarrel that the woman had well in hand. 
 
    “But, really, I’m fine. Thanks for asking. Everyone should be so considerate!” she said with a nasty look to Joe. 
 
    The man nodded and retreated from them, satisfied with her response. He headed back to inspect their lifeboat. Joe hoped he wouldn’t notice that the pins and cradle stoppers were missing from their lifeboat. 
 
    “There you are! I thought I heard Meg’s voice shouting out here!” said Brett. He walked up to them, catching them off guard as they watched the security guard. 
 
    “Where have you been? We almost left without you. If that guard didn’t come, we might have!” said Joe. He jerked his thumb in the direction of the guard, who was finishing his inspection of the last lifeboat. 
 
    “They’re all over. Maybe they suspect some people might just be crazy enough to make a run for it! Nancy is on the other side of the ship near those lifeboats. Which boat are we taking?” 
 
    “The one he just inspected,” said Meg. 
 
    “And the others? Do we still have a driver to get us off the ship?” asked Brett. 
 
    “They’re hiding in the shadows. Give us ten minutes and then walk over. The guard will probably be heading in your direction,” said Joe. 
 
    “Okay. Be right back.” 
 
    Brett moved away from them into the shadows. The guard once again walked toward them. This time, instead of yelling at him, Meg grabbed Joe and pulled him into a passionate kiss as the guard moved past. 
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    Frank peeked his head out of the shadows to confirm that the guard had moved past them and completely out of range. They only had a few minutes to swing the boat and get everyone on board before the next guard came through the area. Straightening himself up from his hiding place, he moved quickly toward their lifeboat. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before the next guard comes through!” he said to Mike in an excited whisper. 
 
    “Tell me what you need me to do,” said Mike as they moved under their boat. 
 
    “Gather the others. I’m dropping this thing right now!” 
 
    Mike motioned to Joe and Meg to come to the lifeboat, getting their attention immediately. Brett and Nancy were right behind them. 
 
    Frank glanced up at them and paused. “Listen up! I’m going to get the boat in place. Once I do, we need to all load in quickly and then I’ll drop us down. I want the entire evolution to take less than three minutes. Got it?” 
 
    He looked at each person, confirming a willingness to follow the plan. The last thing he wanted to do would be to get the boat into place and then have someone waffle trying to decide whether going was the right call. 
 
    Tightening his grip on the cradle arm, Frank began pulling back the lever. The lifeboat silently swung out of its nesting spot and was suspended in midair over the ocean. Next, Frank slowly lowered the boat. The cables whined as line was let out in a smooth movement, bringing the boat level with the deck. 
 
    “Mike! Get the rail and door!” shouted Frank. 
 
    Just as Mike moved to the suspended boat, a man emerged on the deck. 
 
    “We have company!” said Joe in a panicked voice. 
 
    “Shit. Get under the other boats and hide. Quickly!” 
 
    Frank watched as the small man walked slowly toward them. He wasn’t security but seemed to be checking each lifeboat as he passed. 
 
    “What the hell is he doing?” said Frank, motioning to Mike. 
 
    “Raj?” whispered Mike to himself. 
 
    “Who’s Raj?” 
 
    “My roommate. I think that’s him.” 
 
    “Oh shit. Did you tell everyone? Can we expect the tooth fairy next?” said Frank. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything to him at all. You and Joe are the only two people who I talked to about our plan,” said Mike. 
 
    The man continued his slow walk toward them. As he approached, they could hear his whispered calls, “Mike? Mike?” 
 
    “Oh brother. Looks like your date is here,” said Frank sarcastically. 
 
    “Hey, Raj, what’re you doing out here?” 
 
    “Looking for you, man. I know you’re leaving, and I want off this ship too. The whole place is deteriorating, and there’s only enough food to feed everyone for another day. Maybe two days if we’re lucky. Can I come?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re coming!” interrupted Frank before Mike could answer. “Let’s get a move on before another patrol comes through!” 
 
    Frank made sure the lifeboat hung securely on the cables as Mike opened the guardrail and lifted the hatch on the boat. The others moved forward toward the boat. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go first. Hopefully, I can get the lights working. If they don’t, then we should grab a different boat because the engine might be fried.” 
 
    Frank jumped into the dark lifeboat. The boat swung from his weight and movement. It tapped the side of the ship as it swung back and forth on the cables. 
 
    Although the interior of the lifeboat was dark, it had reflector strips on nearly every surface. The strips picked up the light from the ship and his flashlight, giving Frank just enough visual cues to maneuver through the dark interior. 
 
    The persistent guard patrols prevented him from being able to check the boat’s mechanical fitness. For all he knew, the EMP could have taken out the lifeboat’s engine and lighting system. If that were the case, they’d have to try other boats until they managed to find one in working order. The other possibility he worried about was that none of the boats were actually in working condition, leaving them to fend for themselves on the ship. 
 
    Moving to the middle of the vessel, he quickly located the command console used to drive the boat. The control panel and steering were four steps up above the level where the passengers were to be seated. The height allowed the pilot to look outside through the windows situated around the seat. 
 
    He climbed the steps and sat in the captain’s chair and flipped the switch for the lights. They flickered and then shone throughout the small vessel. Next he turned to the engine with fingers crossed. Lifeboats did not utilize ignition keys. Rather, the ignition was initiated by depressing a single button. Exhaling, he said a silent prayer and pressed the red ignition button. The engine did not respond. He tried again. Nothing. Pressing the button one more time, his mind scrambled with the lessons learned during their safety drills. He couldn’t help but think he was missing something. Finally, it occurred to him that he needed to lift the locking device. He was in such a hurry that he forgot a step! He quickly moved the flashlight into place, giving more light to find the lock. His hands shook as he moved them over the panel. 
 
    “What’s going on? Is it dead?” asked Mike inside the boat. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet! Give me another minute. If I can’t get it going within a second or two, we need to move to a different one!” 
 
    Finally, he located the switch and turned the lever to the on position. “Here goes nothing,” he silently muttered as he depressed the ignition button one last time. The powerful diesel engine flared to life, lifting his spirits. 
 
    “Let’s go! Get everyone in!” he shouted as he turned on more of the interior lights. 
 
    He chose not to turn on the exterior running lights until they were safely away from the ship. 
 
    “Watch your step! You need to step down! Quickly!” shouted Mike to the others. 
 
    “Crap! The entire boat is wobbling! We’re going to fall!” yelled a panicked Nancy. 
 
    “He says it’s fine, Nanc, just keep going!” yelled Brett as he moved into the boat. 
 
    Frank watched as the crew slowly made their way into the vessel. He was anxious to get them lowered and away from the ship. It was only a matter of time before another patrol or other passengers moved across deck eight. 
 
    “Get your lifejackets on and strap in!” he shouted in a loud whisper. 
 
    In the distance he heard, “Hey, you! Get away from that lifeboat!” 
 
    “Shit! We’ve got company. Raj, your turn!” 
 
    “Coming!” 
 
    Raj was the last one to pile into the boat. His excited jump to the boat caused such a violent swing in its position that several of them shouted out. Although the boat was secure in place, the movement unsettled Frank as he recalled a story he’d heard about a lifeboat drill disaster, which killed several crewmembers on a different cruise line. Something the cruise industry didn’t advertise. 
 
    “Close the damned hatch!” shouted Frank, no longer quiet. 
 
    Mike slammed the hatch into place and clamped down its locks, making the vessel watertight. 
 
    “Here we go! Hang on!” shouted Frank. 
 
    He pulled the lift brake governor and lowered the boat through the cold night sky into the waiting inky sea. The movement of the cables created a high-pitched screaming sound that unsettled everyone, including Frank. It had the pitch of a cat screaming. The sound added to the tension on board. 
 
    “You do not have permission to leave! Halt or we’ll shoot!” someone on the deck above yelled. 
 
    “They’ll shoot? You don’t think they’d dare, do you?” asked Nancy to no one in particular. 
 
    “This is ship’s security! Stop or we’ll shoot! You do not have permission to take the lifeboat! The Coast Guard has been notified!” the faceless man yelled into a loudspeaker. 
 
    “Shit! I thought the Coast Guard was MIA?” shouted Meg. “Shit! Should we be doing this? Maybe everything was fine!” 
 
    ‘They’re bluffing. The coasties aren’t coming. And there’s no way they’d shoot!” said Frank as he sped up their descent. The whining sound from the cables intensified. 
 
    Just as he spoke, the sound of metal pinging on metal could be heard through the boat in various locations on its roof. 
 
    “Shit! They’re shooting!” yelled Joe. 
 
    In a panic, Frank let the lift brake governor out the entire way, dropping them the last twenty feet in a rapid run to the sea. Shouts from the small group were deafening in the confined space. Just as they should have hit the ocean, the boat jerked to a stop and the nose of the vessel dropped to the ocean, pitching them at a steep angle toward the sea. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” shouted Meg. 
 
    “Something is wrong with the rear cable! It’s jammed! We need to free ourselves or we’ll get killed here!” shouted Mike. 
 
    Frank knew the situation was dire and that Mike’s assessment was correct. They needed to fix the cable fast. Bullets continued to ping off the top of the boat as they swung helplessly in the air. The side of the lifeboat crashed into the side of the cruise ship, with every swell violently bouncing them from side to side as they hung facedown. 
 
    “I know what to do! I can fix this! It happened during one of our drills! I just need to realign the rear cable! Frank! Pull the front cable up! I’ll go out and deal with the rear one!” shouted Mike. 
 
    Frank pulled the cable lever up, attempting to lift the front of the boat. The lever wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “It’s stuck! I can’t get any slack in the line!” he shouted. 
 
    “Alright! I’m heading out!” 
 
    Mike started to open the hatch, when Raj came to his side. 
 
    “No! I’ll do it! I know what to do too! You have a family, kids that need you! I should go!” screamed Raj in broken English as he pushed Mike out of the way. 
 
    Before Mike could protest, Raj scrambled out of the lopsided boat and onto its top. 
 
    Frank swiveled in the captain’s chair and watched as Raj moved with quick measured movements across the top of the boat. A large swell hit them broadside, causing the lifeboat to swing uncontrollably in a wide arc and then ram full speed into the side of the cruise ship. 
 
    Bullets continued to rain down on the boat. Frank hesitated and then flipped on the rear exterior lights. He didn’t want to draw attention to Raj but knew the man would need more light in order to realign the cable. 
 
    Frank watched as Raj grappled to hang onto the lifeboat’s deck-mounted handrails. His slight body was no match for the roaring sea. Miraculously the man made it to the back of the boat and began to realign the cable in order to free them. Frank pulled on the lift brake, trying to move the winches and pull the boat back to a parallel position. Just as he thought the force of his hand on the lever would snap it, the cables started wheezing again, pulling the boat even with the sea. 
 
    Glancing back at Raj, he watched as the small brave man clung to their lifeboat, desperately trying to make it back to the open hatch. A wave hit them again, causing Raj’s legs to come out from under him. The man’s grip on the handrail did not fail as his legs were swung over the edge of the boat. Frank could tell that Raj knew he only had seconds before the next wave. The man’s legs were kicking against the side of the lifeboat as he tried to get a foothold to bring himself up to the top of the boat again. Frank watched helplessly as the man grappled to save his own life, unable to offer any assistance. 
 
    The next wave came quickly. The lifeboat was thrown against the side of the ship, catching Raj’s body between the massive ship and the lifeboat. A bloodcurdling scream escaped from Raj’s lips as the boats violently clanged together, slicing him in half. The man’s face went slack, his eyes wide with fright as his hands unclenched, allowing his body to slip away to the dark ocean. 
 
    “Raj! I have to get him! He needs help!” yelled Mike. 
 
    “NO! Shut the hatch! He’s gone!” shouted Frank. 
 
    Mike stood stunned, incapacitated for a moment. 
 
    Frank yelled again, “SHUT THE HATCH! We’re hitting the water!” 
 
    Joe quickly unclipped his safety harness and ran to the open hatch. He pushed Mike out of the way and slammed the lid closed. 
 
    The lifeboat hit the water with a sudden jerk and then bobbed with the ocean’s movements. As the lifeboat moved to a low spot in the swells, a large red chunk-covered stain became visible on the side of the cruise ship, revealing what had occurred. Seeing the gore, Meg lurched and then vomited onto her shoes. 
 
    Once they landed in the water, Frank activated the hydrostatic hook release and freed them from the ship. He threw the boat into gear, revved the engine, and pulled away as quickly as he could from the cruise ship. 
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    Joe held Meg’s trembling body as the boat moved fast over the waves. The sea was much rougher on the small boat than it had been on the large cruise liner. They were thrown around by the relentless and powerful force of the water as the diesel engine ground away noisily. 
 
    “I’m going to be sick again,” said Meg in a slight whisper. 
 
    The sound of her dry heaving made Joe feel as though he would also be sick. 
 
    “You’re okay. Just breathe slowly through your nose, you’ll be fine. Everything is fine. We’re safe,” he said, trying to soothe her. 
 
    “Safe? Did you see what happened to that poor man? And we just left him! What if that were you? Or me? Would we just be left too? I can’t believe I signed up for this!” she shouted. 
 
    Brett and Nancy eyed them and shifted in their seats, clearly uncomfortable with what had occurred during their escape from the ship. 
 
    “There was nothing to do for him. None of us could have saved him nor should we have tried. An attempted rescue could have cost other lives,” said Nancy with stony logic. 
 
    Mike removed his harness and moved to their side of the vast lifeboat, gripping the rails tightly as he carefully maneuvered toward them. The lifeboat was equipped to carry thirty passengers. It also contained a plethora of survival equipment. Mike lifted the seat cover across from Joe and began removing items from it. 
 
    “Under each seat, you’ll find a thermal blanket, water and an energy snack bar. I suggest everyone bundle up in his or her blankets. We can’t afford to freeze out here.” 
 
    Each of them stood, removing the seat covers and accessing their gear. The blankets were thin but made from a heat-reflective material. Once Joe placed the blanket around himself, he began to feel much better. The shaking in his legs began to slow and then stop as his body warmed. He hadn’t realized the extent to which the damp harsh cold had crept into his bones, making him feel sick. Meg also looked slightly better. 
 
    “Here! Take these!” said Mike as he handed something to Brett. 
 
    “What is it?” said Brett, unsure whether he should accept the pills. 
 
    “Seasickness pills. Everyone needs to take them right away,” said Mike. 
 
    “We don’t need them. We’re fine,” said Nancy, waving her hand. 
 
    “It’s standard lifeboat procedure; everyone takes seasickness pills. Once one person gets sick on the lifeboat, it can cause a ripple effect, making everyone else sick. Believe me, we don’t want to be in here if there’s a breakout of hysterical vomiting. Please take the pills,” said Mike kindly. 
 
    Brett put his hand out and said, “We’ll do it. Better than the alternative. Thanks.” 
 
    As Mike moved across the narrow space to them, Joe noticed for the first time how weary he looked. A sadness accentuated by deep exhaustion and stress changed Mike’s normally friendly face into one Joe barely recognized. 
 
    “You okay, man? Sorry about your roommate. He seemed like a nice guy. That really shouldn’t have happened,” said Joe. 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t have happened, but it did. I was just about to go out there and he stopped me. He volunteered to go for the sole reason that I have kids counting on me. I just can’t get over the fact that he knowingly did something so dangerous so that I wouldn’t have to,” said Mike. 
 
    Tears freely ran down Mike’s face as he stood swaying with the boat. 
 
    “We’re all very grateful to him. Who knows what would have happened if he hadn’t gone out there and freed us? We all owe him a great deal,” said Joe solemnly. 
 
    “I can’t help but feel like I could have done something to save him. Maybe if I had been out there too?” 
 
    “Cross decking with two vessels side by side in heavy seas is one of the most dangerous things we did in the Navy. Accidents happen during those maneuvers all the time. There was nothing you could have done to save him. Really, there was nothing you could have done, except maybe get yourself killed too.” 
 
    “Thanks, man. That makes me feel a little better.” 
 
    Mike moved slowly away from them to his own seat. Joe checked Meg’s harness to be sure it was secure. She had finally succumbed to the heavy sedation caused by her seasickness and had fallen asleep. Her head lolled side to side with the movement of the vessel; however, the over-the-shoulder harness kept her firmly in place as she dozed. He covered her and kissed the side of her head then unclasped his own harness. 
 
    Mike made walking in the lifeboat during such heavy seas look easier than it was. Joe grabbed onto the overhead rails with a strong grip, trying to steady himself as he slowly moved to the command console. 
 
    “Frank! You okay up here?” said Joe. 
 
    “I’ve been better, but mostly okay.” 
 
    Brett moved to the other side of the console, joining them. The glass surrounding the pilot’s console afforded one a three-hundred-sixty-degree vantage point. He looked at the night sky with stunned amazement, like a child on Christmas morning looks at a pile of gifts. 
 
    “Wow! It’s dark out here. This is really amazing! Even the slightest constellations are visible without the lights of the cruise ship to interfere. Do you know which direction to move in? Do we have any navigational equipment to use?” said Brett. 
 
    “I’m just trying to get us away from the cruise ship as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Good idea, but what direction are we heading in?” 
 
    “I have us pointing due west. If the captain had us going out to sea, then we were going due east. I figured I’d go in the opposite direction,” said Frank. 
 
    “Good plan. I’ll grab my telescope and notes. I should be able to get us back in the direction of Port Lorraine. It might not be spot on but close,” said Brett. 
 
    Brett moved away from the command console toward the bags he and Nancy had brought with them. 
 
    “How far can we go with this boat?” said Joe, turning back to Frank. 
 
    These are equipped to travel continuously for twenty-four hours at six knots,” shouted Frank over the diesel engine. 
 
    Discussing their plan or directions in any detail was nearly impossible with the roar of the engine. 
 
    “That’s farther than I figured it would go!” said Joe. 
 
    “It’s a good distance, but in these swells, who knows how far that’ll get us. Besides, the ship was really far away from shore and racing out to sea when we left. I have no idea how far away we are from shore at this point. I hope we’ll have enough fuel to get us there,” said Frank with an exhausted sigh. 
 
    “What if it’s not?” 
 
    “Not what?” shouted Frank, cupping his ear. 
 
    “Enough fuel? What if it’s not enough fuel?” 
 
    Frank shook his head and shouted, “We start rowing!” 
 
    Glancing back at Meg’s crumpled, sleeping form, Joe began to wonder if escaping from the ship was the best idea. If they were too far away from shore to drive the lifeboat into land and no Coast Guard was around to help, they would eventually die of hypothermia, starvation, or a lack of water. Feelings of doubt and concern for their well-being eroded his confidence, making him worry that he would not be able to keep her safe. 
 
   
  
 



— 21 — 
 
    Nancy helped Brett unpack the small binoculars and his notebook. He handed her several sextants and pencils for charting their course. She knew Brett was an exceptional star navigator and completely trusted his skills, even in this situation, where their lives depended on his accuracy. 
 
    “Let’s get the telescope out! I want to be sure I get the angles correct!” shouted Brett. 
 
    Nancy nodded and put the items she held down on the bench and turned to the telescope. The force of a rogue wave dumped everything onto the deck of the boat. The pencils rolled with the movement away from Nancy’s grasping hands. 
 
    “This is freaking ridiculous! How are we supposed to get set up with all of this rocking?” she said. 
 
    “I agree. Besides, I’m not sure I’ll be able to see anything if the telescope and binoculars are shaking around this much. Maybe Frank can slow down?” 
 
    “I’ll go and ask!” 
 
    Nancy unclipped herself and moved cautiously through the cabin. She saw the others being thrown around and had no intention of hurting herself this close to home. After what had happened to Mike’s roommate, she had a new appreciation for the dangers of the sea. 
 
    “Hey, Frank!” she yelled, trying to get Frank’s attention. 
 
    The noise level near the command console was considerably louder than toward the back of the boat where she and Brett sat. The diesel engine was right under the pilot seat, grinding out ear-deafening noise as it propelled them forward. 
 
    “Frank!” she yelled again, grabbing his arm. 
 
    Frank flinched slightly and jumped at her touch. Like everyone else, Frank seemed unsettled after their disastrous, deadly escape from the ship. “What is it?” 
 
    “Can you slow down? We can’t get the instruments set up, and the rocking will make it hard to determine the angles of the stars!” she shouted. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll slow down as much as possible. If I go too slow, then we’ll get bounced around more from the seas. If we’re moving, I can cut into the oncoming swells a little, helping to smooth us out somewhat!” 
 
    Frank reduced their speed dramatically. The engine noise reduced instantly, allowing her to finally hear herself think. 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    Moving back to Brett, she walked past Joe and Meg. Meg woke and sleepily grabbed her leg as she passed, saying, “What’s happening? Why are we stopping?” 
 
    “We aren’t stopping, just slowing down while Brett figures out where we are. Everything is fine,” said Nancy reassuringly as she moved past. 
 
    Brett had picked up their equipment and reassembled everything on the bench. Slowing the boat down seemed to help a little, but now they were taking more waves than before as Frank tried to maneuver them through the rough seas. The boat seemed to be rocked side to side rather than the near constant front of the vessel slamming into the water as it had done before. 
 
    “I can see Polaris and just need to get the angle so I can find our latitude!” he said. 
 
    “Do you need the telescope, or are the binoculars enough?” 
 
    “I think I’m okay with these. I’m just having trouble because these windows are so small. I can’t get a fix on the entire sky, just one small section at a time. I think I might need to go outside.” 
 
    “No way! You saw what happened to the last guy who went out there. You’re staying put!” 
 
    “Unless I can see the entire sky, I can’t confirm my calculations! I’ll have no double-check on my observations. You know I need to do this.” 
 
    Joe walked up to them and said, “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I think I need to go outside in order to accurately chart our course.” 
 
    “It’s way too dangerous. He won’t be able to hold on and use the binoculars. No way. We’ll figure something else out,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I have another idea. Come on,” said Joe. 
 
    They made their way slowly toward the command console, where Frank watched the swells intently, trying to make sure their ride was as smooth as possible. 
 
    “Frank, we need to pop the hatch and let Brett stick his head out! He has to see the entire sky!” yelled Joe. 
 
    “Alright! Climb up! I’ll put the seat away,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank flipped the pilot’s bench back into its upright and stowed position and stepped aside for Brett to join him in the small space. Brett grabbed the handrail and heaved himself up next to Frank. Once in place, Nancy handed him the binoculars and notepad. 
 
    The movement of the ship caused Brett to nearly drop the binoculars several times as his hands instinctively tried to clench the safety rails. 
 
    “This is some view! Nancy! You should see the sky out here! I think it’s darker than we’ve ever seen, even in Montana!” 
 
    “Quit stargazing and get your measurements!” she yelled, echoing all of their thoughts. 
 
    A few moments later, Brett descended from the command console and returned to the back of the ship. He hunched over the navigational map and then seemed to finish his calculations. 
 
    “We need to move south! We’re way too far north. Our latitude is several degrees away from where we need to go,” he said to Nancy. 
 
    “You’d better tell Frank!” said Nancy. 
 
    Nancy sat back on the bench and strapped herself in again as she watched Brett make his way to Frank. At first she didn’t want to take the seasickness pills, but now that they had been on the bouncing boat for a few hours, she could see why dispensing them was standard protocol in lifeboats. The combination of a moving boat and the smell of fuel mixed with the stench of Meg’s vomit was nearly enough to make Nancy sick. She closed her eyes and thought of getting home. Hopefully by this time tomorrow, the memory of being on the lifeboat would be distant. 
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    Joe took a turn at the helm in order to give Frank a rest. They decided to run the ship using a two-person watch-standing system. One person at the control console and the other person would be their lookout. The person on watch would alert the pilot if another vessel were approaching. Even though their numbers were small, Joe knew they needed to have at least two people awake and watching at all times. Things could go wrong quickly at sea. The last thing they needed would be an at-sea crash with a passing ship. 
 
    “You doing okay for a little while longer?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Sure. I’m actually enjoying the ride for the first time since we got on the boat,” said Joe. 
 
    “Calm water has a way of lulling everyone to love the sea,” said Mike, looking out the windows. 
 
    The dark night started to give way to dawn as the suggestion of the sun’s light cracked across the horizon in a thin line of orange. The time between night and day was always Joe’s favorite. It allowed him to see the setting moon and rising sun simultaneously. When he and Meg first got married, she had an old dog that he would walk early in the morning. No matter how late he went to bed, he and the dog always made it outside for the celestial changing of the guard. 
 
    “I’m going to hit the head. Be right back!” yelled Mike as he moved down the steps to the bathroom. 
 
    The lifeboat was equipped with a very rudimentary bathroom system capable of keeping their waste away from them and contained for a short period of time. Joe was impressed by the various survival items contained in the lifeboat, such as several robust first aid kits, bailout shovels, and various heavy-weather items among other things. 
 
    Meg moved slowly toward the pilot seat and leaned into Joe. She placed her head on his shoulder, snuggling close to him. He inhaled the familiar sweet scent of her thick hair as she nuzzled in for a hug. 
 
    “How much longer do you think we’ll be out here?” she asked. 
 
    “According to Brett and Frank, we should be getting close to Port Lorraine within the next few hours.” 
 
    “Hopefully they’re right. I feel better having Brett and Nancy on board. If anyone can get us home safely using just the stars to navigate, it’s those two.” 
 
    Joe glanced back at them. The couple sat huddled looking at the charts and the sky. He thought they must have been trying to verify their course one last time before the sun completely obfuscated the stars. At sea, the sun seemed to rise slowly because its entire movement from horizon to mid-sky was observed without the interruption of the Earth’s typography or man-made structures. This made for exceptionally beautiful sunrises and sunsets. 
 
    “You feeling better, Meg?” asked Mike as he returned to the watch. 
 
    “Yes, much better. I’m still extremely tired but not as nauseous as before,” she said. 
 
    “Seasickness always causes extreme exhaustion. I don’t even know how the early explorers made it across the sea without taking any medications to combat its effects. Half of the crew was probably asleep or lurching over the rails at any given time,” said Mike. 
 
    “Hey, Mike! You see that?” shouted Joe. 
 
    Mike turned his attention back to the watch. He pulled the binoculars up to his eyes and started turning slowly to scan the entire area. “See what? Looks like a whole lotta ocean to me.” 
 
    “Over there! Look!” said Joe excitedly, pointing. 
 
    Mike adjusted the binoculars, taking a closer look in the direction Joe pointed. Sure enough, on the cusp of the horizon, something appeared out of place. An object no larger than a small pea loomed on the crisp edge of the Earth. The distance made it hard to discern the type of vessel or its size. 
 
    “I see it! You’re right. We have company!” 
 
    “Can you tell which direction they’re traveling?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’ll need to watch them a little longer. But still, I don’t have a fixed point to use. Without a fixed point, I’d just be guessing based on our direction.” 
 
    “We have to use the stars while they’re still visible. Once the sun is fully up, we won’t be able to plot their course until they’re right on top of us!” yelled Joe. 
 
    “I’ll get Brett and Nancy on it!” 
 
    Mike hopped down and moved to the back of the ship as Joe attempted to use one hand on the helm and the other on his binoculars. Although the seas were considerably calmer, he couldn’t hold the boat steady and look at the same time without risking a fall. 
 
    “You see something out there?” asked Brett as he climbed up next to Joe. 
 
    “Yes, in that general area over there. I need to know the direction they’re traveling. Would you be able to find a fixed celestial point and plot their course?” he said. 
 
    “Sure, I can do that. Just give me a few minutes,” said Brett excitedly. 
 
    Brett ran to the back of the boat and grabbed his high-powered binoculars and sextant, then returned to settle in next to Joe. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Frank as he joined them, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 
 
    “There’s another ship on the horizon. We’re trying to figure out which direction they’re traveling.” 
 
    “Could be the Coast Guard!” said Meg as she squeezed into the small space near the others. 
 
    “I’m not sure I want the Coast Guard coming near our little gang. We did just steal this lifeboat, remember?” said Nancy sarcastically. 
 
    “Good point, I forgot about that,” said Meg. 
 
    “Another ship might have information about what’s happened on land. They may even be able to confirm our location. No offense, Brett,” said Frank. 
 
    “None taken. I’m only as good as my eyes and calculations,” he said in a warm and friendly tone. 
 
    “It would be nice to know what we’re getting into on land. Maybe making contact with the other ship wouldn’t be a bad idea,” said Joe. 
 
    “Let’s first see who’s out there before we jump to any conclusions. I’d rather not hail a coastie and get arrested. Besides, whoever is on that ship could be out of supplies and desperate. We’re actually in pretty good shape, all things considered. We have food, water and medicine. All in all we really don’t need any assistance, and we might just be better off without anyone near us,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I agree. We should stay away from anyone else. I’m confident that we’re going in the right direction. We’re better off not drawing attention to ourselves,” said Brett. 
 
    “Alright, let’s just figure out which way they’re traveling. Maybe we don’t need to worry about them at all. They could be moving away from us. Directions are difficult to obtain out here sometimes, especially considering the distance,” said Frank. 
 
    Joe maintained a steady course in the direction Brett had previously given him. They still needed to go south and west in order to not overshoot the port. Last night’s rough seas had caused them to travel considerably slower than he would have liked, extending their time at sea. Joe knew that their fuel would not last forever. They needed to be right about their course or risk being stranded at sea, forced to row home. 
 
    The vessel on the horizon started to become sharper to Joe as he watched its movements. Brett stood right next to him, trying to fix a point in the sky. 
 
    “Alright, I got it! They’re moving almost due south. If they continue going in the same direction, they won’t come anywhere near us since we’re going southwest,” said Brett. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes, as sure as I can be using Polaris as a fixed point and a sextant.” 
 
    “Can you tell what type of ship it is? Is it Coast Guard or the Navy?” 
 
    Brett put the binoculars to his eyes again and adjusted the focus. “Definitely neither the Coast Guard or the Navy. Looks like some sort of fishing vessel. You want me to hold the wheel while you look?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Brett took command of steering the boat as Joe looked out at their ship. 
 
    “I think you’re right. It’s not a government ship. Could be a trawler. I see some large apparatus on its stern. Could be an industrial reel cradle,” said Joe. 
 
    They continued for a moment in silence as Brett watched the other vessel and kept company with Joe. Joe was surprised by how close the little group had become. When they first met Brett and Nancy, he hated having to share the dinner table with them. He considered the couple the most boring people he had ever met. Now that their lives depended on Brett’s navigational skills, he found himself trusting the man and admiring his vast knowledge. 
 
    “Shit! We’ve been spotted!” shouted Brett. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Joe. 
 
    “They’re heading right toward us! They’ve changed directions and are speeding this way!” 
 
    The large ship turned and was rapidly moving in their direction. Tall sprays of water flanked the sides of the fast-moving vessel as it sliced through the calm water on a direct path to them. 
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    Frank scrambled to the back of the ship, trying to get a different perspective on the oncoming vessel. They needed to quickly identify it. Joe had picked up speed in an effort to move away from the unwelcome guests, causing the boat to rock considerably more than it had done previously. The front of the boat rose and then slammed onto the surface of the ocean. 
 
    As the ship came closer to them, Frank could get a better idea of what they were dealing with. It appeared to be a large commercial fishing vessel. However, it didn’t look like the ones Frank usually saw. This one was nothing short of a rusty old bucket with a powerful engine. It was obvious from the condition of the ship that it was not a legitimate, licensed commercial boat. 
 
    “We need to go faster! They’re gaining on us!” shouted Mike to Joe. 
 
    Frank ran close to them and looked out the pilot windows. “We can’t outrun them. They have a larger engine than we do and probably way more fuel. If we keep at this pace, we’ll just end up running the engine dry, and then our situation will get exponentially worse!” shouted Frank. “Keep going for another minute. I need to get some things together!” 
 
    Joe nodded and kept the pressure on the engine as the large ominous presence loomed closer and closer to them, unabated by their speed. 
 
    Frank ran to the back of the boat and looked through its supplies. Finding what he needed, he straightened up and unlatched the rearmost window of the lifeboat as well as the side hatches. 
 
    “Alright! Listen, here’s our plan. Joe, slow down and let them come to our port. If they ask, we’ve been out to sea for days and we’re out of supplies. From the looks of their ship, I’d imagine that’s their situation. We don’t want to give them any reason to board our boat. If they board, we’re as good as dead,” said Frank. 
 
    “Why not just give them some of our supplies and help them?” asked Mike. 
 
    “No way. If we let them anywhere near our boat, they could steal it from us. I say we go with Frank’s plan. We keep them off our boat and try to talk our way out of this,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t help them? It seems like an oddly hostile attitude,” persisted Mike. 
 
    “Absolutely. These aren’t real fishermen making a decent, honest living. Those are marine pirates. They troll in this area, pulling in endangered species and selling them on foreign markets. They’re the equivalent of poachers in Africa. Those guys are very bad news. They’d slice our throats without hesitation if they thought it benefited them,” said Frank, fear evident in his voice. 
 
    “They’re almost on us. I’m slowing down!” said Joe as he eased the boat into neutral. 
 
    Joe turned their boat so that the fishing vessel would have to approach on the port side, as Frank had requested. 
 
    “Holy crap, you’re right. Look at that thing!” said Brett. 
 
    The ship pulled up next to them, exposing its broad side for their inspection. The vessel was nothing short of a floating death trap. Every conceivable surface was covered either with rust or some sort of combination of mussels and algae. The ship was in such poor condition that Frank wondered how it was still floating. The captain and crew appeared on deck, waving at them. Frank noticed one man stayed behind at the helm. 
 
    “Hello there! I’m Dan, captain of this fine fishing vessel!” the man yelled. 
 
    His dark beady eyes revealed a sinister motive for the stop. The man stood silently waiting for a response from their ship. His long stringy, greasy hair moved slightly in the wind. 
 
    A crewmember who wore a blood-splattered T-shirt over grungy, dirty and ripped jeans answered him, “Maybe no one’s home!” 
 
    “Get the ropes! Tie ’em off!” yelled the captain to his crew. 
 
    Frank knew they only had seconds to respond to the threat. He couldn’t let the men tie the ships together. If that occurred, there would be no way for them to escape. 
 
    Gathering his courage, he lifted the port hatch and greeted them. “Hey! Sorry for the delay. We’re all exhausted in here. Been floating around for days after our boat capsized in heavy seas. We’re just trying to make it back to shore! Do you have any supplies you could spare? Especially food or water?” said Frank to the mean-looking bunch. The men looked like a pack of jackals circling a kill, ready to pounce at any moment. 
 
    He thought asking for supplies would make their cover story more believable, but judging from their response, it clearly hadn’t. 
 
    “We were gonna ask you the same thing. We could use more water and food, as we’re nearly out and we didn’t come from a shiny new cruise ship either! Right, boys!” 
 
    The vile, dirty-looking bunch nodded and grumbled in agreement. They laughed at Frank and his attempt to lie about their situation. The men acted as though they had won the lottery by discovering the little lifeboat. 
 
    Frank’s mind scrambled to figure out how the men knew they had escaped the cruise ship. Then it occurred to him, the name of their ship was stenciled onto the side of their lifeboat. Of course. The lifeboat had to be identified in case of an emergency. They must have figured out the lifeboat probably contained a lot of supplies. Frank knew that the men were opportunists who just happened upon a gold mine of supplies. There was no way they’d be able to talk their way out of this situation. 
 
    “How about we join our two ships and share our supplies? You know, safety in numbers and all of that shit!” said the captain. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Frank. He desperately tried not to let his voice crack. Showing any level of fear would be deadly. 
 
    The man’s attitude changed in an instant. Suddenly the thin veneer of civility vanished, being replaced by nothing short of murderous rage. The man reached behind his back and yelled, “Grab the—” 
 
    Before the man could finish his sentence, Frank pulled the flare gun from behind his back and fired, hitting the man square in the face. The man toppled back from the force and shock of the flare. The others scrambled away from him as the flare danced across the deck, spewing hot pink flashes and smoke. 
 
    “Move out NOW!” Frank shouted to Joe. 
 
    Joe responded instantly, taking the small boat from neutral to full speed. As they passed the fishing boat, Frank aimed a second flare into the pilot’s room. The flare bounced off the side of their ship and landed harmlessly in the ocean. Re-aiming, he shot a second flare at the same spot. This time, the flare went straight into the small space. The shouts of the man at the helm could be heard even as the distance opened between the ships. 
 
    Frank feared he had failed in protecting their group. He knew they needed to disable the ship or the men would relentlessly hunt them down. Now the captain had two reasons to kill them: supplies and revenge. Those two motivating factors would guarantee their deaths unless they took immediate action. 
 
    “Turn around! We need to turn around NOW! Go back!” he yelled to Joe. 
 
    “No fucking way! Did you see those guys!” said Joe. 
 
    “I need to take out their engines. We have to go back or they’ll chase us! We don’t have much time before they start moving again! We can’t outrun them!” he shouted. 
 
    Joe seemed to be weighing the options but then spun the boat around in a large arc and pointed its bow at the ship. 
 
    “Go to their stern! I have three flares left and want to take the best shot I can get!” 
 
    Joe drove the small lifeboat up to the mammoth-sized aged vessel, getting close to the stern as Frank had instructed. The men on the boat seemed to have recovered from the shock of being hit with the flares. They lined up on the deck and started shooting at the lifeboat as it advanced. Bullets sprayed the water and pinged off the front of the lifeboat. 
 
    Frank knew he’d only have a few seconds to get this right. 
 
    “TURN US PORT TO STERN! PORT TO STERN!” he shouted to Joe. 
 
    Joe slowed the boat and turned their port to the stern of the fishing vessel as Frank flipped open the hatch one more time. Frank bravely stood in the open hatch as bullets continued to rain down on them. He lined up the flare gun and took his shot. The flare bounced off the back of the ship. 
 
    “SHIT! Slow down! I need to be accurate!” he screamed. 
 
    Joe complied, slowing the boat down as much as he dared. Frank lined up the flare gun and shot again, praying it would hit the mark. The flare sailed through the air and then hit the back of their boat, entering a grated portion of the stern. He then used his last flare to distract the men from shooting at them. The flare hit the rise of the bridge wing and bounced onto the surface of the deck. The men scattered away from the erratic flare as smoke and flames licked the surface of their ship. 
 
    “Gun it! GET US OUT OF HERE! NOW!” he shouted to Joe. 
 
    Joe hit the accelerator hard, causing the front of their boat to flare sky-high. They pounded away from the other boat as quickly as possible. Frank closed and relatched the hatch just as sea spray splashed across the bow and sides of their boat. 
 
    “You think that’ll stop them?” yelled Nancy. “That looked like a really rough bunch. I wouldn’t want to tangle with them!” 
 
    “Those guys would’ve killed every last one of us and stolen our supplies. We’ll see if it was enough to stop them!” said Frank as he continued to watch the other ship. 
 
    Just as Nancy turned her head to look at the retreating vessel, a large explosion occurred on it. The ship was entirely engulfed in flames within seconds as several smaller explosions rocked its frame. Frank knew there would be no survivors. 
 
    “What did you do?” asked Brett in awe. 
 
    “I saved our asses. That’s what I did.” 
 
    “Clearly, but how?” pressed Brett. 
 
    “Many fishing vessels have vents on the back of the ship to keep the air circulating over their catch. I shot a flare into the vent and prayed that there would be enough diesel and ethanol fumes to do the rest.” Frank tried to breathe deeply to calm himself after the tremendous adrenaline rush. His hands and legs trembled as he breathed deeply. 
 
    “Looks like it worked. What was plan B?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “I had no plan B. It had to work or we’d be fish food right now. I was gambling on the fact that those older ships require a tremendous amount of maintenance to keep them safe. That ship didn’t seem to be under routine care. The rubber fuel lines in boats are only good for about ten years. After that, they need to be checked and systematically replaced. If not, they’ll leak fuel and fumes. One spark is all that’s needed to send the ship sky-high.” 
 
    Brett and Nancy both looked at Frank with renewed respect. He had used his knowledge to save them from the cruise ship and now murderous pirates. 
 
    “What sort of work did you do on the cruise line?” asked Brett in amazement. 
 
    “Maintenance,” said Frank with a shrug. 
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    Nancy took a turn at the helm with Brett by her side as a lookout. She had grown up on the water. Her father was an avid outdoorsmen who loved to hunt and fish. He would take her and her sister out with him for various fishing trips. Over time, he had taught the girls how to use navigational charts and how to pilot their vessel. He said it was mostly for safety, but she knew he liked to brag to his buddies that his daughters were competent boaters, even at a young age. 
 
    “Man, it’s hot in here,” grumbled Brett. 
 
    “No kidding. The sun is just pounding on us. With any luck, we’ll be home soon.” 
 
    The lifeboat was equipped for rescuing people at sea, not for comfort. Its windows were small slats, only large enough to let a little light and air into the boat. They had opened all of the small windows as well as the hatches. However, the full brunt of the sun’s solar power bore down on them with absolutely no shade or cover. 
 
    “Can you believe what happened back there?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I know. That was nuts. Those guys were without a doubt intending us harm. I agree with Frank’s assessment of the situation. We’re lucky he acted so quickly.” 
 
    “I totally agree too. However, I can’t help but tally up our crimes. At this point, we’ve stolen a lifeboat, were the cause of another man’s death in the process, and were accessories to the murder of those five men back there. Things just keep spiraling out of control,” he said shakily. 
 
    “I hear you and agree. But we both know what waits for us at shore. We could—” 
 
    Brett interrupted her, saying, “But do we really know what awaits us at shore? What if I’m wrong? My God, Nanc, if I’m wrong about the detonation and EMP, we’re in deep shit.” 
 
    Nancy knew that Brett was shaken by the events that had just unfolded. They all were. Seeing the other ship explode had rattled everyone. 
 
    Trying to comfort him, she wrapped her free arm around his shoulder and said, “You aren’t wrong. We all agreed. We witnessed the detonation ourselves. We aren’t relying on someone else’s assessment of the situation. Besides, everything that has happened so far has confirmed that the blast caused an EMP. Our phones don’t work; the ship has lost contact with the port and coasties. Believe me, if I had any doubt that you were correct, we wouldn’t have left the ship.” 
 
    Brett seemed to relax a little under her arm. She knew he was just in shock and that it would wear off. At least she hoped it would wear off. She needed him. They needed each other if they would survive. 
 
    “What do you think we should do when we get home?” he asked as he scanned the horizon. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m worried that we won’t be okay on our own.” 
 
    “Why not? We have enough supplies. We’ll be fine,” she said. 
 
    “I know we have supplies, but maybe canned food and extra pasta isn’t enough? What about our protection? I would never have thought to do what Frank did back there. Let’s face it, if we were alone, those guys would have killed us,” he said, his voice cracking. Brett strained to hold back tears. 
 
    “We would’ve done something else to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “You’re not hearing me, Nancy. I can’t protect us. I’m worried about our safety. If things have broken down out there, we’re up shit creek.” 
 
    Nancy looked away from his broken, tired face toward the sea and considered what he said. “Maybe you’re right. We have some weapons at home, but I’d hardly say we’re in a fortress. Are you thinking we should ask the others to stay with us?” 
 
    “The thought crossed my mind. Maybe we’d be safer in numbers. Besides, I’ve grown quite attached to them. I’d hate for any of them to get hurt or suffer while we wait for things to return to normal.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have enough to feed everyone. We only have so much food saved up. Making the supplies stretch would be a real challenge with this many of us. But I agree, having others around would make me feel better too.” 
 
    “Let’s give it some thought. We don’t have to say anything just yet. How about if we wait until we get on land and get a read on the situation? Then we can decide,” he said. 
 
    Nancy hadn’t considered their safety as a big part of their survival, but she knew Brett was right. If this experience was any indication of how things were going on land, they needed the others. There was no way either she or Brett would have been able to pull off the escape Frank had orchestrated and she knew it. The two sat in companionable silence as the little lifeboat continued to bring them home. 
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    Meg confined herself to the back of the boat, mostly away from the others. At this point, she was convinced they were either the scariest group of people she had met or the most resilient. Either way, she needed her space. Joe sat next to her, strapped into his harness. His head rocked against the restraints as the ship moved. Sleeping in an upright position while strapped in by a shoulder harness was not optimal but necessary. Lying on the benches and sleeping would only result in being dumped onto the deck. She knew Joe was exhausted from being up on watch most of the night. After having slept most of the night through her seasickness, she felt much more energetic today. She even seemed to be getting used to the seas, growing sea legs, as Nancy put it. 
 
    Frank sat closer to the front of the boat, sleeping. His snores were so loud they nearly drowned out the engine noise. Meg couldn’t believe he had done what he did. The men on the other boat would have hurt them, no doubt. Her sense of relief at getting away from them was quickly overshadowed by worry over what they would encounter on land. She could tell Mike was probably thinking the same thing. He sat alone on the other side of the boat. He seemed to drift in and out of sleep. While not sleeping, he just stared straight ahead, clearly in shock. 
 
    Suddenly, a noisy metallic pinging sounded from the engine, startling her. Frank’s and Joe’s heads popped to attention at almost the same moment. The pinging gave way to a loud whine, which dramatically changed the engine noise. 
 
    “SHUT OFF THE ENGINE! SHUT OFF THE ENGINE!” shouted Frank as he grappled with his harnesses. 
 
    “KILL IT! NOW!” he screamed as he ran toward the command console. 
 
    Nancy was quick to respond. She lowered their speed almost immediately and then turned off the engine entirely. As soon as the engine noise stopped, the entire cabin became silent. The only sounds were those of the waves gently lapping the sides of their boat. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” shouted Nancy. “I didn’t do anything. We’ve been traveling at a steady four knots all morning.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but whatever it was, it’s not good. We should never hear a sound like that while the engine is in operation. I’ll open it up and take a look. Nancy, I’ll need the two of you to climb down from the console. Make sure the power is completely off,” said Frank. 
 
    Nancy checked over the simple command console to confirm no lights were on, making it safe for Frank to open the engine and inspect the system. 
 
    Frank lifted the small captain’s seat and placed it in its upright position. Next he lifted the cover off the large diesel engine, which sat immediately below the stowed seat. He pulled a flashlight out of his pocket and inspected the engine. 
 
    “What will we do if he can’t fix it?” asked Meg, turning to Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know. We’re still a ways away from land. We can’t even see it yet,” said Joe. 
 
    “You see anything wrong with it?” asked Mike as he peered over Frank’s shoulder. 
 
    “Not yet, but I could use less of an audience. I’ll update you guys when I know something,” said Frank. 
 
    Meg smiled at the comment. She had really grown fond of Frank, even if she thought he was a little crazy. His sarcasm had a way of breaking the tension, something they all needed. Grabbing Joe’s hand, she said, “Maybe we could go outside for a little, for some air. What do you think?” 
 
    “No way. It’s not a good idea. These things aren’t equipped with the right handrails to allow us to walk safely topside. One wave and you’d topple into the ocean. And trust me when I say we don’t need to add a ‘man overboard’ drill to our to-do list.” 
 
    Frank closed the lid on the engine and moved to the back of the boat toward the head. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I don’t see any reason why the engine would have done that. There’s nothing amiss. All of the belts are fine and it seems to be in good order. I need to check the cooling system’s source for a failure.” 
 
    Frank disappeared behind the tiny back door of the boat. A few minutes later, he emerged. “It’s the impellor. It’s completely shot. We’ll need to replace it or we can’t continue.” 
 
    “Do you have the parts? Or any tools at all?” asked Brett, worried. 
 
    “I’m not sure. The boats come with a tool kit and basic parts to repair certain items. Whether or not we’ll have a new impellor? Who knows?” 
 
    “What if we don’t replace it and continue to run the engine? What’ll happen?” asked Nancy, her mind already jumping to the worst case. 
 
    “We won’t get far. The impellor is part of the cooling system. If it’s not working, the engine will overheat and burn out very quickly. We’re dead in the water without a new one,” said Frank as he wiped the sweat from his dirty brow. 
 
    “Oh shit. We’re screwed,” said Mike, crestfallen. 
 
    “Maybe not. You heard him. He might be able to fix it,” said Meg, trying to cheer him. 
 
    Frank opened a compartment in the bow of the boat, which Meg had never seen before. The vast V-shaped crawl space was neatly organized with all sorts of items. Ropes, preservers, hooks and other things Meg couldn’t identify were hung along the walls of the bow. Frank peered into the space with his flashlight. 
 
    “Well, they definitely have enough tools for us to use. Let’s see what sort of spare parts they have!” he said, his voice muffled by the depth of the bow. 
 
    Joe stepped up through the open hatch and signaled for Meg to join him. She stepped up beside him and placed her arm around his waist. 
 
    “Feels a little better out here. You were right. I too wish we could walk around on top, but it’s really not safe. How’re you feeling? You look better now than you’ve looked the entire time we’ve been out here.” 
 
    “I feel better too. I’m not as tired, and either the seasickness pills are working or I’m getting used to it. The air feels so good. The inside of this thing is so stuffy. I hate being in there. I’m getting claustrophobia.” 
 
    “Being on any ship, with the exception of a cruise ship, can cause that feeling. But, yeah, the air is hot and stale inside.” 
 
    Beads of sweat rolled down Meg’s back between her shoulder blades. The feeling of being refreshed by the cool breeze wore off quickly under the intensity of the sun’s rays. Meg had gotten sunburned so many times as a kid that she could barely handle direct sun. She always sought shelter from its heat. 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t take this much sun, even if it means forgoing the fresh air.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed him softly before lowering herself back into the stale and heavy air. The change and odors inside made her gag. Her vomit had mostly dried and crusted onto the floor and side of the bench where she first sat. Its smell lingered. 
 
    The boat bobbed around in the gentle waves. Brett and Nancy sat together on one of the benches. None of them were strapped into the harnesses, given the light seas. 
 
    Frank crawled backward out of the bow crawl space with a metal box of tools and parts. He sifted through the contents, intently looking for what he needed to fix the boat. “I don’t have an impellor, but I have something else that I might be able to rig together that’ll do the trick. Let me give it a try,” he said excitedly. 
 
    He moved quickly through the boat to the back behind the head. A few minutes after he disappeared, the sound of loud metal banging reverberated in the small space. 
 
    “What do we do if this can’t be fixed?” Nancy asked Mike. 
 
    “The boat has several sets of oars. We’ll have to row the rest of the way,” he responded. 
 
    “That’s not good,” said Brett. 
 
    “Why? How much farther do you think we have to go?” asked Joe as he climbed down, joining them. 
 
    “We were thinking if we maintained a steady four knots in calm seas, then we’d be able to start seeing the shore in a few hours,” answered Brett. 
 
    “Geez, that far?” said Mike, looking worried. 
 
    “For sure. The cruise ship was pretty far from shore when we left. The distance combined with the heavy seas last night have put us farther away than we thought. We’re only a little more than halfway there,” said Brett, exhausted. 
 
    “I don’t think I can row that far,” said Nancy. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed that Frank can work some magic back there.” 
 
    A melancholy seemed to overcome all of them as they sat listening to Frank trying to fix the boat. Each person was lost in his or her own thoughts about their safety and survival. 
 
    “Joe! Joe! Turn on the engine! I want to see what happens,” yelled Frank. 
 
    “I’m doing it! Give me a second,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe quickly got up from the bench and mounted the captain’s chair. He exhaled and depressed the starter button. The engine roared to life, as it had done before. The problem was not evident from the command console. 
 
    “Go see what he wants me to do!” he shouted to Meg. 
 
    She ran back to the room in the aft of the boat for instructions from Frank. Just as she opened the door, he emerged. 
 
    “She’s fixed! Let’s get out of here!” he shouted excitedly. 
 
    The small group broke out into a round of cheers and applause for Frank, who had once again saved them. 
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    The cheers of the others and the fact that they were once again moving toward shore lifted Frank’s spirits. While he was back in the engine room, he’d checked the fuel lines and hoses to verify that the lifeboat was in good working order. Once he repaired the impellor, the boat seemed to hum along nicely. The stress of the day’s events left him too amped up to sleep any further, so he volunteered for watch while Mike piloted the boat. 
 
    “Can you hand me another one of those cakes?” asked Mike. 
 
    The boat was equipped with very basic survival food consisting of several cakes per person. The cakes were thick, dense, dry, high fat and protein bars. Each bar contained over three thousand calories, more than enough for an entire day. The cakes also had a constipating effect, which reduced the chances of their sewage system malfunctioning. 
 
    “I don’t see how you can keep eating those,” said Frank as he handed one to Mike. “You aren’t going to shit for at least a week.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but damn, they’re good,” said Mike with a smile. 
 
    Frank was barely able to choke down one of the cakes, let alone two, as Mike had done. Once they reached the shore, he intended to split the supplies in the boat among them. Each person could carry their own stash of cakes and water. 
 
    “HOLY SHIT! LOOK!” shouted Mike. 
 
    Mike grabbed Frank’s arm and then pointed in the opposite direction from where Frank had been looking. Sure enough, a thin ripple appeared on the previously flat horizon. 
 
    “It’s land!” said Mike excitedly. 
 
    “Maybe. Or it could be very large swells mimicking the topography of land. We won’t know until we get a little closer,” said Frank. 
 
    Joe walked over to join them and said, “What’s all the excitement?” 
 
    “We might be seeing land!” said Mike. 
 
    As the boat moved closer and closer to the shore, it became more evident that they were seeing land. Meg hugged Joe and started crying with relief at the sight of seagulls circling their boat. Even Nancy broke into tearful laughter, her usual stoic self dissolving with relief. 
 
    “Where do you think we should go? Right to the port?” asked Mike. 
 
    Frank considered the question for a long moment, weighing their options. Finally he said, “I don’t know. I don’t want to get entangled with the Coast Guard and have to explain why we have this boat.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Brett. 
 
    They stood together and silently contemplated their options. 
 
    Meg said excitedly, “I see another boat! It looks like a sailboat!” 
 
    “Really? Can I use those?” asked Frank. 
 
    Meg handed him Brett’s high-powered binoculars. Sure enough, Frank spotted the sailboat right away. The couple on the deck of the sailboat appeared to be vigorously waving to them, calling them over. 
 
    “Brett, can you tell if they’re stationary?” said Frank, handing the binoculars to Brett. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Brett confirmed Frank’s assessment that the sailboat was stationary. Either they were anchored or something had gone wrong and they were adrift. 
 
    “Look, everyone! They’re waving for us! What do you want to do?” Mike asked the group. 
 
    “How do they look? A couple in a sailboat can’t be as bad as the last crew we ran into,” said Nancy. 
 
    The couple looked young, maybe in their mid-thirties, and were well dressed. Their navy-blue-hulled large sailboat glistened with obvious care. All of the wooden surfaces were highly polished and well oiled. The sails were down and were meticulously folded and strapped down. The ropes were coiled in various sailor coils and fancy knots. They were obviously experienced sailors in a very expensive sailboat. 
 
    “I’d say they look fine. I think we should stop. Maybe we could learn something about what happened on shore,” said Frank. 
 
    Mike moved the lifeboat close to the sailboat and killed the engine. The couple smiled and waved at them as Joe lifted the hatch to talk. 
 
    “Hey there! Thanks for stopping! We weren’t sure you’d see us!” said the man. 
 
    “No problem. Is everything alright?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We were hoping you’d tell us,” said the woman. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We were just on our way back to Port Lorraine after a two-week sail up and down the coast. When we entered the port, Coast Guard fast ships circled us. They screamed at us over their loudspeakers saying that we couldn’t dock and had to go back out to sea. It was the freakiest thing we ever saw. They wouldn’t even come close to us or allow us to ask questions. And if we needed help, I’m sure they would not have rendered any sort of assistance,” said the man. 
 
    “Have you been back there? Where did you come from?” the woman asked. 
 
    Frank poked his head out of the hatch and answered, “We escaped off the cruise ship we were on. It had lost all communications with the shore. We suspect a large detonation triggered an EMP, wiping out the U.S.” 
 
    The couple looked at each other, stunned. The man reached for his wife, protectively placing his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “That explains it,” said the man. 
 
    “What? Explains what?” asked Brett as he too squeezed into the open space. 
 
    “There are no lights out there,” she said. 
 
    “No lights where?” asked Joe. 
 
    “No lights anywhere. The entire shoreline is dark as far as the eye can see. We were wondering what would cause such an outage. I guess that explains it.” 
 
    “What’s your plan going forward?” asked Brett. 
 
    “We have no idea, but we can’t stay out here forever. Eventually, we’ll need food,” said the man. 
 
    “We were thinking of anchoring the lifeboat in a protected cove while we get a look around on land. Any ideas where we should go?” asked Brett. 
 
    The couple looked at each other and talked quietly, considering the question. Finally the woman said, “Lovers’ Cove. It’s attached to the state park. No one goes out there except teenagers who are making out and smoking pot. You could anchor out there and then make it to shore fairly easily.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great suggestion, thanks. Will you two be okay out here?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Sure will. We’ve been sailing for a long time, all over the world, in fact. This is nothing for us. We were just thinking about making this an adventure by heading farther south. Who knows, maybe things are okay down there,” said the woman confidently. 
 
    “That’s what the cruise ship was trying to do when we left,” said Mike. 
 
    “Really? They’ll run out of fuel if they have to island hop. From the reception we got from the Coast Guard, you can be sure they won’t be allowed to pull into port for fuel. Eventually, they’ll be in real trouble. That’s the beautiful thing sailing, we can sail the Magnifica around the world without worrying about fuel,” said the man with obvious pride. 
 
    “That’s what we were thinking and why we chose to leave,” said Brett. 
 
    “Safe travels!” shouted Frank as he climbed back into the lifeboat. He started the engine and pulled away from the well-cared-for sailboat. 
 
    They left the couple with renewed strength. Anchoring at Lovers’ Cove was the perfect place for them. Away from houses and the Coast Guard. 
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    Getting to Lovers’ Cove didn’t take them long. Once they said goodbye to the sailing couple, they set a course directly to the cove. Joe made sure to give a wide berth to Port Lorraine, not wanting to tangle with the Coast Guard in any way. The couple’s account of their experience with the Coast Guard was not something Joe wanted to repeat. While Joe drove the boat, Frank spent a good portion of their time during the ride to shore getting their equipment ready. 
 
    With the cove in sight, Joe shouted, “How close should I get?” 
 
    “We have a five-foot draft, so you can get in pretty shallow. I’d like not to have to swim too far,” said Frank. 
 
    The others gathered around the windows for a look at the cove. The excitement among the small group was palpable. Everyone, including Joe, wanted to get off the lifeboat and back to his or her regular life. Joe worried about what would pass as the new regular once they got onto land. He and Meg had discussed how they would cope. They knew that they didn’t have a lot of supplies at home. They lived in the small town of Stevensville, close enough for them to walk to work. Their tiny apartment didn’t have the room to accommodate large stores of supplies, even if they had thought of it. 
 
    “I’m so excited to get off this thing!” said Meg as she looked out the windows. 
 
    “We all are, but I’m also really worried about what’ll happen out there,” said Nancy. 
 
    “There could’ve been rioting and looting. Who knows? It’s been long enough since the event that people will be reacting to it,” said Brett. 
 
    “Do you think we’re safe to get off the boat?” asked Meg, turning to Nancy. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’d sure feel a little better if we had some sort of protection. We have nothing but the clothes on our backs,” she said. 
 
    “We have more than nothing; the boat’s equipped with tons of supplies. Just look,” said Frank, waving a hand over the items. 
 
    He had pulled out all of the usable gear and laid it out neatly on the benches and floor for everyone to see. Nancy surveyed the stockpile. It consisted of an axe, a jackknife, several rocket flares, a rain catcher, fishing supplies, water, food and portable first aid kits. In addition, Frank had piled up all of the thermal blankets, the water and cakes for their use. 
 
    “If you guys are done holding hands back there, I could use help anchoring!” shouted Joe from the command console. 
 
    His call seemed to break everyone out of their thoughts. 
 
    Frank was the first to respond. “I need to go topside. The anchor is stowed in the anchor hold in the bow,” he shouted to Joe over the engine noise. 
 
    Frank unlatched the hatch and climbed out of the stuffy boat. He moved quickly toward its bow, grabbing handrails as he went. Once there, he lifted the lid to the hold and heaved out the anchor. Joe suspected the anchor wouldn’t be too large; however, it was bigger than he thought it would be. It also had a lot of line to it. The anchor was clearly intended for use in deep rough waters. 
 
    “I’ll drop it, and you reverse until it catches!” shouted Frank. 
 
    Joe gave him a thumbs-up and slowed the boat. He shifted the gear to reverse and backed up slowly. After a few feet, Frank gave him a thumbs-up. They had landed. Joe smiled, thinking that their harrowing journey would finally be over. He couldn’t get off the boat fast enough. 
 
    “What do you want to do with all of the supplies?” asked Nancy. 
 
    Frank jumped back into the boat, obviously relieved that they had arrived. “We need to divvy up everything between us and take what we can carry.” 
 
    Brett and Nancy looked at each other and then Nancy spoke. “We don’t think splitting up right away is the best idea. Who knows what we’ll face. Brett and I think we would all have the best chances if we stick together.” 
 
    Joe finally relaxed for a moment. He suddenly realized how being on their own, with just him and Meg, scared him. His brother, a survivalist, had always said civilization would break down. There was no way he would be able to protect himself and Meg without the group’s support. 
 
    “We agree! Just looking at the shoreline is scaring the crap out of me. There’s no way I want to walk out of here without you guys,” said Meg, the first to speak. 
 
    “Frank? Mike? What about you two?” asked Brett. 
 
    “We were going to my house to be with Sharon and the kids. I live in Lawrence, just past the state park. You guys are welcome to join us. Maybe Sharon will have real food for all of us?” said Mike. 
 
    “What do you guys think about leaving some of this water and food on the boat?” said Nancy. 
 
    “Why?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We don’t know what we’ll face out there. For all we know, we’ll get attacked and everything will be gone as soon as we get to shore. This way, we’d have something in reserve. Besides, what if we need to get out of here quickly? I’d like to know this boat still contains some food and water.” 
 
    Joe considered her plan for a minute and then said, “She’s right. I would love to know we could escape on this thing if we need to. We could even bring others, like Sharon and the kids.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Mike, clearly moved. 
 
    The group worked quickly to conceal the water and food they left behind. The lifeboat did not contain a key or locks, so their supply would be vulnerable. However, someone would have to swim out to it. The swim might dissuade the lazier looters looking for a quick score. 
 
    “Do we really have to swim to shore?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Unfortunately. This is the escape pod, not a life raft. We’ll be fine,” said Joe, kissing her lightly. 
 
    Frank set them to work tying together various lifejackets to create a makeshift raft for their supplies. The lifejackets were double stacked and clipped together using their built-in joining clips. If they were out at sea, stranded in the water, they’d be able to use the joining clips to band together in order to prevent anyone from drifting away. With any luck, double stacking the jackets would keep their items above the waterline. Once the raft was assembled, it was time to go to shore. 
 
    Joe felt oddly sentimental leaving the little boat. They had been together on it for a long time and through a lot in the process. 
 
    “Here goes nothing!” shouted Frank as he jumped in. 
 
    Brett and Nancy jumped in next and then Meg. Joe and Mike quickly handed them their bags, supplies and shoes before each jumped in. 
 
    “Wow! The water feels great! It’s warmer than I expected!” said Mike with a broad smile. 
 
    “What feels great is rinsing off the three inches of slime that accumulated on my skin, hair and clothes. This feels positively magnificent after being stuck on that boat for so long!” said Nancy. She floated on her back, swishing her hair in the salt water. 
 
    Once on land, Joe helped Meg and the others to grab their packs. They broke apart the lifejacket raft and hid the jackets in the thick bramble of wild beach roses. A four-hour walk lay between them and Mike’s house on the outskirts of Lawrence. With any luck, the group would be there for dinner. Joe’s mouth practically watered at the prospect of eating a real, home-cooked meal. 
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    Mike led the small group out of the state park and onto the main road, which would lead them home. Excitement over seeing Sharon and their children made him walk with a spring in his step, smiling the entire way. The walk would be roughly four hours to the boundary of Lawrence. Their house was just two miles from the town line. 
 
    He and Sharon had bought the small ranch house years ago, before they had the kids. The house sat by itself on a small grassy hill surrounded by a thick forest beyond the vast two-acre yard. In total the couple had close to twenty acres of land. When they purchased the house, it needed a lot of attention. The entire inside had to be gutted and redone. However, he and Sharon had lacked the funds to do everything right away. Instead, they steadily worked together over the years, putting more sweat equity than cash into the property. Now the house was their little cozy gem. 
 
    “Frank, I want you to stay with us until all of this blows over. I know Sharon will feel the same way. You’re family to us, and there’s no way either of us would want you out there alone,” said Mike. 
 
    “I appreciate that and will take you up on the offer. It’s really nice of you. We could even head back to my place to grab the food I have. It’s not a lot, but I have rice, pasta, some canned soup. You know, all the stuff that gets jammed into the back of the cabinet,” said Frank with a wink. 
 
    “Add some mac-n-cheese and it’ll be a meal.” 
 
    They continued to walk along the tree-lined two-lane road leading into Lawrence. The only audible sounds came from their footfalls and occasional conversation. 
 
    “Nancy, where do you and Brett live?” asked Meg. 
 
    “We live in Fischers, just at the base of the mountains. You?” said Nancy. 
 
    “We’re downtown Stevensville. We’re both able to either walk or ride bikes to work. It’s pretty amazing. We love the vibe of being in town, especially on the weekend when the place really gets rocking.” 
 
    “Look! We’re at the town line of Lawrence! Just another couple of miles to go and we’ll be there!” said Mike, interrupting their conversation. 
 
    As they moved closer to his home, fear began to overshadow excitement as Mike increasingly worried about how his family fared without electricity. 
 
    They turned onto Mike’s long gravel and dirt driveway. The house was not yet visible through the forest as they made their way to the house. Finally, Mike saw the small cheery yellow house with white shutters and a navy blue door. 
 
    “Beautiful house! Is all of this land yours too?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Sure is. We love our privacy. The kids can run around and we don’t need to worry about anything. It’s our little oasis.” 
 
    He hurriedly walked up the rest of the driveway toward the garage entrance. Sharon didn’t like people coming to the front door with muddy shoes. This crew not only had muddy shoes but they were filthy from being on the lifeboat, the salty sea rinse, and the sweaty long hike. She would definitely want them coming to the side door. 
 
    As they rounded the corner, the garage door came into view. It was in its upright position, exposing the interior to them as they approached. Sharon rarely ever left the garage door open. She worried that animals would take up residence in the garage. Usually, they would close it after parking the car. 
 
    Both cars sat in the bays. 
 
    “I wonder if the cars work?” said Mike to no one in particular. 
 
    “Probably not. Those look too new to have survived an EMP. I’ve read that it’s just the older, diesel types of engines that will start after such an event,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Are you like a survivalist or something?” asked Joe. 
 
    “No, Nancy is just one of the many former stoners who ended up in a university and hates the government!” said Brett, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up,” she said with a slight laugh. 
 
    They walked into the quiet, still garage. Nothing seemed to have been touched. The toys were all where he usually stored them, and none of the gardening tools had been moved. Mike thought that was odd since Sharon always gardened every day throughout the spring and summer. 
 
    “Let’s take our shoes off out here. We can leave the bags too and get them later,” said Mike. 
 
    They walked into the peaceful house as Mike shouted, “Sharon! Sharon! I’m home!” 
 
    No reply came. 
 
    He walked through the one-level home quickly, looking for his wife and kids. Thinking maybe she was napping, he slowly opened the bedroom door and peered in, saying, “Sharon?” 
 
    No one was home. The house sat vacant. 
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He walked back to the living room, where the others waited for him. 
 
    “No one is here. They’re gone. My family is gone,” he said, stunned. He rubbed a shaky hand through his hair and sat down to think. 
 
    “Maybe she went to a friend’s or family’s house?” offered Nancy. 
 
    “We mostly keep to ourselves. We don’t have friends that are close, nor do we have family near here. The closest family is hundreds of miles away. She wouldn’t have gone to them. Besides, both cars are in the garage. She wouldn’t have walked with the kids to them.” 
 
    “Maybe she left a note for you?” said Brett. 
 
    Mike jumped up from the large well-used brown reclining chair and darted to the kitchen. Sharon had a whiteboard hanging on the wall for them to leave notes on. She often used it to jot down simple reminders as well. He went to the board and read through the things written on it. It contained her usual mismatched assortment of ideas for songs, grocery lists and to-do items. She hadn’t left a note for him. 
 
    “Where could they have gone?” he said, sitting at the kitchen table. 
 
    They gathered in the bright and cheery kitchen. The sun dipped below the top of the trees, starting its evening descent. Mike loved to eat dinner in their cheery kitchen. The setting sun was the perfect backdrop to their cozy conversations. Now he could barely look outside without a strong feeling of panic for the safety of his family. 
 
    “Hey, man, listen. We’re all tired. How about if we get cleaned up, I’ll get some dinner together, and then we can come up with a plan? I’m sure everything will look clearer once we’ve eaten. Okay?” asked Frank. 
 
    Frank stood over him with his hand on Mike’s shoulder, a look of deep concern on his face. Mike knew Frank loved Sharon and the kids too, and trusted his advice. 
 
    “Alright, maybe something will come to me after a shower and some real food,” he said. 
 
    “You might not have any water,” said Nancy. 
 
    “We should be fine. The house has a well with a backup power source. It won’t last for long, but I’d imagine we’re still good,” said Mike tiredly. 
 
    Mike stripped out of his crusty clothes and got into the shower. Although cold, the fresh water felt amazing. As he soaped himself, tears ran down his cheeks and mixed with the water. 
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    The friends gathered in the small living room, eating dinner off of paper plates. Frank had managed to scrounge together an assortment of ready-made food. Although everything had to be served at room temperature, it still tasted good. He thought everything about the house sitting empty was strange. It made no sense that Sharon would not be home. He hadn’t said anything to Mike, but the kitchen looked like they were still living there, maybe just in another room. A small half-drunk cup of milk sat next to a bowl of Goldfish. It was as though they’d just walked out in the middle of the day. He didn’t want to make Mike more nervous than he was about their well-being, but he too was very worried. 
 
    “Thanks for making this, Frank,” said Meg. 
 
    “Sure, cold baked beans, chips and apple slices are my specialty,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “You were smart to use up the produce. It’ll go bad fast without refrigeration. I’m surprised anything was still salvageable considering the smell from the fridge,” said Nancy. 
 
    The door to the fridge was closed. Without electricity, the meat, eggs and dairy products slowly rotted. When they had opened the door, a strong dead odor escaped. Frank had nearly shut the door and considered anything inside a total loss, until he saw the apples. Intent to help Mike and Sharon, he had cleared out the stale food and pulled anything usable from the dark fridge while Mike showered, giving the man one less thing to worry about. 
 
    Everyone seemed to be finished eating when Meg said, “I’ll do the dishes.” She grabbed each paper plate, cleaning the room. 
 
    Frank knew no one wanted to talk about their next step. He had the feeling that the group was in shell shock from Sharon not being home. Everyone, including him, had been counting on seeing Sharon. She would have provided information about what had happened. Without news, the friends didn’t know where to turn. 
 
    “You know what I was thinking?” said Brett out of the blue. 
 
    “What’s that, hon?” replied Nancy. 
 
    “Not only is Sharon not here, but we didn’t see anyone the entire walk here from the boat. Not a single person. Don’t you think that’s odd?” 
 
    “You’re right. I noticed it too but chalked it up to everyone being on their own,” said Joe. 
 
    “I just thought those were less populated areas we walked through,” said Nancy. 
 
    “You’re probably both right, but not seeing a soul, as in no one for the entire time? It’s just odd to me,” he said. 
 
    “I think we should go into town, see what’s happening there. We’re out in the country. We might not have crossed anyone even if things were normal. If we go into Stevensville, we’ll see more people and can get a better handle on things,” said Frank. 
 
    “They use the stadium as a temporary shelter during hurricanes. Maybe Sharon and the kids went there?” offered Meg. 
 
    For the first time since they walked into the still house, Frank saw a glimmer of hope in Mike’s eyes. 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea! All right. Tomorrow, we go into Stevensville,” said Mike with renewed energy. 
 
    “We live right downtown. You guys are welcome to stay the night with us. By the time we get there, it’ll probably be getting dark. You won’t want to head back out,” said Joe. 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take to get there, Mike?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Given that it took us nearly five hours to get here from the cove, I’d say about seven to eight hours,” he said. 
 
    “Wow, that stinks,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank was never a man who sought health in any way. He ate what he wanted, drank way too much Jack, and rarely, if ever, exercised. An eight-hour hike in the heat might just kill him, he thought as he rubbed his ample belly. 
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    Joe and Meg led the group out of the country and into Stevensville. Stevensville was a midsized town, which Joe loved living in. They had everything they needed right at their fingertips without all of the big-city stresses. He wanted to stay in the downtown area for as long as Meg would allow it. He knew once they started having kids, Meg would want to do what most people did and move out of the city in search of grassy yards, sidewalks for tricycles, and good schools. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” he said to Meg. 
 
    “I’m okay. Just wish I had a bigger hat. The sun is killing me,” she said. 
 
    Joe had lent Meg his ball cap for the hike. Although he would have liked the shade, he knew she’d be wrecked if she had to walk all this way in the blazing sun without any shade relief. 
 
    “Looks like we’re nearly there!” Brett pointed. 
 
    The city’s meager skyline sat within their view. Soon, they’d be walking into the surrounding neighborhoods of the city limits. 
 
    “I’m concerned about what we might see when we get into the city. Maybe we should try to conceal our presence?” offered Nancy. 
 
    “I don’t know, Nanc, we haven’t seen anyone yet. At this point, I want to run into some people,” said Brett. 
 
    They stopped for a moment, taking a break in a shady spot. Joe stood looking at the skyline then turned and said, “I have an idea. Why don’t we walk to the west side of the city? We can then cut through Mass Ave and get to our place from the back side. It won’t add too much time, but will keep us clear of the most heavily populated areas.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. As long as it doesn’t take too much more time. I’ve about had it with all this walking. I’m not used to moving this much,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank sat with his head hung between his knees. He required so many breaks that Joe began to worry they’d have to administer CPR to the man. However, somehow, red faced and huffing, he managed to put one foot in front of the other. 
 
    “I think it’s an excellent idea. At least we won’t be cutting right through the city. I’m concerned about our safety in a highly populated area. Things could have spiraled out of control,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Your point is well taken. There’s an element to our society that’s always seeking an opportunity, even if it means hurting fellow citizens,” said Brett. 
 
    “I’m just glad we’re here and not somewhere like L.A. or Manhattan. Things are probably way worse in those areas,” said Mike. 
 
    “No kidding. I can’t even imagine the insanity those people are dealing with,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it and you’re probably right. Sharon and the kids must’ve relocated to a shelter. It’s the only thing that makes sense,” said Mike to Meg. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking too. Maybe the community pulled together and gave each other rides or something?” said Meg. 
 
    Joe knew she was trying her best to make Mike feel better. The usually chipper man had become a shell of himself since discovering his family was missing. None of them knew what had happened or how to help him. Joe quietly wondered if Sharon had left Mike for another man. It would explain why she and the kids were gone. He knew Meg was wondering the same thing. For Mike’s sake, he hoped that getting to the city would provide some answers. 
 
    “How far away is the stadium from your home?” asked Mike. 
 
    “It’s just down the street. Actually, if you want, we could stop there first,” said Meg. 
 
    “That’d be great! I can hardly wait to see them.” 
 
    The group cut into the outer limits of the city. Everything sat still. No cars moved; no people were walking on the streets. The lack of people, noise and movement on the streets gave Joe the creeps. He wanted to get home quick, safe inside their apartment. Something about the quiet deeply unnerved him. He began to feel as though thousands of eyes were watching them, ready to pounce when they least expected it. 
 
    “Where is everyone? The place is a ghost town. This makes no sense,” said Frank. 
 
    They continued to wind their way through city block after block, making slow progress to the stadium. Once the stadium was in sight, Mike ran to it. 
 
    “Sharon! Sharon!” he yelled as he ran. 
 
    He approached the main entrance’s bank of glass doors. Yanking on the first one, it didn’t budge. He quickly moved to the second and then the third. All were locked. Mike pounded on the doors, yelling for Sharon. Finally, Frank came to his side and said softly, “She’s not here. No one is here. We need to go, buddy.” 
 
    Tears welled in Mike’s eyes. He seemed to weigh his options but then turned and allowed Frank to move him away from the stadium. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get inside. This is creepy. I don’t feel safe standing out here anymore,” said Meg. 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” said Nancy, glancing around. 
 
    As they started to walk the few blocks to the apartment, a door to a brownstone opened and a man emerged. He yelled, “Nancy! Nancy! Over here!” He vigorously waved his arms, trying to get their attention. 
 
    “Marvin? Holy shit!” said Nancy as she ran across the street to her friend. 
 
    The group followed her lead, anxious to hear an account of what had occurred while they were at sea. 
 
    “Marvin! What’re you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “I live here. This is my brownstone. Come on, get inside quick!” he said while he motioned for them to enter. 
 
    The large, narrow three-story brownstone was dark on the inside, and Joe’s eyes required a moment to adjust to the interior gloom. The air in the man’s place was stale as though he hadn’t opened the windows in days. It also reeked of the same stale air as had escaped from Mike’s refrigerator. 
 
    “I didn’t know you live out here,” said Nancy. Turning to the group, she made the introductions and then added, “Marvin and I have been at the university for years.” 
 
    “Pretty much holding down the entire sociology department,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Where is everyone? What happened here?” interrupted Mike. 
 
    “Where have you been? Wait a minute, weren’t you on vacation?” he asked Brett and Nancy. 
 
    “We were and just came back last evening. What’s going on here?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how much I can tell you, because I really don’t know what’s real at this point versus the lies we’ve been told. All I know for sure is that something killed all of the power and fried the electronics. I’m guessing the reports of a high-altitude nuclear device followed by an EMP are correct.” 
 
    “We think we saw the detonation while at sea. We were watching the meteorite shower when it happened,” said Brett. 
 
    “Exactly, that’s when it occurred.” 
 
    “But where is everyone?” asked Frank impatiently. 
 
    “That’s the thing. Right after the event, everything went to hell. There was looting, gunshots being fired at night, and random fires burning buildings and cars. It was the scariest thing I’ve ever lived through. The next day, the feds come rolling into town with Jeeps and those huge transport caravan trucks. They started clearing the city.” 
 
    “Holy shit! Clearing the city?” said Nancy. 
 
    “Why? What do you mean? Why not leave everyone where they are?” asked Joe. 
 
    “They said it was for our safety. They said the country is under attack and they needed to get us to safety. Everyone was put into those trucks and taken away. They were moving caravans around the clock. Just loading people up and taking them away.” 
 
    “Sounds like they were ready for this to happen,” said Nancy suspiciously. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. They were a little too ready, if you ask me. That’s why I hid and didn’t go. I found it a little too convenient that their vehicles and electronics work but no one else’s survived the event. The whole thing reeks of some sort of government-manufactured disaster,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Where did they take them? The people? Where did they take them?” asked Mike, his voice cracking. 
 
    “I’m not sure. All I know is that somehow our government, which can’t seem to get out of its own way on most days, somehow managed to mobilize a quick ‘rescue’ of the citizens right after an unexpected devastating event. The whole thing makes no sense.” 
 
    “I agree. I think you did the right thing. There’s no way I would’ve gotten into one of those trucks either,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I can’t just sit here! I need to go find my family!” said Mike, getting up abruptly. 
 
    “Wait! You can’t go out there! They patrol every day picking up stragglers. I think they’ve been going door to door.” 
 
    “Perfect! Then I’ll be taken to Sharon and the kids. That’s all I care about right now!” said Mike. 
 
    “Hold on, Mike, you need to think this through. Sharon and the kids could’ve been taken anywhere. If you’re picked up, who knows what’ll happen. You’re better off being on the outside and learning more about what happened before jumping in. You won’t be able to help her if you’re being shuffled around by them instead of calling your own shots,” said Brett. 
 
    “I completely agree. I wouldn’t trust them at all,” said Marvin. 
 
    “They’re right. Let’s try to get more information before we allow them to load us on one of those personnel carriers. I’d like to know what we’re getting into before being taken away,” said Frank. 
 
    Mike looked stricken. The obvious stress and worry for his family were weighing him down, forcing him to make reckless decisions. 
 
    “You’re all welcome to stay here for as long as you need to,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we planned to go to our house. It’s in Fischers at the base of the mountains. Why don’t you come with us?” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve been fine right here.” 
 
    “I agree, but for how long will you be fine?” said Nancy. 
 
    “We have plenty of space and might be safer out there than in the city,” said Brett. “Come with us. There’s safety in numbers.” 
 
    “You might be right about that. Alright, I’ll do it. It will be nice to have the company. How about if we leave in the morning? It isn’t safe to be out at night.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I’m glad you’re coming with us,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Me too. Let’s get you guys fed and settled in for the night. Brett, can you help get the curtains with me? You need to pull them shut and then use the clips to hold the sides together,” said Marvin as he approached a bank of windows. 
 
    “Why so tight? And what do you mean it isn’t safe to be out at night? I was thinking we’d be better off walking in the dark,” said Frank. 
 
    “Patrol trucks make regular rounds during the night. As of the last few days, they’ve been shining lights on the building facades. I know they’re looking for holdouts, and I don’t plan to get caught up in whatever they’re doing.” 
 
    “What happens if they find people?” asked Brett. 
 
    Marvin looked down uncomfortably and wrung his hands. “I don’t know exactly, but I’ve heard the screaming.” 
 
    A shiver went through the small group of survivors. No one spoke for quite a while after his comment, each lost in terrifying thoughts of what had become of their fellow citizens. 
 
    Later that evening, Meg and Joe changed into fresh clothes and got ready for bed. The brownstone was pitch black, making retiring for the evening the obvious choice of activities. Marvin had given them a pullout couch in the den to sleep on. It was lumpy and old, but welcome for Joe’s sore body. The heat, lack of water and long walk had exhausted him more than he realized. Finally lying down with Meg, he felt exactly how exhausted he was. 
 
    “I love you,” she said. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    “We’re going to be alright, right?” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. 
 
    The rumbling sound of a truck passing the front of the brownstone made him wonder if they would survive the next phase of their journey. 
 
    THE END 
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    Joe Birch slowly woke from a deep sleep. As he exited the dream world, a painful awareness moved through his body, the full extent of his fatigue immediately coming into focus. All of his major muscles were sore to the point that he could barely move at first. Rubbing his eyes, he slowly opened them and looked around the room, momentarily unable to recall where he was or how he’d ended up in a dusty, book-stuffed den. The only familiar sight was Meg, his wife of three years, who dozed peacefully next to him. She was the only anchoring sight to his weary mind. 
 
    Within moments, it all flooded back. He recalled their weeklong delayed honeymoon cruise, and all the fun they’d had—before the “event.” Something had knocked out most of the ship’s electrical equipment. Brett and Nancy insisted a high-altitude nuclear detonation had caused an EMP that damaged the ship. They had witnessed the blast, which temporarily lit up the sky in the direction of the shore. The next few days on board had been dominated by fear and a creeping sense of panic among the passengers. 
 
    With a mix of horror and sorrow, he recalled their escape from the cruise ship. Mike’s roommate, Raj, had basically sacrificed himself to free the lifeboat. His mind recoiled at the memory of the man’s guts plastered along the side of the cruise ship. Joe knew that if Raj hadn’t disentangled their lifeboat from the cruise ship, they would either be dead or sitting in the ship’s brig—under arrest. Joe quickly wiped the tears that had formed, and fought to erase the image of Raj’s crushed body. He needed to appear strong and composed when Meg woke up. 
 
    His wife snuggled in next to him, her warm breath tickling the side of his neck. For a moment he closed his eyes and tried to imagine them lying in bed in their cozy little apartment. An urgent knock on the door instantly brought him back to the current situation. 
 
    “Are you guys awake? We need to get moving in about thirty minutes,” said Mike, in a loud whisper through the closed door. 
 
    “Sure thing. We’re just getting up. Be down in a minute,” he said. 
 
    Meg didn’t stir. He knew she was just as exhausted as he was. Getting her up and moving in a half hour would be a challenge. 
 
    “Meg, Meg, we need to get up now,” he said, caressing her shoulder. 
 
    “What? Why? I’m exhausted. I need more sleep. You go without me,” she said, making no sense. 
 
    He looked down at her serene face and shook his head, smiling. She had no recollection of the previous events and would be just as confused as he had been when he first woke. Something about it almost made him laugh out loud. He knew it was inappropriate and silly, but sometimes that was needed in a serious situation. A little lightheartedness could go a long way. 
 
    “Meg, wake up. Your mother is coming. Remember? She’s coming for brunch today!” he said, barely able to suppress his grin. 
 
    Her eyes shot open immediately and she said, “My MOTHER? What? No!” 
 
    Meg avoided seeing her mother as much as possible. They lived three states away and she could barely be convinced to see her or her extended family for the holidays. Bringing up her mother was like throwing a bucket of cold water on her, without the bucket. She sat up and looked around the room. He could tell her mind was scrambling to make sense of things. 
 
    “Nice,” she said, hitting his arm. “You scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Being in a stranger’s home in a world where the electrical grid is toast and all the citizens have been rounded up by the government wasn’t enough to scare you out of bed—but mentioning your mother did the trick?” 
 
    “You’ve met her,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Good point,” he said, pulling her into an embrace. “Sorry to startle you like that, but the others are getting ready to leave. We need to get up.” 
 
    “No worries. I can’t be mad at you right now, considering our situation. Geez, my body hurts. Everywhere.” 
 
    “Mine too. I think it’s exhaustion catching up with us. Being tossed around on the lifeboat was hard enough. Add a daylong hike, heat and dehydration to the mix, and this is what you get.” 
 
    “Maybe Marvin has water to share. I’m really parched,” she said, rubbing her eyes. 
 
    They quickly got dressed and went into the living room with the others. Marvin’s brownstone sat a short distance from their apartment building in the city of Stevensville. The group had walked into the city from Mike’s house in the outskirts of town. They had expected to be greeted by Mike’s family when they finally made it there after anchoring the lifeboat. However, Sharon and their two young children were missing. In fact, all of the people in Stevensville were missing, with a few scattered exceptions. 
 
    “Looking good, you two. Can I get you some water or food? I have plenty, and I don’t think it will be practical to carry all of the supplies,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I would love some water!” said Meg excitedly. 
 
    “Me too. Are those PowerBars?” asked Joe. 
 
    A pile of assorted energy bars and nuts sat on the table, in front of a case of bottled spring water. 
 
    “Take whatever you need. There’s plenty,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Did you have all of this stored up?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Marvin with a sly smile. “I’m a bachelor. I basically eat when I’m hungry without much thought being put into the next meal. These wonderful additions to my pantry were compliments of the generous health-nut couple that live next door.” 
 
    “So you stole these things from your neighbors?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I like to think of it as borrowing—with every intention of returning the favor when things get sorted.” 
 
    Nancy and Brett joined them in the kitchen. Brett took one of the bars and a couple of water bottles. He sat at the table and began to eat. 
 
    “How did you get into their townhouse?” asked Nancy. 
 
    Nancy and Marvin were both sociology professors at the local college. They had worked together for years and knew one another very well. 
 
    “That was the easy part. Our brownstone is unique because there is a stairwell between each of the units. The interior staircase separates the units so that we don’t have shared walls, like most townhomes. Instead, we have a narrow staircase that can be used as a second way to exit the unit. Most people use the staircase if they have repairmen over or for deliveries. It makes these units really private. I just opened the door to the stairwell and jimmied their door open.” 
 
    “What was the hard part?” asked Meg. 
 
    “The hard part? Well, the hard part for me was deciding to break into my neighbors’ house. However, the longer I sat here without electric, food or water, the less breaking into their place bothered me.” 
 
    “I can see that. I probably would have done it way sooner than you did. Societal moral norms aren’t fixed in stone but rather are a moving target given the situation. I’d say you are firmly in the moral majority by breaking into their unit under these circumstances,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I appreciate your analysis, especially since I broke into all of the units in the entire brownstone,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    Everyone laughed at the oddity of Marvin, an unassuming, older professor, breaking and entering his neighbors’ brownstones. 
 
    “This is where the party is!” said Frank as he walked into the room, followed by Mike. 
 
    “Maybe we should stuff some of these snacks and waters in our bags for the hike?” said Mike. 
 
    “Absolutely. I think we should take as much as we can carry. We should also go into the other units and grab anything else we think might be helpful for us. Nancy, how far away is your house from here?” said Frank. 
 
    “Brett and I were talking about that this morning. We think it should take around six to eight hours to walk there, given our previous pace,” she said with a glance to Frank. 
 
    Frank was the slowest and most out-of-shape person in their group. His frequent breaks had added at least an hour to the group’s hike from Mike’s house to the stadium. 
 
    “Our apartment is close by. Maybe we could go there first?” asked Meg. 
 
    “We’re just off Freemont. From here it shouldn’t take too long to get there,” said Joe. 
 
    Marvin took out a small map of the city and spread it across the table. He traced his finger over the streets until he found Freemont. “Are you in this block?” he asked, turning to Joe. 
 
    “Yes. In between Freemont and Rosecrans.” 
 
    “We should be fine going there. From what I can tell, they’ve cleared the entire block,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Cleared? What do you mean?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, the soldiers have been going door-to-door checking for holdouts. I’ve tried to keep track of their movements in order to figure out when I need to relocate. That’s what you see on the map in yellow. These are the areas I think they’ve been through. My plan going forward was to move to one of those buildings and wait until they finish searching this one.” 
 
    “Do they ever go back to the same place?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Not that I can tell. However, it’s pretty hard to get a good handle on things from in here.” 
 
    “So we could get home and stay there,” said Meg, turning to Joe. “We could just hide out and ride this thing until it blows over.” The desperation and hope on her face blossomed. 
 
    “Originally I had the same thought. However, I don’t know what else they have in store for the city. Besides, eventually, I figured they’d find me. Then what? I’d be taken to some camp? No, thanks. I think we’re way better off going to Brett and Nancy’s house,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Our house is outside the city and fairly isolated. I think we should be fine there,” said Brett. 
 
    “My house is outside the city and isolated. That didn’t mean my wife and kids were safe. Whatever swept through here also took them,” said Mike. 
 
    Mike’s solemn reminder that his family had been taken had a chilling effect on the group. Each person sat consumed in thought for a few moments. 
 
    “We don’t know what happened to them, other than they’re gone, like everyone else. What we do know is that Marvin has observed troops going door-to-door. If we stay here, it’s only a matter of time until they find us. And then what?” said Nancy. 
 
    “You’re right. I know you’re right. We’re better off going. We’ll be much safer at your house. I appreciate you allowing us to come with you guys,” said Meg to Nancy. 
 
    “I agree. Don’t worry, Mike. We’ll help you figure out what happened to your family and get them back. You’ll see, everything will turn out alright,” said Joe, trying to soothe Mike. 
 
    “Then it’s decided. Let’s get to the neighboring brownstones first. Then we can make our way to your place. If we leave from the Murphys’ place, we’ll be closer to your side of the block,” said Marvin. 
 
    “We’re ready to leave whenever you are,” said Brett. 
 
    “Us too. I just need to grab our bags,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe fetched their two small bags from the den. Looking around the room, he envied Marvin. The den looked like the office of a person who spent his life learning. Books, magazines and scholarly journals were jammed into every conceivable space in the room. A well-used oversized leather reading chair and antique desk were prominent. Joe could imagine Marvin spending hours in his reading chair, learning all the things that Joe had never strived for. Looking around the room one last time, Joe felt a deep sense of purpose to help Marvin eventually return to his cozy haven. 
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    The group assembled on the small landing outside Marvin’s kitchen, where they could easily reach the access stairway. He hesitated for a moment before closing the door to his unit and locking it. Despite his brave words to Meg and Joe, Marvin also wanted to stay put. He didn’t relish the idea of hiking all day in the heat to get to Brett and Nancy’s house. He had never been a physically fit person, instead spending a lifetime reading books instead of playing sports or exercising. The thought of walking that far frightened him. 
 
    “We can use their kitchen access door. I never relocked it,” he said, pointing across the landing. 
 
    Meg opened the door and walked into the neighbors’ kitchen. The gleaming white cabinets, marble counters and stainless steel appliances sharply contrasted Marvin’s worn and dark kitchen. The couple had even put a skylight into the ceiling, which drastically lightened the space. 
 
    “Wow! This is nice!” said Nancy. 
 
    “Yes. This is the home of our building’s yuppies. I had to live through the dreaded remodel for months, with nothing to show for it but a nagging desire to take a sledgehammer to their new cabinets,” said Marvin. 
 
    “It was that bad?” said Frank. 
 
    “Worse than you can imagine. These two are also health nuts. So grab all the bars, water and granola you can!” 
 
    Their pantry was stuffed full of healthy snacks, alongside a good amount of bulk-sized candy, brightly colored bottled drinks, chips and alcohol. The size of the bounty made Marvin think they must have just restocked from a bulk store right before the event. 
 
    “You call this health food?” said Mike, holding up two family-sized bags of chips. 
 
    “I’ve seen him eat at a buffet. That’s health food to him,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I wonder if we should look in their medicine cabinet and take some first aid supplies,” asked Brett. 
 
    “We took the kits from the lifeboat, but more couldn’t hurt,” said Frank. 
 
    “You guys do that while I look at her clothing. I could really use a hat and more comfortable shoes,” said Nancy. 
 
    Marvin felt uncomfortable with the others looking in the couple’s medicine cabinet and using the wife’s wardrobe to swap outfits. It was one thing for them to eat the bars and water, but going through their medicine and clothing had an entirely different feel. It was more personal and felt to him to have crossed the line. 
 
    Nancy must have felt his hesitation because she added, “On second thought, I’ll be fine. And we have plenty of first aid supplies. Let’s just grab the food and get out of here.” 
 
    Marvin was grateful to his friend for her sharp intuition. She always had a way of reading a situation. Over the years she’d saved him from many gaffes with the senior university staff. Marvin was more of a combative employee. He never really grasped the politics or the careful treading one needed to do in order to survive in a highly competitive academic environment, but Nancy did. 
 
    They moved through the rest of the brownstone to get to the door to the next unit. The couple’s entire unit was elegantly appointed with the newest style in furnishings. The high ceilings, hardwood floors and elegant cream walls accentuated their high-end taste. Although Marvin appreciated the décor in the couple’s unit, he would never want to live in it. His home felt like an old pair of comfortable jeans that looked bad but were always worn with genuine satisfaction. 
 
    “The next door is in their back hallway. This way,” said Marvin. “A widow, Mrs. Cudlow, lives here. I think she has lived in this unit for the past sixty years.” 
 
    Marvin opened the door, which allowed a stale smell to leave the unit. He suspected that the smell probably was not much different from before the event. The home was jam-packed with family pictures, heavy overstuffed antique furniture, threadbare Persian throw rugs, and elaborate curtains. Like Marvin’s home, it appeared to have had very little updating over the years. 
 
    “Wow! Now that’s a piano!” said Brett. 
 
    A nine-foot gleaming black Model B concert grand piano made by Steinway & Sons sat in front of the bay windows. The piano’s lid was in its upright position, music on its stand suggesting that the widow must use the piano regularly. 
 
    “Does she play much?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Every day. The grand is so loud that all the units can hear it. She’s really an amazing pianist.” 
 
    Marvin always felt lucky to hear Mrs. Cudlow playing. Most days she would play for a straight hour or more. Sometimes she would play for an hour, take a break and start again. He enjoyed her concerts, often marveling at the number of pieces she could play with confidence and competence. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d be too happy if I had a neighbor playing a loud instrument every day,” commented Joe. 
 
    “No way. I love it. Besides, it’s the only way I know she’s still alive,” said Marvin with a wink. “I secretly suspect our resident yuppie health nuts are just waiting for poor Mrs. Cudlow to pass. They’ll probably buy her place and expand.” 
 
    Marvin led them through the remaining units. At the last one they took the staircase to the basement. The basement door led to the building’s furnace and storage area. The basement’s exit would deposit them in a narrow alleyway between the buildings. 
 
    Once in the basement, Marvin stopped the group and said, “Here’s what we do. I’m going to open the door a crack and listen. We should hear the sound of their trucks patrolling the area. Once we hear that, I say we wait ten minutes and then run to your place,” he said, pointing to Joe. 
 
    “Why ten minutes?” asked Frank. 
 
    “I’ve logged their movements extensively and have seen a pattern. They seem to patrol regular routes at predictable intervals,” said Marvin. 
 
    “That’s really impressive that you were able to keep such a close watch on them,” said Brett. 
 
    “I’d like to claim I had a master plan for doing it, but really it was just boredom. I started going stir-crazy. Watching and documenting their movements gave me a good distraction,” said Marvin with a shoulder shrug. 
 
    Marvin opened the exterior door just a crack and stood silently listening. Within a few minutes, a loud truck passed the building. The sound of the truck’s engine echoed off the brick building, interrupting the otherwise quiet city. Once the truck passed, Marvin set his timer. 
 
    “One minute and we dash across the street and to the entrance to your building on Freemont. It should only take a few minutes. Ready, set, GO!” 
 
    Marvin threw open the door and charged out of the building, and the others followed behind him. 
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    Meg ran as quickly as she could toward their apartment building. She was never a runner, but sure could move a lot faster than the others, especially Marvin. Frank had slowed them down on their walk into the city, but Marvin took slow to an entirely new level. Nancy and Brett had estimated it would take them an entire day to reach their house on the outskirts of town, but given the group’s currently displayed level of physical fitness—it could take far longer. 
 
    The city streets sat eerily quiet. Without the people and cars moving around, the city felt abandoned. It reminded her of a trip north to Alaska during white nights. The sun stayed up well into the night, long past the bedtimes of most residents. One evening she walked into town at midnight. Although the sun was still up, the entire town was deserted. She thought it must look like a city would look after a major catastrophe. It bothered her so much that she stayed inside during the nights for the rest of the trip. Seeing Stevensville deserted shook her confidence in the plan. 
 
    “This is it!” said Joe as they raced toward the door to the complex. 
 
    Their apartment building wasn’t fancy, but it had one of the best locations in the city. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” said Frank, pointing at a red, spray-painted X next to the front door of the building. 
 
    “We can figure it out once we get inside,” said Nancy. 
 
    Joe opened the door with a key, and they piled into the entryway. Nancy peered through the opening before Joe closed the door, shaking her head. 
 
    “They must be marking their progress,” said Nancy, stepping back. “I saw red Xs on a number of the buildings. 
 
    “If they’re trying to capture holdouts, I would think that marking the buildings isn’t the smartest strategy. Anyone with half a brain would just move into one of the marked buildings,” said Brett. 
 
    “Who knows what they’re doing. What I do know is that we need to get inside and away from these glass doors,” said Marvin. 
 
    “This way. Our place is on the fourth floor!” said Joe as he yanked the stairwell door open. 
 
    “Of course it is,” grumbled Frank. 
 
    Frank’s face was already beet red from the short jog to their apartment, and Meg wondered if she should suggest that he wait for them at the base of the stairwell. They shouldn’t be gone for long. She dismissed the thought just as quickly. They needed to stick together, especially inside the city. She kept the suggestion to herself, hoping he wouldn’t have a heart attack on the way up. 
 
    When they reached the fourth-floor stairwell landing, Joe took out his keys and opened the door to the floor’s long hallway. The jangling sound reminded her of their life before the “event.” Deep down inside, she knew things would never be the same. 
 
    “We’re number 416. A few doors down,” said Joe. 
 
    He opened the apartment door and held it open for everyone to enter. Nothing seemed out of order inside. In fact, everything was just as they left it. Meg had been sure to close the blinds and keep one lamp on a timer as preparation for their weeklong trip. They’d even cleaned out the fridge before leaving so nothing would spoil. 
 
    “Nice place!” said Frank. 
 
    “I like how you’ve decorated. Do you have a water view?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Sure do! It’s the reason we took this unit. The harbor is amazing at night. All lit up with boats coming in and out,” said Meg. 
 
    She parted the curtain so Nancy could look out. 
 
    “Magnificent. Brett, come and look at this view!” she said. 
 
    “Wow. Forget the view, and look at the buildings! Apparently our friends have been very busy,” said Brett. 
 
    Red Xs marked every building as far as Meg could see. The soldiers clearly had a plan to move through the city in a systematic manner. In the distance, several Coast Guard patrol boats slowly cruised the harbor. Armed men and women stood at the rails of the ships, holding rifles. The sight of armed Coast Guard personnel patrolling the harbor nearly pushed her anxiety over the edge. She took a deep breath and backed away from the window. 
 
    “You alright?” said Joe, taking her hand. 
 
    “Not really,” she said. “This whole thing is crazy.” 
 
    “The couple on the sailboat was right. We would’ve never made it into the harbor. The coasties would have stopped us. It was a good call to anchor the lifeboat where we did,” said Frank. 
 
    Meg left the group to grab a few things from the closet. She needed a hat and a change of shoes. She hadn’t intended to work out on the cruise and therefore had left her good sneakers at home. The walk to Brett and Nancy’s house would require the best shoes she had. 
 
    “Nancy? What shoe size are you? I can lend you a pair that might be better for walking,” she said. 
 
    Just as Nancy turned to respond, a hesitant, soft knock at the front door froze her in place. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” said Joe. 
 
    “Someone is here, knocking,” said Mike. 
 
    “Don’t open the door! It could be anyone!” said Meg, panicked. 
 
    “Let me just look.” Joe crept to their front door as quietly as possible and peered through the peephole. “It’s Chrissy and John!” he said, opening the door. 
 
    “Holy crap! You guys are here!” said Meg. 
 
    “We were thinking the same about you!” said Chrissy as she embraced Meg and Joe. 
 
    Meg made a series of introductions, acquainting the group with their neighbors. Chrissy and John had moved into the apartment next to them about one year prior. They were friendly, nice people who mostly kept to themselves. 
 
    “You’re really a sight for sore eyes. When did you get back into town? I thought you were on vacation?” said John. 
 
    “We were, but then the power went out and the cruise ship was in trouble. We managed to get back a couple of days ago,” said Joe. 
 
    Meg was impressed by how Joe avoided telling them the real story of them escaping the ship in a stolen lifeboat. There was no sense in letting everyone know what had transpired. 
 
    “What’s been happening around here?” asked Mike. “I’m trying to find my family. We live in Lawrence. They were gone when I got home. Just vanished without a note or anything.” 
 
    “Things have spiraled out of control around here. First, the power died. Then the troops started to round everyone up,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “Did they say why or where people were being taken?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “They said it was for our safety and that a national emergency requires everyone to be together. For our own safety. We didn’t buy it. I’d rather take our chances on the street than trust the government,” said John. 
 
    “You got that right. The government is usually behind things that go wrong. It rarely gets things right,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Exactly,” said John. 
 
    “But how did you manage to evade the soldiers? I live in the brownstones on First Ave and have observed armed soldiers going door-to-door—putting them in cargo trucks.” 
 
    “We saw that this building was marked with a red X. Our assumption is that they’re clearing buildings and marking their progress. How did you manage?” said Nancy. 
 
    Chrissy and John glanced at each other sheepishly. They looked unsure whether they wanted to admit how they’d evaded the roundup. 
 
    “We hid in the dumpster out back,” said John. 
 
    “You what?” said Meg, shocked. 
 
    “We suspect that they’re using some sort of thermal imaging to find people. Otherwise, how could they get everyone? People can always hide. Besides, once they’ve gone into a building and marked it, people would just move back once the threat is over. So we figured they must be manually pulling people out and then following up with patrols at night. Sweeping the buildings with thermal imaging,” said John. 
 
    “To make sure no one moves back in,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Exactly. We also needed a secure place to hide while they searched our building. We couldn’t run out onto the street because the place was crawling with them. We opted to hide in plain sight inside the large dumpster out back,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “Smart and effective. Gross but effective,” said Brett with an approving nod. 
 
    “Smelly but effective,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “You’re in the brownstones?” said John, turning to Marvin. “From what we can tell, they haven’t gotten there yet. Eventually they would have come for you. In fact, I’m surprised you weren’t seen at night.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Marvin. 
 
    “What are you guys planning to do? Are you staying here?” asked Meg. She didn’t feel as though she could invite their neighbors to Brett and Nancy’s house. 
 
    “We’re trying to hook up with other people who are holding out,” said John. 
 
    “Are there many?” asked Frank. 
 
    “We aren’t sure. You guys are the only people we’ve run into so far,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “Well, there’s no one in the brownstones. I can assure you of that. I’ve been in all of the units on my block. They’re empty.” 
 
    “What are you guys doing?” asked John. 
 
    Nancy was quick to answer, “We plan to head out of the city, away from the patrol trucks. Maybe things will be less crazy out in the country.” 
 
    Nancy’s response confirmed Meg’s suspicion that she shouldn’t invite the couple to tag along. 
 
    “Which direction do you plan to go in?” asked John. 
 
    “We thought we’d walk east. Why?” asked Brett. 
 
    “East is perfect. We’ve been exploring the city and have gone in all different directions. Going east will be really easy for you guys. If you just follow Grant, you can go along the back of the buildings for about three blocks. It’s a straight shot until you get to Foster. At that point you have to break out for a couple of blocks until Sherman. Then Sherman will take you about five blocks behind the buildings,” said John. 
 
    “The only time you have to leave the alleys is to cross the street to the next block. It’s super easy. We’ve gone that way a number of times,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “Geez, you guys have been getting around. Why are you out so much? Isn’t that a little risky? I haven’t left the brownstone the entire time.” 
 
    “Well, it started because we wanted better food than what we had at home. We walked to Marvino’s on Grant to see if we could grab breadsticks or cold slices. The adventure went fine. After that, we got bolder and bolder. Now we’re exploring to find others and hopefully learn what we’re up against,” said John. 
 
    “That’s really impressive. Brave, risky and bold—I like it,” said Nancy, eyeing the couple with approval. 
 
    “Thanks for the info. We’ll go in that direction. Any thoughts on when it’s best to go?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We’ve been out during the day and hide at night. There seems to be more action at night,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “Where do you hide at night? Seems like if they’re using thermal imaging, you would be found,” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We created a safe sleeping zone for ourselves.” 
 
    “Safe sleeping zone?” replied Mike. 
 
    “We call it our little nest. We tipped metal filing cabinets and the refrigerator on their sides to insulate the wall of our place that faces the street. If we lie flat on the ground, below the metal, it seems to work. We also take turns sleeping in the large cast-iron tub. It’s not great, but it works,” said John. 
 
    “Better than the alternative. We don’t want to get caught. As far as we can tell, other than the lights going out, there is no national emergency. The federal government is up to something, and I don’t trust them,” said Chrissy. 
 
    “Too bad we don’t actually know what the alternative is,” said Brett. 
 
    “You’re right. We don’t know for sure, but does any one of us trust the federal government? Trust them to keep us safe? Who knows what’s happening, but I’d rather trust myself than that corrupt system,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” said John. 
 
    “Good luck, you guys. Hopefully things will get back to normal soon,” said Chrissy. 
 
    After saying goodbye to their neighbors, Meg quickly retrieved a few things from her closet for the journey. She held Joe’s hand as they closed the door to the apartment—and their previous life. She got the distinct impression that they would never see the apartment again. 
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    Frank struggled to keep up with the others as they leapfrogged their way through the city. The group started at the rear of Meg and Joe’s building, like their neighbor suggested, making slow progress as they moved from dumpster to dumpster. Fortunately, they stopped frequently enough for him to catch his breath when they hid behind the dumpsters. 
 
    The couple had previously moved the steel containers a few feet away from the façade of each building, allowing them to slip in between the dumpsters and the buildings without creating noise. They had even thought to place objects such as bricks and boards on the ground behind the dumpsters to stand on if a truck passed. More than once, Frank and the others had to hop up onto the platforms left by the couple in order to conceal their feet as they hid. 
 
    As a former Navy service member, Frank was less suspicious of the federal government than the others. While on active duty, he’d mostly encountered people who genuinely loved the country and wanted to serve to the best of their abilities. He had never encountered the level of sheer incompetence, bordering on malice, that Nancy and the rest of them seemed convinced was the case. For this reason, on more than one occasion, he dismissed Nancy’s conspiracy theories as completely crazy. At times, he considered leaving the group to go it alone. However, concern for Mike and his family kept him in place. He could put up with the misplaced suspicion a little longer. A lot longer if needed. However long it took to find Mike’s wife and kids. 
 
    Frank had decided he would stay with Mike until they were reunited. Mike and Sharon had become more than friends to him over the years. He considered them family. Better than family, because he liked to be around them—something he couldn’t always say about his own family. He knew they felt the same way. They’d asked him to be the guardian of their children if anything should happen to them. Frank more than willingly accepted the responsibility. Even though he would love to ditch Nancy and her clueless husband, Brett, he resolved to stay with Mike and see this thing through—for better or worse. 
 
    He stood silent, pinned between a building and a dumpster, waiting for his turn to move. The group of seven proceeded slowly. Three people ran ahead to a dumpster down the street. Once they could proceed to the next one, another group of two would advance. Although their progress was slow, Frank was relieved that they weren’t running through the streets. Moving for a few hundred yards followed by a five-minute rest was definitely more in line with his level of fitness. Or lack of fitness. 
 
    “Are they almost to the next one?” whispered Mike. 
 
    “Not sure yet. I thought I’d give them another minute before checking,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank knew the first group was likely through, but needed an extra minute to catch his breath from the last stretch they’d run. Just as he was about to peek around the dumpster, the background vehicle noises intensified. Previously, it was clear that the trucks were moving in front of the buildings and they were not in danger of detection. Now the rumbling sounded louder. He stiffened, sure that the vehicles would drive by the side of the building they had hidden behind, rendering them visible in the narrow space between the dumpster and façade. 
 
    “Shit! You hear that?” said Mike. 
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t tell where it’s coming from.” 
 
    “Me neither. Let’s stay put for a few.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said Frank. 
 
    The men stood behind the dumpster, waiting and listening. The sound grew louder and louder until it was clear that the truck must be heading down the alley. 
 
    “Move it! I think they’re coming from the east! Push it this way!” shouted Mike. “Slowly so it’s not too obvious.” 
 
    The men canted the dumpster to conceal them from view if the truck turned into the east side of the alley. Frank held his breath and hoped the others had the same idea. He worried that if one portion of their group was caught, the soldiers would start searching the dumpsters, leading to the capture of all of them. Sweat poured down his face and back as he waited and listened. 
 
    Less than a minute later, two armored Humvees careened around the corner of the building and barreled down the alleyway. They froze in place as the trucks sped down the alley and turned on another side street, exiting their view. He looked down the alley for the others. Brett moved the dumpster slowly and peeked at them. They acknowledged each other with a nod, and Frank breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Still, he wondered how bad it would be if they were caught. Where would they be taken? What would become of them? Were the paranoia and feeling of danger warranted, or something created by Nancy and the others? 
 
    “Looks like they’re moving!” whispered Mike. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go!” 
 
    Before they took off, Mike rolled the dumpster back into its original position, in case Chrissy and John needed to use the hiding spot. Once the dumpster was in place, the men quickly sprinted to the next one. 
 
    The group continued their slow crawl through the city for the entire day, pausing frequently to listen for soldiers and drink water. They could hear voices from the streets in front of the buildings, but couldn’t decipher their words over the persistent engine rumbling. Something was different. The first day they walked into the city, all of the streets were quiet. Now—those same streets crawled with soldiers. 
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    Nancy and Brett stuck as close together as possible, without tripping over each other, while they moved through the city. Standing side by side behind a particularly smelly dumpster, the two of them waited for their chance to run to the next dumpster. Hopefully a far less odorous one. She scanned their surroundings, wondering what could cause such a strong smell. A few seconds later, she figured it out. They had stopped behind the Fish Monger—the smell no doubt the byproduct of rotting fish parts. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever eat fish again,” she said. 
 
    “Me neither. Geez, what’s taking them so long?” said Brett, peeking down the street. “I’m ready to turn myself in just to get away from this.” 
 
    “I’m just glad we haven’t had to jump inside.” 
 
    “Yet,” said Brett. 
 
    Finally, Joe and Meg dashed from their hiding spot, giving Nancy and Brett a chance to escape the stench. They ran faster than usual, still reeling from the smell when they reached the next dumpster. Nancy grabbed the side of the next heavy metal container and wiggled her way behind it, careful not to move it too far away from the back of the building. 
 
    “Why do you think there are more trucks out today? We didn’t see nearly this much traffic before. What could be happening?” she asked Brett. 
 
    “Beats me. Can’t see a damned thing back here. It’s a great idea, though. Disgusting fish smells aside.” 
 
    Meg frantically waved at them from behind the next dumpster. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Looks like they want us to join them. Let’s go!” said Nancy. 
 
    They ran to Meg and Joe, who stood behind a row of three large dumpsters. The space was large enough for the entire group to congregate. Brett waved to Marvin, Frank and Mike, signaling for them to join the others. 
 
    Once the group was assembled, Joe said, “I want to see what the military is up to.” 
 
    “Us too,” said Nancy. 
 
    “But how? They’ll see us if we try peeking from the side of a building,” said Frank. 
 
    “We stopped here because we noticed the back door to Ulters is open. We might be able to get inside and look toward the street. I want to make sure we aren’t heading straight toward a group of them. Chrissy and John were helpful, but I don’t think they encountered this much traffic on their travels,” said Joe. 
 
    “Me neither. I think it’s a good idea,” said Frank. 
 
    Nancy rubbed her tired eyes. Sweat poured down her dirty face. After a moment she said, “I like the idea, but we have no idea what we’ll encounter once we’re inside. I don’t think all of us should go inside together. If there’s a problem, we’ll all be caught.” 
 
    “I agree, but how will we choose who goes in first?” said Meg. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Everyone turned to face Marvin. Despite the stress and strain from the heat, physical exertion and fear—Marvin looked more alive than ever. Like he’d come to life during their exploration. 
 
    “I’m fine with going in. If they catch me, I’ll just act like I have dementia. I do it all the time when I get into a bind. It works like a charm,” he said with a wink. “Nobody suspects an old man of pretending to be senile.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to use that one! Could save me all sorts of hassles,” said Brett. 
 
    “I thought you were already doing it,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “Thanks, Marvin. If nothing seems amiss to you, then wave us on so we can all come inside,” said Frank. 
 
    “Sure, sure.” 
 
    Marvin ran from behind the dumpster and through the door labeled Ulters. 
 
    Turning to Nancy, Brett said, “What do you think he’ll find in there?” 
 
    “I’d guess nothing, but he sure looked happy to do it. I think he’s actually enjoying all of this. Like somehow our predicament has made him come to life.” 
 
    “Funny you say that, I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    Nancy felt her anxiety welling as she waited for Marvin. They had been close friends and colleagues for so many years that he felt like family to her. Risking his life made her more uncomfortable than she expected. She prayed that he wouldn’t run into anyone in the department store. 
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    Marvin gently pulled the handle on the heavy metal door to Ulters, relieved when it opened. He eased it the rest of the way, cringing every time the rusty hinges squeaked. His adrenaline flowed as he crossed the threshold into the stale, sweltering darkness of the department store. The door closed behind him with a few more squeaks and a soft click, plunging him into a silent black corridor. Quick to pull out his flashlight, Marvin illuminated the way and proceeded deeper into the building. 
 
    The exterior door spilled into a long narrow hallway, which snaked through the building until it opened into a large storeroom. The staff of Ulters must have used the hallway for deliveries and garbage removal. For a moment he became disoriented looking into the storeroom. 
 
    The space contained floor-to-ceiling metal shelves, which extended the entire length of the massive room. He had never worked in retail and was struck by how utilitarian the storage area seemed in comparison to the elegant sales floor. Glancing around the space, it was difficult to determine which way he should proceed. The endless rows of merchandise formed a seemingly impenetrable barrier, rendering him dumbfounded. 
 
    After careful consideration, he decided walking the perimeter of the room rather than cutting through one of the rows would be prudent. Concern for becoming lost in the maze fueled his decision. If the tactic worked for mice, it would work for him. Nearly blind, mice navigated the dark recesses of basements by always keeping a wall at their side. 
 
    Flashlight in hand, he started walking and stopped. It occurred to him that he should mark his progress in order to be able to easily find the door again. Even with a flashlight, this room could disorient the keenest of navigators. 
 
    He grabbed the nearest box, pulling it to the floor with a thud. It was a large box of ladies’ black bras. Not the best choice for marking his trail. The black would merely fade into the concrete floor, creating a trip hazard instead of a path out of the maze. The next box contained white thong-style underwear. Touching the undergarments made him feel like a pervert. Shaking his head at the silliness of his hesitation, he pulled out a handful of garments, shoved some in his pockets, and threw some on the floor—careful to mark the door to the hallway. 
 
    With the wall to his side, Marvin moved quickly through the space, marking his progress every five to ten feet with one of the thongs. Eventually he made his way to a swinging half door, which opened to the retail floor. Peeking through the door, he didn’t detect anything out of place. 
 
    Ulters was a large department store that sold both clothing and home goods. The glass-fronted building faced the main road into the city. The perfect place to determine what was happening on the streets. Satisfied that no one had hidden in the building, or that the soldiers weren’t inside, he turned and started his walk back to the others. 
 
    The return trip went far smoother than the journey inside. The thongs were easy to follow, showing him precisely where he needed to go. Finally, at the exterior door, he turned off his flashlight and cracked the door slightly. His eyes needed a minute to adjust to the light from the complete darkness of the hallway. When he was ready, Marvin eased the door open a little more. His friends were waiting for him behind the dumpster. Waving them on, he held the door as they dashed across the wide alley toward him. 
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    Joe was the last person through the door to Ulters. He wanted to be sure the group safely crossed the open alley before dashing across. Once everyone was inside, he closed the door behind him. The group waited together in the dark for another minute so their eyes could adjust to the darkness. It would have been easy to lose someone in the dark or be caught because a lost, panicked person screamed for help. Waiting until they were clumped together made a lot of sense, another one of Nancy’s ideas. Joe didn’t know if she was brilliant or so paranoid that everything she did was beyond most normal people, making her appear smarter than she was. In any case, he liked that she was always thinking, and so far, he also liked most of her ideas. 
 
    He took Meg’s hand, which was sweaty and shaky. The day’s journey had been tough on everyone. The worry about getting caught and the heat had definitely caught up with them. Their progress was slow going through the city, and he doubted they were even halfway to Nancy’s house. Getting a good look at the streets from a concealed position would be helpful. Maybe if the area was clear, they could move in the open and make better progress. 
 
    “Are those thongs?” said Nancy. 
 
    “It was all I could find,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I underestimated you, Marvin. I didn’t peg you as an ass man!” said Frank. 
 
    Marvin sputtered, clearly unsure how to respond, as the group laughed at Frank’s comment. 
 
    As they made their way toward the interior of the store, the soft light from the front windows exposed the empty store. Smiling mannequins in odd poses greeted them instead of clerks or customers. The scene reminded Joe of something he’d seen in a Hitchcock film. Creepy and sinister, he wanted to get out of the store as quickly as possible. Meg must have felt the same way, because she moved closer, cinching an arm around his waist. 
 
    “Let’s get upstairs. I’d like to see as much of the city as possible,” said Nancy. 
 
    The group rapidly made their way up the frozen escalators to the fourth floor of the department store. 
 
    “This is perfect. We should be able to see most of the city from here,” said Mike. 
 
    “I hope so. It would be nice to see what’s happening. I feel really blinded by running through the alleys. I think it’s a great idea, but it has been hard to determine when and from which side the patrol trucks are approaching,” said Frank. 
 
    “I agree. On more than one occasion, I was wrong and had to hope for the best,” said Marvin. 
 
    The floor-to-ceiling windows gave them a commanding view of the city and its large waterfront. They could even see the mountains to their north. 
 
    “Holy crap! Look at the waterfront! It’s crawling with Coast Guard vessels. Were there that many before?” said Nancy. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Yesterday it seemed like there were just a few small patrol boats,” said Meg. 
 
    “Something is happening. Look over there!” said Mike, pointing toward the edge of the city. 
 
    “What are they doing?” asked Joe. 
 
    Brett kneeled down and took out his binoculars. Adjusting them, he whistled and then said, “Looks like they’re barricading the city!” 
 
    “We were lucky to get through when we did. If we had waited at my house, we would never have made it in,” said Mike. 
 
    “Or if we had waited on the cruise ship, we would’ve never made it into the harbor. Things have really changed,” said Joe. 
 
    Oversized military cargo trucks and armored vehicles moved about in the distance, giving the city an ominous vibe. 
 
    “Things have really moved quickly. It’s like the feds have overtaken the entire city,” said Frank. 
 
    “This can’t be good. They round up all of the citizens then militarize the city! That’s insane. I never thought a takedown of this scale would happen. Sure, Waco-type attacks I could predict—but this? No way. I wonder if we’re the only ones or if this is happening all over America,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Look over there! Do you see anything on that side?” asked Nancy, pointing toward their home. 
 
    Brett turned and adjusted his binoculars. “I don’t see much happening over there. We should be fine to keep moving in that direction.” 
 
    “But should we?” said Frank, standing beside Brett. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We’ve only gone about half of the distance out of the city. The pace we’re going is way slower than you probably anticipated when you said it would take eight hours for us to get to your house. At this rate, I don’t see us getting there before dark,” said Frank. 
 
    Joe didn’t like the idea of being out on the streets at night. Chrissy and John were certain that the city became more active at night, if that were even possible. Plus, if the soldiers were using any type of heat-sensing equipment, they wouldn’t stand a chance of going undetected. 
 
    “Me neither. Not only were we going slow, which was fine, but we also spent quite a lot of time pinned down, unable to proceed. If the rest of the trek is anything like what we experienced today, it will take us the remainder of the day and half the night to get to your house,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Why don’t we hunker down here? Then we can get a very early start in the morning,” asked Frank. 
 
    “No freaking way! This place gives me the creeps!” said Meg. 
 
    “Me too. I don’t want to be here a moment longer than necessary,” said Joe, backing her up. 
 
    Nancy glanced into the interior of the store and said, “I’ll give you that. The creepiness factor is high in here. However, I don’t see a better place for us. We’re high up from the patrols on the ground, the place has toilets, a café and bedding. It’s actually a pretty good place to rest and wait until morning, all creepiness aside.” 
 
    “Do you think you guys could manage for the night? I know it’s not ideal, but we don’t have a whole lot of options,” said Brett wearily. 
 
    Joe glanced at Meg. She gave him a slight nod, agreeing to the plan. He squeezed her hand and said, “We’ll manage. But if one of those mannequins comes to life, I’m out of here!” 
 
    Although he laughed, Joe couldn’t help but notice Marvin glance uncomfortably at the nearest mannequin. 
 
    “Where should we set up for the night?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I plan to plop down on one of those king-sized beds they have in the furniture department,” said Frank. 
 
    Mike gave him a high five and then added, “I want one of those oversized sectionals to sink into.” 
 
    Ignoring the men, Nancy shook her head and said, “I was thinking we should go to the office. It’s on this floor in the corner of the store. We could sleep in the safe, if it’s open. That way, if someone comes into the store, we aren’t exposed. The safe will keep our heat signatures concealed.” 
 
    “Uncomfortable, but practical given the situation,” said Brett. 
 
    “I agree. As much as I’d love to stretch out on a king-sized bed, I have to defer to Nancy. We need to be hidden in case we have company,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Why don’t we grab some pillows and blankets from home goods? It won’t be as nice as a bed, but at least we’ll have some comfort,” said Meg. 
 
    “That sounds like a plan. I’ll help get the blankets,” said Mike. 
 
    Joe followed the others to the corner of the floor containing the office. Like most department stores, the office was tucked away from view when walking through the store. The office served as a customer-service point, where people purchased gift cards and processed returns. It was also where the store’s safe was situated. 
 
    While in high school Joe worked one summer as a salesclerk in the men’s shop of another local department store. It was the worst job he had ever had because of the customers. Some were nice and chatty with him, but others were demanding, entitled and downright mean if they didn’t get their way. He found there to be a direct correlation between the meanness and wealth. From his experience, the richer they were, the meaner they got. He could hardly wait to finish his summer and get back to school. 
 
    “Here it is. Let me see if the door is open. If not, we’ll have to rethink this plan,” said Nancy. 
 
    The office had a large open window with a counter for people to walk up to. A door displaying an “Employees Only” sign closed off the entrance to the back area of the office. Nancy walked over to the door and tried to open it. 
 
    “It’s locked,” she said. 
 
    “Here, let me get it.” Joe hopped over the chest-high counter and jumped down on the opposite side. “I’ll check the safe and see if we can get inside.” 
 
    The door to the massive walk-in safe was in the corner of the office. As he approached, he could clearly see that the door to the safe was ajar. Someone had already opened it. Or they’d left it open. Either way, it was odd. 
 
    “It’s open. Let me let you guys inside,” he said. 
 
    He opened the exterior door and let them inside the space behind the counter. Then they proceeded into the safe. The large safe would accommodate them all with relative comfort for the night. 
 
    “Wow! Someone cleaned out the safe. It’s entirely empty,” said Joe. “Department stores always have tons of cash, bank checks and cashier checks in the safe. At the end of every day, each register’s overage gets brought to the safe. The next day, it’s counted and then picked up by Brinks. However, there’s always a base amount in the safe for making change and stocking the registers. Someone cleaned out all of the cash before leaving.” 
 
    “Lot of good that money is doing them now,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Seriously,” said Brett, shaking his head. 
 
    Joe tossed his bag in the far corner, claiming the space for himself and Meg. He had strong reservations about sleeping in such close quarters with the rest of this crew. Frank looked like the sort of guy who could wake the dead with his snoring. Marvin and Brett were likely close contenders in a snore-off. He hoped the corner spot would give them a little distance and privacy. The night would be interesting at the very least. 
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    Brett needed time away from the group, so he suggested that he and Nancy go to the café and see if they could grab some food. He liked everyone well enough, but after spending days with them, he had started to reach his limit. Nancy’s quick agreement to join him suggested she most likely felt the same way. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” he asked her. 
 
    “Mostly fine, but I’m feeling pretty weary. I was terrified that we would get caught today. I think the repeated adrenaline rushes, not to mention all of the running, finally wore me out.” 
 
    “I feel it too. We had so many close calls. I’m not sure how much more I can take of that sort of roller-coaster ride,” said Brett. 
 
    She stopped and turned to him, wrapping him in a tight hug. “We’ll get through this. You’ll see. By this time tomorrow, we’ll be sleeping in our nice bed with Rudy fighting for space between us.” 
 
    “I almost forgot about Rudy and your mom.” 
 
    “Me too. I hope they’re okay. Rudy is a tough little dog, but this has been a lot.” 
 
    “I’m sort of hoping your mom was swept up in everything. I’m not sure I have the wherewithal to deal with her or anyone else right now. Is that really mean to say?” 
 
    “Not the worst thing, given the circumstances. I don’t think either of us have the wherewithal to deal with her, even under the best of circumstances,” she said with a wink. “That said, I hope she’s puttering around the house, trying to figure out how to turn the TV back on.” 
 
    The store’s café stocked mostly coffee shop snack items, which suited him fine. The last thing they needed was a days-old tuna sandwich in the office safe area. The collective odor of their group after sweating for several hours on the streets would be bad enough. 
 
    “Let’s grab these waters and muffins,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Here’s a bag. Load us up with the peanut butter cookies too.” 
 
    After collecting what they could from the café, Brett and Nancy returned to the office and unloaded their bounty. 
 
    “You feel like watching the sunset?” he said. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    They made their way to the western corner of the store. Settling in between racks of clothing, they held each other and watched as the sun lazily drifted behind the mountains as though nothing had changed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mike had a difficult time getting to sleep. The night slipped away as he turned from side to side in a futile attempt to force it—a tactic that never worked. Comfort wasn’t the issue. They had managed to drag enough mattress covers, pillows and blankets to the safe to ensure maximum comfort. Instead, thoughts of Sharon and the kids kept him from resting. He couldn’t imagine what had happened to them and all of the other citizens. They’d just vanished, replaced by an outsized military presence. For all he knew, they could have been killed or taken so far away that he would never see them again. Depression and anxiety were the new norm, as he struggled to stay focused on staying safe so he could eventually find them. 
 
    The other problem was the snoring symphony created by Marvin, Frank and Brett. The unsynchronized noises reverberated off the walls of the small enclosed room, rendering it useless for sleeping. Despite the staccato noise, his ears perked up. Something had made a sound outside the safe. He sat up and tried to concentrate. A lull in the collective snoring almost allowed him to confirm that he’d heard something. 
 
    “What’s up, Mike?” whispered Joe, who must have heard the same thing. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think I hear something out there.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Joe, rising from the floor. 
 
    He carefully walked over the legs and arms of the others as he approached the door, where Mike lay. 
 
    “Can you tell what it is?” whispered Joe, crouching down next to him. 
 
    “I’m not even entirely sure I heard anything. I think I did, but it’s hard to tell with all of this going on,” said Mike, exasperated. 
 
    “No kidding. Those guys are loud. Time to wake them up.” 
 
    Mike grabbed Joe’s arm before he could wake anyone. “Maybe it’s nothing, and everyone needs the rest. We should investigate first.” 
 
    “You’re right. Here’s what we do. I’m going to slide out of the safe and into the office area, where I can listen without the snoring. You hold tight.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Joe pushed the safe’s five-inch-thick metal door open and low crawled into the office. Once through, he pushed the door mostly closed, leaving it open just a few inches. Mike could barely make out Joe’s figure in the darkness. 
 
    “Joe?” Meg said in the darkness of the safe. 
 
    “Meg, shh. Joe’s outside the safe looking around. I think I heard something. I’m not really sure, but he’s checking it out,” said Mike. 
 
    “What did you hear?” said Meg. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Nancy groggily. 
 
    “Mike heard something and Joe is investigating,” said Meg with a strain to her voice. 
 
    “Crap. Brett, wake up. You need to stop all that noise. We’re in danger of being found,” she said, nudging Brett awake. 
 
    “Found? What’s happening?” he said, a little too loudly. 
 
    “Shhh! We don’t know yet. Joe is investigating. Kick Marvin. He’s snoring like an old sawmill,” she said. 
 
    Outside the safe, Joe moved along the ground to the exterior office door. They had propped it open to make it easier to come and go through the self-locking security system. Mike waited as Joe rounded the corner and peeked out of the office toward the sales floor. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” asked Meg in a loud whisper. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I can’t really see too much. Just hang tight. He’ll let us know if he sees or hears anything.” 
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    Joe lay on the ground, face planted to the worn commercial carpeting. He willed his eyes to see in the near pitch darkness, to no avail. The moon’s light was the only illumination over the city, rendering the vast windows of the sales floor nearly useless. At first he didn’t hear anything. As he was about to turn back toward the safe, a faint sound cast doubt on his assessment. It almost sounded like banging, but he couldn’t be sure. They were on the fourth floor of the department store. The distance from the street indicated that the noise wasn’t from someone on the outside trying to get in. The sound had to be coming from within the building. 
 
    As the seconds ticked past, the sound grew more intense. The intermittent thumping was replaced by a solid stream of heavy clanging. It took him several moments to recognize the sound: loud footfalls on the metal escalator stairs. There were people in the building, moving at a rapid pace toward the fourth floor. He quickly reversed directions and crawled back to the others. 
 
    “There are people in the building. I can’t tell who, but it sounds like a number of them!” he said excitedly. 
 
    “What should we do? Maybe they found us!” said Meg fearfully. 
 
    “We need to stay put. There’s no reason to believe they found us. They can’t see us through the safe and have no reason to come back here,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Joe, get back inside!” said Meg in a loud whisper. 
 
    The footfalls and voices intensified as the seconds passed. He guessed that a large group of soldiers had entered Ulters, conducting another relentless search for holdouts. Joe had almost reached the safe’s door when he heard the men reach the top of the escalator. Frozen in place, he had no idea what to do. If they jumped over the counter, they would find him. He knew opening the door to the safe and crawling inside was not a possibility. Then he realized the outer door was still propped open. If the men saw the door in that position, they would most likely investigate. 
 
    He quickly moved toward the door. Once there, he risked detection by standing and pulling the chair used as a wedge to prop the door open. He could see beams of light everywhere on the fourth floor. Although he couldn’t get an accurate head count of the men, he knew from the multiple beams of flashlights that there were at least a dozen. Joe slid the chair out of the way, guiding the door shut with his hands so it wouldn’t slam closed. 
 
    “Look at this! It’s the office! I always wanted to get inside one of those walk-in safes! Come on!” said one of the men excitedly. 
 
    Joe dove to the ground moments before a beam of light flashed over his head and across the back wall of the office. 
 
    “No, man. You’re just messing around again. We need to clear this area so we can go back and get some chow. I’m beat,” said another man. 
 
    Before the first soldier could protest, a radio went off. Joe couldn’t pick up what the person on the other end was saying, but one of the soldiers responded, “Affirmative. On our way!” and then said to the others, “Let’s get out of here! They found a nest and need help busting it! Let’s move! They’re four blocks from here!” 
 
    The men scrambled down the escalators and out of the building, leaving just as quickly as they had arrived. Once everything had returned to silence, Joe wiggled his way back to the safe. He pulled the door open and climbed inside, shutting it behind him. 
 
    “Oh my god! Joe!” said Meg, getting up. 
 
    He stood to meet her as she crossed the room to him. They held each other silently. 
 
    “You’re trembling,” she said. 
 
    “I’m still scared out of my mind,” said Joe, squeezing her tighter. 
 
    “I thought you were going to get caught out there!” she said tearfully. 
 
    He took a deep breath and exhaled. “That was way closer than I’d like to ever get again.” 
 
    They stood for another minute before returning to their spot in the far corner of the room. 
 
    “I think we were a little lazy by not setting up a guard schedule. I thought about it but just assumed we would be safe in here,” said Frank. 
 
    “After tonight, I don’t think we’re safe anywhere,” said Brett. 
 
    “I like your idea of having someone keep a lookout. Did they say they found a nest?” said Nancy. 
 
    “I thought I heard that too. A group of regular citizens is now referred to as a ‘nest’? What is becoming of us?” said Marvin. 
 
    “It’s clear what it’s becoming. The federal government has taken over. We need to get home, fast,” said Nancy. 
 
    “You think we’ll be safe there?” asked Joe. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Brett. 
 
    “They’re closing off the city for a reason. What’s happening outside the city? Maybe there are more troops or bases? I don’t know. I’m just worried about it and think we can’t assume there will be safety at your house. I’d like to believe we should be fine, but I don’t know,” said Joe. 
 
    “I agree. We have no idea what we’ll find out there, but we need to try. We can’t just keep playing hide-and-seek with them. Eventually, they’ll win,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I agree. I’d like to get out of the city and into a place where we can at least see them coming. Being stuck in these buildings is no way to live. I just don’t think we can maintain this,” said Frank. 
 
    “And I need to find my family. I certainly can’t find them hiding out in the city,” said Mike. 
 
    Joe held Meg, absorbing everything the others said. He knew running around the city would eventually end in their capture, but he wasn’t sure hiding with Brett and Nancy was the ultimate solution. He kissed Meg’s head and pulled her closer to him. Keeping her safe was his only mission. Right now, staying with the group made sense, at least for a little longer. 
 
    Finally he said, “I agree. You guys are right. We can’t keep running. Maybe being out of the city will be better. We might also be able to figure out what’s happening.” 
 
    “Besides, if we can help in any way to find Mike’s family, we will,” added Meg. 
 
    The rest of the group voiced their support for Mike. 
 
    “That means a lot to me,” said Mike, his voice trembling. 
 
    “I’ll take the first watch. I can’t go back to sleep knowing those goons could return. We need eyes on the street so we at least have some forewarning,” said Frank. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, man. You rest. I’m already too amped up to sleep. I’ll do it. Grab a couple of hours of rest then come and relieve me,” said Joe. 
 
    “You sure? You just stuck your neck out for us. I feel like you’re the guy who needs the rest.” 
 
    “Totally sure.” 
 
    “Where are you planning to be?” 
 
    “We should watch the front doors and the alleyway entrances. The front is visible through the windows on the sales floor. The back—” 
 
    “The café has a view toward the back of the building. It’s not great, but we should be able to see lights coming through the darkness. Besides the moon, the troops are the only source of light out there. If they’re coming, we’ll see them,” said Brett. 
 
    “Got it,” said Joe, getting up. 
 
    “I’m coming too,” said Meg. 
 
    “No. You need to rest.” 
 
    “I won’t be separated from you again. I go where you go.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have a watch-standing buddy.” Frank laughed. 
 
    The two grabbed flashlights and made their way outside the safe, where Joe carefully replaced the chair propping open the exterior door. 
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    Meg held Joe’s hand as they walked through the dark department store. The place really gave her the creeps. At night the mannequins seemed to glow. Their pale plastic skin seemed to be the only thing catching the faint moonlight. The sooner they got out of the store, the better. After this experience, she wasn’t sure she could ever walk into Ulters again. Not that she ever expected the store to reopen. 
 
    “Let’s check the front windows and then go back to the café to look into the alley. Take a baseline of activity for comparison each time we take a look,” said Joe. 
 
    His hand still trembled slightly. The experience with the soldiers had rattled him more than he’d let on. 
 
    They walked to the vast floor-to-ceiling windows and Joe said, “Holy shit, there’s a lot of them. From up here you can really see what we’re up against.” 
 
    Lights from large military-style vehicles crisscrossed the city, while patrol boats zipped around the shoreline and harbor. 
 
    “I didn’t realize there were so many soldiers. This looks like a huge military presence. When we walked through the city today, I couldn’t get a sense of the magnitude of their operation. This is really something.” 
 
    “What’s happening over there?” said Joe, pointing down the street. 
 
    “I can’t tell. Let’s move down a little. Maybe we can see more from farther down.” 
 
    They quickly walked to the bank of windows in the adjacent department. From there, they could see that the soldiers had set up a large light apparatus. The lights were pointed at a large apartment complex, illuminating its exterior. Heavily armed soldiers ran into and out of the building at a fever pitch. After watching the raid for a few minutes, an oversized canvas-covered truck pulled onto the sidewalk. 
 
    A group of civilians was herded through the door of the building and into the truck. The people moved hesitantly as the armed men stood and watched. After everyone had been loaded in the back, the truck quickly drove off in the direction of Mike’s house. As the vehicle sped away, a group of soldiers exited the building and started to take down the lights. Within a minute, the whole operation had been packed up and relocated to another building at the end of the block. 
 
    “I wonder if that was the nest the guys in here mentioned?” said Meg. 
 
    “Probably. Where are they taking those people? This is nuts,” said Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m with Brett and Nancy. Whenever the government does something to the people, it never seems to be in our interest. I think you were right that we should stick with the group for a little longer. I feel safer with them. Was there ever a question that we would leave them? I don’t think we could survive on our own in the city. We have no place to go now that our apartment is not an option.” 
 
    “We could find my brother,” said Joe. 
 
    “You mean at that camp? Or at home?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t remember when he was supposed to return home. He’s either still at the survivalist camp, or they left before the event. I don’t know.” 
 
    Joe ran a tired hand through his hair and scratched his rough face. Meg knew he worried about keeping her safe. The strain seemed to be getting to him. 
 
    “Okay. If it comes to it, we can try to find him. For now, I say we stay with our little group. Besides, I meant it when I said I wanted to help Mike find his family. The poor guy, he needs us.” 
 
    “I agree. Hopefully, Nancy’s house will be large enough to allow us to sleep away from everyone,” he said, pulling her into an embrace. 
 
    “Normally I would think you’re hitting on me, but in this case, I know you’re just trying to get far away from Marvin’s and Brett’s snoring.” 
 
    “Maybe a little of both,” he said. 
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    Nancy woke long before the others, finding her body sore from head to toe. The combination of walking more than she would normally do in an entire year and sleeping on the floor had caught up with her. Her back, neck and legs screamed for a long hot soak in the tub and a bottle of red wine. Those things, along with everything else that made her comfortable, like a flushing toilet, were distant memories now. All she could hope for was a safe place to stay, and if all went well, she prayed that their home would be a place of refuge for all of them. It was the least she could offer the group, who had helped her and Brett escape the cruise ship. 
 
    She pulled the office safe door open just enough to slip past Brett and the others as they slept. Frank was on watch somewhere in the building. Knowing he and Joe were out there watching over them was the only thing that had allowed her to sleep. Even though they had nowhere else to hide and would never be able to outrun the soldiers, somehow having advance warning of their arrival was a comfort to her. 
 
    She stood in front of the windows and marveled at the beginning of the celestial day. The sun’s light formed a brilliant orange line across the sea’s horizon. The remainder of the sky was blanketed in night. The stars twinkled their last song before surrendering the sky to the sun. 
 
    “You’re up early,” said Frank, who appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “My body willed me out of the safe. I don’t think I could have taken another minute of the awkward sleeping positions I wrestled with all night.” 
 
    “I’m with you. No amount of mattress toppers and pillows could mask the fact that we were contorted on a stone-hard surface. Are the others up?” 
 
    “No. They’re all sleeping. I thought I’d give them about another fifteen minutes and then start waking them. We should get out of here sooner rather than later. We’ll need the entire day and maybe some of the night to get to our place. Longer if we’re ducking and dodging all day like we had to do to get here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on getting to your house today. We’re barely moving at a snail’s pace.” 
 
    “I agree. I’m just concerned about where we’ll be able to hide for the night. We got lucky with this place.” 
 
    “We really did get lucky. It’s actually a perfect spot—soldiers searching in the middle of the night aside.” 
 
    “That was terrifying, especially after hearing what Meg and Joe witnessed. The thought of them out there using high-powered lights and armed soldiers to load civilians onto trucks bound for who-knows-where is disturbing.” 
 
    “Seriously. On that note, do you think we’ll be able to find Mike’s family?” 
 
    Nancy glanced down, clearly uncomfortable, then said, “Not a chance. We have no idea where everyone was taken. Besides, even if we did know, how could we find them among the rest of the citizens?” 
 
    “I haven’t wanted to say anything to him. I think the thought of finding them is the only thing keeping him going. And who knows? We might get lucky.” 
 
    “We might.” 
 
    Nancy thought finding his family would be nearly impossible. Even if they found Sharon and the kids, they would need a force to remove them from wherever they were held. Remembering Joe and Meg’s neighbors gave her hope that others were forming a resistance. With enough armed citizens, they might have a chance to reunite the family. 
 
    “The streets look quieter now than they have all night. We might have half a chance of getting out of the city without detection.” 
 
    “I’m going to the back windows to try to figure out which way would be best.” 
 
    “Joe and Meg’s neighbors said we could get to Sherman behind the buildings. I say we start with that.” 
 
    “Yes, but that puts us at the intersection of Sherman and Franklin. Where do we go from there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can really plan that before actually getting out of here. It really depends on what we see out there. I imagine we’ll have to hide wherever possible while moving as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “What are you guys doing?” asked Marvin as he walked up to them. 
 
    Nancy thought her longtime friend looked every day of his age. The bags under his eyes were deep set and dark. She worried for his health and ability to keep moving. 
 
    “We’re trying to figure out a route through the city that won’t get us caught. We think we can get to Sherman and Franklin. After that, we’re in the open,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Not necessarily. Roger’s Auto is on that corner. We can make our way across the lot by hiding behind the parked cars. It’s not great, but we’ll manage.” 
 
    “I forgot about that place. He’s right. That’ll help. Once we’re there, we can take it to the next spot,” said Frank. 
 
    Nancy felt immediately less stressed. Having a plan in place, even an evolving plan, made her feel much better about their chances of survival. 
 
    “So this is where the party is!” said Brett, kissing the side of her head. 
 
    “Are the others awake?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone is ready to go. I packed our bags already. I just want to go to the café one more time and load up on more cookies before we leave,” said Brett. 
 
    “A man with priorities. I respect that,” said Marvin. 
 
    Once the group was ready, Nancy led them down the escalators to level three. Before they proceeded down another level, Joe ran to the windows to check to be sure they didn’t have company. The last thing they needed would be to walk into the soldiers on their way into Ulters. Floor by floor they slowly made their way through the store. Finally, they arrived at the entrance to the storeroom. 
 
    Nancy pulled out her flashlight and prepared to head back into the darkness. The storeroom, with its maze of floor-to-ceiling shelves, freaked her out more than the rest of the store. During the day, she would never have thought twice about entering such a room. However, the darkness had a way of playing tricks with her mind. She had visions of basketball-sized spiders and zombies at every turn. She moved as quickly as she could through the long hallway to the exterior door. 
 
    She paused and shone her flashlight at the ceiling behind her. She didn’t want to blind anyone with the light, merely to see if they were all still together. Once she was sure the group had recollected at the back door, she gave it a hesitant nudge. Not seeing anyone in the side streets or alley, she burst through the door and ran toward the closest dumpster. 
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    Frank watched as the others ran toward the dumpsters. Once they were across, he checked the side streets one more time and then started to move his group out of the department store. They had almost made it to the first dumpster when he heard a loud whistle. Glancing up, he saw Meg and Joe furiously waving them off. For a moment his mind scrambled, trying to process why they were waving. He hesitated in the center of the alleyway. 
 
    Mike grabbed his sleeve and yanked him back hard, almost causing him to fall flat on his back. Mike and Marvin were already inside Ulters when he saw the problem. Soldiers were walking on the side street, heading in their direction. Nancy and Brett could probably see them from their vantage point, but the men were not yet visible to his group. 
 
    He dove toward the door and pulled it closed behind him. “Lock it!” whispered Mike from behind him. 
 
    “What if they purposely unlocked everything? For all we know, they opened all the doors so they could move quicker through the buildings,” he said in a panicked whisper. 
 
    “Maybe, but right now, we need to discourage them from coming into the building,” said Marvin. 
 
    With a shaky hand he clasped the deadbolt and slowly turned it to the locked position. Although the door had two more locks, he couldn’t be sure the men weren’t standing right outside the door. One lock was all he was willing to risk. As the soldiers passed the door, they could hear laughing and talking. 
 
    One of the men said, “This is it!” Then the door handle moved. The faceless man tried the knob and then started banging against the door with his body. “Fuck it! Damned thing isn’t budging. I thought you said these were left open?” 
 
    Someone else responded, “They were supposed to be.” 
 
    Frank waited on the other side of the door, listening to their conversation—unsure what to do. The darkness concealed Marvin and Mike, but he knew they were standing close, because he could hear them breathing. 
 
    One of the men kicked the door or pushed on it hard with some sort of tool. Then someone said, “Let’s go to the front. We can crack the glass on that side if need be.” The other faceless man responded, “Sarge said not to break anything, just search.” 
 
    Frank stood still as a stone and listened. The sound of the men’s conversation grew weaker and finally disappeared. 
 
    “Do you think they’re gone?” said Mike. 
 
    “I don’t know, and I’m afraid to open the door again. They could still be in the alley,” said Frank. 
 
    “You’re right. I’ll run upstairs and check down the alley. From the second-floor break room, I should be able to see everything I need to see.” 
 
    “Alright. We’ll hang tight,” said Frank. 
 
    “Do you need company? I could walk up there with you,” asked Marvin. 
 
    “No, man, I’m good.” 
 
    Frank knew Mike was thinking the same thing he was, that Marvin would only slow him down. The man walked slower and more awkwardly than most people. He seemed to bang into things and lose his balance frequently. Frank wondered how the rest of the trip would be for them. 
 
    “I hate just sitting here. The others could’ve been discovered, for all we know,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I know, but I think we would have heard something. Besides, your friend Nancy would have found a way to warn us.” 
 
    “You got that right. She’s one tough old broad.” 
 
    They stood for a moment in silence waiting for Mike’s return. Then Frank heard the sound of the men’s voices. He was sure it was coming from inside the building. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he said to Marvin. 
 
    “Yeah, sounds like they’re inside the building. I thought it would take them longer to circle the building to the front. Shit! What do we do? Mike’s out there!” 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is that we can’t risk moving. The storeroom is a huge maze. They probably won’t think of walking back here. We should be fine. I’m more worried about Mike.” 
 
    “We need to wait until he comes back or we hear them taking him,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    The men waited in the dark hallway for what seemed to be an eternity. From their hiding spot, the building seemed as empty as before. The vastness of the department store made early detection of a threat nearly impossible. Frank suddenly realized how lucky they were to have spent the night there without being caught. 
 
    Finally, the sound of loud banging of boots on the metal stairs found its way to them. The soldiers were on their way out of the building. 
 
    “Sounds like they’re leaving,” said Frank. 
 
    “Do you think they got him?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    Frank and Marvin waited, trying to listen for any indication that Mike was still in the building. A few minutes later, Mike emerged from the darkness, flashlight in hand. 
 
    “That was a little too close for comfort,” he said as he approached them. 
 
    “Holy crap! We thought we lost you!” said Marvin as he hugged Mike. 
 
    “Where did you hide?” asked Frank. 
 
    “I crawled onto one of the shelves in the bedding department. Then I arranged a bunch of pillows and blankets in front of me. It seemed to work.” 
 
    “I’ll say. That was good thinking on your part,” said Frank. 
 
    “I borrowed that one from Sharon. When she was pregnant with our first child, she worked at Sattler’s. Her shifts were long and she was exhausted most of the time, so she’d curl up on a low shelf and nap.” 
 
    “I could totally picture Sharon doing that, even without being pregnant!” 
 
    “Yeah, she was always known as a management challenge. A badge she wore with pride.” 
 
    Talk about Sharon reminded Frank of the peril she and the kids must be in. Determination to help Mike find his family quickly replaced the moment of levity. He knew Mike was feeling the same way. 
 
    “Don’t worry, man, we’ll find them,” said Frank with a hand on Mike’s shoulder. 
 
    After another moment passed, Marvin said, “Was the alley clear?” 
 
    “It was. From what I could tell, those guys were on their own sweeping the block. They moved down the street toward another one of the stores. We should be fine leaving here.” 
 
    Frank grabbed the handle to the exterior door. With the other hand he gently unlocked the deadbolt and said, “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Mike was right. The alley and side streets were clear. Before leaving the department store, he glanced at Meg and Joe. Joe held one finger in the air, indicating they should wait. He was probably getting confirmation from Nancy and Brett that the coast was clear. Then Joe turned to them and gave them the thumbs-up. 
 
    “Here we go, boys!” said Frank in a loud whisper. 
 
    The men raced across the empty alley with renewed vigor. The stress of nearly being caught seemed to have jump-started Marvin, who moved faster than Frank would have thought possible. Once at the dumpster, the men canted the large metal box so as to cover themselves from the street’s side view. Frank took a deep breath and willed himself to be calm and focused. They would need all of their resources to make it safely through the changed city. 
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    Joe held Meg’s hand while they raced across the street to the next alley. They ran together because Meg said she’d rather be caught together with Joe than continue on with the others if the authorities grabbed him while they were separated. Although he felt the same way, he didn’t want to do anything to endanger her. Running two at a time through the streets was the sort of unnecessary risk he felt they could avoid, but here they were—sprinting through the city like a modern-day Bonnie and Clyde. 
 
    They reached a dumpster that stood at the edge of a brownstone. The dumpster’s location at the corner of the building and the street did not give them a lot of cover if another round of trucks or men came in their direction. He hoped Brett and Nancy would hurry along so they could advance. He patiently waited and watched the couple as they looked toward the final dumpster in the line. Brett and Nancy hesitated longer than usual, which prompted Joe to stick his head out and scan more of the street. He quickly discovered why they didn’t seem keen on rushing. 
 
    A caravan of military trucks sat idling in front of one of the apartment complexes. From his vantage point, he could only see the back side of the truck. Frustrated, he waited for it to move. Meg tapped his sleeve and pointed to Brett and Nancy. Nancy used hand signals to ask if they were watching the truck. Joe responded that they were. It occurred to him that Brett and Nancy could actually see more of the street and probably knew something that he and Meg didn’t. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Meg whispered. 
 
    The back of the truck suddenly opened and disgorged citizens onto the street. All of the people leaving the truck were men. They wore yellow armbands over their right sleeves. Now he understood why Nancy and Brett were so freaked out. They were witnessing the release of marked citizens. For some reason the military had decided to label citizens with yellow armbands. Confusion and anger replaced frustration as he grappled with the implications of what he had witnessed. The truck drove away once it was empty, giving them a clear shot at reaching the next dumpster unobserved. 
 
    “We need to move. Brett and Nancy are through,” said Meg. 
 
    “Okay. I’m with you. The farther away, the better.” 
 
    Hand in hand, the couple dashed to the final dumpster in the long trail Chrissy and John had set out for them. The next task would be to pick their way through the used-car lot. Brett and Nancy had made it to the other side and were hiding behind various vehicles. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked Meg. 
 
    “Yes. Let’s give this last truck a minute to clear the area; then we should be good.” 
 
    They waited until they were sure the truck wasn’t coming back. 
 
    “Okay, go!” said Meg. 
 
    The couple effortlessly dashed across the open landscape to the car lot. Once there, they joined Brett and Nancy behind a large passenger van. 
 
    “Did you see that?” asked Nancy. “Those people were marked with armbands. What is this, WWII?” 
 
    “Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought we’d be witnessing such a thing on our soil. It’s state terrorism!” said Brett excitedly. 
 
    “Why were they all men? That’s what I want to know. What happened to the women? Where is everyone else?” said Meg. 
 
    “I have no idea and don’t intend to find out,” said Nancy. 
 
    Frank, Mike and Marvin reached the last dumpster and paused. Joe watched as the three men started to move. They were about halfway to the lot when the sound of a heavy-duty truck reached his ears. He knew immediately that they were in trouble. The truck would be on top of them before they could reach the car lot. 
 
    The men made the same calculation and picked up their pace. Everyone except Marvin. The old man tried to run a little faster, but it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    “Shit! He’s not going to make it! We need to do something!” said Nancy excitedly. 
 
    “Stay put! If we rush out, we’ll all get caught,” said Brett. 
 
    Marvin managed to make it to the side of the car lot’s salesroom. He ran to the wall and stood, waiting for the truck to pass. 
 
    “Get down,” hissed Joe. “What is he thinking?” 
 
    During his naval training, Joe had learned that occasionally in high-stress situations fellow combatants would freeze. Others in a squad needed to be watchful of their fellow squad members and help them in those sorts of situations. In this case, Joe could only look on with horror as the old man stood frozen in place. 
 
    Suddenly, at the last possible second, the door behind Marvin opened, nearly knocking him off his feet. An unseen pair of hands grabbed him and yanked him inside before closing the door just as fast. The door closed mere seconds before the truck rolled by. Someone had saved Marvin from certain discovery. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Frank. 
 
    “What just happened? Did I miss something? Where’s Marvin?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Marvin almost got caught. Someone opened the door and brought him inside the building!” said Nancy. 
 
    “What? Who?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I intend to find out,” said Nancy. 
 
    She quickly moved from behind the passenger van to the next vehicle. Glancing over its hood, Nancy stood and then ran to the door Marvin had just entered. Joe watched helplessly as she tried the door, only to find it locked. She knocked on the door, but it didn’t budge. Clearly, whoever had saved Marvin had no intention of letting them all inside their hideaway. 
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    Marvin lay flat on his stomach, his cheek pressed firmly against the smooth concrete floor. A foot jammed into the middle of his back held him firmly in place. He still didn’t know what had happened out there. First he was running across the street; then he just didn’t know what to do. It was as though his mind couldn’t put together the situation quickly enough. He knew he was in danger, but couldn’t figure out how to save himself. He simply froze. Whoever pulled him inside had saved his life. 
 
    “Let him up. They’re gone,” said a woman. 
 
    The foot lifted from Marvin’s back, allowing him to sit up. He moved gingerly at first, unsure whom he was with. Finally, he sat up and looked at the people in the building. He was surrounded by a heavily armed, serious-looking group of eight men and two women. Hats and bandanas concealed their identities. 
 
    “What the hell, man? You almost brought the feds right to our door,” said one of them men with a heavy Spanish accent. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I’m not sure what happened. I just couldn’t move. It was like I had no idea what to do,” said Marvin shakily. 
 
    Suddenly, the doorknob turned. Someone was trying to get inside. The group reacted quickly by fanning out and pointing their firearms at the threat. The person on the other side knocked softly. 
 
    “It’s probably one of my friends. Can you let them in?” said Marvin. 
 
    “No way. You need to go and take your friends with you,” said the woman. “Clear the area.” 
 
    “I agree. The less exposure, the better,” said one of the men. 
 
    “Who are you? What is all of this?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “We’re the resistance. The only thing fighting for your freedom at the moment,” said one of the masked men angrily. 
 
    “What’s been happening? We’ve been hiding out and trying not to get caught. Do you know anything?” 
 
    “Our government claims to be responding to some sort of threat. In their wisdom they thought jailing citizens would help the situation,” said the man. 
 
    “Where did they take everyone?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “We think they have internment camps set up in Avon.” 
 
    “An internment camp? Like they used to incarcerate the Japanese during WWII?” 
 
    “Exactly like that. Whatever the so-called emergency is, it allegedly required our federal government to declare martial law. They’ve been dragging people out of their homes, conducting searches, and seizing weapons. We’re waiting for the right moment to strike.” 
 
    “You guys are a lot braver than me. I’m just trying to stay out of their camps and get to the mountains with my friends.” 
 
    “If that’s the direction you plan to take, you’d better get moving. They’re actively sealing off the city,” said the woman. 
 
    “Another day and you won’t be able to leave. That’s why they brought the men back. They’re using civilians as labor to seal off the city,” said another member of the group. 
 
    “That’s not good. What are they doing to seal off the city? What should we look for as we’re leaving?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “From our sources, which are admittedly somewhat limited, we think they’re putting concertina wire down in a ring around the city. They’ve sealed off the roads, and we think they’re building bunkers or some kind of fortifications.” 
 
    “How the fuck are we going to get through that?” said Marvin with a little more panic than he intended. 
 
    “Tell me again where you’re headed?” asked the woman. 
 
    “We’re going to Fischers. My friends, who are out there waiting for me, have a house there. We think we should be safe if we get there.” 
 
    The group looked at each other, silently communicating. Marvin couldn’t help but think that they were actively deciding his fate. He suddenly felt very uncomfortable to be alone in a room of heavily armed, masked strangers. 
 
    Finally, the woman said, “We have a truck coming. He’s someone on the inside who’s been running messages for us. I’ll see if he’d be willing to give you guys a lift to York. That’ll put you near enough. From there, you’ll have to make your way through the forest to your destination.” 
 
    “That’d be amazing. Do you think he’d do it?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s really risky for him, but we can ask. We need people to get out of the city, especially people who wouldn’t be good in a gunfight. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. Seeing as I’ve never actually held a gun, I’m sure I’m not the guy you’d want on your side in a gunfight.” 
 
    The woman pulled out a handheld radio and walked into a different room. She clearly didn’t want him to hear her conversation. Again, a sense of panic struck him. Could he really trust these people? Getting into a truck with a stranger and trusting that person to take you where you want to go was risky, even on a good day. 
 
    She returned. “He’ll do it. Truck should be here in thirty minutes. You need to get your friends ready. He’ll pull up to the repair center, back end first. Once he’s there, your team needs to be ready to jump in. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “We’ll let you out now. You need to follow the building to the rear. From there, we’ll make sure the first door is open. Go through the door and wait. It shouldn’t be too long,” said the woman. 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you. You saved me twice.” 
 
    “Don’t thank us yet. We haven’t gotten you anywhere. A lot could go wrong between here and York.” 
 
    “Trust me when I say hitching a ride is saving me. I feel like my slow pace is putting me in peril of being knocked off by someone in my group.” 
 
    From the back of the room, an unseen man yelled the word clear. Then the man closest to Marvin used a mirror affixed to a stick to look onto the street. Once he determined it was safe to open the door, he said, “Time to move.” The door opened and Marvin was shoved out of the building just as quickly as he had been pulled inside. 
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    Marvin emerged from the door looking as bewildered as he had before. Nancy waved to him to no avail, but he clearly didn’t see them in their hiding place. He just stood there looking around. 
 
    “For shit’s sake, Marvin,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Whistle at him. He’s going the wrong way!” said Brett. 
 
    Joe quickly whistled soft enough to avoid detection from a distance, yet just loud enough for Marvin to catch the sound. He finally turned in their direction, a look of relief flashing across his face. 
 
    When Marvin reached them, he took a knee. “Thanks for waiting for me. Sorry about that. It was a close one.” 
 
    “What the hell happened in there? Who are those people?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “They’re the resistance. A bunch of heavily armed, masked civilians who said they’re fighting against the feds.” 
 
    “Glad someone is,” said Nancy. 
 
    “They found us a ride to York.” 
 
    “A ride? Are you serious? York is a quick jump to our house,” said Brett. 
 
    “I’m totally serious. We need to move to the repair bays. The truck will be here shortly.” 
 
    Before Marvin got up to lead the group to the back of the building, Nancy caught his arm and said, “You sure we can trust these people?” 
 
    “No. But it’s all we have. They saved me from getting caught. So maybe. I don’t know. They’re a very serious bunch.” 
 
    She considered their options for a moment. Marvin wasn’t the only person in the group who moved slowly. Frank was a close second in a competition to get them caught. If they didn’t take a drastically different approach, they would be caught eventually. The truck likely offered them an opportunity to bypass all of the danger presented by moving on foot. 
 
    Finally, she said, “Alright, let’s do this.” 
 
    Marvin led them to the side of the building. Nancy watched as he carefully navigated through the lot to a particular door near the repair bays. Once inside, she said, “Who’s the guy that’s driving us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They were really secretive about the whole thing. All they would say is that he’s an insider who’s part of the resistance. Given that, I assume he’s a soldier, but I have no idea.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me. I don’t think our group will make it all the way to your house on foot. We’re too slow, and there are more and more of them arriving by the day,” said Frank. 
 
    “They told me the men were released to run concertina wire around the city, closing it off.” 
 
    “Fuck that. We’re out of here,” said Brett. 
 
    “I agree. Hopefully, in a few hours, we’ll be feeling very lucky to have run into this group. What do we do now?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We wait. They said he’d pull up. Once he’s here, we need to be ready to jump into the truck. He can’t wait for us.” 
 
    Nancy pulled herself into Brett. She needed a moment to recollect after what they had witnessed. Seeing regular citizens marked and used as slave labor really shook her. The warmth of Brett’s body against hers calmed her down enough for her to be able to think straight. 
 
    A covered cargo truck turned into the car lot and headed in their direction. 
 
    “Either that’s our ride or we’re screwed,” said Brett. 
 
    The truck turned around and backed up to one of the large glass bays. The driver, a smart-looking young man in a military uniform, got out and entered the building. 
 
    “Are you our ride?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Sure am. Let’s move. I can only sit here for a moment. I’m going to roll the door up and open the back of the truck. You people need to pile in as fast as possible,” said the man. 
 
    The soldier opened the large door and appeared to fumble with the back of his truck. Nancy could tell the fumbling was a ruse to disguise the fact that he was surreptitiously looking up and down the street. Once he determined it was safe, the man stood aside and motioned for them to climb into the truck. He then grabbed some boxes from the garage and loaded those inside before disappearing. The idling truck lurched forward a few moments later and picked up speed on the street. Nancy tried to find a comfortable spot where she wouldn’t be too badly injured from the relentless bouncing as they made their way toward home. The others seemed to be struggling with the same dilemma. Marvin attempted to move some of the boxes to make a spot for himself. However, he merely knocked everything over onto Frank and Mike. It would be a long ride home. 
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    Joe held Meg in the darkness of the truck. They rumbled and bounced their way out of the city, hopefully toward Nancy and Brett’s house. He too wasn’t sure trusting the group of strangers was the best idea. On the other hand, he also agreed that they would never make it out of the city at the rate they had previously travelled. 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Mostly,” answered Meg. 
 
    “I’m just hoping this guy’s for real, and this isn’t some kind of trick,” said Joe. 
 
    “We’re all hoping that,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Marvin, did you say the released men were being used to run wire around the city?” asked Meg. 
 
    “According to the others, that’s exactly what they’re being used for. God only knows what else they have them doing.” 
 
    “Did they say anything about the other citizens? Where are the women and children?” asked Mike. 
 
    “They said the feds have set up internment camps. People have been trucked to those, from what they could tell.” 
 
    “Internment camps. Shit. That’s not good. Where are those?” asked Joe. 
 
    “They weren’t entirely sure, but they think some of the camps are in Avon.” 
 
    “All the way out there?” said Mike sadly. 
 
    “Did they say what happened to cause all of this?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “The feds are claiming that they need to respond to a threat of some sort. It seems the feds are being very secretive about it. The group didn’t know more than that.” 
 
    “A threat? Must be one hell of a threat to warrant incarcerating all citizens. We should be part of the resistance! Others are fighting while we hide in the back of a truck! What’s wrong with us?” shouted Brett. 
 
    “What’s wrong with us is that we’re trying to save our own skins. That’s what’s wrong with us. I want to fight too. Believe me. I’d like nothing more than to join them, but I can’t right now. Right now we need to find my mother and Rudy. We also need to help Mike find his family,” said Nancy. 
 
    Joe was surprised to see the couple quarrel. Generally, they seemed to exist very harmoniously. The stress of their predicament must be weighing down on them just as much as everyone else. 
 
    “I’m not sure you’d want to join that bunch. They weren’t academic resisters like the two of us. They were a hard, dangerous-looking bunch—armed to the teeth. I didn’t get a good vibe from them despite the fact that they rescued me. It was like being surrounded by a pack of wild wolves,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Maybe not. I just feel like I’m not doing my part to push back against everything that’s happening,” said Brett. 
 
    “Aren’t we pushing back? We stole a life raft and fled our cruise ship and have been hiding ever since. We aren’t shooting at them. I get that. But we’re resisting in our own way,” said Meg. 
 
    Meg’s words made Joe feel better. He too was thinking they should be doing more than simply saving themselves. She was right, they were resisting by not being swallowed up into the system. Maybe they would be able to do something from the outside. 
 
    “You’re right. Resisting by keeping clear of them will allow us to give an account of what happened here. Those in the camps won’t be able to tell the world anything more than their own limited view of things. We will have the chance to expose the entire deception foisted on the citizens of the United States,” said Brett with strength. 
 
    “You got that right. By witnessing the events, we’ll fill a critical place in history as survivors who are able to give an accurate account of the events,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Unlike the bullshit story they’re likely to peddle once this thing starts to unwind itself,” added Marvin. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. 
 
    “Once we get back, I’ll need to start keeping a log of the events. If we’re ever discovered, at least there will be a written record of everything we already know occurred,” said Brett. 
 
    “Good thinking. We might all want to think about writing a few words. You never know what the future holds. All I know is we need to at the very least be sure they never erase this from our history,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Sorry. I won’t be doing that. Writing was never really my thing. I’m more of a hands-on sort of guy,” said Joe. 
 
    “Same here. I won’t be keeping a diary or journal or whatever you’re calling it. I hated English in school. I can’t see myself starting something like that now,” said Frank. 
 
    “For you it would be a journal. For some reason when men keep a diary, those are labeled as journals, whereas a woman’s writing is always referred to as a diary in historical records. It’s just one of those things,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Well then, I won’t be writing in a diary. You can count me out too,” said Meg. 
 
    “And me. Looks like the three of you will have to tackle history on your own,” said Mike. 
 
    The group sat in silence. Joe contemplated the gravity of the task in front of them to accurately depict the events as they unfolded. Although he didn’t want to participate, he understood the necessity for them to write about their experience, just as Anne Frank had done. Without her written words and the words of others, the world might never have known the full extent of what had happened during WWII. 
 
    “We must be getting off the highway. It feels like we’re slowing down,” said Mike. 
 
    “You’re right. I feel it too. Where are we? There’s no way we’re in York. Something must be going on,” said Brett. 
 
    “I agree. We haven’t been driving long enough to be there. Shit. Maybe this is some sort of trap that we didn’t see?” said Nancy. 
 
    “Don’t jump to any conclusions. He could be slowing down for any reason,” said Brett with an audible edge in his voice. 
 
    Joe couldn’t help noticing the tone Brett took with Nancy. Meg noticed it too, because as Brett talked, she squeezed Joe’s hand. It was one of their ways to silently communicate. 
 
    The truck continued to slow, taking sharp turns as it plodded along. The group was thrown from one side of the vehicle to the other, smashing into the boxes, parts and other items in the back of the large truck. 
 
    “What the hell? Is he crazy?” said Nancy. 
 
    “I think my entire body is going to be bruised from this ride. That’s definitely going in my journal,” said Marvin. 
 
    The truck screeched to a halt without any warning, launching the group toward the front of the cargo compartment. 
 
    “Shit! I bit my tongue,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Shh!” said Brett forcefully. 
 
    The driver’s side door slammed shut. Moments later, the driver opened the back of the truck and yelled, “Everyone out! This is as far as we go. There’s been a change of plans.” 
 
    “Change of plans? What’s happening?” asked Brett. 
 
    “My squad is sending another truck to meet me. They need to transfer cargo to my truck. I got off the highway as fast as I could. Believe me when I say we don’t want them to catch us.” 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We’re in Lakeview. I was on my way for fuel and to make a delivery when I got the call. Sorry. It’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “Lakeview? Shit. That’s far from York,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I know, but at least you’re beyond the sealed-off corridor. You should be able to handle the rest of the trip on foot, I’d imagine,” he said, momentarily glancing at Marvin and Frank. 
 
    Once they had jumped to the ground, the man nodded and briskly walked back into the cab, slamming the door behind him. A moment later, the massive truck turned around and headed back in the direction they came. Joe watched the truck disappear from view with a sense of disappointment and a missed opportunity. He’d wanted to ask the driver numerous questions about the situation. He had no idea what they were up against or which way to turn. The man could have offered valuable insight into the larger picture of things. 
 
    “Now what?” said Meg. 
 
    “Looks like we’re on our own again. Damn, just when I became focused on getting home. Our home feels even farther away than it ever did. And we didn’t get to ask him any questions. This is bullshit,” said Nancy. 
 
    Brett embraced her. “I know. I’m disappointed too, but we’ll manage. We always do.” 
 
    The couple stood for a moment in a tight hug. Meg grabbed Joe’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze. 
 
    “I think we need to walk in this direction,” said Frank, pointing west. “If I’m correct, this should be Lincoln Park. Once we get across the park, we’ll need to pass the mall and then continue out of the neighborhoods, headed in the direction of your house.” 
 
    “You know this area?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “A little. I lived here for a short time about ten years ago.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever driven through it,” said Joe. 
 
    “Other than the mall, which is small and mostly in Parker, the neighboring city, there’s no reason anyone would want to drive through it,” said Frank. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get some road under our feet. I don’t feel like spending another night out of the house,” said Nancy, pulling away from Brett. 
 
    The group walked through the deserted park until they reached a placard labeling an adjacent playground as a gift of the Friends of the Lincoln Park. Frank had been right, which confirmed that they were headed in the right direction. With any luck, they’d sleep safely tonight in Nancy and Brett’s house. 
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    Frank led the group through the expansive park. When he lived in Lincoln, he had been in much better shape and would often go for early morning runs through the park. That was until the gangs started showing up. It started with the graffiti. Another runner pointed out that the graffiti wasn’t just street art, but was actually gang tagging. Eventually, another gang moved into the area, challenging those who had come before. He stopped his morning runs when another runner he knew was shot and killed by one of the gangs. 
 
    Slowing to a stop, he said, “Hold up for a minute. I need to grab the compass. Once we get out of this section of the park, we’ll want to head northwest. I need to make sure we take the most direct approach possible.” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated,” groaned Marvin. 
 
    “You look like crap, Marvin. Are you drinking enough water?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “No. I haven’t had any yet. I was trying to save some for later.” 
 
    “Well, it’s later. Drink up before you have a heart attack. I don’t want to have to leave you here.” 
 
    “Your compassion is heartwarming,” said Marvin. 
 
    “We’ve been walking for a while. I think we could all use a breather, some water and food. Frank, come on and have a seat for a few minutes!” yelled Brett. 
 
    Once Frank confirmed their direction, he walked ahead of the group to determine the best way forward. The park had numerous hilly trails through the trees, which were fantastic to run on, but would be terrible for Marvin to walk through. 
 
    “Coming!” he said and rejoined the group. 
 
    “You know where we’re going?” said Meg. 
 
    “Mostly. I was trying to see if we could avoid going on the hilly trails.” 
 
    “Can we?” said Marvin. 
 
    “Not without adding significant distance to our journey. So we either have to deal with hilly, rutty, mud-packed trails, or we take the longer paved way. It’s up to you guys.” 
 
    Everyone sat quietly contemplating the options. Finally Joe said, “We should go the shortest way possible, even if it means going slower. I don’t want to add any more miles to an already long trek.” 
 
    “Me neither. I’m hot, tired, and in no mood to go farther than necessary,” said Meg. 
 
    Brett and Nancy glanced at each other, and Brett said, “Same here.” 
 
    “Thank you. If we go slowly, I should be fine,” said Marvin. 
 
    Frank shared Nancy’s opinion that Marvin didn’t look so good. The hills would be difficult for the man. If he recalled correctly, most of the way would be quite steep. After drinking water and snacking on energy bars, the group headed out on a muddy trail that snaked through the magnificent forest. Frank loved the raw beauty of the park and missed his time here. At points, the trail skirted Lincoln’s main road, reminding him that the park was merely an urban oasis. The boundary of the park was set apart by a sturdy chain-link fence. The group walked at a slow pace, stopping frequently to catch their breath. 
 
    “How are you guys holding up?” said Meg, sounding out of breath. 
 
    “I think I’m still breathing. That’s about all I can say. I might need a five-minute breather soon, though. These hills are killing me,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Same. How about now?” said Marvin, slowing down. 
 
    “If you guys can make it to the top of the ridge, we’ll be able to sit up there on the rocks and see past the mall. Maybe all the way through town. It would be a great place to reevaluate our route,” said Frank, pointing to the steep incline ahead of them. 
 
    “I think I can do that,” said Brett. 
 
    When they reached the top, Marvin plopped down on a rock. “That’s it for me. I think I’ll ride this whole thing out right here. You guys can continue without me. I’m officially done.” 
 
    Although the group laughed at the old man’s comment, Frank could tell by his tone that he was only half joking. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” said Nancy. 
 
    “I can’t tell. Hold on, I’ll grab the binoculars,” said Brett. 
 
    Frank stood on the ridge overlooking the indoor mall complex, baffled by what lay before him. Thick layers of concertina wire ringed the mall and its adjacent parking areas. Portable towers stood at regular intervals along the concertina-wire perimeter, manned by soldiers facing inward. Trucks moved in and out of the barricaded mall through a heavily guarded checkpoint. 
 
    “Look toward the Flanigan’s on your left! What are they doing with those people?” said Joe. 
 
    Men and women were lined up kneeling on the pavement of the lot. They had their hands on their heads. A guard walked up and down the line, saying something to them. Another guard hit one of the men with the butt of his rifle, causing the man to fall forward. After the man fell, two soldiers ran out from the restaurant and grabbed the man, dragging him inside. A large red stain remained in the spot on the pavement, left behind by the bloodied captive. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Could this be a holding center for dissidents?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” asked Joe, squinting to see. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this, but all of the people on the ground are Asians,” said Brett. 
 
    Brett continued to focus his binoculars as the rest of the group waited for clarification. 
 
    “Asians? Really? That’s odd.” 
 
    “Sure is odd. This can’t be a place where they’ve taken regular people, because I don’t see any kids. Besides, it’s too small,” said Mike. 
 
    “I agree. Those people have been singled out for special treatment for some reason,” said Frank. 
 
    A large caravan truck pulled up to the checkpoint, the soldiers quickly raising the gate. It pulled up to the side of a store and idled while several armed soldiers rushed out of Flanigan’s to meet the truck. They quickly opened its back door and motioned for the people inside to get out. 
 
    At least two dozen Asian people stepped off the truck into a maelstrom of abuse. The guards roughly shoved the group, causing one man to fall. Another man quickly helped the fallen man to his feet. A nearby guard who had witnessed the act of kindness punched the Good Samaritan so hard in the stomach that he doubled over onto the ground. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be seeing something like this in the United States,” said Brett. “This is something you’d expect to see in some kind of autocratic nightmare of a country.” 
 
    “We need to keep moving. I don’t want to be anywhere near what’s happening over there,” said Mike. 
 
    “I had planned to take us through the mall parking lot as a shortcut. That’s no longer possible. I guess if we just follow the compass heading, we should be fine. It might take us a little longer,” said Frank. 
 
    “Who cares? So long as we don’t end up down there,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Come on, there’s nothing left for us to see here,” said Joe. 
 
    The group walked slowly down from the ridge back into the park. The scene had shaken Frank more than he cared to admit to himself or the others. Seeing people abused like that by U.S. soldiers on American soil made him wonder if they would ever find safety in this changed world. 
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    Joe walked along the narrow trail behind Meg, keeping a close eye on her. To Joe’s relief, the muddy, hilly trail started to flatten sooner than he’d expected. He was in excellent condition, but the hills they had to walk had started to take their toll on him. His leg muscles burned, especially his calves. Hiking was one of their favorite weekend activities, but this was something entirely different. More like a forced march than an active morning on a pleasant trail. Looking over the group, he wondered how Marvin and the others managed to do as well as they did. 
 
    “How’re you doing back there?” asked Meg over her shoulder. 
 
    “Okay. You?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to process what we saw. That was intense. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone get hit like that other than in the movies. It’s so much more terrifying to see something like that firsthand,” she said. 
 
    “I know. Same here. It totally freaked me out. Made me really glad we haven’t gotten caught up in any of it. I don’t care if we have to walk for days, I want to stay out of the government’s hands.” 
 
    “You got that right,” said Mike. 
 
    “Sorry you had to see that, man. I know that scene probably only added to your anxieties over Sharon and the kids,” said Joe. 
 
    “I can’t even imagine where they are or what’s happening to them. Until seeing that, I had convinced myself that they were in some tidy FEMA tent somewhere, eating government cheese. Now I’m not so sure,” said Mike solemnly. 
 
    They walked in silence toward the edge of the dense forest toward the open, grassy area of the park. Joe hoped that they would be able to walk on a paved sidewalk the rest of the way. He wasn’t sure he could handle any more hills. 
 
    “Let’s take a break on those benches,” said Nancy, pointing ahead of them. 
 
    A shelter with numerous picnic tables sat in the distance, beckoning the group. Joe grabbed Meg’s hand as they approached the shelter. Sitting would feel great, but nothing could beat lying down for a little while. He mentally reserved one of the benches for a quick nap. 
 
    Upon reaching the shelter, he lay down on one of the nearest tables and sighed with relief. His tired muscles immediately melted into the worn, splintered wood of the bench. A strong need to sleep overtook him as he stretched and yawned. 
 
    “I need to take these shoes off for a few minutes. Are we going to rest here for a while? I can wait if I have to,” asked Meg. 
 
    “We can. Then we need to keep moving. We’re headed in that direction.” Frank pointed. “Once we get to the end of the park, we’ll enter a neighborhood. If I recall correctly, there’s an elementary school somewhere along the way. We’ll pass that and then head into the mountains. It might get a little dicey if we have to cut across people’s land, but it would take way less time than walking the windy road that goes in that direction. Not to mention the fact that we’d be avoiding any military patrols that might be on the road.” 
 
    “Home sweet home,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I can hardly wait to get there. Since no one is around, I would imagine cutting through private property won’t be a problem,” said Brett. 
 
    Joe thought Brett looked just as exhausted as Marvin. Although Brett must be doing better than the old man, because he sat upright at one of the tables. Marvin sat with his head between his knees, breathing heavily. Joe knew Nancy was right. If Marvin had a major medical issue, they’d have to leave him. He didn’t think anyone in the group would be willing to sacrifice their freedom for Marvin’s sake. He sure wouldn’t. Marvin was a nice guy, but Joe had to think about Meg’s safety before anyone else’s—including his own. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Hear what?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I can’t tell. It sounded like voices, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    Everyone listened intently, trying to focus on the sounds around them. 
 
    Joe was the first to hear the voices. “Shit! It sounds like people nearby.” 
 
    “We need to move! Get your shoes on!” said Nancy to Meg. 
 
    Meg quickly shoved her tired, swollen feet into her shoes, lacing them haphazardly. Joe stood by her side as the others walked briskly away from the shelter to seek a hiding spot. 
 
    “Hey, you! Stop right there!” shouted a man’s voice from somewhere behind them. 
 
    “Shit! Run!” screamed Nancy. 
 
    The group scattered in different directions, not having the time to come up with a coordinated plan before the people started running after them. Glancing over his shoulder, two soldiers, one male and the other female, emerged from the forest. The woman looked slightly disheveled, leaving Joe to assume the couple had been off in the woods on unofficial business. He held Meg’s hand tightly as they ran through the park. 
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    Marvin tried to muster the energy to run, but his body simply did not respond. Even in this desperate situation, despite willing his legs to go faster, he simply could not move at a more rapid pace. 
 
    “Stop! I order you to STOP!” yelled the woman. 
 
    He could tell by the sound of her voice that she was right on his heels. It would only be a second before he was caught if he didn’t try harder. He reached deep for one more burst of energy, but came up short. A rough hand slapped down hard on his shoulder, yanking him back. 
 
    The woman yelled, “Don’t make me tackle you, old man!” 
 
    “Okay, fine! You win!” he shouted and slowed. 
 
    The others were a lot farther ahead of him. Nancy, Brett, Meg and Joe were already out of sight, probably out of the park for all he knew. Frank was only slightly faster than Marvin and had almost fallen prey to the male soldier. In the distance, Mike stopped and turned around for his friend Frank, who was only steps ahead of the soldier. 
 
    “Stop or I’ll shoot!” said the male soldier. 
 
    The words had their intended effect, stopping both Frank and Mike in their tracks. The officer grabbed Frank by the arm and manhandled him toward Marvin. Mike followed close behind, glancing over his shoulder like he expected the rest of the group to return and save him. 
 
    “Let’s see your codes! Now!” 
 
    The men looked at each other, confused. “Codes? What do you mean?” asked Frank. 
 
    “The ID codes you were issued,” said the woman. 
 
    The woman held a small black device, which looked similar to a bar code reader. 
 
    “We haven’t been issued any ID codes, but I can provide a driver’s license,” offered Marvin. 
 
    “Have you been through processing?” asked the man. 
 
    “No, we haven’t been processed. Where should we go for that?” said Mike. 
 
    Frank shot Mike a severe look, trying to shut him up. 
 
    “You should’ve been assigned a location based on your address. Why the delay?” asked the woman. 
 
    “We thought it would be better for my grandfather if we were all processed together. You know, to help the old man,” said Frank, glancing at Marvin. “It’s an intimidating process from what we can tell, and he can’t take care of himself.” 
 
    “You’re not allowed to leave your zone without approval. Do you have approval to leave the zone?” asked the woman. 
 
    “Sorry. No, we don’t. Maybe you should take us to the nearest processing facility? Or maybe you could take us to the one that processes Lawrence,” said Mike. 
 
    The guards looked at each other, trying to figure out what to do. Neither of them seemed eager to take them to a processing point. Frank picked up on their uncertainty and hesitation. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him. We’ll be fine. We just had to get gramps over here. We’ll report to the nearest processing facility,” he said. 
 
    Frank’s words seemed to satisfy the guards. Then the woman said, “Where are your friends?” 
 
    “What friends?” asked Mike. 
 
    “The other people you were running with,” said the man. 
 
    “Those weren’t our friends. We just happened to run into them here in the park. We aren’t sure where they were going,” said Frank. 
 
    Again the guards glanced at one another. Finally the woman said, “We’re letting the three of you go. You must immediately report to your assigned processing center. And if you run into the people who aren’t your friends, tell them the same thing.” 
 
    “We’ll report immediately. Thank you,” said Frank. 
 
    Marvin watched them head back down the trail, thinking it was odd that they didn’t have a vehicle parked nearby. 
 
    After they were out of earshot, Frank turned to Mike and said, “What the hell was all that about? Are you trying to get us picked up?” 
 
    “Yes, actually I was trying to do just that. I want to be with my family. Those two could have looked up which zone Sharon and the kids are in. They would have had information for me. Now? I’m stuck running and hiding like a fugitive while my family is out there!” said Mike. 
 
    “I know you’re stressed. I am too. I’ll never know what you’re truly going through right now, but I want to find them just as much as you do. Getting caught isn’t the way to do that. You saw what they were doing to those Asian people back there. We just shouldn’t allow ourselves to be trapped into something we can’t get out of,” said Frank. 
 
    “Why do you think those two didn’t just zip-tie us and take us away?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Maybe they took pity on the elderly? Or me for having to take care of you?” said Frank. 
 
    “Nice. And thanks for the grandpa reference, by the way.” 
 
    “It looked to me like they were hiding something. Maybe those two were outside their own zone?” offered Mike. 
 
    “I agree. There was something fishy going on there. I’m just glad we were able to stay out of their dragnet. Despite your best effort,” said Frank, hitting Mike’s arm. 
 
    The three men continued to walk out of the park and through the neighborhood toward the school. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nancy ran as fast as she could, with Brett fast on her heels. Not knowing the park, they chose to run in the direction Frank had pointed out, hoping his previous experience in the park had factored into his decision. Terror propelled her forward at a dangerous pace, threatening to send her face-first into the ground if she ran any faster. She took a quick look over her shoulder, expecting to see a platoon of soldiers barreling toward her. Instead, she found herself staring at an empty trail. 
 
    “Slow up. We’re fine. There’s no one behind us,” she said. 
 
    Brett stopped and bent over, placing his hands on his knees. He sucked air through his mouth like he was hyperventilating. Nancy immediately noticed his distress. 
 
    “You okay? I don’t mind leaving Marvin behind if he has a heart attack, but I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “It’s nice to know I rate higher on your concern scale than Marvin. I guess all these years of marriage paid off,” he said as he straightened up and breathed in through his nose. “I’ll be fine. Just winded. I don’t think I’ve run that far or fast since high school.” 
 
    “Me neither. This just confirms my belief that runners are masochists. That nearly killed me.” 
 
    “Where did they go? Do you think the others were caught?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I have no idea. Those two came out of nowhere. I didn’t even hear them driving up,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Do you think we should go back? To check on everyone else?” 
 
    “No way. For all we know, there could be more than just two soldiers. I have no intention of going back into the park. Looks like we’re at the boundary of it anyway. I say we keep walking in the direction Frank gave us.” 
 
    “Don’t you care what happens to them?” 
 
    Nancy stopped and looked at Brett. He seemed stunned that she would be willing to leave their traveling companions. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t care. You know I do. It’s just that I’m not willing to voluntarily walk back into a situation that will get us caught. We have no idea what’s back there. Those two could have been the tip of the iceberg for all we know.” 
 
    “I know you’re right. I just feel bad walking away without even a glance back.” 
 
    “We aren’t just walking away. We’re walking in the same direction Frank showed all of us. Everyone sat there and listened. With any luck, the others will do the same, and we’ll all run into each other somewhere up ahead.” 
 
    Brett seemed relieved at the thought of the others catching up with them. He relaxed a little and picked up his pace to match hers. “You’re right. We should get out of the area. We can stop at a safe distance from the park and wait to see if anyone else emerges.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea.” 
 
    The couple walked in silence until they reached the chain-link fence marking the edge of the park. The tall fence gave them a little trouble, since neither of them had climbed a rickety chain-link fence since they were kids. Once over, they entered Lakeview, one of the park’s abutting neighborhoods. She knew from the local news that Lakeview was a bit of a mess, but seeing it firsthand drove home the TV-generated impression. Rundown, squat houses covered with peeling paint. Rusty, dilapidated cars parked on the street. Dead lawns. She couldn’t wait to get through the neighborhood and into the hills beyond. 
 
    “Do you think we’re safe walking in the middle of the street?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I have no idea. Walking through the backyards sort of scares me, so I’d rather do this. Besides, I’d rather not climb more fences. I barely got over the last one.” 
 
    “I snagged my pants on the top and almost fell on my head,” said Brett. 
 
    “We should be fine,” said Nancy. 
 
    “If we hear something, we can always run,” said Brett with a wink. 
 
    “Funny guy. At this point, if we hear anything, I say we put out our thumbs and hitch a ride.” 
 
    “Oh, how quickly the rebel spirit dies in the face of vigorous exercise,” said Brett, laughing. 
 
    Nancy smiled and grabbed his hand while they walked purposefully down the street. 
 
    They walked a few blocks before Brett stopped them. “Look! That might be the school Frank mentioned. Why don’t we stop there and wait for the others?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. They’d have to walk this way if they listened to Frank’s directions. Plus, it’ll keep us off the street while we try to figure out where to go next,” said Nancy. 
 
    Lakeview Primary was a small elementary school, which most of the local children attended. The entire thing looked sad to her. She knew the school’s facilities would never be on par with those offered to more affluent kids. However, seeing the school up close, and not just reading about it or seeing it on TV, made her very uncomfortable. A tall chain-link fence encircled the playground located at the back of the building. “No trespassing” signs had been seemingly posted everywhere to discourage outsiders from entering the playground or school. 
 
    “Who do you think they’re trying to discourage from entering?” said Brett, pointing to one of the signs. 
 
    “Gangs would be my best bet. Look at the tagging on the side of the school.” 
 
    A large artful scroll was spray-painted on the side of the building. To Nancy the symbols and words didn’t make any sense. The scroll’s meaning was lost on anyone outside of the gangs. To a gang member, the same scroll could mean life or death, depending on which gang held the territory. 
 
    “Poor kids. This is a rough place to go to kindergarten.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding.” 
 
    The couple decided to sit on the ground behind a parked car and wait for the others. Once settled, Brett said, “How long should we sit here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Thirty minutes at least?” she said. 
 
    “I would have said an hour.” 
 
    “An hour? Don’t you think that’s excessive? The park is right down the street. Anyone that didn’t get caught should be along shortly. Unless they got lost. Then there’s not much we can do for them.” 
 
    Brett’s expression immediately changed when she suggested less time. 
 
    “Fine. One hour. Then we have to leave. It’s already late afternoon.” 
 
    “I can live with that,” said Brett before he kissed the top of her head. 
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    Meg’s feet screamed at her as she sprinted away from the soldiers. She barely had enough time to jam her swollen feet back into her shoes and slap together the laces before they were forced to bolt. They ran as quickly as possible in the direction taken by Brett and Nancy, hoping it was the way Frank had previously indicated. If not, they could find themselves hopelessly lost in an unfamiliar town. They ran for another minute before Joe pulled on her arm. 
 
    “Nobody’s chasing us,” he said, breathing heavily. 
 
    “What do you—” she started, glancing over her shoulder. “What the hell?” 
 
    “I know. They were right on top of us,” said Joe. “Now we’re completely alone.” 
 
    “What do you think happened back there?” she asked him. 
 
    “From the looks of it, I’d say those guards were enjoying each other’s company when we stumbled onto their love nest.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! You can’t be serious? I think they were patrolling the park. Somehow we managed to get lucky that they didn’t spot us earlier.” 
 
    “I think those two were the ones getting lucky. Or you’re right, and taking the long way through the woods saved us from getting caught.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, I guess,” said Meg, glancing around the park. “I have no idea where we are, by the way.” 
 
    “Me neither. We don’t have a compass or anything else that could help us find our way. I think I remember Frank saying we needed to go in this direction until we reached a school. Or maybe he said we needed to go in this direction after the school. I couldn’t tell you any more than that. Everything got erased from my memory when we had to bolt out of there so quickly. What I do know is that we need to keep going.” 
 
    She stared through the trees and bushes ahead, spotting a chain-link fence. 
 
    “I see a fence. Probably the edge of the park,” said Meg. “That’s a good sign.” 
 
    They approached the fence, studying the neighborhood beyond it. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch up to Brett and Nancy,” said Joe. 
 
    “I sure hope so. I really don’t want to have to hide in this neighborhood. It’s scary looking. Besides, where else would we go? Back home? That didn’t seem like an option.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t. We could try to find my brother at his survivalist camp? He might still be there. I think it’s in this direction. Didn’t he say it was in the mountains? Or am I wrong about that?” 
 
    “No, I think you’re right. He definitely said it’s in the mountains, but I have no idea where. We’d need to look at a map to find it. It’s too big an area to cover on foot. Maybe we should skip your brother and keep heading westward—away from the suburbs.” 
 
    “I guess that’s our only option right now,” he said. 
 
    Meg felt extremely stressed at the thought of them trying to find a safe place to hide and hopefully ride out whatever crisis the government had concocted. Her mind swirled with questions about how long they’d need to hide and where a safe place would be. 
 
    They hopped the fence and walked down the nearest sidewalk, keeping an eye on the road in front of and behind them. Nothing stirred in the neighborhood, adding to her level of dread. The street looked like something out of a zombie movie. Empty and quiet one minute—she didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    Joe stopped and squinted at something up ahead. “That must be it! I see a small school or some kind of building up there.” 
 
    They picked up their pace significantly, heading directly toward the school. 
 
    “Where did he say we go next?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I think from here we have to cut through the woods. Right? Weren’t they talking about trespassing or something?” said Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know. Sometimes I zone out when Nancy’s talking. It’s all that keeps me sane around her sometimes.” 
 
    “Hey! Over here!” yelled Nancy. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” said Meg, hoping Nancy hadn’t heard what she just said to Joe. 
 
    Nancy stood from behind a parked car and waved at them, beckoning them to join her and Brett. 
 
    “You don’t think she heard that, do you?” said Meg. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Joe. “Too far away.” 
 
    Meg and Joe jogged over to join them behind the car. 
 
    “Damn, we’re relieved to see you guys!” said Joe. 
 
    “Us too. We weren’t sure if you guys would make it out of there,” said Brett. 
 
    “Neither were we,” said Meg. 
 
    “Any sign of the others?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Not since we passed them running,” said Joe. 
 
    “They were crawling along. I hate to say it, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they got caught,” said Meg. 
 
    Her words had a chilling effect. They weren’t safe anywhere on the streets. What had seemed to be a secluded, secure passage through the park had turned into a trap. The same could and would happen again if they didn’t find a permanent place to hide. Just as the gravity of the situation weighed them down, Brett stood up and smiled. 
 
    “Or not! Here they come now!” said Brett excitedly. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Nancy. 
 
    The three men strolled down the center of the street, in the direction of the school. They didn’t look like they were intentionally moving slow. Instead, they appeared physically unable to walk any faster. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you guys? We thought they nailed you,” said Nancy. 
 
    “They did,” said Frank. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Both guards focused on us. The woman caught me, and the man ran ahead, grabbing Mike and Frank,” said Marvin. 
 
    “They grabbed you? Oh shit. What happened next? Why did they let you go?” 
 
    Marvin came over to them and put his bag on the ground. “It was the oddest thing. They asked to see our codes.” 
 
    “Your what?” asked Joe. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We had no idea. They made us pull up our sleeves and inspected our left forearms with some sort of reader,” said Frank. 
 
    “What kind of reader?” asked Brett. 
 
    “The sort with the funny blue light that can pick up invisible ink,” said Mike. “They had the same stuff at Disney World. When we went there, the park marked our hands with invisible ink. They scanned our hands when we reentered the park in the evening.” 
 
    “That can’t be it. It has to be something more complicated,” said Frank. 
 
    “What happened when you weren’t able to show any markings or whatever they were looking for?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Nothing. They just let us go. They said we needed to go to the nearest processing center immediately. Then they just left us. They seemed like they were in a hurry to depart,” said Mike. 
 
    The group of friends stood around considering what had occurred. 
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if you were right,” said Meg, turning to Joe. 
 
    “Right about what?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Joe has this idea that the guards were off for a little afternoon delight when we broke up their party. At first I thought it was ridiculous, but I’m not so sure anymore.” 
 
    “Why else would they have let the three amigos over here out of their clutches? They probably didn’t want to have to explain why they were in the park,” said Joe. 
 
    “That could very well be what happened,” said Marvin, scratching his chin. 
 
    “Where to now?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Now we have to start cutting through the yards to get out of the neighborhoods and into the forest,” said Frank. 
 
    “How far away are we from home?” said Nancy, turning to Brett. 
 
    “I’m guessing several hours at least,” said Brett. 
 
    “Then we should stay put for now. Maybe we can break into the school and rest here. We’ll never make it home. We’re all exhausted from the day. Besides, I really don’t feel like spending the night in a mosquito-infested forest,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I second that,” said Meg. 
 
    “Me too. Let’s see if we can get inside,” said Joe. 
 
    Yanking open his bag, Frank pulled out a small hand ax and said, “I’ve got just the tool for the job!” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I took it from the lifeboat. I almost decided to drop it when we were walking on the hilly paths. Glad I didn’t.” 
 
    Frank led the group around the back of the building. Looking over the windows, he decided on one at the end of the bank of windows. Spreading his legs to steady himself, he took a long swing, cracking the window. The glass shattered, spilling both inside the building and on the ground. After knocking out the shards on the sill, he placed a jacket over it and said, “Ladies first.” 
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    Nancy followed Meg over the windowsill and into the shadowy school. The smell of mold hit her right away, further detracting from the school’s gloomy interior. She immediately thought about the poor kids who had to attend this clearly underfunded and neglected school. Playing on a jungle gym surrounded by a high chain-link fence was one thing. Being forced to sit in classrooms and breathe mold was an entirely different sort of problem. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” said Meg. 
 
    “Smells like mold to me. The school must’ve had some leaks that were never properly repaired, allowing mold to grow in the walls and ceilings. Once it starts, it’s hard to get rid of,” said Frank. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t stay here? Do you think it’s safe?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We should be fine for the night. It’s not ideal, but it won’t affect us in such a short period of time. Unless you’re allergic to mold. Then you’re screwed,” said Frank. 
 
    They walked deeper into the interior of the building. Something about the abandoned school disturbed Nancy. The department store hadn’t had the same effect on her. She couldn’t help but wonder where all the kids were now. What happened to them? 
 
    “We should go to the cafeteria and see if there’s food,” said Joe. 
 
    “You’re always looking for food!” said Meg, playfully punching his arm. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect to find too much. I once read that school lunches are preprepared and shipped to the schools. The local cafeteria merely reheats the items. No real cooking happens in these places anymore. The kids are basically fed reheated garbage,” said Mike. 
 
    “Reheated garbage sounds pretty good to me right about now. I can’t stomach the thought of downing another one of the bars we took from my neighbors’ brownstone,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I’m going to duck into the ladies’ room to wash up. With any luck, there will be some water left in the pipes,” said Nancy. 
 
    “We’ll wait here for you,” said Brett. 
 
    Nancy’s flashlight broke the pitch-black darkness that awaited her in the bathroom. The tiny sinks, stalls and toilets were pint-sized replicas of regular ladies’ rooms. It was endearing and deeply disturbing to see. The first faucet yielded enough water to rinse her face and mouth, which was good enough for now. She might come back later and try to sponge down the rest of her filthy exterior. 
 
    She emerged from the bathroom to find Brett standing alone. “What happened to the others?” she said. 
 
    “Hunger got the best of everyone. What can I say?” 
 
    “Hunger is doing a number on me right now,” she said. “Why don’t we join them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mike had been right about the kitchen. They found row after row of neatly stacked cans on the shelves in the kitchen. Mostly vegetables and fruit. There was no sign of individual ingredients that might be used to create an entrée. 
 
    “Pull down the peaches!” said Meg excitedly. 
 
    “I’ll grab some plates!” said Marvin. 
 
    They managed to open several industrial-sized cans of peaches, green beans and mixed fruit. Despite the sad look of the contents, she had to admit, the food tasted like gourmet fare after eating nothing but bars, nuts and cookies for the last few days. 
 
    Nancy sat on the kitchen floor next to Brett and said, “It’s so odd that those soldiers didn’t drag all of us into a civilian processing center or whatever they called it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Frank. 
 
    “I was just thinking that if their orders were to collect all civilians, then why not us? They caught you guys. It would’ve been just as easy for them to grab the rest of us, but they didn’t.” 
 
    “Maybe Joe’s right and they were engaged in an extracurricular activity,” said Frank. 
 
    Joe walked over to them and sat down. “What am I right about?” 
 
    “We were trying to figure out why the guards didn’t haul any of us into one of the camps. You might be right that they weren’t supposed to be where they were, or it could be something else,” said Nancy. 
 
    “What else could it be? They let those three go and didn’t pursue the rest of us,” said Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know, but something doesn’t add up. It seems pretty straightforward. They are either under orders to grab civilians, or they’re not. Something is off with everything. I just can’t seem to wrap my head around it. It’s like we’re missing something big,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I think we got lucky, for whatever reason. Sometimes people get lucky. Could be nothing more than that,” said Brett. 
 
    Nancy considered his words. He might be right, or they could be really missing a large part of what was happening around them. The interaction with the guards made her question everything. 
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    The nurse’s office only contained two cots, so they decided to let Marvin and Frank, the two loudest snorers, bunk on the cots. The rest of them migrated to the gym, where Joe grabbed several tumble mats from the storage closet while Meg held the flashlight for him. The dark interior of the school made it feel like midnight, but it was only about eight in the evening. He could hardly wait to get the mats out. He knew sleep would come easy and run deep tonight. Fortunately, Frank agreed to take the first watch, giving Joe a four-hour block of time to sleep. He couldn’t wait! 
 
    “I wish we had taken some of the blankets from the department store. I’m freezing,” said Meg. 
 
    “I thought of taking more than just blankets from Ulters, but decided against it. I’m too lazy to carry more than necessary,” said Joe. 
 
    “I guess that’s true. I probably would’ve ditched the extra weight at some point today.” 
 
    Joe laid out their mats before returning to the closet for a few more. Once he got the others situated, he planned to crash. 
 
    “You want to give me a hand with these last two?” he said to Meg. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll get this end.” 
 
    Together they carried the heavy mats into the gym. He put their mats by the door and then put the others a distance away from them. Unlike last night, he wanted a little privacy for sleeping. 
 
    His body melted into the mat with relief as his mind went to work. Nancy’s doubts about why the guards didn’t arrest their group made Joe question everything about what they had seen so far. The thought of running and hiding like fugitives for no reason unsettled him. Finally, his mental business gave way to the dark expanse of sleep. 
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    Nancy sat in the classroom with the others, slurping warm peach can water from her bowl. The sugary syrup seemed almost better than coffee at the moment. 
 
    “Where do we head from here?” asked Joe. 
 
    Frank pointed at his mouth and held up a finger, indicating they should wait for a response. “From here we just need to head due west. We can follow the road out of the neighborhood. Then just sort of pick our way through the yards until we get to the forest.” 
 
    “How long do you think that’ll be?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I have no idea. I’m not sure of the route. All I am sure of is that we need to head due west. Cutting through yards seems to be the best way. Otherwise we’re forced to take the side roads, which could take us in all sorts of directions. Without a map, we’re really just guessing.” 
 
    “We need to find a map. Cutting through yards and hoping for the best doesn’t seem like a good idea,” said Meg. 
 
    “Maybe someone has one in their car? We should check the glove boxes of a few cars and see what we can find,” said Joe. 
 
    “That’s a great idea! Maybe we’ll get lucky,” said Nancy between mouthfuls of peaches. 
 
    “That would help me a lot. I would hate to lead us the wrong way or make our trip harder than necessary,” said Frank. 
 
    Taking the last sip of syrup from the bowl, Nancy said, “I’m ready to roll out of here whenever you guys are.” 
 
    “Us too,” said Joe with a glance to Meg. 
 
    Meg nodded her head and stood up, dusting off her dirty jeans. 
 
    The group climbed out of the school into the light of the morning. Nancy took several deep breaths in an attempt to clear her lungs from the mold-infested air she had been forced to breathe all night. Frank might have been right that one night of breathing the dirty air wouldn’t kill them—but it sure didn’t feel good. 
 
    A dozen cars sat in the lot, tempting them. She tried the doors of several cars before concluding that most of them were locked. The few that had been left open hadn’t contained any maps. 
 
    “Maybe people just don’t use maps anymore?” said Mike. 
 
    “I sure don’t. I use my phone or the car’s navigation system. We never pull out a real map,” said Brett. 
 
    “Maybe this is useless? We should just go,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’ve got one! Look at this! This car is like a rolling garbage can!” yelled Joe from the other side of the lot. 
 
    Peering into the back window of the older sedan, Nancy understood what he meant. Piles of fast-food wrappers were thrown haphazardly all over the back seat foot wells. The front seat was likewise covered with discarded wrappers, soda bottles and CDs. On the seat—shoved in between gym clothes, socks, shoes, jackets, wrappers, junk mail and several dog leashes—sat a well-worn map with torn edges. 
 
    Finding the doors of the vehicle locked, Frank went to work with his ax. A few swings later, the window lay shattered on the parking lot and rear driver’s side seat. He reached inside and unlocked the door before pulling it open to grab the map. He held it away from his face and waved it in the air. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I’m trying to air it out and get the dog fur off it. That car smells like three-month-old vomit,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank sat on the ground and carefully studied the map. Finally, he said, “We can follow the main road until this point here, then cut through this neighborhood into the forest.” He jabbed at the map with a grimy finger as he spoke. 
 
    “You weren’t too far off from your original assessment, nice job,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Thanks. Not bad. Just a little tweaking.” 
 
    “We’re located about here,” said Brett, pointing to an area on the map next to a lake. 
 
    “That’s a really beautiful area. Near the state park,” said Mike. 
 
    “Our property borders the state park. It’s one of the main reasons we bought it. We just love the access,” said Brett. 
 
    “How long will it take us to get there?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Looking at the map, I’d say we’re looking at a few hours at most. It won’t be too bad of a walk,” said Frank. 
 
    “Nothing could compare to the trails at the park. I’m sore in places I didn’t even know existed!” said Marvin. 
 
    “We’re all sore in places we didn’t know existed,” said Nancy. “Some of us just won’t admit it.” 
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    Frank led the group away from the little school and through the surrounding neighborhoods. Although he felt pretty confident about the direction he had chosen as their route, finding the map really put his mind at ease. After everything they had been through, the last thing they needed would be to walk aimlessly in circles looking for Brett and Nancy’s house. 
 
    “Hey, man, how are you holding up?” he said to Mike. 
 
    “I’m holding, mostly. Just still wondering what good it’s going to do me to go to their house. I should be looking for Sharon and the kids,” said Mike. 
 
    “For starters, it will enable us to take a break and collect our thoughts. Think clearly for once. We’ve been through a lot in the past couple of weeks. Getting to their home will give us a chance to let our guard down and come up with a game plan.” 
 
    “I know you’re right. Maybe we’ll run into more people resisting whatever is going on out there.” 
 
    “I wish we would’ve been able to ask more questions of the group Marvin encountered or the man who gave us a lift. It’s a little frustrating to be in the dark about everything that’s happening around us.” 
 
    Meg jogged up behind them and said, “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “What?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “I don’t—” started Brett. 
 
    “Shh!” said Nancy. 
 
    The faint sound of vehicles could be heard in the distance. While they struggled to identify the direction of the noise, it increased in volume. The houses around them made this task even harder, because the sound ricocheted off the various buildings. One thing was certain. It was getting closer by the second. 
 
    “RUN! We need to hide! They’re coming this way!” shouted Joe. 
 
    Meg and Joe sprinted toward one of the nearest houses. The others followed quickly on their heels. They ran around the back of the house to hide in the yard, but were met by an eight-foot stockade fence. Joe grabbed the handle of the gate and tried to open it. The door wouldn’t budge. Someone had locked it from the inside. 
 
    “Let me at it!” shouted Frank. 
 
    The noise grew to a loud crescendo as a caravan of trucks rumbled in their direction. Frank struck the lock in a fever pitch to gain access to the yard. Splinters flew in every direction. Finally the gate flew open, and the others dove inside seconds before the caravan passed the house. 
 
    “Keep the gate open a little. I want to see what’s coming,” said Nancy. 
 
    Truck after truck passed. Some were armored Humvees, but most were large cargo carriers like the one they had traveled in the other day. The vehicles moved rapidly through the quiet neighborhood, free from the concern of hitting other vehicles or pedestrians. At one point, Frank was certain a soldier in the turret of one of the Humvees looked right at them. However, the vehicles never slowed. 
 
    “Geez! That’s a huge caravan. Where the hell are they going?” said Brett. 
 
    “Let’s hope they’re not heading toward our house. I’d like to relax a little without worrying about them coming,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here! We’re close enough to where we could have cut into the forest. We should head straight through this yard into the trees,” said Frank. 
 
    “You sure? I don’t want to add any more distance than we already have to travel,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’m sure. We’ll have to cut through the woods a little more, but we’ll be fine.” 
 
    Calling the fenced-in area behind the rundown house a yard was a stretch, in Frank’s opinion. An old couch and a ripped-up recliner sat under a rusty, corrugated metal overhang attached to the house. The grassy area was nothing but tall weeds punctuated by bare dirt areas. A large pile of discarded household garbage sat stinking in the corner, the owners too lazy to bring their trash to the curb. The saddest part of the yard was the doghouse. 
 
    “Oh shit. What’s that smell?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Don’t look. I think they left their dog behind,” said Joe. 
 
    The sad-looking doghouse was situated in the corner of the yard. A heavy chain led into the dilapidated little house. Numerous piles of feces dotted the dirt around the dog’s abode. The tips of a dog’s feet poked out of the house. 
 
    “They just left him here to die? Who would do such a thing?” cried Meg. 
 
    “People who used the animal for their security, not companionship. In a neighborhood like this, they must have needed an early warning system,” said Joe. 
 
    “They might not have had a choice,” said Brett. 
 
    “Maybe animals weren’t allowed wherever they were taken?” said Frank. 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s not the case,” said Nancy solemnly. 
 
    The back of the yard did not contain a second gate for them to exit through. Frank looked at the fence carefully and then selected a section that looked as though years of neglect had caused it to lose some of its structural integrity. Ax in hand, he chopped at the wood over and over again until he made a hole large enough for them to exit. 
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    Nancy stood back and let Frank hack away at the dense undergrowth of the forest with his hand ax. She couldn’t tell if they had reached the boundary of the state park or if this was a thick cluster of undergrowth common to the area. She hoped it was the former. Once inside the park, they should be able to find a trail that would allow them to make solid progress home. The slow pace felt agonizing, especially after seeing the poor dog left behind by its owners. She worried about Rudy, their aging little mutt. 
 
    They had left Rudy at home with Nancy’s mom when they departed on the cruise, thinking they’d be gone for a week—not more than three weeks. If her mother had been taken by the soldiers, Rudy might have been left behind without food or water. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Brett as he took her hand. 
 
    “Barely. That really freaked me out.” 
 
    “Me too. But we don’t know what happened. For all we know the people who lived there might have left their dog behind under any circumstances. Or the dog could have been dead before they left. We just don’t know what happened. I’m trying not to jump to conclusions about Rudy’s fate.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’ll try to do the same. With any luck, we should be home soon and can see for ourselves what happened.” 
 
    Joe approached Frank and said, “How about if I take over for a little while? You’ve been cutting our path for a while now.” 
 
    Frank straightened up and handed Joe the ax. “Be my guest. I never realized how hard making a trail could be. My shoulder and arm are killing me.” 
 
    Nancy didn’t want to vocalize her other concerns. Seeing the caravan headed in the general direction of their home had brought up a new host of worries. They assumed their home would provide safety to the group. The caravan’s presence had eroded her confidence in their plan, causing her mind to spin with dread. 
 
    “Hey, look at that! I think we’re almost through!” shouted Joe as he pointed ahead through the trees. 
 
    A well-worn trail was visible through the remains of the thick forest. When they broke through the bushes and reached the trail, Frank stopped to consult the compass. After quick consideration, he confirmed that the trail should take them westward toward Brett and Nancy’s house. They walked the path with renewed vigor, finally getting close to what they hoped would be a sanctuary for them. 
 
    They followed the trail to the front gate, where a small number of cars sat abandoned in the parking lot. 
 
    “You know where to go from here?” asked Frank. 
 
    “Sure do! We live just ahead,” said Brett. 
 
    They walked out of the state park and down the connecting road for a short distance before Nancy stopped. 
 
    “This is it!” said Nancy before disappearing into a curtain of foliage. 
 
    Years ago Brett and Nancy had made a slight hole in the trees for their convenience. The opening allowed them to access the park without giving the public the impression that their backyard was also part of the public space. A chain-link fence with numerous No Trespassing signs stood as a sturdy barrier to anyone who ventured in the direction of their land. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think you needed a fence way out here,” said Mike. 
 
    “We had to put up the fence a few years ago. People kept wandering into our backyard. One time, we woke up to find a couple camping back here,” said Brett. 
 
    Nancy opened the latch on the gate and walked onto their property. They followed a narrow dirt path to an opening in the forest. A small white ranch house sat in the distance. 
 
    “Nice place!” said Frank. 
 
    “Thanks! We love it. Being so close to the park is amazing for walks and privacy,” said Brett. 
 
    They’d purchased the home fifteen years earlier. It was in such disrepair that they’d had to rent another home for several months while contractors reworked the plumbing and wiring. The home had been part of a government drug seizure and sold for pennies on the dollar at an auction. They didn’t know the full story of the home’s history when they bought it, but over the years they found numerous marijuana plants growing around the property—finally filling in those blanks. The secluded home had most likely been used as a grow house before the feds raided it. Given the home’s history, they destroyed the plants whenever they found them, not wanting to give the government a reason to invade their privacy. 
 
    As time passed, they added to the home. Now they had an oversized garage with loft storage and an in-law suite for her mom. The in-law suite allowed her mother to come and go on her own without entering the main house. It was a nice arrangement for all of them. 
 
    Nancy quickly walked up the steps of the massive wraparound porch and headed straight for the back door. Producing a key, she opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    “Mom! Rudy! We’re back! You guys here!” she shouted. 
 
    No response came from the empty home. Brett took her hand. “We sort of knew their being here would be a long shot.” 
 
    “I know. I guess some part of me held out hope that our little corner of the world would have been left alone.” 
 
    Nothing in the house seemed unusual or different from when they left. She decided to check her mom’s in-law suite. 
 
    “Will you come with me to check on Mom’s apartment? I’m not sure I want to go alone. Who knows what I’ll find.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    They left the main house and walked toward the in-law suite. The entrance was just off the garage. Nancy almost couldn’t face opening the door to the apartment. Concerns that either Rudy or her mom would be dead inside paralyzed her. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me go in first?” said Brett. 
 
    At that moment, she loved him more than she thought possible. She nodded in agreement and let go of his hand. He disappeared inside the small apartment. A moment later, he emerged and said, “No one’s home.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I should be relieved or sad.” 
 
    “Both, I guess. Come on. Let’s get our guests settled,” said Brett. 
 
    The others had waited in the yard, giving them privacy while they checked the house. 
 
    “Come on, you guys! I’ll give you a tour,” said Brett. 
 
    “Sounds great! Your house is really beautiful. I love the location!” said Meg as she passed Brett. 
 
    “We do too. It’s not far away from the university, yet feels like we’re out in the middle of nowhere,” he said. 
 
    Nancy stood on the porch and allowed the others to stream past her. She needed a moment to collect herself after finding the home empty. 
 
    Before passing, Mike stopped and said to Nancy, “I’m sorry. Even though we knew they probably wouldn’t be here, I know how disappointed you must be.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate you saying that. I’m also sorry about your family. But don’t worry, we’ll figure this thing out. They have to be somewhere. Eventually, we’ll be reunited.” 
 
    “I know we will,” said Mike with a sad smile. 
 
    While Brett gave them a tour, Nancy busied herself by gathering as many candles, flashlights and camp lanterns as she could find. Night came quickly at this time of year and she wanted to be ready for it. She also pulled out the camp stoves from the garage and set them up on the large covered deck. She was determined to make hot food for dinner. Since fleeing the cruise ship, they’d eaten nothing but cold snack items. Tonight would be different. The thought of a hot meal calmed her despite her circumstances. 
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    At Nancy’s insistence, Joe and Meg occupied the in-law suite, far away from the others. Joe figured that Nancy and Brett knew they needed privacy, something that had been in short supply since they left the cruise. Tonight, he would be able to sleep next to Meg in a comfortable bed, as though nothing had changed. It wouldn’t be that easy, of course. First, he had to let go of the creepiness he felt at staying in an elderly woman’s apartment. Something about the décor combined with the stale air left Joe feeling queasy. Still, he had to admit that the apartment was a vast improvement from where they’d slept the previous nights. 
 
    Meg tossed her backpack on the floor in the corner of the bedroom and said, “My feet are killing me. I wish I’d thought to bring a pair of flip-flops. These sneakers feel like they weigh thirty pounds, and they’re constricting my already swollen feet.” 
 
    “Maybe Nancy has something she can let you borrow?” said Joe. “Or you can walk around in socks for a while. Give your feet a break.” 
 
    “I’ll ask. I told them I would rest for, like, thirty minutes and then head over to help with dinner. Why don’t you lie down with me for a few minutes? You look exhausted.” 
 
    He admired her beauty as he approached. The long days on the road had had no effect on her naturally good looks. 
 
    “If I weren’t so tired, I would have another idea of how to spend our free time,” he said, kissing her. 
 
    They kissed and held one another for a few minutes before Meg dozed off. The soft sounds of her breath became deep and rhythmic, giving Joe a sense of calm he hadn’t experienced since the cruise ship started rolling. Just as he started to sink into slumber, a loud knock at the door disturbed him. 
 
    “Can I get you to give me a hand with the well pump?” asked Frank. 
 
    “Sure thing. I’ll just grab my shoes. Give me one second.” 
 
    The two walked toward the side of the yard to the well. 
 
    “What do we need to do with the well?” asked Joe. 
 
    “The pump isn’t working because it runs on electricity. So we thought I could set up a hand pump. It’ll enable us to draw water manually,” said Frank. 
 
    “Is it a deep well? A hand pump won’t work on a deep one because of the distance required to pull the water up and out.” 
 
    “Nope. Brett said it’s fairly shallow.” 
 
    Brett waited for them at the well. A thick round cement cover secured the top of the hole from the outside. Four metal rings were drilled into the cement for ease of lifting the heavy cover. 
 
    “Sorry to wake you guys! We just need a hand getting the cover off. It weighs a ton. Way too much for the two of us,” said Brett. 
 
    “No worries at all. I’m happy to help,” said Joe. 
 
    Frank had threaded rope through the metal rings. Then he tied sturdy knots in the top of each rope for use as a handle for lifting the cover. 
 
    “Alright, let’s give this a go!” said Brett. 
 
    Together they heaved the lid up and to the side slightly. From there, Frank was able to shimmy the cover onto the grass, exposing the well’s insides. 
 
    “I plan to just leave the electric pump inside and use this hand pump to get water. They can share the same well casing,” he said to Joe. 
 
    “How deep is the water table?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Last time I measured it, the table sat at thirteen feet from the surface. I was very relieved to figure that out. Years ago we had a bad ice storm that cut our power. Sitting in a home without running water gets old, especially when the house is literally sitting on top of a huge supply. It was after that storm that I purchased this inexpensive hand pump. We just never installed it. Once the lights came back on, the emergency passed and so did my urgency to make any changes to the system.” 
 
    “Installing a hand pump is a real easy job. We’ll get it done in no time,” said Frank as he unwrapped the unused pump from its packaging. 
 
    “How did you know where the water table is?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Simple. I just tied a little stick onto the end of a rope. I dropped the stick into the well, lowering it until the rope went slack and the stick floated. Then I measured the rope. Not very scientific but it gave me a rough idea of the distance to the water table so I could purchase the correct hand pump.” 
 
    “I’ll need something to place the pump on. A picnic table or bench, anything that’s firm. We’ll want to cover the well opening with the table. It’s the best I can do without a hole saw to cut through the cement well cover. It’s not a permanent solution, but it’ll work for us to pump in the short term,” said Frank. 
 
    “I’ll grab a bench from the garden.” 
 
    Frank threaded the drop pipe into the well and then attached the plastic adaptor to it. Next he affixed the new shallow-draw hand pipe to the unit. 
 
    “Where do you want it?” asked Brett, holding a wooden garden bench. 
 
    “Perfect timing. Just place it over the opening.” 
 
    Frank secured the pump to the bench and then said, “Let’s see if it works!” 
 
    He pumped and pumped the handle. At first nothing happened. Then he seemed to be working the handle harder with each draw. Finally, water rushed out of the pump’s mouth in a steady stream. 
 
    “Whoa! That’s great! I’ll grab some buckets!” said Brett. 
 
    “I’ll give you a hand with those!” said Joe excitedly. 
 
    Brett shined his flashlight into the gloomy interior of the garage. The large garage had room for at least four vehicles. Instead, Brett and Nancy packed it with more junk than Joe thought anyone could ever own. Several lawn mowers sat in the corner alongside weed whackers, gas cans and three large generators. 
 
    “Why not just hook up one of the generators to the well? We could power the house and well with those gigantic generators!” 
 
    Brett stopped and looked at him sheepishly. “None of those work. Years back I decided we needed a generator in case we lost power again. I bought one used and then needed the other two for parts. My hope was to repair at least one of them. Then life got in the way of my good intentions, and here they sit, forgotten by everyone except Nancy. You know, I periodically hear how much nicer things would be if we got one of these working,” said Brett with an eye roll. 
 
    They assembled an assortment of empty vessels that could be used as water containers, including two large steel tubs. Looking at the tubs, Joe said, “If those are filled, we won’t be able to lift them.” 
 
    “I know. I thought we could fill them up and leave them next to the well. The standing water could be used to flush the toilets. That way we don’t have to pump each time we need water for the task.” 
 
    “Good thinking. The rest of these we can bring into the house for washing and cooking.” 
 
    They loaded the containers into the tubs and walked the pile outside to Frank. 
 
    Looking at them, Frank said, “Nice! We’ll be able to bring a lot of water into the house.” 
 
    Frank looked fresh from washing while he waited for Joe and Brett to return. Joe could hardly wait for his turn to wash. Days of grime and sweat made him feel sticky all over. 
 
    They took turns at the pump, heaving it up and down. As the containers were filled, they then took turns bringing them inside. 
 
    “Let’s use this for cooking,” said Brett, holding up a red bucket. “It’s new. Part of a scrub-the-lawn-chair project that I never got around to.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have a lot of untouched projects in that garage,” said Joe, laughing. 
 
    “Story of my life. I’d like to be a handy sort of repair-it-yourself kind of guy, but things always seem to interfere with my best intentions.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. It’s one of the reasons Meg and I are still in an apartment. The thought of having to maintain a house is a little overwhelming.” 
 
    When they finished filling and distributing the containers, Joe bent his head under the spout of the pump. The cold water ran over his head in a steady chilling stream. Joe didn’t care that the water was ice cold. The experience was sublime. After the last few pumps, he brought a pail of water to Meg. 
 
    She was still sleeping soundly in the same position as when he left. He kissed her gently on the mouth, causing her to stir. 
 
    When she rose from sleep, Joe said, “I have a present for you.” 
 
    “A steak dinner with all the trimmings?” she said groggily. 
 
    “Better. Fresh water for you to use in the bathroom.” 
 
    Her eyes shot open. “Really? I can finally wash and flush the toilet?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am! I aim to please.” 
 
    She jumped out of bed excitedly, running to the small bathroom and shutting the door. Moments later she emerged with wet hair and a broad smile. “I never thought washing from a bucket of cold water would be so nice.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him softly. “Thank you. I’m going to help Nancy prepare dinner. I’m not sure what they have, and actually don’t care as long as it’s warm.” 
 
    “I’ll come too. Being in grandma’s apartment alone isn’t something I want to experience.” 
 
    They held hands as they walked around the side of the house to the back porch. Nancy had set out several camp stoves on tables on the deck. Fresh vegetables from the garden were cut and ready to be cooked. A pot of something sat simmering on one of the burners. It smelled like Spanish rice—one of Joe’s favorites. 
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    Nancy buzzed around the kitchen, getting everything ready for dinner. She decided they should use the plastic outdoor dishes instead of paper plates. Even though she didn’t want to wash the items when finished, she also didn’t want to create unnecessary garbage. If the grid had been permanently disabled, services like waste removal would be the last to return to normal. 
 
    She stepped out onto the porch carrying the dishes and cutlery. Turning to Meg, she said, “Why don’t you set the table. I think everything is done cooking. We should be ready in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sounds great. It smells amazing, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks, I did the best I could, cooking on these little burners.” 
 
    Cooking on camp stoves presented a unique challenge to her culinary skills. Either the stove would run too high, singeing their food, or too low, undercooking everything. Testing the rice and veggies one more time, she took pride in what she had created. Tonight’s dinner had come out perfectly cooked and tasted delicious. Not bad given the conditions. 
 
    “Just in time,” she said to Brett as he walked up the steps. “Can you tell everyone we’re ready for dinner?” 
 
    “Sure thing. I can hardly wait to eat.” 
 
    After the initial excitement of sitting down to a proper hot meal, the group ate mostly in silence. Nancy considered silence at the table a sure sign of a meal well prepared. 
 
    A few moments later, Mike was the first one to speak. “What do you guys want to do next?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I need to go out looking for my family. I appreciate your hospitality, but I can’t sit here indefinitely.” 
 
    “We don’t even know where to look for them. I say we try to get more information before we head anywhere,” said Meg. 
 
    “I agree. Besides, we also don’t know what’s around us,” said Nancy. 
 
    “You don’t think we’re safe here?” said Mike. 
 
    “Well, we saw the caravan racing in this general direction. For all we know, we’re surrounded by troops. If we walked out of here now, we could potentially walk into a problem,” she said. 
 
    “I agree. However, we aren’t going to figure out which direction is safe to travel in by just sitting here. Besides, every day that passes is just another day for them to be held. For all I know, they’re being taken even farther away.” 
 
    “I agree, but we need a game plan. We can’t just walk out of here hoping for the best,” said Frank. 
 
    “Maybe we don’t have to walk out of here at all,” said Brett. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “We have bikes. We could use those to investigate the area. It would be way faster than walking, but still quiet enough to hear if someone is coming.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. We could also cover more distance,” said Mike. 
 
    “Do you still have your mountain bike?” said Nancy, turning to Brett. 
 
    “I do. In total we have three bikes. They won’t carry all of us, but we could send out a team to look around.” 
 
    “I’ll be part of the first team,” said Mike. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Frank. 
 
    “Me too. It’ll feel good to look around. Like you said, we could be surrounded and not even know it,” said Joe. 
 
    “Yes. That’s why I don’t want to light a fire outside. I’d love to boil water for bathing or just sit around a campfire, but we could give away our position with the smoke. Once we’ve verified that there’s some distance between us and them, we can fire it up,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Good thinking. So it’s settled. We’ll head out first thing tomorrow,” said Frank. 
 
    “We might need to add air to the bike tires. They’ve been hanging in the garage for a while,” said Brett. 
 
    “We went through a biking phase a while back. It didn’t last too long,” said Nancy. 
 
    “No worries. I’ll give each bike a quick tuning before we head out. Do you have tools I could use to make any needed adjustments?” said Frank. 
 
    “I think he has just about every tool imaginable in that garage. Most of them still in their original packaging,” said Nancy, eliciting a laugh from the group. 
 
    After dinner, Nancy and Brett settled into bed for the night. Nestling in close to Brett, she said, “What do you think about them heading out?” 
 
    “Seems fine to me. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Despite lending my support to the idea, I feel a little conflicted about it. On the one hand, I’d like to know what’s happening around us. On the other hand, if they get caught, I’d like to remain safe. Last thing I want to do is unnecessarily risk our homestead. They could inadvertently lead the feds right to us.” 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, but I think the potential for them getting caught is worth the risk. We also need to figure out where everyone went so we can find your mom and Rudy. Besides, if they’re caught, I’m sure the last thing they’d do is send danger our way.” 
 
    “You’re right. Of course they wouldn’t. I’m just worrying for nothing.” 
 
    She pulled the light blanket up toward her face and closed her eyes. Sleeping in her own bed felt better than she imagined. A few moments later, her body succumbed to the heavy pull of sleep. 
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    Frank woke long before the others. Long before the sun peeked over the trees surrounding the property. The Navy lifestyle had taught him the importance of getting up early. Every morning since leaving the Navy, he continued the productive habit. He decided to inspect the bikes while he waited for the others to rise. 
 
    Entering the dark garage, he waited for his eyes to adjust. Finally, once Frank felt comfortable navigating the gloom, he walked through the garage and manually heaved the heavy rolling garage door open. Early morning light filled the space, illuminating the contents of the vast garage. At first he couldn’t see the bikes through the clutter. Then he recalled Brett saying he would have to get the bikes down. Turning his gaze toward the ceiling of the garage, he finally spotted the three bikes hanging from hooks. 
 
    Pulling the bikes down and hauling them through the dense clutter proved to be more of a challenge than he originally anticipated. Although he didn’t feel comfortable moving Nancy and Brett’s property without their permission, he thought they probably wouldn’t mind if he nudged things out of the way—just a little. Or a lot. He couldn’t imagine them noticing any change to this mess. 
 
    He moved the bikes one by one from their storage hooks to the patio behind the house. Finding the air pump and tools was the next challenge. Glancing over the various tools, building materials, household items and bags of what appeared to be discarded junk, he found the pump lying underneath one of the benches. The toolkit proved to be more difficult to locate. An exhaustive search of the counters, drawers and bins finally yielded the unopened bike repair kit after several minutes of quiet cursing and mumbling. 
 
    With the proper tools in hand, he closed the garage bay door and got to work. The first two bikes barely required any attention. He inflated the tires and spent a few minutes tuning the gears and brakes. The third bike was a different story and would require a significant amount of tinkering for it to function properly. He sat on the ground, adjusting the bike as the sun made its way over the treetops, warming his face. 
 
    “Good morning! I see you found the bikes,” said Brett, walking over to Frank. 
 
    “Sure did. I hope you don’t mind me taking the liberty of pulling them down.” 
 
    “Not in the least. I’m just glad you were able to find them and the tools. Are the bikes usable?” 
 
    “Sure are. These two bikes are in great shape. I’m just working on the last one. Once the others get up, we should be ready to head out.” 
 
    “I’ll take the mountain bike!” said Joe, strolling across the deck toward them. 
 
    “Sure. That means Mike gets the lady’s bike—because I’m not riding it,” said Frank. 
 
    “I didn’t think I got up late enough to be punished with a light purple lady’s bike!” said Mike, following on Joe’s heels. 
 
    “Well, you know, early bird and all that,” said Joe. 
 
    “How long before we head out?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Should be good to go in a few minutes. I just want to give these brakes another crank,” said Frank, pulling on the cable and cinching it down. 
 
    Meg came over to give Joe a hug. “When do you think you guys will be back?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe a couple of hours?” said Joe, turning to Mike for confirmation. 
 
    “That works. We can head in one direction for an hour, then head back,” said Mike. 
 
    “I brought you guys the best map of the area that we have. You should tuck it away just in case anything weird happens and you need to veer off the roads. At least you’ll have an idea of the area around you,” said Brett, handing Frank the map. 
 
    “Thanks. I planned to ask if you had one. Nice to see we’re on the same page,” said Frank, opening it. “Can you show me our current location?” 
 
    “Sure. I can mark it for you,” said Brett. 
 
    “I think we should all memorize it instead of marking it,” said Frank. “In case it falls into the wrong hands.” 
 
    Brett nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that. Thank you. Nancy would have kicked me in the shins for suggesting we mark the map.” 
 
    “I think her foot would have gone a little higher,” said Frank, getting a laugh from all of them. 
 
    Once they had all studied the map, Frank stuffed it inside his small pack. “Mount up!” 
 
    “I suggest you guys take a right out of our driveway. You can bike down to the university and back. It would be nice to know the status of the campus,” said Brett. 
 
    “Do you both work at the main campus?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We do. The original bike purchase was part of a fitness phase we went through years ago. As you can probably tell, it didn’t last. We planned to ride to work every day. I think we did it once,” said Brett with a chuckle. 
 
    “We all go through those phases. Sharon and I have more exercise equipment at home than most gyms!” said Mike. 
 
    “You guys ready to get out of here?” Frank said. 
 
    “Let’s do this!” said Joe. 
 
    They rode down the driveway and onto the main road. Although Frank had never been a bicycle rider, he loved being able to move quickly. Their days of walking had worn on him mentally and physically. Looking back, he wondered why they hadn’t simply stolen bikes from a sports shop. Adjusting the gears, he settled into a comfortable pace in line with the others. 
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    Meg watched the men ride down Brett and Nancy’s long driveway toward the main road. She had her reservations about Joe accompanying them on the reconnaissance mission. Being separated from him scared her. Instead of allowing her mind to cycle through doomsday scenarios, she decided to tidy up the small in-law suite. Looking around, she agreed with Joe that the place was a little creepy. For her the creepiness came from the old-person vibe it gave off. Clearing away a few personal items from view went a long way to making the place more inviting. 
 
    After she finished cleaning, she decided to join the others. As soon as she walked out of the apartment, the enticing aroma of fresh-brewed coffee quickened her pace. 
 
    “You made coffee!” she said to Nancy. 
 
    “Sure did. Grab a mug while it’s still hot.” 
 
    She helped herself to a mug of coffee before joining the others at the table. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll find out there?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “I really can’t say,” said Brett. 
 
    “I’d like to think we’re alone out here, but I just don’t know after seeing that caravan pass. I’m also not sure I want us to be alone,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” asked Meg. 
 
    “We really have no idea what we’re up against. I’d like to get some information. Ideally, they’ll find something we can learn from. Who knows, maybe the university will hold answers for us.” 
 
    “Good point. That would be nice,” said Marvin. 
 
    After she finished her coffee, Meg decided to take a nap while waiting for Joe’s return. “Nancy, do you need help with anything?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’m going back to bed. I could use the rest,” she said, getting up. 
 
    Closing the door behind her, she was grateful to Nancy and Brett. When she and Joe had first met the couple, they both hated that they had to sit with them for dinners on the cruise. Now she couldn’t be happier for their company and hospitality. 
 
    She stood in the living room of the apartment, looking down the driveway to the street, thinking about Joe and the other men. She hoped they would get back soon. Just as she was turning away from the window, something outside caught her eye. A Humvee drove past Nancy and Brett’s driveway, stopping suddenly while still in view. The armored vehicle paused for a few seconds before backing up and pulling into the driveway. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    She scrambled out of the apartment and ran toward the main house. The others were where she’d left them on the porch. 
 
    “A military truck is coming! We need to hide!” 
 
    Nancy was the first on her feet. “Follow me!” 
 
    Nancy quickly opened the back door to the garage, grabbing a flashlight from an adjacent shelf. She pointed the powerful flashlight at a rope suspended from the ceiling several feet away. 
 
    “I’ll grab the ladder!” shouted Brett. 
 
    Brett grabbed the end of the rope and pulled, opening a trapdoor built into the ceiling. He reached up and yanked a large wooden ladder down from the opening, making sure it was stable before nodding at Nancy. 
 
    “Get in!” shouted Nancy. 
 
    The four of them scrambled up the wooden steps into the darkness of a spacious loft. Brett retracted the ladder and closed the trapdoor, momentarily casting them into darkness. A brief panic started to overtake Meg, until Nancy activated the flashlight again. 
 
    “Everyone good?” said Nancy. 
 
    She nodded, along with Marvin. 
 
    “I’m going to turn this off,” she said. “We need to remain silent and still until they’re gone.” 
 
    “Okay,” whispered Meg, wishing Joe was here by her side. 
 
    The sound of a vehicle skidding to a sudden stop caused Meg to jump. She almost cried out, but Nancy grabbed her hand and steadied her nerves. The storage loft didn’t have a window or any way to look out to see what the soldiers were doing. Instead, they had to sit listening in the darkness. 
 
    “I’ll check this area!” shouted an unseen man. 
 
    Beneath them, the garage door opened. Bits of light shone through the small cracks in the loft’s floor. A man clanged around the garage under their hiding spot. If he pulled on the rope, he would discover their presence. 
 
    “What did you find?” another man yelled. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just a garage. Let’s get out of here. This place is perfect. We should report it to battalion headquarters immediately,” said one of the men. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to go through the garage? Maybe grab a thing or two before they get here? We have a long list of stuff.” 
 
    “No. We can take what we want later. Come on.” 
 
    A little while later, they again heard the distinct sound of doors closing. The engine roared to life as the men drove away. Nancy turned on her flashlight, nearly blinding Meg. 
 
    “Oops. Sorry about that!” she said, aiming the flashlight at the floor. 
 
    “I think they’re gone. I’ll open up the door,” said Brett. 
 
    He lowered the steps and then stood aside for Nancy to go down first. Meg wasn’t sure if he stood aside for Nancy because he didn’t want to go first or because he was being chivalrous. 
 
    Nancy went down first, calling to them a few seconds later. “All clear!” 
 
    They climbed down with the help of Nancy’s light, gathering at the base of the ladder. 
 
    “What do you think they meant by the place being perfect?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “I think it’s obvious. They’re coming back and setting up at our place,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Maybe. Or they’re just going to loot. Either way, we need to get out of here. Fast! Before they come back,” said Brett. 
 
    “What about the guys? They won’t know where to find us! We can’t just leave,” shouted Meg. 
 
    Brett placed his hand on her shoulder. “We’ll head out in the same direction they went. We can stay off the road. Eventually we’ll run into them. They’re going to the university. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    Brett’s words did little to steady her. There was no guarantee they’d eventually cross paths with Joe and the others. He was probably right, and they would run into them eventually, but it seemed like a big risk to take. Then again, what choice did they have? They needed to leave before the soldiers returned. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll grab our bags and be ready to leave in two minutes,” said Meg. 
 
    “Marvin, grab your stuff and meet us here. We’ll take the western trail through our property, just there,” said Nancy, pointing to the woods. “We should probably take Frank’s and Mike’s bags, too. Load up on a few essentials.” 
 
    Meg dashed into the apartment to grab their bags. Fear about Joe’s whereabouts gripped her. She tried to convince herself that she would see him again. 
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    Joe ducked into the underbrush on the side of the road as another heavy militarized truck passed their group. The men had been forced off the main road shortly after leaving Brett and Nancy’s house. They had hidden in the bushes on the side of the road, waiting for the traffic to subside. He couldn’t focus on anything but Meg’s safety, as he watched truck after truck speed toward Brett and Nancy’s house. Joe chastised himself for leaving her. They should never have separated. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe to leave?” asked Mike. 
 
    “It’s been a while since the last truck passed. We should be good,” said Frank. 
 
    “You guys want to head back to the house? I think we’ve seen all we need to see today. I want to check on the others. We can head out again in the morning,” said Joe. 
 
    “I agree. Getting to the university isn’t worth the risk. There’s too much traffic on the road. Do you think we’ll be safe going back there? What if the soldiers are at the house?” said Frank. 
 
    “I’m worried about that too, but we have to at least go back and look. For all we know, nothing has changed at their house. You good with that, man?” said Joe, turning to Mike. 
 
    Mike sat quietly—staring at the road. Joe could tell he was conflicted. If he were in Mike’s position and Meg were lost somewhere out there, he would do everything he could to find her. 
 
    “Sure. We can try again tomorrow. Maybe they’re just relocating. Things could be vastly different tomorrow or even later today. It’s still early,” said Mike. 
 
    The men mounted their bikes and took off for Nancy and Brett’s house. Shortly after getting back on the road, they were forced to seek shelter in the trees flanking the road when another truck sped by. 
 
    “What the hell is going on? This is insane,” said Frank. 
 
    “I know. I never thought I’d see such a heavy military presence on our streets. It’s almost surreal to watch,” said Frank. 
 
    “I don’t think we should keep trying to ride the bikes. We’re spending more time hiding than riding,” said Joe. 
 
    “I know. I was thinking the same thing. Let’s store the bikes here and then cut through the forest to their house. Without the ax, it’ll be slow going, but at least we’ll be moving,” said Frank. 
 
    The men stowed their bikes behind a large rocky outcropping. In order not to lose the valuable transportation in the forest, Joe placed a heavy tree branch on the shoulder of the road marking the rough location of the bikes. 
 
    “Alright. With any luck, we’ll be able to find these again. I hate giving up transportation, but staying on the road seems futile at this point,” said Joe. 
 
    “Me too. I’ve done more walking than I ever thought possible,” said Frank. 
 
    Joe led the group through the forest at a quick clip. He wanted more than anything to reunite with Meg. 
 
    After thirty minutes at the fast tempo, Mike said, “Can we slow down? I don’t think I can keep up this pace much longer.” 
 
    Joe stopped and looked them over. Mike seemed fine despite breathing heavily from the exertion. Frank, on the other hand, stood with his hands on his knees, taking deep breaths as though he would pass out. 
 
    “Sorry. Maybe one of you should set our pace.” 
 
    After a short break, Frank continued their trek through the forest. 
 
    “We should be almost there, unless we got lost,” said Mike. 
 
    “Holy shit! We’re not lost nor are we safe! Get down!” said Frank as he quickly took a knee. 
 
    Ahead of them through the trees stood Brett and Nancy’s house. Military trucks sat scattered across the front lawn. Numerous soldiers walked around the property, setting up large tents. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” asked Mike. 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s a camp of some sort. Like they’re quartering soldiers,” said Frank. 
 
    “Where are the others? We just left them a few hours ago!” said Joe. 
 
    The men sat watching as soldiers established a makeshift HQ on Brett and Nancy’s lawn. 
 
    “We need to get out of here. Watching them isn’t doing us any good,” said Mike. 
 
    “No. We should stay. Maybe the others are inside! We need to watch. They could be taken out at any moment!” said Joe, his voice cracking. 
 
    “My guess is that either they’ve been taken away already, or they managed to hide and evade the soldiers,” said Frank. 
 
    “I’m betting they’re hiding. Everything is so quiet out here. We were able to hear the trucks coming long before they reached us. I’m sure the others hid as soon as they heard something coming,” said Mike. 
 
    “But where? Where are they hiding?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Nancy and Brett both work at the university. I say we start there. They know the area and would seek shelter at the next most logical place,” said Frank. 
 
    “You’re probably right. Let’s go. With any luck we can get there before dark. You still have that map?” asked Joe. 
 
    Frank pulled out the map and considered it for a moment. He used his fingers to roughly measure the distances between points and finally said, “We’ll be lucky to get there before dark.” 
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    Nancy could hardly believe that soldiers had set up a headquarters on their property. The danger of their current situation had temporarily receded from her mind after a hot meal and a night in their cozy bed. This morning’s homestead invasion had shattered any future illusion of normalcy. 
 
    “We should be getting close to the campus. Maybe another hour or so,” said Brett. 
 
    “Where do you think the guys are?” asked Meg. 
 
    “They were heading to the university. With any luck, we’ll find them there,” said Marvin. 
 
    Nancy wasn’t convinced they would be reunited with the men. The campus was a large place. Even if the guys managed to reach it undetected by the military, finding each other would prove difficult. 
 
    “Where do you want to go when we get to campus?” said Marvin. 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Brett. 
 
    “I think we should go to my office. I have a key to the tunnels. We could grab it and then use the tunnels to get around. That is, assuming the soldiers haven’t taken over the campus and we’re able to get inside,” said Nancy. 
 
    “How did you get a key to the tunnels? I don’t have one!” said Marvin. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m supposed to have one either. Years ago I forgot my office key and needed to work late. I managed to find a janitor, who let me in. We got to talking, and after he left, I realized he forgot a small bundle of keys. He never came back for them.” 
 
    “How did you know you had the key to the tunnels?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “You need to ask that question? She’s the nosiest person I know!” said Brett, laughing. 
 
    “Thanks a lot! Of course, I can’t really get mad, because he’s right. There weren’t too many keys, so I tried various doors. Initially, I thought I could get us into the observatory to surprise Brett. Eventually, I figured out the keys were just for the Sociology Department and tunnels.” 
 
    “What’s in the tunnels?” asked Meg. 
 
    “The tunnels facilitate the movement of robots ferrying supplies from one end of campus to the other, mostly for the hospital,” said Brett. 
 
    “Robots! That’s cool! I never heard of such a thing,” said Meg. 
 
    “It creeps me out a little. I never liked the idea of those things roaming the tunnels beneath the campus,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I never really gave it much thought either way,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’m with Marvin. I don’t like the idea of those things moving around down there. Besides, if you ask me, that’s where the zombies live,” said Brett, grinning. 
 
    “Oh, come on! You’re just scaring poor Meg!” said Nancy. 
 
    “I think he might be right. I think the hospital’s morgue is in the basement, connected to the tunnels,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I’m not going down there! Zombies freak me out,” said Meg. 
 
    “Now see what you two did! Don’t listen to them!” 
 
    The stone and brick buildings of the university sprawled out in front of them. The large campus boasted numerous colleges, dorms and lifestyle amenities designed to lure qualified candidates to the school. The world of academia had become increasingly competitive over the years. As tuition rose to astronomical levels, so did the fierce arms race between campuses. Each school added more and more amenities for the kids to use in order to justify the cost. Nancy thought it was crazy to offer high-end spa-like features at a university. To her, the strength of the academics should be all that’s needed to entice matriculation. 
 
    “Looks quiet over here,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I agree. There’s no one here. We should be fine heading to the sociology building,” said Brett. 
 
    “Maybe we don’t need to go into the tunnels? If there’s no one here, we can just walk around outside. What do you think?” said Meg. 
 
    “Still worried about zombies?” said Nancy, turning to her. 
 
    “Absolutely!” 
 
    “She’s right. We can skip the tunnels. I don’t want to go down there anyway,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I’d like to get to my office. We should at the very least make sure the doors are open. If anyone comes, we can dash down there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Your department has a lot of nice lounge areas. We should be pretty comfortable there,” said Brett. 
 
    The group made their way through the ivy-covered campus. Nancy had never seen it this quiet. During school vacations and summer breaks, the place emptied out but not to this extent. It was a ghost town. The tunnels didn’t give her pause, but seeing the campus so dead gave her an uneasy almost queasy feeling. 
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    Joe trudged through the forest, feeling weighed down by the day. The walk wasn’t what had tired him out. Frank had set a very slow pace for their trek. Instead, he felt emotionally and mentally exhausted from worrying about Meg. As much as he tried, he couldn’t envision her safe and in hiding. Instead, his mind saw nothing but one catastrophic image of Meg after another. 
 
    “Before today, I thought I knew what you were going through. I wasn’t even close,” said Joe, turning to Mike. 
 
    “It’s brutal to be separated from our loved ones, especially under these conditions. Not knowing anything is the worst. It’s been killing me slowly.” 
 
    “I can’t stop visualizing the worst.” 
 
    “The only advice I can give is that whatever you see in your head is probably way worse than what’s actually happening. I had to force myself to mentally switch channels, or I would’ve gone crazy long ago. Probably would have bailed on the group back in Stevensville.” 
 
    They walked a little more in silence. Joe considered Mike’s advice and tried to control his thoughts. Mike made it sound a lot easier than it turned out to be. 
 
    “How much farther do you think we have?” asked Mike. 
 
    Frank stopped. “We’re getting close, but it’s hard to tell from here. The bushes have obscured my view of the road.” 
 
    The men had continued to stay deep in the bushes and trees to stay hidden from any soldiers driving on the road. 
 
    “We should get back on the road. We can make better progress,” said Joe. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. The sun is going down. Eventually, it’ll get too dark for us to continue in here, even with a flashlight. We should be able to see any approaching headlights long before they can see us. Unless they’re driving around using night vision,” said Frank. 
 
    “Cheery thought,” said Joe. 
 
    “Come on. I’ve had enough of the forest to last a lifetime. Let’s get to the road,” said Mike. 
 
    Mike worked through the forest quickly, leading them to the road. They were forced to scramble up a deep ditch on the side of the street before they were in the clear. 
 
    “Damn it!” yelled Frank. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I rolled my damned ankle. I need a minute here. Could we take a break?” 
 
    Joe walked over to Frank and sat next to him on the side of the embankment. Frank took his shoe off and massaged the inside of his ankle. 
 
    “I’ll just be a minute. I rolled it and nearly fell over. Must’ve hit something.” 
 
    “No worries. We’ll wait. Just make sure you feel good walking on it before we head out,” said Mike. 
 
    As the sun dropped below the tall trees, a chill came over the forest. Joe knew they needed to get moving at a much faster pace if they would ever make it to the university before night. The alternative was spending the night in the forest, something Joe would rather avoid. Not to mention the fact that it would delay reuniting with Meg, wherever she might be. 
 
    “Alright. I should be good. Let me just get my shoe back on and we can go.” 
 
    Frank stood slowly and tested weight on his injured foot. He placed it down and then immediately lifted it off the ground, as though he had hit something hot or sharp. 
 
    “That doesn’t look good,” said Mike. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll be fine. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    Frank walked in clear and undeniable pain. His normally slow pace became even slower, to the point that Joe thought he could crawl faster. He didn’t want to admit it, but they might have to leave their friend behind in order to get to the campus before dark. The thought conflicted him. As much as he wanted to find Meg, leaving Frank didn’t feel right. There had to be another way. 
 
    “I can’t do this. My ankle is throbbing in pain. You guys should just leave me. I’ll rest a little and then keep moving. I can meet you there.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. We can’t just leave you here on the side of the road,” said Mike. 
 
    “It’s no use. I need to rest this a little longer, and you guys must get to the campus before dark. You can come back for me.” 
 
    Joe took a knee next to Frank and said, “I have an idea. I’ll leave both of you here and jog the rest of the way to campus. If I find them, we can come back for you. Otherwise, I’ll know it’s pointless to go there. We can then come up with a different plan.” 
 
    “You think you can jog that far?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Sure I can. I love running. It’ll be fine for me. Like I said, I’ll figure out what we’re heading into. For all we know, the campus has been taken over by the troops. This will save you guys the trip.” 
 
    “Alright. Sounds like a plan. Thanks, man. I’m sorry to be so lame,” said Frank. 
 
    “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We should head back into the forest for shelter. I’ll mark our location with a pile of branches,” said Mike. 
 
    “Easy enough. I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Joe left his backpack with the others in order to cut down on the extra weight while he ran. He grabbed the flashlight, map and water and then took off at a quick pace. With any luck, he would be able to find the others. Either way, he knew he would be back for his friends. 
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    Nancy led the group through the quiet campus toward the Sociology Department. Sociology shared a building with political science, making for interesting lunch conversations. She always thought the political science professors were far more paranoid about government intervention in their lives than she could ever be. The conspiracy theories that those professors subscribed to would make most people’s head spin. 
 
    “We’re almost there. My building is the one on the left, just past the gym,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I always loved the location of our offices. I think the Sociology Department has the best building. Last year they tried to move us but were met with so much pushback, the idea had to be scrapped,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I’ve never been here. It’s a beautiful campus, that’s for sure,” said Meg. 
 
    “Here we are! Home sweet home!” said Nancy, jogging up to the main entrance. 
 
    She stood for a moment fishing the keys out of her pocket. Then Marvin said, “Don’t bother! It’s open.” 
 
    “That’s odd. It’s never supposed to be open.” 
 
    A few years ago, the university had had a string of faculty building break-ins. Campus security never caught the people involved. Because the school paid a high cost repairing the damage from the break-ins, the university required its professors to lock the building when going in and out after normal classroom hours. 
 
    She led the others inside, noting that the interior of the building looked no different than any other day—aside from the fact that it was empty. The gleaming floors stood ready to welcome students into the building’s large atrium. Announcements hung from various bulletin boards, advertising events that would never occur. 
 
    “Nothing looks touched,” said Marvin. 
 
    “I know. I was thinking the same thing. My office is on the second floor near the student lounge,” said Nancy. 
 
    She took Brett’s hand as they walked up the wide set of stairs toward her office. He had been unusually quiet since they had been forced to flee their home. The student lounge contained numerous couches and large soft chairs for the students to use during their free time. In addition, the area had a small computer lab and workstations for more quiet work. 
 
    “At least my office is locked,” she said, jiggling the door handle on her office door. 
 
    Nancy unlocked the door and held it open for the others. The small room had been hers for so long it truly felt like a second home. The external wall faced west, a bank of windows extending the entire length of her office. Years ago, when she was required to stay late into the evening for extended office hours, she’d moved the desk to face the window. She thought that even if she couldn’t be home for sunset, at least she would watch it from her cage. 
 
    “Nice office!” said Meg. 
 
    “Thanks. It’s comfortable for me. I’m here most of the time unless I have to teach.” 
 
    “I’m going to check on mine,” said Marvin. 
 
    Marvin’s office had been moved around more than Nancy’s over the years. Finally, the school had put him on the same floor as his colleagues, just down the hall from her. 
 
    “The sun’s setting. We need to find the others,” said Meg. 
 
    “Okay. Let me just grab my keys to the tunnels,” said Nancy. 
 
    Marvin walked back into Nancy’s office. 
 
    “Everything okay in your office?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Yes, everything’s untouched.” 
 
    “Where should we start looking for them?” asked Meg. 
 
    Before Nancy could answer, a voice rang out from the interior of the building, startling her. 
 
    “I can answer that!” 
 
    “Ed! Holy shit! Where did you come from?” said Nancy. 
 
    “The tunnels,” he said. 
 
    Ed Camp was the chairman of the Sociology Department. Normally the department rotated the chairman’s position through the faculty in an effort to equalize the opportunity; however, Ed’s leadership proved to be so effective that everyone agreed he should continue in the role. Although Ed had never been Nancy’s favorite person, she also recognized the strength of his leadership abilities. Over the years, he had orchestrated several effective pushbacks against the university’s attempts to reduce the department’s budget or shrink their staff. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I never left. I’ve been here since the electricity went out.” 
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Come on. I’ll show you.” 
 
    The group set out with Ed. They walked down the massive staircase and through a door to the basement toward the tunnels. Before they reached the tunnels, loud static and a crackling voice interjected. Ed stopped and pulled out a small handheld radio from his pack. 
 
    “This is Ed. What’s up, Kevin?” 
 
    “A lone jogger just entered from the west gate. Looks like a male in his early thirties. What do you want us to do?” said the man. 
 
    “That could be one of our friends. Ask for a description!” said Nancy excitedly. 
 
    “Can you describe the man? What’s he wearing?” said Ed. 
 
    “Jeans. A Miller Lite T-shirt and ball cap. That’s all I can do from here.” 
 
    “It’s Joe! That’s my husband!” shouted Meg. 
 
    “He’s with Nancy’s group. Have Marston grab him and bring him to the south tunnel to meet us.” 
 
    “Why is he alone?” said Brett. 
 
    “There were others with him?” 
 
    “Yes. Joe and two others set out from our house this morning for the university. They were supposed to check things out and then head back. We lost contact with them after we fled,” said Nancy. 
 
    Ed picked up his radio and asked, “You see anyone with our jogger?” 
 
    “No. He’s alone.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Sorry. What do you mean you guys fled?” asked Ed. 
 
    “The feds came just after the guys left. We hid from them but heard them saying they’d be back, so we fled,” said Brett. 
 
    “That’s not the sort of news I like to hear. You guys live close to here, if I recall correctly.” 
 
    “We do,” said Nancy. 
 
    They followed Ed down the final set of steps into the basement. A large “Keep Out” sign covered the doors leading to the tunnels. 
 
    Ed yanked on the door, opening it for them. “Welcome to my world.” 
 
    A narrow hallway extended to the right and left from their position, allowing them to go in either direction. Nancy had no idea where to find the south entrance. Something about being subterranean garbled her normally excellent sense of direction. 
 
    “This way!” said Ed excitedly. 
 
    Ahead of them a soft light glowed at what appeared to be the end of the tunnel. They moved quickly behind Ed. Laughter and the soft sounds of conversations around them indicated the presence of others within the tunnel system. 
 
    “How many people are down here?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Around twenty to thirty. The number fluctuates. Some have left to look for family while others arrive seeking sanctuary.” 
 
    Nancy had never ventured this far into the tunnels. She merely knew they existed and had poked her head inside briefly when she tested the janitor’s keys. She had imagined something completely different. Large colored lines were painted on the white tile floors. Various doors dotted the walls of the large tunnels, each marked with the door’s corresponding aboveground location. Someone had hung battery-powered lanterns along the walls, lighting their way. 
 
    “The south entrance is just ahead. We can wait here for them,” said Ed. 
 
    He pointed to a large open area. Other people milled about, lounged on the couches, or worked on mechanical projects set out on the various desks in the room. 
 
    “What is this place?” asked Meg. 
 
    “We’re standing in the main spoke of one of the tunnel’s primary wheels. It’s the juncture between various points on the campus. Go that way, and you get to the hospital. Those three tunnels lead to the dorms, auditoriums and sports facilities.” 
 
    “How did you know all of this?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “I didn’t. It’s taken all of us a lot of trial and error to learn the system. Now it almost seems second nature. You guys need something to eat or drink? We have plenty.” 
 
    Cases of bottled water and various sports drinks sat piled up in the corner. Large boxes of snack foods completed the stockpile. 
 
    “This is amazing. Was all of this down here?” asked Brett. 
 
    A gush of cold air followed by a loud door slamming interrupted them. Two men approached their location. 
 
    “Joe!” Meg shouted. 
 
    Joe and Meg ran toward one another, meeting in the middle of the room for an embrace. Nancy turned and moved farther back into the lounge space in order to give the couple privacy. 
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    Joe held Meg tightly, not wanting to let her go. He could tell she felt the same way—she squeezed almost hard enough to crack one of his ribs. They clung to each other for a moment longer before she broke their embrace. 
 
    “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she said before kissing him gently. 
 
    “I was thinking the same about you,” he said. “What is this place?” 
 
    He had only seen a system like this once. A high school friend had gotten into trouble years ago and landed himself in jail. Joe had visited the man a few times during his six-month period of incarceration. The lines on the floor and the vast tunnels leading in all directions reminded him of the prison system. 
 
    “I’m Ed,” said a tall thin man. 
 
    They shook hands. Joe noted the man looked rested and clean, in sharp contrast to how he must look to the others. 
 
    “Where are Mike and Frank?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Frank hurt himself on the way here. I jogged ahead to see if the rest of the trip was worth the effort. I’m guessing it’s worth the effort.” 
 
    “Let’s have a seat and I can quickly get you guys up to speed,” said Ed. 
 
    Joe sat next to Meg on one of the worn couches. Nancy and Brett squeezed on the small couch next to them. 
 
    “I was working when the lights went out. At first we thought it was localized, impacting just the university. I joined the other staff members on campus to try to figure out what happened. We couldn’t find the source of the problem until parents started showing up looking for their kids. It was through them that we learned about the outside world.” 
 
    “What did you learn?” asked Brett. 
 
    “We learned that some sort of high-altitude nuclear explosion triggered an EMP, knocking out the grid. We also know the feds were ready. They rolled into town almost immediately after the power failed, grabbing people from their homes.” 
 
    “Where did they take the people?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Detention centers. The centers are scattered all over the place.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, Ed, but I need to grab our friends. I can’t just leave them sitting out there all night. I need to head back for them before it gets too dark for me to find them,” said Joe. 
 
    “You said your friend is wounded. Is he able to walk?” 
 
    “He rolled his ankle. When I left, he couldn’t put weight on it without pain.” 
 
    “Alright. We need to send a transport out for them. You shouldn’t be walking around alone out there. Where did you leave them?” 
 
    “It’s hard for me to say exactly. However, I should be able to find them. By now, Mike would have built a small pile of sticks on the side of the road as a marker for me. I’m sure I can find them if we drive slowly.” 
 
    “Then you should ride with the others to their location.” 
 
    “What? No! I won’t be separated again!” said Meg. 
 
    “Can we both ride along?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Sorry, but no. The vehicle is a small old junk car owned by one of the staff members. It hardly holds two in the front seats and two in the back seat. It would be best if you stayed.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” said Meg. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you either, but I’m the only one who can find them. We can’t just leave them out there overnight. It’ll be fine. They aren’t too far from campus. It took me no time to jog here.” 
 
    He kissed her softly. She nodded her head slightly, agreeing to the plan. 
 
    “We’re good. Where should I go?” he said to Ed. 
 
    Ed spoke quickly into his handheld, indicating they needed to get someone into the tunnels to meet Joe. 
 
    “I’ll take him,” said someone nearby. 
 
    A young fit man stood from a lounge chair and walked toward them. He extended his hand to Joe. “I’m Steve.” 
 
    “You sure you want to go before your shift?” said Ed. 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “What sort of shift?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “We have guards posted all over campus. We spotted the three of you coming as you passed the front gate,” said Ed. 
 
    Joe gave Meg one last kiss and then set off with Steve through the tunnels in a different direction from where he had entered. He hoped the man knew what he was doing. The vast system seemed dizzyingly complex to Joe. Just the sort of place someone could get lost. 
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    Frank massaged his ankle before elevating it as much as their situation allowed. He couldn’t believe he had been so careless. He had purposefully set a slow, intentional pace through the forest in order to avoid this kind of accident. Now he sat on the side of the road, waiting to be rescued like a little kid. 
 
    “How’s the ankle?” asked Mike. 
 
    “The ankle is better than my pride. I’m embarrassed about getting such a stupid injury. I’ve been slowing everyone up since we set foot on land. Now this? We’re going to need a wheelbarrow to get me to wherever we’re going. Damn it!” 
 
    “Don’t get mad at yourself, Frank. Seriously. This time it’s you. Next time it’ll be one of the others. It was only a matter of time before one of us got hurt. I’m just glad it’s not life-threatening.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I should be grateful that it’s just a sprain. Within a day or so, I’m sure it’ll be fine. It needs ice and rest.” 
 
    “Two things we can’t provide,” said Mike. “Well, maybe we can get you some rest.” 
 
    “I’m not counting on it,” said Frank. “We keep getting the rug pulled out from under us. 
 
    “It is what it is, I guess,” said Mike. “We’ll be fine. Joe should be back soon.” 
 
    Originally the men had attempted to hide in the forest while they waited for Joe. However, moving through rough terrain with his sprain proved more difficult than either of them had anticipated. Sitting in the deep ditch would have to provide enough concealment from the road. 
 
    “Got any more food?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m completely out. I guess we should’ve prepared for a longer trip. I mean, who would have thought the military would have been swarming all over this area? There’s barely anything out here.” 
 
    “I feel like we’re surrounded by them. And I still have no idea where my family is other than in a detention facility. What do you think they’re doing at those facilities?” 
 
    “Who knows? I have no idea why the government would be doing any of the things we’ve seen. None of this makes sense.” 
 
    “You hear something?” 
 
    The sound of an approaching vehicle broke through the cacophony of chirping crickets and other nocturnal insects. High beams appeared in the distance, headed in their direction. 
 
    “Shit! Now what?” said Mike. 
 
    “You need to run! They might be able to see us!” 
 
    “Not a chance I’m leaving you behind. If we get caught, so be it. Maybe I’ll finally get some answers!” 
 
    “Get down at least! You don’t have to flag them over!” 
 
    The vehicle sped by them, fast enough for Frank to raise his head and take a quick peek. It continued a little farther down the road before slowing to a stop. When the car’s white reverse lights suddenly activated, he dropped back down. 
 
    “They’re turning around?” said Frank. 
 
    “Military?” said Mike. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Frank. “Looks like a regular car. Still. There’s no reason to take a chance.” 
 
    The car slowed considerably as it rolled past them, eventually coming to a stop just beyond their position in the ditch. Frank willed his body to be as flat as possible to the ground. He cursed himself for never losing the spare tire, which now prominently rose from the flat earth at the bottom of the ditch. A car door opened and slammed shut. 
 
    “Mike! Frank! It’s me!” yelled Joe. 
 
    Mike started to answer, but Frank stopped him with a quick shake of his head. His friend got the message and lay back down. Frank sat up tentatively, still not convinced this wasn’t some kind of trap. For all he knew, Joe might have gotten himself captured on the way to the university. Maybe they had his wife and had forced him to give away their position along the road. A few seconds later, he was convinced that Joe’s rescue was legitimate. 
 
    “We’re good,” said Frank. 
 
    “Joe? Holy shit! You found us!” said Mike, helping Frank to his feet. 
 
    “Where’d you get the car?” asked Frank. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Come on, let’s get you guys out of here,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe and Mike lifted Frank from the ground and helped him into the car. Watching the scenery speed by him, he smiled at their good fortune. 
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    Nancy waited with the others for the men to return. She stuffed herself with salty snack foods before turning to sugary treats. Their current situation had torpedoed her usual dietary habits, which included avoiding most junk food. Now that the dam had broken, she found it impossible to stop snacking. 
 
    “You going to save some Oreos for the rest of us?” said Brett. 
 
    “Nope. I never understood the allure of these things until now. I’m just getting started.” 
 
    “I hope they’re able to find Frank and Mike. It’s probably pitch dark out there by now,” said Brett. 
 
    “I know. I was thinking the same thing. Mostly, I just want Joe to come back, for Meg’s sake,” said Nancy. 
 
    Meg sat by herself, waiting for Joe. The poor woman looked absolutely lost without him. 
 
    “The car has returned to campus!” announced Ed after briefly talking on his handheld. “A total of four passengers.” 
 
    “That’s great news!” said Meg. “That should be everybody.” 
 
    Meg stood and paced the room, as she had periodically done after Joe left. Nancy could hardly stand the pacing. It made her nervous. She would much rather Meg go back to silently sulking while they waited for the men. 
 
    “Look who the cat dragged in!” shouted Joe as he walked through one of the shadowy tunnels toward them. 
 
    “They found you guys!” shouted Marvin. 
 
    The friends joined each other with handshakes and hugs. Before the men had returned, Nancy didn’t realize how worried she had been about their safety. Now she understood the depth of the bond that had been forged by necessity between the group. 
 
    “We should get that ankle looked at. But first, I’d like you guys to meet someone. He’ll be here shortly,” said Ed. 
 
    “Who?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “A man who escaped one of the detention centers while he was out on a work assignment.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” said Brett. “Not to mention brave.” 
 
    “Wait until you meet him. Brave is an understatement,” said Ed. “You could also add scary to the list. Scary in a good way.” 
 
    A muscular, hard-looking man wearing camouflage pants and a tan T-shirt emerged from the dim of one of the tunnels. No one had ever come from that direction, prompting Nancy to wonder exactly where the tunnel led. 
 
    “Larry! These are our new guests. I was hoping you’d fill them in on your experience,” said Ed. 
 
    They shook hands, and Larry took a seat on one of the tables. Normally, Nancy would be afraid of such an imposing, serious-looking man. Now she waited on the edge of her seat to hear his story. 
 
    “The night of the blackout I was working security at Raw, a busy club downtown. I’ve bounced there for years. Without any warning, the power went out. People were screaming and running for the exits. It was insane. Everyone, including me, thought it was some sort of attack inside the club. Like a gunman or something, but nothing like that happened. Eventually, we realized the entire city was down.” 
 
    “Do you live in the city?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yeah. Just two blocks from Raw. Anyway, after the club emptied out, I headed home. Before I could so much as shit and shower, the military rolled into town.” 
 
    “That fast?” asked Nancy. “Like hours?” 
 
    “Not really that fast. The event happened late at night, maybe thirty minutes before last call. It was all within the same twenty-four hours. I crashed out and woke up when it was light out. They rolled in at some point late in the morning or early afternoon. They were everywhere, shouting with loudspeakers that we needed to evacuate for our own safety.” 
 
    “That’s still too fast,” said Nancy. “How could they possibly mount a response that quickly?” 
 
    “Did they tell you what happened? Other than the obvious?” asked Brett. 
 
    “All they would tell us was that there had been an attack on the United States, and we needed to be brought to a processing facility for our own safety. Nothing made sense to me or the others who got on one of the trucks. The whole shit show smelled like the government was hiding something from us.” 
 
    “Where were you taken?” asked Mike. A hint of desperation edged his voice. 
 
    “We were driven about an hour out of the city to some huge makeshift facility. The entire thing was sealed off by sandbags and concertina wire, like a jail. All I could think of was that I’d rather take my chances on the outside than be held like an animal at some shitty government facility.” 
 
    “What did they do to you at the facility?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “First, they made us strip and wash. They provided these nice clothes for everyone. Then they swabbed our cheeks and stamped us.” 
 
    “Holy shit! What do you mean swabbed and stamped?” said Marvin. 
 
    “I mean they marked us like cattle with a bar code on our left inner forearm and took DNA.” 
 
    He turned his arm over, displaying a shiny patch on his forearm. 
 
    “You were right! They’re probably using some sort of ink that can be read under certain lights,” said Brett to Mike. 
 
    “That’s not all these bars can do. The mark can also be detected at night by the troops. I have no idea how, but it can. It’s almost like a heat-detection amplifier.” 
 
    “How did you figure that out?” asked Joe. 
 
    “One night we were shooting the shit, minding our own business inside our tent, when someone tried to escape. We heard a loud commotion, so we stood outside the tent and watched. The entire landscape around us was pitch dark. Nothing could be seen out there for miles. A team of soldiers ran out after the man. They held some sort of flat screens like tablets. From where I stood, I could see the screen of one of their tablets. It clearly showed this poor asshole running for his life. The bar code bounced along as he made a run for it. He never stood a chance.” 
 
    “Could be some kind of trace radioactivity,” said Frank. “Something a sensor could detect.” 
 
    “Nobody told us anything about the bar code,” said Larry. 
 
    “What happened to him?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I don’t know. They grabbed him and dragged him back to the camp. Once inside, they took him to an unmarked building. We’d seen people disappear into the building before. None of them came out.” 
 
    Larry’s words had a chilling effect on the group. Nancy sat stunned by his revelations, unable to make sense of the events that had brought them together. 
 
    “How did you get away?” asked Joe finally. 
 
    “They formed work parties to create new facilities. One day while I was out, I took a chance. We stopped for some reason, and I decided it would be better to live free than die in a cage—so I jumped from the truck and ran. Fortunately for me, the two soldiers guarding us didn’t notice. They were too concerned about fighting with the driver of another transport to see me. Once my boots hit the ground, I ran like the devil was on my tail.” 
 
    “Sounds like he was,” said Mike. 
 
    “Why take swabs? You’re talking about cheek swabs, right?” asked Marvin. 
 
    “Exactly. They did the same to me when I did time a few years back.” 
 
    Larry’s revelation that his past included time in prison did not surprise Nancy. She just hoped he had been rehabilitated from whatever caused him to commit a crime. 
 
    “We think the government orchestrated the entire event in order to have a log of the DNA of every citizen in the U.S. There’s no other explanation,” said Ed. 
 
    “Why would they do that? It’s a lot of effort to go through to get DNA,” said Meg. 
 
    “Over the past few years, people have gone crazy with those DNA test kits. They’re looking for relatives or just more information about their genealogy. The problem is that once DNA is out there, it can be used for all sorts of things. We think the government wants in on such data.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Joe. 
 
    “For starters we think the pharmaceutical companies are secretly purchasing DNA from genealogy companies in order to use it in experiments,” said Ed. 
 
    “So? Lifesaving drugs sound like a good idea to me,” said Joe. 
 
    “No. Not lifesaving drugs. We think the companies are using the DNA to figure out personality traits, and selling the information to marketing companies. We also think they’re using it to concentrate their research into only the most predictably population-dense diseases.” 
 
    “That means if you have something outside the norm, forget about treatment. The companies will only provide drugs for the popular diseases,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Not to mention the Fourth Amendment issues,” said Nancy. 
 
    “What Fourth Amendment issues?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Law enforcement is always looking for ways to skirt our rights. For example, the police are required to have a valid search warrant in order to enter your home. With DNA evidence, they can easily, almost effortlessly tag an individual to a crime scene and use that as the underlying justification for the warrant,” said Ed. 
 
    “Again, I don’t see the problem. Sounds like efficient police work to me,” said Joe. 
 
    “It is until the DNA is used for more than just placing people at a crime scene. We think the government is working with the pharmaceutical companies to experiment with DNA to root out people who may have certain tendencies to commit a particular crime. They could then use the DNA to bust a person’s door down and arrest them because they have a genetic propensity for certain behaviors. Regardless of whether they were at a certain location or even acted on a latent genetic propensity,” said Ed. 
 
    “Or they could use the DNA of a married couple to bar them from having children because they forecast that the child’s DNA suggests it would have a tendency toward committing certain criminal acts,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Or people could use it to selectively abort babies that don’t match their high expectations of what their offspring should look like or its intellectual potential,” said Brett. 
 
    “That’s some scary shit. Trust me. None of us should want the government looking at our DNA,” said Larry. 
 
    “The Sociology Department has been watching the government slowly eroding our Fourth Amendment rights for years. We’ve joined civil rights groups in trying to stop them. Gathering DNA by purchasing the information from genealogy companies is nothing short of an illegal search and seizure. It’s no different than the police deciding to randomly invade homes and search for evidence of a crime. Believe me, if they search hard enough, they’ll find something,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I see where you’re going with this. That is scary. What do we do now?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We resist. It’s all we can do,” said Ed. 
 
    “But how? By hiding here?” said Brett. 
 
    “Partially. We’re working on linking up with other resisters. We know they exist but haven’t been able to find them without risking detection,” said Ed. 
 
    “I met a group of them. We were downtown hiding. I wasn’t fast enough to keep up, and the group of resisters helped me out,” said Marvin. 
 
    “They even got us a ride out of the city before it was sealed,” said Nancy. 
 
    “They gave you a ride? During the day? How?” asked Larry. 
 
    “Apparently they have someone on the inside of the government who is working with them. He gave us a lift out of the city. We wanted to get information out of him, but weren’t able to. He basically dumped us on the side of the road and sped away,” said Brett. 
 
    “We also didn’t get any info out of the people who helped Marvin. They wouldn’t let any of us near them,” said Nancy. 
 
    “They wore scarves over their faces the entire time I was with them, which wasn’t long,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Good for them. Last thing they need is to be ID’d by the feds,” said Larry. 
 
    “They were also heavily armed,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Again. Good for them. We’ve got no weapons to speak of up here. It’s frustrating. I want to fight back. You know, bang some skulls,” said Larry. 
 
    He let out a low animalistic growl and punched his hands together. Nancy instinctively moved closer to Brett for comfort. 
 
    “I would love to talk to someone on the inside of the government. We could start to piece this thing together. So far all we’ve been able to do is nibble at the edges of this thing with very little verifiable information,” said Ed. 
 
    “I’d love to get my hands on some weapons,” said Larry. 
 
    Nancy resisted the strong urge to look at Brett. She also tried to control her facial features. The man made her uneasy without a weapon in his hands. She knew arming him would scare her immensely. 
 
    “I know where we might be able to get some weapons,” said Joe. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “My brother and his wife spend a couple of weeks every summer at a survivalist camp. They’re hard-core into surviving and like to use the camp as a way to hone their skills. Those skills include spending time at the camp’s firing range.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d still be there? Maybe he’d want to join us?” asked Larry. 
 
    “If he isn’t there, others might be. The camp is also a survivalist haven. People purchase space at the camp. In case something catastrophic occurs, they have a safe place to retreat to in order to ride out the event,” said Joe. 
 
    “Sounds like my kind of place. Wish I had known about it. It’s a great idea. I probably would’ve bought in,” said Nancy. 
 
    “The camp requires people who purchase space to have certain qualifications in order to be eligible.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I think Jason mentioned people had to offer certain skills such as mechanical skills, building experience, proven gardening skills. You know, basic survivor stuff.” 
 
    “That takes care of that. They’d never let us in. We’re not the handiest people.” Brett laughed. 
 
    “It would be great to link up with them. Could you find the camp?” asked Ed. 
 
    “Maybe. I guess. I don’t know. I can recall the general area where the camp is located but not much else. I’d hate to waste time on a fruitless search.” 
 
    “Getting some real weapons would be well worth the effort.” Larry smiled. 
 
    This time Nancy could not resist a quick look at Brett, who also looked very uncomfortable with this mountain of a man being armed. 
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    Ed arranged to have mattresses brought from the hospital for their use. Joe and Meg moved their mattresses as far from the others as they dared. Joe did not want to move too far away, because the last thing he and Meg needed would be to get lost inside the vast tunnel system. It seemed as though the people who had been there for a while quickly moved through the system. He knew from watching them that it would take time to get adjusted. 
 
    “You think you can find that camp?” asked Meg. 
 
    She snuggled close to him. The warmth of her body against his made him long for a more private space for just the two of them. 
 
    “Maybe. I hope so. Like I said, I wouldn’t want to just be out there aimlessly searching.” 
 
    “Me neither. I hope it’s not too far of a walk. I’m sort of burnt out on walking.” 
 
    He turned and looked at her. Until that moment it did not occur to him that she envisioned herself searching for the camp with the rest of them. 
 
    “I can’t allow you to come with us. It’s far too dangerous,” he said tenderly. 
 
    “Too dangerous? What about your safety?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    A commotion in the main part of the tunnel cut their conversation short. Ed ran past, screaming into his handheld, “CLOSE THE TUNNELS! CLOSE THE TUNNELS!” 
 
    He scrambled to his feet and caught up with Ed. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Joe asked. 
 
    An unseen voice crackled to life in the handheld. “Confirmed four vehicles! I’m staying put!” 
 
    “Okay. Keep hidden! What’s the status of the others?” asked Ed. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Ed turned to Joe briefly. “Military vehicles just showed up on campus.” 
 
    The loud footfalls of people running through the tunnels echoed off the walls. Unfamiliar people sprinted through the tunnels in every direction. 
 
    “What can we do? We want to help!” said Nancy to Ed. 
 
    “Just stay put and keep quiet. We’re sealing off the tunnel doors. Hopefully this is just a drive-through.” 
 
    The loud slamming of doors startled Joe. Meg held him tightly as they waited for the danger to pass. People streamed through the tunnels from all directions. Joe worried about their safety, but mostly felt frustrated that they were hiding like rats. Now he understood Larry’s eagerness to acquire weapons. After the people in the tunnels settled down, a person on the outside reported to Ed. 
 
    “Ed? You there?” 
 
    “I’m here. You okay out there?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but we lost one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “One of our foreign students ran across the commons. Not sure why. Seems like he was on his way to the north tunnels. He should have stayed in one of the buildings.” 
 
    “Did they catch him?” 
 
    “No. They shot him.” 
 
    “What the hell? Are you sure?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “They chased him and then shot him in the back as he ran away from them. They left his body lying in the grass,” said the man with a shaky voice. 
 
    “You sure he’s dead? I can send someone to help him.” 
 
    “He’s dead. One of the guards hit him a second time after he fell to the ground. He’s gone.” 
 
    Ed hung his head down. Finally, he lifted his head, turned to Joe and asked, “You think you can find that camp? We might need to relocate.” 
 
    “I’ll give it everything I’ve got,” said Joe. 
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    Joe ran through the dimly lit east tunnel of the university. He and Meg had sought refuge at the university when troops took over Nancy and Brett’s house for quartering soldiers. The group barely made it to the university as the soldiers descended on the home. Once at the university, one of Nancy’s colleagues, Ed Camp, found them and took the group into the tunnel system for shelter. Roughly thirty people hid at the university in an effort to remain free from the heavily armed American soldiers who were rounding up all of the citizens. 
 
    They thought the university would be a place of refuge for them. Just as they had thought Nancy and Brett’s house, far into the mountains, would be a place of refuge. Neither location proved to be safe from the ever-searching soldiers. Instead, they planned to eventually leave the university to seek help from Jeff, Joe’s brother. Joe adjusted his pace as the group of people running in front of him slowed, stopping in front of a set of doors. 
 
    “This is it! Grab the bars!” yelled one of the men. 
 
    Meg and Joe stood shoulder to shoulder with the others in their small group. As a team, they passed metal bars, books and heavy filing cabinets to the people who barricaded the entrance. 
 
    “That should do it!” yelled another man. 
 
    One of the women banged on the door and yelled, “Ready in here!” 
 
    Unseen people on the other side attempted to open the door through the barricade. The barricade held, preventing the door from being opened more than an inch. 
 
    “We should add a couple more metal bars!” said one of the men. 
 
    “I agree. Then they won’t be able to open it at all. I don’t want the soldiers being able to look into this area. It could tip them off that we’re hiding down here,” said the woman. 
 
    “Alright, everyone. Drill is over. Nice work. Let’s restock this stuff for the next time.” 
 
    The team handed the barricade items back through the line, neatly stacking everything for use in an emergency. If the soldiers came again, Ed wanted the tunnel doors locked down within a couple of minutes, seconds if possible. Joe admired Ed for his leadership skills. He worked hard to keep everyone at the university safe. However, despite Ed’s best efforts, on the night they arrived, the soldiers had shot and killed a Chinese student as he ran through campus seeking shelter. The soldiers didn’t even bother to remove his body. They merely drove away moments later, as if killing the kid had been a routine part of the day. Joe’s stress level had skyrocketed when he learned of the killing. He needed to stay safe for Meg’s sake because without him, she had no one. 
 
    He grabbed Meg’s hand as they walked back into the main part of the tunnels. The tunnel system enabled the university staff to shuttle supplies to and from the on-campus teaching hospital. Normally, robots roamed the dark hallways, silently doing the bidding of their creators. After the electrical outage, Ed had moved those who remained on campus into the tunnels. They’d heard stories that American troops were actively seizing citizens. Those who stayed on campus sought refuge from that fate. 
 
    Once in the main spoke of the tunnel system, Meg flopped down onto the couch with a sigh. “I hope we don’t have to do that again for a while. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “Me too. It’s tiring. At least we’re getting better at it. Remember the first time we did it? That one lady hit Marty in the face with one of the metal rods.” 
 
    “I’m glad he didn’t get hurt. But really, the scream he let out would’ve given all of us away!” 
 
    “I think if there were troops searching the areas aboveground and someone screamed like that, they’d get tackled by the rest of us,” said Joe. 
 
    Nancy and Brett entered the main area through the south tunnel. They had participated in the lockdown drill as part of another team. 
 
    “Hey, guys! How did it go?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Better than last time. No one lost an eye!” joked Meg. 
 
    “Yeah. Us too. We’re getting faster at locking everything down. We just need to work on reducing the noise we make,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Same here. Our team isn’t talking anymore while we move things, but we’re making a lot of noise setting up the barricade,” said Joe. “It would definitely draw the wrong kind of attention if the soldiers were close enough to hear it.” 
 
    Ed walked into the area with a clipboard in hand. He smiled at them and said, “That was our best drill yet! We’re getting faster at securing the tunnels, that’s for sure!” 
 
    “We were just saying that we need to get better at being quiet while we’re barricading the doors,” said Brett. 
 
    “Maybe. I’m not too worried about it. We have plenty of people outside in hidden watch locations all over campus, covering the main entrance and other access points. We’ll have plenty of advance warning to get the barricades up well before they even stop their vehicles. Noise shouldn’t be a problem. We just need to make sure everyone is working toward the same goal,” said Ed. 
 
    “I hope it’s enough next time. I don’t want a repeat of what happened the other night,” said Nancy. 
 
    Ed’s head dropped at the mention of the dead student. “Me neither.” 
 
    Although no one blamed Ed for the death, Joe could tell the man took responsibility for it. 
 
    “Speaking of lookout duty, how can we be part of that? I could use some time outside the tunnels,” said Joe, trying to take Ed’s mind off the murder. 
 
    “I have Larry coordinating the lookout rotation. You can catch up with him at lunch to arrange some time outside,” said Ed. 
 
    Joe had another reason for volunteering. The tunnels gave Joe a deep sense of claustrophobia. He never knew how much he depended on the reliable turning of night and day to regulate his entire system. Being underground without access to either the light of the sun or silvery moonlight disorientated him. He recalled feeling this way during his time in the Navy. Shipboard life did not allow for the opportunity to breathe fresh air and bask in the sun. Instead, long days and nights were spent on duty within the bowels of the ship. The thought of sitting on watch, even in an exposed area of campus, filled him with hope. 
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    Meg rinsed her face with cool water from the bathroom sink. The water ran down her sweaty neck, cooling her. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to enjoy the feeling of being clean. For a moment she pretended that nothing had changed in either her life or the world. Meg envisioned a normal Saturday morning with Joe, trying to decide if they should go to the farmers’ market or simply putter around the house. For just a few seconds allowing herself to indulge in the fantasy she had created. 
 
    She opened her eyes, facing the cold reality of their changed world. In her darkest moments of despair, she questioned whether stealing a lifeboat and fleeing the cruise ship had been their best course of action. She often wondered where they would be if instead they had chosen to stay with the ship as it sought safe harbor in a faraway port. 
 
    She glanced at herself in the mirror as she straightened up from washing. The image staring back at her looked distinctly different than her normal healthy, attractive self. Her once glossy, always clean hair sat in a stringy greasy mass on her head. Meg knew if things continued in the same way, she would be wearing dreadlocks as her hair began to clump and knot itself. Turning from the mirror, she reminded herself not to look at her image again. 
 
    “I’m starving. Let’s get some lunch,” she said to Joe when she emerged from the bathroom. 
 
    “Me too. Do you like the idea of standing watch? I thought it might be nice to get out of the tunnels a little.” 
 
    “I love the idea. I don’t even care if we aren’t as safe out there. The darkness is starting to play tricks on my mind. I’m seeing things in the shadows.” 
 
    “Me too. I think we need a break from the darkness of the tunnels.” 
 
    They walked to a nearby conference room. The people hiding at the university had turned the room into a windowless cafeteria, safe from the view of outsiders. The room also allowed them easy access to one of the tunnel entrances, a necessary feature to survive the frequent military patrols. Everyone needed to be able to quickly disappear into the tunnels with as little noise and chaos as possible if they were to remain hidden. 
 
    “Look, Mike and Frank beat us here,” said Meg. 
 
    “That’s no surprise. Those two are always eating,” said Joe, squeezing her hand. 
 
    “Hey, guys!” said Meg, joining them. 
 
    “I wonder what they have for us today?” said Mike. 
 
    “I’ll eat anything at this point,” said Frank. 
 
    “Me too. I wish I’d brought more of the survival cakes from the lifeboat!” said Mike. 
 
    “Those things were so gross. I don’t know how you ate so many of them!” said Meg. 
 
    “Seriously. I’ve never seen someone enjoying those things so much!” said Frank. 
 
    “What can I say? I have simple tastes. A hunk of sugar is pretty much all I need,” said Mike, smiling. 
 
    “I hope they have something a little better than those for lunch today. I’m famished,” said Joe. 
 
    “We volunteered to stand watch at one of the locations outside,” said Meg. 
 
    “I’d like to do that as well. Who should I talk to?” asked Mike. 
 
    “We talked to Ed. He seems to be the one running the watch-standing schedule,” said Joe. 
 
    One of the men who worked in the kitchen came into the conference room with a large bowl of food. He set it down on the table they used for the buffet line and left the room. Moments later a woman came into the room with several smaller containers of food. 
 
    “All set! Help yourselves!” said the woman. 
 
    Meg did all she could to remain seated. She didn’t want to be the first one to run for the buffet line. She noticed that others in the room shifted in their seats awkwardly, likely thinking the same thing. 
 
    “I’m not shy!” said Frank, slapping the table and standing up. 
 
    Once Frank approached the bowls of food, the rest followed. 
 
    Having returned to the table with his bounty, Joe said, “My favorite! Canned bean salad and canned mixed tropical fruit!” 
 
    “Sort of makes me wonder if the food is better in one of the government prison camps,” said Nancy, joining them. 
 
    At the start of their adventure together, Meg didn’t care for Nancy’s company. As time went by, she found the woman’s caustic wit to be a much-needed relief in times of high stress. 
 
    “We would’ve had better food for a little while if we’d stayed on the cruise ship. I suspect the staff would’ve done everything they could to give the appearance that things were just fine,” said Brett. 
 
    “You’re probably right. Everything would’ve appeared fine, until it wasn’t,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’m relieved we did what we did. Who knows where that ship is right now. Could be anywhere,” said Frank. 
 
    “If I stayed on board, worrying about my family would’ve destroyed me,” said Mike. 
 
    “Is it better on land? Given what we found at your house and in the city?” asked Brett. 
 
    “Probably. At least I’m not visualizing them alone in the house, slowly starving to death or being attacked by strangers. Somehow, knowing they’re in government custody eased those worries, even though I’m now worried about them being in custody. At least they aren’t starving to death alone in the house.” 
 
    Meg couldn’t help but notice the catch in Mike’s voice as he talked about his family. She and Joe had promised they would help Mike find his wife and children. She felt very strongly about keeping their promise. Mike and Frank could have easily left the two of them on the doomed cruise ship. Instead, they’d trusted the couple enough to bring them into their bold plan. She and Joe knew they needed to repay Mike’s kindness by helping him find his family. 
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    Nancy sat with Brett in her office, cherishing the scarce time alone with her husband. Their new circumstances did not allow for much individual privacy, despite their best efforts. Even sneaking off into a dark corner of the tunnels failed to guarantee that they would not be disturbed. People ran through the tunnels at all hours of the night and day. Some people walked the tunnels on their way back and forth from watch duty, while others simply used the tunnels for exercise. 
 
    Sitting next to Brett on the couch in her office, she leaned in and kissed him again. She wanted to hold on to this moment forever. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” he asked. 
 
    “Not much. I’m just feeling lucky to have you at my side. I’m not sure how Mike is holding it together.” 
 
    “I agree. I’d be beside myself if we weren’t together. I just wish we were together at home, like we always thought would happen in a disaster situation,” he said. 
 
    Lacing her fingers around his, she leaned back into the couch. She allowed her legs to remain draped over his as she reclined. 
 
    “I know. We did so much planning for disaster situations. Our house has stockpiles of everything needed to survive. We even have fresh well water and plenty of medicine saved up. Now the government thugs are using our stuff. So much for disaster planning. I guess you just never know what’ll happen.” 
 
    “You got that right. Never in my life would I have predicted that we’d be displaced from our home so that the military could quarter soldiers. The worst part of this whole thing is that there’s no one to complain to!” said Brett excitedly. 
 
    “I guess being able to post a negative review or fill out a form at some dusty, gray government office, protesting the use of our property, would make everything better,” said Nancy jokingly. 
 
    “You know what I mean. I feel a sense of hopelessness at our situation. Like we have nowhere to go to get help. If the entire government has turned against its people, what hope do we have?” 
 
    “Our situation isn’t hopeless. We’re here, fighting by staying out of the fray. They haven’t gotten to us yet and they won’t. Being on the outside will enable us to properly record history. Someone needs to do that. Otherwise no one will ever know what happened here. Besides, being on the run with you is sort of sexy,” she said, winking at him. 
 
    “I like the way your mind works.” 
 
    She leaned into him and kissed him passionately on the lips. “You’ll see, everything will eventually work out.” 
 
    “‘Eventually work out’? Where’s the fighter I married? I thought you wanted to join the resistance?” 
 
    “I wanted to until the military took over our house. Now I just want to hide until everything clears itself up. I guess I’ve turned into an armchair resister.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s an option. We can’t just sit here on the sidelines while others are fighting for our very freedoms! What is all of this for if we aren’t willing to stand up for what’s right?” said Brett, waving his hands around. 
 
    “You don’t think recording history is enough of a protest?” 
 
    “Not even close. I think we need to do everything we can to thwart the military’s efforts,” he said. 
 
    “I wonder what the group we ran into in the city is doing to resist? From Marvin’s explanation, they seem like a very serious bunch. Maybe after a few days or so of rest, we should consider joining forces with them?” 
 
    “You don’t want to go with Meg and Joe to the survivalist camp to search for his brother?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really. Joe isn’t even sure where the camp is or if his brother will still be there. I’d rather not be searching the entire mountainside for some camp that may or may not exist. We should try to find the resistance force.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. I thought we might stay behind simply so we didn’t slow them down. However, using our time to find the resistance might be worthwhile.” 
 
    A quiet tap sounded at the closed office door. Nancy immediately sat upright, disentangling herself from Brett. 
 
    “You guys in there?” 
 
    “It’s Marvin. I’ll let him in,” whispered Brett. 
 
    “Sure. So much for privacy,” said Nancy with an eye roll. 
 
    Brett took the few paces to the locked door. A cool breeze pulled through the room when he opened the office to the rest of the floor. The fresh air quickly replaced the stale air of Nancy’s office. 
 
    Marvin walked into the office. “I thought I heard voices over here. I was in my office looking for new reading material. Nothing worse than being in a disaster without a good book.” 
 
    “Come in. We were just hanging out,” said Brett. He opened the door a little wider for Marvin. 
 
    Marvin sat cross-legged on one of the upright chairs facing them. Finally he said, “I hate to admit this, but I don’t think I should go with Joe and Meg to look for the camp. I may be more of a hindrance than help. They might be able to move faster with fewer people. Besides, it would be way easier for just a few people to hide than it would be for a whole group of us.” 
 
    Nancy tried not to smirk. The size of the group had nothing to do with why it moved slower with Marvin around. The elderly Marvin had slowed the group down at every turn during the trek to their home, nearly getting himself and the others caught on numerous occasions. However, despite what everyone knew about his athletic ability, Marvin seemed to believe that his presence did not impact the group. She knew everyone had a version of himself or herself that they clung to despite evidence to the contrary. Marvin’s comical version of himself, rooted in an unseen past when he had run faster, lightened Nancy’s mood. 
 
    “We were thinking the same thing. It’s best if they go with a smaller group, not including any of us,” said Brett. 
 
    “That’s a relief to hear you say that. I assumed everyone would want to stay together. I’d hate to bail out on them, but I’ve had enough running for a lifetime.” 
 
    Marvin seemed to relax in his chair. The afternoon light shone on his face, making him look much older than his chronological age. Deep lines crisscrossed his strong features—crevasses forming strikes against the beauty of a once handsome, younger man. 
 
    “I feel the same way. We’ve been through a lot together. I just need a break from running for a little while. Even if that break is in a dark tunnel,” said Brett. 
 
    “We talked about wanting to find the resistance. Maybe in a few days we’ll all feel up to venturing out to find your masked friends,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Maybe we will. Though I’m not sure where to find them. Going back into the city isn’t an option. By now the entire thing should be surrounded by concertina wire. Other than sending up a flare, I wouldn’t even know where to begin to find them,” said Marvin. 
 
    Nancy could tell by the sound of his voice that Marvin would likely be content to wait on the sidelines of the battle. Perhaps he had the right approach. Stay safe, keep your head down, and let the more capable people fight. Her body felt old and tired after everything they had been through. She certainly could not help the cause in her current physical condition. 
 
    “You might be right. I agree that we can’t go back. Perhaps they also left the city and are operating outside it?” said Brett. 
 
    “That makes sense. Why would they stay inside a barred-off city? Eventually they’d be caught. It’d make way more sense for them to leave and fight against the military from the outside,” said Nancy. 
 
    “But where would they go? We don’t even know where they’re based. That’s what we need to figure out. Then we can join them and help in any way possible,” said Marvin. 
 
    Nancy’s mind swirled with possibilities. She envisioned the resistance camped located in a revolutionary-style fortress the likes of which would be the envy of any third-world grassroots activists. Just an inkling that such a place existed in their now cruel world filled her with hope. 
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    Ed Camp had been a professor at the university for nearly fifteen years, serving as the chairman of the Sociology Department for most of them. He never aspired to the position of chairman, so when his turn came, he approached the job with quiet resignation, counting the days until he could turn the reins over to the next person. However, something changed once he began making decisions. Soon he learned that leadership came naturally to him. The other professors in the department must have agreed, because year after year they unanimously voted for him to continue in the post. 
 
    Originally from the northeast, Ed had left his blue-collar home in search of answers to the big questions in life. All five of his brothers and his three sisters were scattered around New England, far from the university. The number of nieces and nephews produced by the original Camp brood grew to dizzying numbers. Ed stopped counting at the birth of the tenth child. During family visits to his childhood home, he witnessed his siblings struggling with unhappy marriages and runny-nosed children. Every time he returned to the university, his decision to forego the comforts of hearth and home for the life of academia had been underscored with a dignified certainty. 
 
    Early in his career, Ed had worked with another professor to test the hypothesis that the use of mind-altering drugs would create harmony in a group. The large pharmaceutical company that funded the research sought a drug that would render its users blissed out—but not numb. Such a drug would allow people to work in groups without dissent. Although the goal of the research seemed dubious to him, he couldn’t dismiss the money they contributed to his department. 
 
    Year after year, the company pumped millions of dollars into the work. During the last year of the study, they came close to perfecting the practical pharmacological use of the drug. The tests demonstrated that group dynamic worked best with a small daily dose of Wondra, the name the company gave the mind-altering drug. However, before they could turn over their findings to the company, the U.S. government swooped in and shut down the lab. 
 
    They seized all of the data derived from use of Wondra. Years of work showing how the drug changed group dynamics vanished overnight, along with the pharmaceutical company. Inexplicably, the company contacts never returned calls or emails from Ed or his colleagues. In all his years in research, he had never experienced a total collapse on the scale of the Wondra debacle. Overnight funding ended, leaving Ed without working capital or a project. He even started to wonder if the pharmaceutical company had been a fraud all along. A government entity disguised as a private start-up. 
 
    The government officials would not disclose why they had ceased the research. They would only say that the work had been deemed top secret. The Sociology Department became alive with conspiracy theories. Most believed that the U.S. government ended the project to prevent the Chinese-invested pharma company from obtaining the results. Others believed the government wanted the findings so that it could dose the American people with the drug through the water supply. Once the citizens were too drugged to rebel, it could do anything, unchecked. Ed didn’t really care about the various conspiracy theories. Instead, he focused his efforts on finding a new project. Then his turn at the helm of the department began, and he never looked for another research project. He chose to lead the department instead. 
 
    Ed walked quickly through the tunnels. Before the lights went out, he never had a reason to enter the tunnel system. Like everyone else, he had been given a tour of the campus when he started working at the university. The tour included a glimpse into the tunnels, along with an explanation of their purpose, but nothing more. He had no concept of the vastness of the tunnel system. After the lights went out, no one thought about entering the tunnels. The need to hide hadn’t presented itself yet. However, as reports about troops rounding up civilians started to hit campus, he knew they needed to find a safe place to hide. 
 
    He’d taken several volunteers into the tunnels as an exploratory mission. Armed with flashlights, a map of campus and sticky notes, they entered the dark maze. The group walked in one direction at a time, marking their slow progress with the sticky notes. Without the sticky notes acting as breadcrumbs, he doubted they would have found their way back through the vast darkness. The expedition into the tunnels reminded Ed of the early Aztec Indians who charted underground waterways and tunnel systems. They bravely went below the ground’s surface into a dark unknown world, which they believed to be a gateway to the underworld. His admiration for these ancient people grew as he too tried to plot a map of an unknown underworld. 
 
    Once they plotted the tunnels on a map, he felt comfortable sending more people belowground. They quickly moved couches, mattresses and anything else they could handle into the tunnels. He wanted to be sure they would be comfortable if they needed to hide for long periods of time. Until the soldiers started coming with more frequency, they didn’t need to test the system. Now he feared they were doomed to spend most of their time below the ground’s surface in order to evade discovery. 
 
    Despite having all the resources they needed, he knew living in the tunnels would not be optimal as a long-term survival strategy. Eventually, the need for sunshine and fresh air would exceed the perceived need for stealth, leaving them open to accidental discovery as people sought the comforts of the natural world. 
 
    They also brought food and water into their now robust bunker system. Despite taking large amounts of supplies from the campus, they tried very hard to make things aboveground look untouched. He feared that if it became clear that the campus had been cleaned out, perhaps the troops would take a closer look. So far, his fears had not come to pass. The troops merely conducted superficial searches of the campus. Their efforts seemed to be mostly focused on the people located at the facility. 
 
    Ed managed to keep everyone who chose to stay on campus safe. They even settled into a sort of dark rhythm, knowing exactly what to do if trucks arrived. Everything seemed fine until the other night. Several people had been aboveground enjoying the evening when the men arrived. The people retreated swiftly into the safety of the tunnels. Unfortunately, a foreign exchange student did not get inside quickly enough. The troops murdered him in plain sight as he fled. The man’s death weighed heavily on Ed. He wondered if he could have done more to prevent the killing. 
 
    “Hey, Ed! You getting hungry?” said one of the kitchen volunteers. 
 
    “Only if you’re making pizza!” he said cheerily. 
 
    Ed made it a point to check in with everyone once or twice per day. As a result, he spent most of his day moving from one work party to the next. He saved the kitchens for last, usually around mealtimes. 
 
    “Pizza? That’s it? Here I pegged you for a steak and beer sort of guy,” said the man. 
 
    “I’ll take anything not poured out of a can at this point!” said Ed. “Beer excluded.” 
 
    “You and everyone else.” 
 
    “How are we fixed for food?” he asked. 
 
    “After tonight, I think we could use another run. I can head over in the morning with Marta. We’ll grab some more cans. Who knows, maybe we’ll find some hidden gems in the main kitchen’s supplies.” 
 
    “You want help? I could divert a few people. Those not on watch are mostly drilling to get better at handling emergencies,” said Ed. 
 
    “No. We’ll be fine. I found a cart we can use to haul everything over here. It’s not a big deal. Just a long walk.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Thanks for your hard work. Mealtimes help everyone feel better. You’re doing a great job given the circumstances.” 
 
    Ed meant what he said. Bob and Marta managed to make decent meals out of the canned food they had at their disposal. The two would grab enough food from the campus’s main cafeteria to feed everyone for a few days at a time, moving the food to the small kitchen adjacent to the windowless conference room. The location gave them quick access to the tunnels if the need to flee arose. 
 
    Although moving the supplies slowly seemed like more work than necessary, Ed knew they would be safer with less evidence of a disruption on campus. As people came and went from the university, looking for relatives, Ed heard news of the outside world. Without exception everyone reported that nothing in the rest of the world had been touched. 
 
    People had simply left their homes intact, without taking anything with them. The citizens did not pack large amounts of stored food to take with them. In addition, no looting had occurred in the city. Ed knew if the soldiers searched the campus and found the food missing, their interest would be piqued. He concluded that making everything look untouched would keep them safer than if they merely ate in the main kitchen or hauled all the food to the small kitchen. 
 
    “Mr. Ed!” yelled a woman with a heavy accent. 
 
    “Flora! I was just heading in your direction. How are things?” 
 
    Flora Valendez had worked on campus in the housekeeping staff for the past ten years, eventually working her way to the position of day-crew manager. Her constant presence and dedication to the job endeared her to the professor, who formed her extended family. Despite her success, Flora lived alone near the university—the rest of her family still in Mexico. 
 
    “Everything is good. We cleaned the entire first-floor bathrooms in this building but not the hospital. No one wants to go into the hospital area anymore.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The smell has gotten really bad. I’m not sure what we can do about it.” 
 
    “Smell from what?” said Joe as he joined the two. 
 
    “The campus hospital is a teaching facility. Meaning that students who are studying to become physicians can shadow working doctors as part of their education. When the electricity went down, we quickly lost our ability to safely handle the patients.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” said Joe. 
 
    “It wasn’t. Many left with family members. However, the sickest of them died as we helplessly looked on. Without electricity, many of our normal modes of treatment were unavailable to us. We simply had nothing to offer them but our prayers.” 
 
    “What did you do with the bodies?” 
 
    “That’s the problem. The university’s morgue is located in the basement level. It opens to the tunnels. When everything is working properly, a body could be transported to the morgue very easily. Now that we’re living down in the tunnels, the last thing we needed was a bunch of cadavers rotting in the system. Without refrigeration, things get messy very quickly.” 
 
    “I see where this is going. So you buried them?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We moved all the patients who died, along with the existing cadavers—” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Sorry to cut you off, but did you say existing cadavers?” 
 
    “Yes. Part of medical school training is done on cadavers. If a person donates their body to science, that body will usually find its way to a university facility like ours, either for research or to train future doctors.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t know that. Remind me not to donate my body to science. Last thing I’d want is a bunch of students poking around at me.” 
 
    “They do more than poke around, that’s for sure,” said Flora with a disgusted shake. 
 
    “We moved all of the cadavers to the top floor of the hospital.” 
 
    “Why? Wouldn’t burying them be a better idea?” 
 
    “No. If the troops saw fresh graves, they’d know we’re here. So far we’ve done everything possible to make sure that we leave everything undisturbed topside. That way, it looks like the entire place just emptied out, which should be consistent with the way other uninhabited buildings appear around town.” 
 
    “That’s what the city looked like. It was as though people just walked out of their homes and businesses. It was the oddest thing I ever saw.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s what we’re going for. Actually, I think that’s why when they search, their searches are very limited in scope. To them, everything looks as they’d expect.” 
 
    “Yeah, but now the stench of rotting flesh is starting to reach the ground floors, and I can’t get my people to go anywhere near the hospital,” said Flora. 
 
    “Too bad you can’t make them into mummies. That’d solve the problem,” said Joe jokingly. 
 
    Joe’s comment stopped Ed in his tracks. He stood for a moment considering the idea of making the cadavers into mummies. 
 
    “That’s perfect! Why didn’t I think of that! Excellent idea. Thanks, Joe!” said Ed as he bounded off excitedly. 
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    Dr. Sal Lordes reclined on one of the lounge couches in the main section of the tunnels, mindlessly flipping through a magazine. Boredom accompanied him everywhere he went like a heavy dark cloak draped over his mind. Despite being at a university with unlimited supplies of reading material, he couldn’t get settled. Nor could he shake the boredom. 
 
    Some days he could not be certain if the thick sluggish feeling he experienced came from depression rather than boredom. His guess was depression. He had watched his entire critically ill patient population die under his care. Saving them would have been simple under normal circumstances. Modern medicine made it possible for people to live well beyond their natural physical capacity, even beyond their societal utility. Unfortunately, modern medicine turned out to be more dependent on electricity than medical science—or his skill as a doctor. 
 
    “Sal! There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you!” shouted Ed. 
 
    Ed ran to him from the east tunnel. Prior to the emergency, he had never met Ed. Now he relied upon the man to make critical decisions involving his safety. 
 
    “How are things topside, Ed?” 
 
    “Great! The weather is perfect. You should come out once in a while. It’d do you some good to get out of the tunnels and into the sunshine.” 
 
    Sal knew fresh air and sunshine would do wonders for him. However, he couldn’t muster the strength to leave the tunnels. Besides, the recent killing of a student gave him a handy excuse to stay safely tucked away. 
 
    “Why were you looking for me, Ed? Is someone hurt?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. The bodies are starting to stink, even on the lower floors.” 
 
    “We knew that was inevitable, especially with this heat. Maybe we should consider moving them deep into the forest? The soldiers won’t find them if we put them really far out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to do that. Eventually, families will come for their loved ones. When they do, I want to be able to return what’s left. I’d rather not have to explain that we left the bodies exposed to the elements—and the animals.” 
 
    “Good point. There’s not much else I can do to preserve the bodies. I don’t have embalming fluid. Even if I did, they’d still rot. Draining the fluids is about all I can do.” 
 
    “What about mummification?” 
 
    “Mummies? Have you been reading sci-fi in your spare time?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’ve checked with the kitchen; they said there are barrels of salt you could use for the process.” 
 
    “Salt but no canopic jars for storing the organs?” said Sal jokingly. 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Canopic jars are hard to come by these days. You could remove the organs and store them in regular jars. It wouldn’t be as fancy, but you’d get the job done. Then you could submerge the bodies into a salt bath. It might work. In any case, it’s probably better than letting them simply rot.” 
 
    A spark of interest pierced the darkness of Sal’s dark mind, causing him to sit up straight. He pushed up his thick glasses and said, “I’ll grab my Anubis mask and get started right away.” 
 
    “Anubis mask?” 
 
    “Yes. The high priests who handled the mummification process always wore Anubis masks. Anubis is the Egyptian god of the underworld. No mummification procedure would be complete without the wearing of such a mask.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have some knowledge on the subject. That’s a relief. And here I was only concerned about the amount of salt you’d need.” 
 
    “Yes. As a kid I went through an ancient Egypt phase. Mummies were the main draw during that time in my life. In some ways I feel like curiosity about the mummification process blossomed into my goal to become a doctor.” 
 
    “You think this will work?” 
 
    “Probably not, but I could try anyway. Who knows, we might get lucky,” said Sal with a smile. 
 
    “Terrific! Let me know if you need anything or if you’d like some help. I’m not sure I’ll get many volunteers, but you never know.” 
 
    The doctors, nurses and medical students had slowly left the campus as the days ticked past, leaving Sal as the only medical professional on campus. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll grab the hand tools I need from the morgue. You said there’s plenty of salt in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Yes. I could ask Marta to bring it to you.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. She won’t want to see what happens up there. For the uninitiated, removing organs from a chest cavity is a pretty rough sight, even without an Anubis mask,” said Sal with a wink and smile. 
 
    It occurred to Sal that the smile on his face felt foreign to him. It had been a long time since he’d worn a genuine, effortless smile. Days and weeks had passed with him merely displaying the obligatory socially acceptable grin usually plastered on his face for other people’s benefit. 
 
    “Thanks for your willingness to take on this unusual and grisly task. Giving the families of those poor people their loved ones is paramount. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll do my best to try to get you the necessary supplies. I can’t guarantee we’ll have what you need, but I’ll try.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll get started immediately,” said Sal, checking his watch. 
 
    Sal was about to embark on his first trip out of the tunnels since his last patient had died weeks earlier. He’d need to access the library and retrieve any books it carried regarding the topic of mummification. All he could remember from his previous reading on the topic involved removing the organs and burying the body in salt for seventy days. Smiling to himself, he felt good to finally have a challenging task in front of him. The long days without the intellectual rigors of practicing medicine wore on him. Finally, he had an inkling of his old sense emerging from the hazy mental muck that had plagued him since his last patient died. His spirits felt boosted by the thought of presenting the families with their loved ones, who had been treated with the care worthy of an Egyptian pharaoh. 
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    Joe and Meg surveyed the grounds from the university’s bell tower, located in the center of the large hilly campus. The tower, over one hundred years old, was the oldest structure on the campus. Over the years many of the buildings around the tall, stately tower had been replaced under its watchful eye. The bell room located at the top of the tower provided a commanding three-hundred-sixty-degree vantage point. Because of the sweeping view, Ed had stationed a two-person watch in the structure at all times. A total of eight people stood watch at different points around campus. 
 
    The more he saw Ed in practice, the more Joe admired his leadership abilities. For a man who had never been on active duty, Ed knew how to set an appropriate watch schedule. 
 
    “It sure is peaceful up here. Sort of makes me forget everything, just a little,” said Meg as she leaned against the safety rail. 
 
    “Me too. It’s amazing how quiet the world is without electricity. Even when we thought things were quiet, everything around us hummed. We were living with near constant noise pollution and didn’t even know it.” 
 
    “Especially living right downtown. We had constant noise around us. I could get used to this sort of quiet,” she said. 
 
    “You saying when all this is over, you’d rather live in the country than in the city?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    He came close to her and nuzzled against her shoulders. The warmth of her body felt reassuring next to him. 
 
    “When do you want to leave for the camp? I’m curious to see how my brother is doing,” he said. 
 
    “Soon, I guess. Do you think Jeff and Kim will still be there?” 
 
    “I really don’t know. I’m also not entirely sure where the camp is located. I just know that we can’t stay here indefinitely. Eventually, they’ll find us. The camp might be more secure. Besides, Jeff and Kim are survivalists. They go to the camp every summer to hone their survival skills. It has to be the best place to hunker down and hide.” 
 
    “What about the tunnels? I feel like we’re safe down there, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sure I do. For now. If the troops end up taking over the campus, like they did with Brett and Nancy’s house, we’re in trouble. We can’t live down there for the long run if all of this is occupied,” he said, waving his hand over the campus grounds. 
 
    “Do you think they’d want us there?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I wonder if Jeff and Kim will want us to join them? We always mocked them for this. Who knows? Maybe now that it’s clear they were right to amass all that stuff, they’ll turn their backs on us?” 
 
    “I don’t think Jeff would ever do that to me. He’s my brother. I know we aren’t super close, but he’s still my brother. Besides, we aren’t asking to share limited supplies. This situation really doesn’t require them to lose part of a stockpile to us. There’s plenty of food out there!” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see us.” 
 
    “Jeff will be. I’m not so sure about Kim. She’s always been a little standoffish,” he said. 
 
    “A little?” 
 
    “Okay. A lot. But you’ll see. It’ll be fine. If anything, we can share information with the camp and then continue to stay here. Who knows, the troops may never take over campus. I just like having a plan B, just in case. I think the others must feel that way too.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she said softly. 
 
    The handheld crackled to life. “All quiet on One.” 
 
    The people on watch checked in periodically by simply saying those words. The check-in occurred every thirty minutes. Like most watch-standing protocols, the check-in served to keep the people on watch awake more than anything else. 
 
    “All quiet on Two,” said Joe into the handheld. 
 
    “All quiet on Three.” 
 
    “All quiet on Four,” said the final person on watch. 
 
    Meg yawned and stretched out then said, “Now what?” 
 
    Checking his watch, Joe said, “We have three more hours. I’ve got a couple of ideas on how we can spend the time.” He nibbled her neck playfully, pulling her into him. 
 
    The handheld chirped again. Vicki Smith’s voice broke into their private moment. “I have lights coming this way on the main road! I say again, lights on the main road!” 
 
    “Shit!” said Joe. 
 
    Joe hoped the watch stander nearest the tunnels had heard Vicki’s report. With any luck, early warning of a threat would ensure everyone had ample time to seal off the tunnels. The people outside the dark system had to find safety in place wherever possible to evade discovery if the troops conducted a thorough search. Joe felt reasonably sure the bell tower provided the best position outside of the underground fortress. 
 
    “What do we do now?” said Meg. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do. We just have to wait it out and hope they don’t come up here.” 
 
    “Do you think they will?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s hope not.” 
 
    The lights from the trucks illuminated the dark campus as the vehicles drew closer to their location. Soon the soldiers would be right beneath Joe and Meg. 
 
    “We need to get down. If they shine a light up here, they’ll see us!” said Joe excitedly. 
 
    Earlier teams had been through this situation before. Crouching down in the dark, unable to see the movement of the troops, put whoever sat in the bell tower in a dangerous position. Someone had thought to make things easier by fastening a mirror to a long pointer stick. With the mirror angled over the safety rail, they would be able to view the movements on the ground. 
 
    Joe slid the mirror up the side of the wall, just above the safety rail. At first he didn’t see anything through the darkness. Then, as the soldiers moved closer, he could count the trucks and men. 
 
    “Three trucks. Looks like at least four people per truck,” he whispered. 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “So far nothing. Just getting out of the trucks.” 
 
    Doors slammed beneath them, making Meg jump. 
 
    “We’ve got this side! You guys go through those buildings!” yelled one of the men. 
 
    “Crap. They’re searching buildings.” 
 
    “We need to warn the others on watch. None of them can see the center of campus. They’ll have no idea the men are on foot searching. They could be discovered.” 
 
    “I’ll do it quickly before the troops get inside any of the buildings. I don’t want their radios going off when they’re trying to hide,” whispered Joe. 
 
    He whispered a harried, tense warning into the radio and then turned its volume all the way down to prevent a response from giving away their position. For all he knew, the others on watch had done the same, never hearing his warning. 
 
    Through the mirror, he could see that all the men had scattered throughout the campus. Nothing else could be seen in the darkness. 
 
    Several torturous minutes passed. As time ticked by, Joe’s nerves became more and more frayed. Worry for the safety of his new companions stood solidly next to concern for himself and Meg as his mind swirled with worst-case scenarios. 
 
    “What are they doing? What’s taking so long?” she whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t see too well with the mirror and don’t want to stand up. We locked the door to the tower, right?” 
 
    “I think so. I guess we did. Oh my god! I don’t know for sure!” she whispered loudly. 
 
    “You came in behind me—THINK! Did you lock it or not?” 
 
    Meg’s face looked crestfallen and stunned. Finally she said, “I don’t know.” 
 
    Joe felt bad for pressuring her, but the situation had unraveled quickly. He knew he needed to be certain if she had locked the door. Their safety depended on it. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll run down and make sure,” he said softly. 
 
    “No! You have to stay here. It’s not safe!” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. There’s no one down there right now. They’ve gone to other areas of campus. It’ll only take me a few minutes to go down, check the lock, and then come back up here. You hold the mirror and watch the grounds for me.” 
 
    He handed her the mirror with a shaky hand. He didn’t want to chance going down the tower. However, if the door to the belfry stood unlocked, they were in trouble. 
 
    “Be right back!” he whispered loudly, giving Meg a peck on the top of her head. 
 
    Joe ran down the interior of the tower toward the outside door. They should have locked the door behind themselves, as the other watch standers had recommended. He cursed himself for not double-checking the mechanism before going up the stairs. 
 
    Jumping the last few steps to the ground, he landed with a thud on the hard concrete. In the dark he could not see if the jamb locks on the top and bottom of the door were engaged. He would have to go to the door and feel for the locks, his hands able to feel better in the dark than his eyes could see. 
 
    Out of breath from the run down the stairs, he breathed heavily, fogging the glass door as he clawed in the darkness for the top lock. He moved his hand across the top of the doorframe to the lock. His fingers caressed the mechanism, confirming its secure position. The top had been engaged. He then bent to feel for the bottom bolt. A beam of light flashing across the grass caught his attention as the men moved in his direction. He lurched backward, away from the glass door, receding into the shadows. 
 
    “Get her over here! We’ll take her with us!” yelled one of the men. 
 
    “Who else is with you!” yelled another faceless soldier. 
 
    “No one! I’m here alone! You killed my only friend!” yelled a woman. 
 
    Joe immediately recognized the voice as coming from Sun, a Chinese exchange student. She did not use her given Chinese name, saying it would be too difficult for the English speakers. Instead, everyone knew her simply as Sun. 
 
    “Bullshit! We know there are more of you!” said one of the men angrily. 
 
    “You’ll never find all of us! You can’t win this battle, soldier boy!” yelled Sun. 
 
    “Get her in the truck!” screamed the soldier. “And gag her. I don’t want to hear any more of her commie crap!” 
 
    Joe remained still as the soldiers got back into their trucks and drove off. Once he felt certain that the last vehicle had left the area, he chanced a look outside the glass door to confirm his assumption. All clear. He bounded up the stairs to Meg, taking two at a time. 
 
    “Meg! They’re gone! They took Sun!” 
 
    “What? Sun? You mean the Chinese lady?” 
 
    “Yes. I think so. I couldn’t actually see who they were talking to, but it sounded like her.” 
 
    “No way! That’s terrible. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Not a hundred percent, but yes. She must’ve ditched the handheld before they found her. Otherwise, they would’ve known she wasn’t alone and would’ve searched more thoroughly.” 
 
    Ed’s voice, a mere whisper on the handheld, interrupted them. “Joe? Meg? You guys okay out there?” 
 
    “We’re fine, but we think the soldiers took Sun with them.” 
 
    “They did. We sent a team to confirm. I’m sorry. We weren’t fast enough. They got through one of the locked doors of the science building. They cracked the glass and forced their way inside to search the premises.” 
 
    “They were out there searching for what seemed to be an eternity.” 
 
    “I know. It seemed like a long time for those of us down here too. I’m sending two people to relieve you guys. I’m sure you could use the break.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Joe turned to Meg. He stroked her face and then kissed her. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I guess. Don’t you think it’s odd that they come at night and only do these limited searches?” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s almost like they’re playing with us. Why not do a comprehensive search and be done with it?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Now that you mention it, their actions do seem a little odd.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. 
 
    “Something one of the men said about Sun struck me as odd too.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He told another person to put a gag in her mouth because he didn’t want to hear her commie crap,” he said. 
 
    “Commie crap? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. Their voices were a little muffled through the glass door, but I could swear that’s what he said.” 
 
    “What was she saying?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell. Only something that sounded like ‘soldier boy.’ It was odd,” said Joe. 
 
    “That is odd. All I know is that I can’t do this anymore. I can’t just sit here and wait to be yanked out by them. I think we should go find your brother sooner rather than later. Maybe it’ll be better at the camp. Who knows?” 
 
    “Me too. I don’t know what we’ll find, but I’m guessing it has to be better than what we’re dealing with here. That scared the crap out of me.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said, hugging him. 
 
    They walked slowly down the stairs together toward the glass door. Joe held Meg’s hand and tried to calm himself. 
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    Nancy paced the tunnel, unable to wait patiently for Meg and Joe to return. She hated that they’d volunteered to stand watch. It worried her to have their group spread out. Something about keeping the initial group together reassured her. They had successfully survived together for so long, she could barely imagine any other scenario. To her—splitting up could only result in the opposite. A disaster. 
 
    “Have a seat, Nancy. You’re making me nervous,” said Brett, trying to appear calm. 
 
    Deep worry lines in Brett’s forehead betrayed the level of angst he felt. 
 
    “I can’t. I’m worried sick about them,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Ed said they’re fine. Just sit. They’ll be here shortly. Besides, we can’t do anything to help.” 
 
    “I know. I’m just being a little paranoid. I guess I won’t be able to relax until I finally see them.” 
 
    The level of fear she felt for their safety surprised her as she tried not to imagine what things would be like without the young, vivacious couple at their side through this disaster. 
 
    A cool breeze moved through the stale tunnel. The air only circulated when someone opened one of the tunnel doors, which led to one of the main buildings. She jumped up out of her seat and began pacing. 
 
    “Did you feel that? Someone must be coming!” 
 
    “Yes. Or leaving. It could be anyone. Please, Nancy, just relax.” 
 
    A few minutes later, a couple walked into the small community area of the tunnel. She looked in their direction as they approached. The dim light in the tunnel prevented identification of those who approached until the person came close to them. The lighting reminded her of a Rembrandt portrait. Just like the tunnels, his work showcased shadows and darkness, with only the individuals in the forefront of the work illuminated by soft light. Nancy did not recognize the couple. Hope quickly turned to frustration at the sight of them. 
 
    During the emergency, Ed had ordered all of the lights in the tunnels to be extinguished. He did not want to give the soldiers any reason to look further into the dark maze. They sat plunged in complete darkness, unable to see their hands in front of their faces. No flickers of light or ambient lighting reached them deep inside the bowels of the school. The darkness increased her anxiety tenfold. Sitting helplessly in the blackness, waiting for an unseen assailant to barge into the tunnels, felt excruciating. 
 
    Another cool movement of air flowed past her sweaty face. The fresh air felt tremendous. 
 
    “This has to be them!” she said for no reason. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Brett, sounding slightly annoyed. 
 
    Loud footfalls echoed through the tunnel, getting louder. Finally, as they moved within range of the dim light, their identities became apparent. 
 
    “Meg! Joe! You’re safe!” 
 
    Nancy jumped up from the couch and ran to Meg. She hugged the young woman tightly. A surge of maternal love and protectiveness enshrouded them as they hugged one another. 
 
    As Nancy hugged her, Meg started to tremble and then cry. The crying started as just a low sniffle but quickly became loud, uncontrollable heaving sobs. 
 
    “Shhh…It’s okay. You’re safe,” said Nancy softly. 
 
    Nancy held Meg tightly, allowing her to release all of the pressure she’d felt during the raid. Little by little, the wailing gave way to gentle quiet sobs as Meg’s tight grip on Nancy slowly eased. 
 
    “It was so scary! You can’t even imagine! They were everywhere and they took that poor woman Sun!” shouted Meg shakily. 
 
    “Oh my god. We knew something happened but didn’t realize they took anyone. Are you sure?” said Brett. 
 
    “Oh yeah. I heard most of it. I had to run downstairs to make sure we locked the door to the tower, when the whole thing occurred. It was scary as shit,” said Joe. 
 
    The two couples moved to the collection of couches and chairs. Meg settled down, taking her place next to Joe. 
 
    “We need to get out of here! This can’t last!” said Brett. 
 
    “What can’t last?” asked Mike as he joined the group. 
 
    “Where’s Frank?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “He should be down in a minute. He’s in the head. What about Marvin? Has anyone seen him?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Not for a while. Last time we saw him, he seemed pretty well entrenched in his office,” said Brett. “I’m thinking none of this can last. Eventually, the soldiers will find all of us.” 
 
    “We need to find my brother and the camp. Maybe it’ll be safer where they are,” said Joe. 
 
    “Or maybe we need to find the resisters. I’ll bet they’re hiding in a safe location. In any case, I can’t live like this! I feel like we’re sitting ducks,” said Nancy. 
 
    Someone cracked open a water bottle behind Nancy, prompting her to turn around. She peeked over the top of the sofa to a couch located right behind her. A man sat halfway up from a reclined position, guzzling water thirstily from a plastic bottle. 
 
    “Marvin? Is that you?” said Nancy, straining to see through the dark. 
 
    “None other,” said Marvin with a loud yawn. 
 
    “For crying out loud, Marvin. Don’t tell me you’ve been there all along!” 
 
    “What? I needed a nap! What’s the big deal? Did I miss something?” 
 
    Marvin came around the sofa to join the others. His face looked well rested and relaxed. 
 
    “I guess it’s true. Ignorance is bliss!” said Nancy. 
 
    “I wish I could sleep like that!” said Brett. 
 
    “Don’t we all,” said Mike. 
 
    The moment of levity broke Nancy’s tension, allowing her to relax ever so slightly. 
 
    “I say we go and look for the camp tomorrow. First thing. Anything has to be better than sitting here waiting to be caught,” said Meg. 
 
    “I agree. However, I don’t think all of us should go with you,” said Brett. 
 
    Nancy wanted to handle the conversation delicately. She did not want the couple to feel abandoned. Yet she knew if the slower people in their group stayed behind, Meg and Joe would be safer in their trek to the camp. 
 
    “I don’t want to split up,” said Meg. 
 
    “We don’t either, but we’ll only slow you guys down. You need to be able to move quickly and be ready to hide at every turn,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’ll go. I need to get out of here. I hate sitting around. I need to be doing something. Maybe someone at the camp will have information about where my family is located. I have to at least try,” said Mike. 
 
    Nancy considered Mike for a moment. She had been so concerned about Meg and Joe that she’d simply forgotten the man. Looking at his gentle face, full of anguish over his family, broke her heart. 
 
    “I agree. You should go. But for heaven’s sake, Frank stays behind with the old people. The man is slower than Marvin,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Me? Slow? I like to think of my movement as purposeful, not slow,” said Marvin. 
 
    “Trust me. There’s a fine line between purposeful and slow. You passed into the slow category more times than I can count!” said Nancy. 
 
    “You’re not kidding! Sorry, Marvin. I agree, Frank and Marvin stay behind,” said Joe. 
 
    “We’d love to have you with us, Mike,” said Meg, turning to Mike. 
 
    “How many people will go with you? Maybe a few from here would be able to help you?” asked Brett. 
 
    “I think it should just be the three of us. Like Nancy said, we need to move fast and be able to hide quickly. The more people in the group, the harder that will become,” said Joe. 
 
    “You’re right. I just don’t like to think of the three of you out there alone,” said Nancy. 
 
    “We should be fine. First thing tomorrow, I’ll get with Ed about a map. I’m pretty sure he mentioned he has a map of the area,” said Joe. 
 
    “We should grab bikes. That way we can cover more ground,” said Mike. 
 
    “I agree. That’s what we planned. There are more bikes here than people. A few missing won’t raise any alarms,” said Joe. 
 
    “I’m beat. All of the excitement drained me,” said Meg. 
 
    “Let’s get some rest so we can get out of here as early as possible,” said Joe. 
 
    He extended his hand to Meg, pulling her off the couch and to his side. The couple moved away from the couches and into the dark corner of the tunnel that they’d claimed for themselves. Nancy felt another pang of worry swell in her at the sight of them retreating. Brett took her hand, giving it a soft squeeze. He seemed to instinctively know when she needed comforting. 
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    Joe ate his breakfast quickly and unenthusiastically. Leaving the relative safety of the campus worried him. Even if the campus could not provide a guarantee of safety, he assumed hiding in the tunnels would be better and safer than riding a bike in the open. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” he asked Meg. 
 
    She appeared just as freaked out as he did. Her usual upbeat mood had been replaced by a somber, unrecognizable version of herself. “I’m worried about leaving the campus. It’s not great here, but has to be better than being out there.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking the same thing. We could skip it if you feel it would be better to stay put,” he offered. 
 
    “No. I’m freaked out but know we’re doing the right thing. Besides, we’ll go slow and hide when we need to. We should be fine.” 
 
    “I hope so,” he said. 
 
    They continued to eat the overnight-soaked oats the kitchen had prepared. The thick creaminess of the oats combined with dried fruit felt comforting to Joe. 
 
    “Here comes Mike!” said Joe. 
 
    Mike joined them with a large bowl of the oats and another bowl of canned fruit. 
 
    “You sleep okay, Mike?” asked Meg. 
 
    Joe admired Meg’s ability to unfailingly look toward the well-being of others. Her nearly unconditional kindness had drawn him to her when they first dated. 
 
    “I slept as well as anyone can sleep in a pitch-dark tunnel surrounded by strangers. You?” 
 
    “Same. Being down there feels like a coffin to me,” said Meg. 
 
    “Have you seen Ed?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Not yet. He always seems to be on the move. I’m not sure where he goes,” said Mike. 
 
    “We’ll need to find him soon. I want to get a good look at a map before we head out.” 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find at the camp?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Maybe we won’t even be able to find the camp.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” said Meg. 
 
    “I agree,” mumbled Mike through a mouthful of food. 
 
    The three friends continued to eat; then Frank walked into the room and said, “Hey, guys!” 
 
    “Frank! I feel like we haven’t seen you in a while. Where have you been?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I’m trying to see if I can take some spare parts from the science lab and mechanical engineering department to create energy.” 
 
    “You mean like solar?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yes. They have some photovoltaic cell panels. I just need to hook those to a battery. My goal is to light up the tunnels.” 
 
    “I’d like stadium floodlights down there! Although even if the tunnels are well lit, I still think they’d have a sinister feel. Something about being underground freaks me out,” said Meg. 
 
    “I think we all would like bright lights down there. The place is creepy, that’s for sure. By the way, I’m sorry not to be going with you guys. I think I need to rest my ankle a little before heading out,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank had twisted his ankle when they’d evaded capture during their initial run to the campus from Brett and Nancy’s house. Dr. Lordes had looked at it for him and determined the injury would heal quickly if he stayed off it. Joe suspected the man used his injured ankle as an excuse to avoid going with them—which was fine by him. The ankle excuse allowed Joe to avoid the uncomfortable reality of asking Frank to stay behind with the others. Frank could only slow them down and jeopardize their safety, as he had repeatedly done in the past. 
 
    “There you guys are! I’ve been looking all over for you. I guess I should have started where the food is!” said Ed. 
 
    Ed walked quickly as he approached them. He held a jumble of large rolled-up maps under his slim arm. “Earlier this morning, I went to the geology department to grab some maps. I think they might be useful to determine where the camp may be located.” 
 
    He dropped the jumbled mass onto the table. To Joe, the pile looked like a lot of useless information. A simple road map would have sufficed, in his estimation. 
 
    “These are topographical maps. They show the curvature of the terrain as well as a lot of other information. I thought we could pair these with the road map in order to try to figure out where the camp is located. There are areas in this region that are full of rocky cliffs, which would be unsuitable for building. By using this map, we can eliminate those areas from the search. The maps also show larger buildings. I’m not sure how many actual large structures are at the camp, but these maps will show what’s out there,” said Ed. 
 
    Joe assessed Ed’s idea with renewed respect. He had clearly thought through their situation and had come up with a plan that might help to prevent the group from aimlessly cycling the mountainside. 
 
    Ed moved the condiments and napkins out of the way before spreading one of the largest maps across the table. The map’s contour curves and various markings were foreign to Joe. He had never seen a topographical map except briefly in school. 
 
    “Okay. This is the most current contour map. From this we can see the highest ridges. I would recommend avoiding those. Let me get the road map. I managed to find this one in the student union. Although the topographical map has road markings, sometimes a comparison to an updated road map is helpful when looking for something.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you were able to find all these detailed road maps,” said Meg. 
 
    “The campus has lots of student services, activities and clubs. One of those clubs is a mountain biking club. There’s also a road cycling club. Both are well attended, from what I understand,” said Ed. 
 
    “Sounds more like a country club than a school. Must be nice to be a student here,” said Frank. 
 
    Joe could tell from the twinge in his voice that Frank likely thought the same thing as him about the kids who attended the university. To Joe, they must all be privileged rich kids who could not even begin to appreciate the good fortune of their situation. 
 
    “This is the area with the highest ridges and the rockiest terrain. I’d imagine the camp isn’t there,” said Ed, pointing to the map. 
 
    Joe considered the map closer. 
 
    “Do you recall any details about the location? Did your brother mention anything about it that we could use to find it?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m trying to come up with something,” said Joe, clearly frustrated. 
 
    “If we go to the north, we’d be running parallel to the mountains. That’d be an easier ride, that’s for sure,” said Mike. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go there. That’s heading back to our house, where the soldiers are quartered,” said Nancy, joining the group. 
 
    “What’s this symbol for?” asked Joe, pointing to the map. 
 
    Ed adjusted his glasses and leaned into the map for a close look at the symbol key. “Looks like a depression.” 
 
    “Not that one. I meant the symbol next to it,” said Joe. 
 
    “That’s an intermittent body of water,” said Ed. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Meg. 
 
    “It’s an area of water that dries up at certain times of the year. At other times it might be really wet or boggy. Looks like a small creek feeds into the area. I don’t see any markings for buildings up there,” said Ed. 
 
    The map not only showed contours, it also indicated bodies of water, railroads, density of vegetation, and buildings. 
 
    “That has to be it!” said Joe. 
 
    “You sure?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Yes. Mostly. I recall Jeff saying that the camp sat next to an area that would flood or be wet at certain times of the year. The founders of the camp liked that feature because they could harvest the water. I also remember him saying they had a well. That has to be it!” 
 
    Ed looked concerned as he stared at the map. 
 
    “You look troubled, Ed. What are you seeing that we’re not?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “This is a fairly new map, so it should be pretty comprehensive. However, it doesn’t indicate there are any buildings out there. If the camp is there, I would think it would be marked on this map. There should be at least a few buildings listed.” 
 
    “Maybe they hid the camp? These are survivalists who would seek a place off the grid,” said Meg. 
 
    “That might be. But the U.S. Department of the Interior uses low-flying aircraft to update these maps. The maps are changed frequently. It’s part of the mission of the department, along with the U.S. Geological Survey. What about this area here? There’s a depression and water. From the looks of this symbol, there must be some small structures there too.” Ed pointed to an area due south of the location Joe found. The area had all of the things Ed mentioned. 
 
    “Let’s look at the cycling map too. Even though this map indicates roads, maybe there’s something in the area the kids found and labeled?” said Ed. 
 
    They turned their attention to the road map. The cyclists merely indicated that the area would not be a good spot to rest. Ed had likely found the location of the camp and Joe knew it. The realization of being incorrect in front of the group caused Joe’s face to turn beet red. His stubbornness prevented him from acknowledging what everyone already knew. 
 
    Finally Meg said, “I think we should look at both locations. They’re close enough to one another. If the camp isn’t where Joe thinks it is, then it must be at the second spot, due south.” 
 
    With her suggestion, Meg threw Joe a lifeline out of his mental block. Despite himself, he just could not admit Ed had likely found the location of the camp. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea. Neither location is far from here,” said Mike. 
 
    “That’s the good news. We should probably be able to get there in a few hours,” said Meg. 
 
    “Alright. That’s a plan. I say we leave from the back side of the campus on this road here,” said Joe as he pointed. 
 
    “Perfect. Whenever you guys are ready, we can meet outside the Sociology Department. Frank has a few bikes picked out for you. All of them have baskets for carrying supplies,” said Ed. 
 
    “Give us fifteen minutes,” said Meg. 
 
    Back in the tunnels, Joe and Meg stuffed their meager packs with the few articles of clothing they’d brought with them. Then they used several bags to load up on food and bottled water for their baskets. 
 
    “You about ready?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Yep. Quickest packing job I’ve ever done. Maybe there’s something to not having many possessions.” 
 
    “It’ll feel great to get off campus for a while.” 
 
    “I know. I just wish everyone was coming with us.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” said Joe with a wink. 
 
    Meg smiled as she slung her small bag over her shoulder. “No, I don’t.” 
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    Frank crouched down near one of the bikes he’d chosen and adjusted the brakes one last time. He wanted to be sure he picked the best possible bikes for the three who would be leaving campus. Yesterday, he had found the campus maintenance department. The varied tasks required of the department resulted in the largest toolshed Frank had ever seen. He was in heaven. 
 
    “Hey, Frank, thanks for getting the bikes ready. I knew you’d be the right guy for the job,” said Ed. 
 
    The group followed Ed to the enormous bike rack outside the student union. 
 
    “Not a problem at all. I think I’ve got three well-maintained bikes here for you guys.” 
 
    Meg grabbed the only female bike in the trio and adjusted the seat to suit her. 
 
    “I also prepared a repair kit. It has a pump as well as a patch kit for a blown tire. Hopefully you’ll never use it, but better safe than sorry.” 
 
    Frank affixed the repair kit to the back of Joe’s bike. The bungee cords attached to the small rack provided enough security to keep the kit from slipping off. Mike noisily dropped a very large supply of water bottles into the basket located on the handlebars of his bike. 
 
    “Here, let me secure those for you. Otherwise, the first bump you hit, they’ll go flying out,” said Frank. 
 
    Frank pulled additional bungee cords off a few of the bikes on the rack. He crisscrossed the basket with the bungees, securing the bottles. 
 
    “Thanks, man. I wish you were going,” said Mike. 
 
    The men shook hands and then leaned in for a brief half hug. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    The three riders mounted their bikes. They turned one last time to the group, and Meg said, “We’ll see you guys later!” 
 
    “If we find the camp, then we’ll probably stay there for a day or so before coming back here. The latest we will stay away in any case is three nights. You’ll know something went wrong if we aren’t back in three nights,” said Joe soberly. 
 
    The group had no way to communicate with the others left behind on campus. The radios used by the watch standers did not have the range needed to cover the distance required for the campus to communicate with the riders. Instead they would have to rely on the passage of time to communicate if a problem occurred. 
 
    “Sorry I can’t provide you with radios for the trip. It would be a waste to even try. The handhelds are really just enough for maintenance and security to communicate on campus. We were lucky to get those back in good working order,” said Ed. 
 
    “We’ll be fine without them,” said Mike. 
 
    “We’d better get out of here before the sun gets too high and things heat up,” said Joe. 
 
    The brave group pedaled their way through the center of campus toward the rear exit. Once they turned the corner of the student union, they could no longer be seen by those who remained. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll find?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Hard to say. I just hope they come back,” said Brett. 
 
    Frank felt a little sick at the thought of his best friend Mike not returning. If Mike joined the ranks of the missing civilians, Frank would lose everything he held onto in this new world. Mike anchored Frank with the purpose of finding Mike’s family. Instead of allowing his mind to go dark with worry, he decided to once again be proactive. 
 
    “I’m going back to the shop to work on the solar panels. See you guys!” 
 
    He moved quickly away from the others back into the familiar, almost soothing setting of the world of maintenance. 
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    Joe’s thighs burned as they biked through the mountains. Luckily the ride did not require them to go up and over the top of the mountain range, something he did not think his body could handle. 
 
    “Can we take a break? I’m dying back here!” shouted Mike from the rear. 
 
    “Me too!” chimed in Meg. 
 
    “Let’s get to the shade up ahead. We can rest there!” 
 
    Joe continued their steady pace toward a large area of deep shade. The sun beat down on them, making the ride all the more miserable. 
 
    “Did I ever mention I hate bike riding?” said Mike. 
 
    Meg laughed and said, “This trip might make me hate it too. We’re only a couple of hours into the trek and I feel like stopping for good.” 
 
    After stopping, Joe pulled out one of the cycling maps and spread it out in front of them. He hoped to find some sort of landmark he could use to plot their location on the map. The lack of cross streets in the rural area made finding themselves on the maps tricky. 
 
    “I think you should use the topographical map. We haven’t passed any other streets. It’s been a straight shot so far from campus to here,” said Mike between gulps of water. 
 
    “That’s a good idea. This cycling map is almost useless without knowing our speed. Everything on here is calibrated for distance, but without knowing our rate of travel, it doesn’t help at all.” 
 
    He spread the topographical map out in front of them. The three leaned in, looking at the map, trying to figure out their location. Reading the map took getting used to. At first glance the map looked like a cluttered collection of random symbols. Joe fought the urge to cast the map aside. Instead, he focused on the symbol key until the map’s information came into focus. 
 
    “I think we crossed this area of dense pines about thirty minutes ago,” said Mike. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I’m allergic to pines. When we entered that area, my first thought was about the inhaler I left on the ship.” 
 
    “You feeling okay without the inhaler?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I’m okay, not great, but I’ll live.” 
 
    “Okay. Assuming you’re right about the pine grove, we should be about here,” said Joe, pointing at a location on the map. 
 
    “You think? That’s a little farther along than I thought we’d be,” said Meg. 
 
    “Yes. If we went that far in one and a half hours, then we would have gotten to here in just thirty minutes. More or less,” said Joe. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” said Mike. 
 
    “Or close enough, anyway. If would mean we aren’t too far away from the place where Ed thinks the camp is located. Maybe the hardest part of the ride is behind us,” said Joe. 
 
    “I hope so. I’m sore in all sorts of weird places. I’m not sure how much more pedaling I have in me today,” said Meg. 
 
    “I second that. Here’s to finding the camp and resting for a while,” said Mike, holding up his warm water bottle. 
 
    The group sat silently, each regaining their energy before the last push to the first location on the map. Joe and Meg lay flat on the soft earth, holding hands as they rested in the cool shade. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Mike, looking into the distance. 
 
    “What is it? Did you see something?” asked Joe, sitting up quickly. 
 
    “Yes. I saw a group of four people crossing the road over there,” Mike said as he pointed ahead. 
 
    “What sort of people? Military?” asked Meg, alarmed. 
 
    “That’s the weird thing. I have no idea what sort of people they were.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Were they civilians?” asked Joe. 
 
    “No. They were definitely military of some sort.” 
 
    “Then we need to get off the road and hide. Maybe they’re searching this area. We might get discovered,” said Meg. 
 
    They quickly moved their bikes off the road into the forest. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘military of some sort’?” asked Joe as he hustled for concealment. 
 
    “That’s just the thing. They didn’t look like a group of our soldiers. I didn’t recognize their uniforms. It’s like they were military but not our military. I know that sounds crazy,” said Mike, frustrated. 
 
    “Let’s get the bikes a little farther into the forest and wait it out. Whoever they are, I don’t want to tangle with them,” said Joe. 
 
    The group quickly and silently laid their bikes flat against the soft forest ground. The location allowed them to watch the road without being seen. They lay flat on their bellies, looking in the direction where Mike had seen the men. A few seconds later a small group of heavily armed men emerged from the forest, crossed the road, then disappeared into the thick trees on the other side of the road. The group wore a camouflage pattern of uniforms never before seen by Joe. 
 
    “Oh wow. Who are they?” said Joe in a whisper. 
 
    “You don’t recognize their uniforms either?” said Mike. 
 
    “Not at all. I’ve never seen that pattern of camo.” 
 
    “Maybe the government needed to uniform more people and is using something different for this operation?” said Meg. 
 
    “It makes no sense to me that they would do that. The military has strict guidelines for their uniforms, including camo patterns, and it doesn’t change things frequently.” 
 
    “So what do we do? Turn back?” asked Mike. 
 
    “No way. We’ve come this far. The camp, if it’s where Ed thinks it should be, isn’t too far away from here. We’d be better off going there and not back to campus.” 
 
    “I agree, but those guys are freaking me out. They were all Asian. I don’t know anything about uniforms, but the fact that the entire group of them looked Asian seems really strange to me,” said Meg. 
 
    “I agree, but I don’t want to be on the road, exposed, for the long ride back. I think we’re better off trying to find the camp. It’s closer to our current location,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe held Meg’s hand, trying to soothe her. He also needed to calm down. Seeing the armed soldiers so close underscored their helplessness. The group had no realistic way to fight back against such a force and Joe knew it. 
 
    “Okay. I think we should hold tight for a little longer. Maybe the group is just moving through the area. We can wait this out and then go to the camp. If it’s not there, then we go back to campus. I can’t see us spending even more time out in the open, trying to find the second location,” said Mike. 
 
    “Alright. That’s a decent plan. Let’s lie low for a good while. I want to be sure they’re gone. Do you agree?” asked Joe, turning to Meg. 
 
    “Yes. It’s not great, but better than getting caught.” 
 
    The group lay flat, watching the road for any signs of movement. Joe inched his way closer to Meg and pressed his leg to hers. Nothing in this changed world made sense to him anymore. Hopefully, his brother, Jeff, would have answers for them. 
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    Larry struggled up the last flight of stairs in the School of Management’s large chrome and glass building. His tall, muscular, heavy physique resisted any sort of fast movement. Walking up six flights of stairs not only defied gravity but also worked against the dynamics of his large frame. He would rather spend hours at the gym lifting weights than walk up one flight of stairs. 
 
    He took a moment at the top of the stairs before rounding the corner to the classroom where he would relieve the current watch stander. His turn to stand watch came frequently. Something he would gladly do if it meant never returning to the soldiers. 
 
    “Hey, Marvin!” 
 
    “Ah, Larry, good man! Nice to see you. I thought I’d never be relieved from sitting here,” said Marvin. 
 
    The old man stood and stretched in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. Beams of sunlight poured into the open space, heating it to the point of being barely tolerable. 
 
    “It is surprisingly difficult to ‘stand watch,’ as they say,” said Marvin as he collected his things. 
 
    “Yes. Boredom comes very quickly with no entertainment up here. That’s why there are always two people on watch at each station during the night. Otherwise, who could stay awake left alone? I’d be asleep in two minutes.” 
 
    “I brought reading material but then put my book down, figuring I was supposed to be watching, not reading. Anyhow, good luck! See you at dinner.” 
 
    Larry settled into the most comfortable chair the room had to offer. His long legs stretched out in front of him and his arms dangled from the edges of the too small office chair. The professor’s chair did provide more comfort than the numerous student chairs located behind the desks. Besides, he hated school, always had. Sitting in a crappy school chair would just remind him of all the firsts he’d experienced while at school. His first broken nose. His first suspension. The first time he was molested. 
 
    He grew up in the inner city of St. Louis, without much parenting to help him navigate the rough waters of adolescence. People looked at him differently because of his size. While still a child, he appeared to be a man. Consequently, when he got into trouble, those in authority dealt with him much harsher than a smaller boy his age would have been treated. At the age of fourteen, his various fights, dangerous school pranks, and drug use resulted in a permanent suspension from school and placement in a home for boys. 
 
    Rita, Larry’s mom, could not help her son any more than she could help herself out of the pitiful circumstances of her life. They bounced around from one apartment to another over the course of his youth. Ultimately they ended up staying on friends’ couches or in homeless shelters. When the state finally took Larry away from Rita, severing her parental rights, the damage to the boy had been done—his future nearly carved in stone. 
 
    At the age of eighteen the authorities released him from the “reformatory school.” He would never forget the day they told him he could leave. They never told him where he should go, only that he could leave. He had long since lost contact with his mother, and the string of foster homes never resulted in permanent relationships. With no home to call his own, he returned to the only place he knew he could find a bed. A homeless shelter. 
 
    Shortly after finding a place at the First Parish Men’s Home, his problems reignited. A wily man named Vic singled him out for “special favors.” Unbeknownst to Larry, Vic ran a serious racketeering business, which also included drugs and prostitution. Vic showered Larry with cash, alcohol and women. Soon, he moved out of the shelter and into one of Vic’s “spreads,” as he called his apartments. 
 
    Unfortunately, Larry didn’t know enough about the real world to recognize that Vic was using him because of his size to do increasingly dangerous and illegal tasks. Ultimately, his relationship with Vic resulted in his arrest. The first night in jail, he used his one phone call to reach out to the only person he thought would help him. Instead of being his savior, Vic turned a cold shoulder to him, saying he really could not get involved. Larry ended up pleading guilty to various charges, including assault with intent to kill, and possession of Class C drugs with intent to distribute. The judge sentenced him to six years in the state penitentiary. 
 
    The years he did in the state penitentiary turned Larry into an angry, vicious man. He suffered at the hands of the guards more than his fellow inmates, who seemed too afraid to touch him. The guards, on the other hand, seemed to relish the thought of breaking the large man. The guards increased the severity of Larry’s punishment through their repeated beatings and frequent solitary confinement. 
 
    Upon his release from prison, he focused single-mindedly on never returning. During his time in prison, he managed to finish high school and earn a GED. The GED allowed him to obtain work at Raw as a bouncer. He worked as many hours as humanly possible and saved every penny of his money until he could afford an apartment of his own. Moving out of the shelter and into the tiny basement studio apartment had been the proudest moment of his life. Unable to afford furniture, he slept and ate on the floor and loved every moment of it. He had been in the apartment for only six months when the lights went out. Then the soldiers came. 
 
    They rounded up everyone, him included, and brought them to a camp. His time in the penitentiary and lack of usable skills flagged him as only suitable for hard physical labor. He had been given the task of digging ditches with other men in his group. The conditions and treatment seemed no different than being on the inside. Determination to escape burned in him with a ferocious power until he finally found his opportunity and ran for freedom. 
 
    Locating a campus full of people who had also avoided capture seemed too good to be true. He determined to never tell anyone about what he had seen in the outside world. Instead, he nestled into the university and enjoyed the feeling of being an active member of their group. 
 
    “Knock, knock!” said Jill, a student. 
 
    “Hi, Jill. What brings you here?” 
 
    “I thought I’d make rounds to all the watch stations with some snacks. I have candy, chips and granola bars. You want anything?” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do. Thanks!” 
 
    Grabbing bags of salty and sweet goodness from the stockpile made him believe he had died and gone to heaven. He would do everything he could to remain on campus, concealed from the outside world. 
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    Ed made his rounds without the vigor he normally felt when checking in with people. He needed to pay a visit to Sal, but could not seem to make himself go to the top floor of the hospital. The risk of seeing a mummification in progress disturbed Ed immensely. He preferred less gory endeavors, even shunning bloody horror films at every turn. Today he was determined to put aside his squeamishness for the sake of the group. 
 
    After Dr. Lordes started his work on the bodies, the gruesome smell in the hospital began to get rapidly better. Hopefully, upon completion of the mummification steps, the smell would be gone entirely. 
 
    “Sal? You up here?” shouted Ed. 
 
    A thin shroud of dust covered the once gleaming white floors. The teaching hospital had been a jewel among teaching facilities. It boasted some of the world’s best researchers, all working toward finding cures for the most exotic and deadliest disease pathogens. Now it looked more like an underfunded and ignored inner-city hospital. 
 
    “Over here!” answered Sal from the far corner of the building. 
 
    Ed grimaced. He had hoped Sal might be on a break or his voice wouldn’t carry. Instead, the mummy-maker walked out of the operating theater. He wore blood-soaked hospital scrubs under a long, thick plastic apron. Sweat glistened across his broad forehead, soaking his surgical cap. 
 
    “Hi, Ed! What brings you up here?” 
 
    “I thought I’d check in with you to see how things are going.” 
 
    “Everything is fine. I think at this point I could go back in time and get a job as an Egyptian high priest. I’m actually getting good at the entire process.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. The smell has really decreased. That’s something everyone is grateful for.” 
 
    “It won’t be long before the smell will be gone entirely. I just have one more cadaver to dismantle.” 
 
    His use of the word dismantle in reference to a human body made Ed’s stomach lurch. 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to gross you out,” said Sal with a slight laugh. 
 
    “No worries at all. It’s part of the territory. I’m just glad you met me out here in the hallway. I really dreaded going into the operating room.” 
 
    “Yes. You’re right about that. You wouldn’t want to be in there. Believe me. It’s not a scene for the uninitiated.” 
 
    “Are you happy with the results?” asked Ed. 
 
    Ed assumed mummification would preserve the human remains for the families who would be back for their loved ones. He just did not know what level of preservation they could achieve. 
 
    “I’m very happy with the results. I think the families will be as well. I can show you if you want?” 
 
    Ed hesitated, not wanting to be rude; then he finally said, “No. Your assurances are enough for me. So long as you think the families will be pleased and the smell is gone, I’m a happy camper.” 
 
    “They’ll be pleased. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Thanks very much for taking on the project. I know it’s not exactly in your line of work, but we really needed this to be done.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m happy to have a project. Wish I had a few more bodies to work on. It’s been keeping me occupied and out of trouble,” said Sal with a wink. 
 
    “I doubt we’ll have any volunteers, but I’ll keep an eye out for you,” said Ed, laughing. 
 
    Ed ran down the flights of stairs with a bounce in his step. Sal seemed to be doing an excellent job of preserving the bodies. However, the lightness of his mood came from seeing Sal so happy. Although Ed had not known Sal prior to the emergency, it seemed as the days progressed, the man had become more and more depressed. On more than one occasion, Ed had seriously worried for him because his mood seemed so dark. Now the doctor beamed with purpose. Nothing gave Ed more satisfaction than seeing another person happy. 
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    Nancy and Brett reclined on the grass in the center of campus. Ed allowed everyone to use the grassy area for fresh air and exercise. The watchers could alert the people outside long before any soldiers actually made it onto the university grounds. Plus, the outdoor recreation area, as they now called it, had easy access to the tunnels, making it an instant favorite for everyone. 
 
    Nancy felt as though she needed to go outside periodically in order to keep her sanity. The stuffy air and darkness in the tunnels played tricks on her mind. The dim lights used in their subterranean world caused ever-changing shadows on the tunnel walls. At times those shadows looked like humans. At other times, the shadows were more sinister creatures right out of a sci-fi horror film. 
 
    “Where do you think they are?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Hopefully near the camp, if there is one.” 
 
    “You don’t think there’s a camp out there for them to find?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I just feel like they don’t have a lot of information to work with. Ed did a great job analyzing the area, but even so, they’re really just guessing,” said Brett. 
 
    “True. I’d hate to think they’re on a wild-goose chase,” she said. 
 
    “Exactly. I had my reservations about them going, but Joe did seem fairly certain that there’s a survivalist camp somewhere in the mountains. That gave me pause. Now I wish I had spoken my mind.” 
 
    “I know. I’m feeling it too. But they’ll be as careful as possible. You’ll see. Within a few days, they’ll be back with reports about the camp, or lack thereof.” 
 
    Nancy laid her head back down onto the soft grass. A few longer blades tickled the side of her neck and face, causing her to itch. The grass had grown since the lights went out. Without anyone around to fix the mowers and do regular maintenance, the campus began to look abandoned. 
 
    “Here comes Ed,” said Brett. 
 
    Nancy sat up as Ed walked toward them. She did not want to be lying down in front of her boss. Even though the situation hardly required formality, she still felt better sitting up than lying flat when he approached. 
 
    “Hey, guys! Soaking up the sunshine?” 
 
    “You got it. As much as we can possibly get,” said Brett. 
 
    Ed sat down to join them. Usually Ed seemed to be on the move, resting only at night. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you taking a break,” commented Nancy. 
 
    “I feel like I need one. Worrying about our cycling group is killing me,” said Ed. 
 
    “We were just talking about that. I think they have the best possible chance of finding the camp. At this point, all we can do is wait for their return,” said Brett. 
 
    Nancy considered Ed for a moment and then said, “What do you think happened?” 
 
    “With what?” said Ed. 
 
    “I mean with all of this. Like, what’s your guess on what caused the EMP? It just occurred to me that we never asked you.” 
 
    “Every day I ask myself that same question. I haven’t come to any solid conclusions, of course. I’d like to think something innocent started the ball rolling. But it just makes no sense that the troops would be on us so quickly. It’s like they were prepared for this somehow,” said Ed. 
 
    “We think the government orchestrated an EMP in order to use it as an excuse to round up civilians,” said Brett. 
 
    “Yes. That’s the consensus around here too. But for what purpose?” 
 
    “The erosion of our Fourth Amendment rights. You’ll see, this whole thing will get resolved. Everyone will move back home just like nothing happened. Then Congress will craft some sort of hole right through the search and seizure laws.” 
 
    “I’m worried about that too. They could use this event to justify the complete eradication of probable cause. That’s the easiest thing to do. Without the police needing probable cause to stop motorists or to enter and search a home, they’d run completely free.” 
 
    “None of us would be safe. It’s easy to imagine petty, small-minded politicians using the local police as their own personal hit squad. They could quickly incarcerate just about anyone they deemed a threat to their office,” said Ed. 
 
    “Exactly. And once incarcerated, the politicians could also dispense with the right to a speedy trial. People could be sitting in jail for years before a judge ever reviewed their case,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’m sure glad I’m not in the Sociology Department. You guys are freaking me out!” said Brett. 
 
    “Too bad Marvin isn’t here. He can really spin a good conspiracy tale,” said Ed, chuckling. 
 
    “Unless you guys are right, in the end it probably doesn’t matter what happened,” said Brett. 
 
    “No. It doesn’t matter. I’m trying to focus my energy on staying out of the whole mess. If I can keep us safe and out of one of their internment camps, we might just make it through this thing,” said Ed. 
 
    “Yes. We just might make it through this thing thanks to your leadership,” said Nancy. 
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    Joe checked his watch for the tenth time in under a minute. Overkill for sure, but he really wanted to be certain they did not pass the location where he suspected the camp to be. The only way to determine their progress on the map required them to keep a steady pace and for him to scrutinize the time. 
 
    “We should stop here. I think we’ve gone far enough,” said Joe, slowing his bike. 
 
    “Do you think we should be there?” asked Meg as she pulled up next to him. 
 
    “I haven’t seen any cross streets. It’s odd,” said Mike. 
 
    “I know, it is odd. I don’t think we passed it. I’ve been really careful not to pass the entrance. I think at this point we need to walk the bikes and look closely for a road on the right side. From the looks of the map, it’s not much of a road. We could easily miss it.” 
 
    Joe dismounted and walked the bike forward, scanning the bushes along the road for any sign of a gap. He hoped his rough calculations were correct. If not, they had a long walk in front of them. 
 
    A few minutes later Meg said, “Okay. I officially hate pushing this stupid bike more than riding it. Who knew this would be so hard?” 
 
    “Maybe we should ditch the bikes. We could mark their location on the road, like we did when we hid Brett and Nancy’s bikes. It might be easier than walking with them,” said Mike. 
 
    “Sure. That could work. With any luck, we won’t have far to go,” said Joe. “The camp has to be close.” 
 
    They quickly placed their bikes in a concealed location in the forest. Meg collected rocks for marking the spot on the road. 
 
    “That should do it,” said Meg, placing the last rock. 
 
    The group continued their slow progress toward the camp. Their near silent footfalls allowed them to hear more of the forest sounds. 
 
    “I’m just not seeing anything. Maybe Ed was wrong and the camp isn’t up here?” said Mike. 
 
    “Or maybe I’m wrong and the camp isn’t even in this area,” said Joe, crestfallen. 
 
    “It has to be here. Let’s keep going for a little ways. If we don’t see a road or any indication that the camp is here, then we can consider looking at the second location,” said Meg. 
 
    “You’re not concerned about the soldiers we saw earlier?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I am concerned about them. But we haven’t seen or heard anything for a few hours. I’d think if they were near enough to be a threat, we’d know.” 
 
    “We didn’t last time,” said Joe. 
 
    “I know, but this time we’re listening for them. Besides, I really don’t want to have to ride back out here,” said Meg. 
 
    “That’s odd,” said Mike. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look at this black mark on the road. It’s curved,” said Mike. 
 
    “So? What’s odd about that?” asked Joe. 
 
    “A curved arch like that only comes from wheels turning, not going straight. Like they were skidding.” 
 
    “Maybe there was an accident here?” offered Meg. 
 
    “I don’t think so. The length of the arch and the curve indicate that it has to be a car turning. Quickly, but not an accident. Accident skid marks are usually longer and deeper. As the car is struggling to slow down, it will leave a long straight mark on the road. This mark, although faint, is from a vehicle turning. We need to look into the trees closer.” 
 
    Impressed, Joe asked, “How do you know so much about skid marks?” 
 
    “A number of years back, my grandma was in a really bad car wreck. It was so bad that it left her paralyzed from the waist down. The other guy caused it but wouldn’t pay for her medical care. His insurance company claimed they were both at fault, so she got a good lawyer and sued them.” 
 
    “Did she win?” 
 
    “She sure did, because of the accident reconstructionist her attorney hired. The skid marks told the whole story of what caused the accident, and it wasn’t my granny. I learned a lot about what they do from the whole experience.” 
 
    They stood in the road, taking in their surroundings. 
 
    Finally Mike said, “We need to get off the main road. Let’s poke into the forest over here, near the mark. Maybe the entrance is concealed.” 
 
    They breached the dense tree line, which guarded the forest’s interior from the street. Tall thick trees stood sentry over the woods in a formidable line. 
 
    Once inside the forest, Joe said, “I’ll be damned. You’re right! Look over here.” 
 
    A wide dirt road snaked into the dark interior, its location concealed from the main road by tree branches. Someone had hung the branches from the existing trees in such a way as to create a visual screen from the road. 
 
    “Clever! They really don’t want to be found,” said Meg. 
 
    “Makes me wonder what sort of people we’ll find at the camp,” said Mike. 
 
    “Me too,” said Joe. 
 
    They walked down the dirt road in silence. The road curved through the woods, ending at a wrought-iron gate. The words “Better Way” were written on the arch of the gate. 
 
    Joe walked up to the gates and gave it a vigorous shake. Its sturdy locks didn’t budge. 
 
    “Better Way? Do you think this is it?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I’d like to know what’s inside,” said Joe. 
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    Chet Flemming sat at his desk in the manager’s shed of the Better Way survivalist camp. He’d built the shed not because he thought he would need an office area to run his operation, but rather so everyone would know he was the boss. Others could not gain access to the manager’s shed unless he allowed it. The shed created enough separation between himself and his fellow campers to set him apart from them. 
 
    Chet had grown up on the property where the camp was now located and never intended to venture much farther away. However, at the age of thirty-six his mother kicked him out of the family home. The drugs and alcohol he constantly consumed finally caught up with him. He lost his driver’s license following his third driving while intoxicated conviction. Tired of watching the downward spiral, his mother said she could not live with someone so intent on pissing away his life. 
 
    With no place to go, Chet did the only thing he could. He survived. He took a small bundle of personal belongings, his stash of drugs, and as much alcohol as he could carry, and walked out. His mother owned over three hundred acres of land in the mountains. Her property abutted a forest owned by the Land Preservation Society, making her land feel even vaster. Without the benefit of a plan, he decided to head into nature, where he could use whatever substances he chose without the judgmental eye of either his mother or civilization. 
 
    Drunk and stoned, he trekked deep into the woods to find a place for himself. Soon he lost his way, unable to distinguish one tree from the next. Every attempt to get out of the vast forest resulted in him feeling even more lost. Without a tent or any real survival skills, he barely made it through the first winter. Constant starvation coupled with the freezing temperatures nearly drove him to the point of death. A tarp strung up between tree branches served as a makeshift tent. The only food he ate came entirely from the land. 
 
    Eventually, the drug and alcohol supply dwindled to nothing, leaving him stone-cold sober with the reality he’d haphazardly created. Those were the days that transformed him from a lost soul into the man he always knew he could become. Once his anger subsided, allowing him to think more clearly, he found himself. He created tools and then cut down trees to form a very rough log cabin. Soon after, he began to farm the land. Over time, he healed himself. The challenges of living alone with nature seemed to smooth out his rough edges and give him a previously unknown confidence. 
 
    After nearly seven years of living alone in the wild mountainous forest, he decided to once again search for home. He packed the few things he still possessed and headed out. The journey took several weeks. Finally, he picked the correct direction, managing to stumble upon his mother’s home. 
 
    His family house had changed dramatically since he had left. The lovingly cared for flower gardens now had a thick layer of weeds, making the beds blend seamlessly into the rest of the unkempt yard. The large wraparound deck, which his mother insisted on painting every summer, now looked warped, the paint chipping from every surface of the once pristine decking. He and his mother had loved to relax on the once beautiful deck, sipping lemonade and playing cards in an effort to beat the heat of summer. 
 
    A pile of weathered mail littered the entrance to the house. Someone had taped several letters addressed to him to the front door. He grabbed one, opening it quickly. A law firm had been trying to contact him for over two years. They regretted to inform him that his mother had passed away during his absence. The entire estate now belonged to him. 
 
    The news hit him hard. He dropped the letter and sat on the deck. He had not talked to anyone in years. The first communication with the outside world announced the death of his mother in the coldest terms possible. Nothing had changed while he retreated. The world would continue to kick him in the teeth at every turn. 
 
    Once he settled his mother’s estate, he lived on the farm, mostly keeping to himself. One day, he read an advertisement for a camp that claimed to teach people survival skills. The ad made him laugh out loud. He wondered how anyone could teach survival skills unless they’d actually survived. On a lark, he decided to attend one of the sessions, to test his skills against those of the instructors. 
 
    He knew the course would be basic compared to the knowledge he’d acquired in the wild. His skills had been honed from fighting for survival, not playing survivalist. The instructors worked hard to teach the attendees how to survive. However, the thin veneer of their knowledge would never stand up to the real challenges of raw survival. After leaving the school, he realized that he could monetize his vast survival skills. 
 
    He quickly set up the “Better Way Survival School.” Chet named it “Better Way” because he thought there could always be a better way of doing something. One just had to find it. Over time, he built a steady following of people eager to learn from him. 
 
    The land he inherited from his mother turned out to be perfect for the camp. The vast acreage and isolated location allowed him to really test people’s skills. He did everything right when setting up the camp. He even closely guarded its location. People taking his classes never knew the precise location of the camp. Instead, he had the group attendees assemble at a meeting spot in the city. From there, he picked them up in an old unmarked school bus. He purposely left the camp’s name off the bus in case anyone felt inclined to follow the group. He required everyone to don an eye mask as he drove to the camp. The mysterious location made the camp wildly popular. 
 
    Keeping the location a well-guarded secret ensured that his haven would not be overrun with people looking for help if something actually happened. Despite himself, over the years, he became close to several of the regular campers. Eventually, he allowed a few chosen people to know the exact location of the camp. If any crazy shit happened in the world, he would allow those select people to shelter with him. Anyone else who attempted to gain access to the camp would be killed immediately. In an emergency he could not afford to save everyone, and he knew it. 
 
    To Chet, the key component to survival in a crazy world involved being isolated from the events causing the mayhem. The few people he allowed into his sphere all understood the importance of maintaining the mystery of the camp’s location. Over the weeks since the incident, their resolve to keep the camp hidden had been tested several times as random people walked through the area seeking assistance. Anyone insisting on entering the camp by force met the same cold fate. Sitting in the manager’s shed, he felt proud of what he had built. The larger world might be going insane, but the small world of the camp he’d created never changed. 
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    Joe searched his brain for anything Jeff might have said about the camp. Again he came up short. Jeff had never told him much about the camp other than that they would be there for several weeks in the summer. 
 
    “Do you think this is it?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t just stand here rattling the gate and yelling for them. I say we try to get in. Maybe the camp is farther in and they can’t hear us from here,” said Mike. 
 
    “I agree,” said Meg. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s see if we can walk around the fence. Maybe it ends at one of the sides. Or maybe there will be a less formidable gate somewhere along the perimeter,” said Joe. 
 
    The group left the dirt road for the forest. They followed the fence line for at least half a mile. The fence did not seem to end. Instead it followed the contours of the land, preventing outsiders from entering the camp’s vast grounds. 
 
    “This has to be the place. Why else would anyone fence in so much land way out here? Your brother and Kim are so paranoid, this has to be where they’re holing up among people who are equally paranoid,” said Meg. 
 
    “I think you might be right. If I wanted to be isolated during any sort of catastrophic event, this would be the place to do it. Based on what we’re seeing, I also don’t think there’s any reason to explore the second location we suspected could hold the camp, do you?” 
 
    “Not at all. This has to be the place,” said Meg. 
 
    “Maybe we should go back to the front gate and try either yelling louder or climbing it. There doesn’t seem to be an end to the fencing. I’d rather not get too deep into the forest. If they won’t open up and we can’t get in, then we need to consider leaving before it starts to get dark,” said Mike. 
 
    “I agree. I’d rather not be out here during the night,” said Meg. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go back. You’re right, maybe we can climb the fence at the entrance,” said Joe. 
 
    They walked back to the wrought-iron gates. Joe considered his options. He knew his climbing skills would be no match for the tall fence. In addition, the wrought-iron fence did not offer any handholds to grab while climbing over. Similarly, the tall fencing surrounding the camp had been crowned with barbed wire. There would be no way to effectively get through the fence without substantial wire-cutting tools. 
 
    “Maybe you guys could give me a lift up and over this thing. If I can reach the top of it, then I’ll be able to pull myself over,” said Joe. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Chet? Chet? Sorry to bother you,” said a male voice softly. 
 
    Chet had told everyone not to bother him when he went to the manager’s shed. He needed a place all to himself where he would be sure none of the others would ever come in. Annoyed at the intrusion, he sighed and got up. 
 
    “What is it? You know I’d not supposed to be bothered when I’m in here!” said Chet angrily. 
 
    “Sorry about that. It’s just that there are people at the gate. They’re trying to get over the top,” said the slight man. 
 
    “So? You know the rule. No one gets in. We’ve dealt with this before. I don’t see what the problem is.” 
 
    “Jeff said one of the men is his brother.” 
 
    Jeff Birch was one of the guys whom Chet had hesitated to invite into the camp as a permanent resident in the case of a national emergency. The man had a way of getting under Chet’s skin. Despite not liking Jeff, he’d decided to invite the man and his wife, Kim, into the camp. Unlike her husband, Kim never got under his skin. In fact, at times Kim’s skin had been on his mind so much that he could barely concentrate on other things. He wanted the chance to have a go at her. Being her savior would go a long way to forging a bond between them. 
 
    His protection would be her aphrodisiac, although he did not think it would take too much effort on his part to get Kim away from her slack-jawed husband. Chet had not been in the woods long enough to forget how a woman looked at a man when she wanted him. Kim definitely gave off the vibe that she wanted Chet, and he’d noticed. She also preferred to barely cover her large breasts. Even if he never had the chance to bang Kim, the display brightened the mood of the men at camp. The importance of good morale could not be underestimated, in Chet’s opinion. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll be right out,” he said, closing the door. 
 
    The group had talked about what they would do if a family member showed up at the camp looking for refuge. Everyone had agreed that family would not be given any special treatment. It now seemed things had inexplicably changed for the men guarding the camp. 
 
    Jeff stood in the grass, waiting for Chet. The man’s simple face grimaced in anguish. 
 
    “You sure it’s your brother out there?” Chet asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s him. Even from a distance I recognized him and his wife, Meg. I don’t know who the guy they’re with is.” 
 
    “There’s three of them out there?” 
 
    “Yes. I first saw them trying to get around the fence. Now they’re working on a way to go over the front gate.” 
 
    “You know the rules,” said Chet sternly. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Others had gathered around them, watching the exchange. All eyes watched as Chet played God with the lives of the three people outside their gate. Chet relished the moment of power. Kim walked over to the men, swaying her hips as she moved. 
 
    “Maybe we should talk to them. Find out what’s been happening out there. I’d sure like some news,” she said with a Southern twang. When she talked, she had a way of pulling her arms close to her ribs, pushing the mounds of her pale breasts outward, punctuating her speech. Chet loved to listen to her talk. 
 
    Chet considered her words and breasts for a long moment. He enjoyed the power his position gave him over Jeff. Openly looking at Kim’s breasts in front of her powerless husband gave Chet a jolt of exhilaration. 
 
    “Alright. Let ’em in.” 
 
    Chet reached around his thick neck for the chain that had been partially obscured by his shirt. He wore the key to the front gate padlock around his neck for safekeeping. Although he never let anyone have the key, he would rather let the key off his person for a few minutes than run all the way to the gate. Jeff bowed slightly when accepting the key, then took off running toward the entrance. 
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    Larry watched the main drive to the campus with as much enthusiasm as he could manage. He routinely volunteered for watch, claiming that he desired to help as much as possible. Everyone at the camp pegged him for a tough but gentle sort of person. He let them believe the stories they made up about him. Helping their joint cause could not have been further from his mind when he volunteered for watch. He had his own reasons for watching the main entrance. 
 
    Anyone wandering off the street and onto the campus would have to pass in front of him. Locating himself at the first watch position ensured that he could manage who entered the campus. So far, he’d only encountered people coming either one or two at a time, allowing him to dispatch them easily. 
 
    Glancing at his watch, he realized he only had another hour before the next person relieved him. During the day, only one person sat at each watch station. At night, each station had two people on duty. The buddy system helped keep the watchers watching and not sleeping, for the most part. When couples went on watch together, Larry assumed they would use the opportunity for other things, making them the least effective people for the duty. 
 
    He stood, stretching in an attempt to get the kinks out of his strong back. Turning back to the entrance, he saw a short thin man walking onto the school grounds. He quickly ran toward the stairs, taking two at a time to get to the man before he managed to get much farther onto campus. If the man moved beyond the corner of the old student union, he would be visible to other watchers. Larry needed to stop him before that happened. 
 
    “Hey there!” he shouted to the lone man. 
 
    “Hello! Wow. Am I glad to see you,” said the man. 
 
    “Where’re you coming from?” 
 
    “Been in the city and decided to head for the mountains. I wasn’t sure I’d find anyone up here. Things are crazy down there.” 
 
    “Were you in one of the government-run camps?” asked Larry. 
 
    The man pushed up his sleeve, displaying his arm tag. “Sure was. I just got out yesterday. I felt like I needed a break from the city. I’m not sure I thought it through well enough. There’s really nothing out here. I planned on returning to the city if there was no one up here.” 
 
    “Come with me. I’ll show you where everyone is. We have our main fortress just this way,” said Larry, leading the man away from campus. 
 
    “You guys aren’t using the school for shelter?” asked the man. 
 
    Larry walked closely behind the man. Once they passed behind the student union’s old stone façade, he made his move. Before the man knew what had happened, Larry got behind him. With the precision of a trained killer, Larry wrapped a thin metal wire around the man’s neck and pulled tight. The muscles in his immense arms bulged as he increased the pressure on the man’s neck. The man desperately clawed at Larry’s arms, to no avail. The man’s meager musculature never stood a chance against Larry’s brute strength. 
 
    Once the man stopped twitching, Larry loosened the wire. The man’s body fell to the ground in a crumpled bundle. 
 
    He grabbed one of the man’s feet and yanked. Dragging the corpse to the forest had always been his least favorite part of standing watch. 
 
    After taking time to clean up, Larry returned to his watch-standing post. Less than twenty minutes later, Robin, a student at the university, came to relieve him. 
 
    “Hey, Larry! Anything new happening out there?” she said cheerily as she walked into the room. 
 
    “Not a thing. It’s been really quiet.” 
 
    Larry looked the coed over and thought how much he’d enjoy an evening on buddy watch with her. 
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    Jeff ran the distance to the front gate. The property had a long winding entrance, which he had never run at a full sprint. Chet preferred to have as much distance as possible between the camp’s central location and the road. As a result, without people watching the front gate, they would have no way to know what passed their location, because the camp itself sat deep in the woods. 
 
    Seeing Joe would be amazing. Jeff hoped more than anything that Joe and Meg sought to shelter at the camp on a long-term basis. Likewise, he hoped Chet and the others would allow them to stay. Jeff’s feelings toward the camp ran the gamut. On the one hand, he truly wanted to learn to survive and knew that Chet’s experience far outpaced the experience and knowledge of the others offering this sort of education. On the other hand, Chet struck him as the sort of guy who would murder a person in their sleep. The men Chet surrounded himself with did not seem much better. At times, Jeff felt less than safe around the men. 
 
    Then he had to consider his wife, Kim. He loved her dearly, even if he never fully trusted her. Any idiot could see Chet’s attraction to Kim. Sadly, at times, Jeff felt as though his wife secretly returned the attraction. 
 
    The possibility of having Joe and Meg at his side gave Jeff an immense feeling of relief. Finally, he would not be surrounded by people who were ambivalent at best to his well-being. As children Jeff and Joe had maintained separate lives, never becoming too close. Eventually the differences in their lifestyles drove a wedge between them. Each man had chosen a vastly different path. However, Jeff knew Joe would always be there for him, and he trusted his brother completely. 
 
    “Joe!” shouted Jeff as he ran to the gate. 
 
    The others, including Kim, followed close behind him. 
 
    “Jeff!” yelled Joe. 
 
    Joe jumped off his friend’s back. He had climbed on the man in an effort to get closer to the top of the gate. Others had tried the same approach, never making it to the top before being shot by either Chet or one of his henchmen. 
 
    “Let me get the gate for you! I brought the key!” said Jeff with a touch of pride. 
 
    Jeff fumbled with the thick locking mechanism on the gate’s padlock. He had never opened the gate nor needed to. At first, knowing Chet had the only key to the padlock bothered Jeff because he felt imprisoned by the man. Ultimately, he forgot all about the locked gate and focused on the tasks that needed to get done. 
 
    “Step aside. I’ll get it,” said Noland in a gruff dismissive tone. 
 
    A flash of acknowledgment passed between Joe and Jeff. Joe had always told Jeff he put up with way too much from people. Today was no different. Embarrassed, Jeff turned from Joe’s gaze. 
 
    “You guys are a sight for sore eyes,” said Kim. She stood next to Jeff, threading her arm into his. 
 
    The gate clanged, then swung lazily, hesitant to allow others inside. It had to be coaxed and finessed open. Finally, Noland managed to pull one of the doors inward, giving them access to Better Way. 
 
    Jeff hugged his brother warmly. “Come on! Let’s get you guys up to camp,” he said to them. 
 
    They walked along the main road to the camp in silence. Jeff could not help but notice Noland sizing up his brother and Mike as they walked. 
 
    “How did you find us?” asked Jeff, breaking the silence as they made it to the camp. 
 
    “I’d like to know the same thing! We’ve tried to make our little oasis a secret. Looks like the cat’s out of the bag,” said Chet, approaching the group. 
 
    Jeff caught the edge in Chet’s tone. He hoped Joe did not notice Chet’s attitude toward them. 
 
    “It was luck more than anything. You never mentioned the location of the camp to me. So when I thought about trying to find you, I didn’t have much to work with,” said Joe. 
 
    Jeff glanced at Chet, hopeful that the man heard Joe’s confirmation that Jeff had maintained the camp’s secret location. Chet was not the sort of person to let an error slide by unnoticed. Jeff’s survival at the camp depended on Chet not blaming him for Joe’s presence. 
 
    “So how did you figure it out?” Chet’s cold eyes bored into Joe. The wrong answer would be deadly. 
 
    “We’re staying at the university. One of the professors there convinced us to use a topographical map to search for you. The map shows way more than a regular road map. We were able to make assumptions about the location based on the map. The rest was sheer luck, really.” 
 
    “Luck and a lot of bike riding to get here! By the way, this is our friend Mike. We’ve been traveling with him for a while now,” said Meg. 
 
    “This is Noland and Chet. The camp is Chet’s place. He’s just letting a few of us stay here until things in town die down out there,” said Jeff. 
 
    They entered the main area of the camp, called the “Center.” The Center contained a vast garden system, a well, a repair shed, eating and cooking shelters, as well as a large campfire ring for gatherings. 
 
    “You hungry or thirsty?” asked Jeff. 
 
    Chet shot Jeff a disapproving look, causing the man to shrink almost imperceptibly. The admonishment had not been lost on Joe, who glanced at Meg with a pained looked. 
 
    “No, we’re fine. We brought our own food and water, but thanks!” said Joe. 
 
    They sat on one of the long wooden picnic tables of the eating shelter. 
 
    “What brings you to our humble abode?” asked Noland. 
 
    “We’ve taken refuge at the university for the past several weeks,” said Mike. 
 
    “People are still there? I would’ve thought it would be empty by now,” said Bruce as he joined them. 
 
    “There aren’t many people, but yes, there’s a few,” said Meg. 
 
    “How are they surviving?” asked Chet. 
 
    “What do you mean how are they surviving?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Do they have the essentials like food and water? At Better Way, we’ve been able to keep ourselves alive by growing or catching food,” said Chet boastfully. “I can’t imagine things are great at the university or you wouldn’t be here looking for help.” 
 
    “We have plenty of food and water. In fact, the entire city does. That’s not the problem we’re facing out there,” said Joe. 
 
    Jeff enjoyed watching his brother poke a hole in Chet’s ego. Chet prided himself on being able to feed everyone during the crisis. Throughout the entire time they stayed at the camp, he constantly bragged about how his knowledge had been the only thing keeping everyone alive. Apparently Chet had not read the situation correctly. Jeff fought to keep a smile from forming on his tightly closed lips. 
 
    “So what’s your problem, exactly?” said Chet angrily. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? The government is rounding up all the citizens,” said Mike. 
 
    “Oh shit,” said Bruce. 
 
    “Where are they being taken?” asked Noland. 
 
    “We aren’t sure. All we know is that as soon as the lights went out, the government swooped in and started a mass relocation of citizens,” said Joe. 
 
    “How did the three of you manage to stay out of the fray?” Chet asked suspiciously. 
 
    Chet had warned everyone that the day might come when an outsider would try to paint a false picture of the world beyond the gates. He said those outsiders would manipulate everyone to gain access to the camp. 
 
    “We’ve been on the run the entire time. We barely managed to get out of the city before the troops closed it off. They barricaded its entrances, making it near impossible to pass without detection,” said Mike. 
 
    “Finally, we made it to the university, where we’ve been for a while now,” said Joe. 
 
    “Again, I ask—why are you here?” said Chet with obvious annoyance. 
 
    “We’re here because the troops have been coming to the campus more frequently. They’ve even started searching it,” said Meg. 
 
    “Where are you hiding? How come they haven’t found any of you so far?” asked Kim. 
 
    “The university has a tunnel system. They used it as part of the hospital and research facilities. We hide in there most of the time,” said Joe. 
 
    “Like rats hiding in the sewer. Nice way to live,” said Chet. His air of superiority was fully restored as he criticized the university’s setup. 
 
    “It’s actually fine. We have everything we need. However, we’re concerned that eventually the soldiers will find us. That’s what brought us here. We’re hoping you guys will let our group stay at the camp,” said Joe. 
 
    Jeff had dreaded this moment. He had hoped that Joe and the others merely came to the camp to check on his well-being. Asking Chet for help would not go well. 
 
    “Why should we?” asked Chet, his arms crossed firmly over his chest. 
 
    “We can bring medical supplies, a doctor, and our own food. Unless you have access to a physician, I’d imagine your medical supplies are somewhat rudimentary,” said Mike. 
 
    Chet considered them for a long moment. His signature intense stare bored into each newcomer. Jeff had never been able to read Chet’s stone-cold facial features. Like the rest of the group, he waited for a response as the murderous man stared at the only family he had. 
 
    “How many people are we talking about?” asked Bruce, breaking the tension. 
 
    “Around fifteen or twenty, give or take. I’m not sure everyone would want to relocate. Plus, people come and go from the university all the time,” said Joe. 
 
    “Fine. Bring them here. It would be nice to have a doctor around the place. You never know when someone will get seriously injured. We could use a camp doc,” said Chet. 
 
    Jeff immediately sensed something off about Chet’s reaction. Chet prided himself on preparedness but had failed to ensure the camp had a physician. The others had bested him and Chet knew it. The fact that he had not thought of everything they needed to ensure their safety in an emergency had been exposed. 
 
    “You should get them settled. It’s starting to get dark,” said Chet to Jeff. 
 
    “You guys can stay with us! Our cabin is a little ways into the woods,” said Kim. 
 
    “Thanks, Chet. This means a lot. For what it’s worth, I’ll take responsibility for them,” said Jeff. 
 
    “Yes. You will,” Chet replied curtly. 
 
    Kim and Jeff led the group away from the Center toward their cabin. Once out of earshot, Jeff began to relax. The exchange had been disconcerting to him. Crossing Chet would never result in anything good happening. Jeff hoped Chet had been sincere in his invitation, but deep down he feared the man had an ulterior motive for his show of generosity. 
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    Joe followed his brother and Kim through the woods, entirely unimpressed by the camp. Everything about the place reeked of amateurs trying to build structures without any technical expertise. 
 
    The so-called cabins looked like hovels hastily built from leftover plywood. It reminded Joe of the ramshackle structures industrious homeless people often erected on the outskirts of a city. It could never be something he would call home. Meg grabbed his hand and squeezed it softly. They shared a knowing glance. They had been married long enough for him to know that Meg likely thought the same thing as he did. 
 
    “You’ve been staying at the camp the entire time? Since the event happened?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Sure have! We were here when the event occurred. Luckily, Chet let us stay on, not like the others,” said Kim. 
 
    “What do you mean, the others?” asked Meg. 
 
    “We were in the middle of the summer intensive. There were several families here for Chet’s shakedown course. After the event occurred, Chet made them leave so we could preserve our supplies,” said Kim with obvious pride. 
 
    “So the others just walked out of here?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Oh no. Chet drove them back to the city. He never allowed anyone to know the location of the camp. Instead, he’d pick up people in the city, blindfold them, and bring them to the camp,” said Jeff. 
 
    “That’s a little intense, don’t you think?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Not at all. Chet’s really careful. Our survival depends on it,” said Kim. 
 
    Jeff and Kim sounded like true believers. Their fervent defense of Chet alarmed Joe. 
 
    “Did you see them drive out of here?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Like, did we wave goodbye to them?” asked Kim. She looked at Mike like he must be the stupidest person on the planet. “No. Chet decided to take them back to the city at night. That way he wouldn’t be detected when driving them back.” 
 
    “We woke up one morning with far fewer people at the camp. I’m glad he chose to be so efficient about moving them out of here. We have much more room and resources without all those mouths to feed,” said Jeff. 
 
    “How did he get everyone out of here at once?” asked Meg. 
 
    “He used the Better Way school bus,” said Jeff. 
 
    “Did you see the bus return?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Or hear it leave?” said Joe. 
 
    “No. But we couldn’t hear it this far out, anyway,” said Jeff. 
 
    “It’s parked in its usual spot on the other side of the camp,” said Kim. 
 
    “Why all the questions? You guys have never been into being survivalists. Now suddenly you’re concerned about it?” Jeff had an edge to his voice as he defended their choice to remain at the camp. 
 
    “Not at all. Just curious, that’s all. Everyone has a different story after the event. We’re just figuring out what happened to you guys,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe hoped to put an end to Mike and Meg’s questioning. He knew everything he needed to know about the camp from meeting Chet. Clearly neither Jeff nor his daft wife, Kim, suspected Chet of being anything less than their savior. He needed to focus his energy on getting out of the camp alive. 
 
    Walking to Jeff’s cabin, Joe could not help but notice that Chet must have assigned the smallest and most poorly located cabin to Kim and Jeff. Neither of those things seemed to bother Jeff, who showed them his home with pride. 
 
    “Home sweet home!” he said as they approached the cabin. 
 
    “Wow! This is a lot nicer than I would have imagined,” said Meg approvingly. 
 
    “We sure like it. It’s a little out of the way, but it suits us just fine,” said Kim. 
 
    The cabin consisted of one bedroom, a large sitting room, and a small porch. Nothing else. 
 
    “Where do you cook?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Everyone cooks at the Center. It’s a communal kitchen,” said Kim. 
 
    “We also eat over there,” added Jeff. 
 
    “And the toilet? Let me guess, that’s communal too?” said Mike. 
 
    “Of course! Chet made sure everyone has to leave their cabins to eat and use the bathroom. He claims the group will be stronger if they share facilities to handle these needs,” said Kim. 
 
    “That makes sense. And he joins you guys in eating and using the facilities as well?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Of course not! He stays in the main house. He comes out to teach us and lead the camp,” said Kim. 
 
    “You guys will have to sleep out here in the living room, if that’s okay,” said Jeff. 
 
    The rough plywood floor had not been leveled before building the main frame of the so-called cabin around it. As a result, the sparse furniture in the room looked canted. They would have to sleep with their legs pointed down the slope, like one would do if tenting in an uneven spot. 
 
    “I’ll get extra pillows and blankets for everyone!” said Kim. 
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    Joe felt extremely uncomfortable at the camp. Something was off, but he could not pinpoint what bothered him the most about the situation. Chet appeared to be a loser who had created a little fiefdom in which to lord over people. The survivalists in the camp, including his brother and sister-in-law, followed Chet blindly. Maybe their blind trust in the man was what bothered him most. Disturbed was more like it—to the point where he felt compelled to get out of there as soon as possible. His entire being revolted against the place in the same way an animal’s instincts would tell it to run from a predator. Except he could not determine who or what posed the threat, though his money was on Chet. 
 
    Joe sat on the boards of the rough porch of his brother’s cabin, unsure of what he should be doing. Kim and Meg walked out of the cabin, laughing. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to go? You could meet everyone,” said Kim. 
 
    “I’m sure. You and Jeff go. We’ll be fine here. We brought our own food, no worries. We’ll catch up when you guys get back. Anyway, I could use the rest. It’s been a long day of biking,” said Meg. 
 
    “As long as you’re sure. I’ll bet Chet can find extra food around here for the three of you. He’s pretty resourceful,” said Jeff. 
 
    “No. We’ll be fine. Let’s talk when you get back,” said Joe. 
 
    Mike joined Meg and Joe as soon as they’d set off for dinner. The three of them sat in silence, watching as Jeff and Kim made their way through the woods toward the Center. 
 
    “Sorry to say this, but I’m glad they’re gone. Joe, your brother and his wife freak me out. This reminds me of the cults I read about as a kid. It’s like they’re true believers, and that guy Chet is their messiah. I have a really bad feeling about this place,” said Mike. 
 
    “You sure it’s them or this place? I’ve been sitting here feeling the same way, but can’t pinpoint why,” said Joe solemnly. 
 
    “The whole thing is creeping me out. I wish we didn’t have to stay the night. I think the entire setup is wacked. They seem brainwashed to me, too. I don’t want to be anywhere near this place. I’d rather stay at the university and take our chances with continued raids,” said Meg. 
 
    “I know what you mean. If I could leave right now, I would. Did you catch what they said about the other people who were here when the lights went out? If I had to bet, I’d say Chet did more than escort them to the city. We know that none of the vehicles, besides the military ones, are working. How could Chet drive those people out of here without a working truck? It makes no sense,” said Mike. 
 
    “I did catch that, but my brother and Kim didn’t seem to think anything was amiss. They probably have no idea about what really happened out there,” said Joe. 
 
    “No. They didn’t think anything was off. It really freaked me out. I wish we never came here,” said Mike. 
 
    “I say we get up early and leave before we’re forced to mingle with the others again. Chet is bad news for sure, but the other two guys seem even worse. They scare me. I feel like they’d slit our throats without giving it a second thought. I’d rather not stand at the gate and have a tearful goodbye with those two standing over us,” said Meg. 
 
    “Okay. I agree. Let’s get a decent night’s sleep and leave as early as possible. I’ll let Jeff and Kim know our plans tonight when they return. With any luck, we can be at the university by lunch tomorrow,” said Joe. 
 
    “Sounds good to me, but maybe we can sneak away without anyone knowing—including them? I can’t imagine that guy Chet letting us leave here. He’s so concerned about the location of the camp being a secret. Now he’s suddenly cool about us bringing all these extra people around? Just for a doctor? I don’t buy it at all,” said Mike. 
 
    “I don’t buy it either. That guy is up to something. I want out of here,” said Meg. 
 
    “What about my brother? I feel bad leaving like that. It seems like he went out on a limb for us. I can’t just ditch them without even saying goodbye,” said Joe, “or trying to get them out of here. What if Chet punishes them for our sneaking away?” 
 
    “We need to get out of here. I don’t trust either Jeff or Kim to keep our leaving a secret. I wouldn’t put it past them to tell Chet. No—Mike is right, we need to leave without telling anyone. We’ll make peace with your brother once everything has blown over and we’re all safe,” said Meg. 
 
    Meg and Mike looked as stressed about everything as Joe felt. They assessed the situation correctly. They needed to get out of there right away. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s shoot for leaving long before dawn. I won’t say anything to Jeff. Eventually, we’ll catch up and I can explain why we bolted.” 
 
    Meg visibly relaxed when Joe finished talking. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and squeezed his arm. 
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    Jeff tossed and turned for the better part of two hours, trying to fall asleep. His stomach churned with the acidy feeling he always associated with classroom presentations in high school. The nervous energy gathered in his stomach and hands, rendering him a sweaty-handed, nauseous wreck. Chet had put him in charge of Joe and the other newcomers, and the responsibility weighed him down. Without coming right out and saying it, Chet had made it clear he didn’t like his brother and the others. Then again, Chet didn’t exactly act friendly to him either, despite the time they had put into the camp. 
 
    He and Kim had been coming to Better Way for several years and enjoyed the experience very much. Over the course of their time at the camp, they’d learned a great deal about how to survive in various emergency situations. However, despite seeing the same people year after year, he never felt as though he and Kim had developed a closeness with any of the others. It felt as though their position remained on the outer edges of the camp’s social circles—by Chet’s design. 
 
    Unable to drift off, he decided to give up on sleeping and grab some air. He slid out of his side of the bed, careful not to wake Kim. At times she slept so deeply, not even the loudest alarm clocks could ensure she would make it to work on time. The rest of the time, even the slightest move or sound woke her immediately. He could never tell which mode he would find her in, so he always assumed the latter. Fortunately, tonight wasn’t one of those nights. She remained asleep as he put on some shoes and tiptoed out of the bedroom. He stepped over his guests as they lay sprawled and slumbering in the cabin’s sitting room. 
 
    Once outside, he took a deep breath of the cool, moist night air. The moonlight shimmered its light on his path through the camp. Once at the Center, he decided to lie on one of the benches in order to gaze up at the stars. Looking at the night sky had a way of calming him. The stars made his problems feel insignificant compared to the expanse of the universe. 
 
    A strange noise caught his attention. He could not be certain if the sound of breaking branches came from an animal or human approaching. The forest did not contain dangerous animals, so he knew there should be nothing to fear. The sound likely came from a raccoon or possum looking for a nocturnal snack. A second later, two men emerged from one of the trails. He turned his head and tried to focus his eyes on them. 
 
    Noland and Bruce, the men closest to Chet, emerged from the trail, headed toward him. Before he could announce his presence, they turned and quickly walked toward the manager’s shed. As far as Jeff had seen, Chet never allowed anyone inside his shed. He crouched low and observed their movements, curious if there was more to Chet’s favorites than he’d originally suspected. The two men mounted the steps and disappeared quickly inside. What if they were breaking into Chet’s shed? 
 
    Jeff swung his feet around, planting them firmly on the ground. He decided to play detective, spying on the other two men so he could report their deception to Chet. Jeff could think of no good reason for the men to be in Chet’s shed in the middle of the night. Chet would likely be in the main house, fast asleep, unaware that the men had broken in. Jeff knew Chet would reward him for discovering and foiling whatever malfeasance the men intended. Maybe he’d finally earn Chet’s trust and improve his lot in the camp. 
 
    He crept toward the back of the shed, where he planned to listen to their conversation. If possible, he wanted to find a hiding spot that would allow him to look inside at the same time. Once behind the shed, he lowered his body toward the ground in order to conceal his location should either man look out the small window. Listening closely, he could hear them talking. 
 
    “Why don’t we take out their entire cabin tonight? Problem solved. Then we wouldn’t have to look at the other two ever again,” said one of the men. 
 
    Jeff willed his ears to listen more intently. He could not make out everything they said, but it sounded like there were three men in the shed. 
 
    “No. You need to go with them to the university tomorrow. Doing it here will be too messy. Kill the three of them on the road and dump the bodies. You don’t have to go far. Hell, I don’t give a shit if you do them right outside the gates,” said one of the men. 
 
    This time Jeff recognized the third voice as Chet’s. Holy crap. Chet had ordered the men to kill his brother and the others. On top of that, it sounded like Noland and Bruce had suggested killing both him and Kim. 
 
    “Doing them right outside the gates sounds like a good plan to me. But what’ll we say when we come back quicker than expected? Jeff and his ridiculous wife, Kim, might get suspicious,” said Noland. 
 
    “Say anything you like! I’m sure those two will believe whatever story the two of you concoct. They aren’t the swiftest people at the camp!” said Chet. 
 
    The men laughed at Jeff and Kim’s expense. Hot red blood flushed Jeff’s face as embarrassment spread through him. Chet and the others thought him a fool and he never knew it. 
 
    “Maybe we should take out Jeff for you! Then you’d have Kim to yourself!” Bruce laughed. 
 
    “No need. I’ll have Kim right under Jeff’s nose, and he won’t do a thing about it. You’ll see. The man is the living definition of a doormat!” said Chet with a laugh. 
 
    Jeff could hardly contain his rage. He fought the instinct to burst into the shed with fists blazing. Instead, he slowly and quietly worked his way out of the hiding spot. Once he felt certain to be out of earshot, he ran through the woods to his sleeping brother. 
 
    Mounting the steps in one leap, he burst through the door to the cabin. The others startled, sitting up immediately. 
 
    Jeff kneeled next to his brother and said, “You need to leave now. It’s not safe here.” 
 
    Joe rubbed his eyes, still half asleep. “What do you mean now?” 
 
    “I mean you guys have to get out of here—right now. I overheard Chet, Noland and Bruce. They plan to kill the three of you on the road back to the university tomorrow. You aren’t safe here!” said Jeff. 
 
    “Oh shit! We thought something like this might go down. We planned to leave early in the morning before they got up. Are you sure?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Yes. I’m certain. You need to leave or they’ll kill all three of you,” said Jeff. 
 
    “Come with us,” said Joe urgently. 
 
    After hearing the men laugh at his expense, Jeff wanted to leave the camp more than anything—but he knew he never would. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why the hell not? Those guys are crazy, and they obviously don’t care about you!” said Joe, maybe a little too loud. 
 
    “Shh! You’ll wake Kim. I can’t leave because of her. She’ll never leave this place. She loves it. These are her people.” 
 
    “So? Leave her here and come with us. If they’d kill us, what makes you think Chet won’t come after you next?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I think he will come after me at some point, but I can’t leave her. She’s everything to me. I know that probably sounds crazy, but I can’t live in the world without her,” said Jeff. 
 
    Meg moved away from Jeff. She grabbed Joe’s hand and nudged him to get moving. “Sorry, Jeff, but if you’re not coming, we need to go,” she said. “Can you let us through the front gate?” 
 
    “I can’t. Chet has the only key. Besides, you can’t go through the front gate. They’ll have someone watching it. You have to go through the perimeter fence,” said Jeff. 
 
    “That’s easier said than done. We weren’t able to do it before,” said Mike. 
 
    Jeff tilted the shabby plaid reclining chair onto its side. He quickly lifted off the fabric covering the bottom of the chair to expose its innards. Inside the chair, he had hidden a cache of gear and weapons. There were several knives, a pair of compact bolt cutters, and a semiautomatic handgun. Everything had been neatly taped to the frame of the chair. He ripped the bolt cutters from their hiding spot and handed them to Joe. Then he replaced the fabric on the chair and placed it back in its upright position. 
 
    “Take those. You’ll need them to cut your way through the fencing. You should head to the right of my cabin. You’ll be traveling due north. Just before coming to the next cabin, head east through the forest until you see a clearing in the woods. Go through the clearing to the perimeter fence. There’s a stretch of fencing where the people on watch can’t see. It’s basically a no-man’s-land between watch standers. That’s the spot you should cut through. Then it’s a straight shot to the main road. You know your way back to the university from there.” 
 
    “Okay. Got it,” said Joe. 
 
    “Why do you have all this stuff?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I don’t trust that asshole Chet either. Once he locked the gate and held the key around his neck, I knew I needed to look out for the two of us. The bolt cutters ensured we could get out if needed. I brought the gun from home when we came to camp this year, even though weapons are strictly forbidden at the camp,” said Jeff. 
 
    “Let me guess, no one is allowed to have a weapon except Chet?” said Mike. 
 
    “Yes. He maintains the camp arsenal. When we hunt, he’s the only one who can take a shot. It slows us down, but he’s a good shot, so he gets it done.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he’s a good shot,” said Mike. 
 
    “Over the last few weeks, I’ve added the knives to my little arsenal. The others have always kept us at a distance, outside their circle. Kim doesn’t seem to notice, but it bothers me. I thought I’d make sure we had other options in case the shit hit the fan,” said Jeff. 
 
    Joe took Jeff by the shoulders and said, “Thanks, man. I don’t know what sort of crap storm our leaving will bring you, but I appreciate your loyalty. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    They hugged for a second; then Joe said, “You know where to find us if you change your mind.” 
 
    Jeff stood on the porch watching them as the darkness of the forest obscured their bodies. He wondered if he’d made the right decision. 
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    Joe led the three of them past Jeff’s cabin, using the rough directions Jeff had hastily provided. Once they could see the second cabin, they needed to leave the main path and walk through the dense forest. Thick tree branches scraped against his face as he moved. With each step he worried they would go in the wrong direction, heading back to the camp instead of to the safety of the outside world. 
 
    “I can’t believe those guys intended to kill us!” said Mike. 
 
    “I can. That Chet guy scared me. He seemed crazy. The whole place is crazy, and so is my brother for staying. For the life of me, I don’t understand what he sees in Kim,” said Joe. 
 
    “We should’ve asked for the gun. I’d feel a lot better if we had a weapon,” said Mike. 
 
    “Me too. I thought of the same thing but then figured he might need it more than us. Poor guy,” said Joe. 
 
    They continued in silence for a few moments as they cut through the forest. 
 
    Finally Meg spoke. “Are you sure this is the right way?” 
 
    “No. I’m not at all sure. He really didn’t give us much to work with, and it’s pitch dark!” said Joe, exasperated. 
 
    “Hold up. Let’s use the flashlight for a second. We need to have a look around. I don’t want to run back into those guys!” said Mike. 
 
    They stopped and Mike turned on the high-powered flashlight for the first time since they left the cabin. They had previously relied upon the silvery glow provided by the moon for their trek. However, once they’d moved farther into the deep forest, the celestial illumination failed to pierce the thick overhead veil of branches. Mike fished his compass out of his breast pocket and then turned to Joe and Meg. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s see where we are,” he said. 
 
    “From what he said, we should have headed north and then due east. Right?” asked Joe. 
 
    “That’s what I heard him say too. I think,” said Meg, unsure. 
 
    “That’s the direction we’re going in, sort of. It’s more like northeast. I think we must be walking parallel to the fence. We need to turn that way in order to go due east,” said Mike, pointing. 
 
    He flashed the light in the direction they should walk. The trees appeared to have been clear-cut in the area of the forest just ahead of them. The bright eyes of two animals glared back at them in the beam cast by the flashlight. 
 
    “Looks like we interrupted their dinner party,” said Meg. 
 
    Mike stomped his feet and continued to blast the animals with the bright beam of his flashlight until they scampered off into the forest. 
 
    “Let’s go. This must be the clearing he mentioned,” said Joe. 
 
    “Can we use the light a little longer? I really don’t want to walk into their dinner,” said Meg. “Or become dinner.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Mike. 
 
    He led them across the clearing toward the exterior fence. 
 
    “What the hell? Holy crap!’” Mike yelled a little too loudly. 
 
    “What is it? We need to keep it down!” said Joe in a loud whisper. 
 
    Mike pointed the flashlight to the ground and slowly swept it over the clearing. Body parts littered the entire area. Dirty articles of clothing clung to bones of various sizes. A skull had been dislodged from its body, the face partially eaten by the animals. The bodies of at least twenty people were strewn across the ground as though hastily dumped. 
 
    “Joe—” said Meg as she grabbed hold of his arm. 
 
    She retched and then vomited loudly onto the ground. The meager contents of her stomach mixed with the body parts at her feet, causing Joe to glance down at his own feet. He realized that he stood on a femur, not a thick stick as he’d assumed. Whoever had hidden the bodies out there had not even bothered to dig adequate graves. The light dusting of soil put over the corpses did nothing to deter even the laziest scavengers. 
 
    “Come on. We need to keep moving or we’ll end up in the pile,” said Mike, urging them forward. 
 
    Meg finished emptying the contents of her stomach. She just stood still, seemingly unable to move. 
 
    “Come on. He’s right. We need to keep moving. Can you walk?” Joe asked her kindly. 
 
    She shook her head and straightened up. “I need to get out of here! I saw a little hand over there!” 
 
    The three moved as quickly as possible through the shallow graves. They tried to avoid the decaying flesh and bones as much as possible. However, the crunching under their feet indicated their efforts failed. 
 
    Images of Jeff being killed and dumped in a shallow grave tormented Joe. 
 
    “What about Jeff? I can’t just leave him here. This is far worse than we could have imagined. What if they kill him? It’ll be all my fault!” said Joe, stopping suddenly. 
 
    “I’m not going back and neither are you. Your brother knows what he’s dealing with. If he truly had no clue, then he wouldn’t have stockpiled weapons. There’s no way we can go back now. It would be a death sentence. Besides, Jeff isn’t the only one who needs you,” said Mike, glancing at Meg. 
 
    Meg looked shaken and weak. She walked slowly, with effort, trying not to step on body parts. The three of them would need each other to survive fleeing the camp. 
 
    “Shit. What am I thinking? Sorry. I’m just freaking out. You’re right. We need to keep moving. Going back will just get us killed.” 
 
    After leaving the clearing, they again had to make their way through the forest toward the outer fence. 
 
    “Do you think the other campers know about the graves?” asked Meg quietly. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering that too,” said Joe. 
 
    He held her hand as best he could as they walked the uneven terrain. 
 
    “My guess is that people have no idea what their fearless leader Chet is up to. Remember your brother said this area of the fencing is obscured from the watchers? I think Chet did that on purpose so that he could hide his dirty deeds right under their noses,” said Mike. 
 
    Mike slowed and then stopped. He checked the compass one more time to verify they continued to travel in the right direction. Then he swept the flashlight beam across the area up ahead of them. The tall, imposing fence sat within their sight. 
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    Jeff stood on the porch of their cabin for a few moments after the others left. He could not convince himself to go back inside to lie down. Everything about the camp had changed for him in a matter of a few seconds. The fact that Chet and his henchmen would kill his brother caused a visceral response in his body. He wanted more than anything to flee the camp. However, his love for Kim kept him firmly in place in spite of everything. Finally he resigned himself to lying back down. Nothing would be gained by brooding alone on the porch. Sleep would never come, he knew that, but at least he could rest. 
 
    He crept into the bedroom as quietly as he could. Once inside, he closed the door softly. A stirring in their bed indicated that Kim had heard his arrival. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she said. 
 
    “Nothing. Go back to sleep. It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I know it’s the middle of the night. Why were you out there?” 
 
    “I just needed some air. That’s all. I stepped out onto the porch. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    Kim would frequently give him the third degree when his answers didn’t satisfy her. He hated that about her. 
 
    “You were gone for an awfully long time for just getting air,” she said with a hint of suspicion. 
 
    He sat on the side of the bed, contemplating his options. He did not want to lie to her, but on the other hand, he did not trust her enough to tell her the truth. The others needed more time to get away from the camp before anyone knew they left. The bed creaked under his weight as he reclined. She moved toward him, nestling into his chest. He relaxed a little as her inquiry seemed to come to an end. Suddenly she sat bolt upright and looked at him. 
 
    “What is it? Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re all sweaty! Why would you be sweaty if you were just standing on the deck? What really happened? Where were you?” she demanded forcefully. 
 
    Sitting up, he grabbed her tightly by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. In the dim light of the room he could see that no traces of sleep remained on her beautiful face. She had been up for a while, possibly overhearing everything that had transpired between him and Joe. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep, so I went out for air.” 
 
    “You said that already.” 
 
    “Let me finish. I walked over to the Center, intending to look at the stars for a while until I got sleepier. While I was there, I saw Bruce and Noland head into Chet’s shed.” 
 
    “Really? Alone? They aren’t allowed to be there.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, so I moved to a spot that would allow me to spy on them. Well, unknown to me, Chet was already inside. He told them to go pretend to go with Joe and the others to the university, and kill the three of them after they left the camp! He ordered those guys to murder my brother!” 
 
    She sat there silently listening to him. Nothing on her calm face betrayed her thoughts as he told her his story. 
 
    “Bullshit! You didn’t hear that right. There’s no way they’d be talking about doing anything of the sort,” she finally said. 
 
    “I know it’s crazy. I probably wouldn’t believe it either unless I heard them myself. Chet is so intent on not allowing anyone to know where the camp is that he’d rather kill my only brother than allow the camp’s location to get out. It’s wacked.” 
 
    Her face contorted into a tight grimace of anger as she stiffened under his hands. “At least he’s doing something to survive around here. You just sit around and let everyone else take care of things at the camp. You’ve never wanted to be here. Now everyone hates us because of you!” 
 
    She pulled herself away from him and got out of bed. In a flash she threw on a pair of jeans and a different T-shirt in a hasty effort to get dressed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m leaving. I’m going to talk to Chet to clear this up. It’s just a misunderstanding. I’m sure you got everything wrong, like you usually do. Chet will tell me the truth.” 
 
    “No! Don’t go out there. I heard what I heard. You have to believe me!” he said desperately. 
 
    Jeff wanted to prevent her from leaving the bedroom and discovering they had left. Based on her reaction, she would likely tell Chet his newest victims had made a run for it. 
 
    He grabbed her hand and said, “Don’t go out there. Stay here with me. We need to talk.” 
 
    He desperately tried to at least stall her. The others needed more time to make it out of the camp alive. Jerking her hand away, she glared at him with a rage he’d never seen before. He instantly realized that he had made the wrong decision. He should have left her and gone with his brother. Kim showed herself to be just as crazy as the others. Maybe she always had been and he refused to see it. 
 
    “I forbid you to go!” he shouted at her. 
 
    He attempted to block her by stepping in front of the door, but she pushed him aside—forcefully moving past him. 
 
    “You forbid me to go? Really? I don’t know what I ever saw in you!” she screamed as she stepped out of the bedroom. 
 
    Once in the sitting area, she stopped. He could see her slim form standing in the center of the room, looking around. 
 
    “Where are they?” she said, turning to him. “Where the fuck are they!” 
 
    “They’re gone. Far from here. I should’ve gone too, but I stayed for you!” he said, pleading to her. “I love you.” 
 
    “That was your mistake.” 
 
    She flung open the door and ran out of the cabin. 
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    Kim ran as fast as she could to Chet’s house. He lived in the main house a few hundred feet outside the Center. As with the manager’s shed, he never allowed anyone into his private home. He said he needed space to call his own. Despite his rule, one day when Jeff was working on the farm, Chet had pulled her aside and brought her to the house. As she walked through the rooms with him, she imagined herself as the lady of the house at Chet’s side. Her marriage and loyalty to Jeff had been long forgotten, as her crush on Chet grew stronger by the day. 
 
    Jeff had lied to her about Chet’s intentions. Chet would never murder anyone; he only wanted to survive and keep the campers safe. Jeff had simply overheard them talking about something else and made the connection in an odd way to his brother. She would prove him wrong. 
 
    “Chet! Chet!” she yelled as she knocked loudly on the door. 
 
    No one answered, so she stood listening at the door for several moments. 
 
    “You looking for me?” said Chet from behind her. 
 
    He stood on the front walk, looking up at her, his rugged features outlined by the moon. Her attraction to him grew as he approached. 
 
    “They left!” she yelled. 
 
    “Who left? Get ahold of yourself! For shit’s sake, you’re hysterical,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Joe, Meg and that other guy! They all left. Jeff thought he heard you telling Noland and Bruce to kill them. I know that was wrong. He’s such a fool. I don’t know what I ever saw in him. I left him to find you!” she said, moving toward him. 
 
    She placed her arms around his shoulders and moved her body towards his. 
 
    “How long ago?” he demanded as he stepped back slightly. 
 
    “I have no idea. I was asleep.” 
 
    He gave her a strong shove back, nearly knocking her to the ground. Spinning around, he took off down the trail back to the Center. 
 
    “Chet!” she screamed as she ran after him. 
 
    Bruce and Noland sat on one of the benches around the fire ring. A bottle of scotch passed between them. Kim struggled as she pushed herself to keep up with him. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” said Chet as he approached. “Joe and the others left already! We need to find them! NOW!” he screamed. 
 
    The men stood quickly in response. 
 
    She caught up to Chet and stood by his side. Suddenly he turned on her and shouted, “Where’s your husband? Did he leave with them?” 
 
    “No! He’s back at the cabin. He would never do that! I swear!” she whimpered. 
 
    She’d fantasized that Chet would bring her into his house and bed, rewarding her for leaving her husband. Instead, he reacted with an anger she did not realize he could show toward her. The change in him scared her as much as it turned her on. 
 
    “Let’s go! We need to find him and figure out where the others went! They can’t escape through the locked front gate,” said Chet. 
 
    “They have no place to go! We’re all fenced in! Eventually we’ll find them!” said Noland. 
 
    The men ran toward Kim and Jeff’s cabin. She followed behind them as best she could through the dark trails. Chet and the others raided the small cabin, screaming for Jeff. 
 
    “He’s not here! No one’s here!” shouted Noland. 
 
    She could hear the commotion in the cabin as she stood outside it waiting. Finally, Chet emerged from the darkness inside the cabin. Moving quickly, he grabbed her, shaking her for information. 
 
    “Where is he?” shouted Chet. 
 
    Noland and Bruce stood on either side of Chet, ready to do his bidding. 
 
    “I told you! He was here when I left! I have no idea where he went!” she whimpered. 
 
    Although in that moment he terrified her, she believed he would eventually calm down and embrace her lovingly. Instead, he slapped her hard across the face, knocking her to the ground with the force of his blow. 
 
    “I’ll deal with you later! Dumb bitch!” he hissed. “Let’s go! We need to find them! They couldn’t have gone far.” 
 
    The men ran from the camp while Kim sat on the ground, rubbing her cheek and wondering what to do. 
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    Immediately after Kim bolted, Jeff ran into the living room. He hastily tipped over the recliner and grabbed his weapons. With the pistol and knives on him, he ran from the cabin. Now that Kim had clearly made her choice, he needed to save himself from Chet and the others. He ran down the path in an effort to catch up with his brother. 
 
    Jeff had never been much of a runner. Even though he only carried the small stash of weapons, his progress to catch up with them felt painfully slow. He tried to sprint in short bursts so that he could gain distance. However, the sprints did not help his situation. Instead he needed time to recover from the exertion. 
 
    Finally he made it to the point along the walk where he knew he needed to turn toward the forest. A commotion coming from the direction of his cabin caused him to stop and stiffen. He listened intently, only able to hear unidentifiable sounds. Unsure if the sound came from Kim, or Chet and the others, he froze. He hoped that Kim had changed her mind and decided to return to him. 
 
    Listening closely to the sounds around him, he convinced himself that she was looking for him in order to reconcile. His spirits immediately lifted. Betrayal gave way to the hope of reuniting with the woman he loved. He turned from the forest, intent on returning to her. 
 
    A bright light blinded him. Instinctively he drew the gun out of his waistband and pointed it toward the light. Unable to see who was walking toward him, he waved the gun wildly in a futile effort to protect himself. 
 
    “Look what we have here!” shouted Noland. 
 
    “We’ve got him! The traitor was too stupid to leave with his brother!” shouted Bruce. 
 
    Through the shadows Jeff could see that Chet was walking slowly toward the men as they waited. Jeff’s life was held in the balance between freedom and Kim. 
 
    “Jeff, you know weapons aren’t allowed at the camp, don’t you?” asked Chet. 
 
    Jeff could not decide how to respond. Terror gripped him, causing him to feel frozen, unable to move. He continued to wave the gun at them. 
 
    “Don’t come near me! I’ll shoot!” he shouted shakily. His voice cracked as he addressed the men, sounding like he had been crying. 
 
    “You’ll shoot? Really? Go ahead. I suspect you haven’t shot that thing in a long time. You’ll probably end up shooting yourself, not us! That’ll save us the bullet!” Chet laughed. 
 
    The men laughed at his expense, causing him to flush with anger. The heavy gun shook in his hand. Backing up, he tried to get himself into the forest toward the fence. Unable to watch his footing, he stumbled backward and fell onto his backside. The men roared with laughter. 
 
    “Careful! You could hurt yourself in these woods!” shouted Chet. 
 
    Jeff scrambled to get back on his feet. With his free hand and feet, he pushed himself off the ground, took another step back, and fell again. 
 
    “This is getting silly. Why don’t you just settle down? We’ll go back to the Center and talk this out. All we want to know is where your brother and the others went. No one’s going to hurt you. Put the gun down. You’re only making things harder for yourself,” said Chet calmly. 
 
    The bright light in his face prevented him from seeing the location of the men. He assumed they were clustered around the holder of the flashlight. Suddenly, a swift kick into his side told him he had been wrong. Noland and Bruce had flanked him while Chet held the flashlight, blinding him. 
 
    The men took turns kicking his abdomen. He turned his body in an effort to shield himself from their blows, to no avail. The hard kicks rained down on him. 
 
    “Get him up! We need to get him farther into the forest!” yelled Chet. 
 
    Noland and Bruce each took one of Jeff’s arms. They muscled him off the ground. Jeff’s eye had swollen shut from the repeated kicks to his face. He could no longer see where they took him. They lifted him off the ground, dragging his limp body deep into the forest. In the last moments of his life, he wondered if Kim would be okay without him. 
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    Joe ran to the fence with the bolt cutters in hand. Mike and Meg flanked him, keeping an eye on the forest behind him to prevent any surprises. Cutting the heavy-duty wire fence with the small tool his brother had provided would not be easy. He clenched the handle of the tool, trying to close the sharp edges around the fence wire. Closing the handles together, he tried with all his might to snap a hole through the fence. Instead of effortlessly cutting through the fence as he imagined, the tool rolled off the side of the sturdy wire. 
 
    “Damn it! The fence is too thick. I can’t even keep the tool straight on it!” said Joe in a loud whisper. 
 
    “Keep trying! Getting through the fence is our only hope!” said Mike. 
 
    Joe refocused his efforts on the task at hand. He took the tool in both hands in an effort to concentrate his force onto one spot. 
 
    A gunshot rang out through the forest. Then another two in short succession. He stopped and looked to Mike and Meg. 
 
    “Hurry! They know we left! They’re coming for us!” shouted Meg. 
 
    “Shh! We don’t want to make it easy for them to find us! I need to turn off the light. You good with that?” asked Mike. 
 
    Joe nodded his head, agreeing. Seeing the fence had been the least of his problems. He knew where he needed to cut the wires, but the small tool would not be enough for the task. 
 
    “This bolt cutter is way too small to get through the fence! We’re trapped!” he finally said. 
 
    “Let me try! Maybe I’ll be able to snip them,” said Mike. 
 
    Joe handed the cutters to Mike. Mike crouched, assuming the same position Joe had just been in. They could hear the shouts of others in the forest around them. The darkness prevented him from knowing the location of the search party. 
 
    “There’s no use. You’re right, these won’t do it. We’re trapped!” said Mike. 
 
    They stood for a moment. Finally Joe said, “No. We aren’t trapped. We need to go under the fence. It’s our only choice! Help me dig!” 
 
    The three frantically clawed at the damp cold earth, trying to clear enough space under the fence for crawling. Rocks and bits of hard matter cut Joe’s fingers as he desperately dug for freedom. Mike used the small bolt cutter to snap through tree roots as they frantically dug their way out of the camp. The voices in the forest sounded as though the men were making good headway toward their location. With every sound, the three dug with all their might. 
 
    “That should be enough! Meg, GO!” said Joe. 
 
    She handed him her small pack and dove onto her belly. Wriggling, she managed to get most of the way when the waistband of her pants got caught on the fence. 
 
    “Shit! I’m stuck!” 
 
    “I’ve got it! Hold still,” said Mike. 
 
    He used the cutters to hack away at her pants, enabling her to pull herself out of the fence to the other side. Joe handed her the pack and then dove under the fence after her. 
 
    A light shone through the forest as the men came closer to them. Joe could now fully hear the voices of Chet, Noland and Bruce. It sounded as though they were moving quickly through the trees, intent on finding them. The men seemed to be heading toward a location of the fence farther south than where they were attempting their escape. 
 
    “Come on! They’re coming!” he said to Mike. 
 
    Mike failed to get low enough to the ground to make it under the metal fence. Instead one of the wires caught his forehead, ripping open the skin. Involuntarily he let out a yelp. Suddenly, three beams of light flipped direction, heading toward them. 
 
    Mike struggled to pull himself the rest of the way as Joe and Meg each grabbed him under the arms, pulling him to freedom. Once on the other side, they ran as fast as possible away from the fence. 
 
    The confusion of the situation made Joe question if they were headed toward the road or away from it. Instead of worrying about the direction they traveled, Joe merely urged them to keep moving as fast as possible, hoping they would eventually find the road. 
 
    Bullets whizzed past them during their chaotic sprint from danger. Fragments of tree trunks flew around their faces as the bullets ripped through the solid objects. 
 
    “Keep going! We need to get out of their range!” he yelled to Meg and Mike. 
 
    Taking a chance, he glanced over his shoulder to see if the men had breached the fence. The distance and tree cover prevented him from determining if the men shot at them from inside the camp or if they too had crawled under the fence. 
 
    “Are they following us?” asked Mike. “I can’t tell!” 
 
    “Me neither! Either way, we need to keep running as far from this shithole as possible!” yelled Joe. 
 
    “NO! We need to hold up for a minute. I have no idea where we’re heading,” shouted Mike over his shoulder. 
 
    Before Joe could answer, a flurry of gunshots rang out all around them. It sounded as though they had wandered into the middle of a firing range. Just as quickly, bright strobe lights hit them, blinding them instantly. 
 
    “Halt! U.S. ARMY! Get down on your knees! Hands in the air!” a man shouted at them. 
 
    Joe and the others immediately complied with the demand. He dropped to his knees hard, hitting a large sharp rock as he went down. A warm, wet sensation on his kneecap indicated that he torn his pants and skin in the process. 
 
    “Joe? What’s happening?” asked Meg softly. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Heavily armed men poured out of the forest in every direction. One of the men gave him a hard shove in the back, pushing his face onto the ground. Other soldiers zip-tied his hands together behind his back. He watched helplessly as they also tied Meg’s and Mike’s hands. 
 
    “Get up! We need to move!” shouted one of the men. 
 
    He struggled to get to his feet without the help of his hands. A searing hot pain bolted through his injured kneecap, causing him to groan. Rough hands grabbed him by the arms and pulled him to his feet. Other hands pushed him forward. 
 
    The soldiers walked them out of the forest to the main road. They had been moving in the right direction. Eventually, they would have found their bikes, enabling them to ride back to the university. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” demanded Mike. 
 
    None of the soldiers would answer him. Instead they continued to forcefully urge them forward on the road. 
 
    One of the men talked into his radio. “We caught three civilians. Requesting immediate transport.” 
 
    Joe could not hear the response to the soldier’s request. Then the man said, “No. We need immediate pickup. We can’t babysit them. The entire mountain is crawling! It’s a mess out here!” 
 
    Another inaudible response came, prompting the man to say, “We’ll be at the LZ in five. Over.” 
 
    Turning to Joe and the others, the man said, “Looks like it’s your lucky day! You get to leave this mess!” 
 
    “Where are they taking us?” asked Meg. 
 
    “My guess is that they’ll probably take the three of you to the civilian-processing center outside Lawrence,” said the man with a shrug. “Not my problem.” 
 
    Heavy-duty military trucks whizzed past them as they walked on the side of the main road. Finally they stopped walking. One of the men said, “This is it!” 
 
    Waiting in the dark, Joe feared for their safety. During the entire crisis, they had done everything possible to prevent being caught by the soldiers. Now they had no choice but to go to a civilian-processing center. 
 
    A large canvas-covered military truck slowed and then stopped in front of them. One of the men yelled, “This is it! Let’s move out!” 
 
    The men shoved and pushed Joe, Meg and Mike into the back of the truck. As soon as Joe’s backside hit the hard bench, the truck lurched forward, speeding away from the camp and university. 
 
    The canvas opening at the back of the truck flapped open as they drove, affording Joe a retreating view of the mountainside. Green and red tracers crisscrossed the landscape as high-intensity explosions lit up the dark sky. The tracers and explosions seemed to be concentrated on the area of the camp. Intense gunfire filled the gaps in sound between the loud explosions. 
 
    “What’s happening out there?” said Meg as she glanced outside. 
 
    “I have no idea. Maybe that guy was right and it is our lucky day. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near all of that,” said Joe. 
 
    “Sorry about your brother, man. I hate to say it, but I’m not sure anyone could survive those blasts,” said Mike gently. 
 
    Joe looked in the direction of the camp and finally said, “Jeff was dead the moment he chose to stay with Kim.” 
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    Nancy stood leaning against the window frame of a classroom. She and Brett had volunteered for the midnight until four a.m. shift. Even though their hobby involved looking at the night sky, neither one of them had an easy time staying awake throughout the night. Tonight had been no exception. Fortunately their watch would be over soon, allowing them to get some much-needed rest. Earlier Brett had put his head down on a desk for a few minutes of sleep. Those minutes quickly added up to over an hour of her listening to his snores. Glancing at her watch again, she realized they only had about thirty more minutes until their shift ended. She decided to let him continue to sleep until their replacement arrived. 
 
    She did not know who would replace them. However, she assumed Larry would arrive shortly. He always volunteered to sit at this particular location. She and Brett moved watch locations as the need arose. For the life of her, she could not understand why Larry consistently asked for this location almost exclusively. 
 
    She looked at her watch yet again. Soon, dawn would lazily break on the horizon, ending the darkness. She could hardly wait to get down to the tunnels for food and sleep. A door slamming somewhere in the building caught her attention. She looked at her watch yet again; they still had twenty minutes until the end of the shift. The noise could not be from Larry; it was too soon. 
 
    Stiffening, she turned to Brett and shook his arm. “Brett! Wake up. Someone’s inside the building!” she said in a loud whisper. 
 
    “What? So? It’s got to be Larry here to relieve us,” he said through a yawn. 
 
    “No. It’s too early for him. He always comes right on time. Wake up! I’m scared and don’t know what to do!” 
 
    “Okay. I’m awake. You want me to head out there and look to see who it is?” 
 
    “No! We need to stay together.” 
 
    Loud footfalls thumped up the closest stairwell as though someone was running in their direction. Adrenaline coursed through Nancy’s body. 
 
    “Hide! Whoever it is will be here in a second!” said Brett. 
 
    Brett grabbed her and shoved her down to the floor. They crouched on the dusty linoleum under one of the desks. Although the hiding spot would not conceal them entirely, it would have to do, given the situation. 
 
    Loud steps in the hallway indicated that whoever had come into the building now walked right outside the classroom. The faceless person entered the classroom and then seemed to stop. She willed her breath to slow and quiet. 
 
    “Hello? Brett? Nancy? You guys here?” said a male voice through the darkness. 
 
    “We’re here,” said Brett in response. 
 
    Brett stood and then pulled Nancy up next to him. She shone the flashlight in the direction of the new person in order to see his face. 
 
    “Larry? You’re early! And you scared the crap out of us! We assumed someone broke into the building,” said Nancy with a shaky voice. 
 
    “Nope. Just me. I decided to relieve you guys a few minutes early since I couldn’t sleep anyway,” he said. 
 
    The large man lumbered in their direction with his flashlight pointed to the ground. Nancy could not help but notice Larry’s powerful physique. More than admiring him for his exemplary form, she wondered how many hours one would have to spend in the gym in order to get a body like him. Then she laughed at her own nerdiness. The days of noticing and admiring a good-looking man had been replaced by cool logic. 
 
    “You won’t get an argument out of us! I’m happy to leave watch early anytime!” said Brett. 
 
    “I don’t see why. It’s not like you remained awake the whole night!” said Nancy with a laugh. 
 
    “True enough! I have a crook in my neck for my efforts,” said Brett, rubbing his neck. 
 
    They gathered the few books, articles of clothing, and snacks they’d brought with them, in order to tidy up the classroom for Larry. 
 
    “Thanks, Larry! You in for a four-hour shift?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “No. I’ll probably stay here all day. I don’t mind it at all,” said Larry. 
 
    Again Nancy wondered why he would volunteer to sit at the location for so many hours alone. 
 
    “Better you than me! See you later!” said Brett. 
 
    They walked down the dark stairwell side by side, holding hands. The atrium to the building opened in front of them as they descended to the bottom of the staircase. Brett picked up his pace so he could open the door for her. 
 
    “After you, my dear,” he said with a small bow. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The dewy cool air felt great on her face. The air inside the building felt stale because they had no way to open the windows without breaking them. No one wanted to smash a hole in the windows out of fear that it would be noticeable to the ever-searching soldiers. The result had been a hot, steamy mess, making the task of watch standing even more excruciating. 
 
    “Why do you suppose Larry volunteers to sit in this spot from dawn until well past dusk? The only time he leaves is during the middle of the night. Why would he do that?” she asked, looking to Brett. 
 
    “How should I know? I’m just glad he does. I really hate being in there!” 
 
    They turned the corner of the building in the direction of the nearest tunnel entrance. A noise behind them caught Brett’s attention. They stopped and looked toward the sound. Nancy’s breath caught in her throat when she realized that a man was walking in their direction. They turned and walked toward the newcomer, excited to meet another survivor. 
 
    From his position, Larry would be able to see the man walking, but not Brett and Nancy. The man continued to walk deliberately toward them. Suddenly the door to the building burst open. Unaware of their presence, Larry spilled out of the old stone building and strode quickly toward the man. 
 
    Brett and Nancy watched as Larry approached the man. She assumed he would bring the man farther onto campus. Instead, they turned toward the perimeter of campus into the forest. 
 
    “What the hell? Where are they going?” she uttered to Brett. 
 
    Larry trailed behind the man as they walked off the main road toward the forest. 
 
    “I have no idea. Maybe a shortcut to campus?” offered Brett. 
 
    “Larry probably has no idea we’re still here. Let’s call him to let him know we’ll take our new friend to everyone,” she said. 
 
    Just as she turned toward the men to call out, Larry seemed to pull something out of his pocket. He then got closer to the man than normally expected. 
 
    “Larry!” shouted Brett. 
 
    Immediately Larry froze in place. He slowly turned toward them while hastily shoving whatever he had in his hand back into his pocket. Nancy could barely make sense of what she had just witnessed. Larry’s actions seemed very odd to her, but she could not figure out why or what he would have been doing. 
 
    “Larry! We can take him to the university!” shouted Brett as they walked toward the men. 
 
    Nancy and Brett quickly closed the gap between themselves and the two men. As they got closer, she could tell that Larry looked ambivalent about their arrival. 
 
    “Hey there! I’m Brett and this is my wife, Nancy!” said Brett as they approached. 
 
    The man looked confused. He nervously glanced between them and Larry. 
 
    “We’ll take him back for you,” she said. “Ed might be in the tunnels still.” 
 
    The man turned to Larry and said, “Tunnels? I thought you said the camp was in the forest! What’s happening here?” 
 
    In one swift movement, Larry shoved the man, spun him around and disarmed him. He stepped back and leveled the gun at all three of them. 
 
    “Larry? What are you doing?” said Brett, shocked. 
 
    Larry did not answer. Instead he glowered at them, pointing the gun at each of them in turn. He seemed to be weighing his options. 
 
    “Move it! We’re all taking a little walk into the forest!” he yelled. 
 
    In an instant Nancy knew why Larry volunteered to stand watch so much. He wanted to prevent newcomers from entering campus. Larry must have intended to kill the man, and they’d foiled his plan. 
 
    “Hey, man, there’s no need for violence. I was just passing through. You don’t have to do this!” the man pleaded. 
 
    Brett glanced at Nancy, the pain in his eyes evident. She needed to make sure he did not attempt anything heroic that would get him killed. 
 
    “There’s no need to bring us to the forest, Larry. We can sort this out in the campus. You haven’t done anything wrong. This is just a simple misunderstanding, that’s all. Just settle down and think about what you’re doing,” said Nancy calmly. 
 
    They breached the tree line of the forest. The deeper they went into the thick trees, the less likely they would survive. 
 
    “You can keep the gun, man. Just let me go on my way. You don’t have to do this. No one has to get hurt,” pleaded the man again. 
 
    Brett stopped in place and turned to Larry. “If you intend to kill us, then you’ll have to do it right here! I refuse to make this easy for you!” He stood squared off to Larry, bravely facing the deadly threat. 
 
    Larry hesitated and then said, “Fine. Have it your way.” 
 
    Larry lifted the gun, pointing it at the middle of Brett’s chest. The shock of the terrifying gunshot blast caused Nancy to involuntarily let out a loud gut-curling scream. Blood sprayed her face and hair. She instinctively moved to Brett, who remained firmly standing in place. 
 
    “Get down!” shouted the man as he lunged for them. He knocked both of them off their feet to the ground. 
 
    The first bullet had ripped through Larry’s thick chest, resulting in the splatter that hit Nancy. The remaining bullets made Larry seem to dance in place as his body took hit after hit. Finally, his legs buckled, crumpling his large body to the ground. His lifeless eyes remained open, shining under the soft morning light. 
 
    “I tried to warn him,” said the man as he stood up. 
 
    Nancy remained on the ground, too stunned to move. Her hands shook from the shock of seeing Larry killed. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Brett as he attempted to sit up. 
 
    “My name’s George,” he said. 
 
    George calmly walked over to Larry. He pried the gun away from Larry’s dead hand. After wiping Larry’s blood off the weapon, he placed it into the back of his waistband. 
 
    “Okay!” he shouted into the air. 
 
    Within seconds the people who saved them came out of the forest, joining the grizzly scene. 
 
    “Come on, Nancy. It’s safe now,” said Brett, giving her a hand to get up. 
 
    Four heavily armed people joined them. 
 
    “What about these two?” said one of the men, pointing at Brett and Nancy. 
 
    “I think that asshole intended to kill them too. He seemed to have his own agenda,” said George. 
 
    The woman eyed them suspiciously, unsure what to do. 
 
    “Really? That makes no sense. I think it was a ruse to get you to go with them. We can’t trust them.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. That guy would have killed all of us. Believe me. These two weren’t part of his plan,” said George. 
 
    The woman seemed satisfied with his assessment of the situation. She holstered her weapon then approached Nancy. 
 
    “I’m Heather. Leader of this little group,” she said, waving her hand toward the others. 
 
    “Where did you guys come from?” asked Brett. 
 
    Nancy could hardly pay attention to the conversation. Her eyes kept returning to Larry’s bloodied body. She had never been able to handle the sight of blood, but she also could not seem to look away. The strong metallic odor from his body made bile rise in the back of her throat. 
 
    Covering her mouth with her hand, she said, “I need to get away from here.” 
 
    Brett came to her side. He placed an arm around her shoulders and gently turned her away from Larry’s blood-soaked body. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get you inside,” he said to her. “There are around thirty of us here on campus. We’ve been mostly hiding in the tunnels. You should come with us. I’ll take you to everyone else.” 
 
    The members of the group looked to one another, unsure what to do. Finally, the woman said, “Okay. Let’s go with them.” 
 
    Nancy leaned against Brett while they walked back to the nearest tunnel access point. She needed his strength now more than ever. Once out of the forest and back in the center of campus, she started to feel well enough to pull away from Brett, merely holding his hand as they walked. 
 
    “Why did you come onto the campus alone? It seems like you would have been safer together,” she asked George. 
 
    “We’ve been surviving out there long enough to know that going to a new place one at a time is actually safer than all of us going as a group. They were standing by watching the entire exchange. I felt perfectly safe the entire time,” said George. 
 
    “Besides, people find us a little intimidating,” said Heather with a wink. 
 
    After Nancy’s head cleared, she felt more able to assess the new group. Each of them carried multiple firearms, knives and other weapons. Most wore scarves they could use to cover their faces. They looked like a serious bunch of people. She understood why they had to approach new areas cautiously. She would never want to tangle with them. 
 
    “We’d better warn the others that we’re coming. She’s right, they’re a little scary looking, even if they did just save our lives,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Good point. I don’t have the radio. We left it with Larry when he relieved us,” said Brett. 
 
    “It must be inside. I don’t think he was carrying anything when he came downstairs,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Yes. I don’t either. I’ll go grab it.” 
 
    Brett turned to the others and said, “Give me one minute. We need the radio to call ahead. The other watch standers are probably freaked out by the gunshots and radio silence.” 
 
    Nancy waited with the group as Brett walked quickly back to the classroom where they stood watch. Shock set in again, numbing her mind. She blamed herself for not seeing through Larry’s Mr. Helpful routine. 
 
    “You have other people on watch?” asked Heather. 
 
    Heather’s words forced Nancy out of her head, back into the present moment. 
 
    “We do. They’re placed all over campus. This particular location overlooks the primary entrance to campus.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you probably never had many newcomers thanks to King Kong over there,” said George as he hitched his finger toward Larry’s corpse. 
 
    “None at all during the several weeks we’ve been here. We all assumed it was because of the location or because most civilians have been rounded up by the feds. We had no idea Larry was killing anyone who entered the campus.” 
 
    “No one would’ve guessed someone on their team would have such a murderous intention,” said Heather. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I’m so glad you guys are here. Who knows what else he was capable of.” 
 
    Suddenly the distant sky lit up with several explosions. Then green and red tracers darted across the sky, hitting unseen targets. The distance caused the sound from the explosions and tracers to become mere low thumping noises. 
 
    “Holy shit! What the hell is that?” yelled George. 
 
    “I don’t know! We need to take cover. They could be coming in this direction next!” yelled Heather. 
 
    Brett ran toward them with the radio in hand. He spoke loudly to the person on the other end. “We saw it too! We have guests. Five people arrived. We’re taking them into the tunnels. Larry is dead!” 
 
    Nancy could tell the person on the other end of the radio sounded frantic. They had no answers to offer. 
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    Ed slept in the tunnels with everyone else. They borrowed mattresses, sheets and other supplies from the dorms as the need arose. In order to be comfortable, he piled two mattresses on top of one another. He found the extra height off the floor made it seem less like he dozed on a makeshift bed and more like the real thing. 
 
    He stretched and yawned, willing himself to get up for the day. He liked to be awake before the others. It helped him to feel more in control of the situation. Unfortunately that ensured he rose very early on most days. Suddenly, his radio came to life. 
 
    “Ed! You there? It’s Seth!” yelled one of the watch standers. 
 
    The man sounded frantic. Ed hated that no sound came into the tunnels. Their subterranean hideaway offered them no situational awareness. The tunnels always remained dark and silent despite what happened above. It prevented him from being part of events as they occurred topside. 
 
    “This is Ed! What’s happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I heard multiple gunshots! Now the sky is lighting up with explosions and some weird tracers!” 
 
    “Can you tell where the gunshots came from?” shouted Ed as he quickly got out of bed. He felt frustrated for allowing himself to doze a few extra minutes. 
 
    “No! I can’t see shit up here. I think it’s coming from the entrance where Brett and Nancy are, but I’m not sure!” 
 
    “What about the explosions and tracers? Are those near?” 
 
    “No, those are in the mountains north of here. They shouldn’t pose a threat to us right now. I’m more concerned about the gunfire. It was right on top of us! Maybe they’re shooting at us!” 
 
    The man sounded completely unhinged. Ed needed to calm him so that he would not do anything that could place all of them in danger. 
 
    “Listen, Seth! Calm down. It sounds like you’re safe where you are. Have you heard from the other watchers?” asked Ed. 
 
    In order to save radio power, they’d decided to have each watcher report their status to the person in the bell tower. Then the bell tower individual would relay information to Ed. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone is fine except Brett and Nancy. They never responded.” 
 
    “I thought Larry replaced them? Did you hear from him?” asked Ed. 
 
    “No. I’ve called over there numerous times after the gunshots. I didn’t get a response. What if we’re under attack? What should I do?” shouted Seth. 
 
    “You need to calm down. We don’t have enough information to make the assumption that we’re under attack. Stay put. We’re sealing the tunnels. I’ll get back to you in a few minutes. Hang tight,” said Ed. 
 
    Ed ran through the tunnels, yelling to everyone to get up. They needed to barricade the doors immediately. 
 
    People quickly scrambled out of their beds to their assigned tunnel entrance. Within seconds, each door had been barricaded. 
 
    “Ed! This is Nancy! Over!” 
 
    Ed grabbed his radio to respond to her. His hands shook unsteadily as he tried to depress the talk button. “Nancy! What’s happening out there? Are you guys okay?” 
 
    “Brett and I are fine, but Larry is dead! Also there’s something happening to the north. We can see explosions and red and green tracers! The whole sky is lighting up! We’re coming to the south tunnel entrance with five people who just came onto campus,” she said. 
 
    “Alright! We’ll open the doors.” 
 
    Ed ran through the tunnel to the south entrance under the humanities building. 
 
    A group of people huddled near the barricaded door. A palpable level of fear showed on their faces as they prepared to be attacked. 
 
    “We need to open the door! Brett and Nancy are coming in with a few new people who just arrived!” he said to them. 
 
    “What’s happening up there?” asked one of the men. 
 
    “I don’t know. Hopefully we’ll get some answers.” 
 
    They removed the boards and heavy furniture from the door. Ed admired how quickly and efficiently the team had been able to close off the door. 
 
    Once everything had been removed, he opened the door and waited for their arrival. 
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    Nancy led the group through the darkness of the humanities building’s basement. She and the others shined their flashlights as they moved. Glancing over her shoulder at the newcomers, she realized they had the appearance of a small heavily armed army. She appreciated why they chose to introduce themselves with just one person initially. They looked like a serious militarized group who would not hesitate to act with swift, deadly force, as demonstrated by their attack on Larry. 
 
    “Nancy?” shouted Ed through the gloom. 
 
    “Yes. It’s us! Brett and I are coming with five heavily armed people!” she said. 
 
    She wanted to give Ed as much warning as possible in order to assuage his trepidation at the sight of the group. 
 
    “This is it. Welcome to the south entrance to the tunnels. Everyone, meet Ed. He’s in charge of the university,” she said as they entered the tunnels. 
 
    Once they made it inside, Ed softly closed the door behind him. One of the university residents asked, “Should we barricade it again?” 
 
    Ed looked to Nancy for the answer. She said, “Yes. I have no idea what’s happening out there.” 
 
    They moved through the tunnels to the center, where the various side tunnels merged. It formed a large circular area, which served as their community meeting room. 
 
    “My god, Nancy! You’re covered in blood! Are you alright?” said Ed. 
 
    “I’m fine. This is Larry’s blood. I’m not injured.” 
 
    “What happened out there?” he asked. 
 
    Other people who slept in the tunnels gathered around them, listening to her report. 
 
    “Larry relieved us from watch a little early. Brett and I were returning to the tunnels when we saw George entering the campus,” she said. 
 
    “We think Larry couldn’t see us. He ran out of the building toward George. We couldn’t tell what they were talking about, but we decided to help out,” said Brett. 
 
    “We initially thought that Larry would need help getting George into the tunnels. We walked over to them and offered to walk George back with us. Boy, were we wrong! He had no intention of connecting George with the rest of us. I’m not even sure how he did it, but he disarmed George and then turned on us. He would have shot all three of us if it weren’t for Heather and the rest of their team,” she said shakily. 
 
    Nancy tried to get a grip on her emotions, with little success. Knowing how close they’d come to being murdered by someone they trusted freaked her out. 
 
    “Larry tried to kill you guys? I don’t believe it! Why would he do that?” said one of the students. 
 
    “Where is he? Where’s Larry?” demanded the young woman. 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s dead. He tried to kill us. Luckily George’s people were there and able to defend us,” said Brett gently. 
 
    “You murdered him!” shouted the woman. 
 
    “We defended our friend and yours,” said Heather with no-nonsense coolness. 
 
    Someone provided Nancy with a packet of baby wipes, which she used to clean Larry’s blood off her face, neck and arms. 
 
    “None of this makes any sense. Are you sure he would have killed you?” said Ed. 
 
    “Positive. It makes plenty of sense. We think Larry parked himself at that watch location in order to prevent newcomers from making it onto campus,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Why would he want to do that?” asked Ed suspiciously. 
 
    “Maybe to hoard supplies?” offered Heather. 
 
    “No way. We have plenty of food and water. He knew that. He would have had no reason at all to be worried about supplies,” said Ed. 
 
    The group became silent while everyone seemed lost in thought about Larry. 
 
    “Has he been with you all along? As in from the start of all this?” asked Heather. 
 
    “No. A group of us were here at the university when the EMP hit. Apparently Larry was in the city. The troops grabbed him and forced him into one of the camps. He managed to escape the work party he had been assigned to. Somehow he made his way to the university, where he remained until today,” said Ed. 
 
    “That’s a real shame. I would have loved to talk to him. We haven’t met anyone who escaped from one of the camps. We have very little intel about what’s actually happening out there. Judging from the explosions and tracers, looks like they might be moving operations into this area,” said Heather. 
 
    “Which direction were the explosions and tracers in?” asked one of the students. 
 
    “All of that happened in the north sky quite a distance from here,” said George. 
 
    “My god. I wonder if that happened near the camp. I wish they had never left. They could be in the middle of the fighting right now!” said Nancy. 
 
    “What camp?” asked George. 
 
    “We sent a small group of our people to an area of the forest where we think there might be a survivalist camp. We wanted to have a plan B in case the troops end up coming here for good or intensifying their operations in the area,” said Ed. 
 
    “Has there been a lot of troop activity on campus?” asked Heather. 
 
    “No. Not so much. Every once in a while they’ll come to search,” said Ed. 
 
    “But last time they did more than search. They killed one of the foreign exchange students,” said Nancy. 
 
    “That’s not good. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” said George to Heather. 
 
    “Might be our only choice,” she responded with a sigh. 
 
    “What’s happening out there? We fled from the city to our home. Then the troops came to our house. We got away without them knowing we were there. Looked like they were setting up to use our property to quarter soldiers,” said Brett. 
 
    “Where’s your home?” asked George. 
 
    “Not too far from here. We were able to make it here fairly quickly,” said Nancy. 
 
    “That’s not good. They must be planning some sort of push into this area,” said George. 
 
    “Push into the area? Do you guys have any ideas of the bigger picture out there? Like what caused the EMP, or why the troops seemed super prepared when everything went dark?” asked Ed. 
 
    “We think this entire emergency is a false-flag operation. Like you said, the government seemed to be all too ready when the lights went out. They’re using this manufactured emergency to establish and maintain martial law,” said Heather. 
 
    “That’s the conclusion we came to as well. Nothing else makes sense,” said Ed. 
 
    “So what are you guys doing about it? Why are you so heavily armed?” asked a student. 
 
    “We’re resisting in whatever way we can,” said George. 
 
    Nancy squeezed Brett’s hand and looked at him. He nodded to her almost imperceptibly. They wanted to join the resistance but could not figure out how to do so. These people would be their way into the rebel forces. 
 
    “How are you able to move around? We thought the city had been cut off,” said Brett. 
 
    “We’ve been using the sewer system to travel undetected. Much like you guys are doing in these tunnels, just way more gross,” said Heather. 
 
    “I think we ran into some of your people in the city. We were trying to get out of downtown and almost got caught,” said Brett. 
 
    “Thanks to me,” said Marvin. 
 
    Nancy had forgotten about the older man. He must have joined them without her seeing him. 
 
    “They saved us, that’s for sure,” said Nancy. 
 
    “I’m not surprised. We have a large cell working in the city. They’re pretty amazing,” said George. 
 
    “The problem for us now is that the city is squeezed so tight. There are troops everywhere, making it increasingly difficult for them to fight back without detection. We came to the mountains trying to find a spot to relocate. What the resistance needs right now is to regroup and decide where to attack next. We’re way too fragmented for our own good. The conditions in the city are making it increasingly difficult for us to meet in groups larger than just a few people,” said Heather. 
 
    “So much for our constitutional right to assemble,” grumbled Nancy. 
 
    “Exactly. The troops seem to break up any efforts by civilians to assemble in large groups. We’ve watched on the sidelines as inked civilians trying to engage in worship are broken up because their group is too large,” said Heather. 
 
    “And just like that, our freedom of religion’s gone too,” said Brett. 
 
    “Yes. People are forced into hiding if they intend to meet as a group for worship. It’s gotten really bad out there,” said George. 
 
    “Would you mind if we moved a few people up here? I know you said that supplies are not a problem, but we could offer you what we have,” said Heather. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to use the university as your headquarters if that would be helpful. I can set your team up in one of the tunnels. Like I said, we have plenty of everything and don’t mind sharing,” said Ed. 
 
    “Thanks. That’ll work,” said Heather. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about this. Soldiers are being quartered a short distance from here, and now there’s clearly another fighting arena opening just north of here. I say we keep going and skip this place, as nice as it is. No offense, you guys,” said George. 
 
    “I hear you, but we have no perfect options. This one is good enough for now,” said Heather. 
 
    George nodded his head, agreeing to her decision. 
 
    “How are you attacking them?” asked Brett. “You guys are heavily armed, but we’re talking about fighting against the federal government.” 
 
    “We hit them in any way possible in order to slow them down. It’s not the same as two armies fighting, but if we can frustrate their progress, it’s something,” said Heather. 
 
    “It’s just like the Poles did to the Germans during World War II,” said one of the students. “They even hid in the sewers of Warsaw, like you guys are doing. They formed the largest resistance army in history. At just the right moment, they emerged from the tunnels to attack the Nazis. It was heroic to say the least. With handmade weapons they fought off the Germans for sixty-three days. It was the single largest military effort put forth by any European resistance movement.” 
 
    “Were they successful?” asked another student. 
 
    “No. Mostly because the Russians stood by and watched them get slaughtered. They had counted on the Russians for backup. It never came despite the Russian troops being within proximity to help. They basically sat back and watched as the Germans razed the city.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone is coming to help us. We need to figure out our next move forward. We also need to come together as a group. Right now we have cells all over the city. They’re fighting back, but we can be more effective after we regroup and come up with a solid plan,” said Heather. 
 
    “I agree. Nancy and I have wanted to join the resistance. We’d love to join you if we can,” said Brett. 
 
    “Great! We’d love to have you. We’d also like it if you joined,” said Heather to the history student. “We could use someone with knowledge of resistance tactics for ideas.” 
 
    “Sure. I could do that. I’ve studied the resistance tactics employed during World War II by people in all the German-occupied countries. I could share what they did. Who knows, it might be helpful,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “That’d be amazing. We can use all the ideas we can get. None of us are soldiers. We’re just regular people intent on fighting back. Our government has gone bonkers, and it’s up to us to save our country!” said George. 
 
    “All resistance fighters were just regular people fighting back against the forces of evil,” said the history student. 
 
    For the first time since she arrived at the campus, Nancy felt a sense of purpose. Joining the resistance would allow her to do more than hide in the tunnels, journaling their experiences for the history books. She would actually be part of the solution. 
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    The truck rumbled through the mountains, carrying Joe, Meg and Mike to an unknown destination. Joe watched the sky light up with explosions and tracers as they steadily drove away from the retreating carnage. Jeff could not have survived the explosions. He knew that, but facing the reality that his only brother had likely died tonight would not be easy. 
 
    Holding Meg’s hand, he nuzzled his head against hers. She dozed while leaning up against his shoulder as they traveled. The bouncy ride caused her head to lurch forward at times, waking her from slumber. 
 
    Mike sat upright on the bench across from Joe, looking outside through the narrow slit in the canvas. Mike looked as exhausted as Joe felt. Mike had been a good friend to them throughout the entire ordeal. Joe wanted more than anything to help him to find his family. Perhaps being brought to a civilian-processing center would help them achieve that goal. If they could discover the whereabouts of Mike’s family, the entire ordeal at the camp would have been worth it. 
 
    “If they take us to the center outside Laurence, maybe I’ll see my family,” said Mike. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing. As much as I didn’t want to get caught, those guys saved us back there. I was sure Chet and his henchmen would catch up to us. If he did, we would’ve all been dead. They were right on our heels,” said Joe. 
 
    “What do you think happened to Chet and the others?” 
 
    “Sounded like the soldiers shot first and asked questions later. If you ask me, the three of them are dead.” 
 
    “Probably right. No loss there. Those guys were a bunch of sick, mean men. I’m sorry your brother got involved with them. He seems like a really nice guy.” 
 
    “Me too. Jeff always seemed to be too nice for his own good. He never had a good sense of when he needed to protect himself from others. Kim is a case in point. He should have left her long ago.” 
 
    The truck slowed and then stopped. From their vantage point, Joe could not see their location. He shook Meg to wake her and said, “Hey, sleepyhead. We might be there. Wake up. I need to get up and look.” 
 
    She lifted her head groggily from his shoulder and wiped her eyes. He got up and moved carefully to the back of the truck. Moving the canvas aside, he tried to get a better view of their location. If the soldiers had left their hands zip-tied, he would not have been able to move around without falling. When they had been loaded onto the back of the truck, it seemed like the ties would be kept in place. At the last minute, he’d begged for them to be removed, claiming they could not sit on the benches with their hands behind them. One of their captors took pity on them and removed the ties just before the truck sped away. 
 
    “Looks like we might be there. Holy smokes, look at the number of tents they have set up! This place is immense!” said Joe. 
 
    Meg and Mike joined him at the back of the truck to witness their arrival. 
 
    “Geez, this place is way bigger than I could have imagined,” said Meg. 
 
    Canvas tents sat neatly lined up in straight rows for as far as the eye could see. Large tan-colored corrugated metal buildings had been interspersed between the tents in the massive makeshift city. 
 
    “Look at the fencing! Looks like they mean business! No way anyone is getting out of this place!” said Mike. 
 
    “Not unless they dig,” said Meg with a wink. 
 
    “You mean no one is getting inside. Look at the top of the fencing, it’s angled outward. That’s to prevent someone from getting inside, not to stop people from leaving,” said Joe. 
 
    “Damn. You’re right. And look at the concertina wire. It’s entirely around the exterior perimeter of the fence. It would discourage someone from trying to climb up and over to get inside. Interesting. I wonder what they’re trying to keep out?” said Mike. 
 
    A few seconds later the truck moved slowly past the entrance, heading farther into the camp. The movement caused Joe to weave slightly as he made his way back to the bench. 
 
    “I’m scared,” said Meg, squeezing his hand. 
 
    “Me too,” he said. 
 
    Joe kissed her softly, trying to comfort her. He had no way to reassure her or protect her from what might lie ahead. In some ways the feeling of being powerless hurt Joe more than anything he had witnessed. 
 
    “I feel like we should make a run for it. Try to get away one last time,” said Meg in a low whisper. 
 
    “Throughout the entire drive I thought about nothing else. But after seeing the explosions and tracers shooting across the sky as we drove away from the mountains, I realized that this thing is bigger than any of us,” said Mike. 
 
    Before Joe could answer, he heard the driver’s truck door slam shut. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go! End of the line!” said the driver as he opened the canvas. 
 
    Following his instructions, they jumped out of the truck onto solid ground. The truck had vibrated so much on their trip to the camp that Joe’s feet still buzzed from the motion. 
 
    “Follow me!” said the man. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” asked Meg. 
 
    “To processing. You need to go through intake and then wait in lockdown.” 
 
    Several other uniformed soldiers came toward them to greet their driver. 
 
    “Hey, man. How’s it out there?” said one of them. 
 
    “It’s a mess. I’m glad to be back. Bravo Group found these three running for their lives and picked them up. Can you take them to processing for me? I need to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Sure. We’ve got them,” said another man to their driver. 
 
    The men did not seem particularly concerned about the three of them running or putting up a fight. Something felt off to Joe. Joe would have expected to be treated more like a prisoner who might escape than a person arriving as a guest. Instead, the soldiers casually walked them to one of the buildings. 
 
    A cold gush of air escaped Building D as one of the soldiers opened the door for them. The vast space seemed to be organized in alphabetical order. Signs displaying segments of the alphabet hung above large tables. One or two military persons sat at each table, waiting to address newcomers. 
 
    “Come on in! Don’t be shy!” yelled one of the men to them. 
 
    One of the soldiers gave Joe a gentle nudge on the shoulder, pushing him forward. Looking around, Joe realized that the other men must have left, because they had been nowhere in sight when they entered the building. Again, he had the sense that nothing added up the way he would have expected. 
 
    “Find the first letter of your last name and proceed to that intake table!” yelled one of the women. 
 
    Meg glanced at Joe and said, “I feel like I just got dropped off at summer camp, not an internment camp. Something’s off.” 
 
    “I agree. This isn’t at all what I thought it would be.” 
 
    Mike tapped Joe on the shoulder and said, “I’m a Jensen. I’m going through that line over there. See you on the other side.” 
 
    “Okay, man. Let’s meet up here when we’re done. If possible.” 
 
    Joe and Meg moved slowly toward the section containing the letter B for Birch. Joe did not know if the cool air made him feel better or if the decidedly less tense atmosphere in the intake building had caused the shift in him. In either case, for the first time in weeks, he felt his body relaxing, becoming less stressed. 
 
    “Last name?” 
 
    “Birch, Meg and Joe.” 
 
    The female soldier typed something into the computer and then looked up at them. “First time here, huh?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Joe. He squeezed Meg’s hand, willing her not to mention where they had been. 
 
    She seemed to pick up on his signal, stopping herself from adding anything to the conversation, as she otherwise might have done. 
 
    “Since this is your first time here, we’ll need you to go through full processing. Mr. Birch, looks like you are former Navy. That should save you some shots.” 
 
    “Shots?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone who comes through here is fully immunized. We can’t afford a breakout of measles. Religious freedom might work for parents to stop kids from being vaccinated before school starts, but it won’t work here. Everyone gets up to date,” said the woman sternly. 
 
    “I think I’m up to date on everything. Can’t I—” started Meg. 
 
    “Nope. Everyone except recently separated active-duty members get vaccinated with the full array of shots. No exceptions.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They’ll be over before you know it. It’s probably a speed line like we did in the Navy. You walk through a line, getting hit from all sides. It’s not fun, but it’s quick. You’ll be fine,” said Joe. 
 
    His comments did not seem to make her feel any better. Meg hated shots more than anyone he knew. Nothing Joe could say would make running the vaccine gauntlet easier on her and he knew it. 
 
    “Do you have kids?” asked the woman. 
 
    “No,” answered Meg. 
 
    The woman typed into the computer while Meg and Joe waited. Finally, she seemed satisfied with her efforts and looked up at them. 
 
    “Spit in this, please,” she said as she handed Meg a vial. 
 
    The small printer on the table printed labels. Once Meg spit into the vial, the woman put a label on it, identifying it as coming from Meg Birch. Then the woman stood and leaned across the desk to Meg. 
 
    “Open wide. I need to get a cheek swab,” said the woman. 
 
    “Is all of this necessary?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Sure is. Now you. Please come forward.” 
 
    She did the same to Joe. When she finished, she issued them each a badge containing their names and a photo ID. Joe noticed the picture came from his driver’s license. It had been one of the worst pictures he ever took. It made him look more than a little insane. 
 
    “All set here. Move back to the orange line over there and wait. Someone will be around to gather you.” 
 
    “Where are we being taken?” asked Meg. 
 
    “You have to stay in lockdown until the lab is finished with your samples. After that, assuming everything works out fine, you’ll be cleared to move to your assigned tent. You’ll also need to come back here to get inked. The back of your ID tag contains your tent number. The camp is laid out on a grid. You’re here and your new home is here. But don’t get excited. It could take a day or so for the lab to clear the two of you. In the meantime, you’ll get shots, clothing and shower time,” said the woman. “If you make it out of lockdown, chow times are seven, twelve, and six. Eat when you can because there are no snacks.” 
 
    “Inked?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Only those tested and cleared get one of these,” said the woman, rolling up her sleeve. She had the same shiny ink patch on her forearm as Larry had. 
 
    She handed them a map of the base and sat back down. 
 
    Joe could not believe the treatment they’d received. Confusion caused him to remain in place for a few seconds longer than he probably should have. 
 
    Meg grabbed his hand and said, “Come on. Let’s go. Looks like Mike’s already waiting at the orange line.” 
 
    “That was easy,” said Mike. 
 
    “Too easy. What the hell is going on here?” said Joe. 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Mike. 
 
    A soldier entered the building carrying a clipboard. He headed straight to the three of them. “Come on. This way to lockdown.” 
 
    They followed him out of the intake tent back to the warm day. The stifling heat caused Joe to gasp when he first walked outside. Within minutes he adjusted to the change in environments. 
 
    “Are you two a couple?” the soldier asked, turning to Meg and Joe. 
 
    “Yes. We’re married,” said Joe defensively. 
 
    “Too bad. You’ll have to be separated in lockdown. The dorms are gender specific. Ma’am, this is your dorm,” said the soldier to Meg. 
 
    Joe walked over to her and hugged her. He did not want to leave her but knew they had no choice but to separate. 
 
    Pulling back, he cupped her face in his hands and said, “The intake lady said this part would only be a day or so at most. Then we’ll be back together. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    He kissed her softly then opened the door for her. 
 
    Someone from the inside yelled, “Are you Meg Birch?” 
 
    Meg walked into the dark interior of the women’s dorm. 
 
    “Let’s go, boys! Your dorm is just here,” said the soldier, pointing to the next building. 
 
    Even though the buildings sat side by side, they felt miles away to Joe. 
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    The interior of the men’s barracks felt no different than any other military barracks Joe had stayed in over the years. Neat rows of bunk beds dominated the interior. A large sign on one of the walls identified the bathrooms, which included communal showers. 
 
    Just inside the doors, two soldiers sat behind a large desk. The desk boasted several large computer monitors. Joe glanced at them as casually as possible, trying not to make his spying obvious. 
 
    “Go ahead and look,” said one of the soldiers. “The entire camp is covered with cameras. Nothing happens around here without being seen. You are confined to this building until cleared. Make no mistake, you try to leave and we’ll know it.” 
 
    “When the lab results are finished, if they clear you, then you can go to your assigned tents. Got it?” said the other soldier. 
 
    “Got it,” said Mike. 
 
    “Here are your bunk assignments. Fresh clothes are on the bunks. I suggest you use the shower facilities. You guys are really ripe,” said one of the men. 
 
    The other soldier laughed then added, “Shit, man. I thought that smell was from your lunch!” 
 
    Mike and Joe walked through the rows of bunk beds until they arrived at the ones assigned to them. Joe’s bed had been neatly tucked in the manner he’d learned in basic training. On top of the pristine bed sat a pile of clothing consisting of a shirt, pants, underwear and flip-flops. The outfit looked like the ones prisoners wear. A fresh white towel hung on the side rail of the bunk. 
 
    Joe could not help but notice that the other men in the dorm looked them up and down as though they had been living at the bottom of a swamp for the past month. Glancing down at himself, he realized why. Mud covered the entire front of his body. His hands were filthy from digging under the fence to escape the survivalist camp. He looked like a fugitive who had not showered in weeks, maybe months. Mike didn’t fare much better. 
 
    “I think I’m going to listen to their less than kind suggestion and take a shower,” said Joe. 
 
    “Me too. I stink and feel completely disgusting,” said Mike. 
 
    Joe grabbed his new clothes and headed to the bathroom. The water felt sublime. The camp had great water pressure, unlike the university. Finally, he had a proper shower, with soap and shampoo. He washed, rinsed and rewashed so many times he thought he would scrub off a layer of skin. 
 
    After thoroughly showering and shaving for the first time since their ordeal started, Joe returned to his bunk and lay down. He hoped Meg had similar accommodations. 
 
    Mike lay in his bunk just above Joe. Within minutes of Mike’s return, Joe heard him snoring. It started quietly enough but then built up over time to the loudest snoring Joe had heard. Eventually, Joe felt able to block out the persistent, disordered breathing, and fell in a deep sleep. 
 
    A commotion woke him. Joe wore no watch, so he could not tell how long he had been sleeping. The building’s tall metal walls did not contain windows, leaving him unable to determine the general time of day by the sky. 
 
    The noise came from the guard desk. The men were playing some sort of card game that became animated. Joe listened for Mike’s snoring but heard nothing. 
 
    “You awake?” he asked. 
 
    “I am now. How long was I out for?” 
 
    “I have no idea. They woke me up too,” said Joe. 
 
    “I’m going back to sleep. I don’t think I’ve ever slept so good.” 
 
    “Same here. I’ll wake you if anything happens,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe dozed in and out of sleep. Occasionally he got up to relieve himself but then quickly found his cot again. Returning to sleep required no effort at all. His exhausted body seemed to sink into the mattress, effortlessly finding deep sleep. 
 
    “BIRCH! JENSEN!” yelled someone. 
 
    “BIRCH AND JENSEN!” 
 
    Joe woke with a start, sitting up immediately after hearing his name called. 
 
    “Mike! Get up! They’re calling us!” he said as he shook the bunk. 
 
    The two scrambled to the guards’ desk. One of the men looked up from the document he held to them. “Looks like you guys are cleared. Welcome home, ladies. Feel free to grab your things and find your tents.” 
 
    “That was fast. They told us it could take a day or two to process our labs, whatever that means,” said Mike. 
 
    “It did. You two princesses have been snoring the entire time. Almost blew the roof off with that racket. No one had the heart to wake you. Judging by your appearance and how much you slept, you guys must’ve seen a lot out there.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement, to say the least,” said Mike. 
 
    “My wife? Do you know where she is?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Beats me. If she was cleared, then she’ll be headed to your tent. If not, they’ll transport her off the facility.” 
 
    “Off the facility? To where?” asked Joe, slightly panicked. 
 
    “Sorry. That knowledge is beyond my pay grade.” 
 
    Mike and Joe walked out of the building into the blinding sunlight. Joe thought it should be night, not day. Sleeping for hours at a stretch confused him when he woke. It never seemed like the right time of day. 
 
    “I don’t get any of this. I have to admit that I’m totally confused,” he said to Mike. 
 
    “Me too. Where’s your tent?” asked Mike. 
 
    “J6. Yours?” 
 
    “B3. Looks like we’re not even close to one another,” said Joe. He turned the map in his hands, trying to get an idea of the camp’s layout. 
 
    “Lunch is in forty-five minutes. I’m going to find my tent and shower beforehand. Meet you at the chow hall?” said Mike. 
 
    “Sure. Let’s meet at this one here. It’s sort of in between our two locations. With any luck, Meg will be joining us,” said Joe. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. See you then.” 
 
    He left the lockdown building, searching the tent city. Although the camp seemed well organized, for the uninitiated, finding their way around was not as intuitive as the check-in woman had led them to believe. Several wrong turns resulted in him walking down long rows of tents that seemed to have no end. Finally he found his assigned tent. 
 
    Opening the flap, he walked into the shade of the tent. The sparse accommodations contained nothing but two cots and two lockable trunks. The keys remained in the locks. He had nothing of value to store inside the trunks. The only thing he held precious was Meg. He’d thrown away the entire outfit he’d worn to the camp. Cheapness usually made him hesitate to throw things away, but the clothes had been beyond salvage. 
 
    Sitting on the bed, his thoughts returned to Meg. He contemplated going to the female lockdown dorm to inquire about her whereabouts. Just as he turned to get up, Meg burst into the tent. “Joe!” she exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    They moved toward each other quickly, bonding their bodies together as one. He inhaled her as he held her tightly. 
 
    “I’ve been so worried about you,” he whispered into her neck. 
 
    “Same here,” she said. Breaking their embrace, she moved back from him slightly and added, “Actually, I slept for most of the time we were separated. I guess I didn’t realize how exhausted I was.” 
 
    “Same here. Let’s go and find Mike. He’s meeting us for lunch at the chow hall,” said Joe. 
 
    They walked hand and hand through the tent maze toward the chow hall. 
 
    “I’m starving,” she said. 
 
    “Me too. I hope the food is better than what I had when I was in the Navy.” 
 
    After walking a little more, Joe said, “This is it. Let’s see if Mike’s inside. Otherwise we should wait out here for him.” 
 
    “No need to wait. Here he comes.” 
 
    Mike seemed to be headed in their direction but then continued walking down a different tent row, obviously lost. He looked at the map in his hands more than his surroundings, making navigation difficult. If he had only looked up, he would have seen Joe and Meg waiting for him. 
 
    “I’ll grab him. Give me just one sec,” said Joe, kissing her cheek. 
 
    Joe sprinted off in the direction where he last saw his friend. Mike must have wandered into a different section, because he was no longer walking where Joe thought he should be. Frustrated, Joe decided to turn back toward Meg. 
 
    “BIRCH! HEY, BIRCH!” came a call from behind him. 
 
    Joe spun around to see Riley McSavage, a guy he went to basic training with. 
 
    “Hey, Savage! Last person I would have expected to see here!” said Joe. The old friends shook hands. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll introduce you to my wife, Meg.” 
 
    As they walked toward Meg, Mike emerged from one of the lines of tents, finally finding his way. 
 
    “There you are!” Joe said to Mike. 
 
    “This place is a maze. I don’t know how anyone finds their way around here!” said Mike, frustrated. 
 
    “Riley, meet Mike and Meg. We’re about to have some chow. Are you free to join us?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Sure. I’d love to!” Riley said. 
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    A thick cold wall of air-conditioning hit Joe’s sweaty head as he walked into the chow hall. The heat of the day had only taken a few minutes to catch up to him, making him uncomfortable. The cold air felt amazing. 
 
    He handed Meg a tray and allowed her to walk in front of him through the food line. The hot food would never qualify as haute cuisine, but Joe’s mouth watered when the food line staff piled unidentifiable globs of hot food onto his tray. He could not recall the last time he’d had a hot meal. At the university they’d subsisted on cold canned food and vending machine snacks. Again he felt his mind and body relax into being at the camp. Suspicion over the government activities gave way to gratitude for the care they received. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s sit over here,” said Riley. 
 
    Riley navigated the long rows of metal tables to find one in the far corner of the room away from other diners. 
 
    “How long have you been at the camp, Riley?” asked Meg. 
 
    Joe heard the edge in her voice and knew Meg still viewed the soldiers as the enemy. Her attitude caused him to shake back into the mindset they’d had when they first arrived on dry land. He eyed Riley suspiciously, waiting for an answer. 
 
    After swallowing an impossibly large forkful of mashed potatoes, Riley finally answered, “I’ve been here from the beginning. I’m a lab worker on base. Once the shit hit the fan, the first thing they did was to set up the labs. We’ve been super busy. I tested your samples. It’s how I knew you were here. I was on my way to find you when we bumped into one another.” 
 
    “I hated allowing them to take my DNA. Last thing I want is to be part of some sort of DNA database,” said Mike. 
 
    “You know the government can then use our DNA to thwart our Fourth Amendment rights. Why would you want to be part of any of this?” demanded Meg. 
 
    “DNA database? What are you talking about?” asked Riley. 
 
    “We know the truth of what happened. The government orchestrated the entire EMP event in order to establish martial law and imprison innocent civilians. They want to use this so-called crisis to create a new normal where we become accustomed to the government being able to enter our home, seize our belongings and arrest innocent civilians!” said Meg, a little out of control. 
 
    “Whoa! What are you talking about? None of that’s what’s actually happening here. Why do you even believe any of that nonsense? We’re under attack,” said Riley. 
 
    “Sure we are,” retorted Meg. 
 
    Joe trusted Riley. The man had always been a straight shooter for as long as Joe knew him. He had no reason to believe Riley would lie to them. 
 
    “Who attacked us? What do you mean? What’s happening?” asked Joe. He grabbed Meg’s hand and gave it a squeeze, trying to calm her. 
 
    She reciprocated the squeeze, indicating she would relax and listen. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” asked Riley incredulously. 
 
    “Know what?” asked Mike. 
 
    “China attacked the U.S. We’ve been defending our homeland from a full-scale invasion. All of this, the troops, the camp—all of it is part of the war effort. How did you miss the news coverage or the emergency broadcasts? The emergency broadcast system blared out its message nearly continually until they hit us with the EMP,” said Riley, shaking his head. 
 
    Riley looked at the three of them as though they were the most clueless people he had ever encountered. Joe began to wonder if they had gotten everything wrong since escaping the cruise ship. 
 
    “We were on a cruise when the EMP occurred. All we know is that after escaping the ship, we got to land to find all the citizens gone and soldiers actively grabbing people out of their homes,” said Meg. 
 
    “My family vanished. I have no idea what happened to them. My house was the first place we went when we got to the mainland. It was like they just walked out. They didn’t even leave a note.” 
 
    “Of course they vanished without leaving a note. They were hastily evacuated for their own safety. Wow. I can’t get over how far off you guys are. That’s incredible. This whole time you’ve been thinking our government had a hand in this?” 
 
    Joe nodded and said, “Start from the beginning. We need to hear the entire story of what’s been going on.” 
 
    Riley put his fork down and looked at them with detached seriousness. “The week before the EMP, China managed to launch a full-scale land attack on the U.S. west coast. They came in hard and fast, landing one battalion of soldiers after another on U.S. soil. We were completely unprepared. No one thought the U.S. would be hit like that, with conventional warfare techniques. Their sheer numbers simply overran our defenses. They even stole U.S. technology used to harden electronics against an EMP. Up until this point, U.S. war planning always involved fighting in a foreign land. Even though we have domestic defenses, we always counted on early warning of any invasion. The powers that be never really planned for a surprise attack of this magnitude. It’s just not something anyone thought would happen. We’ve become complacent with regard to the vulnerability of our shores. Up until this happened, everyone prepared for long-distance fighting.” 
 
    “Holy shit. How the hell did they get within striking distance of our mainland without anyone knowing it? It makes no sense. You’d think someone in the fleet would have seen massive carrier groups moving in our direction,” said Joe. 
 
    “You’d think that would be the case. However, the sneaky bastards were more prepared than we could have imagined. Years ago they installed the world’s largest antenna in the mountains of Argentina. They claimed the antenna had been erected for nonmilitary purposes. Then they flooded the Argentine economy with money, infrastructure improvements and lavish loans. For our part, the U.S. refused to loan Argentina any money, which basically pushed them into the waiting arms of the Reds.” 
 
    “I heard about that years ago. I remember reading about the antenna and wondering why Argentina would allow China to set up like that in their country,” said Meg. 
 
    “Yeah, they set up all right. While the U.S. focused on blowing up yet another Middle Eastern country, the Reds moved into our backyard. Then the sneaky fucks used the antenna and their 5G networks to scramble our intelligence. Suddenly the U.S. couldn’t communicate within branches of the military, nor could it see what was actually happening in the water right off our shores. They had been planning this attack for years. Slowly laying the groundwork a little at a time right under our noses, and none of us were the wiser.” 
 
    “So we were just sitting here doing nothing when they invaded?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Basically, yes. From our side, all looked the same on radar, through satellites and via communications. They even rerouted all voice and email traffic to China. They set up huge intel farms, with the help of the Russians, of course. When we thought we were talking to another American, we were actually talking to a Red and had no idea. The best part was that between the Reds and the Russians, they flooded our social media with so much divisive crap that regular Americans no longer trusted one another. If I didn’t hate them so much, I’d say the plan was brilliant. They really did a number on us,” said Riley. 
 
    “My god. Are they still in our country?” asked Meg, shaken. 
 
    A strong chill moved through Joe’s body. He moved closer to Meg for comfort. 
 
    “Oh yes. They now control over two-thirds of the U.S. mainland. They’ve managed to push the attack east. So far we’ve been able to hold the line against them, but it hasn’t been easy, and our human losses are staggering. They’re outmaneuvering us at every turn because we haven’t been able to properly communicate with one another to coordinate our defenses. We’ve had to set up a secondary set of communications, which took time that we didn’t have. Also, even with a so-called secure line, we have really no way to confirm that we’re actually talking to another American. They’ve managed to infiltrate our ranks to the point that they discover code words as fast as we can think them up. It’s really insane. One of the worst parts of this is that we have an entire nuclear arsenal at our disposal, but no one will use it. Who would want to kill their own citizens like that?” 
 
    “What about our allies? Are any other countries helping us?” asked Mike, the strain in his voice evident. 
 
    “Yes. But just our neighbors. I’ve heard talk that the Brits might come, but that’s it. After pulling out of NATO, it seems like our allies are too busy to come to our aid. NATO required all of our allies to come to defend us if we were ever attacked. Without the treaty, we’re on our own and no one cares. On the other hand, Mexico and Canada stepped up and are helping considerably.” 
 
    “Why did we see soldiers grabbing Americans? The whole thing looked like our government was actively rounding up regular U.S. citizens. None of this makes sense,” said Meg. 
 
    “We had no choice but to round everyone up and make sure they are who they appear to be.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Were Chinese soldiers hiding out on U.S. soil?” 
 
    “Oh no. They did one better. They worked with several universities to create a drug that would numb us out. They call it Wondra. The university right here in the mountains managed to crack the research nut and develop a safe usable drug. Once our government figured out what the Chinese were doing, they yanked the project, forcing the university to shut down the entire lab, but the damage had been done. The Reds already had a usable compound in their greedy little hands. Somehow they managed to push the drug to millions of Americans.” 
 
    “What the hell? How?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We aren’t entirely sure yet. The latest theory is that they slipped it into vape compounds. The smoker gets a full dose, but those around the smoker also get dosed. Eventually, with enough out there, the mind-altering agent spread around.” 
 
    “Why would they do that? None of this makes sense,” said Meg. 
 
    “They had to do it. The Reds know that Americans are the fiercest, bravest m’fers on the planet. Every one of us would defend our country to the death. Without Wondra, they would’ve had to fight every last person, not just our scrambling military. Door-to-door combat would have been necessary to win. They knew that would never work because we’re an armed citizenry with a long history of using local militia for defense. We would’ve been a little disorganized in the beginning, but eventually we would’ve caught on and given them the fight of their lives. Even with their superior numbers, we could’ve beaten them back. They needed Wondra to make us all numb. Once they gave us Wondra, we simply turned to social media and got fed a bunch of lies, which made us hate one another and tune out. They numbed us and manipulated us. Like I said, it was brilliant.” 
 
    “Why the DNA tests? What’s up with that? And these markings on our arms? What is all of that?” asked Joe. 
 
    “The feds decided that testing for Wondra would be the best way to discover the Reds. We’re looking for Wondra in the system through testing saliva. We’re also looking for molecular compounds bonding to the basic DNA strand. We think persistent use of Wondra shows up as lesions or even nodules on otherwise healthy DNA strands. We’ve been able to yank people presenting in this way from the general population in order to isolate them. They’re too vulnerable to misinformation and suspicion to be left alone out there.” 
 
    Joe looked at Riley, stunned. Throughout the entire ordeal they’d suspected the government of harming its citizens. Everything they believed had been false. Suddenly his mind turned back to something Riley said. 
 
    “You mentioned the final work on Wondra happened here? At the university?” said Joe. 
 
    “Yes. A researcher named Ed Camp worked almost exclusively on the project. Why?” 
 
    “Shit! We know Ed. We’ve been hiding out at the university from the soldiers. We thought we were doing the right thing!” said Meg, a little panicked. 
 
    “The last place anyone should want to be is at that university. It’s a stronghold for the Reds. They’ve been using the university’s facilities throughout the entire ordeal. We think most of the Chinese students and faculty are actually agents. We believe the entire campus acted as a testing ground for Wondra.” 
 
    Piecing together the information Riley provided, Joe recalled watching the soldiers grab a particularly bold Chinese student. He’d watched the men drag the Chinese woman away kicking and screaming. At the time, Joe thought the student acted out in order to fight back against an overstepping government. Now he realized she was an enemy combatant on U.S. soil. 
 
    “Ed’s in charge of the people at the university. He’s a great guy, from what we can tell. Do you think he knew what his research was being used for?” asked Joe. 
 
    “We don’t think so. Whatever they were doing to test the drug on campus was done without his or his staff’s knowledge. As far as we can tell, he’s a mere bystander to all of the madness.” 
 
    “Why not pull him and the other innocent people off the campus? We saw plenty of soldiers coming and going. No one would think it’s odd if the soldiers’ presence on campus increased. We might be able to save some Americans’ lives. Unless there’s a different strategy to get them out,” said Mike. 
 
    “We think the entire campus has been contaminated with the drug and has been for quite a while. Since we know what they’re doing now, we’ve been watching the campus and trying to turn the tables on them. From what I hear, our intelligence services are trying to thwart a major attack by using the university to pass along misinformation. Soldiers came and went on campus so that it didn’t look as though the campus was off-limits. If we had done that, the Reds might have gotten suspicious. We really didn’t want to give anything away that they could use.” 
 
    “We need to get them out of there! They aren’t safe! We left our friends up there. They have no idea what’s happening!” said Meg. 
 
    Joe worried about Nancy and Brett’s safety. Now their paranoia made sense. The entire time, their minds had been warped by the use of Wondra. 
 
    “Crap! That’s why Brett and Nancy immediately suspected the U.S. government of orchestrating the entire event. Throughout our entire ordeal those two kept filling our heads with notions of a government takedown. My god. How could I have been so blind?” said Mike. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself or them. They’re under the influence of Wondra. They really have no idea what they’re doing. And, Meg, you can’t get them out of there. It’s far too dangerous. Besides, within the next week the entire mountain will be lit up,” said Riley. 
 
    “It seems like the pushback has already begun. We were at a survivalist camp in the mountains when the troops came in. It looked like a full-scale military operation. That’s where they grabbed us,” said Joe. 
 
    “The attack that took place this past week was just the beginning. The entire side of the mountain will be hit hard by our guys. They want to put an end to the Red stronghold at the university. Sorry to say it, but your friends are as good as dead.” 
 
    Riley’s words hit Joe hard. He cared deeply for Brett and Nancy, even if their drug-induced paranoia had led them to all the decisions they’d made leading up to this moment. He agreed with Meg. They needed to figure out a way to at least warn them and the others. 
 
    “How long do you think we have before the attack?” asked Joe. 
 
    Riley ran a hand over his head and said, “I don’t know. I’m really not in the planning side of things. I just hear talk. All I know is that the entire mountainside will be leveled. It’s the only way to stop the Red advancement.” 
 
    “Crap. We need to warn them. We can’t just let our friends get killed,” said Meg again. 
 
    “You go to warn them and you’ll either get court-martialed for treason or killed in the crossfire. Your pick. If it were me, I’d say a prayer for them and leave it alone. You guys are safe here on base for as long as you want to stay. The clean lab tests mean you have been cleared to leave anytime. Staying here any longer is your choice.” 
 
    “Seriously? Where would we go?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Go home. We’ve secured most areas on the eastern side of the mountains. You should be fine to return home unless you live in a designated hot zone like the area around the university. Your other option is to stay and fight. We’ve had plenty of people volunteering for the Home Army. Frankly, we need every able-bodied person we can get to join the fight. Like I said, the Reds outnumber us. Every one of our fighters is important to winning this thing.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. I’ll fight. Count me in,” said Joe. 
 
    “What? No! You aren’t going anywhere near the fighting. I need you!” exclaimed Meg. 
 
    “I need to do this. It’s our country. I need to defend it.” He squeezed her hand gently as he spoke. 
 
    Meg looked stricken by the news. He wished he could comfort her but could not find a way. 
 
    “I’d like to stay and fight, but my family needs me. Is there a way to figure out where they are?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Sure is. Just head back to the intake shed. They have a list of everyone who came through one of the civilian intake zones. They’ll also have a record of who left.” 
 
    Mike stood hastily from the table. Grabbing the half-eaten tray of food, he said, “I can’t wait another minute to find them. Sorry to eat and run, but I’m out of here. I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    “Joe, you can go to intake as well to let them know you’d like to serve. They’ll put you in the system and attach you to a ground unit.” 
 
    “Not out to sea?” asked Joe, unsure if his gamble would work. 
 
    “Probably not, but I have no idea. After the attack on the west coast, our carrier groups scrambled and have been actively patrolling the coasts in an effort to augment the Coast Guard. Even if they wanted to place you in one of those groups, there’d be no way to get you out into the gray haze. From what I can tell, our land-based resources, including Marines, are busy fighting on land. It’s on land that we need every available body to fight. I could be wrong, but since the fighting is concentrated on solid ground, my guess is that you will be land based.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll report over there immediately,” said Joe. 
 
    Meg shifted in her seat uncomfortably. He could feel her hand becoming shaky and sweaty. Turning to her, he said, “I’ll be fine. You’ll see.” 
 
    Meg shook her head softly then turned to Riley and said, “You mentioned those with markers for Wondra are detained. What happens to them?” 
 
    “We have an experimental drug that seems to speed the recovery time from Wondra. It also appears to ease the effects of Wondra as the person is healing. Some are being treated with that, while others are simply held until their levels go down. In any case, they can’t be released. That’d be too dangerous for our side. Drugged people are doing all sorts of crazy shit to thwart the U.S. government. It’s like they think they’re resistance fighters or something. The whole thing is crazy. I’m glad to be helping win the war from my lab right here on base. As far as I can tell, serving on base is the best game in town.” 
 
    “Why did they tag us with this ink?” asked Joe. He pulled up his sleeve and rolled his forearm into the light. The nearly transparent ink glistened as the light bounced off its shiny surface. 
 
    “Anyone who hasn’t been drugged gets tagged. It’s the only way to prevent us from killing innocents. The tag even gets picked up on NVG. It’s pretty cool technology. They developed the ink years ago, but didn’t have a military application until the invasion. Like I said, the wars we have fought always involved the U.S. against a foreign force. In a fight like that, it’s pretty easy to tell who the good guys are. What we’re doing here is way harder because the bad guys could be anyone among us.” 
 
    “You said that the Chinese stole U.S. technology that allowed their equipment to survive the EMP. Could that also apply to handheld radios?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Of course. Anything with electricity, with a few exceptions, should have been fried. Why?” asked Riley. 
 
    “We used radios to communicate with one another at the university. I always wondered how those managed to survive the attack,” said Joe. 
 
    “Yes. Those were provided by the Chinese. Guaranteed,” said Riley. 
 
    “Geez. This is so wacked. Thanks for filling us in. I still can’t get over how wrong we were. Our friends from the cruise ship had us convinced that the government turned on the citizens. They sounded so sure of everything. Of course we believed them, in part because they’re professors at the university. I guess I just figured they knew things I didn’t,” said Joe. 
 
    “You weren’t alone, that’s for sure. Anyway, I’ve got to get back to the lab. I’ll catch up with you guys later.” 
 
    Riley picked up his empty tray and quickly walked away from their table. Once he moved out of earshot, Joe turned to Meg. He cupped her face and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. 
 
    “Let’s get back to our tent. We need to talk,” he said. 
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    Mike walked as quickly as he could manage to the intake shed. He cursed himself as he moved for not asking about his family on the first day he arrived. By this time, he could have been home with them. That is, assuming they’d made it home safely. He never thought to inquire about his family because when they first arrived, he had still been operating under the paranoid story created by Brett and Nancy. He’d firmly believed that an out-of-control government had captured his precious family. Now those notions seemed silly to him. Over and over again he wondered how he could have been so foolish. 
 
    Once inside the intake shed, he decided to return to the same table where he had originally been processed. Standing at the table, he waited until the two women behind the desk finished their conversation and turned to him. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Didn’t we already process you?” asked one of them. 
 
    “Maybe he wants more shots! Things can get boring in our little tent city. Nothing like a few dozen shots to spice things up!” chimed in the other one. 
 
    The women seemed to be enjoying their time together. Their behavior could not have been less in sync with his own feelings at the moment. Tight-lipped, he turned back to the first one and said, “I’m looking for my family. I think they came through this facility during the very beginning of the attack.” 
 
    He stood stock-still, waiting for a reply. Tension rippled across the muscles on his back. 
 
    “We can’t help you with that!” The first woman laughed. 
 
    “You need to go to location services,” said the second one. 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Same building toward the back. Red Cross is running it.” The woman pointed. 
 
    Without skipping a beat, the women turned from him back to their jovial conversation. He moved swiftly across the interior of the structure. He should have known the Red Cross would be running the location services. Since World War II the Red Cross had facilitated the reunification of families torn apart by the war and holocaust. Family reunification remained one of the organization’s primary objectives. 
 
    A kind-looking older woman sat under the easily identifiable Red Cross symbol. She flipped mindlessly through an old magazine as she waited for something to do. 
 
    “Hi. I’m looking to find my family and was told to come here. Can you help me?” 
 
    The woman lifted her head slowly to look at him. She appeared to be surprised that someone came to her table, as though it did not occur to her that someone would seek her assistance. 
 
    “Sure thing, sweetheart. What’s the family name?” she said with a thick Southern drawl. 
 
    “Jensen. I’m looking for my wife and kids.” 
 
    “Alright, give me a minute.” She adjusted her obese frame on the creaking chair beneath her as she flipped open a thick handwritten logbook. “Here we are. I’ve got it. What’s the first name?” 
 
    “Sharon. Sharon is my wife. You need the names of our kids too?” 
 
    “Nope. Just the missus.” 
 
    Using a ruler, she moved down the list slowly, checking each name along the way. Then she repeated the process, going back over the same list of names in her dense logbook. Finally, she adjusted her glasses and looked up at him. “I don’t have a Sharon Jensen. They haven’t come through.” 
 
    “Really? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive. I checked twice. There’s no Sharon Jensen.” 
 
    “Maybe they went to a different intake facility? Is it possible that you don’t have them because they entered from a different location?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to have a complete list. But let’s check anyway. I’ll run her name into the computer and see what happens. The digital system is supposed to be the most accurate anyway.” 
 
    “Then why use the paper log?” 
 
    “We don’t want to lose track of anyone. If the Reds hit us again, these computers will become useless. I prefer paper anyway. It’s easier on the old eyes.” 
 
    The woman typed a few things into the computer. When she finished her work, she looked at Mike and said, “Nope. Sorry. No Sharon Jensen listed.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I don’t understand? They weren’t home when I got there. It was like they vanished. They would’ve had to come through one of the intake facilities.” 
 
    “I’m sure, sweetheart. She’s not in the system. Sorry. Maybe they decided to hide out with family? We’ve had a few of those.” 
 
    “Sharon wouldn’t have done that. We have small children. Could you just check one more time? It’s Jensen. J-E-N—” 
 
    “Oh no. Did you say J-E-N? Oh goodness, where’s my mind. I looked under G. Let’s try this again.” 
 
    Mike waited with balled fists as he struggled to remain composed. He could hardly believe the woman’s mistake. Frustration swelled in him to a near boiling point. He felt like screaming at the woman but knew that would not help the situation. 
 
    “You said Sharon’s the first name?” 
 
    “Yes. Sharon Jensen. J-E-N—” 
 
    “No need to respell it. I’ve found her. Your home is out in Lawrence?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She and two minor children were processed in the very beginning of this mess. Then they left the camp for home. That was a while ago, nearly a month.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes. This time I’m absolutely sure. I’d bet they’re still at home. That area has never seen any action, so there’s no reason they would have left again.” 
 
    “Thanks!” 
 
    Mike took off from the desk, joyfully knowing that his family remained safe at home. He could be reunited with them as soon as he could get a ride back to Lawrence. If the old woman had her timing right, they would have returned home just as Mike and the others had left the house for the city. If he had only stayed in place for a day or so, they would never have been separated. The realization that Brett and Nancy’s paranoia had led to his decision to leave their home stung him. 
 
    After walking through the maze of tents, he finally found the one assigned to him. The tent city seemed oddly vacant for such a large-scale operation. He could only conclude that most people had returned home after processing. 
 
    Just as quickly as his mind soared with relief over the news of his family, his mind switched gears into extreme worry for Frank. Relief over Sharon and the kids’ situation mingled with concern for his friend Frank. Frank was like family to the Jensens. He spent most holidays with them and had been named the godfather for their children. He couldn’t just leave Frank at the university to be killed. Frank would never do that to him and he knew it. On the other hand, Frank would want him to take care of Sharon and the kids. This he also knew. 
 
    Mike lay on his cot, staring at the ceiling. Throughout the entire conflict, he had been obsessed with finding his family. Now that he knew their location and could be with them, he found himself hesitating for Frank’s sake. 
 
   
  
 



— 34 — 
 
    Once inside their small tent, Joe closed the opening as best he could for privacy. The tents had been tightly spaced in order to maximize the use of space at the base, resulting in a complete lack of privacy for those occupying the shelters. People in the surrounding tents would be able to hear every word of their conversations. Mindful of this reality, Joe held his index finger to his mouth and looked at Meg. Meg nodded her head slowly, acknowledging that she understood the issue. 
 
    They sat side by side on the edge of one of the cots, holding hands. Joe leaned into her, placing his lips as close to her ear as possible. In a low whisper he said, “I need to rescue the others. I can’t just let them get killed.” 
 
    “You heard what Riley said, the whole mountain is going to be leveled. There’s nothing we can do to help them. I’m upset about it too, but I won’t lose you to save them. No way. You need to stay with me. We can return to our apartment and go back to a somewhat normal life,” she whispered. 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying, but I have to at least try to help them. My guess is that the troops don’t know about the tunnels. If I’m attached to a ground unit that’s going to the general area where the university is, then I can break away, go into the tunnels, and warn them.” 
 
    “Are you nuts? You’ll either get killed or be caught as a traitor. Neither is a good option. Besides, that’s assuming you even get to the tunnels. They could place you in a ground unit that isn’t anywhere near the university. Then what? You’re shipped west to fight over there?” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. You’ll see. I’ll get in, warn them, and then will be back as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “What if they won’t leave and you end up actually warning the enemy of the impending attack? Did you think of that? Brett, Nancy, Marvin and Ed, all of them were one more paranoid than another. It won’t work.” 
 
    “Like I said, I need to at least try. I can’t just sit back and allow them to be killed. They saved us from being on the cruise ship. I feel like we owe them.” 
 
    “I’m not sure they saved us from the cruise ship. For all we know, that ship would’ve been fine. I don’t like the whole thing. Besides, I need you with me. What’ll I do? Sit here and wait for you?” 
 
    “Yes. Just stay put. I think you’re safer here than at home. Besides, once I get back, we can go home together. You’ll see. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You always say things will be fine.” 
 
    “They usually are.” 
 
    Joe wrapped his arms around her and held her for a moment. He tried not to allow her objections to shake his resolve to help their friends. The plan would work. He just needed to get onto one of the trucks heading to the university. 
 
    “You guys decent?” asked Mike from outside the tent. 
 
    Breaking away from their embrace, Joe said, “Sure are. Come in, Mike.” 
 
    Once Mike moved into the tiny tent, the space seemed to shrink almost immediately. 
 
    “What’s up? Did you find your family?” asked Meg. 
 
    “Sure did! They’re at home safe and sound. From what I can tell, they probably returned to our house within a day or so after we left. I think we might’ve just missed them.” 
 
    “Really? Geez. I’m sorry to hear that. This entire time you’ve been apart, worrying about them unnecessarily,” said Joe. 
 
    “You see? Once again, I’m not so sure Brett and Nancy actually helped us,” said Meg. 
 
    “I agree. I think we needed to leave the ship, but we could’ve stayed at my house for the duration and been totally fine. The Red Cross woman said those areas are safe and always have been,” said Mike. 
 
    “Can you get a ride back to them?” asked Meg. 
 
    “I haven’t looked into it. I’m going with you, Joe. I need to make sure Frank is okay. I’d never forgive myself if I did nothing while knowing he’ll be killed in the crossfire.” 
 
    “Oh no. Not another one,” said Meg, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Joe got up quickly from the cot and signaled for Mike to sit on the floor in front of them. Again he held his index finger over his mouth to try to warn Mike not to speak loudly. 
 
    Mike sat and then whispered, “My family is home safe and sound. I want to see them more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. But I won’t be able to live with myself if Frank and the others get killed. Frank is my best friend and the godfather of our children. I have to try to save him.” 
 
    “Meg and I were talking about my plan when you came in. My assumption is that they probably don’t know about the tunnels. We can use that to our advantage. All we need is to get close to the university, slide into one of the tunnels, and warn them.” 
 
    “I agree, but how do we do it? And what if they won’t listen?” said Mike. 
 
    “Frank will probably listen. You tested clean for Wondra, and Frank has been with you for months on the cruise ship. That makes me think he’s probably clean as well,” said Joe. 
 
    “Unless being at the university has caused him to become drugged,” said Meg. 
 
    “Nothing happened to the three of us and we were there with him. So I think Joe’s right, he’s probably clean as well,” said Mike. 
 
    “Originally I thought I needed to volunteer to fight. However, Meg brought up a good point that they could send me west or to an entirely different operating theater,” said Joe. 
 
    “That would be the worst-case scenario,” said Mike. 
 
    “Exactly. That’s why I think we need to get onto a transport unit. We could simply ride out to the university area and then jump off the back of the truck. It’ll be easy,” said Joe. 
 
    “How do we get on the right truck? There’s vehicles coming and going from this place all day long. Any one of them could be the one we need.” 
 
    “I can do it,” said Meg. 
 
    Joe and Mike turned their heads to Meg at nearly the same moment. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I’ll go to the supply shed and try to figure out where the trucks are going. People don’t suspect me of doing anything wrong. For once, I can use that to my advantage. An innocent face has to be worth more to me than getting out of a few speeding tickets.” 
 
    “A few? You’ve successfully talked your way out of more speeding tickets than anyone I know!” Joe laughed. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment! I like the idea of sneaking onto campus rather than volunteering to fight. You guys are right, we need to at least try to save them,” said Meg. 
 
    “It’s a good plan. Also, if we’re caught, we could claim we had no idea of the truck’s destination. That could work,” said Mike thoughtfully. 
 
    “Okay. Just be careful at the supply shed. We can’t afford to alert anyone of our intentions,” said Joe, turning to Meg. 
 
    “I’m always careful. We back in a few!” 
 
    Meg kissed Joe and then left the tent. 
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    Ed visited the university’s kitchen to get an assessment of their food situation. The head chef assured him that even with the influx of people, their food supply would continue to serve them for at least a few months. The resistance fighters that came to the campus seemed to get the word out that they needed to regroup at the university. As a result, many more of them showed up seeking shelter. By Ed’s informal count, at least thirty extra people now stayed in the tunnels. 
 
    Many of the new people had connections to those already on campus. At first it seemed odd to Ed that anyone on campus would be associated with the resistance fighters. Then he realized the obvious connection: the people who knew each other were all Chinese. Many of the Chinese students settled in the local area after graduation. Some acquired research positions at the campus, while others applied for and received work visas from local tech companies. Of course they would know one another. It made perfect sense to Ed. 
 
    A group of students and newly arrived resistance fighters sat at one of the tables in the cafeteria, their heads together in a huddle as a serious-looking conversation ensued. Ed decided to join them. Maybe they needed help with something. 
 
    “Hey, guys! Everything all right over here? Did you get enough to eat?” 
 
    The Chinese people immediately stopped talking and glared at him in near unison. 
 
    “We’re fine, Mr. Ed, no need to worry about us,” said one of the students. 
 
    “They fed us really well! We’ll be rested and fed just in time for the fight!” said a resistance fighter. 
 
    One of the women in the group gave the fighter a stern look, which puzzled Ed. 
 
    “Alright. I’m glad to hear it. I’ve got to get to the rest of my rounds. Just let me know if you need anything. We’re sure glad you guys are here. We’ve been worried about the soldiers attacking the campus. At least now we can fight back,” said Ed. 
 
    “You’d better believe we’ll fight back!” said the resistance fighter. 
 
    Again Ed noticed the woman once again turning to the fighter and giving him a stern look. Shaking his head as he walked away, he knew he would never fully understand the Chinese culture. 
 
    He descended the dark stairway into the tunnels. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Switching on his flashlight, he followed the light beam to the tunnel doors. 
 
    Ed spotted Nancy, Brett and Marvin sitting on one of the couches in the communal area of the tunnels. They were talking to one of the resistance fighters, a Chinese woman with a strong Mandarin accent. 
 
    “Hey, Ed! Why don’t you join us? We were just talking with Yee about the soldiers quartered at our house,” said Brett. 
 
    “Yee said they didn’t know about the large concentration of soldiers in the area and that we should attack them. It might help to push the government back out of the region. What do you think?” asked Nancy. 
 
    “Do we have the numbers and ability to safely do that?” asked Ed. 
 
    “We have superior numbers and military power. There are more troops coming as we speak. Once they arrive, we can make attack,” said Yee in broken English. 
 
    “I’m no military man, so I need to trust your opinion on this issue. If you think that’s best, then I say go for it. I’d love to clean the area of troops. It would be nice to beat them back a little so that we aren’t surrounded,” said Ed. 
 
    Yee’s lips pulled back in a slight smile, exposing crooked, discolored teeth. She nodded her head and said, “Excellent. I couldn’t agree more.” 
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    Using the map Joe gave her, Meg made her way through the tent city, looking for the supply shed. The Supply Corps coordinated the movement of supporting materials to the frontline troops. They would know when trucks left for the hot zones. 
 
    After making several wrong turns, she finally found the supply building. Nothing in their appearance distinguished one building from another. All of the structures had been constructed from the same sand-colored corrugated metal material. Large signs and numbers painted on each building’s façade provided the only identifying features. The architectural cohesiveness of the base made it nearly impossible to quickly move around unless a person understood its general layout. 
 
    Meg took a deep breath and let it out slowly in an effort to calm herself down before entering the building. Her hands shook from the fear of getting busted. Riley had said that if she got caught aiding the enemy, they would be court-martialed for treason. For some reason, the thought of getting into legal trouble caused her far more anxiety than the very real possibility of getting killed by the enemy. 
 
    She approached the large jumble of desks hastily arranged near the entrance of the building. The supply department would likely get their requests through the military intranet, so they had no reason for the building to have a front-facing customer service station like the intake shed that had processed them. Instead, the people sitting at their desks pounded away at keyboards, made notations on clipboards, and talked to each other very infrequently. She hesitated, unsure where to begin or whom she should talk to. 
 
    “You need something?” said a young man. 
 
    She hadn’t seen the man heading in her direction. He must have been in a different part of the building when she entered. 
 
    “I’m trying to get to medical, but think I came into the wrong building. The base is such a confusing maze!” Meg smiled. 
 
    She flipped her hair and tilted her head down while maintaining eye contact with the man. Experience told her that most men would give her what she wanted if she looked at them in a certain way with her large, thickly lashed eyes. 
 
    “Medical? Oh brother, you’re way off. Let me help you.” 
 
    He moved closer to her. She extended the base map to him and said, “That would be amazing. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    He took the map and turned it until they could both read it. Instead of looking at the map from a distance, Meg moved in a little closer to the man, brushing her bare arm against his. 
 
    “All you need to do is go back here, make a right, then a quick left, and you’ll find medical.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh! How silly of me, I must’ve walked right past it!” She laughed at her mistake as she touched his shoulder gently. “Thanks so much! You’re a lifesaver.” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    Meg sensed that the man grappled for something else to say that would keep her in his presence. She decided to get right down to the real reason for her visit. 
 
    “What’s this place?” she asked flirtatiously. 
 
    “It’s the base supply hub. We keep the troops supplied and coordinate all transportation.” 
 
    “Wow. That sounds really important.” 
 
    The man immediately puffed up with pride and said, “Supply is the most important billet in the fleet! Without us we’d never win a war. Nobody ever stops to consider that for every soldier or sailor on the front lines, it takes three of us to keep them fighting.” 
 
    “Sounds dangerous too! Like the frontline medics who risk their lives saving our troops.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it’s plenty dangerous. In fact, we have a supply truck headed to a hot zone this evening. I’d be surprised if they made it back,” he said proudly. 
 
    “Do you mean up to the mountains? I heard something about the university being one of the—what did you call it—hot zones?” 
 
    “It sure is! We’re sending the last supplies to them tonight. We have to wait until after nine p.m. tonight to make the run in the dark. Otherwise the Reds might see our truck coming and hit it. Trust me, no one wants to fight on an empty stomach!” 
 
    Meg processed the information. She tried to quickly calculate if she could get more out of the man or if pushing the envelope would make him suspicious. She decided to push for a little more. 
 
    “After nine. Geez. That seems so hard for the drivers. Do all the trucks leave so late? Or is that just the ones going to the mountains? How do they drive in the dark?” 
 
    The man hesitated. A twinge of suspicion crossed his young face then disappeared as she smiled at him encouragingly. 
 
    “No. We’re pretty safe going east. Those trucks leave all the time. The mountains require us to be a little more cautious. Tonight’s truck is the last one we’ll send over there for a while. They’ll drive with night-vision goggles.” 
 
    “That’s so smart of you to plan it that way,” she said, smiling. “How much training does it take to drive with those goggles? Seems like they’d have tunnel vision.” 
 
    “You have no idea how hard it is. I got a chance to—” 
 
    Before he could continue, another soldier from one of the desks called for him. Meg used the diversion to make a break for the door before the man could ask her about herself. 
 
    “Thanks for your help! I’ve gotta go!” she said as she moved quickly. 
 
    She could hear the man sputtering a response as she fled toward the door. Once outside, she smiled to herself at how easily she’d obtained the information they sought. 
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    Joe and Mike sat in the tent waiting for Meg’s return. Joe hated using her to obtain the transportation information because he worried for her safety. They could not afford for her to get caught helping the enemy. None of their plans would come to fruition if that happened, and it would likely end with her arrest. Meg burst into the tent a few minutes later. Her face looked flush from running and she panted, catching her breath. 
 
    “Were you able to get any information?” whispered Mike. 
 
    After a few more seconds of catching her breath, she sat down and said, “Yes. They have one last truck leaving tonight at nine for the mountains. The guy over there said it’d be a while before they send another one.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” said Joe, glancing at his watch. 
 
    “We need to get over there and wait for an opportunity to jump on the truck,” said Mike. 
 
    “I agree. But how will we know which truck is heading for the mountains?” asked Joe. 
 
    “The guy I talked to said that the other supply trucks travel during the day. The one to the mountains has to leave late in order to travel at night. He said if they went to the mountains during the day, the Reds could discover the movement and destroy the truck. Are you guys sure you should be doing this? It seems way too dangerous. Maybe we should just ask Riley to help us warn the troops about the innocent civilians on campus? I’m starting to get a really bad feeling about this plan,” pleaded Meg. 
 
    “I’ve thought of that too. But there’s just no way for the troops to grab the patriots without getting killed. They’re all mixed together,” said Mike. 
 
    “I agree. If I were planning the attack, I would consider the civilians collateral damage,” said Joe. 
 
    “I need to head back to my tent to grab a few things. I’ll meet you outside the chow hall at eight thirty,” said Mike. 
 
    “See you then, man.” 
 
    Joe knew Mike didn’t have anything to get from his tent. None of them had arrived at camp with possessions. Mike merely sought to give them privacy to say goodbye—and Joe took advantage of the kind gesture. 
 
    “I know you’re worried. So am I. But I feel like I need to do this. If I sense any danger, I’ll get out of there immediately and play it safe. There’s nothing that can keep me from coming back to you. You have my word,” said Joe. 
 
    He gently kissed her, savoring the moment. Even though they’d kissed countless times before, this one felt different because of the preciousness of its finality. 
 
    “You’d better come back,” she said. 
 
    They held each other silently for a few more moments until he broke away. He looked into her eyes one last time and left the tent. Joe jogged to the chow hall, where he expected to find Mike waiting. He hoped he’d made the right decision to leave Meg in order to save their friends. 
 
    “Hey, Mike! You ready?” asked Joe as he ran up to him. 
 
    “Sure am. Let’s do this.” 
 
    They moved quickly to the supply shed. Once the building came into view, they stopped and studied the exterior layout for a moment while trying to look as casual as possible. Joe noticed that the trucks left from the back of the building. There must be a secondary gate, which enabled them to leave without driving through the base. He knew the loading bay would be their best chance of hopping on the truck. 
 
    “Let’s go to the loading bay. Maybe we’ll be able to figure out which truck is leaving,” he said to Mike. 
 
    Mike nodded in agreement. Then the two men walked briskly around the building to its back side. Several trucks had been parked with their back gates open to the loading bay. Joe had no idea how to tell which one would leave this evening. 
 
    A man walked out of the building onto the loading platform. He looked right at Joe and Mike and yelled, “Finally! We’ve been waiting for the two of you!” 
 
    Joe hesitated, unsure how to respond. Mike casually walked forward before Joe had a chance to think through their next move. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. You need us to load the truck that’s leaving tonight?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Of course I do! Geez. Get these boxes into the truck at bay one! And move it! We don’t have a lot of time,” yelled the man. 
 
    Mike and Joe quickly started loading boxes into the truck. Joe assembled the boxes toward the back of the truck in such a way that would enable them to hide without detection if someone looked into the back of the vehicle. Finally his mood started to lift. This just might work. 
 
    As they got down to the last boxes, Joe heard a commotion coming from the inside of the building. Glancing over his shoulder, he could see the man who told them to load the boxes arguing with two uniformed soldiers. The man pointed in their direction and shouted something. Then one of the soldiers looked at a document on a clipboard. 
 
    “Shit! I think they’re onto us. We need to go, NOW!” he whispered quickly to Mike. 
 
    They moved as fast as they could without looking like they were running toward the truck. Each carried several boxes in their arms in an effort to maintain the charade. Joe glanced over his shoulder toward the interior of the shed. He could no longer see the men and had no idea if that helped or hurt them. 
 
    “Come on, get to the back of the truck! We’ll have just enough room to hide,” he said to Mike. 
 
    The men dove into the small hiding spot they had created, listening to the sounds around them for clues as to whether they would get away with the scam. 
 
    Mike shifted in place, squirming to get into a comfortable position. “This is going to be a long ride.” 
 
    “I know. Sorry, I should have given us a little more room,” said Joe. 
 
    “Shhh!” whispered Mike tensely. 
 
    Joe strained to listen to the sounds coming from outside the truck. As they’d gotten into the truck, they’d closed the canvas flaps, plunging them into near darkness. Their ears took over for their nearly useless eyes. 
 
    “I just need to get this package out to the forward observation post!” said a soldier. 
 
    “That truck leaves tomorrow! I told you that! You’ll have to come back then!” another man said. 
 
    “It can’t wait until tomorrow. I thought you had a truck leaving tonight?” 
 
    Joe recognized the man’s voice now that he heard it again. Riley stood outside in the loading bay, arguing with the supply officer. 
 
    “We do, but it’s going to the mountains, not FOB West,” said the manager. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about FOB West. I need these to get to the mountains to the FOB up in that arena,” said Riley. 
 
    “Well, you should’ve been more specific! Truck’s over there in bay one. Add whatever you want. It leaves in five.” 
 
    Joe looked at Mike through the darkness of the truck’s interior. If Riley saw them, they would never be able to leave the base. He would make sure of it. One of the flaps opened, causing light to stream into the truck. 
 
    Riley stepped onto the back of the truck, making the truck’s suspension move down under the added load. 
 
    “Joe? Joe? You here?” whispered Riley. 
 
    Joe and Mike looked at one another, unsure what to do. 
 
    “Joe? Mike? Come on out. I’m not here to bust you.” 
 
    Joe stood slowly, looking at Riley. “How did you know?” said Joe quietly. 
 
    “You’re one of the most decent guys I ever met. If it weren’t for you, I would’ve never made it through basic. I saw the look on your face when I said your friends were as good as dead. I knew you’d try something to save them, even if it’s a harebrained, crazy idea.” 
 
    “It is a crazy idea, but we have to try,” said Joe. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Mike’s here too. He’s just too wedged in between boxes to stand or talk,” said Joe. 
 
    “Hey, Riley,” whispered Mike. 
 
    “I have to get out of here. I just wanted to bring you a couple of things that’ll help.” 
 
    Riley tossed a bag to Joe. Before Joe could look into the bag or even say thank you, Riley jumped out of the truck and closed the canvas flap. A few moments later the truck roared to life and took off from the base. 
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    The bag Riley gave him contained two flashlights, a detailed map that included the university, several water bottles, and a night-vision scope. Riley had thought of everything they needed to effectively get their friends out of the university. Joe knew he could never repay Riley’s kindness. 
 
    “I have to say, for the first time since we hatched this insane plan, I actually believe we’ll make it back in one piece,” said Mike. 
 
    “You didn’t think we would before?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Mike. 
 
    “Me neither, I just pretended for Meg’s sake.” 
 
    “I wonder if the radio will allow us to hear communications between the U.S. forces? That could really keep us out of the fray.” 
 
    “I’d imagine that’s why he gave it to us,” said Joe as he flipped on the radio. 
 
    The noise of the truck obscured the sound of the radio, necessitating Joe to increase the volume to the loudest level. Chatter between various lookout posts and base ensued. 
 
    “Why would they be talking so much? Won’t the Chinese be able to hear them?” asked Mike. 
 
    “Not necessarily. They can scramble the messages to hide what they’re saying. Some of what we hear might be misinformation designed to trick the enemy into thinking they’re doing something different than what is actually happening.” 
 
    “Clever. I always wondered how our troops could communicate in the open.” 
 
    The men sat quietly as the truck drove them back to the mountain where Joe’s brother died. Preoccupation with saving their friends had taken most of Joe’s energy for the past several days. Now that he had a quiet moment, the grief over Jeff’s death hit hard. 
 
    “We should be getting close soon. What do you think?” asked Mike. 
 
    Joe shook off the heavy negative feelings and peered out the back of the truck. The mountains loomed in front of them. 
 
    “You’re right. We’re getting close. Soon we’ll be shifting onto the mountain road. According to the map, we’ll travel right past the university to get to base. That’s assuming the FOB Mountainside is located at Brett and Nancy’s house. In either case, I think we should jump off the truck well before we get near the university.” 
 
    “I agree. We’d be better off entering campus from the south side. From there we could probably get into the tunnels without detection,” said Mike. 
 
    Ed had concentrated their watch standers to the north and east side. This enabled them to see anyone who entered the campus through its main gates. The south side of the campus abutted the forest, where no people entered the campus. 
 
    “Alright. Get ready to jump. We’ll need to make sure once the truck turns onto the main mountainside road that we’re ready to go.” 
 
    Joe secured the pack Riley gave him onto his back as best as possible. Whoever drove the truck barely slowed down when making the sharp turn into the mountains. Nerves over the mission must have influenced the driver’s abilities. If the truck took the route Joe and Mike predicted as the only avenue to getting to Brett and Nancy’s house, then the mission would be extremely dangerous. The truck would have to pass the university’s Chinese stronghold. 
 
    Mike stood next to Joe at the back of the truck. They each held a side of the flap open as they traveled closer to their jumping-off point. 
 
    “Let’s get as close to the campus as possible. I don’t want to have to pick our way through the dark forest for too long,” said Joe. 
 
    Mike nodded in agreement. The man’s face looked knotted in a tight grimace of stress, making Joe even more worried. 
 
    “We’re almost there, just a few more minutes. When I give the signal—jump!” said Joe excitedly. 
 
    The truck rumbled past the turnoff to the Better Way survivalist camp. Joe searched the tree line for any indication of what had happened to the camp. A large plume of thick acrid-smelling smoke rose from the area where the camp would have been. 
 
    “Sorry, man,” said Mike, reading his mind. 
 
    Joe needed to stay focused. He could grieve later when he returned safely to Meg. 
 
    “Okay. This is it! Three, two, one—JUMP!” yelled Joe. 
 
    The men jumped off the back of the truck at nearly the same moment. Joe hit the ground hard. He attempted to roll in order to break his fall, but the force of the impact prevented him from tucking into a protective roll. His shoulder bore the brunt of the impact. A searing jolt of pain ran through his arm, causing him to scream out loud. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Mike from a few dozen feet away. 
 
    “I’ve been better, but I’ll live. You?” 
 
    “I’m good. Let’s get out of the road. For all we know, they’re watching us,” said Mike. 
 
    The men quickly moved off the road into the forest. The mountainside provided all the navigational information Joe needed at the moment. If they kept the slope of the mountain to their left side, they would eventually make it to the campus. 
 
    “You want to flip on the flashlight for a second? I can barely see anything,” said Mike. 
 
    Joe grabbed the flashlight from the pack. Just when he opened the bag, a series of loud popping and hissing sounds echoed throughout the forest. The supply truck veered left and right wildly, like it had hit a spike strip, as the driver sought to regain control of the speeding vehicle. The driver finally overcorrected, causing the truck to careen toward the side of the road, where it hit a rocky outcropping at full speed. The truck instantly flipped onto its side and slid down the road. Sparks flew out from under the truck, igniting its canvas cover and engulfing the truck in a fireball. 
 
    “Holy shit!” said Mike. 
 
    After skidding longer than Joe thought possible, the fiery truck came to a stop on the side of the road. 
 
    “We need to help the driver!” said Joe, getting up. 
 
    Before Mike could say anything, several soldiers ran out of the trees toward the truck. One of the men moved quickly to the wrecked driver’s side door. He lifted his gun and without hesitation shot three times into the truck, killing the driver. Joe grabbed the night-vision scope and surveyed the scene, confirming what he already guessed. Chinese soldiers in full combat gear quickly inspected the burning cargo before disappearing into the trees. 
 
    “We need to go,” whispered Joe. “Chinese soldiers.” 
 
    Joe led them quietly and cautiously into the dense forest, headed in the general direction of the university. Getting in and out of campus without detection would be paramount to not ending up like the truck driver. A short walk later, the dark shapes of several university buildings came into focus through the trees, prompting Joe to slow down. 
 
    “Hold up! Let’s regroup before we go charging onto the campus. For all we know, they’ve posted more guards,” said Joe. 
 
    Mike slowed and then stopped. “Fine by me. I haven’t run so hard in years! I could use a few minutes,” said Mike as he panted, taking deep gulps of air. 
 
    After catching his breath, Joe used the night-vision scope again to scan the university. “Let’s pick our way toward that building right there,” he said, pointing toward one of the closer structures. “If I recall correctly, that should be the chemistry building. There’s a tunnel entrance over there.” 
 
    “You sure? I never walked over there,” said Mike. 
 
    “I’m positive. Meg and I went exploring one day in search of some alone time. We walked all over the tunnels and the forest,” said Joe a little sheepishly. 
 
    He hated nearly admitting to Mike that they’d sought a place to fool around, and felt grateful that Mike did not ask a follow-up question. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll follow you,” said Mike. 
 
    Joe searched the university grounds with the scope, trying to spot any hidden sentries. “Looks clear. Ready?” 
 
    After Mike responded, he took a few more breaths to regain control of his breathing—before sprinting toward the university. He slammed into the side of the stone building and waited for Mike. A few seconds later, Mike joined him. They pressed their bodies up against the cold façade and waited. Joe listened intently for any sounds that might indicate they had been spotted. 
 
    “I don’t hear anything. I think we’re good. You good?” he said to Mike. 
 
    “Good as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    They turned the corner and entered the building. 
 
    “Stay alert. We have no idea what’s on the other side of the tunnel door,” said Joe. 
 
    Joe flipped on the flashlight as they descended the pitch-dark stairwell into the basement. All of the signs to the tunnels had been previously removed in order to hide the entrances. 
 
    “Sure you know where to go?” asked Mike in a whisper. 
 
    “I’m sure. The door is just a few feet from the bottom of the stairs.” 
 
    It took them only seconds to arrive at the entrance to the tunnels. Joe grabbed the handle and slowly opened the door. 
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    Mike followed Joe into the tunnels, thankful that his friend knew how to find an entrance. The tunnel seemed as deserted as usual. Most residents of the tunnels never ventured through this side of the subterranean world. Once inside, Joe turned to him. 
 
    “I’m going to use the night-vision scope now,” said Joe. “Put a hand on my shoulder and follow. I don’t expect to run into anyone yet, but if we do, I want to have some warning.” 
 
    “Good idea. Lead the way,” said Mike, glad Joe had thought of that. 
 
    They navigated the darkness until Joe stopped them before they emerged into the common area. They needed to determine who sat on the communal couches before going in. 
 
    “How are we going to find Frank?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I don’t know. Part of me really hopes he’s just sitting here on one of the couches. As stupid as that sounds.” 
 
    “We need a better plan.” 
 
    A young woman, likely a student, walked into the common area. Joe did not recognize her. 
 
    “Do you know her?” he asked Mike. 
 
    “No. I don’t think she was here when we were. I recall Ed saying people come to the campus all the time. Maybe she’s new?” 
 
    “Could be. Either way, we can’t trust her. I have an idea. Stay here,” said Joe before walking toward the woman. 
 
    “Hey—have you seen Frank?” he said to her as he approached. 
 
    “Frank? Umm, I have no idea. Could be upstairs. Beats me,” she said, barely looking at him. 
 
    As he turned to go back to Mike, he heard an unmistakable loud snort. Frank was the only person he knew who could snore like that. He quickly spun around and headed toward the noise. Frank lay on a thin mattress on the floor of the east tunnel entrance. 
 
    “Frank! Frank!” whispered Joe as he nudged his friend. 
 
    “What? What is it?” said Frank, startled. 
 
    “It’s me, Joe. I need you to come with me. Right now! Be quiet and get up! We need to move.” 
 
    The look of confusion on Frank’s face turned to understanding. He got up quickly and followed Joe back through the common area toward the south tunnel. 
 
    “Frank! Geez! You’re a sight for sore eyes,” said Mike, greeting his friend. 
 
    The men walked deeper into the south tunnel, away from anyone who might enter the common area. 
 
    Turning to Frank, Joe said, “We need to get you and the others out of here. Brett and Nancy are completely wrong. Our government didn’t attack, the Chinese did. They’re too hopped up on a mind-altering drug to know it,” said Joe. 
 
    “Shit! The Chinese! I knew something was off! Too many of them have been arriving for them to all be students,” said Frank. 
 
    “They’re using the university as their stronghold. Our troops are attacking tonight. If we don’t get out of here, we’ll all die,” said Mike. 
 
    “We can’t be seen. They’ll ask too many questions. Besides, we have these,” said Joe, taking out his flashlight. 
 
    He cupped the light to contain its illumination before shining it on Mike’s forearm—exposing a shiny ink pattern. 
 
    “Larry had the same one. What is it?” asked Frank. 
 
    “It marks us as friendlies. Larry would have known that,” said Mike. 
 
    “It appears Larry knew a lot of things he never told us,” said Frank. “I’ll get Brett, Nancy and Marvin to the entrance of this tunnel. Give me a few minutes. We’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Meet us in the woods, just as the trees start to get thick. I don’t want to wait around in the open,” said Joe. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be back.” Frank took off back to the common area. 
 
    “You think he’ll be able to do it?” asked Mike. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s get out of here. If the plan fails, we’ll be ready to bolt,” said Joe. 
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    Joe watched the group walk slowly from the south tunnel toward the forest. Somehow Frank had convinced the three professors to leave the safety of the tunnels. He debated when to show himself, not wanting to spook them. They were already suspicious enough from Wondra. It might not take much to trigger a full-blown paranoia attack and send them running back for the tunnels. He’d wait until they reached the forest and then say that they had been lurking in the woods, looking for an opportunity to rejoin them on campus. They were already in earshot, so it wouldn’t be much longer. 
 
    “I think we should stay inside. You heard what they said. The troops are closing in on us! I don’t want to be anywhere near the outside. We should be hiding!” said Marvin. 
 
    Before Frank could respond, a string of red tracers shrieked through the campus, ricocheting off a nearby building and scattering. Green tracers answered from several high windows, showering the direction of the original gunfire. 
 
    “Move! We need to go faster!” Frank shouted at them. 
 
    “What’s happening?” shouted Brett. 
 
    “The government’s coming!” said Frank. “Ed needs us in the forest observation post to report enemy positions. We need to get there immediately.” 
 
    Nancy started to protest, but she was interrupted by what looked like a full-scale attack on the university. Red and green tracers zipped past them, followed by several large explosions that rippled through the campus. Somewhere in the distance, the sound of helicopter rotors joined the fray. Joe decided to use the chaos to their advantage. He burst out of the trees and waved toward his friends. 
 
    “This way! Come on! Hurry!” he yelled. “The army is going to flatten this place!” 
 
    “Joe? How did you get here?” asked Nancy as she ran toward him. 
 
    “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later! Come on!” said Joe. 
 
    They ran through the dark forest as quickly as Marvin’s slow pace would allow. Joe had no idea how they would get back to base, because his plan had only focused on getting his friends out of the university before the military destroyed it. They ran onto the main road, heading away from the large-scale military operation erupting behind them. Suddenly a heavy-duty truck raced in their direction. 
 
    “Get off the road! We need to hide from these government assassins!” yelled Brett. 
 
    Joe knew arguing with the drugged would not do any good, so he took a different approach. He pretended to trip and fall flat on his face, forcing the others to trip over him or veer around him as they caught up to him in the darkness. 
 
    The delay worked as he had hoped. The others bunched up onto him. Their delay allowed the truck to catch up to their location. Joe jumped up off the ground and displayed his arm patch to the oncoming vehicle. 
 
    “What the hell? You’re one of them now?” screamed Nancy. 
 
    Soldiers swarmed them. They shoved Mike and Joe aside and grabbed the others. The men quickly zip-tied Brett, Nancy and Marvin, then threw them into the back of the truck. None of the soldiers touched Joe or Mike. 
 
    “You guys going back to base?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Sure are. Our unit is pulling back. The Reds have the road blocked. You guys are lucky we spotted you!” said one of the young soldiers. 
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    Several months later, Joe and Meg remained at Mike and Sharon’s house, hesitant to leave the people they had come to view as family. After they’d managed to rescue Frank and the others from the university, a joint U.S. military task force hit the mountainside area hard. Any stronghold the Chinese had established at the university quickly evaporated under the United States’ superior fighting power and military skills. 
 
    With the Chinese headquarters destroyed and local commanders scattered, the U.S. task force pushed the remaining Chinese forces out of the area, establishing a new front line on the other side of the mountains and putting the Chinese on the defensive. 
 
    It took about a month of intense drug intervention and detox for Brett, Nancy and Marvin to finally test clean of Wondra. Joe and Meg decided to wait on base for them while Mike and Frank hitched a ride with a military unit back to Mike’s house. Once the lab tests cleared them of the drug and they passed a series of psychological tests, Joe and Meg brought them to Mike and Sharon’s house. The idea had been to meet Mike’s family and then leave for the city. However, no one seemed to want to separate. Despite the strange circumstances that had united them, they had grown into a family. 
 
    “Are you sleepyheads awake? If you want pancakes, you’d better hurry!” said Sharon. 
 
    “Be right there!” said Meg groggily. 
 
    Joe rolled over and kissed her tenderly. Leaving her to rescue the others had been one of the hardest things he ever had to do. 
 
    “Sharon’s pancakes are the best I think I’ve ever had. So I’m not waiting for you. I love you, but pancakes are pancakes,” said Joe as he slipped out of bed. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute. Save me some?” 
 
    “Can’t guarantee anything,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Even though they didn’t have a large house, Mike and Sharon managed to accommodate everyone. Now that Sharon and the kids had returned home, the house felt filled with love. Joe fully understood why Mike desperately wanted to find his family and restore his home life. 
 
    “Hey, little man! You eat all my pancakes?” said Joe to Mike’s son, Pete. 
 
    “No. Daddy did,” said the boy seriously. 
 
    “Nice. I thought we had an understanding, Pete? You were supposed to back me up!” said Mike with a laugh. 
 
    Nancy came into the room, holding their government-issued shortwave radio. “It’s almost time for the announcement!” she said excitedly. 
 
    The U.S. troops with the help of the civilian-led Home Army managed to hold the East Coast, thwarting the Red Tide, as many now called the Chinese invasion. Citizens had been given shortwave radios when they left the intake facilities. The communications department of the U.S. Army issued regular statements regarding the war effort at set times throughout the day. News of the outside world brought everyone together. 
 
    “Okay, here we go!” said Nancy. 
 
    She fiddled with the dial, setting it to the maximum volume so everyone could hear. 
 
    “This is a broadcast of the United States Army. The East Coast continues to be held by U.S. forces. Repeat. The East Coast continues to be held by U.S. forces. The U.S. and Canada have pushed the Chinese out of the Pacific Northwest, securing the following states: Washington, North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana and Wyoming!” 
 
    Everyone erupted into a spontaneous cheer. The U.S. and Canada had finally made significant headway against the Red Tide. They knew these areas had been hit hard during the invasion. The Chinese plan involved occupying the entire North American continent. The U.S., Canada and Mexico scrambled to face the threat as a unified force, which they named the North American Alliance. Colloquially everyone called the alliance MAC for Mexico-America-Canada. People said those countries would hit the Chinese like a “MAC truck,” and they did. Once the countries pulled together, the Chinese never stood a chance. Unlike the invaders, the MAC forces fought for their homes and families. 
 
    “You can lower it now. He’s just repeating the stuff we already know. They always play the entire loop,” said Brett. 
 
    A shriek outside startled everyone, and they all ran to the window. Marvin had little Pete on his back. The old man made braying sounds as he slowly galloped around the yard. 
 
    “For a lifelong bachelor who said he never wanted kids, Marvin seems in his element with Pete,” said Nancy. 
 
    Marvin and Pete had been inseparable since the day Marvin arrived at the Jensen home. The two played for hours at a time, forming a special bond. 
 
    “Breakfast was delicious as usual! Let me clean the kitchen for you,” said Meg. 
 
    Sharon and Meg went into the kitchen while the others sat sipping coffee in the living room. 
 
    “Thanks for everything, Mike. It’s been really nice staying with you guys,” said Joe. 
 
    “We’d like all of you to stay for good or at least until this thing ends,” said Mike. 
 
    “No, we really can’t. You’ve been so generous, but we need to give you your house back,” said Nancy. 
 
    “A couple more days and we’ll leave. Marvin invited us to stay with him in the city,” said Brett. 
 
    “Marvin doesn’t look like he’s going anywhere,” said Mike, nodding to the outside. “Sharon and I really want all of you to stay. Frank said he would help us build a couple of yurts in the backyard.” 
 
    “Yurts? You mean like igloos?” said Joe. 
 
    “Sort of. They’re round tent structures. They take no time to put up. We have a couple of them in a kit we bought a few years ago. We used them to house extra friends one year when we hosted a high school reunion on our property. They worked out great. You’re welcome to stay in those or here in the house until everything blows over. Really, we’d love it if you did.” 
 
    “Thanks. That means a lot to me. I’m sure Meg would agree that we’d love to. Besides, I’ve never built a yurt before. This could be fun!” said Joe. 
 
    Later that day, Meg and Joe walked to the food-distribution hub for the area. They pulled a couple of little red wagons in order to haul the food back. The government provided regular drops of food and water to everyone at prearranged locations. Mike’s property had a well, but not enough food for the ten of them. Basic items like flour, sugar, grains and beans had been provided. 
 
    “I can’t believe how lucky we are,” said Meg. She tried to get a little closer to him to hold his hand, but the wagons clanked together, forcing her away. 
 
    “I know. We have each other and friends that are more like family. It’s all we’ll ever need.” 
 
    “Yes, we do. And pretty soon we’ll have our own family.” 
 
    She lovingly touched her belly, indicating that a little surprise grew inside her. 
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