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      Somewhere in the very near future...

      The political situation in the world is tense. The major powers of the free world revel in their technological and moral superiority, yet those in less fortunate countries see them as arrogant and self-righteous. Ever since the invention of the atom bomb the threat of a nuclear war has been present, yet the devastating effects on the world have been a natural deterrent. Surely no leader wants to be the one to plunge the world into a nuclear holocaust? But as the years went by, some small countries saw the bigger ones taking more and more power, getting richer and fatter while they languished at the bottom of the food chain, casting envious glances at their rivals.

      Throughout human history war has been a natural state for many. World powers such as America, Britain, and other European nations feel as though we have made great strides in moving beyond our petty struggles, to a brighter, unified future. Yet, there are those who would seek to take us back to our savage roots, to try undoing all the years of progress humanity has made.

      Not that they would admit it to the general populace, but many of the world’s leading politicians worried about the growing political crises. Every day peacekeeping forces were distributed around the world to quell acts of terrorism in Middle Eastern countries, where terrorist groups continually waged war against what they saw as the invasion of democracy and American ideals. They saw the new world and did not want to be assimilated into it. So they turned to hate and fear and wielded them as weapons, causing a fever to grip their fanatical followers. Their dead became martyrs and the ground wars bled America and other countries dry.

      All while the diplomats tried their hardest to solve the disputes, but to no avail. And then there was North Korea. The mysterious nation, so often clouded in a vague mist of rumor and hearsay, had grown even more isolated. No longer were tourists permitted to visit the country and when it shut its borders every non-native person was expelled. The lines of communication had been severed with everyone; even trade agreements were broken. For a world in which information was exchanged freely on the internet there was nothing about North Korea, only speculation.

      The North Korean dictator had made it clear that any foreign devices such as surveillance drones would be shot down and considered as an act of war, and he boasted a formidable arsenal. While many people thought this was a bluff there were some that were concerned the small nation held a stockpile of nuclear weapons. Discussions in Washington and European capitals often concerned what they dubbed the 'North Korean Problem,' yet nobody had any solutions. It seemed all they could do was wait and pray that North Korea stayed out of world affairs.

      Then, one fateful day, on a date that would be lost to the annals of time, but was no less important than the day when the first hydrogen bomb was tested, a breakthrough happened. Before then, the only way to cause vast electronic disruption had been with a nuclear explosion. But in doing so, the world would have been obliterated and the loss of life would have been incalculable. Then scientists discovered a new way, a bomb that could disrupt the electrical frequencies and fry electronic devices without casting the world into a bleak nuclear winter.

      Drawn-out ground conflicts such as World War II were a thing of the past. Never would the world see its kind again. The next war was going to be a short conflict, a conflict where the size of an army was insignificant. It all would be decided by a push of a button. Some people were smart enough to know that the way to bring down the free world was not to bomb the land and kill the citizens, but to take out the electronic infrastructure. So much was run through electronics that the whole world would be plunged into chaos. Banking and currency gradually had moved to being electronic, and most information was stored that way as well. Not to mention the prison systems, where electronics kept the doors locked. If these new bombs were detonated around the world, the human race would be thrown back to a time when the borders between countries were more expansive; when people were cut off from each other and the rest of the world.

      Nobody was quite sure who detonated the first bomb. The most popular theory was the North Koreans finally had broken their isolation and decided to take part in the world again. But instead of trying to become a part of the democratic world order, they simply had stomped their feet and brought the world down with them. However, it was known that some terrorist groups had plans for these types of bombs as well. The simple fact of the matter was the explosions were so swift and thoroughly destructive that there wasn't any way for people to find out, because almost immediately any electronic instruments became useless.

      Chaos followed as people realized that their cell phones weren't working. Mass panic gripped billions of people as they saw the beginning of the end of the world. Prison doors were unable to close and violent offenders stepped out. The same thing happened in mental hospitals. In ordinary hospitals those who were living via life support machines quickly lost their lives. The roads and freeways were filled with accidents, and in the air, pilots scrambled to try guiding their powerless planes to safety, while their passengers closed their eyes and prayed that something would save them.

      After so many years of dominance the democratic alliance had been brought to its knees. Its citizens were now powerless and had been deprived off all the comforts and luxuries that technology had brought them. The world had ended, and a new one had begun.
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      “Don't leave,” Mack said, his voice even and steady.

      Over the past few days his stubble had grown, salt and pepper, just like his hair. Grace was standing with her back to him, arms folded, trying not to show him her trembling lip. They were standing in a small room and spoke in hushed voices. There were a few paintings on the walls and a couple of chairs, but neither of them were sitting down. The door was ajar; their host had just left them for a couple of minutes. They were thirsty and hungry, but over the past few days had grown used to the dryness in their throats and the aching in their stomachs. Through the door they could smell the sweet scent of dinner cooking, and hear the sound of pots bubbling and plates being placed on the table. There had been some moments when neither of them had thought they'd hear those sounds again.

      “We have to go; don't you see it? There's something wrong with these people. I don't trust them,” Grace said, still with her back to Mack. The young woman's eyes darted toward the door, afraid that the woman was going to come back to them while they were having this discussion. Mack moved behind her but he didn't touch her.

      “There's nowhere to go, Grace. Do you really want to go back out there right now, when there's a meal being cooked for us, when we can actually sit down at a table and feel civilized again?”

      “I never thought you'd be the one to put ourselves in jeopardy for the sake of a meal. I've lived on the run before. I've gone without. I know how to survive. There's something odd about them. I think this is a trap and we shouldn't trust them.”

      “Look, I get that they're a little unsettling, but I can understand it when they've been living out here in the middle of nowhere for so long. Not everyone is a bad person, even in this situation. While some people are desperate I think we should try enjoying the generosity of people while we can.”

      He paused, and when Grace didn't reply he added, “What's the alternative? You run out there into the darkness? We need to stick together, and I for one would prefer to enjoy a warm meal and a roof over our heads. I know it's not easy, but we need to start trusting people if we're going to make it through this. I'll keep an eye on them though, and if anything does happen we'll both be ready, okay?”

      Grace nodded, finally turning to face Mack. As they finished talking the door was nudged open by Kathryn, who stood there looking up at them with her blinking black eyes and hair as white as a dove, skin wrinkled, and little winces of pain appearing on her face as her aching joints moved.

      “Dinner is served, if you would kindly follow me,” she said, and led the way to the dining room.

      The two of them followed her along the hallway then turned into a room on the right. A huge light hung over the table, but it was not powered. Instead, there were candles all over the room, making everything seem eerie and only serving to exacerbate Grace's nerves. She and Mack sat closest to the door. Kathryn took the seat at the head of the table while her husband and son, Tom and Harry respectively, already were sitting on the other side of the table. Mack took a thick napkin, unfolded it with a flourish, and set it across his lap. Grace watched him carefully and mimicked his movements. She picked up the knife and fork and was ready to slide some vegetables onto her plate when Mack shot her a glance and shook his head slightly. Then he gestured with his eyes to Kathryn, who closed hers and clasped her hands in prayer.

      “Dear Lord,” she began, her voice ringing out in the still silence, “we thank you for bringing these new friends to our table, and we are grateful that you have provided us with enough food to take care of them. Each of us are humbled to be your devoted servants and will do whatever you task us with in the days ahead. But for now we shall enjoy this feast you have prepared for us.”

      While she was speaking Grace frowned, and only closed her eyes because she was afraid of what might happen if she was caught with them open. Before them lay dishes and plates filled with vegetables, roast potatoes, carrots, and broccoli, as well as a plate with thick slices of tender and juicy meat. Otis leaned forward and began spooning potatoes onto his plate before Kathryn admonished him.

      “Now, now, dear, you know that's not the way we do things in this house. Our guests must be terribly hungry. Please, help yourselves,” she said, handing Grace one of the spoons.

      Grace took it and felt all eyes on her as she took a bit from each plate, and then a slice of meat, mumbling a thank you. Now that the food was in front of her it pushed aside her fears, and it was all she could do not to dive in, savagely attacking the food on her plate. Mack was more controlled, taking the food with ease, while Otis and the others waited patiently.

      “I'm surprised you're not trying to conserve your food,” Mack began as he put a large helping of broccoli on his plate, “not that I'm complaining, but I would have thought that given the circumstances you would have wanted to ration things out.”

      “Oh, there's always a source for food,” Kathryn said with a coy smile.

      If Grace hadn't been so busy eating she would have felt very unnerved at the way Kathryn spoke. But the old woman continued in a normal tone of voice, “We believe  God will protect us as long as we continue living by his word. In truth, this whole thing hasn't changed much for us. We've been living out here for a long time. We know how to grow our own crops and how to breed animals. Of course, I will miss my shows and Tom will miss listening to the baseball, but we've got each other, and that's all we really need to survive.” She smiled at her family.

      “It does seem like you have things figured out,” Mack said.

      “It's just a shame that the Lord saw fit to cast the world into darkness because of all the sinners,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” Grace asked, swallowing a mouthful of food.

      “Well, it's quite clear that, just as in the time of Noah, people became sinners. We all know it. It was just time for the Lord to clean house again. Sadly, good folk like us also have to suffer, but I'm sure we'll get by, and I think he has a plan for us all.” As Kathryn said this she looked around at the pictures of Jesus hanging on the walls.

      “I'm pretty sure it was the North Koreans who detonated the bombs, not God,” Grace said. Mack looked at her, worried that she was going to make the situation tenser than it needed to be.

      “And who do you think put the idea in their heads to make those bombs? I admit it seems strange that God would choose them as a conduit through which to act, but we are all equal in the eyes of the Lord.” Otis and Tom chuckled at this as they grimly chewed their food. Grace was about to say something else to further the argument when Mack interrupted her.

      “Whatever caused the disaster, I'm sure that as long as people share your attitude and determination we'll be okay. I have to say, this food is delicious, and I'm not just saying that because I haven't eaten properly in what feels like forever,” Mack said with a warm smile. Kathryn seemed charmed by him.

      “Oh, it's nothing, I just whipped it up in the kitchen. It's only a basic meal, but it'll give you everything you need to help you on your way! Where is it you said you were going to again?”

      Grace and Mack looked at each other, wondering if they should disclose their plans to these strangers. The question hung in the air. Mack took a sip of water while Kathryn looked at him with her beady eyes. Tom and Otis stared at them, too, chewing in the same monotonous rhythm. Grace was caught wondering if she should say anything at all. But then they heard a crash. Their necks snapped around in the direction of the sound, so they didn't notice the worried glances exchanged between their hosts. Then, there was a loud cry of help, and Mack rose from his chair.
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      Sometime earlier...

      The jet was flying through the air. There were about seventy passengers on board, as well as the cabin crew. One of these passengers was Thomas 'Mack' Mackenzie, an army officer on his last job before he finally could retire and spend time with his wife. While on the job he tried not to think of home, but this time he couldn't stop himself. He thought about returning to a loving embrace, a long kiss that would never end, and then, perhaps, they would try for the child that they always had wanted. Mack had been in the army for as long as he could remember. Now that it was coming to an end it seemed surreal, but he knew it was the right decision. It was time for a new chapter in his life, a new challenge.

      But before that started he still had his one last job. Mack was a large man with an athletic, muscular build that had been honed after spending years in the army. He had a granite jaw, was clean-shaven, and his clothes were free of creases. If people knew he was escorting one of the world's most dangerous criminals, they would have assumed that it would be an imposing man. Yet, sitting beside him was an unassuming young woman in her early 20s, her dark hair dyed with a rainbow streak. She had a petite frame, and only looked more petite beside Mack. Her left hand was attached to his right hand by handcuffs.  Her name was Grace, but in another life her name had been C1PH3R, a renowned hacker who had been responsible for a number of cyber-crimes. After an extensive search the army finally had located her physical whereabouts. It was Mack's job to make sure she was escorted back to a secure location where they could pick her brain to disrupt a hacking group that she was a part of, and perhaps even one day utilize her services.

      Mack was sitting in silence, patiently reading a book as the constant thrum of the engines rumbled through the small plane. Grace was sitting with a scowl on her face, wishing she could be anywhere else. A woman sitting opposite them looked over and saw the handcuffs, then cast a judgmental eye upon Grace. The young anarchist bristled and cursed loudly at the woman, who looked aghast and didn't seem to know what to say. The outburst also had caught the attention of a few other passengers, who turned their heads. Mack leaned over Grace and apologized to the woman, then settled back with his book. After a few moments he spoke quietly.

      “You know, lashing out at strangers isn't going to do you any good. What's wrong?” he asked.

      Grace folded her arms and turned her face away from him. Mack shrugged and went back to reading his book intently, not following up his question. After a while of Mack flicking the pages, Grace's eyes drifted toward the book and eventually she asked him what he was reading. He flicked over the cover, holding the book between his thumb and forefinger, and showed her the title, although she didn't recognize it or the name of the author.

      “I much prefer e-books,” she said haughtily.

      “With an e-book reader I can have thousands of books at my fingertips. I don't have to worry about lugging around a library, and I can read anything from old classics to new indie authors who just want their ideas to be heard. I'm surprised you don't have one. I thought the army was modernized now?”

      “I guess I'm just old school,” Mack said.

      “Well, I think you'd better get with the times. Soon enough they'll just stop printing books like that and everything will be electronic. Don't get me wrong, I'm sure there will be specialty stores, but books like that will be like antiques.”

      “You really think they're just going to stop printing books?” Mack asked skeptically.

      “There will come a point when it's not worth it to print books. That's just the way of the world. Money talks. But it's going to be better for the environment. Think of how many trees have to be cut down just so people can read trashy novels. It's such a waste, and before you say anything else just think of the newspaper. There was a time when everyone bought them, but with the internet they became obsolete. It's going to happen with books as well, it'll just take a little longer.”

      “That may be the case, but even if you're right it'll take a while to happen. I'll stick with the real thing for now, thank you very much. They still have one advantage over their electronic counterparts.”

      “What's that?” Grace asked skeptically.

      “They don't run out of batteries,” he said, bringing the book back up to his face and resuming his reading, signaling to Grace that their conversation was over.

      It had been with some reluctance that Mack had taken on this assignment as he was supposed to have flown straight home, been debriefed, and then allowed to leave. But now he would have to see that Grace was properly escorted into custody and fill out a report, which would delay his reunion with Anna. It had been a while since he last had seen her. Phone calls and video chats just weren't the same as being next to her. Although his eyes roved across the page he merely skimmed the words, for his mind was on his wife and the life that awaited them when he returned.

      In his mind he saw her golden flowing hair, her slender, supple figure, her sparkling eyes that always seemed to light up when he was near, and he sighed inwardly. He had spent too much time away from her during their marriage, and now he was going to make it up to her as much as he could. For her part, she had been understanding. From the very moment they had met she knew he was in the army and the kind of life that he led. Even when they talked about the possibility of his retirement she was the one who suggested he stay on for a few more years. She was afraid that without the army he would lack a purpose, but he knew he had given enough of his life to his country, and it was time that he lived for himself again.

      They had spoken just before he had boarded the plane. Anna told him she was going to prepare his favorite meal and she just had bought a brand new set of red lingerie, teasing him by telling him that the silk was so soft against her smooth skin. He wished the plane could go faster, but it was only one last job, and once it was over he would be free to pursue his own dreams.

      He almost smiled to himself as he glanced over at the young woman next to him, so full of anger and rage at the world. In a way, he saw something of himself in her. At that age he had needed some direction and structure in his life, but he had turned to the army when he was eighteen and that had straightened him out. Over the years he had learned a great deal about himself and the world around him. He thought it a shame that a young woman as intelligent and driven as Grace had used her skills to try sabotaging her government and attacking companies rather than trying to actually improve the state of the world. Not that he was going to tell her that, of course. When he first had read the file of the prisoner he was tasked with escorting his eyes had widened at the extent of her activity. C1PH3R had stolen secret files, released secure information, blackmailed executives, redistributed funds and more, and it had taken a great deal of resources to catch her.

      Grace was right about one thing, though; it was a new world and Mack wasn't sure if he was made for it. Sure, he knew how to use a computer, but the level at which Grace operated was beyond him. If that was the direction in which crime was headed then he didn't want anything to do with it. Much better to get out now rather than be left behind. While he had no time for criminals, he did have a little sympathy for Grace because it was clear from reading her file that she had done what she did out of a naive sense of righteousness. There was something noble about fighting for a cause, albeit a misguided one, and for all her crimes she seemed only to target those who she saw as corrupt.  The trail investigators had followed showed she had funneled the money into various charities. But no matter how good her intentions may have been she still broke the law, and in a civilized world breaking a social contract had to be punished.

      As he looked at her out of the corner of his eye Mack thought about his own child, a child that as yet did not exist, but hopefully soon would be brought kicking and screaming into the world. But what world would they find? Like most people Mack was worried about the political landscape. He had struggled silently with the issue of whether it was responsible to bring a child into this world, but all he knew was he wanted to raise a good person, to contribute a worthwhile soul to the world and hope they took on board the values he shared.

      In that moment he wondered about Grace's background, about whether she had parents or not. Most of his time in the army was spent profiling people and negotiating with enemies of the state, and as such he had become skilled in reading body language. With Grace he thought it almost a certainty that she had been an orphan and had lacked direction in her life. So she had clung to the one skill that she had and used it to stay in the shadows.

      Hopefully she would be rehabilitated, Mack thought, but once he took her to the military base he never would see or hear from her again.

      Suddenly someone screamed. The plane veered to the right and a few oxygen masks fell down. The turn was so sharp that a few passengers were flung from their seats, and the cabin crew lost their footing as they tried to help up the fallen passengers. Mack's eyes darted about and he quickly buckled himself in, and told Grace to do the same. There was panic in her eyes as the plane's nose dove down. Through the window they could see the land twisting and turning below them, but it wasn't the world moving so erratically, it was the plane.

      One of the cabin crew made it to the cockpit and struggled to get the door open. She pressed buttons on the pad to no avail. People pulled out their cell phones only to find there was nothing. They looked at each other, each of them searching for some kind of answer to what was going on. Mack's heart lurched into his throat but he gritted his teeth and remained calm. There were shouts of people to remain calm, but already some of them were on their feet, clawing at the windows as the ground loomed before them. The plane was over the heart of America; a dense forest lay below them. Grace was panicking just like the rest. Mack reached out a hand and pushed her head between her knees as they braced themselves. The plane lurched downward and they were lost in a cacophony of screams.
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      The plane’s wreckage lay in the middle of the forest. The metal was crumpled and trees that it had careened into had snapped. The fuselage was cracked and the mighty vehicle had been brought to the ground. Everything was dark. Mack opened his eyes slowly and stretched his fingers and toes. Thankfully everything was in working order. He looked over at Grace, who was whimpering. He pulled her head up and looked in her eyes, then asked her name. It took a few moments for she was in shock but, eventually she spoke and told him.

      He stood up tentatively and looked at the carnage around him. The roof of the plane had caved in. In their panic everyone had been smashed against the sides of the plane, suffering massive trauma. He clambered out of the broken seats and began examining everyone he could. At the same time, he called out for other survivors while Grace stood beside him, still handcuffed to him, trying to process everything around her.

      The stench was a vile combination of burning flesh, blood, and smoke. Mack moved quickly but so far he hadn't seen any signs of life. As Grace looked at all the broken bodies a wave of nausea surged through her gut. She coughed, and spluttered, and then threw up violently. Mack held her hair and stroked her back, speaking soothingly, trying to tell her everything was going to be okay, and even though he wasn't sure he believed it himself.

      They made their way to the front of the plane. In the crash the door to the cockpit had been thrown open. As they walked along, stepping over the dead bodies, Grace tried not to look at them, tried to ignore the look of sheer panic on their faces, and tried not to think about what their last thoughts must have been. These same people had been alive mere moments ago but now they were dead, and if it hadn't been for a miracle the two of them would have died, too.

      When they got to the cockpit Mack pulled the pilot and co-pilot out of the way so that he could get to the radio and check the equipment. Nothing was working, however; the radio and all the other instruments were dead. Mack hung his head in despair. They found cell phones on the floor and Mack tried his own but again there was nothing. They made their way back into the main cabin and stood together.

      “What happened?” Grace said in a small voice.

      “I don't know. Maybe there was some fault with the equipment. We need to get out of here and try to find help. I don't understand what could have done this, though,” he said. As they searched through the cabin they saw that every piece of electronic equipment was dead.

      Whether it was phones, iPods, e-book readers, everything was gone, which led them to believe that it wasn't just a fault with the plane's equipment as that wouldn't have affected everything. “Do you have any ideas? You are the more technologically-minded one of us, after all,” Mack said. He was trying to engage her mind, trying to get her to start thinking of something other than the mass grave in which they were standing.

      “I don't know. It could have...it could have...no, it could only be one thing. Oh my...oh no, I can't believe it's actually happened.”

      “What? What is it?”

      Grace's face was ashen. “There's only one possibility. It has to be an EMP.”

      “An electro-magnetic pulse? But why would anyone want to take out that plane? Or even this area? It's not exactly a high-value target.”

      “They didn't...it must have been an attack on the whole country, all at once, maybe even the world.”

      “Nobody could do that.” Mack scoffed. “The only way to cause that much disruption would be from a nuclear detonation, and if that happened we'd be dead.”

      “No, there is another way...how high does your clearance go?”

      “Obviously not high enough,” Mack replied skeptically. He led Grace away from the plane and the two of them sat down on a broken log.

      “I hacked into a lot of files in my time and some of them were about military weapons. Many of us thought they were working on new ways to wage war, and then we found it. They built a bomb that could take out electronic devices without using a nuclear explosion. But it wasn't just America who had the technology. There were rumors that its enemies did, too. But we never thought it actually would happen. Not like this, not so soon, not even with a declaration of war...”

      “So we're cut off from the world.”

      “We're cut off from everything.” Grace's head fell into her free hand. She went to bring the other one up, almost forgetting that she still was cuffed to Mack.

      “Is there really still a need for these?” she asked.

      “You're still a prisoner,” Mack replied.

      “Seriously? You don't get it, do you? The world has ended! There's no more government, no more courts, no more computers! Whatever crimes I was guilty of aren't even possible anymore!”

      “I don't accept that. Somewhere someone has survived and we will rebuild our country, and even if we don’t we still are responsible for our actions. But, I will keep the cuffs off if you promise not to run away.”

      “It's not like I've got anywhere to go,” she replied in a surly manner.

      Mack pulled the key out of his back pocket and unclasped the handcuffs. Grace rubbed her wrist and stretched her arm, then looked around at her surroundings. They had fallen into the middle of the woods. Trees surrounded them, and if it hadn't been for the crashed plane it would have been a rather idyllic site.

      “Come on, we don't have any time to waste, we have to get supplies,” he said, and began searching the plane for anything they could use.

      The two of them themselves hadn't had much luggage, but other people on the plane did. They managed to find some backpacks with supplies such as flashlights and knives, and the plane had stores of bottled water and other drinks. Mack worked quickly to try getting an inventory of everything. At first Grace remained sitting on the bench, wallowing in the sadness of knowing that the world she knew did not exist any longer.

      “Snap to it, Grace. If we're going to do this then you have to pull your weight. Search the plane and grab anything you think we can use. Water and food are the main priorities, then anything else that can help us survive, such as lighters or flashlights.”

      The two of them foraged through the plane, and by the end of it had managed to get quite a few supplies, and made sure they got as much water as they could carry. It was tough, though. Mack had to steel himself as he went through the personal belongings of those who had died. He would have liked to have kept speaking to keep Grace's mind off of things, but anything he could have said seemed to be inappropriate when surrounded by such a tragedy. Once they finished they came back to each other and looked at the people laying lifelessly before them.

      “Shouldn't we, like, dig a grave or something?” Grace asked.

      “I wish we could, but even with a shovel it would take us days.”

      “It feels wrong to just leave them here, though.”

      “I know, but there's nothing else we can do, except pay our respects. Are you religious?”

      “No, are you?”

      “I've never been entirely sure. I suppose we should say a few words, though. It feels like the right thing to do,” Mack said, and cleared his throat.

      “To those who perished in the crash, I hope somewhere that your loved ones are alive to mourn you and they have not experienced the same fate as you. We shared the same plane, but we didn't know anything about you, and for that the fault is ours. Going forward we need to try making friends, not strangers. May all your souls rest in peace.”

      When he finished he moved away and pulled out a picture of his wife. He held it tightly and exhaled, then gazed up at the sky. Grace saw this but she didn't say anything and continued to load the backpacks. When they both were ready they hoisted a pack onto their backs. Grace grimaced at the weight of hers, and then they went on their way, leaving the plane behind. The decorated military officer and the wanted hacker were now allies, and all over the world new partnerships such as these were forming. Although, for the moment, Mack and Grace felt as though they were the only people left alive in the world.
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      It was about mid-afternoon, so just before they left they had a bite to eat; taking some stale food from the plane. Airplane food wasn't very tasty up in the air, let alone when it had been buffeted about and had to be eaten with corpses a short distance away. Grace was thirsty and began gulping down her first bottle of water, but Mack quickly stopped her.

      “We have to conserve it. We don't know how long it's going to be until we come across water again. Take short sips and only drink as much as you think you need. This is going to be a different way of living than you're used to, but as long as we take it day by day we should be fine.”

      They moved away from the wreckage, leaving the plane behind. They walked at a good pace through the forest and Mack seemed to know where he was going. Once they were away from the plane the smells of the forest grew stronger, and the air became fresher, which was a relief. The trees were thick, and now and then they heard the sound of an animal scurrying about.

      “Do you really think the rest of the world was hit?” Grace asked.

      “It wouldn't surprise me. Sure, you can take out America, but if there were other countries that still had electricity they would come to our aid. If it was the North Koreans or someone like that then they'd have to take out everyone. Attacking one country just wouldn't be enough.”

      “What do you think is going on in the rest of the country?”

      “I don't know. Hopefully, people are keeping safe and sensible but I wouldn't bet on it. Unfortunately, when people are in a big crowd they tend to turn to fear quite quickly. And there are some people who revel in this kind of chaos. I dread to think what the cities are like. Sadly, there are probably people who still are trying to steal televisions and things like that from stores. But there are procedures in place for these eventualities. So I'm sure that, somewhere, the chain of command has survived and, hopefully, they'll find a way to get a message out to people. I think that's what people are going to need most right now, some sort of guidance.”

      “I think you're hoping for too much. People need more than that. I dread to think of what's going on in the cities right now. When it comes down to it, people still are  savage and we're not so far removed from our cave-dwelling ancestors as we'd like to think.”

      “I'd have thought someone who loves technology as much as you would have the opposite view. Don't you think that humanity has improved itself over the years?”

      “No,” Grace replied bluntly, “and one of the reasons why I'm so drawn to technology is because it won't let me down. It has no agenda or flaws. Not like people. They use technology to further their own means.”

      “Like you did?”

      “I'm sure you read my file. You can draw your own conclusions.”

      “I'd like to hear your side of things.”

      “Why? It doesn't really matter anymore.”

      “We're here together. There might come a time when I need to rely on you for survival, I'd like to know I can trust you.”

      “Maybe you can't. Maybe I'm just waiting for the first opportunity to stab you in the back.”

      Mack smirked. “I think I'll take my chances. What I saw in your file was someone who wanted to try helping those less fortunate, but used the wrong means. The ends don't justify the means. They never have.”

      “Sometimes you have to use the only means at your disposal. The world was corrupt. I was no worse than the people in power. The same people that you defend.”

      “I don't defend people. I defend the nation and the principles it stands for. I defend liberty, and truth, and all the things that really matter.” He said that without a hint of sarcasm.

      Grace wasn't used to hearing someone speak so earnestly about the country. She was used to being cynical, and being surrounded by cynical people who wanted to tear the veil away from people's faces and show them the dark truth of the world. She rolled her eyes.

      “I guess we just have different views of humanity,” she said.

      “I try seeing the best in people, that's all.”

      Grace didn't reply to that, and they remained in silence as they walked. Sweat poured from their bodies even though the air was fresh. Mack was used to this physical exertion but Grace wasn't. When he noticed she was beginning to get fatigued he stopped for a break, taking note of their surroundings every time they stopped, even though to Grace the woods looked the same.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” she asked.

      “Doing what?”

      “Looking around at the trees and stuff every time we stop.”

      “It's called observing and being aware of your surroundings, to make sure we're going in the right direction.”

      “And what direction is that exactly? I assume you have a plan to get us somewhere useful and that we're not just going to wander blindly through the forest?”

      Mack suppressed a chuckle. “Why do you think I have a plan, because I'm in the army?”

      “Don't you people always have a plan for every letter of the alphabet?”

      “Right now I have a couple.”

      “So are you going to tell me?”

      “There's a military bunker in the area. I figure we head there. Hopefully they've set up a base of operations and we can rendezvous with them and start to branch out, maybe find some more people and start to build a community.”

      “Great, and I'm sure they'll have a prison to throw me in. I think I prefer this freedom.”

      “I'm sure if you can contribute to society we can work out some sort of arrangement. But if that doesn't work then we should head to the nearest city. Somewhere out there people are going to be working together and forming new communities. It will take time, but we can rebuild our society.”

      “If you say so. I hope this bunker isn't far. My legs are aching already.”

      “You'll have to get used to that, I'm afraid. With the EMP having hit I doubt we're going to find any functioning cars or motorcycles.”

      “I thought you didn't know much about EMPs?” she said, a little surprised.

      “I know a little, but I wanted to get you thinking about something else other than the accident.”

      Grace went quiet for a moment before she said, “It was terrible. I can't believe all those people just died. How did we survive?”

      “Did you notice what happened when the plane started to go down?”

      Grace shook her head, “People started screaming, I guess.”

      “Exactly. They panicked and forget about the safety procedures. It all happened so fast, I can't blame them really, but in situations like that you have to try keeping a clear head. The brace position works, but sadly nobody else remembered to do it.”

      “You saved my life,” she said starkly, not having realized it before. They stopped walking.

      “You sound surprised. Did you really think I was going to let you die?”

      After Grace didn't answer Mack turned his back on her and added, “Maybe I just didn't want a corpse handcuffed to me. But either way, you can thank me by keeping up. I'd rather keep up a good pace so we can get to the bunker quickly.”

      They continued to walk for the better part of the day, stopping occasionally so Grace could catch her breath and rest her muscles. The walking was hard and Mack kept up a strong pace, so there wasn't much time for them to talk. The forest didn't seem to change much, but at a certain point it thinned out into a clearing and there was a small hut set in the copse of trees. Grace held Mack back when he went to go in, and he looked at her quizzically.

      “What if there are people there?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

      “I think we should give them the benefit of the doubt,” he said, and walked forward.

      As they moved around to the front of the hut they could see that it had no door. So they announced their presence, but there was no answer. Mack stepped in, much to the shock of Grace, who hopped after him. Her eyes were darting about, full of anxiety and paranoia for she was used to people hunting her every move. In contrast Mack was relaxed, confident in his ability to handle any situation that may arise.

      Inside the hut was a small desk. It seemed to belong to a ranger who oversaw the forest, although where he was at the moment they did not know. There wasn't much in the way of supplies, but there was a map of the local area. Now that they had found some shelter Mack suggested they rest and have a bite to eat. Grace gladly slipped off the backpack and groaned as she settled into a chair. She hungrily ate the rationed portion of bland food they had taken, and sipped some water as Mack had instructed. Meanwhile, Mack pored over the map and tried to figure out exactly where they were.

      “Seems this forest goes on a while, but there's a city to the northeast. We should head there if the bunker doesn't pan out,” he said.

      “How did you know about the bunker anyway? I don't even know where the hell we are.”

      “Because before we left I checked the flight route. It was part of my job to know where these installations were. I also looked at the last coordinates of the plane when I was in the cockpit. Like I said, it's important to be aware of your surroundings. There's information all around you.”

      Grace sighed and idly chewed her food. She leaned back in the chair and placed one hand across her stomach. “I guess there are some people suited for a world like this and some people that aren't.”

      “Don't beat yourself up about it. We just have a different set of skills. If you put your mind to it, you can learn anything.”

      “I spent all my life learning how to manipulate code and work my way through a virtual world. I'm a little lost right now,” she said, staring up at the ceiling. Although Mack still was unsure what to make of her he did feel protective of her. Perching himself on the edge of the desk he placed his hands in his lap and looked at her.

      “I've trained my whole life to have these skills. I'm sure I can teach you a thing or two if you pay attention. Do you feel a little helpless right now?”

      “Yes. I've never liked relying on other people and I don't want to have to start now. But I know that if I'm on my own I probably won't survive the night.”

      “So you feel like you've lost a lot, like your entire abilities.”

      “Yeah, at least in the old world I knew my place; I had a purpose. Right now I don't know what I'm supposed to do.”

      Mack let the comment linger in the air before he spoke again. He sidled toward Grace and reached over to place a reassuring hand on her shoulder. The gesture surprised her as it was a far cry from the sharp touch which had forced her head down between her knees, ultimately saving her life. In all honesty, she wasn't used to such affectionate touches.

      “Before I joined the army I didn't have a place in the world either, but through it I developed skills and abilities that I never knew I had. It's often scary to be thrust into a new situation with no idea how to handle it or what to do, but as long as we remain calm we can make it through this. I don't know what's out there waiting for us, but I know that we can face it together and, you never know, we may meet some new friends along the way. Now, you should get some rest. It's been a long day for both of us and we've still got a way to go.”

      Grace nodded, and as soon as she lay on the floor she felt sleepy, yawning loudly. Back in the old world, as she now had to think of it, she had been a night owl, staying up until daybreak fueled by energy drinks and coffee. But there was none of that now, and the stress coupled with the exertion meant that she fell asleep almost immediately. However, just before she dozed off she cast a glance toward Mack. He, too, was laying down, but as the dimming light beamed through the open door Grace saw that he kissed the picture she had seen him looking at earlier. As her eyes finally closed in slumber she was left wondering who that woman was.
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      When they awoke they stretched their limbs, and once again Grace bemoaned her lack of physical fitness. Mack seemed unperturbed by the previous day's exertions, and he looked amused at the poor state of Grace's health.

      “You see, your generation can talk all they like about how great technology is but it's only made you unfit. It won't be long until you get used to it, though,” Mack said.

      “Unless I die first,” Grace said in a dry tone, and at that moment death didn't seem far off.

      Mack was busy working out the best route to the bunker. Although it wasn't marked on the map, which only showed the general area, he knew the coordinates and marked it on the map himself. They were still a few days walk away from the bunker, and when he relayed this news Grace almost collapsed to the floor. Mack stood over her and looked down upon her with a stern look in his eyes.

      “I know you don't think you can do this, but you can. Humans were built for survival. It's in our DNA. Think back to our earliest ancestors. You say we're not far removed from cavemen. Well, they used to hunt and forage and they lived to evolve into us. If you want to prove your point, then you'll show me you're the same as them. Self-pity isn't going to get us anywhere. Now, it's going to be a few days until we get to the bunker and we're going to have to walk at a fast pace to get there. It's going to go a lot easier if you accept that and try to fight the urge to give up.”

      He spoke in a strong, clipped tone and the authority with which he spoke instantly touched on her rebellious urges. She scowled at him, but didn't argue back because she knew there was no point, and also because she didn't have the energy.

      They had a bit of breakfast then hauled their packs over the shoulders and continued traveling. They walked through the forest, and in an effort to adjust to this new world Grace tried observing the forest. She tried seeing what it was that Mack saw, but everything looked the same to her. It was difficult to concentrate on anything other than the dryness of her throat, the heaving of her chest, or the weight of the pack on her shoulders, but she didn't want to give Mack the satisfaction of seeing her falter. She wanted to prove to him she was every bit as capable as he was at making it through this ordeal. Although, secretly, she hoped some other group would find them before they made it to the bunker. She didn't like the idea of being a criminal when the world had changed.

      As the days went by they walked through the forest, wishing the sun was a little cooler. Mack held up the map occasionally and adjusted their trajectory when he thought they were going off-course. There was a river on the map, but it was a little out of their way. So they weren't making their way to it just yet. When they stopped they talked. Grace was tempted to ask him about the picture he was carrying, but she never managed to summon the courage. Despite the change in circumstances, Mack was still the authority figure and Grace never quite had managed to get along with them.

      When night fell Mack taught Grace how to build a fire. They had lighters and matches, but Mack said it was a valuable skill, and at some point they were bound to run out. He fetched some dry wood and kindling, then rubbed two sticks together. It seemed so simple when he did it, but it took Grace a few nights to get the hang of it. When she finally made a spark of fire light up and take hold of the kindling she clapped her hands and beamed. For the first time since the accident she actually felt useful. As they lay under the stars both of them gazed up through the trees and basked in the glow of the stars. It was a beautiful sight, and much different than the view in the city where the light pollution often obscured much of the beauty of the night sky.

      “It seems so strange that it's so quiet out here when there are probably riots happening all over the world,” Grace said one night as they were settling down to sleep.

      “It's probably best not to think about that,” Mack said, his voice tense. They were running low on water. So he told Grace to try saving her voice to prevent drying out her throat, but she got the sense he was trying to change the subject on purpose.

      “Mack...who is she?” Grace asked. The question had been lingering in her mind ever since she had seen him look at the picture shortly after the crash. Ever since then she noticed that he kissed the picture every night when he thought she was sleeping.

      “Who is who?”

      “The woman in the picture. I know you kiss it before you go to sleep. Is it your wife? Girlfriend? Daughter? Is she in a city?”

      Mack sucked in air and debated whether to tell her the truth. Eventually, he decided that they were going to be together for the foreseeable future, and if he wanted to foster trust between them he should disclose some things about his life, even if he would rather not talk about the grim truth.

      “Her name is Anna. She's my wife and, yes, she lives in the city. I was going to see her after I dropped you off, actually. You were my last mission before I retired.”

      “Oh...I'm sorry,” she said, because she didn't know what else to say.

      “Thanks. It's kinda funny; just before the crash I was thinking about what life was going to be like when I got home. We were going to start a family, you see. But now, well, I hope she's alright.”

      “If she's anything like you then I'm sure she is.”

      Mack smirked. “Actually she's the complete opposite. She's one of those people who can talk to someone and have them in the palm of her hand instantly. She's a free spirit, so artistic and creative. Whenever she does anything she's just naturally good at it. Sometimes I'm still amazed that she fell in love with me.”

      “How did the two of you meet?”

      “I was following a... person of interest. He was going to be at an art gallery, so I went there. Turns out he never showed up, but I had to wait, just in case. I tried to feign interest in the paintings, but I never really had much interest in art. Anna came up to me and asked me what I thought. So I told her the truth, not realizing she was the artist. She laughed it off, though, and took me around the gallery explaining the meanings behind all the paintings. I'm still not sure I understood exactly what she was going on about, but I was completely enchanted and didn't even realize that, by that point, the two of us were the only ones in the gallery. For some reason that I can't fathom she agreed to see me again. After that I thanked my lucky stars every day. It hasn't been easy, as my job takes me all around the world, so we said we'd hold off on a family until I retired, but now...well...”

      “Do you think you'll ever see her again?” Grace asked softly.

      “I hope so.”

      He pushed himself up on his elbows and handed the photograph to Grace, so she could see it properly, and commented that Anna was, indeed, beautiful. She was the kind of woman who only seemed to exist in movies, and if you saw her she would have seemed like a dream. It was a far cry from Grace's dyed hair and tattooed skin. She handed the photograph back to Mack.

      “Is there anyone you're wondering about; do you have a family?” he asked.

      “No. I've been alone for as long as I can remember. It's easier that way.”

      “It won't be so easy now. What about the people in your hacker group?”

      Mack couldn't see it, but Grace blanched at this. She buried her head against the ground, signaling she wanted to sleep. “I never met any of them. They weren't real, just a bunch of code names, just like I was C1PH3R. We all had them. We never exchanged any personal information. I hope you find your wife one day, though. I'm sorry that you're stuck here with me.”

      Mack wasn't sure what to say in response to that. For the first time he looked at Grace in a new light. He couldn't imagine living life in the way that she had, always alone, always locked in a virtual world. In that moment he swore to himself that he would protect her and make sure she survived this apocalypse. But deep down he wished he was with Anna. His place was with her, and all he could think about was what horrors she had suffered. He knew Grace most likely was correct in that the city would be filled with people rioting, and not knowing Anna's fate wrenched at his heart. There was a part of him that thought he may never find out, but as soon as he could he was going to make his way back to their home and try finding any trace of her. That was his mission now, and he was going to do everything he could to see that he succeeded at it.

      They awoke the next morning fully rested, but sighed as they looked at their dwindling rations of food and water. When they first packed supplies from the crashed plane it seemed like they had more than was needed. In fact, they had left bottles of water there because there simply had been too many to carry. Yet, despite how heavy her pack had been Grace found herself wishing she had taken more.

      “Are we going to have to go to the river?” Grace said.

      “That's out of our way.”

      “But if it's the only place we can get water...”

      “We'll be alright. I'm sure there will be a stream leading off from the river that flows around here. Hopefully, if we walk quickly enough we'll be able to make it to the bunker before we run out.”

      “And if we don't?”

      “Then we'll improvise,” he said, smirking at her.

      “I don't know how you can be so calm about things. We could die at any moment.”

      “That's no different from how it was in the world before. It's no use worrying about anything because it's not practical.”

      “I wish I could turn off my anxiety just like that.”

      “Maybe in time you will. For now, just try to keep focused on the task at hand and don't let your mind wander.”

      “Easier said than done...and what are we supposed to do for food, by the way?”

      “I'm going to teach you how to hunt.”

      “Hunting! That's barbaric. I'm not going to kill a defenseless animal.”

      “Are you a vegetarian?” Mack asked as he hoisted his pack onto his back and folded the map into his back pocket. Grace wearily lifted herself off the floor and stretched her muscles before picking up her own pack, although it seemed even heavier than it had the previous day.

      “No, I just don't like the idea of killing something.”

      “But animals had to be killed for you to eat them?”

      “Yeah, but they were going to die anyway. I don't think I could look into an animal's eyes and kill it, then skin it, it feels so...barbaric.” She shuddered.

      “It's the same reason why I never could eat crayfish. I just looked at their little eyes and imagined them going home together.”

      “Even though they were already dead?”

      “It just seemed like torture to twist and rip their bodies apart, then pull out their entrails, all for a piece of meat. I guess in the army you've done more than your fair share of that, to humans, too.”

      As soon as the words slipped out of her mouth she regretted saying them. While she wouldn't exactly have described the two of them as friends, she was grateful he had saved her life and was trying help her through the apocalypse. There was a flicker in his eyes that showed her he was hurt by what she said. He had told her to observe, and now she saw why. But before she could apologize and take her words back Mack already was speaking.

      “Whatever I did for the army was sanctioned by the government. I was just doing my job. And I think you'll feel differently about killing animals when the hunger gets so great that you're tempted to eat dirt off the floor. But just think of it in this way, we kill and eat the animals to live. Then when we die we get buried and decompose in the Earth and become the soil that feeds the plants, which in turn feeds the animals.” With that he turned and walked out of the cabin. Grace paused for a moment because she was sure she had heard those words before, and when it hit her she rushed after him.

      “Did you really just quote The Lion King to me?” she said, dumbfounded.

      “We've got no time for chatter, let's keep going,” he said, and didn't turn around to let Grace see the twinkle in his eyes.
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      The day once again was long and Mack hoped Grace would be able to adjust to the new world. He knew there would be many people out there who wouldn't be able to, and a lot of them would have been dead already. His mind, naturally, turned to Anna. She was an artist, but she also was determined. He knew she would be doing everything she could to survive, and that she probably was working her way to find him as well. It would be alright. They would make it to the bunker and he would join the chain of command there. Hopefully, they would be able to set up a communications network somehow. Human civilization spread throughout the world before electricity and it could do so again. He clung onto those thoughts as he strode through the forest, his heavy boots crunching thin branches that had fallen off the trees. The forest seemed endless and unduly quiet.

      Despite the forest’s isolated location he had thought they would have run into someone else by now. His thoughts turned to the person whose little shack they had stayed in. There definitely had been someone there recently. So perhaps they had left to search for their family, or knew some safe place to seek shelter. However, there was another possibility; that they had died. Although he hadn't mentioned it to Grace the forest could be a dangerous place, and he thought it another stroke of luck that they had not encountered any forms of wildlife. He was sure there were bears in the area, and since all he had was a knife it would be a short fight. He also was slightly dreading their first encounter with other people. While he had tried to impose a sense of optimism on Grace, she was right; people were desperate and panicking and they could revert to their base instincts rather than rely on reason and rationality. However, he knew that sooner or later they would run into other people and he hoped his negotiation skills would come in handy.

      The path they walked took them away from the heart of the forest, and the river that ran through it, nearer to the edge, where they had to curve around. Gradually, the trees began to get thinner and thinner until they actually could see a road in the distance, although there were no sounds of passing cars. There were no sounds of anything at all except their own breathing. Even the birds seemed to have fallen silent. They walked along a course that was parallel to the road, following it for a while. When they stopped they tried not to drink too much, but even so they were down to only a bottle each. Grace felt like she was sweating that out every few hours.

      At one point Mack stopped.

      “Do you see that?” he asked. Grace strained her eyes and peered between the trees.

      “Is that...is that a house?!” she asked incredulously.

      “I think it just might be. Come on,” Mack said, and began to move forward, but Grace tugged at his sleeve.

      “Wait. Are you sure it's a good idea just to go up to them like that?”

      “What else would you have us do?”

      “I don't know, maybe we could try spying on them to see if they're going to be angry or not?”

      “I'm sure they would be angry if they found out they were being spied upon. They're just people, that's all. I know the situation has changed, but we're just two people who need some water and then we'll be on our way. There isn't any harm in asking.”

      “But they're so isolated around here. What if they're crazy?”

      “They'll probably be glad for the company. Come on, or would you rather ignore the house and keep going through the forest, hoping that one bottle is going to last you until we get to the bunker?” Grace scowled but she knew Mack was right and the idea of actually being in a house again was appealing.

      So it was that the two of them moved forward, cautiously it has to be said, looking for any signs of life. The house was a two-story building, and as they approached from the back they saw a small garden with a door leading to a coal cellar. There were vegetables growing, which indicated there were people inside, and as they moved forward they saw a figure move across the window. Upon seeing this Grace gasped, and Mack had to remind her continually that they were just people, no different from the two of them.

      The house was built with gray bricks and had a black slate roof. There was an old rusted truck at the front, missing its two front wheels. Even if there hadn't been an EMP, it wouldn't have been in driving condition. Mack and Grace circled around the house, Mack walked normally while Grace was crouching down as though she didn't want to be seen. They eventually made their way up the steps of the front porch, which was made of wood, and stood at the door. Mack glanced down at Grace before he knocked. They waited for a few moments until they heard soft footsteps on the other side of the door. Then it was pulled open and they met the occupants.
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      “Well, hello there,” the old woman said, looking up at Mack with her beady eyes. Standing behind her were two large men, both of them had the same surly expression on their faces. Mack tilted his head to the right and smiled widely.

      “Hi, I'm Mack,” he said, holding out his hand,” and this is Grace.” The old woman took his hand and he shook it gently.

      “I hate to bother you like this, but we're down to our last bottle of water. Would it be possible to refill our bottles, if you have a source of water?”

      “Oh, we can do more than that I'm sure. The two of you look like you've been out in that forest for days! Come in. We'll get you cleaned up and fed. I'm Kathryn, by the way. This is my husband Tom and our son Harry.” The two men nodded as Kathryn spoke their names, and Mack returned the gesture.

      Kathryn ushered her two new guests in, and Mack glanced at Grace, raising his eyebrows. As they walked through the house they saw many pictures of Jesus, and when the door closed behind them Grace jumped a little. Kathryn seemed friendly, but the two big, burly men stood behind them as they walked, giving Mack and Grace the sense that they were being escorted like prisoners. Kathryn led them through to the kitchen, but on the way Mack glanced into the other rooms. To his left there was a lounge, in which stood a television, obviously useless now, and a radio. To his right there was a dining room, which had a large table covered in a white linen tablecloth. Just before they arrived at the kitchen, stairs led up to the second floor, and he assumed there were bedrooms and a bathroom up there.

      “What brings the two of you out so far into the woods?” Kathryn asked.

      “Actually, we were in a plane crash. It set down a while away. We were the only survivors. We're glad to have run into you, though. You're the first people we've seen. Do you have any idea what's going on in the rest of the country?” Mack said.

      “No, but then again we didn't know much before. We always liked to keep ourselves to ourselves. All we know is we were watching the television and then it suddenly blinked out. Tom went to check on our generator and it had conked out. Figured something had happened in the city, but we didn't know it was in the whole country.”

      “Yes,” Mack said, “potentially even the world. Everything that used electricity is now defunct.”

      “Well, maybe it's not a bad thing that we're put back to our roots. We're fine here anyway. We have our vegetable garden and a well, and a fireplace to keep us warm. It's not going to be easy, but the Lord never gives us anything we can't handle.”

      “It does seem like you're well-equipped to survive this, and your vegetable garden looks like it's going well,” Mack said, for he had seen it when he approached the house.

      “What about meat?”

      “Oh, there are lots of animals roving around. I suppose the thing we'd really need is a horse if we want to get anywhere, but we haven't left this house for a long time. So I don't see any reason why we'd need to leave now.”

      “Why is that, if you don't mind me asking? The three of you are a long way from other people.”

      Kathryn sighed as she opened the door and led them outside to the well. It was a short walk away, hidden around the other side of the house from which they had approached. As Mack and Grace walked through the kitchen they saw the entrance to the coal cellar, which was closed at the moment. Grace hadn't said much as she still was wary of her hosts. While Kathryn seemed happy to engage in conversation the two men were unnerving and they only grunted, rather than spoke. Grace also felt as though they were looking at her more than Mack, and her skin crawled. She stuck close to Mack, knowing that she was safe with him.

      “We decided a long time ago that we didn't like the way the world was heading,” Kathryn said.

      “We're very traditional people and we believe that certain values and traditions should be upheld, but sadly the rest of society didn't seem to agree with us. So we retreated to this little house and decided to mind our own business, and let me tell you it was the best decision we ever made. There is no stress, and we don't have to worry about any loud neighbors.”

      “Don't you get lonely, though?”

      “We have ourselves for company, and the Lord is always with us. I find that most people who live in the city weren't really friends anyway. The place was filled with strangers and nobody seemed to be able to have a civilized conversation. Frankly, if you hadn't come along we never would have known that other people had survived this EMP, or whatever it's called.”

      They walked forward a little more until they reached the well. There was a bucket resting in the well with another one sitting by the side. Tom and Harry took a bucket each and hoisted them back into the house.

      “May I help?” Mack asked.

      “No, it's fine, my boys have got it. We needed some more water anyway. You two need to rest. I can tell you've had a time of it out there.”

      “We have indeed. Thank you for your hospitality. We are truly grateful for this.”

      “Make no mention of it, we're good Christian people and we're not the type to turn away people in need.”

      She led them back into the house and upstairs, where she showed them the spare room. There was only one spare room, unfortunately, but Kathryn said she was sure they could come to some sort of arrangement if the two of them wanted to spend the night. Mack and Grace were left alone for a little while as the family moved around the house, doing their chores and getting things ready for dinner.

      Mack and Grace took turns bathing, and enjoyed the feeling of washing the grime of travel from their skin. They had changed their clothes occasionally, using the replacement outfits they had salvaged from luggage on the plane. This resulted in many of their clothes not fitting quite right, but they still felt dirty underneath as they hadn't wanted to use their precious water reserves for bathing. Now that they were in an actual house they had no such qualms, and both of them felt like a new person when they emerged from the warm water.

      While Grace was bathing Mack took the empty bottles down and started filling them up with water. Harry was busy chopping vegetables while Tom and Kathryn were elsewhere, no doubt preparing something else for dinner.

      “So, you like living in this house with your folks?” Mack began. Harry didn't even stop chopping to acknowledge the question.

      “I couldn't wait to get out of the house when I was younger, but I guess in these circumstances we have to stay close to our family if we have them,” Mack continued, but again Harry didn't say anything, so Mack decided to remain silent.
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        * * *

      

      “They've got a pretty good set-up here,” Mack said when he and Grace were alone again.

      “Yeah, if you like being a million miles away from everyone else. This place is ridiculous. And if she had mentioned God one more time...” Grace shook her head angrily.

      “Now, now, let's not be disrespectful of their beliefs, or their way of life. Frankly, they're in a better position than we are, and they've been kind enough to help us. At least we're going to be able to sleep in a proper bed tonight.”

      “How long do you think we'll stay for?” Grace asked, folding her arms and chewing her bottom lip.

      “You really don't like it here, do you?”

      “They just creep me out. Those guys keep staring at me, and they don't say anything! Don't you find that weird? And that Kathryn...she's almost too nice. I know you're going to say that I'm just being paranoid, and I'm not used to people being nice, but I'm not an idiot. I know when something's wrong because I feel it in my gut and right now it's telling me that we should get out of here.”

      “Not that I'm excusing their behavior, but don't forget you're the first woman other than Kathryn that has been around here for goodness knows how long. I'm sure you can understand they'd be a little curious. But look, if you're that uncomfortable then we'll stay the night and be on our way tomorrow.”

      “I'm tempted to leave now,” Grace said.

      “Don't leave,” Mack said...
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        * * *

      

      Dinner…

      The cry for help rang out again. Mack's trained instincts took over and he rose from the table. Grace soon followed suit, her eyes reflecting her panic as she heard the forlorn, desperate cry. Their hosts looked at each other with stern expressions on their faces, and before they could say or do anything Mack was off, striding toward the origin of the sound. He called out to let the victim know somebody was there, and made sure Grace was right behind him.

      A thousand thoughts raced through his mind as he ran through the hall to the kitchen and looked at the coal cellar. He shouldn't have dismissed Grace's worries as paranoia, nor should he blindly have trusted the people just because he wanted to prove to Grace that people were still good. He should have seen the signs before. He had been trained to see these signs, to read body language and know people's secrets before they even suspected he knew they had some. Kathryn had been almost too friendly and welcoming, and there always had been someone in close proximity to them. And the way they had spoken about other people...how they had isolated themselves...that was a big warning sign that Mack had missed and now it could be too late. He'd made a mistake, and if he had led Grace into a dangerous situation he never would forgive himself.

      The entrance to the coal cellar was fastened with a large bolt. Mack bent down and flung it open. His stomach growled, angry that he had abandoned the food on his plate when it was the finest meal he had had for days. Grace was by his side, breathing rapidly, asking what was going on, but he was focused on helping whomever had called out. Grace's eyes darted back and forth between Mack and the door to the kitchen. She was frightened for what may happen. Mack just was hoping he still could find a way out of this. He pulled the door open and peered down. The light from the kitchen spilled into the coal cellar. As his eyes adjusted Mack could see a man laying on the floor, tied to a chair, a desperate look in his eyes.

      “Please, please help me, you gotta help me. These people are crazy!” he yelled.

      Mack nodded and entered the coal cellar while Grace stayed outside. She helped him down and told him to hurry, even though there wasn't a sight of the family yet. Mack walked down the narrow steps and felt his feet crunch against the floor. The smell of coal filled his nostrils and he almost gagged at the stench of it. The light was dim, and he had to hunch to avoid bumping his head on the ceiling. His heart was racing but he had been in dangerous situations like this before. It was no different than having to extract a hostage.

      “Thank you, thank you so much,” the man in the chair said.

      Mack leaned down to twist away the tight knots that were digging into the man's skin. He was of Latino descent. One of his eyes had been bruised, while the other side of his face was covered in soot from having been pressed against the floor. A soaked gag was resting around his neck. Evidently he had managed to pry it off of himself, enabling him to cry for help. Mack worked diligently, quickly untying the knots and freeing the man, then helped him up. He was limping a little and was shaken, and his limbs had been numb from having been tied down for so long. He slung an arm around Mack, who supported him up the stairs.

      “It's okay, I've got you,” Mack said.

      But he was worried about how they were going to get out of there alive. Kathryn had lied about this prisoner; why did they capture him, and was the same fate awaiting him and Grace? Mack had dealt with tense situations like these before, but not with ordinary people, and not in a situation where the rules of the world had changed. He wasn't represented a government and he didn't have the threat of the American military as a backup. The only things he had to rely on were his wits and his skills, skills he had used to excel in his job, skills that meant he was a highly-valued asset to the military, skills that meant his superiors had begged him to reconsider his retirement even when he was adamant that he was done.

      But he wasn't done.

      “Mack,” he heard Grace cry, her voice trembling with worry.

      He emerged from the coal cellar trailing soot on his feet, supporting this man who had been held against his will, to find Grace's face stricken with fright as Kathryn, Tom, and Harry stood at the kitchen entrance. The matriarch had a disappointed look on her face while the two men were impassive as usual, but Tom had a gun pointed straight at them. As Mack stared down the barrel his mind whirled with all the tactical situations he had been thrust into during his career. Then he slowed his breathing as he prepared to try dealing with this family who, while living in the middle of nowhere, posed a great threat to their lives.
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      Mack was aware that the next move he made was going to be a decisive one. He ran through different possibilities, eyes shifting slowly between his adversaries. He could feel the hostage trembling against him, and knew that Grace was doing the same, too. She had moved slightly behind him, wanting him to protect her. The isolated family stared implacably at the three of them. There were only a few ways in which events were going to proceed. Either Tom would shoot them all then and there, and this whole ordeal would be over, or they would hold them all hostage. And, at some point, they could try escaping, or Mack would be able to talk to Kathryn and they could work out some kind of deal.

      Outside the sun had set a long time ago. Inside the candles burned throughout the house, causing the temperature to rise. Mack's temples were beaded with sweat but he ignored it. On the table in between the two groups lay the knife that had been used to chop vegetables. It didn't look to be in the best condition but it still would do damage, and if Mack had been on his own he would have been tempted to make a grab for it.

      Although the gun was imposing he assumed Tom hadn't had much cause to practice with it over the years, since they were so isolated. If he moved quickly enough he probably could evade the first shot at least and dive for cover. However, he had Grace and the other man to think of and he had to play it carefully. Kathryn was standing by the doorway that led to the garden while Harry and Tom were blocking the exit to the rest of the house. Mack knew that if they made it outside they could slip into the darkness and escape. All they had to do was stop Kathryn from giving the order to shoot.

      A lot of people would have pleaded directly to the man with the gun, assuming he had the power to end their lives. But Mack knew the hierarchy in this house and it wasn't Tom who was at the top. He wouldn't shoot unless Kathryn gave the order, and it was she who Mack had to deal with. He exhaled deeply and raised his hands, indicating to his companions that they should remain silent while also showing Kathryn that he respected the situation and her superiority. Later, he would chastise himself harshly for his actions leading up to this moment because it shouldn't have been so easy to fall into their trap. But at the present moment he needed to focus on getting the three of them out alive.

      While Kathryn was in charge, Tom and Harry still were intimidating figures. They were both burly men who snarled more than they spoke, and Mack wondered about the events that led to Kathryn and Tom meeting and falling in love, for they seemed quite opposite. Harry evidently took more after his father than his mother, which was a good thing for Mack. The two men seemed simple, straight-shooters, and if it had been only the two of them Mack had to deal with, things would have gone much easier, but Kathryn was a bit of a wild card. She clearly had a strong idea of right and wrong, and it wasn't going to mesh with Mack's. The trained military negotiator looked at the steely gleam in her eye and remembered everything she had said over the course of their stay. He thought it likely they had come to this remote location because Kathryn knew their beliefs would not have been agreed with in the city. He thought about the coal cellar again, and wondered how many wandering travelers looking for shelter had been locked in there, lost to the world.

      Usually there were two ways to play this kind of situation. If his opposite showed signs of nervousness then the best thing to do was act aggressively and grasp the power away, but Kathryn showed no signs of this. She was supremely self-confident and clearly felt righteous in what she was doing. So Mack had to show her respect and acknowledge that she had the power, and then hope he would be able to turn the situation to his advantage as they spoke more, if Kathryn was willing to hold off on shooting them. He tilted his head down, and noticed that Grace and the man by his side had followed his lead. A wry smile played upon Kathryn's lips as she enjoyed her superior position, and Mack watched her carefully, hoping to spot any sign of weakness.

      “Let's stay calm and not do anything stupid,” he said, keeping his voice soft and even.

      “Oh Mack, you've already done that,” Kathryn replied in a withering tone.

      “We all were enjoying a nice dinner and you had to go and ruin it. Didn't your parents ever teach you that it was rude to leave the table before you've finished your meal? And without even asking no less.” She shook her head and sighed.

      “I remember a time when manners were expected, but it seems in this day and age it's more of a surprise when people behave correctly. Seems like things haven't changed much since we left the city. I'd have expected it from her, she seems the type to make trouble, but not you. You seemed like a decent sort.”

      “Kathryn, I'm sure you can understand why I left the table before we finished. How about we all go back to the table and continue? I know I still could go for some more roast potatoes. They were the best I've tasted in a long time. They reminded me of my mother's.”

      “You are a sweet one, but that kind of talk isn't going to work on me, young man.”

      “I'm sorry. Forgive me for saying so, but I think getting up from the table isn't as bad as keeping someone locked up against their will. How long was he down there?”

      “Just a couple of days, he's not as strong as we thought he'd be. Figured he'd be able to take more before he cracked.”

      “So is this why you moved away from the city? So you could be away from the police?”

      Kathryn snorted derisively. She stepped forward and placed her hands on the edge of the counter, leaning forward.

      “I left the city because people were going to hell, and they seemed happy about it. Everywhere I looked I saw good, old-fashioned values being torn down and cast aside, and nobody seemed to give a damn about it. This country used to stand for something, but we all lost our way. So yes, we left to start our own lives out here. We don't need anyone else. We don't need no laws or anything like that. We have the word of God to live by and that's all we need. He's kept us safe so far and he'll continue to watch over us.”

      “And you think that he's okay with you capturing innocent people? Is he the first?”

      “What makes you think he's so innocent?” Kathryn said, and following this remark Tom and Harry chortled.

      “You hear about it all the time, all those Mexicans running across our borders, infesting our lands, taking over our jobs and homes and everything. There's a war going on, Mister, only nobody seems to be fighting it. You got everything going on now. Even those homosexuals are allowed to be married, and it just ain't right. I'm not going to stand for it, and if you do then you are on the side of the damned.”

      “So you feel threatened by these people?”

      “Of course I feel threatened! The whole country should be! I remember a time when it was safe to walk down the streets and you didn't have to worry about seeing drugs and sex everywhere you went. There are some things that should be kept behind closed doors, but everything exploded. You know what I think it was? I think it was the day JFK got shot. The world just went crazy then, and the country lost its mind. They say people grieve in different ways. Well, the whole country had to grieve. Then we had crazy things like men going to the Moon, and it all just went downhill from there. The kids who were raised then grew up and had all these wacky ideas and they strayed from the word of God. All I want is for us to go back to being a good Christian nation, is that so wrong?”

      “Of course not, but you have to admit that locking up someone in a coal cellar doesn't seem very hospitable. Is he the first?”

      “No. People come wandering through here all the time. They think they can just walk through the forest without any danger, like the whole world is theirs. Well, they soon know that when they come on our property. We try to be nice to them, but some of them deserve what they get.”

      “Is that what you were going to do with us?”

      Kathryn chewed her bottom lip. “No, I don't think so. You seemed like a good sort at first. If she had been on her own,” Kathryn tossed her head toward Grace, “then maybe. She's got that look about her, but I figured if she was with you then you could set her on the straight and narrow, but now I can't let you leave. You might get some foolish idea of bringing people back. Maybe you even want this house to yourself.”

      “I can assure you that won't happen. Like I said, the world has ended. The only people we know are across the country. As for the house, it's yours. I'm not the kind to trespass on another person's property. All I want is to get out of here still breathing. Surely we can work out something?”

      “Let's just shoot them! All this talking is giving me a headache,” Harry said, rolling back and forth on his heels with an excited look on his face. Grace's hand reached up and squeezed Mack's arm. Kathryn's neck snapped around and she glared at her son.

      “Keep quiet and let me do the talking. If you had done your job properly we wouldn't even be in this mess. All you had to do was tie him up and gag him properly but you couldn't even do that, could you? You're a disappointment. You always have been. So just stand there and don't say another word.” Her tone was vicious and Harry's head instantly dropped, shoulders slumping as well. Despite the tension between the two groups Mack felt a little sympathy for Kathryn's son.

      “I see you're a woman who has high standards.”

      “I think people should do their best, but that was another thing lost as the world changed.”

      “So you feel like you don't belong anymore?”

      Mack's way of talking made Kathryn somewhat uneasy, but she continued sharing things about herself. Mack was using a technique called empathy statements, which he had used many times to get people to open up about themselves. The key was focusing on what the other person was saying, then responding with one of these statements that showed you understood how they were feeling without simply repeating it. It led them to continue talking about their feelings. Because if there was one truth that Mack had learned over the years, it was that people loved talking about themselves.

      “In some ways I felt like I never belonged. Even when I was younger I saw people around me being tempted by the devil. It was all too easy for them to fall into a life of sin, but my parents raised me right and they taught me about being a good person. I learned my lessons, and it just wasn't fair that everyone else was behaving badly and not being punished for it. How would you feel if you knew something to be right, but everyone else ignored you? And it only got worse as I got older, and became more aware of the things around me. Sometimes it seemed as though even people in the government didn't understand what it took to make this country great.”

      “So you wanted to leave it all behind, just you and your family?”

      “Yes. It seemed the sensible thing to do. I know the old adage is that if you can't beat them then join them, but I knew I had to resist. If I was the last person to stand firm in the face of sin then so be it. I was just lucky enough to meet Tom, who shared my view.” As she said this she moved past Harry and placed her hand on her husband, and then placed her other hand on her chastised son.

      “And we had Harry, and raised him to share our values. We may be only three people, but we are holding onto the word of God and we are doing our best to carry out his plans. And now you see everything that all the sin has wrought.”

      “You believe that God is responsible for all this?”

      “Who else would be? He's punishing humanity for all the mistakes it has made, and I for one can't blame him.  How many chances did we need? How many times did we look at ourselves and get disappointed at what we saw, but we never did anything to change it? And this is what we get. The world begins anew again. Just like the flood that drowned all the sinners, so, too, will this apocalypse cleanse the world and we can begin again. We have been given the role of guardians of his word and we will spread it to whomever comes across our path. We also will punish those who do not fit into the new world, whose blood is not pure, like our little Mexican friend over there,” she said, almost spitting as she looked at the man Mack had rescued.

      The more he spoke with Kathryn the more worried he became because she was deranged. He had to speak carefully as anything could have set her off, especially as she now almost was frothing at the mouth with righteous fury.

      “So why didn't you kill him then? Why did you hide him down in the coal cellar? If his blood isn't pure, then what was the use in keeping him around?”

      When Mack said this, the man beside him widened his eyes in fright. Tom adjusted the gun, flexing his fingers against the trigger to remind Mack that with just one squeeze of a finger a life would be ended.

      “There would be time enough for that. But the truth is me and Tom aren't getting any younger and with the generator out it takes a little more work than it used to. So we were going to keep him around for the labor, once he calmed down. If he just accepted his fate you never would have known and you could have gone on your way, and tried to survive in this new world. And you know what, Mack? I like you. So I'm going to give you another chance. It wouldn't be Christian just to end this here and now without giving you the opportunity to get back on the straight and narrow. I know you can see where I'm coming from. I'm sure you've seen the same things as I have and you may even have had the same ideas. I've enjoyed talking to you. It's been nice to have someone else around here who is on the same wavelength as me. So here's what I'm going to do. You can go on your way, but you leave these two here for us.”

      “The two of them? But Grace hasn't done anything wrong.”

      “Hasn't she? Have you seen her? Covered in those tattoos, dying her hair. I know just what kind of girl she is and we had a word for those back home. She most definitely doesn't have a place in this world but you Mack, you could. You're a strapping young man. You easily could spread the word and be a disciple if you so choose. All you need to do is walk away and we'll hear no more of it.”

      Mack felt revulsion at the trade being offered but he kept his expression neutral, trying to give the impression that he actually was considering the deal. He made the move to step forward and walked around the counter, getting closer to the knife, but also the door. The two he had left behind looked at him with fear and shock, wondering if he actually was about to betray them both and leave them in the lion's den.

      “And if I left you wouldn't chase me?”

      “As long as you swore to the Lord that you would serve him and restore the world to be free of sin.”

      “Ma! You can't do that! We have them right there! We can kill them all!” Harry whined.

      For a man in his thirties he seemed to suffer from arrested development and acted as though he was as bratty teenager, although that wasn't surprising given the upbringing he must have had. Mack assumed Kathryn was a very overbearing mother. Harry's remark was met with a swift slap across his ruddy cheek, and Kathryn stared up at him with ire burning in her black eyes.

      “You do not talk back to me, young man. Do you hear me! I raised you to be better than that. Don't be one of those people who need to be purified.”

      Tom had been following Mack's gradual movements with the barrel of the gun, but this family dispute meant the tall man with the thick, curly white beard and bald head was distracted. Mack knew that, given the man's age, his eyesight most likely would have been failing. So, in the dim light he would have had the advantage. Knowing that this was the moment when he had to act, he clutched the handle of the knife and flung it in the direction of the family. It hit Harry in the back of the shoulder and he howled in pain, moving forward as his arm tried to bend at an unnatural angle to tear out the knife. Mack had thrown it with such force that it was buried so deep only the handle protruded, and a dark stain started spreading around the knife’s impact point.

      When Harry barreled forward he rammed into his parents. Tom was about to shoot but Harry moved in his way and forced his arm up. So when the shot was fired it crashed into the ceiling and made some dust and debris fall down. Kathryn screamed as the three of them clattered together and Mack drove forward, falling on them and beating Harry and Tom heavily. In the cramped doorway the men fought while Kathryn placed her hands around her head and tried to avoid being hit. Mack knew the pressure points to hit and caused as much pain as he could. When he had a free moment he turned to the other two.

      “You,” he said, looking straight at the man he saved, “get out there and start running. Grace, go and get our stuff, quickly. We're getting out of here. Now!”

      The man they had rescued hobbled toward the door and struggled with the handle before he felt the cool freedom of the night air. Grace ran through the kitchen and deftly stepped over the mass of bodies, then ran upstairs and dragged the heavy packs down with her. However, in her absence Harry and Tom had fought back against Mack, and although his training was extensive there were still two strong men against one. When Kathryn started fighting, too, the odds were not in Mack's favor.

      In a rather ruthless maneuver Kathryn yanked the knife out of Harry's back and wielded it herself, after extricating herself from the tangled web of three bodies. Blood dripped from the blunt blade, and as she slashed it across the air scarlet drops splattered against the walls. Harry, although he was reeling from pain, didn't want to disappoint his mother anymore. So he rose and raised his fists to defend his home. Mack had been wary of the knife, so his attention momentarily had been taken from Tom, who grasped the gun and raised it at Mack.

      “That was another stupid thing you did,” Kathryn said. “I tried to be kind and give you another chance, and this is what you do. I tried to see the best in you Mack, I really did, but you disappointed me, just as you disappoint the Lord. Tom, do what you have to.”

      Mack steeled his jaw and was about to make his move, which most likely would have resulted in Kathryn stabbing him while he attacked Tom anyway, when he saw a movement behind Kathryn. Grace had sneaked down the stairs and into the dining room when nobody was looking, and came out holding up one of the heavy, ornate chairs. With a loud cry she brought it crashing down on Kathryn, who fell in a crumpled heap of broken bones and wood. In the confusion, Mack punched Tom in the throat and wrestled the gun from his grasp. Then he dodged a weary punch from the wounded Harry, and hit him with the butt of the gun, sending him to the floor next to his mother.

      “I guess maybe I'm not so bad in the apocalypse after all, and does that make us even?” Grace quipped as she picked up the packs and handed one to Mack.

      “I had the situation under control, I was just about to make my move,” he said with a smirk. Still holding the gun, he took his pack from Grace and the two of them made their way outside.

      “Over here!” they heard in a low whisper, and found the man they had rescued waiting for them.

      “You think they'll come after us?” Grace asked.

      “Probably not,” Mack said as he checked over the weapon. It was a small pistol with about ten rounds in it.

      “But we'd better get moving anyway. I don't really like the thought of sticking around here.

      “I did try telling you that I had a bad feeling,” Grace said.

      “I know, I know, I'll listen to you next time,” Mack said, and then turned to the man. “I'm Mack, and this is Grace.”

      “I'm Luis. Thank you so much for rescuing me. I thought I was a goner there. I didn't know if anyone could hear me, I just had to shout to try. Oh, and I'm Cuban by the way, not Mexican.”

      “You're welcome, and you can join us if you like. We're heading to a military bunker nearby. Are you feeling okay now?”

      “Yes, yes, that would be great. I've had enough of being on my own. I'm feeling okay, thank you. I think the feeling is coming back to my arms and legs. I'm just a bit shaken. I was down there for days. I have to admit, though, I was a little afraid that you were going to take that deal and leave me there.”

      Mack had a stony look on his face. “I never even considered it. That woman had certain ideas about the country that I don't share. The place she described isn't the America I know, and it's not the one I still believe in. I am going to spread the word, but not the one she wanted. We'll all be better off if they stay in their house and leave the rest of us alone. As long as you believe in freedom and equality you'll always have a place with us. Now let's move. I know it's dark but I think we should keep moving for as long as we can, just in case they do decide to follow us.”
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      The three of them walked for just over an hour before they finally decided to rest. They ended up in a small copse of trees. Grace and Mack undid their packs. Mack offered Luis some of his water, and told him to use it to wash his face.

      “Are you sure? I don't want to use all of your supplies.”

      “They're our supplies now,” Mack said, smiling, and pushed the bottle of water into Luis' hands.

      The young man was grateful and carefully poured out some water into the cupped palm of his hand, and then scrubbed away the dirt and soot that covered one side of his face. It wasn't the most efficient way of cleaning and not everything was cleared up, but the end result was certainly a lot better than when he started. Grace, however, eyed him suspiciously. While the three of them sat there and reflected on the people they just had encountered they remained silent for a while, until Grace finally spoke.

      “How did you know things were going to do down like that?”

      “I didn't,” Mack replied, “but I knew if I kept her talking for long enough an opportunity would present itself. I pegged her early on as someone who liked the sound of her own voice, and wanted to share her philosophy, especially since she had been stuck with her husband and son for so long. All she wanted was someone to understand her, so I let her believe that I did until it got to the point where I had an opening. Luckily, things worked out for us. There were other factors as well, of course, like how they all were crowded together in the doorway and that the only light was from candles. And, of course, the quick thinking of my companion,” he said, and even in the ethereal light of the moon Grace could see the gleam in his eye. They had not opted for a fire at this point as they did not want to draw any unwanted attention to themselves. But the air was still warm and they were fortunate that it was summer and the region in which they had found themselves had a temperate climate.

      “But I'm more curious about our new friend here. Luis, why don't you tell us your story?” Mack said.

      “My story?” Luis said, a little startled that he was being spoken to.

      “Yeah, everyone has one, especially now. What were you doing out here all by yourself?”

      “Well, I was backpacking across the country. I guess my story began the same as most people my age. After I finished high school I didn't really know what I wanted to do or who I wanted to be. I bounced around jobs for a few years, but I never really made anything of myself. I got so frustrated that there was a whole world out there waiting for me and I was just staying in my house watching life pass me by. I love movies, but I got tired of watching other people live life. I wanted to experience it for myself. So I decided to journey across the country. I don't know, I guess I hoped I'd find myself or the person I was going to fall in love with,” he said, while looking at Grace. But she was looking at the ground, using a stick to draw a pattern in the dirt.

      Luis cleared his throat and continued. “It wasn't like I thought it was going to be, though. Most of the time I've been alone. I've met a few people here and there, but we all ended up going our separate ways. Anyway, I was walking through the forest when I saw a plane fly overhead descending just above the trees. It seemed way too low. I tried following its trajectory to see if everyone was going to be okay. At first, I didn't even realize that anything was wrong. I tried calling the police but my phone was dead and I figured it just had ran out of battery, not that there would have been any signal out here anyway. So I walked at my best speed, knowing there could be wounded people, and that's when I came across the house. I stopped by to see if I could get some water and a little rest and, well, you know what happened then.”

      “It's funny you should mention the plane crash,” Mack said. It even got Grace's attention. “We were on that plane; we were the only survivors.”

      “Oh, well, you are fortunate then. And I am fortunate, too, because if you had not come to that house I would have been forced to stay there.”

      “Were they weird with you when you first went up to them?” Grace asked. Luis seemed pleased that she had spoken to him.

      “No, at first they seemed normal. Well, as normal as you can be for staying out in these forests. But I understood that because I had been alone for a long while. It can make you a little crazy, especially if you are from a big family like I am. Anyway, they took me in, and at first things seemed okay. They fed me and we talked about what happened. That's when I first learned that all the electronic equipment had been knocked out.

      “The woman did all of the talking. They said how hard it was going to be for them to maintain the house. I said that I was going to try seeing if there were any survivors from the crash. They looked at each other in a strange way, and then they started talking about God and how this EMP was a holy punishment, that it was his way of cleansing the world again. Right then I thought that I'd better get out of there pretty quickly. So I made plans to leave, but they insisted I stay the night.

      “The idea of a bed was tempting after sleeping on the ground for so long, so I said okay. I woke up in the middle of the night to find them gagging me and binding my hands. Then they carried me down to the coal cellar and said they were going to keep me there until I behaved myself. They brought me water and a little bit of food but they never really spoke to me. I managed to fall off the chair and pull the gag off my mouth and thankfully you were there, and here we are. I owe both of you my life,” he said, although he looked at Grace longer than he did Mack.

      “There's a lot of that going around,” Grace said in a dull tone, bowing her head again, not liking the way Luis was looking at her.

      “It sounds like you've been through a lot. What are your long term plans now? Are you going to try to get home to see your family?” Mack asked. Luis drew in his breath.

      “I don't know about that. Back home there were a lot of gangs anyway. I can't imagine the place is safe. I hope my parents are. They've probably left already. I don't know. I left there to try seeing the world and I don't really want to go back now.”

      “But it's your family, surely you have to try finding them,” Grace said. Both Luis and Mack were taken aback by the sharpness of her words.

      “Me and my family were never that close. They never had much respect for me either. When I told them I was going to go across the country they all laughed in my face and told me I would be home within a few days. Well, I proved to them that I could survive, and I still can survive. I was always the black sheep, and maybe it's better for all of us if we just assume that we're all dead.”

      “I think you're making a mistake,” Grace said.

      “It's my mistake to make,” Luis replied. Mack sensed some tension rising and he wondered what it was that made Grace react in that manner.

      “So you don't know that much about what's happened?” he asked. Luis tore his eyes away from Grace for a moment.

      “No. I only know that all the electronics have been knocked out. Do you know any more?”

      “The popular theory is that it's North Korea or some other military power who attacked, but since there is no way to communicate with anyone we don't know,” Grace said.

      “You mean a war?” Luis asked, his eyes widening with fear at the prospect of having to fight.

      “Could be, but I don't know if there would have been an invasion force or not. I suppose it's possible that the attack was followed up by an invasion and they've stormed the White House already. But I wouldn't be surprised if they just left us to our own devices. From what I can tell this EMP was designed to set our progress back, not to outright destroy us. And, to be honest, I'm not sure that the North Koreans or any of our other enemies have the resources to launch a full war, even if we are currently in a state of chaos,” Mack said.

      “I hate this not knowing!” Grace yelled, angrily throwing her stick to the ground. Then she pinched the bridge of her nose and ran her hand through her dark, rainbow-streaked hair. When she looked up she saw Mack and Luis staring at her.

      “I'm sorry,” she said, softening her tone, “it's just that when you were as connected as I was it's difficult to deal with all this...all this silence. I don't know anything. I don't know what's going on and it's killing me. I feel so isolated.”

      “Well, it could be worse. At least there aren't zombies around,” Luis said, but neither of the other two cracked a smile at his joke.

      “What is it you did before all this happened?” Luis asked. Grace and Mack glanced at each other.

      “I... worked with computers,” she said, then turned her eyes away. Mack respected her wish not to tell the truth, so he didn't say anything to the contrary. Luis simply accepted her answer.

      “There is another possibility, though,” Grace said, wishing to change the subject.

      The two men looked at her with interest. “It's not only nuclear bombs that can cause electromagnetic pulses, but solar winds as well. There hasn't been one on record strong enough to cause this much disruption, but theoretically it's possible that a strong solar wind blew past us, and that's what's responsible. If so, then it's likely the whole world is affected and everybody is cut off from one another.”

      “Hopefully the bunker will be aware of something, and they can enlighten us when we get there,” Mack said.

      “Then again, there is a third possibility,” Grace added, and again the two men waited for her to continue. “Kathryn could have been right...”

      “What?” the men said in unison.

      “This could be a way for God to punish us. Let's face it, the world isn't exactly a good place.”

      “I thought you weren't religious?” Mack said.

      “I'm not, and I don't believe that there is a God, but that doesn't mean I'm right. I'm big enough to admit that I could be mistaken. It may not even be a punishment. Have the two of you heard of the story of The Tower of Babel?”

      “The name sounds familiar but I can't recall the details,” Mack said. Luis shook his head. Grace shuffled over so she was closer to them.

      “It's actually my favorite story in the Bible.”

      “For someone who isn't religious you sure know a lot about this stuff,” Luis said, trying to tease her a little bit, but Grace was defensive against him and sneered.

      “I think it's good to be aware of things if you want to debate them. Besides, this book is basically what our entire culture is based upon and I think more people should try reading it all the way through so they're actually aware of everything. Anyway, The Tower of Babel was a story... I think it was in Genesis and it took place well after Adam and Eve.

      “Human civilization had developed and they shared one language. They decided they wanted to build a tower that led up to Heaven. They actually did it, and when it got close God and the angels panicked and decided to destroy the tower because I guess having humans coming into Heaven was just the worst thing ever. Anyway, the tower was destroyed and all the humans were sent crashing down to Earth. But, of course, they'd just build it again, right? To prevent that, God scattered humans all across the world with different languages so they wouldn't be able to communicate with each other again, preventing them from uniting and rebuilding the tower.”

      “That isn't really a flattering portrayal of God,” Luis said.

      “I know, right?” Grace replied.

      “But I don't really see what relevance that has here,” Luis continued, “It's not like we were united in building a tower to Heaven.”

      “Not literally, no,” Grace said, “but if you think about it the internet was a way for us all to communicate. We could share information with people all over the world and language was a barrier that we easily could overcome with the help of translation programs. With the internet we had access to every part of human history, and now we've been deprived of that. We've been cut off from each other, so it's like we've been scattered across the world again.”

      “You really believe this?” Luis said.

      Grace shrugged. “I just mentioned that it was a possibility.”

      “I think I'll stick with the North Korean theory,” Mack said. “I'm just going to check the perimeter and make sure there's nobody hiding out there.”

      “I'll come with you,” Grace said, and immediately leaped up, leaving Luis disappointed as he was looking forward to spending some time alone with her.

      “I guess I'll hold the fort here then,” Luis said, and lay back on the ground, looking up at the stars above him as he placed his hands under his head for support.

      Mack and Grace stepped away from the small camp they had made and walked away quietly. When they thought they were out of earshot of Luis, Mack spoke. They were standing in a small clearing and the leaves on the trees rustled a little as the night breeze passed through. Grace pushed some hair away from her face while Mack stood in the middle of the clearing, standing with his hands behind his back.

      “What was that about?” he said.

      “I just didn't want to be left alone with him, okay? Can you blame me after what we just went through?”

      “Look, I know that I should have listened to you before when you were worried about them, but we can't be scared of everyone.”

      “I'm not scared of him. I just wanted to talk with you first, to make sure that we're on the same page. I mean, can we really be sure that we can trust him?”

      “The guy has been through a lot. And you heard him, he sounds harmless enough.”

      “Yeah, I agree, but how can we be sure?”

      “How can we be sure of anything? Do you doubt me after what happened?”

      “No, I just...I want to make sure we're going to be safe.”

      Mack reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We're going to be fine. I have a good sense about people. I should have listened to it more back at the house. I should have known that something was up, but I was just so glad to have a hot bath and get a new supply of water that I tried to hope for the best. I won't do that again; I'll be more careful. I promise. But I really get a good vibe from Luis. You should give him a chance, and the more people we have the better chance we have of surviving.”

      “I guess...you really think there will be people at the bunker?”

      “I don't know anything for sure, but I hope so. Truth is I hate the not knowing part as much as you do. There's a whole country out there and we just have no idea what's happening, and it really kills me. I think about all the people who are in the same situation as us and how they must be handling it.”

      “I'm sure your wife is doing fine,” Grace said, offering Mack a warm smile, which he returned. They stood in the clearing a little longer and looked around at the all-encompassing darkness.

      “It's kinda funny. If things had gone the way they were supposed to, you would be in some cell right now, and I would be with Anna planning the rest of our lives,” Mack said, somewhat wistfully.

      “I think I got the better part of that deal. Thank you, by the way, for not telling Luis the truth.”

      “It's okay, I suppose it's not a stretch to say that you worked with computers, although from what I read you did things with them that most people never could dream of.”

      “What can I say? We all have our talents. But I figured that given the state of the world now there's no point telling people what I used to do. I'd rather not have them make instant judgments about me, like Kathryn did.”

      “That really bothered you, didn't it?”

      “It just reminded me of when I was younger. I'd rather forget about all that. That's one of the reasons why I got into hacking. When all you are is words on a screen you're judged only by what you say, not by what you look like. But yeah, if you don't mind I'd like to keep the fact that, technically, I'm still your prisoner between the two of us.”

      “Consider it done,” Mack said. “Well, it doesn't look like they've followed us, so I think we'll be safe for the night. Why don't you go and get some sleep? I'll take first watch.”

      Grace nodded and the two of them made their way back to camp. Luis greeted them. The conversation dwindled as they settled down to get some sleep, while Mack stayed up to keep watch for a few hours. He sat upon a rock and gazed into the distance, thinking about home and Anna. While during the day he tried to remain focused on the task at hand, in these quiet moments he indulged himself in some melancholy musings of what could have been. He thought about her beautiful face, and her smile that was brighter than a star, and how it would have sparkled when they reunited. He also thought about the future, and if they would meet again, and how sweet it would be to hold her in his arms. However, he knew, too, that the world was a dangerous place and the odds were stacked against them. He was sure they weren't the only two lovers separated, and so, while he was alone, he spared a thought for all those in the same situation as him and hoped the fates guided them back to each other.

      Then there was a bang and his attention was shaken. In the distance a bright red light shot into the sky, with a plume of crimson smoke following it. The noise was loud enough to wake Luis and Grace, who stared up at the sky with astonishment at the flare. Mack knew that it was coming from the direction of the bunker.

      “They're alive...and they're in danger,” he said. Grace and Luis stared at each other, worried at the portent in Mack's voice.
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      “Come on, get packed up, we have to leave and get there to help them,” Mack said, gathering up all their supplies. Grace groaned and protested.

      “How do you know they're in trouble?” she asked.

      “Yeah, couldn't they just be signaling to see if anybody is out there?” Luis asked.

      “That's not procedure. That's a flare to ask for help. You two can stay here if you want but I need to go see if there's anything I can do. It's my duty. They could be under attack. It could be anything, and it's in our best interests to help them. If that bunker is gone, then we're going to have to find sanctuary somewhere else. Come on, let's go,” he said, and roused the other two.

      It wasn't long before they were ready. Mack always had one eye on the sky in case there were any other signals but there was nothing following the flare. He was worried as he had pinned his hopes on that bunker. He walked quickly, and only glanced back infrequently to see if Luis and Grace were keeping up with him, which they strained to do.

      Although they were younger than him, Mack was in better condition and didn't seem to tire at all as he strode through the forest. He held the flashlight by his side and the shaft of light illuminated the path before him. The gun nestled at his back, and knowing he had a weapon gave him a sense of comfort for he knew he would need it if he was about to join a fight. There were times when he had to adjust his path to avoid a dense collection of trees, or a gorse bush, but he always kept his eyes on his destination. In the distance he could hear gunfire and his heart sank. He only could hope that the bunker was prepared enough to defend itself.

      He was afraid Grace was right and that the world was going to fall apart. If that happened then he wasn't sure he would have the strength to believe that Anna was going to be kept safe. It surely would be only a matter of time before he met more people like Kathryn, people who used the apocalypse to further their own agendas. It was a time when, without the safe framework that society provided, people could indulge their darkest desires without the threat of punishment or incarceration. It was the first time the grim reality of the situation finally dawned on Mack, and he knew it was going to be a struggle to maintain his values. But it was easy to be a saint in paradise. It was times like these that tested the real measure of a man. He vowed to himself he would not be left wanting, that when he saw Anna again she still would recognize him for the man she fell in love with.

      While Mack was storming ahead Grace and Luis were straggling behind, keeping up a steady pace but still fairly far behind the older man. They each had a flashlight as well, and were following the trail left by Mack's light up ahead. Occasionally they stumbled, still struggling with the weight of the packs on their backs.

      “He's a machine,” Luis remarked.

      “Tell me about it. Wait until you've been traveling with him for a few days. You'll start to feel muscles you never knew you had. Shouldn't you be used to it, though? You were going across the country, after all.”

      “I hitchhiked where I could. Walking isn't exactly my favorite thing but I guess I'm going to have to get used to it from now on. So you worked with computers before all this?”

      “Yeah,” Grace said, wishing that she could have kept up with Mack. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about her past, especially with this new stranger who was not yet a friend. Luis, however, had other ideas. It was clear he had taken a shine to Grace and wasn't content to walk by her side in silence.

      “In what way? Were you a programmer or a technician?”

      “I worked with software...I was kind of in the security field,” she said, keeping as close to the truth as possible.

      “Oh, right...so did you and Mack know each other before the crash?”

      “No, we just happened to be sitting next to each other,” Grace said.

      “That's quite a stroke of luck.”

      “Yeah, it is,” she said, and thought back to her old life. She realized if she hadn't been on her way to the military base she would have been lost right about now.  With no Mack to guide her she wouldn't have had a clue how to survive.

      “I guess you're feeling pretty lost right now without any laptops or anything.”

      “You could say that.”

      “I get how you feel. I don't think it's really sunk in yet just how different the world is going to be now. I mean, think of everything we were used to, and even things like songs and movies and books. There's not going to be anyone making them anymore. I'm really annoyed at that. I can't believe I'm never going to find out what happens at the end of Game of Thrones.”

      “Is that really the biggest thing you're worried about?”

      Luis shrugged. “Everyone's gotta be worried about something. I spent a lot of time watching movies and things like that. It was hard enough tearing myself away from them to go on my little adventure, and it was a big part of my life, you know.”

      “I guess you're going to have to develop some new hobbies then,” Grace said dismissively, and walked off, increasing her pace. Luis paused for a moment and shook his head, frustrated at her lack of willingness to engage him in conversation.

      “Kinda figures,” he muttered to himself, “it's the end of the world and still a girl won't give me the time of day.” Then he followed Grace to ensure he did not fall too far behind.

      There were many things on Luis' mind, but at the forefront was Grace. Part of the reason he left his home was to escape the usual crowd of faces he had been used to seeing around, and to meet new people. Sadly, it had not worked out the way he had planned, but Grace seemed different from everyone else. All he wanted to do was get to know her a little better but she seemed to have built up walls. Only when she was around Mack did she relax. Luis wondered if there had been something going on between the two of them and, if so, then his envy for the older man would burn deep in his chest.

      For Grace's part it wasn't that she found Luis' attempts unwanted, but they were more of a distraction than anything. Now was not the time to be engaging in any kind of romantic discourse, and she didn't know Luis well enough yet anyway. She also was feeling somewhat threatened by his presence because it changed the dynamic of the group and she never had been the best at dealing with change. She only just had become used to spending all her time with Mack and trusting him. Now that Luis had joined them it led to her being more careful, and she already was worried about going to the bunker. She and Mack had grown fairly close, at least closer than she was used to, and there were times when it was easy to forget she was actually his prisoner. For them to have been through everything they had been through, only for him to turn her over to whatever authority existed at the bunker, was an alarming thought.

      The nature of the world had changed and laws didn't exist anymore. Part of her wished they could have stayed on the road a while longer. Part of her almost was tempted to slip away into the dead of night and leave Mack and Luis behind, but that was the part of her that always had been on the run, ever since she was a teenager. She couldn't do that any longer. The world had changed and she had to change with it. If that meant trusting people, then that's what she had to do.

      They walked for a long time, at least a few hours, and, soon enough, the sounds of the gunfire subsided, and there were no more flares or any other signs of life. The fledgling group of survivors didn't know if this was a bad thing or not. Grace and Luis eventually caught up with Mack's pace but the three of them didn't exchange any words, so focused were they on reaching their destination. Through the forest they went, until they finally reached the place where the bunker should have been, and indeed it was there; the thing they had been working toward ever since they had crawled out of the plane’s wreckage and left the dead bodies without burying them. And now a similar scene was waiting for them. A plume of smoke emanated from the bunker, and in the dim light they could see bodies strewn about the floor, and bullet holes peppering the door. Mack steeled his jaw and Grace hugged him, for she knew he had hoped to use this to find his wife somehow. Luis misinterpreted this and his envy grew, even with the sight of devastation before him.
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      The bunker was a large building built into a mountain, so from the outside only the door was visible. Surrounding this mountain were trees, as usual, but on this face there was a small clearing outside and a path that had been made to allow vehicles to come and go, when vehicles still worked. Mack held up his hand, signaling that the other two should stop while he surveyed the scene. Whatever had happened here seemed to be over, and as he crept slowly forward he peered into the inky darkness. He was relieved when he couldn't see anyone lying in wait for them.

      What he did see, however, filled his heart with sorrow, and all at once he felt guilty that he wasn't there to have helped his brothers and sisters in arms defend themselves. All around him were military personnel lying on the ground, arms sprawled out, blood staining their jackets, necks bent at unnatural angles and bullet holes riddling their corpses. He checked each and every body, just as he had at the plane, hoping that just one of them showed some sign of life, but it was a forlorn hope. They were all dead. What's more, all their guns had been taken.

      Mack walked up to the door of the bunker and reached out, running his hand along the rock, then the metal, his fingers dipping into the bullet holes. The rock was coarse while the metal was smooth, but each of them had been indented with these weapons of destruction. The door was ajar, and this is where the smoke was coming from. It soon settled and faded into the night air, and all around them was still.

      “What happened here?” Grace asked as she walked through the collection of corpses.

      “Maybe this is the war that you talked about. Maybe the North Koreans have invaded,” Luis said, casting his eyes warily around him. A chill crept down his spine and he gulped, trying to swallow his fear, but he was not successful.

      “Do you think that could be it?” Grace asked Mack, her voice trembling with worry.

      “No, no, I don't think that's it. The way these shots are distributed doesn't make me think this was a planned military assault. It seems as though the attackers were firing wildly. My guess is they fired on the bunker to draw out the people inside, then picked them off, one by one. Or they may have feigned injury and tried to get the people inside to come out and help. Then once the door was open they stormed in and took everyone by surprise. Either way, we're too late to make a difference.”

      “Do you think it's safe to go inside? What if those people are still there?” Luis said.

      “I think if they were still here we'd be dead already,” Grace said dryly, but she waited for Mack to move forward before she did anything.

      The big man stepped to the side of the door and hauled it open, straining his muscles as he did so. The heavy metal door groaned as it was pulled open, and the last tendrils of smoke floated out. The air was thick with the stench of burning metal, and it took Grace and Mack back to that first moment when they stepped out of the broken hull of the plane. Were their lives now destined to move from one wreck to another? It was a morbid thought, and one which neither of them wanted to entertain for too long.

      One at a time, they entered the bunker. There was a narrow hallway that curved to the right, leading to an open area, and in this was another scene of carnage. As they walked along the hallway Mack held out his hand, and on the wall he could feel more ripples of bullet holes. Whoever had attacked this bunker had been well-armed, and were evidently a dangerous foe. It was clear that in this world might made right, and those who had the power were not going to share it willingly.

      The three of them walked into the open room. There were lanterns standing on desks, although more were toppled over and laying on the floor. The desks and tables had been upturned and used as barriers, but they had not done much good. Mack stood in the middle of the room and closed his eyes. He thought about what this place must have been like with the cacophony of bullets flying around, with yells and screams echoing around the chamber and the final cries of death. The expressions on the faces of the people dead here were different than those of the plane crash. There people had panicked and couldn't understand what was happening, but it seemed that here people accepted their fate with grim resignation.

      The other side had not escaped without casualties themselves, but they were nondescript men and women wearing regular clothes. It was clear that a group of people had banded together and decided they would use force to assert their dominance. They were in the area, which meant that it was likely the three of them were going to run into them sooner or later. In a way, Mack was glad he had missed the fight because it was unlikely he would have made a decisive difference. It was probable he would have been left on the floor with all these other people. At least now he had a chance to carry the memories of these people and right the wrong they had suffered. If he ever found the people responsible for this slaughter he would make them pay for what they had done. In a world without law it fell to men of honor to seek out justice and dispense punishment. Mack knew it was his solemn duty to bear that burden.

      The bunker was a wreck but the three of them searched diligently for anything that could prove to be helpful. However, it seemed as though the attacking force had taken everything valuable; the food, water, weapons. When Grace asked what these types of bunkers typically had in their stores, Mack’s face turned grim. They often had a lot of rifles, plenty of ammo, and explosives such as grenades and mines. Whoever attacked this bunker now had the armaments of a small army.

      However, hey continued searching because they were looking for information as well. Mack hoped the attackers had not been as concerned about information as they had been about the weapons and supplies. With everything having been turned upside down and strewn about the place it was an arduous task to search through the random bits of paper for anything that could shed light on what happened. Mack hoped that at the time of origin of the EMP this bunker had been in communication with the outside world and actually had written down something of the events that had led up to the EMP.

      However, after a long time of searching they found nothing, only reports of chaos coming in. There were a few small notes concerning the city. It seemed that a group of soldiers had been given orders to get there and make contact with the local law enforcement or anyone in charge, but then there was a later note that said they never had returned. Mack held the piece of paper in his hands and clenched them into fists, his entire body trembling with anger. Grace and Luis saw this and looked at him with worry, for he was the one they looked to for leadership and guidance, but he was only human, just like them.

      “This world has gone to hell!” he yelled, and threw the paper down on the floor, where it bounced and rolled until it came to a stop, resting against the fallen body of a soldier.

      The bunker was large but it was quiet, and when Mack shouted his words echoed off the walls. There was so much equipment the attackers had just left on the shelves because it all was useless now. Mack went up to the shelves and picked the items, one by one, then dropped them on the floor. Glass smashed, making Grace and Luis jump.

      “Everything we've built, all the progress we've made, it's all been for nothing,” he said, letting another useless device fall harmlessly to the floor.

      Grace winced, naturally protective of all these things. She had tried the laptops and computers, to no avail, although it did feel good to have her hands resting on a keyboard again. The sheer act of pushing the keys down with her fingers brought her the same relief as a dose of a drug did to an addict, but now she was worried for Mack. Ever since this all had happened he had been the calm one, the composed one, the strong one who met circumstances head-on with no time for doubt or fear. So it genuinely frightened her to see him like this. He was a hero, and a hero should not lose hope. She glanced at Luis, who merely shrugged, offering no help, while Mack continued on his destructive trail, ranting about the state of the world and how everything had fallen apart.

      “This bunker had good people, people who could have worked together to rebuild society, but these others, they don't want this, they never wanted it. All they wanted is what they've wanted for the longest time, to tear down everything and start again. You were right, Grace; people don't want to work together. They just want to destroy everything. Look at this, all these people, they're dead now, and for what? A few guns, some water, some food. You take away society and we just crumble. Is this what's waiting for us out there? And who knows what's going on in the city! They don't know. Nobody knows a thing. How many others have died because of this? How many more are going to?”

      “Probably lots,” Grace said in an even tone, walking toward Mack. He stopped and stared at her.

      “This is the world we live in now. It's changed, and we have to adapt as well. But Mack, there were bad people before the EMP. People still died then. That hasn't changed. And as long as there are people like you there's still hope in the world.”

      A smile flickered on Mack's face. “You've changed your tune,” he said.

      “I have, because I've spent time with you,” Grace said, and the two of them shared a warm smile. Then, Luis moved forward.

      “I hate to interrupt you guys, but what are we going to do now? I mean, the whole plan was to come here, but there isn't anything here.”

      Grace and Mack looked at each other, then back at Luis. “We survive,” Mack said, and as he walked out of the bunker a new dawn was breaking.
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      The world as we know it has ended and a new one has begun, one without laws. An EMP knocked out all the electrical devices across America, and perhaps even the world. Thomas 'Mack' Mackenzie, Grace Everly, and Luis Gonzalez already have been through a lot, even though they've only just found each other. Having rescued Luis from a crazed family, the three of them traveled to a military bunker in the hopes of rebuilding some sense of order, only to find the bunker had been attacked before they arrived. There were no signs of who had attacked it. The place was littered with corpses and had been stripped of anything worthwhile. The three of them now had to plan their next moves.

      They only had oil lanterns to illuminate the bunker, and this gave the place a dingy feel. After they had searched the place they spent time dragging the bodies out and covering them in some tarpaulin and rocks they had found. It was a grim task and already Mack had seen too many people die in this apocalypse. It also made him feel guilty that he couldn't bury any of the bodies, as it would have taken too much effort and time to dig a big enough grave. His mind turned to the bodies that he and Grace had left after the plane crash, which would have been rotting by now. He pinched the bridge of his nose, wishing this whole thing never had happened.

      After that, the three of them decided to stay in the bunker for a day or so while they planned their next move. Their plan had been to get to the bunker and see if the military personnel had any information about what had happened, but the only records left weren't helpful. The only plan the small group had at the moment was to survive. Mack knew the two younger people were looking to him for leadership, but he never had thought he would be in this type of situation. However, there was a grimly ironic thread in that he saw himself almost as a father to the two of them, especially Grace, even if she still technically was his prisoner. If the EMP hadn't hit and life had carried on as normal he and Anna, his wife, would have been trying to bring a new life into this world.

      But now the thought of a baby being introduced to this wasteland of a country made Mack feel nauseous. He couldn't imagine how dangerous it was, or how a fragile, vulnerable thing like a baby could make it through these days. It was difficult enough for him, and he had been in the army for a little over two decades.

      “You know, I always imagined different apocalypse scenarios but I never thought it actually would happen, and I didn't think it would be like this,” Luis said. He was sitting on a chair with his legs resting on the desk, staring up at the ceiling. Grace was at another table, but she was slouching forward across a keyboard, almost as though she was hugging it.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Well, I always thought it would be something like zombies or aliens attacking.”

      “Is this not exciting enough for you?”

      “It's not that. I just never thought that, with all our technology, we would not see it coming, that there would not be some sign so that we could prepare.”

      “Humans are arrogant and we always think we know what's going on. You really think things would be different anyway? Look at climate change. We had ample time to prepare for that, but it was still a struggle for anyone to get things done. Frankly, I'm surprised it didn't happen sooner. This has been waiting to happen ever since World War Two. When the atom bomb was invented that was the tipping point. Suddenly it was possible to wipe out people on a large scale just by pressing a simple little button.” She tapped the return key on the keyboard, almost in hope that it would magically do something, but the screen in front of her was still blank and only her reflection stared back at her.

      “And it's a miracle we lasted as long as we did, but at the end of the day you can't change human nature. There's a destructive force inside us that always is going to be there, no matter how much we fight it. Just be glad that it was an EMP and not a massive nuclear event, otherwise we wouldn't be here having this conversation.”

      “It's strange to think we can't even know what's going on in the nearest city to us, when we used to be able to know what was happening on the other side of the world.”

      “I know, it's killing me. Computers were my life. I used to be connected to the internet 24/7 and now I feel like I don't know what to do with myself. It almost feels like I've lost two worlds, the internet and the real one.”

      “Which one do you regret losing more?” Luis asked, looking at her with a crooked smile.

      “I'm not sure yet,” Grace said, still reluctant to open up to him fully.

      The only person with whom she had built a relationship was Mack, but old habits were difficult to break. She had spent her life not trusting people and keeping her distance, and those walls were being kept up against Luis' eager charm.

      “Is the internet still there? I mean, all the information on it? Like, if we got everything working again would it still be there or has everything been lost?”

      Grace pushed herself up and exhaled deeply as she sat back in her chair. She pursed her lips. “Well, that's a good question. Basically, everything is still there, but since nothing works we can't access it. So, for all intents and purposes, it has been destroyed. If we could get replacement components then we could access it, but it's looking as though we would have to build them from scratch. Building them also requires electricity. So, we're basically screwed. The only other way is if somebody had a Faraday cage.”

      “What's that?” Luis said, a blank look on his face.

      Grace swiveled on her chair and hooked her legs up beneath her as she explained a Faraday cage to Luis. Mack looked on with something akin to pride as he watched Grace actually engage with someone, presumably because this was her area of expertise. Since this all began Grace had been feeling a little lost, so it was good to see her becoming passionate about something again. Mack was leaning against the bunker wall, staying out of the way as he didn't want to interrupt their conversation just yet.

      “It's pretty simple, actually. It's literally a cage of metal that is grounded in the Earth, and it shields electromagnetic interference.”

      “Surely there must have been a lot of these around if they were so easy to make?”

      Grace shrugged. “Like I said, humans are arrogant. I can imagine that a few paranoid preppers probably have them but the government? Not likely. They never took cyber security seriously.”

      Then Grace caught herself before she said anymore. So far she only had told Luis that she worked with computers and that it had been by chance that she had been sitting next to Mack when the plane went down. In reality she had been his prisoner, and in another life she had been known as C1PH3R, a hacker responsible for a number of attacks on the government and big corporations.

      “But if you want to know something interesting,” she said quickly, before Luis could ask her how she knew so much about the state of government security, “the satellites that transmit all the information are still up there. If it wasn't a solar wind and the EMP was caused by bombs being detonated, it wouldn't have affected them since they're too high up. So they're still floating around up there, and I guess they will do that until they eventually fall out of orbit.”

      “Wait,” Mack said, stepping forward, “you mean the things we put in space still are functioning?”

      “Yeah, why?” Grace said, instantly turning her head toward him.

      Luis took his feet off the desk and folded his arms, disappointed that his time alone with Grace was at an end. It was never possible to forget there were three of them in that bunker, or that Grace responded to Mack in a way that Luis yearned for.

      “The space station! The men up there must still be alive,” Mack said, planting his hands on the table in front of Grace.

      “But there's no way to get to them. I wonder if they even know what's happening down here...” Grace said.

      “You said the stuff in space wasn't affected. So if they returned to Earth, their equipment still would be working?” Mack asked.

      “Well, yeah, but from what I understand the station never was built to land on Earth. They'd have to leave in a pod and they wouldn't be able to carry much. Even if they did, it still would be a hell of a lot of work to retrofit the equipment in that pod to be of any use to us, and that's if they actually made it back to Earth. Without anyone to guide them in it'd be a difficult task. Not to mention the problem of who they first would run into. Some people may not welcome the arrival of a man from space.”

      Mack snapped his fingers and turned away.

      “I'm sorry,” Grace added.

      “No, don't be. I just thought for a moment that there might be some glimmer of hope.”

      “I feel bad for them, though,” Luis said, tilting his head up to the ceiling. “They're up there all alone, completely cut off. At least we are able to meet new people, even if most of them are crazy.”

      “We can't think like that,” Mack said.

      “People are still people. There are good ones and bad ones. Deep down we're all human and as a species we've survived for thousands of years. We can make it through this as long as we hold onto what makes us human in the first place, our sense of reasoning, our compassion, our intelligence.”

      “Tell that to the people who shot up this place,” Luis said. Mack ran his hand along his scratchy beard.

      “We need to talk about our next move. Obviously we can't stay here, as much as I'd like to,” Mack said.

      “You think those people will be back?” Luis asked.

      “Possibly. I'm more worried about the fact that water and food would run out. It's still a ways to the river, and I wouldn't want to make that trek every day. And I still haven't seen much wildlife around to hunt. We have to move forward.”

      “We should stay off the grid, though,” Grace said, and Luis nodded.

      “Stay away from the main areas of population. We've already seen two examples of what's waiting for us out there, and you read the reports. Soldiers went into the city and didn't come back again. What does that tell you? It's probably a war zone in there. We should stay to the back roads, try finding some place that's been abandoned and settle down. Kathryn and her lot had the right idea. Stay out of people's way, grow vegetables, live off the land. That's what we're going to have to do to stay safe.”

      “I can't accept that. We should go to the city and see if anyone has set up a relief center. There are any number of reasons why those soldiers never returned, and I don't think we always should leap to the worst case scenario. We're going to be in danger in the wilderness as well, and we may never find this abandoned place. At least we know the city is there, and there must be people who are willing to work together.”

      “Maybe we'll have to split up,” Luis said. Mack and Grace both said 'no' at the same time, and smiled.

      “Look, we all have been through a lot and we probably could do with some rest. We don't have to decide our next move just yet. Let's take some time and get some sleep, and we'll talk about it more tomorrow.”

      That sounded good to Grace and Luis, so the three of them arranged themselves in the bunks. While they weren't the comfiest beds (the mattresses were hard and lumpy) it was better than sleeping on the floor. Grace and Luis pulled the covers over themselves, but Mack stayed up and pulled a pen and a sheet of paper off the desk.

      Dear Anna,

      I don't know why I'm writing you this when you're probably never going to see it. Hell, I don't even know if you're still alive. I guess I just need to get a few things off my chest. The world has ended and I'm here with two people who need me to lead them. I thought that part of my life was going to be over. Guess it's like you always said, once in the military, always in the military. They're good kids, but it's hard being the one they always turn to. I don't know what it's like out there. I'm trying to believe in the best of humanity and the best of me, but I'm worried that I'm just going to lead us all to our deaths, that I'm going to make the wrong call. I guess this is what it's like to be a parent, always worrying.

      The worst thing is going through all this without you. I thought I was going to die when the plane went down. In some ways I wish I had. Living without you is the worst fate I could imagine. There are so many things I would have done differently if I had known this was going to happen. I spent far too much time away from you. Never again. If I ever find you I will never let you go. I wish you were here to keep me on the straight and narrow. You'd like Grace. She reminds me of you a little bit. She's smart, real smart, she just lacks a little direction. I don't think she's had that many people give a damn about her in her life. And Luis, well, I don't know him all that well yet, but he seems like a good kid, and he's taken a shine to Grace already. Good luck to him there, he's going to need it to get through all the walls she's put up.

      We've had a few adventures already. I'm not going to get into them here. The world has gone to hell, though. I'm worried about the future. How can we go on living like this? Being scared of a new day? I hope it's better where you are and that you're keeping safe. I hope that you've found good people to stick with. We're all going to need them if we're going to make it through this. I still have that picture of you, the one that you always hated. You just get more beautiful every night. I'm going to make it back to you. I don't know how long it's going to take, but I will see you again, that much I swear.

      I guess that's all I've got to say for right now.

      Love,

      Your Mack

      “What are you doing?” Grace said, her words interrupted by a yawn. Mack looked startled and put the pen down.

      “I'm writing a letter to my wife. I know I'll probably never get to give it to her, but it helps me to feel connected to her. I guess being a hacker you've never written a letter in your life.”

      Grace hit him playfully. “I know what a letter is. That's really sweet,” she said, then a strange look came over her face.

      “Is everything okay?” Mack asked, concern creeping into his voice.

      Grace nodded. “Yeah, I just was thinking about all the people I used to talk with online, my hacking group. We would spend hours just chatting and playing games and stuff.” Her eyes looked into the distance.

      “I'd better get back to bed. I'll leave you to it,” she said, and walked away. Mack got the feeling she was keeping something from him, and that perhaps there was one hacker in particular that Grace missed.

      He sighed as he folded the letter and put it in his pack. There were still a great many adjustments the three of them had to make to this new world. As he crawled into his bunk he stared into the darkness and thought about all of his friends he'd never get to see again. Although, in truth, his friendships had suffered in recent years because he'd been so busy with his job. When he wasn't working, he was with Anna, and all his other friends had their own families to worry about. He'd told himself it was just a symptom of getting older, and that it happened to everyone, but deep down he knew it wasn't true. The plain fact of the matter was that neither he nor his friends had put in the effort to see each other. They always had assumed there would be another day for it. Yet now all their days had run out, and the funny thing was, Mack felt closer to Grace than he had to anyone else, aside from Anna, in years.

      He pulled out the photo of Anna and held it up so it captured some of the dim light of the lantern. Then he kissed it and held it to his chest as he curled up and tried to forget about the apocalypse and all the dead bodies that littered the world around him. Soon enough the comforting arms of sleep had encircled them all, and for about eight hours they were able to rest comfortably, before another day would bring with it its own trials and tribulations.
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      Mack was the first to awake, and since they were in a bunker he was not aware of the time. He rubbed his eyes and pulled himself out of the bunk, still holding the picture of Anna close to him. He went over to his pack and put the picture back into one of the pouches, then walked to the entrance of the bunker and opened the door. The bunker's air was stale and stagnant. The body odor of the soldiers that had lived there hung in the air, and now was accompanied by the smell of blood that stained the walls. The morning air was fresh and a welcome relief, although even it, too, was tainted by the events that had transpired as the dead bodies were close by, and the stench of death traveled on the air. Mack knew they couldn't stay at the bunker for too much longer as the corpses would begin decomposing and the last thing they needed was for one of them to get an infection.

      Flies already were buzzing around the tarpaulin, trying to work their way onto the decaying flesh upon which they could feast. Mack felt a slight hint of jealousy as there would be an abundance of food for them. He didn't want to burn the bodies just yet as such a fire could alert the group that had attacked the bunker in the first place, and he didn't want to encounter them. So far, the only weapon they had was the pistol he had taken from Kathryn, and the only bullets were the ones in the chamber.

      Aside from that, it was actually a beautiful morning. It was the middle of summer and the trees were dancing slightly as a soft breeze flew through them. White cotton clouds hung in the sky, which was a clear blue canvas. It was almost easy to forget the world had ended at all, as the surrounding area was quiet and peaceful. Mack had much on his mind for he knew Grace and Luis wanted to go on a different path from him. He had to wonder if he was being stubborn and blinded by his own hopes. While he had taken on the role of the leader, part of him did consider the idea that perhaps the two of them were better suited to this new world while he was used to the traditions of the old one.

      After spending a few moments outside, Mack returned to the bunker to find Grace and Luis rising from their sleep. They ate a little breakfast and had some water but, as always, were left unfulfilled as they had to ration their supplies carefully. They ate mostly in silence, each of them occupied with their own thoughts. Mack noticed that Luis kept glancing toward Grace, but whenever she looked up he moved his eyes away, afraid she would catch him staring at her. Mack laughed inside as it reminded him that, no matter what happened to the world, some things never would change.

      As soon as Mack finished eating he pulled out the map and spread it across the central table. Thanks to some of the information in the bunker they now had a better understanding of the surrounding area. It seemed the soldiers in the bunker had sent out scouting parties to map the area and any points of interest. The city and the river were the main two, while there were buildings scattered about all over the place.

      “Luis, you've been backpacking for a while, are you able to make fires and hunt?” Mack asked.

      Luis swallowed his food then joined Mack at the table. “I can make a fire; I don't know about hunting.” Grace soon followed, not wanting to be left sitting by herself. The three of them stood over the map as though they were plotting an attack.

      “I've been thinking a lot about what the two of you said last night and I wanted to apologize if I came off as stubborn. When I was younger I never thought the world was going to end but I know it's been a theme in your pop culture, and you probably know a little more about it than me. Plus, you two have lived in the real world while I've spent my time on army bases. I still think we ultimately should head to the city, but not until we have more supplies. It's clear there are dangerous people out there and we need to be prepared to defend ourselves, but I also don't think we can get through this by avoiding other people,” Mack said.

      “What plan do you suggest?” Grace asked.

      “Well, first and foremost I think we need to think about food and water. I'm going to have to teach the two of you to hunt, just in case anything happens to me, or if we get separated. You see the way the river curves around here?” At this he pointed to where the wide blue part of the map curved east, back to the city.

      “We wouldn't be taking a direct route to the city from here, but we could use the river to navigate, and eventually it would lead us back there. And we'd be able to have a constant source of water by our side.”

      “I still think this is a bad idea,” Grace said, running her hands through the rainbow strands of her hair.

      As she stretched her arm up the beginning of a tattoo was visible through the opening of her sleeve. “Look, I'm all for trusting people, but we've already seen what people have done. I think we should seriously consider just finding somewhere we can be safe and wait for a while until everything has calmed down.”

      “Do you really think things are going to calm down?” Mack asked.

      “I know it's scary to think about what's out there, but I don't have any plans to die anytime soon. We made it through the plane crash, and so far, we've survived the end of the world. We owe it to ourselves to keep going and keep fighting. But at the end of the day, this is a group decision. I don't just want to tell you what to do because I'm the eldest. We're all adults here and we all have our say. We can come to a decision after discussing it. Is there anything you'd like to add, Grace?”

      She shook her head, almost surprised that Mack hadn't argued with her but actively encouraged discussion. She had been so used to people not treating her or her opinions with respect that it set her on edge, and she wasn't sure how to handle Mack.

      Turning to Luis, Mack said, “What do you think?”

      “All I know is I don't want to be captured again but, honestly, I've spent enough time on my own and there were nights when I really wanted some company. If it was just the three of us and something happened to one of us...I don't know, I think we need other people. I was impressed with the way you handled Kathryn back there,” Luis said, looking at Mack.

      “It's what I specialized in,” Mack said.

      “That's going to come in handy when we do run into other people. But the thing is...there are going to be other people out there right now having this same conversation. We're not going to be the only scared ones out there, or the only ones who don't know what to do next, but if we all decide to keep to ourselves then nobody is going to make it through this thing alive. I think we have to take a chance and go find some other people. We all have a chance now to make a new life for ourselves. We've kinda been given a second chance at life.

      “I don't know if you two feel the same. Maybe you don't Mack because you were in a different stage than the rest of us; but I had nothing in my old life, nothing except ambitions that never were going to be fulfilled. The only thing waiting for me was a life of menial labor. I wasn't going to do or be anything special, and I didn't have any skills or talents that could help me in the real world. The reason I went backpacking in the first place was to find myself and my place in the world, and I don't want to waste my life again. I want to learn how to survive and how to be a better person, and the only way we're going to do that is by setting an example for others we meet. If we're friends to them then maybe they'll be friends in return, and who knows what we can find. I'm sorry Grace, but I'm with Mack on this one.”

      Mack placed a hand on Luis' shoulder and stood behind him, looking at Grace. While Luis spoke Grace saw him differently than she had before, and even understood some of what he was saying. She nodded slowly as she looked back down at the map.

      “You guys make sense, and I get what you mean about a second chance. It is like a rebirth, if you want to look at it that way.”

      “We'll be okay as long as we stick together,” Mack said.

      “I know, but you are going to have your work cut out for you if you expect to teach us,” she said, smiling.

      “I guess we'd better prepare to move out,” she said, and looked down at the small smattering of buildings that lay close to them. The prospect of meeting other people at this stage was a daunting one for Grace, but as she looked at Mack and Luis she knew she was better off with them than she was alone.

      For his part, Mack was pleased they had been able to come to a decision together rather than relying on his instinct alone. In his head he had made a long-term plan, which was to meet up with more survivors, make their way to the city, and try finding a way back to Anna. But for now he had to take baby steps and focus on getting through one day at a time.

      Their biggest obstacle still was going to be maintaining their supplies of food and water. While the river was going to be a helpful ally he was sure other people were going to use it for the same thing, most likely including the group that had attacked the bunker. But food was another matter. They could survive on berries and small fruit from trees for only so long. He stood by the map and plotted out a route while he directed Grace and Luis to search through the bunker once again to see if there was anything they could take with them that was useful.

      “Hey,” Grace said in a low voice, taking Luis by surprise. They barely had had a conversation by themselves, and this was the first time Grace had taken the initiative and spoken to Luis.

      “I just wanted to say that I understand how you feel. I never really fit in either, and it was brave of you to go backpacking like you did.”

      “Thanks, but it didn't really feel brave. It's not like I was the first person to do it.”

      “I know, but it's something I never would have done. Anyway, I just wanted to say that I appreciate what you said. Since this all happened I've been wondering how I was going to make it through because I spent all my life with computers, and there's no need for them anymore. But you're right, this is a rebirth. We do get a second chance, and I hadn't realized that until you said it.” She smiled at him, and before he could say anything in reply she had ghosted away to the other side of the room. Luis wore a stupid grin on his face.

      By the end of it they hadn't found much they could take with them. The lanterns were too clumsy, and were starting to run out of oil anyway. They wished their flashlights still worked. It was amazing how so many little things were out of commission, and it was eye-opening to see just how much they had depended on electricity. Whoever had attacked the bunker had done a good job of raiding it. There was practically nothing left to take, although they scrounged together some paper and rolled up the map with them. Grace looked longingly at all the computers and keyboards, running her fingers along the smooth keys, missing the feeling of sitting down at a computer and knowing exactly what to do. But they all were part of the old world now, and they meant nothing. Once they had sorted out all the supplies into three packs so each of them were carrying something (Mack gave himself the most) Mack led them out of the bunker.

      “We're going to have to make good speed throughout the day. Without any flashlights we're going to have to move in the day. We'd get turned around too quickly at night, even though it would be safer. Make sure you always stay close to each other. Let's not do anything stupid and wander off. The first thing I think we should do is make some rudimentary weapons. We are going to have to hunt and I'd rather save the bullets in the gun until we really need them,” he said.

      They moved past the pile of dead bodies and a hush came over them. There were hundreds of flies buzzing around and it was sad to see how so many lives were now nothing but rotting flesh. The smell was almost unbearable. They were glad to leave the bunker behind, hopefully for new and more promising pastures where they wouldn't have to be reminded that death was all around them.

      The bunker had been a false dawn, cast into a gloomy shadow by a group of people who were still out there. These three brave souls were venturing into the unknown of the forest, trying to move forward with their lives because that was the only way to live.
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      Although Grace had struggled with her physical condition after the plane crash, the days of walking non-stop already had improved her stamina and now she was able to keep pace with Mack and Luis. The three of them mostly walked in a line and they occasionally talked, although for a lot of the time they enjoyed a companionable silence. Mack continued observing the world around him, eyes searching every nook and cranny for anything of use, and Grace, in turn, observed him, trying to learn from his experience and expertise. Luis was the one who most often spoke. Mack put his need for noise down as a product of having spent so much time alone recently. So he let Luis ramble on and offered a few murmurs that passed as conversation.

      “So, I know everything has been fried, but what about, like, really old cars? Like, the kind you see in all those really old movies? And maybe even steam engines? Would they still work?” Luis asked. It was a good question, as they hadn't really talked much about transportation yet.

      “I imagine so, if you could find one. But do you know how to drive a train?” Mack asked.

      Luis shrugged. “I've seen Back to the Future Part III, you just pull a lever now and then and shove coal into the furnace. It can't be that difficult,” he replied.

      “If we ever come across one I'm going to make you put your money where your mouth is,” Grace said. Then she chuckled to herself before adding, “I guess that expression is going to lose its meaning sooner or later.”

      “As for your question,” Mack said, “I'm guessing that if anyone does have such a car they're going to be very protective of it, so good luck taking it from them. Even then, you're still going to need gas eventually. And unless you want to spend all that time siphoning it from other vehicles you're going to be out of luck. Pretty much all of the pumps use electricity. Most of the transportation we know and love isn’t going to be useful anymore.”

      “I really wish I'd brought my bike with me,” Luis said mournfully.

      “Can either of you ride horses?” Mack asked.

      They both shook their heads. “You're going to have to change your way of thinking. We're going back to a time like the Wild West. Horses, wagons, all that kind of thing.”

      “Shame I don't see any horses around,” Luis said.

      “I don't see much of anything around,” Grace added.

      Mack didn't say anything, but he was worried about the seeming lack of wildlife in the forest. When they first had crashed he assumed they would be able to find some source of food. Yet the forest seemed devoid of any great beasts. But perhaps they just had not spent long enough looking. Mack had the map out and kept track of where they were going. While doing so he talked them through his methods of keeping everything in his line of sight, and using landmarks in the surrounding area to measure his distance and make sure he was keeping on the right path. They walked all through the morning and stopped in a clearing for lunch. So far there hadn't been any sign of any other person, and Mack didn't know if he should be relieved or worried by that.

      The three of them tentatively nibbled at their rations and sipped their water, ignoring their bodies' cries for more, more, more. They quickly had become used to the nagging ache in their stomachs. Mack moved off, and the other two watched him with curiosity as he picked up sticks then flung them down, none of them seeming to satisfy him. Eventually, Luis piped up and asked him why he was looking at so many sticks.

      “I'm trying to find the right one,” Mack said.

      “What's wrong with all these?” Luis replied, kicking the sticks lightly.

      Mack leaned down and picked up one, then thrashed it against the ground. The wood splintered and cracked, and the stick was proven useless. Luis jumped back at the emphatic gesture.

      “The wood is rotten and weakened. We need a thick, sturdy branch to make a good spear or staff. The last thing you want in a fight is your weapon breaking on you,” Mack said. Luis picked up the rest of the sticks and tested them one by one, amazed at how Mack could tell they were useless just by a glance.

      “How did you get to know this stuff?” he asked in astonishment.

      Mack shrugged. “I read a lot, plus we had a lot of training camps for this stuff, and my father used to take me camping when I was younger.”

      “Oh, so you've just always been a natural at this,” Luis said, rolling his eyes in the direction of Grace, who giggled.

      “Actually, I used to hate it. All I wanted to do when I was camping was get back home and play video games with my friends, but my father always insisted on having his bonding time with me. So one weekend every month he would take me away from everything I knew and teach me how to set up a tent, how to fish, how to hunt, how to find my bearings using the stars. At the time I hated it but now, well, if he was here he'd probably say 'I told you so.'”

      “Wait, you used to play video games?” Luis said.

      “Oh yeah, I used to be down at the arcades all the time. I was the local champ at Donkey Kong. It was a good way to develop reflexes.”

      “I used to love them when I was a kid! Although I never really went to arcades, just played at home on consoles. Super Mario 3 was my favorite. My life changed when I found out about the whistles and the secret levels.”

      Mack smirked as he thought about long-forgotten childhood memories. “What about you, Grace, did you game much?”

      “No, actually, I didn't,” she replied. Both men looked at her with confusion.

      “Isn't your whole thing computers? How could you not game?” Luis asked.

      Grace shrugged. “Just never got around to it, I guess. They were more of a tool for me to work with.”

      “My father would have liked you. He was always about work. Always said that time was too precious to waste on things that didn't matter and if you weren't being productive then you didn't have a right to be on the planet.”

      “That sounds harsh, but all I can say is thanks to your father. I think we'd be a little lost without you here,” Luis said.

      “You managed to survive alright before we came along,” Mack said, furrowing his brow.

      “Yeah, apart from falling into the trap of some crazy people. Thing is, when I went backpacking I knew I was just a cell phone call away from safety. Or I could just get to the nearest town and get on Wi-Fi. Even when I was alone I wasn't really alone. The whole world was out there waiting for me, but out here, right now, we're screwed if anything happens to us.”

      “So you don't like feeling alone?”

      “It's not that. I mean, when I first left I liked it. I came from a big family and it was always hard to get time to myself, but when I was away from them, I don't know, I kinda missed it. There was a lot of beauty in the world, and sometimes I wished I had someone to share it with.”

      “And now you have us,” Mack said, grinning widely. Luis raised his eyebrows.

      Mack walked back to where Grace was sitting and took another sip of water, then put his lunch away and slung the pack over his shoulder. “We'd better get moving soon, we don't want to spend all our time sitting around doing nothing.”

      Grace and Luis reluctantly prepared to leave and soon the group were on their way again. Mack didn't seem to show any sign of fatigue and this spurred on Grace and Luis. They didn't want to show weakness in front of Mack, and Luis didn't want to show weakness in front of Grace, either.

      The scenery was mostly the same as they walked along, and they enjoyed breathing in the fresh fragrance of summer after being stuck in the bunker. In the distance they could hear birds chirping, and occasionally they heard the rustling of leaves. Yet they still had not seen a wild animal and Mack was beginning to wonder if they all had banded together to hide from humans. The trees were less dense in this particular area, so they spread out a little. Mack told them to watch out for any activity as they were getting closer to the buildings they were heading toward.

      While they were walking, Mack continually glanced at the other two to make sure they were holding up alright. Luis seemed okay, even though he seemed prone to the odd daydream, but Grace was another matter. At first glance she seemed focused and determined to take notice of the things around her, but the more Mack looked the more he saw her hands actually were shaking. It wasn't very visible, but her fingers were tapping against her sides and she was wringing them together as though she was aware that what she was doing was unnatural.

      “Are you okay?” Mack said in a low voice as he moved toward Grace. She looked up at him, surprised as she had been thinking of something else. Her eyes darted away from Mack.

      “I'm fine,” she said. Mack continued to look at her disbelievingly, and she felt the weight of his gaze upon her.

      “Okay, so I'm not so fine. It's just...being back in that bunker reminded me of my old life. Surrounded by computers, my hands resting on the keyboard, it felt right. I guess I just miss it is all.”

      “So you're still feeling a little disconnected?”

      “A little bit. And I'm sorry if I'm too quiet sometimes. It's been a while since I've had this much human contact without a break.”

      “It's okay. If you need to be quiet for a while just let me know. Can I ask you a question though?”

      “Sure.”

      “What made you do what you did?”

      Grace was about to say something when Luis came over, not wanting to be left out of their conversation. As soon as he did she clammed up and Mack stepped back. Luis took the signal and fell back into the line, and the three of them continued in silence. None of them knew what was waiting for them and the closer they got to their destination the faster their hearts beat. Fear seized them; not just fear of the unknown, but also the fear of hope. It was almost too dangerous to open up their hearts to taste hope in case it was dashed again. There was only so much disappointment any person could take. If this plan didn't go as they hoped they would have to be on the run again, when all they really wanted was a respite from the sadness and misery.

      Mack slowed and held up his hand, then pointed with two fingers to the right. Beyond the trees they could see bits of a building, corresponding to the location on Mack's map. The three of them huddled together and moved slowly as they approached the farm from the rear. The house was large, and near to it was a barn. There didn't seem to be any signs of life as yet. They walked to the back of the house and stood with their backs to it. Mack felt the comforting weight of the pistol pressing into the small of his back. Hopefully, he wouldn't have to use it, but he was glad it was there, just in case.

      “Stay near the door. If anything happens, run in that direction and make your way to the river. We'll rendezvous there,” he said. The mere thought of them having to separate made Grace's heart thud.

      “What happened to your faith in humanity?” she said, trying to make a joke to lighten the mood and take her mind off her anxiety, although it didn't really work.

      “I'm just trying to be cautious. We still don't know where the people who attacked the bunker are based. For all we know they could be here. I doubt it, but there's no harm in being careful,” he said, and then moved around the side of the house.

      As they came around the corner the front of the farm opened up to them and they saw a wide pasture. There was a huge field of crops to one side, and another building to the right of them. There was also the sound of chickens clucking, although a chicken coop was not in their sights yet. A wide smile broke out upon Mack's face, for he had found one of the little pockets of humanity left.

      “Stay back and get ready to run, just in case,” he said as he prepared to knock on the door, but just as he rounded the corner he heard the click of a shotgun, and his heart leaped into his throat.
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      Mack stood at the corner of the house and held up his hands immediately. A burly man stood on the porch. He was a tall man, and the fact that he was standing on the porch made him look even taller. His hair was wild, but his beard was thick and neat, coming down to rest upon the top of his chest. He wore a plaid shirt with brown suspenders. The shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, revealing thick, hairy arms. His jeans were stained, as were his shoes, and Mack knew him to be a hardworking man. Luis and Grace came out and cowered behind Mack, scared that they were being held at gunpoint once again, and the shotgun was a more terrifying proposition than the pistol.

      Mack made some quick calculations in his head. Even if he was able to duck down quickly enough to avoid the first blast and draw his pistol, Grace and Luis wouldn't be able to react as quickly and any move he made would hurt them. Speaking slowly, keeping his tone nice and calm, he smiled at the man and said hello.

      “Stop right there, get to where I can see you properly,” the man said, frowning as he wasn't sure what to make of Mack's reaction.

      The group shuffled to the right so they were standing in the open. Grace and Luis had rounded shoulders and their arms were shaking as their held them up, mimicking Mack, while Mack looked relaxed. Well, as relaxed as one can be while having a gun pointed straight at one’s head.

      “What are you doing snooping around here?” the man growled.

      “We just were being cautious. We've had some bad experiences with strangers before and we wanted to see if anyone was around. We're just looking for some shelter and hospitality. I apologize if we gave you the wrong impression. We don't want any trouble. You can search us, if it'll set your mind at ease.”

      He maintained eye contact with the man and tilted his head to the right. This was an old trick he had learned in the first week he had started his job. By tilting his head to the right he exposed his neck, and the carotid artery that lay underneath the skin, which showed vulnerability. As if on cue, the man holding the shotgun relaxed a little; his shoulders dropped and his finger was pulled back from the trigger.

      Behind him, Mack was aware of Grace and Luis' heavy breathing. He wished he could turn to them and reassure them, but he knew his movements had to be made carefully. His first impression of the farmer was the man didn’t want to shoot people, he just was wary. Mack wondered if he had come across anyone else and had had bad experiences, as the three of them had.

      “Just a sign of the times, unfortunately,” the man said.

      On the porch behind him was a rocking chair and a bench. A potted plant stood at the corner of the porch as well. The door behind the man was closed, and so far, nobody else had presented themselves. Yet the farm seemed too big for just one man to occupy. Mack looked past the man, trying to see into the windows, but from the angle at which he was standing it was impossible. However, he was sure whoever this man was he was not associated with the group that had attacked the bunker as they had been from a small force.

      “We've all got people to protect. Look, I'm Mack, this is Grace, and that's Luis. What's your name?”

      The man chewed his bottom lip for a moment as he considered whether to answer, but it didn't take him long to disclose his name. “I'm Willie,” he said.

      “It's nice to meet you, Willie. We've been walking around for a while, trying to figure out what to do next. We're just looking for some shelter and hospitality. We'd be willing to help out on the farm as payment, looks like you've got a good bit of land to work on. If you'd put down the gun I'd love to talk things over with you,” Mack said.

      Willie stared at him for some long, dragged out moments, but Mack breathed a sigh of relief when he pointed the shotgun at the floor. Mack raised his eyebrows and wiggled his fingers at Willie, and the burly man nodded. Mack let his arms drop by his side, and the other two followed suit.

      “I'm not really the manual labor type,” Grace said in a low, warning tone, but Mack merely smiled.

      “Take my warning, though. If there's any trouble I won't hesitate to shoot. I might live on a farm but I ain't simple.”

      “We'd be grateful for any help you can give us,” Mack said, still smiling.

      Willie ambled down the steps of the porch and held the shotgun under his arm as he walked up to the group. He smelled of sweat and earth, and his face had the ruddy complexion of a man who worked hard.

      “So, you people ever worked on a farm before?” Willie said, eyeing them one by one. He also walked around them and tugged at their packs.

      “Not really. I used to be in the army, though. So I'm no stranger to hard work. We're willing to help you out with whatever you need if you'll give us shelter and food.”

      “What have you got in these packs?” Willie asked, squinting as the sun moved across the horizon.

      “Just the usual things. Some food, a little water, other supplies that we picked up throughout our travels.”

      “You been out here long?”

      “Me and Grace were in a plane that crashed a few miles away. You might have seen it through the sky. We picked up Luis after running into some people who weren't so nice, so you can understand why we wanted to be careful. Funny enough, we were trying to be quiet so we'd avoid having a gun pointed at our heads again,” Mack said, chuckling a little. He was pleased when he saw Willie's mouth curl up into a wry smile.

      “Well, I'm sorry about that, but you never can be too careful. You have to be careful when there's no law anymore.”

      “Have you met anyone else since this all happened?” Mack said. Willie shook his head.

      “No, guess most folks are around the city. We're just trying to make it through as best we can.”

      “We? So there are more of you?”

      “Just me and my family. Only found out that things had happened when we went to call a friend in the city and realized the phones were dead. Thought it might have been some squirrel that shorted out the wire. So went to get in the truck to check it out when that wouldn't start, either. Soon after that we realized something had gone wrong with the electronics.”

      “Looks like you're able to survive well enough, though.”

      “Yeah, funny thing is that before this happened we were struggling to make ends meet. Y'know, one bad harvest and it can spell the end for places like these. But now that we got no bills to pay we're in a pretty sweet place. Still, that means we gotta be careful of people trying to take it from us. Luckily, we're out of the way, but I guess if there are more people trying to find someplace, like you were, we might have to prepare for more visitors.”

      “I don't want to frighten you, but I feel like I should tell you something we found. There was a military bunker a few miles back that way,” Mack tossed his head in the direction from which they had traveled.

      “When we got there everyone had been killed and the place was ransacked. I think there might be some kind of group in the area looking to take things by force. Hopefully they won't come around here, but you never know.”

      “I appreciate the warning. You never do know who you can trust in situations like these,” Willie said, and for a moment Mack thought he had lost the progress he had made.

      “No, you can't, but that doesn't mean we should stop trying. We only have each other right now,” he said.

      Willie examined them with his dark eyes and took a long time to reply. He exhaled deeply and turned his back on them. For a moment the three of them thought they were going to be turned away, but as Willie pulled himself up the porch steps he gestured for them to follow.

      “I hope you know what you're doing,” Grace said in a low voice as the three of them walked toward to the door.

      Willie still was holding the shotgun, but in a way that showed Mack he had no intention of shooting it, and probably never had. It was more just for a show of force than anything else. Willie placed his large hand on the doorknob and turned it, then pushed the door open. Darkness awaited them as they stepped through into this new place.  The house reminded them of Kathryn's, but there were a few homely touches that made it more personable, like a welcome mat, upon which they wiped their feet, careful not to bring muck into the house.

      Before he went in, Mack took a moment to look back out onto the landscape of the farm and breathed in the sight. At one point he would have liked to retire to some place like this, where he simply could have been alone with his family and enjoyed each day as it came, watching the sun rise and set with every passing day. Willie was a blessed man, but as pleasant as the surroundings were, Mack could not linger at the farm for too long because there was still too much to do.

      With a last breath he turned back and followed Willie into the house, hoping this time his instincts were right.
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      Willie led them down a hallway.

      “It's okay!” he shouted, and as he did so doors opened, and suddenly light from outside spilled through the house.

      The house was large, and at the end of the hallway a set of stairs led to another floor. There were three rooms on the ground floor, and the place was filled with flowers, which gave the place a nice smell. It felt very homely, and at first glance it was easy to forget that the world had ended because this was a piece of Americana, like something out of Little House on the Prairie. Willie stretched his arms to put the shotgun back up over the door, but as he did so he paused and looked back at Mack, then he continued and rubbed his hands together. The four of them were standing in the middle of the hallway. Grace and Luis were feeling rather awkward as they hadn't yet said a word, but they were happy to let Mack continue doing the talking.

      Through the open doors came Willie's family, three of them.

      “Looks like we have some visitors. They've offered to help around the farm a little bit and I figured it'd be nice to have a little bit of company. Come on out here and we all can get to know each other a little bit. Now this here is Mack and Grace and Luis, and they've been through a lot. This is my wife, Elaine, my daughter, Margaret, and my son, Luke.”

      It was a slightly awkward meeting as hands were thrust over hands and everyone said hello. Elaine was a thin woman whose aging skin was wrinkled, and Mack was surprised she didn't snap in two when Willie hugged her. The married couple were of a similar height but opposite builds. Elaine wore a cross around her neck and a simple gold band on her ring finger. Mack imagined these people never had been wealthy, but they seemed to make up for it with a close-knit family. Elaine was polite and welcomed them all in, offering everyone drinks, which they accepted gratefully. She had a singsong voice and smiled a lot, and when she did so her eyes lit up in a way that made anyone feel like they were home. Luke was much like his father, although his beard was shorter, and he seemed to be one of those people who looked middle-aged even though he still was fairly young. He seemed more reticent than the rest of his family, and Mack noticed he exchanged a glance with his father. Mack took this to be a signal between the two males of the family to check if everything was fine, and he was glad to see that Willie nodded.

      The other member of the family, Margaret, was much like her mother. She had a heart-shaped face and a friendly smile, with two dimples on each cheek. Her long hair flowed down her shoulders, but she had the same posture as her father, and from the way she held herself it was clear she had been used to helping out on the farm. She wore jeans and a loose T-shirt, and her blue eyes sparkled. She also was looking at Luis intently, and even Grace picked up on this, and felt a twinge of jealousy.

      As soon as she heard they had offered help Elaine was effusive with her welcome. “Any help would be appreciated. It’s been a real struggle with just the four of us. As you can see, the place is pretty big and, well, with all the electronics gone we've had to work harder than before. Still, farming is in our blood, and if our grandparents could do it then so can we. Willie, have you shown them around yet?” she asked.

      “I haven't really had a chance.”

      “Well, shame on you, let's not be bad hosts. Come on, take off those heavy packs and we'll show you around.” Elaine promptly led them all around the farm, taking Mack's arm in hers and asking him all about the events that had led them here.

      She was the type of person Mack enjoyed talking to because she was happy to talk about anything and there was never any dead silence. She also reacted to everything in a dramatic way, so when Mack told her about the plane crash and the bunker she gasped and howled with shock and awe. Willie and Luke hung back at the house, while Margaret stood by Luis and Grace. Elaine spoke so quickly that there wasn't much opportunity for anyone else to say anything, and even when she asked a question she usually answered it herself.

      “This farm has been in our family for generations. It all started with Willie's great- great- great- grandfather. At least I think that's how many greats it was, you tend to lose track of these things over the years. Now, he actually won it in a poker game, not that I ever would condone such behavior, especially in this house. We have strict rules, isn't that right Margaret? Yes, there will be time enough to get you used to those, but just behave and be respectful and you'll fit in fine. We don't ask that much of people here, but you'd be surprised at how many people these days don't have manners. Although, I suppose in the army you don't get away with having bad manners. Anyway, yes, he won it in a poker game, and by trade the Dartmouths had been blacksmiths. There was a little controversy when old Norman kept the farm rather than selling it, but turns out he had a natural knack for farming and that was passed down through the years until Willie got it.

      “Now, me, I was raised just over yonder,” she threw a hand and lazily pointed west, “past the river. And every Sunday my parents would take me to church. I grew up in a small town that barely had fifty people in it. So we came to this church, and that was how I started to meet new people and, I have to be honest, when I was a little girl I didn't pay much attention to boys. I always liked reading. But one day, Willie walked into that church and, well, I must have been fifteen at the time, and by that point I was starting to wish that some of the things in these books were going to happen to me. Anyway, he walked in wearing his suit and he looked so handsome. When he looked at me and smiled I went as red as a beetroot!

      “After church was over he came over and said hello. I just ran away without saying anything, and for the rest of the week I turned it over and over again in my mind and scolded myself for being so stupid. I promised that if he was at church again I would say hello. And, of course, he was there the next Sunday. I still felt so nervous, but afterward I went up to him and I started talking. The words came out, and before I knew it we were courting. Then eventually we got married in the same church and Luke and Margaret came along...”

      All while she was saying this Mack tried to hide his amused smile, for the conversation had begun simply and now he was being given the entire family history. Behind him Margaret cringed and grimaced at Luis, who returned her smile, but didn't seem to notice the way her gaze lingered on him.

      The two women took the group around the farm, showing them the horses and the cattle, and all the machinery that they couldn't use anymore. There was a big well from which they drew their water, and there were still enough crops that they had enough vegetables to eat. There were also plenty of chickens. There were a couple of horses trotting about in the field. In the barn was all the feed for the animals. Elaine lamented that they wouldn't be able to get any more, although there seemed to be enough to last for a few good years.

      “It looks like you've got a good setup here,” Mack said.

      “It's not bad, certainly could be worse from what you've been saying. We have a roof over our heads and food on the table, so that's enough for now. Hopefully, we'll all be able to make it through this situation and get back to life as normal. Now, I'm sure all this walking and talking has made you work up an appetite. So let's get back to the house and get you settled in,” Elaine said, although given that she had been doing most of the talking it was a wonder she wasn't starving.

      They walked back to the house and cast admiring glances at what they had seen. Willie and Elaine were very lucky with all they had around them, and Mack hoped they managed to keep it that way. It would be a shame if it was threatened or taken from them. In a way, he was sorry he had managed to find the farm. If he could find it, then so could other people, including the group that had attacked the bunker. From what he had seen they would not be so easily deterred with just a shotgun.

      When they arrived at the house the three of them were shown upstairs to a spare room. Elaine apologized that they didn't have enough space to have a room for each of them. Elaine offered Grace the opportunity to share a room with Margaret, but she said that she preferred to stay with Mack and Luis. The three of them were relieved to be able to relax and give their muscles a rest. Margaret made a point to say goodbye to Luis, and offered him a warm smile. Again, Grace scowled to herself. Mack was a little concerned, as he noticed she was becoming more and more withdrawn, but decided not to say anything just yet. They took turns at washing up.

      Once they had settled in, Mack went down to see if there was anything they could help with. Elaine insisted that, for the time being at least, they were guests and deserved to have some time to relax, an offer which Mack and the others accepted graciously. Willie and Luke were nowhere to be found. Mack presumed they were doing some work around the farm. Grace and Luis took a nap while Mack flipped through some of the family’s books. It was nice to be in a proper home again, one that felt lived in, with people who were kind and good and friendly. It reaffirmed his belief that, at its core, humanity was a positive force, and that it could flourish even in these darkest of times.

      At dinner they all gathered around the table and shared stories. Mack expressed his gratitude for the food, as did Luis and Grace, although Grace barely spoke throughout the whole thing. Margaret had positioned herself next to Luis and the two of them were lost in their own world of conversation. Mack made a note to have a quick word with Luis at some point, for Willie was looking protectively at his daughter.

      “So how long are you thinking of staying?” Willie asked.

      “Getting tired of us already?” Mack said with an easy smile.

      “Nonsense!” Elaine protested, “And don't you talk like you're wanting them to leave, Willie. That's not very hospitable of you. You three can stay as long as you like,” she said, nodding firmly.

      “I didn't mean it like that. I just meant, what are your plans for the future? You don't seem like the type of people to stay in one place for too long.”

      “I guess not. Well, the thing is I was heading home on the plane and that journey got interrupted. The main thing now is to try finding new people, seeing if there's a way out of this. We're going to head up to the city to see if there are any survivors there. Hopefully, someone has set up an organization or something to get everyone through these hard times. Then I guess it's just a case of starting over. My wife is down in the southern part of the country. So ultimately I'd like to find her again, but we'll see. What about yourselves? Are you just going to stay here?”

      “We don't need to go anywhere else. We have everything we need. Maybe eventually we're going to have to go out there and search for some supplies, but right now I think it's better for us to stay here, out of sight,” Willie said.

      They spoke a little more about the general state of the world, and Elaine was once again happy to lead the conversation. The meal was delicious and by the end of it, because the portions were so generous and their stomachs hadn't been used to such food, the trio's stomachs were fit to burst. They all sighed with contentment. Elaine seemed happy that her cooking had been so well-received.

      The light was dwindling, so they retreated into the living room and the conversation continued. Luis and Margaret seemed engrossed in whatever they were talking about, and at some point Grace had slipped away without Mack noticing. He excused himself to go look for her, and found her sitting outside on a fence, looking out at the sun that was dipping below the horizon. The sky glowed a deep bronze and the temperature had dropped a little. Grace was sitting with her back hunched and her chin resting on her hand. Mack walked up and leaned against the fence beside her. Neither of them said anything for a little while.

      “Are you okay?” he began.

      She grunted. Mack watched the stars emerge as the veil of the day slipped away. He spared a thought for the astronauts stuck on the space station. They were somewhere up there, looking down upon the Earth, most likely sparing a thought for all the people caught in the apocalypse.

      “What happened to sticking together?” he asked.

      Grace adjusted her legs and pulled her top down to cover her lap. She sniffed and cleared her throat, then pulled her sleeve over her hand once again and resumed her position. Her hair had fallen forward over her left eye and she had made no move to change its position. It reminded Mack of how she had been sitting when they first had been on the plane. Of course, at that point they had been handcuffed together.

      “I just wanted to get some air. Don't get me wrong, I like being with you guys, but sometimes I need some time alone.”

      “Do you want me to go back inside?”

      Grace paused. “No...” she sighed and then swung her leg over so she was straddling the fence and facing Mack. “I don't belong here, Mack.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I'm not used to being with people. The only time I've ever felt like I belonged anywhere was in cyberspace. All this is...it's a little too much right now.”

      “So you feel overwhelmed?”

      “Yes, very much so. You know, I knew things were going to be different when the plane crashed and we started off together, but I didn't know they would be like this. Your whole thing is talking to people; my whole thing is avoiding contact with people. I'm not used to talking with people this much, and I don't know if I can handle it.”

      “It is a big change, and we really haven't had a chance to process everything that's happened. But try thinking about it this way. You say you were closed off from people before, but you've told me you had your hacker group. You were still in contact with people. Connecting with people is a fundamental part of our nature. Maybe you just have to try thinking of it in those terms; instead of typing to them you just have to speak. I think if you give it a shot you'd be good at it. After all, we've done pretty well, and you don't seem to have a problem with Luis.”

      “I know, but that was just the three of us. Now there are these other people, and I just...”

      “Are you being entirely honest with me? Is there something else going on here? I said I'd listen to you if you had a problem. Is your gut telling you something or worrying again?” he asked. Grace's eyes glanced back at the house.

      “No, not this time. It's just...man, I don't know. It just sounds stupid.”

      “Try me,” Mack urged, and when Grace still didn't respond he took a more serious tone.

      “We said we would trust each other, right? And so far, I think I've proven that trust. I haven't told anyone about your past or that you were my prisoner. But we're not going to make it through this if we can't be honest with each other. I know we started off as officer and prisoner, but I'd like to think we've become friends. I've always been the type of guy to look out for his friends. So if you've got something on your mind then tell me, and try letting me help.”

      Grace rolled her bottom lip under her teeth as she considered his words and eventually exhaled deeply. “Okay,” she said, “but don't tell Luis this, and promise that you won't think I'm a dork.”

      “I promise,” Mack said.

      “Okay, so, the thing is I've never really been good with change, and I kinda got used to the idea that it was going to be just the three of us for a while. But now there are all these people, and if we go to the city there are going to be more, and I just...I'm afraid that I'm going to be lost in the shuffle. I hate the idea of needing other people.”

      “Is that because you're afraid they're going to leave you?”

      “Yeah, I mean, I'm nothing special. I'm more of an inconvenience to you than anything else. I just...I don't want to get into a situation where I'm feeling like I'm dependent on other people when they just can cut me loose without a second thought. I know it's irrational but that's, well, you wanted me to be honest.”

      “And I'm glad you have been,” Mack said, suddenly realizing Grace was a very vulnerable person who was going to need a lot of encouragement before she felt like she belonged in this new world.

      “You have to realize, though, that I'm not going to leave anyone behind, not if I can help it. And you aren't an inconvenience at all. You were the one who knew something was up with Kathryn and her family, and you're the one out of all of us who knows the most about EMPs. If we ever do find some kind of working electronics, you're the one we're going to turn to. But, like I said before, you're my friend as well.

      “I'm glad you've been around so I can talk to you about Anna and things like that. Truth is, you're the one who has kept me sane and focused. And just because there are other people around doesn't change that. But if it makes you feel better, I don't plan on staying here for long. We still have things to do.”

      “To get back to your wife,” Grace said in a hollow voice.

      “Yes, hopefully.”

      “What will happen to me then?” Grace asked, sorrow plain in her eyes. Mack reached out and squeezed her arm tightly.

      “There is a place for you in this world, Grace, you just have to stop fighting and let it happen. But I promise I won't abandon you. Now, do you want to come in?”

      “I think I'm going to stay out here a while. It's nice and peaceful,” she said, turning back to the horizon.

      “Okay, well, don't stay out too late. I think they're going to make us earn our keep here tomorrow.”

      He patted her on the back and then turned to walk away. As he took a few steps away Grace called out to him and thanked him, which made him smile. He was glad he had been able to make a connection with her. Even though the EMP had separated him from his beloved, at least it had given Grace a second chance to make something of herself.

      Meanwhile, Margaret and Luis had been talking in the sitting room, and as the night had continued, they too, slipped out. Margaret offered to show him her favorite place in the whole world, and who was Luis to resist an offer like that? The two of them walked out into the night and strolled around the farm. Conversation flowed easily between them, and Margaret seemed enchanted with everything that Luis had to say.

      “You must have seen so many things on your travels,” Margaret said, eyes wide with a thirst to know everything about him.

      “I don't know about that, I've just been going across the country, trying to find out more about myself and the world around me.”

      “That's so romantic. You're like one of those old heroes that just went off into the sunset, never to return. I've been stuck on this farm all my life, and it doesn't look like I'll be going anywhere anytime soon. Dad made it very clear he needs all the help he can get.”

      “I'm sure you'd soon start missing them if you did leave. It's nice that you're all so close.”

      “If it's so bad, why aren't you with your family?”

      “It's just...it's complicated.”

      “Well that sounds like a story right there,” she said, trying to use her charm to get him to open up. Instead, Luis changed the subject and asked her where she was taking him.

      “It's just a place I've been going to since I was little. It gives a good view of the area. I used to pretend there was a big kingdom out there filled with monsters and knights, and one day I'd be taken away and have to take my place as the princess.”

      “And be rescued by a knight?” Luis said, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Hell no! I'd be the one rescuing him,” Margaret replied, punching him lightly on the arm. They both laughed as they strolled along to the mystery destination.

      “You know, I've never known a girl like you. They don't make them like you back home.”

      “That's because there aren't any girls like me, but you hardly know me at all yet, Mr. Luis.”

      “Then maybe I should get to know you better.”

      “Maybe you should,” she said, and began to increase her pace, skipping in front of him. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything!” he called out, and by now they were running full tilt, laughter bursting from their lungs as quickly as the air they were breathing.

      Margaret yelped as Luis almost got within reach and his hand brushed against her arm, but she twisted out and ran forward until she was captured against a tree. Their chests were heaving and as they looked in each other’s eyes they saw the stars reflected in them, and a whole new world was opened up to them. Their breathing slowed and grew deeper, and the rhythm of their hearts melted together.

      “We're here,” Margaret said softly, and tilted her head up.

      Luis' eyes followed and he saw a web of branches. Margaret grinned, and before Luis knew it, she had shinned up the tree and was climbing the branches expertly, cajoling Luis to follow her. Never had he climbed a tree before but he wasn't going to let that stop him, not when there was a beautiful girl waiting for him. After a few failed attempts he finally made it up the tree and clambered across the branches to join Margaret, who was sitting atop one of them, staring out over the horizon, much like Grace was doing at that very moment. Luis gasped in astonishment.

      “It's beautiful,” he said.

      “Yes, it is,” she replied, and smiled at him warmly.

      He turned to look at her, and the two of them shimmied closer together so their dangling legs were touching. As their feet swung they occasionally brushed each other, causing a flush of emotion to rush through both of them.

      “So Luis, you left your family behind. Did you leave a girl behind, too?”

      Luis laughed. “One of the reasons I left was because I couldn't get a girl.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? Why couldn't I get a girl?”

      “Yeah, is there something wrong with you?”

      “Uh, I don't think so. At least, I hope not,” Luis said, running his hand across his head, feeling slightly uncomfortable at this blunt line of questioning.

      “Although, I guess there was something wrong with me from their point of view.”

      “Why do you think it was so hard?”

      “All the girls I knew seemed to want someone who could drive and had a job and direction in their life, but I never wanted to be some guy who just had a job. I wanted to do something I was passionate about, I just never really found out what that was. So I left and now I'm here.”

      “Well, now nobody has a job, so maybe your prospects are looking better.”

      “Maybe,” he said, “and what about you? Do you have a guy somewhere?”

      “I've never had a boyfriend. I've never even been kissed...” she said, giving Luis a coy smile.

      Right then and there Luis should have kissed her, with the moonlight shining in her eyes and her hair falling across her dimpled cheek. He so badly wanted to, but in all his life he had been treated by girls as though he didn't exist, and the only love he had known had been of the unrequited kind. Margaret looked at him with liquid eyes and the heat between them began rising. Luis could feel his heart thundering in his chest.

      While he looked at her it was as though the world hadn't ended and he didn't have to think about survival or piles of dead bodies or being tied up in a chair for days on end. Luis bowed his head in shame, and his entire body began tremble due to his disappointment in himself for not kissing Margaret. In his mind he could see it happening, and he wanted to, but it was as though something had a hold of his body and was paralyzing him. Margaret's eyebrows creased in the middle. She reached out a hand and clasped his tightly.

      “I'm sorry,” he choked.

      He was about to push himself up and run away, just like he always had run away, when suddenly Margaret leaned forward and planted her soft lips upon him. She tasted of strawberries, and as she kissed him he felt her sweet breath rush over him. A small murmur escaped his lips as their adventurous tongues darted and danced with each other, and their arms began wrapping around each other, their two bodies getting closer and closer, drawn by a powerful attraction.

      “Wow,” Luis remarked when they came up for air.

      Margaret giggled and sighed with contentment as she nuzzled her head into the nape of Luis' neck. She ran a hand along the side of his face and Luis closed his eyes, letting himself slip into this rare moment of affection. He did not know how many more of these moments he would have to enjoy along the way.

      “Luis, tell me about your family,” Margaret said softly, so softly that her words were almost lost in the still of the night.

      “I... can't,” he said.

      “Luis, you have to be able to talk about these things with people. I can tell it's weighing heavily on you. You can trust me, please. I just want to know you.”

      Luis kissed her on the forehead and felt her warm body close to his. He realized this is what he had been craving for so long, and he shouldn't turn his back on intimacy now. There was more to affection than the mere physical aspect. It was also about sharing innermost thoughts and desires, and the things that haunted a mind.

      “It's not really just my family, it's my whole town. I always felt like a freak there. I was into comics and movies and TV shows, but everyone else was into partying and sports. Especially my dad. He wanted me to become some sort of all-star athlete and I tried. I mean, I went to all the clubs he took me to when I was a kid. I tried out for basketball, football, soccer, baseball, cross country, you name it I tried it, but I'm just one of those people that isn't built for it.

      “I much preferred to think about other worlds and get lost in them. And I accepted my place as the black sheep, for the most part. But my family thought it was going to be a phase that I would grow out of. They said all these things were a waste of time, and they weren't actually going to help me in the real world. I only ever had one real friend, and we just happened to share the same stuff. We hung out a lot and always had dreams of what our lives would have been like had we been in different company.

      “The more the years went on, the more of a disappointment I became to my parents. They said I couldn't even be good at being a geek because I wasn't smart and didn't get great grades, and I just started hating myself. To make it worse, my friend was changing. Now he was smart, and he started charging the other kids for doing their homework. Soon he had money to splash around and the others took notice. He started getting invited to parties, and before I knew it, he had been absorbed into the other crowd. It was like being in the movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers. And I was all alone.

      “And later, when I graduated high school and I had no plans, my father kept saying I should have stuck with sports because at least I'd have something to fall back on. I worked at a few jobs, but none of them were going to lead to a career. Eventually, they said when I turned twenty-one they were going to throw me out of the house and send me on my way.  I guess they figured if I had no other choice I'd find something to do with my life. So, just before I turned twenty-one I left on my own terms. I didn't even say goodbye, I just left a note. And now I know I'll probably never see them again and I should be sad. I should be determined to get back to them, but all my life they treated me like I was nothing and I just can't bring myself to care.”

      Margaret listened intently and when Luis finished shaking she kissed him on the cheek and hugged him tightly. “I'm so sorry,” she said.

      “This is nice,” Luis said after a while of the two of them holding each other, and of burying his face in her hair and drowning in her feminine scent.

      “Your dad is going to hate me, though.”

      Margaret laughed. “It's the end of the world. What's he going to do, ground me?” They kissed again, all warm and loving and deep.

      “I'm more worried about what he's going to do to me rather than you. That shotgun didn't seem friendly.”

      “Ah, Daddy is harmless, really. He just knows how to act scary.”

      “I'll try to remember that. Listen, Margaret, I don’t want to ruin the mood or anything, but I just wanted to make it clear that I am with Mack and Grace, and we're not going to be staying here forever.”

      “I know,” she said, and the smile faded from her lips.

      “But it just means we have to make the most of the time when you are here,” she said, and kissed him again.

      Their bodies pressed tightly together, long into the wee hours of the night. The stars watched over them, and even though the outlook for the world was bleak, the two of them managed to find some sliver of happiness and affection.

      When they finally climbed down from the tree they walked back hand in hand, enjoying each other’s company. Luis couldn't believe his luck, and wondered if the apocalypse was such a bad thing, as he never would have met Margaret otherwise. But as they said goodbye for the night, and he slipped into his bed, he saw the shape of Grace in the darkness. From the first moment he'd seen her he had been attracted to her, even though he knew so little about her. She and Margaret were opposite in many ways; Grace was reticent and withdrawn while Margaret was outspoken and loud, but there was still something about Grace that made her linger in his mind. However, he had been through enough heartbreak to know it was a waste of energy to give himself to the wrong person. Margaret was wonderful, and he would have been a fool to turn her down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mack was still awake when he heard Luis slip into bed, and he allowed himself a secret smile as he thought of the young man sneaking off to spend time with the farmer's daughter. But he also knew he had to talk to Luis the following day about the etiquette of a gentleman before they landed themselves in a diplomatic situation. But Mack was pleased they had found this farm. It was an oasis compared to everything they had seen so far, and a powerful reminder that there were still decent people in the world and not everything had changed. Mack then allowed himself to sleep and prepared himself for the rigors of the following day.
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      Earlier that night…

      Despite it being nighttime there was still much activity on the farm. Mack was lying in bed, not able to sleep until Grace and Luis had returned to bed. Elaine was reading in her bedroom. Grace still was staring out at the night that lay before her, at the infinite universe that held within it all number of possibilities and wonders. Yet her mind was on different things as she tried dealing with all the difficult feelings that resided within her soul. Luis and Margaret were in the tree, enjoying each other’s company. That left only Willie and Luke, who were walking toward the large barn.

      “What do you make of them?” Luke asked. Willie grunted.

      “I don't know. They seem okay, but you never know in this day and age. We'll just let them stay for a while and then they can move on. Don't say anything to them.”

      “They're going to find out, they're not idiots.”

      “We just need to keep quiet about it. They're not going to ask questions about what they don't know. You know the agreement we made. They'll move on their way and things will go back to normal.”

      “Do you think the thing about the bunker was true?”

      “I'd be surprised if it wasn't. That's all the more reason why we have to keep this deal going. I don't want to end up like them.”

      “That Mack guy seems pretty intelligent, though. If we told him, maybe he could help.”

      Willie stopped walked and gripped his son's arm tightly. Even in the dim light of the night, Luke could see the panic on Willie's face. “Don't you dare say anything! You heard what Mack said. A military bunker was taken down. You think we'd stand a chance? I don't like this any more than you do, but I want to keep my farm, and if this is the price to pay, then so be it. We have to adapt to this new world. It's no different than paying taxes.”

      “It is, and you know it. This isn't freedom,” Luke challenged. Willie stared at his son.

      “I'm just trying to keep you all safe, and this is the only way I know how. You think I want to see the farm go up in flames? I've brought you in on this because you're going to be the man of the house if anything happens to me. I want to know I can count on you if anything happens.”

      “Of course you can,” Luke said, but his eyes betrayed his words. Clearly, he was nervous and not convinced his father was doing the right thing, but there was little he could do about it. The two men walked to the barn and opened the huge doors.

      “Help me get this stuff loaded,” Willie said.

      The barn was positioned in such a way that the moonlight poured into the wide open doorway and illuminated what they were doing. They gathered up meat and vegetables they had gathered and put it all into a wheelbarrow. It was not an insubstantial amount of food, and represented a lot of labor for the small family.

      “We could live off this for days,” Luke said, “it's not fair.”

      “Life ain't fair, son. The sooner you realize that the better off you'll be. We've still got enough to keep us fed. Just work quickly. They'll be here soon.”

      Luke remained quiet while they loaded the rest of the supplies, and Willie kept an eye out for anyone sneaking up on them. The last thing he wanted was for one of the strangers to begin poking their nose into their business.

      “You know, I don't like the way Margaret was sniffing around Luis,” Luke said.

      “She's nineteen, what do you expect? She's a smart girl, she won't do anything stupid.”

      “I'm not worried about what she's going to do, I'm worried about him.”

      “Yeah, well, if he knows what's good for him, he'll be smart about it, too. Anyway, I don't mind too much. It keeps them occupied, and they're not going to be coming around here. You need to relax son; you're always wound up so tight about everything that someday you're just going to pop. Only worry about things you can control, that's what you've gotta do.”

      “Yes Pop,” Luke said, but he didn't seem convinced. Willie pulled out a pocket watch and angled it so the face caught the moonlight and he could see it.

      “Come on, we don't have much time,” he said.

      The two of them put some extra effort into loading the last few things into the large wheelbarrow then moved it out of the barn. Luke closed the doors behind him and the two men made their way to the boundary of the farm, cloaked in darkness. As they approached the rendezvous point Willie's temples glistened with sweat and Luke became more aware of his breathing.

      “I thought you weren't worried?” he asked his father.

      “I never said that. I just said you shouldn't worry about things you can't control. Make no mistake about it, these people are the kinds of people you should be afraid of, but as long as we give them what they want they'll leave us alone. They should be here soon. You just keep quiet and don't say anything unless they speak to you.”

      Willie huffed as he set down the wheelbarrow, then he pulled a handkerchief out of his back pocket and ran it over his forehead. He peered out in the darkness, and there they waited for a few minutes in silence. The trees around them hung peacefully and, for a while, there was no trace of anything. Willie even started thinking that perhaps they weren't coming. Maybe they had attacked another group and had fallen to the sword by which they had lived. But then, in the distance, he heard the rolling sound of a wagon and the soft hum of hushed voices. Before too long they emerged from the forest, two men sitting on the wagon and one leading the horses that pulled it. It was a small wagon, one that could make it through the forest, and it already was loaded with supplies from other people with whom they had similar arrangements.

      “Good evening, Willie, Luke,” one of the men said, tipping his hat to the two farmers.

      He remained sitting on the wagon while the other man climbed down. Willie didn't know any of their names, nor did he care to, but they used his freely. Since he only had met them in darkness, Willie never had had a good look at their faces. Two of them were tall and one was leaner than the other. The man who did most of the talking had a thick beard, while the other two were clean-shaven. The one on the ground was the youngest and he didn't seem to take too much interest in what was happening.

      “Evening, sir,” Willie said.

      “How's life been treating you?” the man said.

      “Not too bad, just getting by, day by day.”

      “That's all we can do in this kind of world.”

      “How about yourself?”

      “Oh, fine, just fine. This world is full of new opportunities and each day brings with it some new surprises. Do you have our payment?”

      “Of course, right on schedule,” Willie said, and pushed the wheelbarrow to the back of the cart.

      As he got closer the other man sitting on the wagon jumped down and pushed Willie aside, taking control of the wheelbarrow. When Willie looked up he saw a mean gleam in the man's eyes, and knew better than to protest. He meekly stepped back beside Luke and waited for them to move on. The two men who now were on the ground loaded up the supplies onto the wagon, counting out everything as they did so. All the while the man sitting atop the wagon kept his eyes on Willie, and the farmer felt himself grow more tense with every passing moment. In a world where the mightiest had all the power he knew that anything could happen. If this man so chose he could have taken Willie's life and there was nothing Willie could do about it.

      “We got a problem, boss,” the man with the meanness in his eyes called out. The man in charge ran his tongue around his mouth and spat out onto the ground as he turned his head and looked behind him, while Willie exchanged a nervous glance with Luke.

      “What's that then?” the man in charge said.

      Willie's breath became sharper and he felt his knees going weak. His mind flashed to everything he and Luke had done, trying to figure out if they had collected everything they had meant to. He was sure of it, he was sure they hadn't left anything behind.

      “There's not enough here,” the man in the back said, shrugging and shaking his head. Upon hearing the words, the man in charge inhaled deeply and slowly turned back. He leaned forward slightly and looked down sternly upon Willie and Luke.

      “Did you hear that? My boys say there's not enough,” he said.

      “Tha-that can't be right. We counted it all and made sure you had what you always get. We double-checked, there's nothing left.”

      “You calling these good men liars?”

      “No-no, not at all, all I know is we've given you the same as last time.”

      “Ah, I see where the mistake is,” the man said. He leaned back and scratched the side of his face, looking as though he was considering something. His eyes roved the night sky and then fell upon Willie and Luke again.

      “What you've got to understand is that, given the nature of the world, we're going to be bringing in more and more people, and what was enough to feed us one week isn't going to be enough the next. And you're going to have to take that into account.”

      “Really though, we've given you as much as we can. We don't have any more. We are just a small family and we need to eat as well.”

      “I understand completely, but we've agreed to protect you and we'd like for you to keep your independence. This farm has a lot of land that's ripe for the taking, and if we needed to we could send some people over here to help you, but we'd like to think you could take care of it yourself.”

      Luke was about to say something but Willie shot out a hand and placed it on his chest to stop him.

      “We're working as hard as we can and, you know, we d-do appreciate everything you o-offer us, but there are limits, and this is still America. I still have a right to my land and I'll defend it.”

      As Willie said this the men started to laugh. The ones at the back walked to the front and flung down the wheelbarrow at Willie and Luke's feet. Then they all pushed their jackets aside to brandish their weapons. Willie gulped but the lump in his throat just wouldn't go away.

      “I admire your attitude, but the last thing any of us wants is for this farm to be tarnished with a battle. That being said, we don't like to take no for an answer, and you know what will happen if you don't meet our demands. Next time we come I expect you to have enough for us. Otherwise, Mr. Smith might have to pay you a visit himself, and he is far less forgiving than I am.” With that the wagon turned slowly and moved away in the darkness, leaving Luke and Willie alone.

      Willie never had met Mr. Smith but the name had been dropped a few times in the short conversations he had had with these people. All he knew for sure was Mr. Smith was not the type of person he wanted to meet. He sighed and picked up the wheelbarrow, then wheeled it back to the barn.

      “What are we going to do? We can't give them any more than we already have. It was hard enough getting that lot for them,” Luke said.

      “We'll figure out a way. It'll be fine. They're just trying to scare us. They need our expertise more than anything else, so they're not going to kill us. We'll give them a little extra next time, and it should be fine.”

      “It's not fine, though, is it Pop? You know how this is going to go. They're going to take and take until we're giving them everything we've got. I'd rather put up a fight and take some of them out with us than just bend over--”

      Willie cut him off immediately, letting go of the wheelbarrow and rounding on his son. “Don't let me hear you talk like that again. This ain't the time to be fools. We've got to know our place. I don't like it any more than you, but the most important thing we can do is go on living, to see another day. I'm not going to throw that away just for some stupid fight against people we can't hope to beat. This is the way things are, and they're not going to change any time soon. So keep your head down and do what I tell you.

      “If these men want more then we're going to have to give them more, that's just the way it has to be, and don't even think about telling these new people. The best thing for them is to stay out of this whole situation. They can get on their way and our lives will continue. Now, get on to bed and get some rest. We've got a lot of work to do tomorrow, and we'll put those people through their paces.”

      Luke looked at his father, but did not say anything further. Willie stayed up a little while longer and got a drink of water from the house. In truth, he wished he could put up a fight, but he knew what kind of people they were. If it was just him he had to worry about then he would consider it, but he had to think of his wife and children, and he wasn't prepared to put their lives at risk.
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      While Grace was getting ready in the morning. Mack pulled Luis aside. The younger man sighed as he had a feeling he knew what was coming. The situation was a little embarrassing for the both of them as Mack didn't need reminding that he was a lot older than Luis and Grace, but also because they hadn't known each other for very long and speaking of these matters was a little...delicate. Although Mack had a great deal of experience with negotiation and interrogation, this wasn't his strong suit.

      “So you and Margaret are getting along pretty well,” he said. Luis smiled and his cheeks flushed a little.

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Look, I know we're all adults here, but I just wanted to have a word with you about whatever you two are doing and remind you we are guests here. I'm sure you've noticed Willie is quite protective of his family. So just try being discreet about it.” Mack winked at Luis and patted him on the shoulder.

      “Don't worry, Mack. It's all fine,” he said, and then Grace returned to the room and the two men suddenly became quiet.

      Grace knew she was interrupting something, but didn't ask what it was. A bell rang and Elaine's voice called out for them. It was a little after dawn and Grace already was suffering with the early morning.

      “I think the bell tolls for us,” Mack said, and led the three of them downstairs where breakfast already had been laid out for them.

      “We let you sleep in since it's your first full day here, but from now on you're going to have to get up a little earlier than this,” Elaine said. Grace groaned.

      “I know it's not what you're used to, but we're all in the same situation, and there's lots to do. The sooner we get to it the sooner we can relax, so eat up and then go to your tasks. Luis, Margaret has offered to help you learn how to tend to the animals. Mack, you're going to be with Luke and Willie doing all the heavy lifting, and Grace you're with me.” Grace looked at Mack, for she didn't like the idea of being separated, but Mack nodded and showed a great deal of enthusiasm for the day ahead.

      After eating breakfast, they cleared the table and all went their separate ways. Margaret and Luis looked the happiest of the bunch. Mack was a little surprised her parents were so willing to let her spend time alone with Luis. As they ran across the farm they linked hands, and disappeared into a building. Willie and Luke then called for Mack, and the three of them walked in the opposite direction.

      As they walked it was clear to Mack there was some underlying tension between Luke and Willie. Yet when he asked whether there was anything wrong Willie said he was fine, and then asked about Luis.

      “How much do you know about him?” he asked.

      “Not that much, to be honest, but he strikes me as a good kid. And your daughter seems like she can handle herself.”

      “Yes, well, we'll see about that,” Willie said. “How long do you think you'll be staying here for?”

      “I don't know. As long as you'll have us, really. It's a nice change to have a warm bed to sleep in rather than being on the road, but eventually we'll be heading off. Is us being here a problem for you?”

      Willie and Luke glanced at each other again. “No, not at all, just thinking about what I can get you to do,” Willie said. They made their way down to a shed where they collected some tools.

      “We've been working on making sure everything doesn't fall apart,” Willie said, and directed Mack to gather a few items from the counter.

      As he walked through the shed Mack looked at all the tools and thought of the ones he could use as weapons. It wasn't just the food and animals that Willie was lucky to have, but this hand-to-hand arsenal as well. Granted, they wouldn't do much against bullets, but in other forms of combat they would be entirely useful.

      “You ever use any of them?” Willie asked as he caught Mack admiring them.

      “No, not really, I was just impressed with how many you have. Do you actually use them all?”

      “Some more than others, but it's always better to have them in case you need them. A lot of them won't get used now because the machinery doesn't work. So we've had to go back to doing things by hand, which I haven't done since I was a kid. You ever do much in the way of this type of work?”

      “My father took me camping, but no. I mean, I had a lot of survival training in the military, but nothing like this.”

      “What was it you did exactly? Were you on the front lines? Did you ever fight in any battles?” Luke asked, his voice rising with excitement at the prospect of talking with someone who had actually faced war.

      Mack didn't know it at that point, but Luke was eager to see if Mack had the skills to help him and his father deal with the bullies. He was disappointed when Mack told him the truth about how he mostly stayed behind the lines and worked with individuals rather than fighting a mass of soldiers. Willie, on the other hand, knew exactly what Luke was getting at and tried directing the flow of conversation away from this topic. It led to a few more tense stares between the father and son, but Mack decided it wasn't any of his business and declined to comment on it. The work he did was hard but it felt good to get his muscles working again. He enjoyed the challenge of securing the buildings and making repairs. The farm was old and there was a lot of history.

      “I hope this place, and you and your family, make it through the apocalypse. This is the kind of place that deserves to stay standing,” he said.

      “I agree,” Luke said pointedly, directing his comment to his father. Willie murmured something under his breath and walked off.

      “Is he okay?” Mack asked. Luke shrugged.

      The two men worked for a little while without Willie. Luke kept glancing over at Mack. It seemed to Mack there was something on Luke's mind, but it took a while before he actually decided to speak up.

      “Are you a bit like Rambo? Like, could anything be a deadly weapon in your hands?”

      Mack laughed a little. “I don't know about that, but I know how to handle myself. I prefer to try using words to get out of conflict, though. That was my whole focus throughout my career.”

      “But surely there must have been some times when you had to use force?”

      “Thankfully, there were other people who handled that kind of thing.”

      “But if the situation arose then you could handle yourself?”

      “Yes,” Mack said, then stopped what he was doing and turned to Luke. “Is there something going on here?”

      Luke's eyes darted away and he sighed heavily. “No, I was just curious,” he said.

      Mack pursed his lips and his mind started thinking about what could be happening. It was clear Luke was asking him these questions for a reason, and from the way he and Willie were looking at each other earlier Mack surmised that Willie didn't want Luke talking about it. Mack didn't like secrets, especially when it was he who was being kept in the dark. However, Willie returned and Luke immediately resumed what he was doing and remained tight-lipped, but Mack watched the two of them carefully.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the others had left the house Grace was left alone with Elaine. First they cleared up the table and made sure everything was tidy, then Elaine took her out to tend to the animals. They collected eggs from the chicken coop and left some food for the birds, then went down to milk the cows. When Elaine first suggested it Grace blanched at the prospect, but soon enough she found herself sitting on a stool with an udder between her hands. At first it was strange but she soon found the rhythm and before too long she had a bucket of milk under her. All the while, throughout the morning, Elaine was her usual chatty self.

      “I really like your hair, it's so colorful. I never would have been able to get away with that when I was your age, and I don't think Willie would approve of it now.”

      “Why do you need his approval? Can't you just do it because you want to do it?”

      “I'm afraid marriage doesn't work that way. It's all about compromise. Don't worry, there are things I don't let him do as well.”

      “So he was the first man you ever went out with, and you married him?”

      Elaine laughed softly. “I know that probably seems strange to you. Your generation is a lot different to mine, but yes, there was something when I looked into his eyes. It felt right, and I knew it would have been wrong to ignore that just because he was the only man. I've never needed anyone else and that's the way I like it.”

      “That's really sweet,” Grace said.

      “Have you ever had anyone like that?”

      “Not really,” Grace said, and turned away from Elaine.

      “You don't like talking about yourself much, do you? I've noticed that. Mack and Luis, they're happy to engage in conversation, but as soon as things get loud you seem to get reticent and you're always looking towards the door. Is there a reason for that?”

      Grace shrugged.

      Elaine sighed a little. “Okay, but this is going to be a long day if you're not going to talk with me. Still, Willie says I can talk the hind legs off a donkey, and it is so nice to have other people to talk to for a change. Not that I don't love my family, but sometimes there's only so much you can say to each other. And it's even better because I'm sure we never would have met otherwise. That Mack seems like a good guy. Did you only know him from the plane crash?”

      “Yes, he saved my life,” Grace said in a flat tone.

      “He's a real hero, isn't he? He's the kind of man who was really made to survive in this world. Me though? I just like being on the farm, and as long as this place stays standing I'll be fine. I don't think I'd like it out there, though, running through the wilderness, surrounded by the unknown, never knowing what's going to happen day after day. It's not much of a life.”

      “It's what I'm used to.”

      “Really? What did you do before all this?”

      “I...” Grace began.

      She was about to tell the lie that she worked with computers, but there was something disarming about Elaine that made her want to tell the truth. Elaine smiled at her, waiting for an answer, her eyes showing a deep earnestness. Grace always had thought people like this were simple-minded, deluding themselves into living a fantasy when in fact they just were missing out on the truth of life. But now she was sensing that her old life had been empty, and nothing she had done actually had mattered as it was all in the virtual realm. But it was more than that, she'd seen how easily Mack spoke with people and she wanted that, too. There were so many times in her old life when she simply had turned away from other people and stuck to the shadows, mostly through fear. Now she regretted she had not taken more chances like that. So she told Elaine the truth.

      “I was a hacker. A criminal, really. I hacked into big corporations and the government. I released confidential files because I thought the people had a right to know what was going on behind the curtain. I transferred funds to charities and other organizations that actually helped people because they needed the money more than some faceless company. But then I got caught, and Mack was the one escorting me to an army base as his prisoner. I haven't told Luis yet, though. I wanted to, well, I guess I wanted a fresh start.”

      “It's okay. I won't say anything to him,” Elaine said, “I must admit all this hacking talk is beyond me, but it must have been serious if you were picked up by the military.”

      “It was. I caused a lot of trouble.”

      “You must have been very talented.”

      Grace shrugged. “I guess. I never really thought about it like that, it was just something I knew how to do. It was one of those things I had a knack for, I suppose, but I'd been doing it for so long that it just came naturally to me.”

      “And what did your parents think about it?”

      At this Grace stopped what she was doing and looked into the distance. Rarely did she talk about her past, and even less so her parents. Se gulped and licked her lips, then exhaled and felt the cool breath on her lips.

      “I don't really remember them. I know I had them, when I was very young, but when I was about four I went into the foster care system and bounced around. I wasn't the typical kid that people liked to take home, you know. I was bratty and moody and hard work. Maybe I didn't want to be taken home because I just figured I'd be left again. If my own parents didn't want me, then why would anyone else? Kids came and went as well, so I didn't make many friends and preferred to spend my time on the computer, and reading. If I was alone then nobody could disappoint me, and things just went from there. The internet became my life. I could speak with people all across the world and they were always there for me.”

      “I can't imagine what it must have been like to grow up without a family. Did you ever find your parents again? Or find out why they left you?”

      Grace shook her head. “I thought about it but I didn't feel ready. The memories I have of them are so far back that they almost feel like dreams. Now I'll probably never get a chance to find out.”

      “What would you say to them if you did see them again?”

      “I honestly have no idea. I don't think we'd even recognize each other. I don't know how they'd feel about seeing how I'd turned out. I guess I'd just want some answers, like why did they leave me alone? Was I a disappointment to them? Did I do something wrong?”

      Her voice began trembling and Grace felt her eyes filling up with tears. She tried ignoring them. This was the very reason why she usually avoided talking to people about her past. Before too long, her cheeks were stained with crystal drops of sadness. But this time Grace did not have to cry alone. Elaine had a strong maternal instinct and she instantly wrapped her arms around Grace and held the younger woman's shaking body while she wept. Elaine made soft, comforting noises and Grace fell into the embrace, for it was something she had needed for a long time.

      When it was over Grace sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You're welcome,” Elaine replied.

      “I kinda got the feeling you needed to talk to someone, and as kind as Mack seems there are some things you only can share with another woman.”

      “Actually, you're only the second person I've ever talked to about my parents,” Grace said.

      “Really? In all these years?”

      Grace nodded. “It just seemed easier not to talk about it. Whenever anybody asked I just said they were normal, and faked the usual problems. It wasn't hard, and I didn't have to deal with all that.”

      “Who was the other person you told?”

      “D1ABL0,” Grace said, smiling.

      Elaine gave her a confused look so Grace elaborated. “That was his screen name anyway, like mine was C1PH3R. There were a group of us who used to team up and share stories and things. We had a nice little community, and at first it was all anonymous, so if we ever were caught we wouldn't be able to compromise anyone else. I mostly went after the big stuff, but other people focused on getting revenge against pedophiles, and some just liked playing pranks on people. But it was good to feel a part of something.

      “One day me and D1ABL0 started talking alone and, I don't know, even though I didn't know much about him it still felt like I knew him. I could speak to him in a way that I couldn't speak to anyone else. You probably think I'm stupid. It's not like it was real or anything.”

      “I don't think that at all,” Elaine said, reaching out and squeezing Grace's arm lightly, “your feelings are real, and even though it was all in cyberspace, there was another real person on the other end. It sounds like you liked him a lot. Did you ever meet?”

      “No... we talked about it a little, but given what we did there were some times when we had to go days or weeks without speaking. I've thought about him since this happened. I hope he's okay. I hope they all are.”

      “If they're anything like you I'm sure they will be.”

      “I don't know about that, I'm only here because of Mack.”

      “You're not giving yourself enough credit. You've taken to milking that cow like someone who has done it all their life.”

      Grace appreciated her response and enjoyed the rest of the day. By the time everyone had grouped back together they all were in good spirits, although Mack was keeping a close eye on Willie and Luke. Before they had supper Mack took Willie aside and asked him if he could tell them a little more about the surrounding area as he pulled out their map. Willie told them about a few other landmarks, most notably a mental hospital and a prison, both of which made Mack feel uneasy. But what made him more uneasy was an area near the river. Mack watched Willie's eyes carefully, noticing how they kept drifting to one particular area. Yet he would not say what it was.

      “Aren't you concerned if the patients from the mental hospital or the prisoners have escaped?” Mack said.

      “I'm sure we'll be able to handle ourselves against stragglers,” Willie said, but Mack was not so sure.
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      During the next few days, life on the farm was pleasant. Mack was pleased at how well they had integrated into the way of life, especially Grace, and it was nice to see Luis smiling a lot after the ordeal he had suffered at the hands of Kathryn. However, the longer they stayed the more anxious Willie seemed to be, and Mack noticed he and Luke having clandestine conversations. He decided to track them, and saw they had been moving things into the barn. When he had a free moment he investigated, and saw they had piled up a lot of supplies.

      With suspicions forming, Mack didn't go to sleep that night but waited up. When he heard movement he followed Luke and Willie as they made their way to the barn, and observed from a distance as the two of them made a payment to mysterious strangers. When he saw what was transpiring Mack sighed and shook his head, for it saddened him to see the state of society be brought down to this.

      Through the night he had much to think about. He didn't intend to stay at the farm for much longer, so it wasn't his place to interfere with their choices and the way they chose to live their lives. Yet, at the same time, it felt wrong to stand by and do nothing. It also wasn't a stretch to see that this group was the same one that had attacked the bunker. Clearly, they were a vicious lot, and used their force to intimidate people, but they only would take more and more unless somebody stood up to them.

      The following morning, as they were doing their chores, Mack pulled Willie aside and confronted him about what he had seen the previous night. Willie reacted angrily.

      “You shouldn't have been spying on us! We take you in and offer you shelter and food, and all you do is snoop around? What kind of guests do that? This is our business and you've got no right to interfere.”

      “I'm not trying to interfere. I just want to talk to you about what's going on. Why are you doing this? Why are you letting them take these things from you?”

      “What choice do I have?” Willie said, his voice cracking, and his eyes filled with desperation.

      “I know it's not the best thing, but I can't fight them. They're too strong. I've got to think about my family. We still have enough to keep ourselves fed.”

      “And what about when they push and ask for more? What about when that isn't enough?”

      “What am I supposed to do? You asked me why I wasn't scared about the people escaping from the mental hospital or the prison, or anyone else who wants to run around causing trouble. This group has offered me protection. They came to me and said either I could try making it on my own or, for a price, they would patrol the area and come to our aid if we needed them. So I made a deal. I did what I thought was best for my family. Maybe you'd do it differently, but I haven't had all the same training you've had. I'm just a farmer and I'm just trying to do my best to get my family through this.”

      “Do they know about this?”

      Willie bowed his head and ran his hand around his neck. “Luke does. Elaine and Margaret? I haven't told them but I'd be surprised if they didn't think that something was up. I tried to keep them out of it as much as possible.”

      “So you know these people are dangerous?”

      “Of course I know.”

      “They're the same ones who attacked the bunker, aren't they? Who knows what else they're responsible for.”

      “Probably a lot, and yes, maybe I've thrown my lot in with the devil, but it's better to live under the heel of someone than watch my farm burn to the ground. What do you think is going to happen if I stand up to them? They're just going to take this place from me. It's alright for you, you're going to leave. All I've got is this farm and I can't let it go now. I have no choice.”

      Mack clenched his jaw. “There's always a choice,” he said, and promptly walked off, leaving Willie to hang his head back and open his jaw to the heavens.
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        * * *

      

      Throughout the day Mack wrangled with himself about what to do. His instincts told him to do something about the group, but he was sympathetic to Willie's plight. After all, he, Grace, and Luis would be leaving and wouldn't have to deal with the aftermath of whatever they did. However, his conscience wouldn't allow him to sit by and do nothing, so he decided to tell Grace and Luis the truth to feel out their opinions on the matter.

      When he told them of what he had learned they both were surprised, and their immediate reaction was one of fear, for neither of them wanted to get into a fight. Mack told them why he wanted to stand up to the group, because if they didn't then these people would just bleed the farm dry. They didn't care about the family, they only cared about using it for their own means. Even though Luis had been spending a lot of time with Margaret, he hadn't heard anything about this.

      “I don't want to see these people get hurt, though. They're good people, and if we do anything it's going to come back on them,” he said. Grace agreed. As did Mack.

      “That's why I think if we do anything we need to think about it carefully. But the reason I want to do something is because these people are good, and we have a responsibility to do the right thing. I know the world has changed and things aren't like they were before, but we still have ideals and values to cling to, and I'm still the same person I was then. I've never been one to let bullies have their way, and I'm not going to change now. If we're going to do this, then we're going to do it together, and we're going to have to convince the family to do the same. They’re going to be affected by this more than we are.”

      Mack let his words sink in for a while. Grace and Luis thought long and hard about what to do. Grace smiled as she thought about how Elaine had helped her open up, and Luis had a warm feeling in his heart whenever he thought of Margaret. Both of them knew that if they weren't going to do anything, then eventually this group would take everything from the farm, and leave it with nothing.

      But they also realized this was bigger than the farm. This was about the bunker, too, and anything else the group had touched. They were bad people; people who killed, stole and intimidated others. Mack had stirred within them a sense of justice. They remembered how he had told them to lead by example, to show others how to act in this new world. What kind of example would they be setting if they just allowed this type of behavior to continue?

      No, they couldn't sit idly by and watch these type of people prosper. They had been given a chance in this new world to start new lives and it was up to them to determine the course of them. Grace always had wanted to help people, and now she had the chance actually to meet the people she was helping. She was ready to enter the world and think of herself as Grace rather than C1PH3R. Luis wanted to make a difference, wanted to matter, wanted to feel like he had a positive impact on the world because of something he did rather than being told that he wasn't good for anything. He also was tired of running away from his problems and wanted to prove to himself he could step up when it mattered.

      With that settled they started thinking of a way to combat the mysterious group, but first Luis wanted to spend as much time with Margaret as possible. They were sitting on their branch again, looking out at the horizon. Luis was unsure whether to tell Margaret about her father's dealings with the other group, but he had something important to ask her.

      “Are you ever afraid that something is going to happen to this place?” he asked. Margaret shrugged.

      “I guess it could happen, but there's no point in worrying about the future.”

      “But what if there were bad people out there, people who wanted this place? Would you be prepared to fight for it?”

      “Hell yeah, nobody is going to take my home from me without a fight. I could ask you the same thing, though. Aren't you scared that you're going to run into some bad people while you're going out wandering around the wilderness?”

      “I am... but it's easier to run when there are just a few of us. I don't see how four people could defend this place, not if a lot of people attacked.”

      “Well, this is real cheery conversation. Just what I needed on a beautiful night like this,” she said, pulling away from him slightly.

      “I'm sorry,” he replied, bringing her back into him, “I've been thinking about the future for the past couple of days.”

      “That's always dangerous.”

      “I really like you, Margaret, more than I've liked anyone. I know it sounds corny but I'm almost glad this apocalypse happened because we met.”

      “I feel the same way,” she said, taking his hand and pressing her lips to it.

      “But things aren't going to be able to stay this way between us. I just...I wanted to ask you if you'd consider coming with us? I don't want this to end, not when it's just beginning. I think you'd fit in well with us, and you've always said you wanted to get off the farm. I know it's a lot to ask because there's still a lot that we don't know about each other. But I think we both know there's something here and, yeah, your dad isn't going to be happy about it, but I think if we explain to him why--”

      “Luis,” Margaret said, placing a hand on his chest to slow him down, “I'd love to go with you.”

      He beamed, but his smile quickly faded as an inevitable 'but' followed. “But I can't. I'm needed here, with my family. I know you didn't have a good relationship with yours, but I do with mine, and all we've got are each other. I can't just leave them. In a way, I wish I could because, in another world, I'd love to see where this goes, but I have to stay here. Do you have to leave? You don't know what's out there. So maybe the best thing is to settle down somewhere. We always could use the extra help.”

      “I owe Mack and Grace my life. I can't just leave them now,” he said.

      The two of them sat in silence for a while, haunted by the impending future where they would have to part. Luis was about to say something when Margaret interrupted him with a kiss. As the night closed in on them they decided they had spoken enough, and tried to make as much use of the time left to them as possible.
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      The following day, Mack went up to Willie and told him he wanted to have words with the group the next time they came to collect payment.

      “That's impossible. Look, I'm willing to keep you out of it. I haven't told them about you. If they find out you've been here I'll get in trouble,” Willie protested.

      However, Mack was undeterred. He insisted he be allowed to speak to these men. So, it was with a heavy heart that Willie took Mack to them. While payment was being made Mack stood back and watched the men carefully. Just as they were about to leave he emerged and made himself known. Upon his entrance the men drew their weapons. The man in charge looked at Willie with anger in his eyes.

      “What's this you've been hiding from us, Willie? You know that if you've got more people helping you on the farm then you can afford to pay a bigger tribute. And what about you, do you have a name?” he asked, turning his gaze toward Mack.

      “The name's Mack, and I'm just passing through here. There's no need to be angry at Willie. Seems like you've got a good set-up going on. You just bluster in and make people give you what they worked so hard to earn, while you sit back and don't have to do any work. What happens if they don't pay tribute? Came across a bunker a while back, was that your handiwork?”

      The men swelled with pride. “Yes it was, one of Mr. Smith's greatest accomplishments yet. Who would have thought that a ragtag bunch of survivors like us would have been able to take on an entire bunker filled with soldiers? I'm not sure I like your tone, though. We're not just stealing this food, it's fair payment made between people. We get supplies and Willie here gets protection.”

      “And who's going to protect him from you?” Mack said, giving the man a steely look. A metal tooth gleamed in the moonlight as the man on top of the wagon smiled.

      “We're not the bad guys here,” he said, “but if you want it to come to that, then by all means start a fight. But if you did see the bunker, then you know we took the weapons from it, and if I need to, I can signal twenty men down here. I didn't want it to come to this. I wanted us all to get along, but if you want to try taking us on then prepare to watch this farm burn.”

      Mack took stock of the three of them. Their guns glinted in the dim light of the moon. He knew Grace and Luis were waiting in the wings, ready to take these men by surprise, as was Luke, who he had managed to rally to his cause. Yet, although he was confident they would be able to take out these three men, the leader was right. More would follow, and with their superior numbers the farm soon would fall, and they would lose their lives or become prisoners. In that moment Mack had a choice. He could either go through with his plan and hope for the best against the odds, or he could listen to the silent plea that Willie was making with his eyes, urging him to stop whatever idea he had.

      Mack had his arm around his back, his hand on the pistol. In one smooth movement he could whip it out and kill the leader. The others would shoot back, which was when Grace and Luis would run out with their weapons and attack them from the sides, leaving them subdued with hopefully nobody injured. But this was just a battle. There was a war to be fought, and Mack couldn't let the farm be turned into a battleground.

      And so, although it went against all his instincts he let go of the pistol and shook his head.

      “I was just asking a simple question. I don't want any trouble here,” he said.

      “Then we're all on the same page. Now then Willie, are there any more surprises you got for me?”

      At this Willie glanced urgently at Mack again. Mack could see the fear in his eyes, and as much as Mack hated it he knew he had to reveal everything. So he called Grace and Luis out of hiding. The group looked smug, and confiscated their weapons as they made their way to stand beside Mack.

      “Well, well, well, quite the little collection you're building here. Mr. Smith is not going to like this Willie, not one bit.”

      “I'm sure you don't have to tell him that. Really, they're just passing through. I was going to tell you, it just never came up...”

      “The thing is, Jack,” the man on the wagon said, leaning forward.

      “It's Mack,” Mack corrected.

      “Excuse me?”

      “My name is Mack, not Jack.”

      “Right,” the man with no name said, making each word drip slowly out of his mouth.

      “The thing is, Mack, you've brought up a little bit of a problem for me. Now, I know Willie, and I know that he knows where his bread is buttered. But you, I don't know you. And what I don't know, I don't like. I don't think you're going to be good for Willie here. So if you're going to stay on this farm then the tribute is going to have to go up, and since you're such a strong-looking man it's going to go up a lot. I'd much prefer it if you moved on, and let things go back to normal. I'm sure Willie would appreciate that as well. All the stress can't be good for him.”

      Mack looked over at Willie, who was stunned into silence and didn't look as though he was going to speak any time soon. Mack already had figured out a few things about this mysterious man. He had authority here but he wasn't the ultimate leader, that was the Mr. Smith he had alluded to, yet it was obvious he reveled in his role.

      Mack surmised that in the old world this man had been a menial worker, always frustrated with the hand he had been dealt. Now he was enjoying a new lease on life, but it also meant he wouldn't be afraid to pull the trigger. This was a man not interested in working out some kind of deal or willing to negotiate. He would only want what he wanted, and if Mack didn't agree then anything could happen. However, Mack saw this as a challenge, and suddenly seeing these men opened up the world to him.

      Now that the group had a face he was more aware of the danger around. This group only would continue expanding and it was likely they would run into them more often as they made their way to the city. That, coupled with the knowledge that there was a mental hospital and a prison nearby, led Mack to try coming to terms with their situation.

      “I'll accept your deal, but let these two stay here. They're only kids, and they're only out here because I made them. They deserve to have shelter and a warm bed. If you agree to that I'll be on my way.”

      “You've got some balls, Mack; I'll give you that. You're hardly in a position to negotiate, though. It's not just about you. If there are more people on the farm then the tribute will have to increase, that's the simple truth of the matter.”

      As they were having this discussion Grace was tugging on Mack's arm. He batted her away with his hand, though, knowing that what he was doing was the best for both of them. Mack looked toward Willie, hoping he would at least protest to allow Grace and Luis to stay but he did not. So with a final warning the men turned their wagon around and left, saying that if Mack, Grace and Luis weren't gone by the next time they came by the farm would be reduced to ashes. And that if they ever ran into Mack again, well, it would not be a pleasant encounter.

      “What the hell were you thinking?!” Grace said. “How could you try making that decision for us?”

      “Yeah, that's not cool, man,” Luis added.

      “I'm sorry. I thought I could talk him down. I didn't realize what kind of a man he was. I just wanted to try keeping you safe. You know what kind of world it is out there.”

      “Yeah,” Grace said, “it's a world filled with danger, just like the old one. But like you said, we'll adapt.”

      “You should have listened to me,” Willie moaned.

      “I just wanted to help,” Mack said, but he couldn't help but feel like a failure.
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        * * *

      

      With a heavy heart Mack, Grace, and Luis packed up their things. Responsibility hung heavily on Mack's shoulders. He kept replaying the encounter with the man with no name in his head, wondering if he should have played it differently, or if, indeed, he should have listened to Willie and not played at all.

      It was difficult to adjust his strategy to this new world, where without the threat of punishment by law people felt more free to do as they pleased and indulge their lust for power. Mack was sure, though, that it wasn't the last he had seen of this group. One way or another, he was going to dismantle them and show them that their way wasn't the best way to survive in the world. Willie and his family were sad to see them go, especially Margaret, who failed at holding back the tears. Elaine gave Grace a long hug, and as he watched them Mack realized that, for a man who prided himself in observing the things around him, he actually had missed a lot of what was going on.

      Under a cloud of gloom, the three of them thanked Willie and his family for everything. Even though they always had intended to move on, it felt as though it was too soon, and they weren't ready to say goodbye yet. Luis found it difficult to tear himself away from Margaret, and even a friendly hug from Grace wasn't enough to soothe the ache in his soul. Although they had plenty of supplies, and had in some ways grown closer together for the experience on the farm, Mack couldn't help but feel as though he had let them down.  At least the farm was still standing, though, and everyone was still alive. The group took one last look at the home they were leaving and embarked on their journey in silence, each of them reflecting on the things they had learned about themselves during their stay on the farm.
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      With a heavy heart Mack, Grace, and Luis left Willie's farm. The short stay there had left an indelible mark on the three of them. Mack still was thinking back over the encounter with the men on the wagon and wondered how he could have handled it differently. He liked to think there was always a way out of any situation, no matter how bleak, and although his superiors always had tried to prepare him for a no-win scenario, there was a part of him that refused to believe in them. However, he was struggling to understand the new dynamics of this emergent society.

      While his skills of reading body language and profiling people were still valuable, Mack had learned them in the context of the old world order. But it was a much different thing to negotiate with an ambassador to try finding out military secrets than it was with a random stranger on a wagon who belonged to a mysterious group that had no allegiance to anything other than power and survival. Mack was used to having the strength of the United States military behind him. Now he had nothing other than his own skills and instincts. Heck, he wasn't sure if even the United States technically existed anymore. If the rest of the country was the same as the area he was in, then lawlessness was rife everywhere. Although he hoped that for everyone's sake there was some form of government somewhere in the country.

      A centralized leadership was the only way they were going to rebuild, but unless a communications network was established it was going to be a futile hope. With the electronics having been knocked out by the EMP, it was difficult to see any progress being made any time soon. But despite all that Mack still was determined to keep going, mostly because there was nothing else they could do.

      Grace and Luis were also solemn as they walked away from the farm in the early morning sun, trying not to look back at all they were leaving behind. For the first time in a long time, Grace had felt accepted, and talking about her past with Elaine made her feel as though she actually mattered for a change, and that she did have a real life, when for so long she had been living in the virtual realm. However, talking about her parents and D1ABL0 had brought up feelings she would rather have ignored.

      Processing emotions wasn't her strong suit; the reason why she had been drawn to computers in the first place was because they allowed a certain level of detachment from emotion. Yet after talking with Elaine she realized how much she missed D1ABL0, and wondered if he was missing her, too. The chances were they never would speak again, and while they never had met, there was still a level of emotion that kept him in her thoughts. Thinking about it, they had spent countless hours chatting about nothing and she always had imagined what it would be like if they met.

      Often when she drifted off to sleep she imagined him holding her, but there was always that doubt in the back of her mind that things wouldn't be the same if they ever met. However, now that she knew she probably never would see him, she regretted not telling him properly how she felt, regretted holding back her feelings all that time when she should have been honest. It made her feel envious of Luis and how he so easily had formed a connection with Margaret at the farm. She wondered if she ever would experience something similar.

      Luis' thoughts were of Margaret. He had shared something with her that had been elusive in his old life, and he hadn't expected it at all. It had been wrenching to leave her but he owed Mack and Grace his life, and he couldn't turn his back on them now, not when they needed him most.

      However, after even just one hour without Margaret he was tempted to turn back and feel her in his arms again, to lose himself in a long embrace with her as they stared up at the stars. Since they had left the farm he was the only one who had not looked back, for it had been too painful. Now, as it had faded from view, he tried to harden his heart against the pain of his loss, but it wasn't an easy thing to do. He didn't resent Mack either, even though he knew if they just had stayed quiet they could have enjoyed the company of the family for a little while longer.

      Given that all three had much on their minds there were few words shared between them. Not wanting to run into the threatening group again, and aware that there could have been escapees from the nearby mental hospital and prison roving through the woods, the trio decided to make haste toward the city, not knowing what it held for them. The only thing they knew for sure was that soldiers from the bunker had made their way to the city when the collapse first had happened and had not returned in the intervening time. Mack had to remind himself that this was not necessarily a bad thing.

      The air was crisp and still. Sometimes it was easy to forget the horrors that were happening around the world as the breeze made the lush green leaves flutter, birds flew overhead, cawing to each other, and gradually more animals became visible. Mack had a theory that due to the group moving through the forest loudly, the animals had become reticent as they tried to make sense of these new people coming into their territory. Although he didn't know the land well, as he never had been there before, he knew the military bunkers were only built in places where human traffic was minimal. So it was likely the natural wildlife was not used to so many humans running around unchecked. Mack imagined that these parts of the world soon would become filled with people flocking to find food and water, and the cities would become deserted. Aside from shelter, they really could offer nothing substantial, especially once all the stored food had been depleted. But for now, the majority of the population still would be within the city limits as they struggled to make sense of the new world.

      Mack tried to imagine the sequence of the events in the city. People would have started to notice their devices didn't work. Confusion quickly would have set in. People would have checked with their neighbors and friends to see if it was happening all over the city. He was sure there would have been some effort from someone to keep things under control, but with a mass panic happening the rational voices would have been drowned out by the loud, hysterical cries of the fearful. But then what? He assumed people would splinter off into separate groups and try scavenging to survive. Many would be like him, trying to make it back to a loved one, while sadly, others would have tried to take advantage of the situation and give themselves a better chance to survive in this life than they had in the old one. His thoughts inevitably drifted toward Anna. Hopefully, his wife had managed to find a good group. He glanced across at Grace and Luis and realized how lucky he had been to find two good, resourceful people.

      The three of them continued walking over the following few days, keeping an eye out all around them, for they were wary of the threats that lurked in every corner. However, for the most part, they seemed to have the forest to themselves. Thanks to Willie's help they were able to cut a few days off their journey. But even though they were walking for a long time the scenery didn't change too much. The flowers were a different color, and the trees were a different height, but mostly everything was just a different shade of green and sometimes they wondered if they were making any progress at all.

      The nights were the hardest as the temperature dropped quite rapidly, and they were thankful that it was in the middle of summer so they did not have to worry about any snowstorms. Huddled together tightly, they shivered themselves to sleep each night, on the edge of discomfort. They only kept a fire lit long enough to cook their dinner, as one burning through the night would have alerted people to their presence. The last thing they wanted was to draw attention to themselves when they knew the type of people who were roaming around the forest. The ashen embers were a constant reminder of what heat felt like, and it was clinging to these memories that kept them warm at night.

      As they traveled Mack started to teach Grace and Luis more skills. At first Grace was still reticent to hunt any animals, but as their rations began running out (and truth be told, she was tired of their stale, bland taste anyway) she began licking her lips at the thought of a good portion of meat. Mack showed them how to sneak quietly up on an animal and capture it. At first they captured some rabbits and the occasional bird. While it was hardly gourmet cuisine they dug into the flame-licked meat with relish, tearing it apart with their teeth as their stomachs cried out for something substantial.

      The smell and taste of cooked meat lingered long after the meal was over, but over dinner they often spoke of various subjects. If not, they would remain in silence. One evening Grace tossed a bone into the fire, smacked her lips together, and laughed.

      “It's funny, isn't it? We thought of ourselves as so enlightened and so progressive, but it didn't take long for us to slip back into our primal behavior. It makes me wonder how far we really did come over the years. Maybe all the technology and newer, shinier buildings were just decorations, and deep down we are the same people, seeking food, companionship, and a roof over our head.”

      “I don't think it's about us slipping back, I think it's about us tapping into something that's always been there. As a species we've always had a good survival instinct, this drive to stay alive and adapt. If there was one way I'd have to sum up the human race it would be by pointing to that. But I think over the years we have changed. We've become more aware of our thoughts and feelings. Morality and ethics come into play and, instead of doing what we want because we want to do it, we consider our actions and try thinking about how they will affect other people. That's how we've changed, and how we're different from our ancestors,” Mack said.

      “Do you think our need to survive ultimately just will override our conscience, though? I mean, if push came to shove, do you think you honestly could give up your own life for the sake of what you believe in?” Luis asked.

      Grace looked at Mack, who replied, “I think it's different for me because I always was trained to think of things from a military perspective. I was always just one cog in a much larger machine and there were always things bigger than me. I'd like to think that we can stay true to our principles even in the most desperate times, but I know it's not easy. I suppose the question to ask yourself is, ‘Do you think you could live with yourself even after knowing that you betrayed your ideals?’ I'm not sure I'd like to go through life knowing I had cast aside everything I had stood for. How could I look in the mirror, or at anyone, again after that?”

      His answer made Grace and Luis think about themselves. The two of them were from a much different generation, where patriotism wasn't such an all-encompassing force. Also, unlike Mack, they considered themselves outsiders; Grace because of her activities as a hacker, and Luis, not only because of his cultural heritage, but also because of the way he was treated by his family. As such, they had nothing larger to stay true to, only themselves. Mack noticed how they both looked unsure.

      “Say, for example, you came across a man dying, and there was no one else around, but perhaps it posed some risk to you. Maybe you have to cross a dangerous bridge, or perhaps you're not sure if it's a trap? Your conscience, I would hope, is telling you to go help him, but your survival instinct probably is telling you to leave. Now, there's nobody else around, so nobody is going to judge you for it, but if you turned away would you really be able to carry on through life knowing you had consigned a man to his death? Wouldn't that just eat you up inside? I'd rather try to be the best possible version of myself and fail than turn away from people who need me.”

      “Man, they should have hired you to play Captain America,” Luis said, and the trio laughed.

      The moment of jocularity was enough to break the tension, but the issue remained on their minds for a long time afterward. The rules of this new world were still to survive, and with nobody to maintain law and order the only code of honor available was one's own. Mack knew it was easy to sit around a fire eating food and talking in conceptual terms, but when it came down to it even he wasn't sure how far he was willing to push himself for his own survival. Death could be waiting for him at any moment, and while he wanted to believe he could make it back to Anna, he knew that was a long way away. To get there he would have to have Lady Luck on his side, as well as not making any mistakes himself.

      On one particular night, after they had been traveling for a few days and were far away from the farm, Grace finally broke their silence about Willie and his family. As yet they hadn't actually spoken about what had transpired there.

      “At least you've been proven right,” she said, directing her comment toward Mack.

      It was late at night and the stars were twinkling high in the sky, while far away they could hear the distant sound of a stream bubbling by. They had used this earlier to wash themselves and refill their water bottles. The choking smell of the fire long since had burned away and they could make out only the vague shapes of each other in the darkness.

      “About what?” Mack said.

      “That there are still good people in the world. They didn't have to take us in or show us kindness, but they did, and not in a superficial way either. For a time there I actually felt like part of the family. It was nice,” she said, her last words turning wistful.

      “They were,” Mack said, “I'm sorry to you both for cutting our stay short.”

      “You don't have anything to apologize for,” Luis said.

      “You did what you thought was right and we all were there. We all agreed to your plan. I just don't know what we're going to do about that group if we ever run into them again. They seem to be watching out for us, and they're the ones in charge here.” He tried to hide it, but the others could hear that he sounded worried.

      “They're just people, like any others. And they sound like bullies. Hopefully, we'll avoid them, but if we do run into them again what we need is more information. So far we know that they come out to the farm to get supplies. So it's safe to assume they don't have a way to produce food themselves. I would imagine their power comes from their numbers, and the weapons they carry. The man on the wagon also mentioned a Mr. Smith, who would seem to be their leader. A conversation with him would be very interesting indeed.”

      “But how are we going to fight them if we run into a patrol?” Luis asked. “You can't talk us out of every bad situation.”

      “No, unfortunately I can't. I think we need to start making some weapons. We need to start using the tools that nature has provided us with. We can't always rely on the things that we carried over from our old lives. We have to think of the future and learn how to live off the land. Tomorrow we'll start.”

      With that they slept in the darkness, hidden from everything else. Somewhere else in the forest there were deadly predators waiting for them, and Mack hoped it was not just a matter of time before they were hunted like prey.
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      To that end, in the period after leaving the farm he quickly showed Grace and Luis how to make rudimentary weapons. He still held the pistol he had taken from Kathryn's house, but as yet he had not fired it, wanting to save the bullets for when he really needed them. Before they left the farm Willie had given them a knife and an old hammer that the farmer didn't need anymore, but it was still good to have a variety of weapons. As such, Mack used the knife to whittle some spears, and they used them to hunt so Grace and Luis could practice throwing them.

      At first, the two of them were not very good, and the spears landed harmlessly a few feet away, but Mack persisted. He showed them the correct form; how he would plant his feet in the ground, maintain his posture, bring his arm back while using the other to point toward his target, then move his body forward, flinging the spear from his hand, hitting against the tree with a loud twang. Grace and Luis were impressed. After more practice Luis proved to be adept with the weapon, while Grace never quite seemed to get the hang of it.

      While this discouraged her, Mack reminded her that it was just one weapon and there were many others. As a case in point, Mack spent a while looking for a good piece of wood with which to make a bow, and then made some arrows. It was a more arduous task than making spears, but a bow was a potent long-range weapon in the right hands, and it was much easier to carry around a bunch of arrows than an armful of spears. Both Luis and Mack were surprised when, on her first try at using the bow and arrow, Grace hit the target multiple times. On the first shot they assumed it was just luck, but as she drew back the bow a second time and exhaled slowly, it was clear she had a natural talent for it. After shooting a few arrows she turned to them, shrugged, and said it was just a matter of simple physics to get the angle and force right.

      Equipped with their new weapons they were like human hunters of a bygone era, using only the land to survive. At first, Grace thought the act of hunting was barbaric and she still struggled to kill animals, who she saw as harmless creatures, but it was a matter of logic that she had to keep her strength up for the times ahead. The first time she had to kill an animal was difficult, but then it became easier and she thought about what Mack had said about pushing their limits to survive. This was one of hers and she had been capable of crossing that line. Who knew what else she would be capable of?

      As the days went by they talked a little more about the state of the world and if civilization ever was going to be rebuilt. It was difficult to tell without knowing what sort of shape the rest of the country was in, especially Washington, but as Mack said, it was dependent on getting a communications network up and running. Right now nobody knew what anyone else was doing, and they were completely in the dark. This was a position that Mack hated and he wished he had more information about, well, just about everything. There were so many questions and he wondered if he ever actually would get the answer to any of them.

      On their way to the city their path eventually took them back toward the river, which snaked through the land. As they approached, Mack started noticing some marks on trees, and he pointed these out to his companions. They were notches carved into the trunks with knives, and each one had a different pattern. Some were stars, some were just two lines running parallel to each other. They were barely noticeable from the usual markings on the trees. Grace went up to look at them more closely; she was used to seeing symbols and was intrigued by what they could mean. Mack was about to tell her when Luis piped up.

      “I know what these are!” he said, beaming, “they're symbols used by backpackers to give information about the terrain. This one means that we're on the right track to the river, it means that there's water ahead. Others can talk about shelter, or friendly places, or even warnings, although I don't see any of those symbols around here.” Feeling pleased that he was able to contribute something, Luis then had an idea. He asked Mack for the knife and began carving something into an unmarked tree.

      “What are you doing?” Grace asked.

      “I'm just putting up a warning. Maybe before there wasn't a threat in the area, but now there is. If anyone else comes along and recognizes these things they should be aware of what's out there.” He chopped out some wood and bark fell to the ground, and by the end of it a crude symbol had been carved into the trunk.

      “Now people will be on their guard. Hopefully, it'll help somebody,” he said, and they continued on their way.

      It felt as though they had been in the forest for a long time, even though it had been only a matter of weeks. Yet, weeks in this world were like an eternity, for anything could have happened. The world had taken only a matter of hours to fall apart, and Mack wanted to get back to the city just so he could see what actually had occurred, even if it was something he rather would not see. When he thought about Mr. Smith's group it amazed him how they had been so organized so quickly, as it hadn't taken them long to band together. It suggested they were already a group of people who knew each other and were able to congregate swiftly. They must have come from somewhere with a large population, though, as they clearly had many mouths to feed. Mack couldn't believe there were so many people who just happened to be wandering around the forest at that time who then decided to throw their lot in with the famed Mr. Smith. The mystery nagged at him, and although for their own safety it would have been better if they never heard from Mr. Smith or his group again, part of Mack wanted to encounter them just so he could get the answers he was seeking.

      However, although they kept their eyes peeled for other people, none crossed their path, and Mack wondered how long their luck would last. As they approached the river they heard the water gushing as it splashed against the rocks and flowed in a steady, fast torrent. The air smelled a little sweeter than usual and they had to walk down a slope to get to the river's edge. While Grace and Luis were ready to walk down to the river, Mack held them back. He peered around the area and looked across toward the other side of the river. If there were other people nearby, this water source is what would lead them to come together.

      However, again the world around them was quiet, so the three of them stumbled down the slope and made their way to where the ground plateaued into the river. They set down their bags and stretched their aching muscles, glad to have the opportunity to rest. Mack walked forward and crouched down, cupping his hands into the water and splashing some on his face. Walking through the forest had worked up quite a sweat, and feeling the cool relief of water against his skin was refreshing.

      “I think we should stop here, it looks like a fairly safe place. We can bathe and maybe do a little hunting. I don't think we should stop for too long, though. This river is long and we'll be near it for a while. So we know we'll be able to find more water easily if we need it.”

      The area in which they were standing was a piece of flat land. The path continued to the right and the left. The right was the direction in which they were going to head after they finished their rest. Trees drooped over the river, blocking out the sun and giving them shade. To the left the path went further along and there was another area given privacy by a big rock. The river was wide, and the water gushed forward, sparkling like crystal in the sun.

      Mack looked up and down the river. It looked smooth, although there were places in which jagged rocks jutted out of the surface of the water, and the river was going at a fast pace. He had wondered if it would be possible to swim along the river, but judging by the water’s pace, it would be difficult to maintain control against the current. More likely, anyone who tried would be swept up by it, and he didn't fancy finding out what it would be like to be slammed against one of those rocks.

      Meanwhile, Grace walked around to the other side of the big rock and began peeling off her clothes. She pulled her hair across her face and pouted as she saw the dye beginning to fade. Soon her rainbow hair would be no more. Her hair was thick with sweat and dirt, and she was grateful for the chance to wash it. They had taken some small washing supplies from the plane, but she used them sparingly. The smell of coconut was a welcome change from what she had been used to smelling, however. As she let her clothes drop to the ground she closed her eyes and tilted her head back, letting the fresh air drift over her body. She stepped into the water, which was a pleasant temperature, and let it wash over her skin. There she bathed and sank under the surface, able to forget about her problems for a while.

      Luis was just about to bathe as well, when he realized Grace had taken the shampoo. He walked around the rock, calling out her name so he didn't disturb her, but as she was under the water she was unable to hear him. So when he peeked around the corner, he saw her emerging from the water, and his eyes popped out of his head. He knew he shouldn't look, and after a moment his head jerked away and his darted to the ground, but that moment was enough to see the array of tattoos that wound around her body like vines, intricate patterns that covered much of her flesh.

      Along her right arm were cascading musical notes that reached down to her wrist. Words that he couldn't read stretched down from her shoulder to the middle of her chest. Spider webs hung on both sides of her stomach, stretching around to her back, leaving her navel bare. On her left thigh was a fairy holding up a wand, and stars fell down to her ankle. For a moment, time froze and the two of them stood there, too shocked to say anything, then Luis quickly excused himself and rushed back to Mack. He flung himself in the water.

      Grace dried herself and put her clothes back on. Nobody ever had seen her naked before, and there was something thrilling about the clandestine way Luis had happened to come forth upon her. When they first had met Grace had found his attention irksome, but as he grew close with Margaret she found she actually missed it somewhat.

      She wasn't sure if she wanted anything to happen with Luis because that would just make things awkward on the journey, and she didn't feel like the best catch anyway because she had a long list of intimacy issues, but the attention was appreciated. When she returned to Mack and Luis she decided not to say anything, but she noticed how Luis' eyes drifted down her body, then quickly darted away as her eyes threatened to meet his. It was notable how Luis kept his distance.

      Grace sat by the water's edge with her feet resting in the river while Mack and Luis continued bathing. Mack's body was in good shape, seasoned with muscle and cut in all the right places. Luis had the slim body of a twenty-year-old, his muscles slender and stomach flat. Their waists were under the water but whenever they stood up Grace turned her head away, not wanting to know them that intimately, although she felt that seeing Luis' naked body would have been fair.

      Luis quickly grabbed his clothes and wrapped them around his body, then stood up to let the water drip off him. They had some old cloths that they used as towels but it was more effective to just dry naturally. As Luis was standing up, avoiding looking at Grace by gazing out down the river, he furrowed his brow. He stepped forward, and climbed up a few rocks to get a better vantage point.

      “Oh my God,” he said, “there's someone out there.”
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      As soon as the words flew from Luis' lips Grace scrambled up and joined him, looking in the same direction. Mack turned his head as well; he was still in the water, and swam out so he could see what Grace and Luis were pointing at. The river was mostly smooth, with a little bit of foam curdling at the edges. It was deep enough that he couldn't stand but the bottom wasn't too far below the soles of his feet.

      As he strained his eyes he had to raise one arm to shade them against the burning sun, and in the distance, he could indeed see what looked like a body bobbing in the water. Downstream the river looked to be stronger, and the current was carrying the body in its wake. Mack couldn't tell too much from where he was swimming, but it was clear that whoever it was had lost consciousness -- or worse, was dead -- and wasn't going to be able to stop themselves from being knocked against one of the protruding rocks.

      Without a second thought Mack leaped into action and began making his way to the body, which was coming toward him. He had to fight against the current with all his strength. His sinewy muscles pushed himself through the water, crashing down, creating waves around him. Grace and Luis watched, worried for what may happen, not only to Mack, but to this stranger as well. Mack thrashed through the water, making sure to avoid the dangerous obstacles, turning his head to keep track of where the body was.

      As he grew closer he could see it was the body of a man. The neck lolled back, head dipping below the water occasionally, long, thick gray hair was matted together and clung to his face and upper body. His burly frame was clad in heavy clothes, and it was a wonder he had not sunk to the bottom of the river yet. With a final few strokes Mack made his way to the body and wrapped his strong arm around the chest, lifting it up so the head was above the water and the mouth could receive valuable oxygen. Although at that moment, Mack didn't know if the man he just had rescued was alive or dead.

      Turning around, Mack swam with one arm, thankful that in this direction the current was with him. Water came up around his mouth and he spat it out, trying not to swallow as he was concentrating on breathing. Luis and Grace already were getting in the water to help Mack when he returned. Even though he was fit and strong, the act of carrying the weight of the body back all by himself while trying to keep his head above water had drained Mack's energy. So he was grateful when his companions dove in and supported the weight of the body. Mack crawled back to shore and rested his head back against the ground for a few moments as he attempted to catch his breath. Then he quickly pulled on his underwear as Grace and Luis dragged the man out of the river.

      “He's got a pulse,” Luis said, pressing his fingers against the man's neck.

      Grace pulled the hair away from the man's face and tried talking to him, but there was no response. His entire body was soaked through with water, and it was amazing he hadn't succumbed to his death throes yet. Mack stormed forward and began pumping his chest hard in an effort to drive the water from his lungs. Mack breathed air into his mouth and, for a few terrible moments, it didn't seem as though his attempts would be successful. Grace and Luis watched, worried, concerned, and helpless.

      There was nothing they could do other than hope the technique would work. And, just when they thought they had lost the man and Mack's efforts had been in vain, the body convulsed and sputtered and water splashed out of his mouth. Coughing heavily, the man heaved in air. The trio supported him as he sat up. They winced as they heard the raspy cough, water continuing to pour out, until there was nothing left. Then the man began groaning as he held his stomach and chest.

      Eventually, he became aware of his surroundings and began breathing normally again. He looked around at the three people beside him and his brow creased.

      “Thanks,” he said gruffly, nodding to Mack, who turned and got dressed.

      The new man looked warily at Grace and Luis, and his wariness was shared by the other two. Now that they had rescued this man there was the question of what to do with him, and who he was. There was no telling if a stranger was going to become a friend or an enemy, but when action had been called for Mack had been the one to stay true to his convictions and help someone in need. He held out his hand and helped the stranger up, having to tilt his head up as this man must have been about six and a half feet tall. The tension in the air was palpable. None of them knew who was going to make the next move; they hadn't had much chance to think ahead.

      “I'm Mack. This is Grace, and Luis,” Mack said, hoping to start a dialogue,” What's your name?”

      “Saul,” the man growled, his voice still raspy.

      He didn't offer anything else. Mack's confidence had suffered from his dealings with people in the new world. He had misjudged Kathryn and then, later, the man on the wagon who had held Willie's farm ransom. Despite them having the numerical superiority he was afraid of making another mistake. There was no telling who Saul was or what he was capable of doing, and there weren't too many good reasons why a man would be unconscious in the river.

      “So what happened here?” Mack asked.

      It took Saul a long time to answer. It was impossible to tell the wrinkles from scars on his face, and a gray goatee framed his pink lips. His eyes were beady and impassive, and it was clear Mack wasn't going to intimidate him into saying more.

      “There are some bad people around,” Saul eventually said, a vague statement that told Mack nothing more.

      Perhaps Saul was a good man and had fallen afoul of some bad people, and now he just was trying to play his cards close to his chest in case the three of them turned out to be disreputable, too. Mack tilted his head and tried profiling Saul quickly. He was wearing dark clothes with a lot of leather, not particularly appropriate attire for the surrounding area. So it was likely these were his clothes from before, and he was used to wearing them. His general appearance was that of a biker, and Saul had the posture of a confident man, an alpha male who played by his own rules and didn't particularly care about authority.

      These were the type of people who could thrive in the new world in terms of what they could gain rather than what they had lost. They saw this new life as an opportunity, something they could turn to their advantage. They could finally be free after a lifetime of being shackled by bureaucracies and arbitrary laws that seemed to serve no other purpose than keeping them from having fun. But bikers usually were found in groups. So if Mack's profile was accurate, then what had caused Saul to be separated from his group?

      These thoughts ran through Mack's mind in a whirlwind, but before he could say anything further Luis became nervous and blurted out something. When Mack talked to him about it later, Luis said he had had bad experiences with people such as Saul, and that back at home the bikers were not tolerant of other cultures or races. So seeing Saul standing there had put him on edge.

      At the time, Luis' voice was shaking and the silence seemed deafening.

      “Yeah, there are a lot of them around, and there is a mental hospital as well as a prison in the area. Who knows what kind of people have escaped from them?” he said.

      “What do you mean by that?” Saul snapped defensively, instantly taking Luis aback. The young man's mouth moved up and down, but no words found their way out. He looked at Mack with desperation.

      “My friend didn't mean anything by it,” Mack said, placing a reassuring hand on Luis' shoulder, “we haven't run into many people around here.”

      “Count yourself lucky then,” Saul said, glaring at Luis. Then he sighed and ran his fingers along his drenched clothes, flicking away the drops of water that had collected on his fingers.

      “Mind if I dry off a bit?” he asked. Mack nodded. Saul walked over to a ledge.

      The sun broke through the trees and illuminated this ledge perfectly. It was here that he rested and let the sun beat upon his back. Mack cocked an eyebrow as he looked at Saul. The man was relaxed, and if Mack hadn't just dragged him from the water himself, he never would have thought Saul almost had died. Luis and Grace continued staring at Saul, but Mack urged them to leave him alone. Evidently he had been through something traumatic, and perhaps all he needed was some time to collect his thoughts. Mack finished getting dressed and noticed Luis and Grace weren't looking directly at each other.

      “Is everything okay between you two?” he asked.

      “Yes,” they answered at the same time, and all too quickly for Mack's liking. He pursed his lips but didn't ask them further, instead moving away to rummage through his bag, where he pulled out some water and food to offer to Saul.

      “What do you think his story is?” Grace asked in a hushed whisper.

      “I have no idea,” Luis said, “but I wouldn't be surprised if he was in that prison. Maybe there was a guard chasing him and he had to fall into the river to try escaping.”

      “He really didn't like it when you mentioned that place.”

      “I know, I wish I hadn't said anything now,” Luis said, and laughed nervously.

      After a few moments had passed he said, “I'm sorry for what happened earlier. I didn't mean to be a peeping Tom, it was just bad timing.”

      “Well, good timing from your perspective,” Grace said, offering a teasing gleam in her eyes. That didn't help Luis as he became more flustered and didn't know whether to compliment her on her body or just to leave it alone.

      Eventually, Grace laughed and told him to forget about it. “These things happen,” she said, “and, to be honest, if we're going to be traveling together for the foreseeable future, I imagine the three of us are going to learn way more about each other than we'd like.”

      “Yeah, that's probably true. Thanks for being cool about it.”

      Grace shrugged. “We're all adults here.”

      “Some more than others,” he said, giving her an impish grin as he tossed his head toward Mack and Saul.

      “Your tattoos look really cool, by the way,” he said.

      “Thanks,” Grace replied, and blushed a little, “I don't tend to show them off that often.”

      “Did you get them because they look cool or because they have meaning?”

      “A bit of both. I went on a bit of a spree between seventeen and nineteen. The musical notes are from the chorus of my favorite song, the webs symbolize how we're all caught within our own bodies and minds. All our lives are this tangled web of decisions and actions and consequences, and we're totally trapped by them. The writing is an old philosophy quote that I came across a while ago. The fairy godmother is to try reminding me to never stop believing, and that there are always more stars to wish upon, but I'm not sure how much I believe that anymore. I did have plans for more, but I guess that's going to have to wait.”

      “I'm impressed you managed to find so many things to get tattoos of. I've always thought about getting one but I never could think of anything that had enough meaning that I'd want it to stay there forever.”

      “Sometimes you just have to do something and hope for the best. I never tried thinking long-term about these things. I wanted them at the time, and anything else was a problem for future Grace.”

      “And does future Grace regret any of these tattoos?” Luis asked.

      Grace looked down at her body. “Not yet, but then again it's only been a few years. We'll see what will happen when I make it to forty. Hell, the way things are going, let's make it if I get to forty.”

      “I know what you mean. It's only been a few weeks, but already more has happened to me than in the rest of my life. When I was being kept in that cellar, I really thought I never was going to see the light of day again.”

      “I know what you mean.” she said, “When the plane went down, I mean,” although she also had meant how her future was going to be sitting in a prison cell. She still had not told Luis about that, and by this point she wasn't sure if she ever was going to do so. “What did you think about?”

      “The usual things, I guess. How I wished I had done more with my life. Even when I went backpacking across the country I still didn't see or do as much as I wanted. One of the ideas I had for a tattoo was to get my home tattooed on my heart, and then whenever I went to a new place I'd get that added. So by the time I died my body would be a map of everywhere I've ever been.”

      “That's really cool,” Grace said, impressed by his originality.

      “Thanks, but it wasn't really accurate to get my home on my heart. What about you, what did you think of?”

      “I didn't really have much time to think at all. The plane went down so fast it's all just a blur. I guess I just thought about what my life really had meant. Had I really lived as much as I was able to?”

      “I think we all feel that way. I must admit I feel more scared now than I did before. If Mack wasn't here then I don't know what I'd do.”

      “We'll get through it together. I'm scared, too, and I know he probably wouldn't admit it, but I think Mack is as well. I guess the only thing we can do is take each day as it comes and try to keep going.”

      “You ever think about those times when people asked you where you see yourself ten years in the future? I guess all those questions don't mean anything anymore.”

      “Yeah, but it is interesting to think about what this world is going to be like ten years from now. Will we actually manage to make it through, and will people start working together? What about the rest of the world?”

      “I wonder how many people out there are having the same conversation right now? I know it's bad, but part of me is glad this happened. I wasn't getting anywhere in life and I don't think there was going to be a place for me in that world. At least now I don't have to feel bad about disappointing my parents or never being able to afford a house.”

      “You and me both. I think it's different for them,” Grace said, nodding toward Mack and Saul.

      “They had lives that were established. They'd worked at careers and had built up things, but we didn't have anything like that.”

      “The only thing I ever built up was debt,” Luis said, smiling sardonically.

      Then they looked over at Mack, who seemed to be in deep conversation with Saul. The two youngsters moved toward Mack and Saul to listen in. Saul was munching on the biscuits that Mack had given him, and still was sitting with his back turned to the sun. Alongside them the river still flowed, and there were not any signs of life other than the four of them. Just to be on the safe side, Grace kept one eye on her bow and arrow in case Saul tried anything, but for the moment at least the big, burly man was docile.
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      Mack left Luis and Grace to talk as he wanted to try getting Saul to open up. One of the techniques that he was sure still would work was that of reciprocation. That being, if you gave someone something or did a favor for someone, they would be inclined to feel positively toward you. Mack offered Saul the meager bits of food, and while Saul eyed them suspiciously at first, he soon had finished all the biscuits.

      Of course, Mack would have thought that saving the man's life would make him inclined to feel positive toward him, but he supposed that because Saul was unconscious at the time it didn't have the same effect. This time Mack did not try forcing the conversation. Instead, he stayed beside Saul and relaxed his muscles, showing the newcomer that he was not a threat. Mack made no effort to talk, and in time it was Saul who did the talking.

      “That was a hell of a thing you did back there,” he began.

      “I did what anyone would do. I'm just glad we managed to spot you in time. If we hadn't stopped there...

      “Guess I was due for a break,” Saul said, laughing dryly.

      He ran his hand along his mouth and shook his head. “Not sure that everyone would have done that, though. Right now we live in a dog-eat-dog world and there aren't too many folks who would put their necks out like that. So, really, thank you.”

      “Just don't forget you owe me one,” Mack grinned. Saul took the comment with good humor and nodded.

      “So you've had a rough time out there?” Mack added.

      “You could say that, but I'm sure the same could be said for you. Have you just been in these woods since it happened?”

      “Yeah, we've come across a few people, but we're trying to make our way to the city. Have you had any word from them?”

      “Not that I recall, but I can't imagine it would be anything good. That many people in once place? Just a recipe for disaster if you ask me. That's why I like it out here. It's quiet and peaceful.”

      “You been on your own for long?” Mack asked. Saul tried sizing up Mack.

      “Look, you folks seem nice enough, but I'm going to be on my own. If I had any advice for you it would be to make your way out of these woods and don't look back. There's nothing good here, and eventually things are going to catch up with you.”

      “We know very well what's waiting for us, but you can't blame us for being skeptical. It's not every day you come across a man floating in the river. We both know there's a story behind that and I, for one, am very curious what it is.”

      It was at this point that Grace and Luis joined them. Saul looked at each of them in turn and leaned his head back, enjoying the feeling of the sunlight on his eyes, before his head fell again and he raised his eyebrows.

      “Fine. You know what? You people saved my life. I guess the least I can do is repay you with a story, but this don't mean we're friends, alright?” he said, pointing a finger out toward them.

      “We all know the world has gone to hell and I'm sure you people have your stories, too, but let's not pretend they're anything special. We've all seen some dark stuff, and we all wish that things would be different, but you know what? Despite everything I'm kinda glad this happened because the country was going to hell anyway. Just instead of the big corporations and politicians being in charge, now it's every man for himself.”

      “I appreciate this, but how does this tie into you drowning in the river?” Mack asked gently.

      “I'm setting the scene. That's what you do with stories, isn't it? Had a friend once who was a writer, told me about the structure of these things. Said he was going to write a book about me, but that never came to be. Anyway, like I said, I never liked the world as it was. So I wasn't looking to rebuild it, I just wanted to find a nice place to stay and let the world pass me by. Unfortunately, there are some people who never can give a man peace. There's a bad group of people in these woods, and if you stay here for too long they'll be coming for you, too. If you don't join them they'll chase you down and throw you in the river.”

      “You mean they just threw you in the river because you didn't want to join them?” Mack asked.

      “More or less,” Saul replied nonchalantly.

      “Thing is, I don't like anyone telling me what I can and cannot do, and these people are no exception. But mark my words, they can sure back up their threats. So I wouldn't go taking them lightly, like I did.”

      “I don't suppose this group would be led by someone who goes by the name Mr. Smith?” Mack said. Upon hearing that name Saul looked surprised, and then his face turned into a scowl, and he muttered a few curse words under his breath.

      “If you've met him I'm surprised you're still here,” he said.

      “As yet we have not had the pleasure, we've only met some of the people who have attached themselves to him. There was a farm a way back. They took us in and gave us shelter, but then we were driven away. If we had stayed there these men threatened to burn down the whole farm.”

      “That's the way they work. If they can't use something they'll destroy it. It's not right, but it's worked for them so far. Guess it's the way of the new world. Things change all the time. Instead of big governments being in control we're left with people like Mr. Smith (again his expression changed into one of revulsion), who take control because they're the only ones who have the balls to do it.”

      “So you've actually met him?” Mack asked, his eyes lighting up with the spark of curiosity.

      “Of course I've met him. I've met them all. I was in their camp for the better part of the last few weeks. All I wanted was to carry on my merry way, but they picked me up. At first they just asked me if I could help with fixing their wagon, so I did. Figured they might be able to spare a little food and maybe a drop of whiskey. Which they did, mind you, so it wasn't all bad. That's what I thought, at first anyway. Then they started asking more and more of me. For a while it was nice to be needed, but then I actually started asking questions.

      “Things seemed too good to be true. There were plenty of supplies and ammo and nobody seemed to be starving, but that wasn't supposed to happen when the end of the world as we know it had happened. And I started looking closely at the faces of the people around me, the ones who were there doing the manual labor. Most of them didn't look happy to be there, and if they tried speaking up, well, nobody tried more than once. I started to see there were only certain people who were allowed guns, and these were the ones who had the run of the place. The kind who were hopped up on authority and didn't know what to do with it.”

      Saul inhaled deeply and ran his hands through his long hair, testing it to see if it was dry, but when his hand came back wet he looked at it with derision. “Anyway, I kept watch over the place and figured I'd just bide my time. Then I started hearing rumors about the way they were treating people who didn't agree with the status quo and it seemed like we were making the same mistakes as we made before. So I sneaked out in the middle of the night.

      “I had their guard patterns down, so it wasn't too hard, but I was obviously more conspicuous than I thought as they noticed I had left. I heard them in the distance, shouting for me, threatening me, telling me if I came back all would be forgiven, but I don't think forgiveness is a part of their vocabulary. I tried to make my way out of their territory, but they had too many patrols, and eventually my luck ran out. They hauled me back to that camp kicking and screaming because I'll be damned if I was going to make it easy for them. They dumped me in front of Mr. Smith,” again when he said the name his words were dripping with venom.

      “Tell me about him,” Mack asked gently, but the prompt was not necessary as Saul was in full flow now.

      He was ready to bluster his way through the entire story as his heart was burning with rage, and if he didn't get it out he was liable to smash his fists against the natural world. His eyes grew bloodshot as blood pumped through his body, fueled by incandescent anger. Grace and Luis stood on either side of Mack, slightly behind him, in fear of the elderly biker, but Mack was intent on listening to the story to the end.

      “He's the worst of the worst,” Saul said, not skipping a beat, “he thinks he's the most intelligent man on the planet and he sees himself as a new Caesar or Alexander, ready to conquer the world. He's just got a lot of guns and has a silver tongue, so he's coerced weak-minded fools into joining his cause. Everyone else is only there because they're not allowed to leave. They get promises of this new paradise, and how can I blame them? It's not like sanctuary is easy to find in this world.

      “Anyway, they dragged me through the middle of camp to make an example of me, but I wasn't scared. I wasn't going to give them the satisfaction. They dumped me down before him. He tried telling me I had betrayed everything they were working toward, and that if everyone acted like me we would be no better than the world they had left behind. I tried telling him where he could go shove it, but any time I tried speaking I caught the butt end of a rifle.” As he said this he raised his hand to his chin and winced a little from the memory of the pain.

      “So I had to stay there on my knees and listen to this blowhard blather on about his grand vision for humanity. He likes the sound of his own voice; I can tell you that much. By the end of it he said he would be gracious enough to give me one last chance to apologize and become a productive member of the community. So, of course, I spat in his face. I still can see him flinch as my spit hit him in the cheek.” Saul smiled smugly, proud of this achievement.

      “I wasn't going to be one of his minions who smiled and nodded just for the promise of a warm bed and food on the table. If you aren't doing what you think is right, then it ain't no way to live. So I refused his offer, because I know his game. He needs the manpower, you see, so he's willing to put up with troublemakers like me if the work gets done. Of course, there comes a point when a troublemaker no longer is worth it anymore, and that's the point I had reached. He thinks he's something else, but while he says he's building a new world for everyone, really he's just in it for the ego trip; he likes everyone looking up to him as a leader, and he's been so used to it by now that when anyone doesn't, he flies into a rage.

      “So, as you might suspect, he didn't take kindly to my gesture, but to his credit he mostly kept himself under control for the sake of the others. But his face turned to that of a devil and he looked at me with a wicked smile as he told them to take me to the river. Then he turned his back on me. I called him a coward for not having the balls to do it himself, but he never gets his hands dirty, not that I've seen anyway. He didn't even respond, just walked away like I meant nothing to him. Everybody else stood around doing nothing while they all hauled me off into a wagon and took me to the river's edge.

      “I asked them if they really believed in Mr. Smith, and if they knew what they were getting themselves into, but none of them wanted to talk with me. They just insulted me, said that I had made a mistake by not playing along, and that I was an idiot. Well, that may be so, but I'm not going to give my servitude to a man like Mr. Smith. I didn't bow to authority in the old world and I'm not going to do it here either. I thought about diving out of the wagon but they just would have caught me, or shot me. If they didn't have guns I might have tried my luck, but I wasn't about to go and throw my life away. I overheard them talking about plans for the future.”

      “What kind of plans?” Mack asked.

      “Oh, the usual stuff, the next targets, what they were going to do in the future. For a man who just wanted to build a community Mr. Smith sure seemed intent on expanding his territory and conquering things. Your farmer friends? I doubt they'll be left alone for too long. He's probably just acting nice and promising them they can keep the farm so they won't expect him to take it. But eventually he will. That's all he does. Anyway, so we drive for a while down to the river's edge and they pull me off the back of the wagon and throw me down to the ground.

      'So which one of you cowards is going to do it?' I yelled at them. Then the damn fools did rock, paper, scissors! Mr. Smith has surrounded himself with the worst of the worst, I can tell you that much for certain. After they had finished their little game it was a man by the name of McCoy who landed the first punch. They didn't just want to kill me, they wanted to beat me first. When I tried fighting back they held my arms and legs while they worked on my body,” as he said this his hand moved to his ribs.

      “I spat blood on the ground when they hit my face, and before I knew it I didn't know where I was. I already was losing my mind when they had been dragging me across the ground. In the background I could hear them all laughing, like killing a man was some big joke to them. I tried to cuss them out but my mouth was dry and all I could taste was my own blood. I was vaguely aware of the trees passing above me and the hands over my body and the ground scraping against my legs and ass, or was it the other way around? I heard them count down and then a cheer as the one who won the game pulled my collar and hurled me off the side of the world.

      “I plummeted down and hit the water with a crash. I felt it stinging my wounds and I tried to get my bearings, but the only thing around me was water and my arms hurt too much to swim. I opened my eyes and saw the figures standing above me, looking down at me. One by one, they all pulled out their peckers and started relieving themselves in the water. And all I could do was watch.

      “I've taken some beatings in my time but this was something else. I'm surprised they didn't finish me off, but I guess they liked the idea of me drowning. And I would have if you hadn't come along. I tried to fight it, tried to stay conscious and swim, but the current took me away. The last thing I saw was the sun in the sky, after that I was at the mercy of the river, and it delivered me to you.”

      “And it sounds like Mr. Smith's lack of attention to detail could cost him. If he runs such a tight ship as you say then the fact you have survived could be a weakness we could exploit, if it was needed,” Mack said.

      “Trust me, you're better off not even thinking about him. Stay on your course to the city, get away from him and his group.”

      “I hate the idea of turning my back on all those people who need help, though.”

      “If they really wanted to help then they could help themselves, but they're cowards who won't do anything to help someone else in need. All they care about is having food in their bellies and clothes on their backs.”

      “I know, and I know we don't have the manpower to take on the group, but I just wish we could make a difference. Mr. Smith sounds like the type of person who needs taking down a notch.”

      “That he is, but in this world you have to take care of yourself first. There's no sense in seeking out danger when it's not called for.”

      “I just know how much power corrupts, and if Mr. Smith is going to continue in this vein then he's going to cause a lot of problems for a lot of good people. You must know how he operates, though. What can you tell me about his camp?”

      “Promise me you're not going to do anything stupid,” Saul said narrowing his eyes at Mack.

      “I promise, I just want to know. Honestly? I've been having trouble coming to grips with this new world. Anyone can seize power, and I don't like it. I want to know how a man like Mr. Smith operates so I can be prepared for anyone else who does the same. Because I'm sure he's not the only one.”

      “Well, I don't know how he got organized so quickly but he bullied people into giving them supplies. Guns were the first things they got, which gave them an advantage over most people. It's easy to give up things when you're staring down the barrel of a gun. They've set up a camp just about,” at this point Saul got up and looked down the river in the direction from which he had bobbed along, “it's hard to tell seeing as I don't know how long I was going down the river for, but it's probably a few miles over the other side of the river. They found a clearing and set up a lot of tents and even started building huts.

      “The more people they have the more they can put to work, but they don't have much in the way of seeds or farming equipment. So they mostly have to steal their food from other sources. They have a few wagons and horses, and a lot of bikes. Other than that, they're on foot. Their main strength is their manpower. They have so many people working toward the same goal that it's difficult even to get to Mr. Smith, and even if you could, there are people who would take over. But the guns always are going to be the big problem. They got a lot of ammo from a military bunker they hit recently. I remember when they came back, they were so hopped up on excitement because they actually had taken on some soldiers and won. They started thinking they were invincible. I think that's when I knew things were going south. If they could take out a military installation, well, the world really had changed.”

      When Saul mentioned the bunker Mack winced for his fallen comrades, and hated the idea that Mr. Smith and his gang had run rampant through the forest, taking whatever they wanted without fear of punishment or being caught. He knew it was for the best to move onto the city and away from this gang, but there was a part of him that couldn't let go of the need for justice. However, what Saul told him was frightening as Mr. Smith had managed to build up a strong army, and it was difficult to see anybody being able to challenge him. His thoughts turned to Willie and his family, who were unknowingly waiting to be another one of Mr. Smith's conquests. Mack only hoped that they were spared the same fate as befell the soldiers in the bunker.

      “What about the people who follow him, the ones he trusts with guns? I'm assuming the more people they welcome into the community the harder it gets to manage them, even if they are scared of guns. And if he's getting into these fights he must lose men as well. How does he replace those under his command?”

      By this point Saul had taken back his seat, basking in the sun. “Whenever people join the community he sizes them up and adds a select few to his army, but only the ones he chooses himself. He claims it's so everyone is represented, but really it's just so everyone gets their hands dirty, and nobody has a clean conscience. Most of them share the same sick sense of duty, but others were bullied into it, and they don't have the strength to stand up to Mr. Smith anyway.

      “The way he runs the place it's a case of if you don't join them then you're exiled, and I guess most people are willing to look the other way. The thing is, in this world people are scared, and scared people are desperate, and when they get desperate they follow people like Mr. Smith who seem to have things all figured out.”

      “So what are your plans now? You survived a brush with death; where are you going to go?”

      Saul rubbed his jowls. “I don't rightly know. I'm not really a planning kinda guy. I tend just to go wherever the wind takes me. I might start walking away from Mr. Smith and his lot, see what else is out there, see if I can't find a little place of my own where I can while away the years and hopefully just live in peace.”

      “Well, if you like you can travel with us for a little bit. We always can use the company, and if you're going in the same direction anyway we might as well go together.”

      Saul considered Mack's words for a few moments. Although he was used to being a lone wolf there was something appealing about going along the road with a few other people, especially since he had almost just died.

      “I think I might just take you up on that offer, at least until my clothes have dried. I don't have much in the way of weapons either. But I gotta make it plain right here and now; I'm my own man and I don't take orders from anybody.”

      “Noted,” Mack said, and extended the hand of friendship out toward Saul.

      They stayed by the riverside for a little while longer as Saul waited for his clothes to dry. The others filled up their water bottles. Mack looked down the river and thought about Mr. Smith and what they group was doing at that very moment. Then, he tore his eyes away and the group moved along down the river, on the way to the city.
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      As they walked, Luis and Grace hung back a little as their new companion made them uneasy. Saul was a large, imposing man with a stern expression on his face and he wasn't exactly good-humored, but Mack didn't let that stop him. He wanted to know more about this man. Although he had faith in his abilities to profile people he still liked to know if he was accurate. So he wanted to know if his initial impressions about Saul had been correct.

      “So, did you know these woods well?” Mack asked.

      “A little. I've been in the area for a while. Came up on a job and decided I liked the place, so I hung around.”

      “Oh yeah? What did you do?”

      “I was in construction. Actually helped build a bridge along this river after the old ones just weren't up to the task anymore.”

      “You weren't a nine-to-five man then?”

      Saul snorted. “Hell no, that life was for chumps. Swallow you up and leave you a lifeless husk. No, I like being out in the open air and working with my hands. My favorite part of the job was looking at something and knowing that I had built it, that it was only standing because of me.”

      “So you liked the sense of accomplishment that came with it?”

      “Yeah, exactly. Back where I was from people didn't really amount to much. And given the way I was when I was younger, nobody held out much hope I'd turn out to be anything more than a drunk, even my parents.”

      “So you wanted to prove them wrong?”

      “Saw a lot of my friends make a lot of mistakes and I didn't want to be like them. I was one of the fortunate ones, I guess. Never really settled down, though, didn't like staying in one place for too long. But yeah, I wanted to show people a man could do anything if he set his mind to it.”

      “And now you're here.”

      “Same as you. But I bet we took different paths.”

      “Not so different as you might think. There were certain expectations of me as well, and I didn't know my place in the world. Guess I liked to drink a little too much in my youth as well. If I hadn't gotten my act together my life could have been very different.”

      “What made you change?”

      “I joined the army,” Mack said, laughing when he noticed Saul was rolling his eyes. “I know. It's not exactly your scene, but it straightened me out.”

      “I never really got along with orders.”

      “Neither did I at first, but the great thing is that once you rise up the ranks you get to be the one giving orders.”

      Saul scoffed. “There's always someone else higher than you. No, I liked being my own boss and deciding my own hours. You only get one life and you have to be a master of your own destiny. Otherwise, you end up regretting things.”

      “So you don't regret anything?”

      Saul's eyes flickered. “I guess we all regret something at some point in time.”

      “What was her name?” Mack asked. Saul laughed.

      “You are good, I'll give you that. Her name was Barbara. It was a long time ago. I was young and should have known better, but I was a fool and lost the only good woman I've ever known. Maybe I wouldn't have drifted so much if I'd have settled down with her, but there's no use of thinking what could have been. What about you? Do you have a woman?”

      “Yeah, Anna, but she's back home and I'm here. I'm going to try finding my way back to her.”

      “Good luck with that, you'll need it.”

      “I know.”

      “What about those kids? You think they've got what it takes to survive in this world? They're not exactly the same as you and me. We've been through life. We know how ruthless and unforgiving it can be.”

      Mack cast a quick glance over his shoulder to see that Luis and Grace were watching them warily. “You know what? I think they do. I wouldn't have made it this far without them. We make a good team. You should try trusting other people sometime. I don't think anyone is going to make it through this world alone.”

      “Maybe not, but you can't go trusting everybody. There's only one rule here, do unto others as they would do unto you, only do it first.”

      “I'll have to remember that one,” Mack said. “So you really think you'll be able to survive on your own? That you'll be able to find some secluded place where nobody will bother you? Aren't you worried about any stray people coming across your path and taking what's yours? Or more people like Mr. Smith?”

      “There always are going to be people like that. I wouldn't just settle down anywhere. I'd like to find a cabin in the mountains somewhere, or someplace forgotten. I figure most people aren't going to have the skills to survive in this climate. As long as I can make it through winter I'll have my pick of places to stay.”

      “I don't think you're giving people enough credit.”

      “Then you've lived in a different world than me. Do you really think that when winter sets in people will have been able to adapt and set up shelter and provisions to last them through the cold months? It's going to take enough effort for them just to make it through the summer. Sure, I bet you'll get a lot of groups that will be able to find some comfort, but the vast majority? It's not even the conditions that are going to be the end of most people. Think about the emotional toll. There are small kids and babies out there who won't be able to last. How do you think their parents are going to be able to handle losing them?

      “Then you have the fear of being alone, the fear of losing the world that you knew. There are no more hospitals, no more comforts that we're used to. Most people aren't used to living this kind of life that that's going to hell. Might be sad to say it but by this time next year the population will have dropped dramatically. Me? I'd prefer to be on my own. I don't want to risk being with a group of people when one of them loses their minds.”

      “But you're forgetting that we are a social species. Will you really be able to handle being isolated from the rest of humanity? I know you might think you're able to now, but what about after you're spent a few months with only yourself for company? Maybe you're the one who is going to lose his mind?”

      “Then it's probably better that I'm away from other people. I'm bad enough when I'm sane,” Saul said without a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Maybe things are going to get worse before they get better, but I have to hope that we're going to make it through this. We stood together as a country once before, and we can do it again. We just need to be brave and conquer our fears, that's all. And the three of us are proof of that. We come from different backgrounds, but we can work together to try making it through this.”

      “Like I said, good luck,” Saul replied.

      Mack was pleased he had been on point with his profiling of Saul and was intrigued that in some ways they were different sides of the same coin. Both of them had a strong sense of discipline, although Mack's had been instilled into him from the army, whereas Saul's seemed to have been a product of his childhood and his need to prove people wrong. And while Saul had a bleaker view of humanity than Mack did, it was entirely pragmatic and Mack couldn't outright say he was wrong. As a matter of fact, Mack hadn't paid much attention to what they were going to do to survive winter, and it showed that Saul had a keen intellect when it came to surviving.

      He wasn't wrong, either. There would be many people who would be ill-prepared for just how harsh winter was going to be without central heating or preserved food. He would have to keep his thoughts on a plan for that. While at the moment he felt it was still best to take one day at a time, he knew how quickly time could slip by. He didn't want to turn around and see it was suddenly winter and they had no plan for how to survive.

      The quartet continued walking, being careful to watch for any sign of trouble. After their initial conversation things quietened down. At one point Mack dropped back to have a word with Grace and Luis, inquiring about their quietness, and they gestured toward Saul. Mack told them he didn't think they had anything to worry about from him.

      Saul stopped suddenly and pointed across the river.

      “That's where they threw me down,” he said. The others stopped, too.

      It was strange to think that across this wide river there were other people, a threatening presence to innocents in the forest. They were so close and yet so far away, for there wasn't a bridge along the river for a while yet. Even then, according to Saul, their camp still was some distance away. Mack felt his fist clenching as his sense of righteousness wanted to find a way across the river and demolish Mr. Smith's infrastructure, but he had to be smart about it. He had Grace and Luis to think about, and Anna as well. There was no sense endangering them with a foolhardy mission. He already had done that back at the farm and they had been fortunate to escape with their lives.

      Perhaps Saul was right and it was best simply to leave it be, but was that the first step in betraying his principles? He'd always followed orders and knew how to be true to his duty, but this time there was no high power giving him direction. He was on his own, and he was going to have to make his own way. While he had been given leadership training, this was a challenge for Mack. He was torn between two missions; that of trying to return to his wife, and of doing the right thing no matter what the cost.

      Was it so wrong to be selfish in the new world and prioritize his own safety? It wasn't a question he was sure he had the answer to, but he was sure he would spend a lot more time thinking about it.

      They began moving again, and Grace and Luis were still hanging a few steps behind. Mack knew Saul had noticed, but he figured the big man had been used to people making up their minds about him. When Luis and Grace spoke it was in low, hushed voices so only the two of them could hear each other.

      “Do you think Mack made the right call in inviting him along?” Luis said.

      “I don't know. I'm still suspicious of this whole story. We've had too many run-ins with this group, and now we just happen to come across someone who was a part of it? Seems a bit unlikely,” Grace said, her mind used to seeing conspiracies wherever she looked.

      “What are you saying, that he found us on purpose?”

      “It's a possibility. We certainly wouldn't see a dying man as a threat and we'd feel obliged to help him out. It's the perfect way for them to get information on us. He could be leading us to a trap right now.”

      “It was a pretty convincing performance then, the way that he was drowning,” Luis said sarcastically.

      “I never said that it was a good theory. I only said I had my suspicions, but stranger things have happened.”

      “Like what?”

      Grace shot him a look. “Maybe I'll tell you one day.”

      “Well, I don't think he could have faked that but I'm not sure I trust him. Did you see the way he reacted when I mentioned the mental hospital and the prison? Do you think he could have escaped from one of them? Maybe he's one of those people who think they're someone else, and he's not really Saul at all. But he has the kind of look of a criminal, doesn't he? I could imagine him killing someone. I don't think he'd be in jail for petty theft, it would have to be something big.”

      “What does it matter? You think just because he was in jail he couldn't be trusted? People change, Luis, and not everyone who is in jail is a bad person. You shouldn't judge people before you know their story,” and with that she sped up and left Luis standing by himself, wondering what he had said that had been so wrong.

      It came as a surprise to him, as he thought after he had seen her bathing they actually had made some progress. He was beginning to think of her as a friend. Yet now he didn't know what to think.

      Mack stopped and shouted forward. The rest of them followed his gaze and looked down the river. In the distance, among the frothing water, was a small black mark. They had to strain to see it properly, but when they did they saw that it was two people in a canoe. Mack called out to them and waved his arms, hoping they would see him.  Grace looked worried, always cautious when it came to new people.

      “Should we be doing that? What if they're with the group?” Luis asked.

      “They didn't have anything like that,” Saul said.

      Mack sprinted farther up the riverbank and shouted at the top of his voice, gesticulating wildly with his arms, but to no avail. He watched hopelessly as the people in the canoe drifted out of sight, down the river, away to a new area. Mack turned and looked a little despondent.

      “Why did you want to talk to them so badly?” Luis asked.

      “Because that's the way forward. We have to start thinking about different modes of transportation. We can't walk everywhere,” Mack said.

      “They certainly have the right idea. That's the way to go, down to the coast, get a boat, and sail on the seas. If you stay where there are fish you have an endless supply of food, and as long as you have a way to make freshwater out of the sea you'll be fine on that front, too. You can go up and down the coast and not have to worry about other people. Hell, you might even find an island out at sea where you can live in your own tropical paradise.” After he said this he started to laugh.

      When Mack asked him about it he replied, “I always used to laugh at the people who stored food waiting for this to happen, but it turns out they had the right idea all along. I bet they're sitting in their bunkers enjoying the comforts they made for themselves. Makes you wonder who the real outcasts in society were. Because now I'd love to have been in their position.”

      “I don't know,” Mack said. “Right now they have the best situation out of all of us. Although, I wouldn't have wanted to sacrifice my life by betting so much time and effort on the end of the world.”

      After their disappointment at not stopping the people in the canoe they continued walking for the rest of the day, catching and roasting a rabbit for dinner. Things still were tense between Grace and Luis, but for someone who claimed he was a lone wolf Saul integrated into their group quite well. The following day they began peeling away from the river and started making their way back to the road, in the opposite direction from the prison and the mental hospital. The trees began thinning as they emerged next to a road. It was slightly strange to be in a different environment after having been in the woods for so long.

      The road was a narrow strip of concrete with more forest on the other side. Mack checked the map and led them toward the city. The road stretched out a long way before them, and again there was a distinct lack of people around. Yet there were lumps in their throats as almost all of them expected something bad to happen. They had come across a few cars, all of them drained of gas, but they decided they still would come in handy as shelter for the night. It was somewhat humbling to see this object that was such a part of their lives reduced to a mostly useless hunk of metal, and it only served to hammer home just how much their lives had changed.
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      Now that they were on the road to the city Mack felt a little better. While they had been in the forest it had seemed endless, as if they were making no progress. Now that they could see the road stretching ahead in front of them he knew he was on the right track. The thought of Mr. Smith and other threats out there still concerned him. But he was glad to have seen the people in the canoe, as it reminded him there were still other people like him out there, people who just were trying to make it through the day.

      The four of them had split up into different cars after agreeing to set up a watch schedule. Mack volunteered for the first watch as he was used to staying up later than the others anyway. He was sitting in the back seat of a car, looking at the stars through the window. It was still a ways to the city, but soon he would be there, and hopefully he would find something that could help him get back to Anna.

      Thoughts of his wife plagued him and it took a concerted effort to avoid becoming engulfed by them during waking hours. But when night fell and all was quiet around him he indulged in thinking about the past, even though it was painful to be reminded that he was not with her. The two of them had spent too much of their relationship apart, always with the understanding that one day they would let go of their careers and focus on each other. When Saul spoke earlier of regrets Mack knew all too well what he was speaking about. Now he wished he had spent as many waking moments with Anna as possible. When he closed his eyes he just about could hear her melodic laugh and taste the strawberries off her lips, but as time went on it became more difficult to visualize. His worst fear was not death; it was forgetting what his wife looked like.

      Now that Saul had mentioned winter Mack cast his mind forward and thought about Anna, and if she was going through the same thing. It was difficult to think of her living her life hundreds of miles away when neither of them knew the other was still alive. Would their marriage vows hold true? If they were apart for years would he want her to spend them alone, and would he want to cut himself off from comfort and companionship? They were difficult questions, and not ones that he wanted to think about at the moment. The pain was still too real, and it was too soon to think about anyone else. All he wanted was to be in his wife's loving arms and for her to tell him that she was going to love him until the end of time, just like they had done those many moons ago.

      The last conversation Mack had had with Anna had not been the ideal one. He had spoken to her just before he had boarded the plane, telling her that he was doing one last job before his final debriefing. She was on her way out so they only chatted briefly, as they had been expecting to see each other the following day, but that never happened. That was the last time Mack ever had heard her voice, and since no electronic devices worked, he couldn't even check the last voice mail she had left him, or any of her texts.

      Mack was never one to focus too much on the past or what he had lost, he always had been taught to look toward the future. If something bad happened, then it was within your power to turn it into something good. You couldn't control what happened to you, but you could control how you reacted to it and what you chose to do next. Those were the mantras he repeated over and over again in his head while images of Anna lurked in the background. He saw what she had been wearing on their first date together, that simple outfit with the beret perched atop her head at an angle. Somehow she could throw on clothes and they all fit perfectly together. There were few times that Mack had been truly in awe in his life, mostly when he had met foreign dignitaries, but when he saw Anna for the first time he had been paralyzed.

      For a long time Mack never thought he would find someone like Anna. He had been a career man, and while he had enjoyed some fleeting relationships, his first love was his country, and the duty that came with it. This meant sacrificing a lot, and though he tried a long-distance relationship with some of his partners it never worked out, and in the end he gave up trying. That was until Anna.

      He couldn't believe his luck when they first started talking. He was almost afraid at the end of the first date to tell her what he did for a living, because he expected her to react like any number of other people would and wish him good luck. Anna was a treasure and he was sure she could have had any man she chose, and for some reason Mack still couldn’t figure out why she had chosen him. They agreed to keep to a schedule of communication, and during the first few months of their fledgling relationships they spoke mostly over Skype while having dinner together, which often meant one of them getting up in the early hours of the morning. But that built a strong basis for their relationship, and when Mack was home on leave, the two of them were inseparable. At least they had been until this disaster had struck.

      As the moon hung in the sky Mack looked up at it and wondered if Anna was doing the same, wherever she was. One of the little quirks in their relationship was that whenever they looked up at the moon they would know it as a constant, and that it linked them no matter where they were on the planet. Now it was doing the same thing, and it was an important landmark as Mack really needed to keep that connection alive. For now it was the hope that was driving him, but if it ever became clear that Anna was dead or that there was no way he was going to see her again, well, he didn't know how he would react to that.

      The more he thought about her the more his mind drifted back to the first time they met. For all his vaunted skills at profiling people he never quite had managed to figure her out, and that was probably part of what attracted him to her in the first place. He almost could feel her coming to him, calling his name, could almost sense her  reaching out to caress his cheek and plant a kiss on his lips, followed by another, lighter one, as if to remind them both that he was hers. Mack sighed and suddenly realized his eyes were closed and he was falling asleep. He jerked himself up violently, resulting in his head banging against the roof of the car. He yawned, and knew that if he was going to keep watch he couldn't stay sitting like that. So he got out of the car and began pacing up and down along the road. He checked on the others and found they were all resting, which disappointed him a little as he would have liked some company.

      His eyes had adjusted to the dim light so he could make out rudimentary shapes, such as other cars. As he paced along he thought about this road and how, just recently, it would have been filled with people driving to and from the city. Yet now it was barren and deserted. Just as he thought he was alone with his thoughts he heard a sound from the edge of the forest, a twig snapping. His head jerked around and he peered into the darkness. From this distance the forest was a murky black, and it was difficult to differentiate the trees from anything else. At some points he thought he saw something moving, but moments later he wasn't sure. He crept forward slowly, figuring it was probably just some animal, but one never could be too careful. The closer he got to the edge of the forest the easier it was to see the gaps in between the trees, but he was still reluctant to enter just in case it was a trap.

      Although he had been careful to watch their backs, it was possible that people from Mr. Smith's group, or some as yet unknown party, had followed them. He looked back at the cars but didn't see anyone swarming around them. So he decided to venture farther into the forest, keeping his ears strained to listen for any more noises.

      Another twig snapped! And then there was the rustling of something moving through the leaves. It was to his right, so he changed direction. Mack moved carefully forward, watching his step as he didn't want to give any clues to his position. He was sure this mystery person was keeping his ears peeled, just as Mack was.

      Mack kept his breath low and made sure to check back to keep the road in the same position at his side. The last thing he wanted to do was get lost in the woods in the middle of the night. At one point, he heard a cough. This made the hair on the back of his neck stiffen, and a chill ran down his spine. It was definitely a person, and whether it was friend or foe had yet to be determined.

      Mack's body went into fight-or-flight mode. He could feel the adrenaline rushing through his body as his senses heightened and he became more aware of his surroundings. There was another cough and then more rustling. Mack tilted his head to try pinpointing the direction from which the noise had originated. He turned slowly, stepping silently as he approached a bush. He had heard only one person. So it was likely another lonely wanderer, and, hopefully, he wouldn't have to use any kind of force. But he had to keep in mind that there was a mental hospital and a prison in the area, so it was possible this was a first encounter with an escapee from one of those institutions.

      Mack weighed his options. He could dive into the bush and drag out whomever was in there, then frighten them into submission before figuring out what they were doing there. This was risky as it was diving into the unknown and he didn't know what kind of weapons this person had, if any. He could wait for them to emerge, as they certainly couldn't stay in that bush all night. But at some point Mack wanted to get some sleep, and if he returned to the car to switch with someone else the person may move, and Mack never would know who it was.

      The only other thing to do was to call out and try making contact with this person. Yet that would give away Mack's position, and if they were hostile it would leave him in a vulnerable place. However, it seemed the best way to give him a chance at connecting with this person, so he whispered hello. There was no response. He tried it again, this time a little louder, and followed it up by saying his name.

      This time there was another cough, followed by what sounded like a sob.

      “Come on out, it's okay, I just want to talk,” Mack said in a soft, soothing voice.

      The leaves on the bushes rustled once more and he braced himself for whatever emerged, ready to defend himself if necessary. However, when he saw what came out of the bushes he instantly relaxed, and his heart almost broke in two. What he saw in front of him was a child in rags, a thin, gaunt body that was covered in dirt, carrying a stained teddy bear. The child could have been no more than six or seven years old. Mack was surprised he could be alive after all this time, for it was evident he had been in these woods for a while.

      “Hey buddy, are you lost? Do you have any parents around, or anyone looking after you?” he asked, but the little boy didn't respond.

      Mack tried a few other things, but either the boy was incapable of talking or he simply didn't want to do so. Mack imagined what it must have been like from a child's perspective. The effects from the EMP were difficult enough to understand as an adult, to a child it must have been utterly confusing. Since talking wasn't working Mack dug into his back pocket and pulled out a piece of beef jerky that he had been chewing on while he had been on watch. It wasn't exactly the healthiest midnight snack and he would apologize to the boy's parents if he ever found them, but the kid obviously was starving. As Mack offered the food the boy looked at it with suspicion, then darted forward and snatched it from Mack's hand, returning to a safe distance as he nibbled and tore at it with his teeth.

      “That's better,” Mack said, “I have more with my friends if you want to come with me, and maybe you can tell me your name and where you're from?” he asked.

      But, again, the boy only looked at him. Mack stayed there until the beef jerky was all gone, and the boy held out his hands for more. Mack shook his head but pointed to the cars and repeated that he had more food there. He stepped away, and the boy followed him, although he stopped whenever Mack looked back. Mack couldn't help but laugh as he made his way back to the cars and saw the boy looking at him with curiosity. Mack went to his own backpack and pulled out some food, and the boy's ravenous hunger ensured that it did not last long. Mack watched him eat with pity. It was hard enough to survive for himself, he couldn't imagine how this boy would be able to hunt and forage without guidance. Somehow he had survived this long, but how much longer could he possibly last?

      When only one morsel remained, the boy looked at it. He scampered up to Mack and offered him the last piece of food, which warmed Mack's heart and almost brought a tear to his eye. In that moment, even though he knew taking care of a child was a difficult and dangerous task in such a world, he realized he had to make sure this kid was safe. In the morning, he would try finding the boy's parents. Although from the look of him, Mack surmised this kid had been on his own for a while. He also assumed his silence was a result of some trauma. Perhaps it was the only way he could deal with the world at the moment.

      Mack gave him some water and then went to get a blanket so he could stay warm, but when he returned the boy had disappeared without a trace. Mack ran back into the woods to try finding him. He called out for the boy. He offered more food, but the boy did not return. Mack's heart was heavy with sorrow, for he was sure the boy would be a casualty of the wilderness.

      Feeling glum, he thought of the child that he and Anna were planning to have. Now he thought perhaps it was for the best that they had not been pregnant earlier as this world was not the best environment for a child to grow up in. But his gaze lingered to the woods and that child with the stained teddy bear would stay on his mind for a long while.

      A few moments later Saul rose and placed a hand on Mack's back, letting him know that he was ready to take the second shift of the night watch.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      Mack sighed and nodded. “Yeah, everything's fine. Just...just keep an eye out. I'll see you in the morning.” And with that Mack returned to the car and tried getting some sleep, attempting to find some source of light in the gloom of the apocalypse.
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      The following morning the group awoke. Grace had taken the last shift, so she greeted them all as the sun rose. They soon gathered their packs and started making their way up the road toward the city. Before they left, however, Grace noticed how often Mack was staring into the woods. She asked him if everything was okay, but he replied with a neutral comment.

      He decided that knowing about the child only would cause them to get depressed. While part of him considered searching for the child he knew it would take time that they did not have to waste. Even if they spent days searching the area there still was no guarantee they would be able to find him. No, he would have to leave the boy to his own fate and hope that fortune protected him.

      There was still a fair way to walk to the city, and now that they didn't have the shade of the trees the sun beat down on them relentlessly, making them more tired. Mack had to remind them to drink their water sparingly, for he did not want to take time out of their journey to return to the river. Without that body of water in close proximity there was no telling if they would find another source of water before they reached the city. While they walked along Mack had the child of the previous night on his mind. He continually glanced to the forest to see if there was any sign of him, or anyone else.

      There must have been many children in the same situation and his heart went out to how lost they must feel. Society had crumbled and there were so many people who had slipped through the cracks; with everyone so focused on their own survival who was out there looking after the people who were truly in need? The sick, the elderly, the young. They all were going to be left alone and most of them wouldn't survive.

      Mack had noticed an attitude that had become more prevalent in modern society; that the world was becoming over-populated and natural selection should take more of a role in keeping the population under control. There had been a surprising number of people talking about how, in years past, most people today would not be alive. Advances in health care and general quality of life ensured that people were living longer, and some people saw this as a bad thing. They wanted a cull, as though somehow this many people were diluting the gene pool. Mack never could understand this attitude. He wanted as many people to live as possible, for living was the only thing that people had. There was nothing else. And to want some sort of a cull so that only the fittest would survive was an expression of the ugliest parts of human nature.

      But now it seemed as though the world was undergoing such a thing, that humans would die off in the millions because of simple things like no central heating, or diabetics not being able to get their hands on insulin. Children who weren't cared for eventually would wink out of existence and the whole thing made Mack sad. If it had been a world power who had caused this it was the worst act in human history, even outstripping the Nazi horrors.

      They kept an eye out for other signs of life, but there were none. Occasionally they saw some equipment lying around, like abandoned tools and containers, and, of course, there were still cars at the side of the road. Animals scurried near the forest edge as well, such as foxes and raccoons, and one of those would become their dinner. Grace and Luis still walked behind Saul and Mack, and to Luis' relief, Grace seemed to have forgiven him for whatever he had said that had set her on edge, which he was still not sure about. For Grace's part, she had decided to leave it be, as she did not want to explain to Luis why she had been so defensive of people in jail. Only she and Mack knew her secret, and that was the way she wanted it to stay for the foreseeable future.

      The four of them walked on in silence and the hours seemed to drag. Although they were glad to be safe they were hoping that, at some point, they would come across some horses or other animals that would be a better mode of transportation. Walking was taking too long, and if Mack ever wanted to make it back to Anna, he would have to find some way of making it across the country. The idea of getting a boat wasn't a bad idea, but they would have to make their way to the coast and then work down. Even if they made it to the coast there was no guarantee they would find an available boat. Although Mack had many skills, building a seafaring vessel was not one of them.

      The bodies they came across seemed to have died of exhaustion. Most of them were laying in cars, and Mack assumed that they had ran out of water and died of dehydration; probably wondering what they were going to do to survive. It was a sad fact, but he imagined many people probably committed suicide rather than trying to make a go of it in the new world, simply because it was too hard a thing to face.

      “This is when I'd usually be scared of them turning into a zombie,” Luis said as he approached the cars and peered in through the window. It was always strange to see the calm, final expression on someone's face, their eyes staring into an infinite nothingness as everything that they ever were, all their hopes and memories and dreams, were gone from the Earth.

      “The only thing to be scared of is the living,” Saul said grimly as he searched the bodies and scavenged whatever useful items they had, usually things like matches and knives. One car even had a packet of condoms and Saul waved them with a lascivious grin on his face. Grace rolled her eyes at this gesture.

      “Do you have to do that all the time?” Mack said, still thinking of that little boy, hating the idea of coming across his limp, lifeless body staring up at the sky.

      Somehow it was easy to forget these bodies once had been people just like the four of them, with their own lives and personalities. Just because they hadn't made it, it didn't give them the right to just loot their corpses. There had been so much tradition throughout human history when it came to death that it was almost a shame that those rites had been lost. It meant there were no final words or amazing graces. They would just pass by these bodies and leave them where they lay.

      “It's not like they're going to need them anymore. Leaving it would just be a waste,” Saul replied.

      “You could at least show some respect.”

      “I respect the fact that I'm living and I don't want to turn out like these,” Saul said, and didn't stop what he was doing. Mack didn't argue any further and walked on up ahead. Grace skipped ahead and joined him.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I just, I hate feeling like we're losing our humanity. I don't want to get used to seeing all these dead bodies and just walking by them like they're nothing.”

      “I don't either, but you know we can't spend all our time digging graves or having funerals.”

      “I know, but I think about the people on the plane, and the soldiers at the bunker and I just think...I mean, we all have ideas of how we'd like to be treated when we die. It seems so wrong to leave them out in the world. Maybe we are just like animals,” he said in a grave tone.

      “You know that's not true. If we were like animals then we wouldn't even care about things like this. And don't let Saul get to you. Part of me thinks he's doing this just to rile you up.”

      “Yeah, I know. What do you make of him so far?”

      “I was about to ask you the same question. You are the best judge of character around here.”

      Mack smiled. “It's not like my powers are flawless. I think he could be an asset, and he certainly knows how to survive, but I'm not sure that he'd ever put the group before himself. And I still get the feeling he's hiding something.”

      “You don't think he was telling us the truth about what happened before?”

      “I don't know yet, but it's just a feeling I get. I can't explain it. It's the same feeling I used to get whenever I was interrogating someone and they were giving all the right answers but there was just something nagging at me. Maybe I'm over-thinking it. It's not exactly like these are ideal conditions.”

      “Certainly not. But are they ever going to be? Do you have a plan for when we get to the city?”

      “Find some more people, see if there's some sort of organized community there. I'm hoping the people in charge in city hall managed to maintain some sort of order. If we can meet up with them we can try to find out more information about the rest of the country.”

      “But what if there were riots and people went crazy?”

      “Then I guess we'll have to keep our eyes peeled and be careful.”

      “And what about after the city? What then?” Grace asked, a sense of urgency creeping into her voice.

      “I don't know. I haven't thought that far ahead. I thought we agreed to take it one day at a time?”

      “We did, but I don't know what's going to happen and I hate it. I'm just...I'm worried that we're trying to get to the city because we think there's going to be something there that we can use and it's not going to be what we think it is. And then what? Do we just keep moving until we find the right place? What if there's nothing out there for us? What if we never find what we're looking for? I know you want to find your wife, and I want to help you, but I don't know what I'm looking for. I don't know at what point I'll be able to look around and say 'Okay, I'm happy now.' Do you know what I mean? Are we ever actually going to be able to have a life again?”

      “It'll be okay, Grace. I know that things don't look good right now, but eventually things will get better and we'll find humanity again. Somewhere in this country it's out there, and I'm not going to rest until we've found people like ourselves.” Yet even he was doubting the chances of that happening.

      The longer the days went on the more he began questioning his own ideals and if anyone else shared them. In his mind's eye, he could visualize coming upon the city and being welcomed at the gates. They would be taken into a room and told the people had come together to make the city a safe haven for all those who traveled there, and they were working on contacting nearby settlements to create a trade network and rebuild civilization. But that was just a dream. Equally viable was the possibility that the city would be in ruins, buildings crumbling and windows smashed, with people scared to even walk the streets for fear of being attacked. There were two sides to human nature and only one of them could come out on top. Which one would it be?

      While they walked along the road they often took turns at the head of the line, although most frequently it was Mack and Saul taking the lead. While Grace and Mack were talking, Saul hissed at them to stop and held out his hand. They crouched down and ran to the side of the road where they hid in the tall grass. Saul raised his finger to his lips and then pointed down the road. Mack looked in the direction Saul was pointing and saw four bikes being guarded by just one person, who was looking idly in the opposite direction. There were no signs of the other people yet. The guard was leaning against a tree, his gaze drifting slowly from side to side. Mostly he was looking up at the sky, and didn't seem to be anticipating anyone coming up to him.
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      “It's them,” Saul said in a low voice.

      “What do you mean? They're a part of the group?!” Luis asked, his tone anxious. Saul nodded solemnly.

      “They are indeed. If we can get those bikes it'll make getting to the city so much easier,” Saul said.

      “But it'll also mean we piss them off. I don't want to go starting a fight if we can help it,” Mack said.

      “Trust me, if they see us they'll be the one starting the fight. Better to strike now and ride away. They won't be able to catch us. I can sneak up on the guard and take him out, then you all can run forward. We'll be gone before the others get back, but we have to move quickly. You wanted a new mode of transportation, this is it.”

      Mack thought about the proposition for a few moments before he made up his mind. “No, I can't allow it. You've already warned us to stay away from them and I don't want to provoke them. The last thing we need is for them to be hunting us for stealing from them. Right now, we haven't done anything against them, so they should have no quarrel with us, and I'd like to keep it that way. We'll stay to the edge and creep past them, leave them to whatever it is they're doing.”

      Saul stared at him with a dumbfounded look on his face.

      “You'd really pass up an opportunity like this?”

      “You were the one who told us to stay out of their way!” Mack said, trying to keep his voice quiet so they would not attract the attention of the lookout.

      “I told you not to attack the main camp, but when they are just a few people like this? It's fair game. You know what that group does, don't you want to get back at them?”

      “To what end? It'll only cause greater violence. I'd rather just leave them be and move on, that's the smart thing to do.”

      “You smart folks always end up doing nothing when action is required. I told you I wasn't going to be your lackey. I don't take orders from you and I want to get those sons of bitches back for what they did to me.”

      Before Mack could say anything else, Saul rose and ran across the road again, getting hidden before the lookout could see him. Mack rolled his eyes and gestured wildly for Saul to come back, but the grizzled old man refused to oblige. Grace, Mack, and Luis only could watch as Saul made his way forward, getting ever closer to the lookout, with a hungry look in his eyes, the look of revenge. Saul moved with great agility and grace, surprising for a man with his large frame. Although Mack didn't agree with his actions he couldn't help but be impressed with the way he was carrying them out. Now he had a feeling about what had made him suspicious of Saul; that he was out for revenge, and would put others in harm’s way for the sake of his own desires.

      Mack quickly glanced at Grace and Luis. He felt responsible for them and didn't want them to suffer because of Saul's recklessness. However, Saul managed to move forward, and by the time the lookout became aware of his presence it was too late. Saul subdued him. With a triumphant smile, he raised a fist above his head and waved the others to him. The trio exchanged glances. While Mack didn't condone Saul's actions he had to admit that having bikes was going to be a good advantage. If the group wasn't aware that they were responsible, well, it would be one to chalk up to the good guys.

      “I guess we might as well--” Mack began, but his sentence was cut short as the other members of the group emerged from the trees and surrounded Saul.

      They had seen him signaling and quickly jumped on him, beating him fiercely. While Saul was strong and had the heart of a lion, he was no match for the three men. He quickly was brought to his knees after a flurry of savage blows. Mack winced with every one and wished that they could help, but by the time he ran up he would have been in no better position, and he wanted to do everything he could to protect Grace and Luis. The men who attacked Saul were dressed in attire very similar to his and looked weary, as though the world had taken its toll on them. There was one who seemed to be the leader. He brushed his jacket aside and drew his gun, then pointed it at Saul's skull. Saul moved his eyes up and scowled.

      “We know you're out there,” the leader called out.

      “He was signaling to somebody. If you don't come out, I'll put a bullet in this man's brain.”

      “We can't go out there, they'll kill us!” Luis said.

      “If we don't go out they're just going to come looking for us, or they'll wait until we have to leave. We can't stay here forever,” Grace said.

      Mack thought about their words as he stared at the man holding a gun to Saul's head, and inwardly he cursed Saul for going against his orders.

      “It was his choice, though. Mack tried to tell him to stay. He got himself in this mess. We shouldn't have to clean it up for him,” Luis replied, clearly frightened by the prospect of being at odds with these men.

      Mack couldn't blame him. They had passed so many dead bodies that a few more wouldn't make much of a difference, and despite Saul having taken matters into his own hands Mack was not prepared to hang him out to dry. He already had saved his life once and he was not going to let that act be in vain. The world was going to need people to stick up for each other and to work together to overcome impossible odds. Saul could be a lone wolf all he liked, but as long as he was traveling with Mack and the others, Mack wasn't going to try convincing him there was another way.

      So, much to the surprise of Grace and Luis, who still were bickering about what to do, Mack stood up in plain sight.
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      As soon as Mack stood up Saul's head fell, disappointed that Mack would give himself up for Saul's sake. The leader grinned and gestured with his gun for the other two to bring them closer. He placed the gun back in its holster and ordered Saul to stay down, otherwise there would be much more pain to come. He called down to the lookout, who just was stirring. The younger man moaned and murmured something unintelligible as he pushed himself up and rubbed his head. When he realized what had happened he glared at Saul.

      “You're going to pay for this,” he said. The leader told him to be patient.

      Mack told Grace and Luis to stand up and that everything would be alright, although he couldn't blame them if they didn't believe him. The two men came forward, both of them looking at Grace with lust in their eyes. So she stepped a little closer to Mack. They didn't look too kindly on Luis either. They grabbed the three of them roughly and pushed them forward, bringing them back to their leader. The four members of the group now were standing in front of the bikes. The youngest member, who Mack estimated to be in his late twenties, was rubbing his head and scowling toward Saul. The two who had collected them had their hands resting on their guns, while the leader of this little band was the calmest of all. He looked at them each in turn and had his hands clasped behind his back, while Saul remained on his knees.

      “Well, well, well, just when you think the day is going to be uneventful people like you show up and make it all worthwhile. And Saul, I really didn't expect to see you again. I thought you'd used up all of your nine lives.”

      “What do you want with us?” Mack asked, not in the mood for someone to lecture him. The leader pursed his lips and sized up Mack, walking forward a little to get a closer look at the man.

      “I'm surprised Saul managed to find some friends. He was never the sociable type.”

      “Are you Mr. Smith?” Mack asked. The other men laughed raucously.

      “No, our esteemed leader does not leave the compound unless it's absolutely required. I am one of his lieutenants, though. My name is James. It's a pleasure to meet you, although it's a shame it has to be under such circumstances. Now, why exactly were you going to steal our bikes? It's not a very nice thing to do, and you'd be leaving us all by ourselves. We very well could have died out here, it is such an inhospitable world.”

      “It was a mistake, and I apologize for that,” Mack said, glaring at Saul as he added, “nothing like that ever will happen again. If you would just allow us to continue on our way we can forget this ever happened.”

      “That's going to be a bit of a problem,” James said, “because we don't take kindly to people taking what's ours. And more's the point, Saul here is supposed to be, well, I'm sure he's told you, but he's supposed to be dead. What kind of a person would I be if I went back to camp and had to tell our leader that, not only did I let some people leave without being punished for their crimes, but that I let Saul leave, too? I can tell you I wouldn't be the most popular man in camp.”

      “We don't want any trouble with you. We're on our way to the city. We're just trying to make our way in this world.”

      “And you won't get any trouble from us, as long as you do as we say. The thing is, we've already had trouble from you and we just can't abide by that. Who knows what other trouble you'll wreak if we let you go? We have a responsibility to keep criminals in line. After all, in a world without laws we all have to take up the mantle of the police. As a result, we're going to have to take you back to our little camp. We'll decide what to do with you there. Billy, cycle ahead and see if you can get a wagon to meet us so we can transport these people back quickly.” One of the men jumped on a bike and disappeared into the forest.

      His words were extremely rich and Mack already disliked the man, but he could do nothing other than listen. Any attempt to fight would have ended in their deaths. So it was that Mack had to surrender and be led away back into the forest, away from the city, making all their progress seem pointless. James and the two remaining men pulled out bits of cloth and blindfolded the four of them before they walked away, which made it harder to walk. Mack could hear Grace curse as she stumbled over obstacles on the ground. Their supplies and weapons had been taken from them as well.

      Mack tried to listen for any distinguishing sounds, and he hoped James would drop some valuable piece of information while talking with his companions, but alas, there was nothing to be gleaned from them.

      Eventually, Mack heard more voices as the group met with more allies. Mack and the others were unceremoniously pushed into the back of a wagon, still with their blindfolds tied firmly around their heads and their arms restrained behind their backs. Mack decided to remain silent as he was sure his enemies were going to listen to anything he said, too. He didn't want to give them any clues as to the dynamics of the group. The wagon ran over bumpy roads, and since they couldn't see what was coming, they had no idea when to brace themselves. So they often were caught unaware, and suffered numerous uncomfortable bumps and bruises.

      The journey took the better part of the day. Mack dreaded to think how long it would have taken them had they had to walk all the way back. Having a wagon was certainly a benefit in this new world. It was no wonder Mr. Smith had managed to build a swift and strong base when he had such modes of transportation available. Mack was intrigued to meet this man at last, very intrigued indeed.

      The wagon eventually stopped. Mack and the others were pulled down from the wagon and they walked a little further on. The smell of cooking meat greeted them, as well as the sound of the hustle and bustle of a community. It was a sound that Mack had not been sure he ever would hear again as it was rare to come across such a large group of people, even if most of them were a little on the barbaric side. When their blindfolds finally were removed, Mack was able to look out at the community, and found it was exactly as Saul had described. It was a mishmash of huts and tents, and a variety of people mingled. Many of them looked at the new arrivals; some with pity in their eyes, others with a vicious glee.

      As they were led through the camp Mack made note of what he could see. There were people with guns guarding certain tents, and Mack assumed these were where the supplies were kept. There was a paddock where horses were kept, but these were the only animals Mack could see. He assumed they were kept there as transportation, and that this group had no intention of breeding animals and using them as food, at least not just yet. That made sense when they had people like Willie to do all that for them.

      Small fires were dotted around the camp as people broke up into smaller groups. Many of them looked malnourished. The distinction between those individuals Mr. Smith trusted and those he just used was clear. In the middle of camp was a large, crackling bonfire, and as they walked closer to it Mack could smell the ash and feel the heat on his skin. They were moved so quickly Mack didn't have the chance to listen in on any conversations. So he could pick up only snippets of words, and none of them were enough to give him any more insight than he already had.

      Eventually they were thrown into a tent and outside they heard someone being ordered to guard them.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Mack yelled, rounding on Saul as soon as they were alone.

      Grace and Luis looked accusingly at the newcomer as well. “I told you not to try anything stupid, and now look at us. We're exactly where you didn't want to be.”

      “I never told you to come and be a hero. You could have left me to die,” Saul said.

      “If you've learned anything about me over the last few days then you should know that I wasn't going to do that. You should have listened to me. It wasn't the smart call.”

      “Maybe it wasn't, but you people have been going on about the city all this time. I thought I'd try helping you out. You saved my life. I wanted to repay you and I thought if I could get you those bikes it might go some way to making up for it. You should have left me to rot. These people know me, they didn't know you were there. You could have escaped and carried on your way.”

      “And what? Always be thinking about how we had left you to die? No, thank you,” Mack said, and the others agreed.

      After the initial outburst of tension things settled somewhat, although Saul decided it was best if he stayed quiet for a little while. They were discussing their plan of action when the tent flap opened and a young man, a teenager who could be no more than eighteen, entered and set down a tray that had meat and water.

      “Thank you,” Mack said as the teenager set down the tray.

      “I'm Mack, can you tell us your name?” he asked. The boy glanced at him quickly then looked away. His eyes quickly drifted over to Luis and Grace, but he never looked at Saul.

      “Would you be able to tell me how long we're going to be kept here?” Mack said, hoping that enough questions would open the boy's mouth.

      “I'm not allowed to talk to you,” he said, his voice quavering.

      “It's okay, I don't want to get you into trouble,” Mack said, offering a smile before the boy left the tent. As soon as they were alone again Mack turned to Saul.

      “There has to be a way out of here. How do we escape?” he asked.

      “Weren't you listening when I told you earlier?” Saul said as he stretched out his limbs and lay on the ground, placing his hands under his head. “The only way anyone gets out of here is to die.”
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      None of them expected to stay in captivity for very long, especially not Saul. So they were surprised when, after a few days, they were still in the tent. The tent was big enough for them to stand up and walk around, but after a few days it was feeling increasingly small.

      “At least let us out for a walk! I know that you can hear us!” Grace yelled out to the guards, although there was no response. There never was.

      “I didn't think I'd be lasting this long,” Saul said, unsure why Mr. Smith had not killed him yet, after all the trouble he had put him through. Luis was unusually quiet, this being his second time in captivity, while Mack steeled himself and reminded the others to try staying calm.

      “I know it's difficult, but try to not let it get to you. This is exactly the kind of thing they want to happen. They're trying to get in our heads right now. I've seen enough of this to know what's happening.”

      His words didn't have the effect he intended, and tension only rose among the four of them. Even though he had employed these kinds of techniques himself during his career, even he was not immune to them. He was frustrated they had lost days' worth of progress by being brought back here. If this was a sign of things to come then he never would make it back to Anna, or even out of these forsaken forests. But there was still hope.

      The same young guard came to give them their meals every day. Mack continued working on him, trying to form a bond that he could exploit at a future date. The guard was still reticent to talk with Mack about most things, but Mack didn't let that stop him. Eventually Mack learned that his name was Steve. Mack made sure to thank Steve whenever he brought them their meals or took their dirty plates away. He instructed the others to do the same, which baffled them.

      “Why should I thank him?” Saul said in his usual gruff tone.

      “I don't know why you waste time talking to him anyway. He's just a runt and he doesn't have any say in the workings of this place.”

      “That runt, as you so nicely call him, is the only person we've had contact with and if we're going to get anywhere we're going to need his help. When you thank someone, they feel good. If you make someone feel good, they're going to think well of you. It's simple psychology.”

      From that point on all of them thanked Steve effusively whenever he did anything for them. In time it paid off, for one day Mack complained of an ache and asked Steve if he could be taken out for a walk so he could stretch his legs. It took a few moments, but eventually Steve allowed it. Mack winked at the others as he left the tent.

      “Well I'll be damned,” Saul said.

      Now that he was out and could see the camp in the daylight Mack was not pleased with what he saw. The population was mostly made up of normal people and they were hard at work, tending to the buildings and other equipment. In the distance, he could hear loud laughter. It was clear the people who had the power were not putting in the work.

      Mack tried to make eye contact with some of the prisoners but they rarely looked up, and it was a sad sight to see how demoralized they were. Steve stood close by as he escorted Mack around the camp. Mack tried talking with him more to get more information, but this time Steve remained tight-lipped. Mack noticed he was casting furtive glances around, and concluded that the young man was afraid of being caught by his superiors.

      “Don't worry, Steve, I'm not going to try doing anything stupid. You're the one with the gun, remember?” Mack said.

      Steve tightened his grip on the gun, almost as though he had forgotten it was there. Mack remembered what Saul had said about Mr. Smith giving power to some people just to keep their families in line, and he imagined Steve was one such person.

      “Are your parents guards here, too?” Mack asked. Steve stumbled, the question catching him off-guard.

      “No, they're not. How did you know my parents were here?”

      “I had a feeling. Are they proud of you for having such a high position?”

      “I...I don't really know. I haven't thought about it.”

      “How did you find this place?”

      “We were just...We were scared, and these men came and said they had a sanctuary for people. So we came and it was this place.”

      “Do you like it here?”

      “I like it better than out there.”

      “You know we haven't done anything wrong, don't you? And keeping people prisoner like this isn't right,” Mack said.

      Steve looked away and chewed his bottom lip, but before he could say anything the man they had met at Willie's farm came up to them. Mack straightened his back and looked the man in the eye. Steve had the opposite reaction, and knew that he was in trouble.

      “Had a feeling I'd be seeing you again. Heard that they captured you, and brought Saul back, too. Have to admit I wanted to be the one to bring you in. We don't like troublemakers around here,” the man said.

      “So I've heard,” Mack replied. “You know, I never did catch your name back at the farm.”

      The man smiled, and still didn't offer his name. Steve seemed surprised that the two of them had encountered each other before. The man with no name turned his attention to the young guard.

      “Now then, I thought you were under strict orders to keep these prisoners in the tent. You weren't supposed to take him on a tour of the camp. They're very dangerous and you would be wise to do your duty. Don't get caught up in whatever he's been telling you. This man has a silver tongue and he'll try convincing you to do anything. Go take him back and I won't tell anyone about this, but if it happens again then you and I will have to have words. I might even have to take it to Mr. Smith.”

      The mere mention of Mr. Smith's name was enough to strike fear into Steve's heart. He quickly agreed, directing Mack back to the tent. Although Mack tried to speak to him some more Steve was not responsive.

      On the way back, Mack tried making note of where everything was in the camp as he wasn't sure when he would get another chance to see it. By now he pretty much had figured out where the weapons were being kept. His tactical mind already was working on a plan, because he didn't plan on staying there forever, and dying was out of the question.

      Later in the day somebody came into their tent and informed them they would be dining with the leader that night. Saul was not enthralled with that proposition, but Mack was glad finally to get to meet Mr. Smith face-to-face. He had heard so much about this man that it would be interesting to see how he matched up to the myth. Before they left for dinner Mack went up to Saul.

      “You're the only one who has been here before. Is there anything you can tell me that will help me? Anything that you haven't mentioned already?”

      Saul turned to him and looked at him with bloodshot eyes. “He's an evil man, and I wouldn't believe anything he says.” And that was all Saul could offer.

      In time the four of them were collected from the tent and led through the camp, past the horses, into one of the recently built huts. Inside the hut was a table with six chairs surrounding it, although only five of them would be used on this particular night. They were escorted by people who Mack had not met before, but they all treated Saul with scorn. It was clear he had not been lying about his reputation. Grace and Luis were scared, so they stuck close to Mack. While they were being escorted they did not have an opportunity to talk. However, the escorts left them standing inside the hut and there they waited.

      Fine china and food were laid out upon the table. It looked to be roast chicken with all the trimmings. It was the finest meal they had seen since the farm, and was unusual in such a place. The table didn't seem to fit either, and evidently had been appropriated from another source. The chairs did not quite match the table, so it gave a pretense of elegance; an illusion. Luis walked up to the table, enchanted by the delicious smell of food.

      “Is this another trap?” he asked.

      “I don't know, but go carefully,” Mack said as he examined the bare walls.

      While Mack, Luis, and Grace remained standing, still wary of what may happen, Saul pulled out a chair and planted himself in it, folding his arms across his chest and looking thoroughly miserable. After a few minutes, they heard the tent flap being pulled back and a man entered. He was smaller than Mack had envisaged, but he had a quiet confidence about him. He moved as smoothly as a snake and his silver hair was almost white. His eyes were gray and he wore a suit, from which he pulled out a pocket watch and glanced at the time.

      “I'm sorry I'm a little late,” he said in a clipped voice, “but you must understand running a place like this does sometimes lead to unforeseen events. Please, have a seat, but first I must say it is an honor to meet you, Mack. I've heard a lot about you.” Mr. Smith walked forward and held out his hand. As Mack clasped it Mr. Smith placed his other hand above Mack's, and gripped his hand tightly.

      “The pleasure is mine, I'm sure,” Mack said as he pulled out a seat, and quickly nodded to Grace and Luis to do the same. Mr. Smith took his seat at the head of the table and pulled out a napkin, laying it on his lap as he picked up a knife and fork.

      “It's such a delight to be sitting down and sharing this meal with you. I do enjoy meeting new people, especially when we have so much in common. It seems as though we've been bumping into each other all over the place without ever having had the chance to talk. So here's to you,” he said, raising his glass.

      “Mack, Luis, Grace,” he said, looking at them each in turn, “and Saul, who I have missed so dearly. You know, I fear that the last time we were together I let anger get the better of me. So I'm glad you managed to find your way to safety and back here to where you belong.”

      “I don't belong here and you know it,” Saul snapped. Mr. Smith blinked and his mouth tightened.

      “Now, now, let's not get into that again...brother.”

      Mack's eyes widened and everyone looked at Saul, who sat with the same expression on his face. Mr. Smith chuckled. “Oh, I see you have some explaining to do,” he said, and sipped his wine while looking amused.
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      Mr. Smith just had revealed to the group that he was Saul's brother. Mack, Luis, and Grace all turned to stare at Saul, dumbfounded. There were so many questions they wanted to ask Saul, but this wasn't the time or the place. They were being held against their will in the camp, and despite the china plates, the comfortable chairs, and the well-prepared food, this was still a prison and none of them wanted to be there. Least of all Saul, who had sunk so low into his chair he almost had disappeared under the table. His arms were folded and his eyes were locked on the plate in front of him, as though he could force the rest of the world away with his willpower alone.

      Mack was stunned by this revelation. Ever since he had met Saul, Mack had the impression that the big man was hiding something. Yet, he never would have guessed that it was this, and he didn't know why Saul hadn't told them about it in the first place. The nature of their relationship could have huge ramifications for them all, and it once again painted Saul in a selfish light, as a man who was out only for himself. This saddened Mack because he thought their short time together would have changed him for the better.

      Quickly, Mack had to adjust everything he knew about Mr. Smith to fit into this new context. Previously, Saul had painted himself as a simple man who had found this group by accident and only joined them as they offered safety, but clearly there was much more to it than that. Saul had to have been one of the group’s founding members, and would have known about Mr. Smith's methods from the start. Moreover, it meant the horrible treatment Saul received had been from his own brother. So Mr. Smith was the kind of man who was willing to beat and drown his brother to death. This wasn't a man with whom Mack could have a civil conversation.

      The man who presented himself in front of Mack and the others did not seem the type to carry out those heinous deeds, although Mack was all too aware that darkness often lurked behind people's eyes. There was something unsettling about Mr. Smith, something little, like how his voice was pitched a little bit too high, or how his eyes maintained contact for a little bit too long. Here was the man who had been responsible for killing all the soldiers at the military bunker, for threatening Willie, and who knew how many others, to provide his camp with food. Here was the man who had been responsible for keeping people against their will and inducting the vulnerable ones into his army to make them a part of his reign of terror. It took all the energy Mack had to not erupt with anger and throttle this man, who was sitting mere feet away from him on the other side of the table.

      There were no guards in this room. Mack knew this had been deliberate on Mr. Smith's part, to show he was not afraid of Mack or the others. Taking a life was never an easy thing, but sometimes it was necessary to rid the world of a blight. This had been drilled into him through years of military training. Now he was wondering if it was worth killing Mr. Smith here and now. It would be a grand miscalculation on Mr. Smith's part if Mack did indeed jump over the table and snap his neck, but Mack had other things to consider, such as the time it would take for the guards to enter at the first sign of trouble, and how well they could aim their guns. Even if Mack was successful, there was no guarantee they would be able to make it out of the camp alive. Mr. Smith's army most likely would just start killing off the prisoners if they tried to escape. It wasn't just one man's life Mack had to think about, it was everyone's in that camp. The price of killing Mr. Smith was too high. For now.

      Mr. Smith spoke slowly and carefully, as though he had spent a long time training his voice to be neutral and without any hint of an accent. He took his knife and fork in his hands and gestured for the others to begin. In these sorts of situations, Mack ordinarily would have refused the meal, but that was the old world. This was the new, and none of them knew if they ever would get this kind of meal again. So Mack picked up his utensils as well and began eating. The others followed his lead. The meat was tender, the vegetables were crunchy, and the potatoes were fluffy inside. Mack didn't want to think anything good about Mr. Smith, but this meal was damn fine. Saul finally leaned forward and hunched over the table as he picked up a fork in his right hand and began shoveling food into his mouth. Mr. Smith gave him a withering glance and shook his head.

      Mr. Smith dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin frequently. While they remained silent Mack observed Mr. Smith with covert glances. Every move the man made and every word he said seemed deliberate and considered. If Mack had to use one word to describe the man so far it would be calculated, so everything he did had to be for a reason. He told them he was Saul's brother. Why? Perhaps to cause dissension between the ranks, perhaps to see how much Saul had told them about him. Now Mack cursed himself for being so open with his surprise. Although it wouldn't have made much difference if he had remained stoic since Grace and Luis would have been unable to hide their reactions. It was clear Mr. Smith was using this dinner to find out about them. Mack wondered if this was his usual tactic when new people arrived at camp, or if they were special.

      After Mr. Smith dropped the bombshell about Saul being his brother, there had been silence and Saul had not taken the invitation to speak. Despite having been there before, he was the one who looked least comfortable at the table. After a few minutes had gone by, Mr. Smith took another sip of wine and puckered his lips.

      “I must say that I thought you all would be far better company when I invited you here to dinner. Saul, what did you tell your new friends about me?” he said.

      “Only the truth,” Saul growled, and bared his teeth at his brother.

      “Well, truth is only a matter of perspective.”

      “I think it's more due to your men pulling us off our path, putting blindfolds on us, and throwing us in a tent for days,” Mack said.

      Mr. Smith nodded slightly again, but in his eyes there was no hint of sympathy or understanding. They were cold and empty. Mack had seen those types of eyes only in the faces of the most terrible people.

      “I would remind you that you did try stealing our bikes. If you had been successful, my men would have been stranded at the edge of the forest. They didn't have enough water or equipment to guarantee their survival. They may never have made it back home. I couldn't let that go unpunished.”

      “So the beating Saul got wasn't enough?” Mack said, glancing over at Saul. The yellowed bruises only just were beginning to fade.

      “Saul is a separate issue and I'm sure there are many things he's done that he hasn't told you about. After all, if he didn't tell you we were brothers I wonder what else he's been hiding?” Saul squirmed in his seat and the other two looked over at him, but Mack wasn't going to take the bait.

      “We were on our way to the city. We weren't going to cause you any harm. You could have let us go on our way and never heard from us again.”

      “But where's the fun in that, Mack? You've already caused me trouble. That little stunt you pulled at Willie's farm wasn't smart. Luckily, they've fallen in line since then, but I don't appreciate people messing with my system. However, from what my men told me about you, and from what Willie and his family said, you strike me as an interesting man. You’re the type of man I need around here if I'm to build up this place and make it reach its potential. You said you were going to the city. I'm telling you that that was a mistake. It would have been a waste of your time and I did you a favor by bringing you here.”

      “It's never a favor to make anyone do anything against their will,” Mack said, keeping his voice as calm and as steady as Mr. Smith's.

      “Indulge me, why were you going to the city? Was it to see if there was a group of people who were working together to rebuild humanity? Was it to scavenge any useful supplies that were left in the aftermath of this apocalypse? Was it to set up a new home and have a roof over your heads in one of the abandoned houses? Was it to try searching through the city to send a message to someone, to anyone? I'm going to tell you a harsh truth now, Mack, and all of you had better listen carefully. It doesn't matter what you were going to the city for because it's all gone. It's dead.”

      “No...” Luis said.

      “Yes, my young friend. You don't think I tried to get there? Of course I did. I sent people to investigate. There's nothing there. Sure, there may be a few people still clinging to life, but I wouldn't call what they're doing living exactly. From what I can tell, losing electricity made people lose their minds. They couldn't handle it. They fell into a frenzy and most killed themselves and each other. It takes a special kind of person to adjust to these new circumstances. So I can't say I'm surprised, but to think of all those lives thrown away...it is such a shame.”

      “You couldn’t have gone through every part of the city. Somewhere there would have been someone. Maybe they needed help, or maybe they could have helped us? You can't know everything,” Mack said.

      “You're right. I can't know everything, and I'm happy to admit that I don't. After all, Socrates said only a wise man knows he knows nothing. But what I do know is the city is dead, all the cities are dead. This is a new world, Mack; I would have thought you'd have come to see that by now. What we once knew is no more. It's a great Darwinian purge. Only those who adapt will survive. Everything else will be left behind, and the new world will be built on its ashes. I don't plan on having anyone tread on me, and I don't think you do either.

      “What we used to worship is no more. All those stores have been ransacked. They were filled with worthless electronics. We no longer have movies or those godawful shows to numb our minds. We're free to think for ourselves again. We can choose our own destiny. We no longer must be shackled by what the government's ideology tells us to do! The throne and the power behind it have disappeared.

      “We're entering a new era of human discovery and I want to be at the forefront of it. I want to be there, writing down the history we're making. Every good story needs its heroes, Mack, and you can be one of them. I want you to be a part of this with me. You're a smart man. I know you can see what's happening here. Some people are narrow-minded.” As he said this he shot a glance at Saul.

      “But I can tell you are highly intelligent. Put it to good use. The city offers nothing for you. Neither does the old world. We need to change our thinking and move beyond what we once knew.”

      Up until now Mr. Smith had kept his tone entirely neutral, but as he spoke of the new world his eyes gleamed and he almost began breathing heavily. Mack took note of the fervor he showed and knew it made him dangerous. Yet for the time being, he could do nothing other than play along.

      “Tell me more about your vision of the new world, and why it's going to be so much better than the old.”

      Mr. Smith smiled with relish. Mack had the distinct feeling Mr. Smith was the type of person who loved hearing the sound of his own voice, and that he also loved lecturing people about his unique thoughts. Mack hadn't had much time to profile Mr. Smith properly.  If he had had to guess at the moment, he would have said Mr. Smith had been at odds with his upbringing. Perhaps he even went as far as despising the people and place he had come from, given the differences between him and Saul, and the way he had treated his brother, as well as the efforts he had made in cutting out his accent. He was obviously a man with ambition, a man who wanted to make something of himself in this world, and saw the apocalypse as an opportunity for improvement. Perhaps he was unfulfilled in his old life and things hadn't gone the way he had planned, and now finally people were willing to listen.

      “I'm glad you asked. In the old world we celebrated mediocrity, and I, for one, was tired of it. We had to pander to people and always think of those who might get upset. Instead of giving people first place we gave every participation trophies. Excellence was being bred out of us, creating a society of automatons who didn't know how to think or feel for themselves. You must have seen it, with the way everyone was so connected to their devices, as if they were life support machines. You had people texting and typing to each other instead of talking. Relationships became remotely communicating with someone rather than being with the actual person. Everything became easily had with one click of a button. There was no effort in life anymore, no struggle, and this was all designed so we wouldn't see what was happening right in front of our faces. The government was doing this so we wouldn't challenge them. It happened so surreptitiously that we didn't recognize it, but before we knew it we had lost our drive, and our ambition. We were ruled by the corporations, used as sacks of cash for them to live the high life, and we all were forgotten.

      “I'm telling you, whoever caused this EMP did us a favor because it gave us a chance to awaken and open our eyes. We don't have to be slaves to the machine anymore. We can live as we were meant to, to be free, and we finally can start celebrating our achievements again. I want this place to be the new outpost of the new humanity. I want to have the best of the best, and begin a new race of people where we don't settle for being average or mediocre, where merely taking part isn't enough. I want everyone to try their best in everything, to seize each day as an opportunity to improve themselves, whether it's nourishing their souls or their mind or their bodies. I don't want us to be held back by those who sought to shackle us. I want us to take humanity to the next level. Think of the strides we could make if a new human race was built on these ideals. Nobody ever would settle for being less than the sum of their parts--”

      “And what would happen if somebody didn't want to push themselves, or couldn't reach the heights expected of them? What if somebody was average?” Grace said, interrupting Mr. Smith's speech. He seemed shocked anyone would dare interrupt him before he finished saying his piece, and he blinked slowly at Grace before his mouth widened into a thin smile.

      “There will be a place for everyone in this society, but only the few who excel will be exalted. The rest shall be there to serve and perform the menial tasks needed for society to function.”

      Grace stared at him and, unlike Mack, she was unable to keep her anger in check. “You're talking about slavery, aren't you?! You talk about this as though it's some brand-new idea, but it's ancient. It's been done before. It didn't work then, and it's not going to work now. You're nothing more than a monster, and I'm not going to stand by and let you judge who is exalted is and who isn't. Who are you to judge that?” she said, and spat on her food.

      She wasn't finished. She picked up her plate and smashed it on the floor, then picked up her glass of wine, from which she had not taken a sip, and threw it against the wall. The dark red liquid looked like blood as it slowly dripped down the wall of the hut. With a frenzied look in her eyes Grace dug through the food left on the table, feeling the juice of the meat soak against her fingers, and picked up a sharp fragment.

      “I've a good mind to kill you right now,” she growled, pointing the weapon at Mr. Smith, who simply sighed and dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin once again. Seconds later three guards burst in and pointed guns at Grace.

      “Don't worry, men. There's no cause for alarm here. This child simply was throwing a tantrum,” Mr. Smith began, which only caused Grace to get angrier.

      “Please escort our guests back to their accommodations. Although I will be speaking more with Mack, so return for him later.”

      “Are you sure you don't want one of us to stay?” the youngest of the guards asked.

      “Thank you for your concern, but that will not be necessary. Mack is smarter than his young companions.” Mack had to watch as Grace, Luis, and Saul all were escorted roughly out of the hut, leaving him alone with Mr. Smith.

      “She's a rather passionate young woman,” Mr. Smith said, continuing to eat as though nothing had happened.

      Mack glanced down at the floor. He wondered how rare that wine was. There were people outside who would have killed for the food that now was resting on the floor, yet Mr. Smith treated it as though it was nothing.

      “And she has a point,” Mack replied.

      “What you're doing sounds eerily similar to, say, Hitler's idea of the Aryan super race, or Nietzsche's ideal of the ubermensch.”

      “Their ideologies were borne from a hatred of humanity. I simply want to cultivate the best parts of it and bring those to the fore. This is an idea that has been around since the ancient Greeks. You quote Hitler and Nietzsche, I counter with Plato and the idea of the philosopher king, a man who was raised to be better than anyone else, who was well-educated and would lead by example. You talk about the ubermensch and I give you Superman, an alien who brought all the good elements of humanity together. The compassion, the sense of justice, and of truth.

      “I only want to improve the human race, and there is a place for everyone. Your friend misinterpreted my words. Everyone can try improving themselves. I don't believe anyone is born with a limited potential. We all are masters of our own destiny. If we fight with everything we have we can excel at least in one thing, but if we are lazy and settle for being average that is when the human race suffers. That is the attitude that cannot be indulged.”

      “And is that the kind of world you're trying to set up here?”

      “Trying is the operative word there, Mack,” Mr. Smith said as he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      It was the first time he had shown Mack some sign of vulnerability, and Mack wouldn't have been surprised if this all was an act. But for the time being he would play along.

      “I am somewhat limited with the resources at my disposal. Unfortunately, I have not come across too many people who would fit the idea of excellence. I have had to make compromises to keep this place running and build it up so I can welcome new people. I want you to be one of those people, Mack, and your friends, too, if they are willing to accept the new order of things.”

      “And what of Saul?”

      “Saul is free to make his own choice,” Mr. Smith said, sipping his wine. Mack wasn't sure how to take his answer.

      “You can't blame me if I'm a little skeptical. After all, you have kept us prisoner.”

      “A sign of the times we live in, I'm afraid. Your little group has proven to be quite resourceful and I wanted to make sure you weren't going to escape before I brought you here.”

      “You know, it's kinda sad that somebody attacked our nation and managed to disrupt our way of life, and instead of Americans working together to find out who did it and to retaliate, we end up fighting among ourselves.”

      “You're working under a false premise there, Mack. There is no America anymore. We're all out for ourselves, but we can build something better than America.”

      “I refuse to believe that. I love this country, and I know it still beats in the hearts of the people.”

      “Believe what you will, but it doesn't change the state of the world. You think of everyone as Americans, but you need to remember they're people first. They're not just going to change their nature overnight. There is a place for you here, Mack. I'd like you to be a part of this, and to lead by example.

      “There's nothing else for you in this world, only the pain and suffering of being reminded of what used to be. Let go of your attachment to the world that has gone and embrace the new. Bend your knee to me and I will give you shelter, food, and a place to live. What's more, I will give you a purpose. We can create a legacy for ourselves, Mack. We can be the people who usher in a new era for humanity.”

      Mack mimicked Mr. Smith by dabbing the corners of his mouth with his napkin. He gave the impression of a man who was considering the offer, but Mack was not going to change his mind. He was a patriot, and he was not about to let go of the world just yet, not when Anna was out there, not when there were still enemies of freedom.

      “You speak well, Mr. Smith, but all you have are words. If you want to build a place, then you must start from the beginning. Right now, you're ruling by fear and intimidation. You're nothing more than a petty bully, and I hate bullies. Do you think you can steal, threaten, and cheat your way to paradise? It doesn't work like that. You believe in something, and I respect that, but that doesn't mean you can go around treating people the way you have been. So, if that's all, I think I'll be getting back to my friends.” Mack stood up. Mr. Smith leaned back in his chair and placed his hands in his lap.

      “I'm very disappointed in you, Mack. I thought this was going to turn out very differently.” With that he called in the guard and Mack was taken away.
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      When Mack returned to the tent he found Luis, Grace, and Saul sitting in silence. Saul had his back turned to the others, while Grace still was trembling with anger.

      “What happened?” Luis asked when he saw Mack return. Mack waited for the guard to leave before he replied, and then told them all what Mr. Smith had said.

      “He's a monster,” Grace said in a small voice.

      “Yes, he is, but what set you off so much in there? Did you really think you were going to be able to kill him?” Mack asked.

      “I don't know. It was just the way he was talking about people as if they were just things to measure excellence. He talked about freedom, but what he offered was anything but. It sounded more like everyone would be under pressure always to outdo each other. How could anyone actually have a friend in such a competitive world? I don't think I actually was going to kill him. I just...I just wanted to do something. I know we need to try playing it cool, but I've just been going so crazy here. I hated the way he just was sitting there with that stupid look on his face, like nothing mattered. I guess I just wanted him to be scared,” she said with an apologetic look on her face.

      “I understand, but from now on we're going to have to be smart about this. We can't be making any rash decisions. If we're going to get out of here we're going to need a plan, and we're also going to need to trust each other. Saul, do you have something to say to us?” Mack folded his arms, his eyes falling upon Saul, who was sitting in the corner.

      “I got nothing,” the big man replied.

      “That's not good enough,” Mack said. Saul grunted. This time it was Luis who showed an outburst of anger.

      “Really? You have nothing? After we saved your life? After we invited you to come along with us? After we saved your ass from being killed when you went against Mack's instructions to leave that guard alone? We're only in here because of you and now it turns out you've been lying this whole time! And you don't have anything to say? I knew we couldn't trust you from the moment we met you,” he said, but even that wasn't enough to inspire a reaction from Saul.

      “Saul, talk to me. Why didn't you tell us the truth? Why didn't you tell us he was your brother?” Mack asked.

      “Would you? You saw what he's like. Would you want to be associated with him?”

      “No, but I'd be honest with the people who had helped me. So, what's his story? Was he always like this?”

      Saul shook his head. “Not really, not to this extent anyway. He was always different, always had his head in a book or reading about some old emperor or king. He always was bullied at school. I had to watch out for him. He hated me, though, hated all of us. As soon as he could get out of the house he took his chance and I never saw him again, not until I got a letter from him saying he wanted to reconnect. So I came up here, along with that job I was telling you about, and I met him a few times. I barely recognized him at first. I was surprised to see he actually had friends, the same kind of people who used to bully him. I guess all his life he was looking for their acceptance. As it turned out he always had resented me, and he thought I was the reason he was unpopular.”

      “Why would he think that?” Mack asked.

      “Because I beat up the bullies for him. He thought if I just had left them alone they would have let him hang out with them. Then he got his wish, but there was always this undercurrent with him. I never got the feeling he ever truly was a part of that group; it was more like he had been hanging around for so long they started just tolerating him. Then this all happened and he changed. It was like he had been waiting for this moment all his life. He rallied the men and gave them orders at a time when they all were panicking. I went along with it because he was always smarter than me. So I figured if anyone knew how to make it through this thing, he would. Then he started talking this rhetoric of his and I put up with it, but it got worse and worse. The rest happened like I said it did. But if I had told you he was my brother you never would have trusted me.”

      “Maybe so, but you should have given us the chance,” Mack said, and that was all he wanted to say on the matter because they had other things to worry about.

      Even though Mack had refused Mr. Smith's offer to be a part of the community, they were still a drain on resources while they stayed there. So they were forced into labor to pay their way. It was that or die, as Mr. Smith wasn't about to let them leave. They were split up into different areas and sent to work every day with guards watching over them. Unlike when other groups were brought into camp, none of them were trusted with guard duty. Mr. Smith knew it would be too dangerous to allow them access to weapons. So they were forced into more menial tasks, such as gathering and chopping wood for the fire, building huts, and tending to the horses. Their roles here were similar to the tasks they had performed on Willie's farm, but with a much different focus. They weren't done voluntarily, and none of them felt as though they could relax.

      As the days went by they all gazed longingly out toward the forest and envied the people who could come and go as they pleased. Yet, everywhere they looked, there were plenty of people with guns who looked all too ready to fire at the slightest provocation. Mack made it clear to the rest of them they had to keep their heads down and not draw any attention to themselves while they gathered information and formulated a plan. During their working hours, each of them made contact with other prisoners, and they all had their own story to tell.

      However, Saul was the person who was treated the worst out of all of them. He was given solitary tasks and was made to walk all around camp so people could get a good look at him. He was famous, as he was one of the few people who had stood up to Mr. Smith, but now he was being displayed as an example. The people could see that even if someone was taken away from the camp to die it still was not a guarantee of relief. Mack could see it in the people's eyes as they saw Saul walking around camp; their hope was diminishing and it didn’t help that there hadn't been much left in the first place.

      Mack’s task was tending to the horses, which involved cleaning up their waste, and he was sure he hadn't been given this job by accident. The man with no name continually came by to taunt Mack, and it was fortunate Mack was a master of self-control, or else he would have buried the man's face in the pile of crap. Mack worked alongside a man of similar age, although he looked much older than Mack after the rigors of working at the camp. Upon speaking to him Mack learned his name was Chris, and the first thing Mack asked was how long he had been in the camp.

      “I don't even know anymore, but it feels like a lifetime. I was one of the first ones here. It was your friend Saul who asked me to join. Said that they were building a new settlement, one where people would be welcome and safe. Didn't sound too bad to me, not after I'd been trying to figure out just what had had happened. I'd been at home, sitting by myself, when suddenly the lights went out. Tried to change a fuse, but nothing was working and I knew something bad had happened. I didn't know the first thing about survival in this type of world, so I was glad when they came along, but now I think I'd rather take my chances out there.”

      “Has Mr. Smith told you about his plans for the world?” Mack asked.

      Chris snorted. “Oh yeah, he's told me everything. He barely can keep quiet about it. He's deluded, though. I think he sees something else, he must. We're treated no better than cattle here, and if he wants to build a world, then I don't want to live in it.”

      “Have you tried to escape?”

      “Not me personally, no, but others have. There's just no way. They have the guns. They have the vehicles. They always have eyes on everything. And when somebody does try to escape they do horrible things to the body.” As he said this he blanched and his eyes fell to the floor.

      “Such as?” Mack pressed, and waited patiently for Chris to answer, which he did after some time.

      “There was one man...I never knew his name. We didn't get acquainted. But he reminded me of you. He was taken to dinner as well. He was here with his family. He kept saying how he was going to escape, how this wasn't the life he wanted. He was warned not to try, but he wouldn't listen. One day he did try. He sneaked into the armory and grabbed a gun. Even managed to kill a couple of guards before they shot him in the arm.

      “We all thought he was lucky to be alive but what happened next was far worse. They dragged him out in the middle of the day, in front of his wife and child, and tied a rope around each of his limbs. Then they put the rope around the necks of the horses. They made his family...made us all watch as they whipped the horses and made them run. They pulled him apart. It rained blood, and all the while Mr. Smith stood there watching, like he actually enjoyed it,” Chris said, his voice strained and the emotion plain on his face. He smoothed a hand across the horses' rump.

      “It was the most horrible thing I'd ever seen. And I hate how he uses these hoses as weapons. Ever since then nobody has tried.”

      “Are his wife and child still here?”

      Chris nodded, “But she never speaks, and I don't blame her. I'm not sure the kid understands either. It's a hell of a thing to be in this world in the first place, let alone a place like this. I barely understand it myself.”

      “Haven't you ever tried working together to try fighting back against him? There are enough of you here that if you made a concerted effort I'm sure you could rebel.” Chris inhaled deeply and looked at Mack with a frank expression.

      “Look, I know your type, and I appreciate that you don't want to be here, I really do, and I wish you all the best. But you have to understand we're just a bunch of ordinary, scared people. We weren't much in our old lives, and we're not much now. We're not used to fighting, and for a lot of us the fact we're alive, when so many other people we knew are dead, is enough.”

      “I wonder if they would be proud that you're making so much of your life when they didn’t get a chance to breathe again.” Mack said, and moved away. It was perhaps a little harsh, but he didn't like what he had heard.

      Grace was with a group who were sorting through the food and sending it to various storage areas. A number of people were working there and she was sitting next to a plump woman who seemed to maintain what passed for a cheery expression. Grace wasn't used to starting conversations, but she tried remembering what she had learned from Mack.

      “So, have you been here long?” she asked.

      “A little while, I suppose. Probably longer than I would have liked.”

      “You don't seem like the others.”

      “In what way?”

      Grace made a passing glance around the room. “They're all unhappy. Their shoulders are hunched; they barely look up. That one over there doesn't ever talk.”

      “Well, she's got her own story. Something terrible happened to her husband. I'm just trying to make the best of a bad situation. Figure if I keep my head down and do a good job I might get rewarded. They're not so bad, really. If you just keep out of their way they let you get on with things.”

      “Try telling that to the people they bully,” Grace spat.

      “Now, look here young lady. I don't need you coming in here with your high and mighty attitude, judging me. There ain't nobody in this world who is free of sin. That's as true now as it was before, and the way I see it you either can brood like them and be miserable or try making the best of it. I've seen enough misery in my life to know which way I want to go.”

      “So you don't want to even try escaping?”

      “Escape? Escape to what?” the woman said with a sneer, her full lip curling up, making the fine peach fuzz above her lip twitch.

      “You think there's anything out there? No way. I'm not going to risk all this just so I can go and starve out there.”

      “But what about all the people who are suffering?”

      “That's their problem. If you want to feel bad for them so be it, but at the end of the day we've all gotta sleep at night and I'm not going to lose any dreams over it. You want a medal for feeling bad? Boo! Hoo! Keep your head down, work hard, and you'll do alright. The more things change, the more they stay the same,” she said, and Grace felt disheartened by what she was hearing.

      When it had been just the three of them in the forest it had been easy to forget how selfish and uncaring people could be, even in the face of such injustice. Mack's optimism had rubbed off on her and she had started believing there was a way out for all of them. Now her well-worn cynicism was back with a vengeance and as she worked she looked around at all those who had been engulfed by misery, and wondered if the suffering was all worth it. Maybe this woman had it all figured out, and Grace was a little jealous of her for being able to ignore her conscience.

      Luis was with a group of people who were fetching and chopping wood from the nearby forest. It was hard, sweaty work, and he found himself thirsty long before it was time for his first water break. He had taken off his shirt, like most of the others, and his body was glistening with sweat. He had been paired with another young man who looked a little like Steve, the one who had been guarding them. As they spoke, Luis found out that a man called Danny was Steve's eldest brother, and the fire in his eyes had been tempered.

      “So your brother is a guard?” Luis asked as he set a piece of wood up on the base of the trunk.

      Danny nodded as he swung the axe back and let it roll over his shoulder, through the air, ultimately crashing down and chopping the chunk of wood in half. Luis bent down to collect the fallen chunks and put them in the pile.

      “Sure you don't want another go?” Danny asked as Luis picked up another piece of wood.

      “My shoulder still is aching from the last one, I think I'll give it a pass for now,” he said.

      “There's only one way you're going to get used to it,” Danny said, and cut another piece of wood in half.

      “I was hoping I wasn't going to be here long enough to get used to it.”

      “Well, good luck with that.”

      “So how come Steve was chosen to be a guard and you weren't?” Luis asked.

      “That's the way they do things around here. They take the youngest and make them one of theirs, which makes it unlikely they will fight back. It's not so easy to fight against the guards when you know a lot of them are made up of people like your kid brother.”

      “You ever thought of fighting back?”

      “All the time, but it's hopeless. That's why I like that they assigned me to this job. I get to work out my anger,” and on cue he let the axe fall once again. This time he handed it to Luis.

      “If you don't practice you're never going to get good, and they'll reassign you. They don't like dead weight around here.”

      Luis reluctantly took the heavy axe and tried ignoring the throbbing in his shoulder and the dull ache of his muscles. Danny set the wood on the trunk. Luis wound his arm back and let the axe fall. Unlike Danny's smooth strokes, the axe lodged itself in the wood at an angle, and created an ugly gash. Luis, with Danny's help, pulled the axe away and Danny gave him a few pointers about how to create a smoother motion.

      “I saw your brother. He was the one who brought us our food. He seems like a good kid.”

      “He is, and I hate what they've done to him.”

      “If there was a way to fight back, would you do it?”

      “As long as my brother didn't get hurt, yes.”

      This time when Luis brought the axe down it cut straight through the middle, and he couldn't help but feel a certain amount of pride at having accomplished the task.

      “You know, I spoke with my brother the other day. He told me about you, and the guy you're with.”

      “Mack?” Danny nodded.

      “Said he was different from the others, like he has a plan or something.”

      “Mack always has a plan. He saved me, you know; I was being held captive by some crazy people. I'm sure he can do the same for you.”

      “It won't be easy.”

      “That's why we'll need people like you helping us,” Luis said. Danny paused a little before he put another block of wood on the trunk and told Luis to swing again.
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      When the group of them were together again they all discussed what they had learned. Mack was encouraged to hear from Luis, who told him there were people willing to help if they had a plan, but shared Grace's heavy heart about how many were willing to ignore the suffering of others for the sake of their own comfort, although he couldn't necessarily blame them. Saul remained disconsolate and uncommunicative, so Mack let him be for a while. He told the others to keep uncovering as much information as they could, to make note of guard patterns, and anyone who could prove to be a weak link, as well as finding out who they could trust if it came to the point of starting a rebellion.

      While he worked, Mack noticed Steve was guarding the armory, which was not far away from the horses' paddock. He often made contact with the boy, greeting him with a smile and a wave. Steve looked uneasy, but always returned the gesture. On this occasion, Mack wandered over to speak to him, much to the consternation of Chris. Most of the vicious guards were occupied elsewhere, so there wasn't anyone to object to Mack's movements. Since Mack had made no moves to disrupt the way of life at the camp, attention around him was starting to be relaxed.

      “Hey Steve, how's it going?” Mack asked.

      “It's okay,” the boy mumbled, looking around worriedly.

      “Don't worry, I'm not going to get you in trouble, I just wanted to have a chat. It turns out Luis is working with your brother, Danny. Small world, huh?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “So what's your story? How did you and yours come to be here?” Steve shrugged.

      “We were just walking along and we came across a wagon filled with food. Danny wanted to take some but Mom said we shouldn't because even though the world has ended we're still humans. Then a man said, 'You should listen to your mom, boys.' and he was holding a gun. Mom apologized, so he said it was okay and he offered us some food. Then we got to talking and he told us how he was part of a settlement that was looking for more good people. It was just the three of us. Dad worked on an oil rig and he was out there when all this happened. I guess he's dead now...but Mom took care of us. When we heard about this place it seemed too good to be true, and it had been so long since we had seen other people. So, we came here with them and then it turned out to be this and, well, we couldn't leave again,” Steve said.

      Mack felt sorry for the boy. It was a story similar to what he was hearing all over the place. People had been promised a friendly community filled with good people, and all they got was a base where a bully could use them to make him feel like a benevolent dictator.

      “What are you doing here? Get back over with the horses!” the man with no name said, standing in between Mack and Steve.

      “You go for a little stroll and people start thinking they can take liberties,” the man said, shaking his head.

      Mack looked at Steve, then at the man, and realized it was better for him to walk away. However, as he did so he heard the man with no name scold Steve, and Mack stopped. He shook his head, knowing he should keep moving and keep his head down, but he could not. The man with no name was talking loudly, making an example and an exhibit of Steve and the abuse of this young man was something Mack could not condone. So he turned slowly.

      “I don't think you want to be doing that,” Mack said with a resolved sigh.

      “Excuse me?” the man with no name said, turning his attention from Steve. The young man was quaking in his boots and he looked at Mack, shaking his head, but Mack already had gone too far to back down now.

      “He's just a kid. You don't need to treat him like that, and I'm not the kind of man that will stand by while you do.”

      “Is that so? Well, while you're here you're the kind of man who will shovel horseshit. So I don't particularly care what you think of my behavior. I don't need your approval.”

      “No, but you do need a doctor.”

      The man with no name creased his brow as Mack drew back his fist and thumped him on the side of his face, making the man's mouth fill with blood. He crumpled to the ground and spat out a mixture of blood and enamel as he yelled with fury at Mack, pushing himself back up to his feet. He swung at Mack, who easily dodged his blows and countered with a few jabs to the mid-section, and then clubbed his two fists together, bringing them down on the back of the man with no name.

      Everyone watched with a mixture of awe and fear as they had not seen acts like this end well for the aggressor. Indeed, before the man could return to his feet, Mack was strong-armed by two burly guards who looked at Steve with disappointment. They thought he should have done something to break up the fight. Mack was hauled off to solitary, which took the form of an uncomfortable box on the east side of the camp where the sun beat down on it, and where everyone could be reminded of his crime.

      For Mack, it wasn't the first time he had been subjected to such torture techniques, but those had been at the hands of militant groups. This was a supposedly enlightened community and it only made him more convinced he had to do something about Mr. Smith quickly before the man caused any more harm. There had been far too much suffering at his hands in the world already. Mack would have to work quickly if he was to stem the flow of evil. He hoped his act of standing up to the man with no name would galvanize some of those who had lost hope, and much would depend on how he acted when he emerged from the box.

      The box was thick and heavy, and he could hear muffled noises from outside, but nothing clear. At one point, he thought he heard Grace protesting but he wasn't sure if it was actually her, or just his imagination. He was in there for hours, and not once did anyone come to give him water or food. As such, his throat soon was dry, and it was made all the worse by his sweat dripping down the angles of his face and slipping in between his lips. The box was small, meaning he had to cram his body in awkwardly, and there was no easy way for him to adjust his position.

      The holes that allowed air to move through also meant the sun streamed in, and on this particularly hot day he could feel the heat rising, as though he was caught in an oven. He felt fortunate he had training to help him endure his time in the box. Other people would not have been so fortunate, and he hated the idea of them being punished in this manner. For all of Mr. Smith's boasts about how he wanted to showcase the best of humanity, he was doing his best to illustrate the worst, most barbaric parts of himself.

      When Mack finally emerged from the box, his friends were there to support him, but he waved them away. In the background, he heard Mr. Smith giving a speech, but he was too exhausted to care. However, he stood up straight and staggered back to his tent, hoping to show the people they did not have to bend their wills to survive.

      Since they had been at the camp for a while now and, aside from that incident with Mack, had not caused any trouble, they were allowed to eat dinner outside their tent. This involved everyone sitting around the huge bonfire and tearing at the slabs of meat they were given. For the work they were putting in, the meal did not seem a fair compensation, especially when they had witnessed how well Mr. Smith was eating, but it did not surprise them. It was also a good opportunity to meet new people and spread the word.

      Mack's actions had caught many people's attention, and the way they had been speaking with people meant he was growing famous. On this evening, they were sitting close to a group of people who were fairly similar to themselves. Once they got to talking they exchanged the usual questions of how they got there, and Mack told them they were on their way to the city. At hearing this, the group whispered among themselves. They soon revealed they actually had traveled in the opposite direction, away from the city. Mack's group looked at them with eager curiosity and bombarded them with questions.

      “I'll be happy to tell you all I know,” said the leader, an older black woman with thick gray hair, “but I'm not sure you're going to like it. Everyone went crazy. Police were on the streets, calling for calm, but nobody was listening. People were stealing things from shops at first, but they soon realized it was useless.”

      The group's faces fell. “Didn't anyone try working together?” Mack asked, crestfallen.

      “Some did, but the bad people got their hands on the guns. The police were overwhelmed. I don't know what happened to the people in charge. They were nowhere to be seen. I remember the hospital was still busy. People still were going there and, thank God for the doctors, they stuck to their jobs, trying to help people. But it was, it was dark. I was standing in my apartment looking out on the world burning, and I couldn't quite believe it. It was so surreal, like something out of a movie.

      “I knew I had to get out of there. So I called on some people from my apartment block and we all just decided to get out of town. There was gunfire in the distance, explosions...I felt bad for the people who were trying to do some good, but everyone seemed to see it as a free-for-all. I don't know what happened after that. Maybe everything calmed down, but I tell you, even though this place isn't exactly heaven, at least nobody is trying to blow up things every couple of minutes.”

      Mack thanked her for giving him information about the city, and as he turned back to his own group he spared a thought for his wife. He hoped she had managed to make it through the riots, as there were surely some in her city as well. It was difficult to maintain hope in such a bleak world, and he could see the despair written on the faces of the others. He knew the longer they stayed here the harder it would be to keep them motivated.

      “Maybe it's best we didn't make it to the city,” Luis said.

      “Whatever happened in the city is probably over by now,” Mack said in a firm tone.

      “It's not ideal, but I'm not giving up hope on humanity yet. If we're going to find anything to help us then it's going to be there. But right now, we need to focus on getting out of here. You've all done well at keeping your heads down, and I don't know if you've noticed, but they're letting us have more and more freedom around here. I think we can get a few more people to join us. Once we have enough we can start fighting back, and we can get on the road again.”

      “Should we even try?” Luis said, much to Mack’s dismay.

      “I mean, I don't want to sound defeatist or anything, but there are a lot of people who are content to leave things as they are. There's food here, shelter, and they only treat you badly if you resist them. Maybe it's just easier to go along with it, at least for the time being.”

      “Easier, yes, but usually it turns out that the right thing to do isn't easy. Don't forget who these people are and what they've done. They've killed. They’ve forced people to help them after making false promises. They’ve threatened those who have resources they need. Think about Margaret and her family. Would they want you to make the easy choice, or would they want you to try helping them so they actually can work for themselves, and not for Mr. Smith and his followers? I'm not letting him get away with this,” Mack said, and Luis looked suitably chastised.

      Later in the evening, a guard came up to the group and ordered Mack to go with him, as Mr. Smith had something to say. Mack wasn't looking forward to seeing the man again, but he thought it at least gave him an opportunity to use the techniques he had put into practice so many times before. Mr. Smith was waiting for him outside his hut, looking out on the calm evening. The sound of the bonfire crackling was low, but still audible, as were the chatter of voices.

      “It's good to see you again, Mack. It saddens me that we can't have more conversations like this.”

      “Well, if you hadn't have stuck me in a box...”

      “You know I had to make an example of you for what you did.”

      “So you condone the abuse of a young man?”

      Mr. Smith cocked an eyebrow. “My guards need to feel protected. After the incident, I had a word with him about his conduct and told him not to do it again. If you have any complaints you should make them orally, not with your fists. We are above such petty displays of violence.”

      “Perhaps you should tell your men that when they're out in the field.”

      “My men know exactly how to act and the extent to which they should use force to achieve their goals. But I didn't bring you here tonight to talk about that.”

      “What did you bring me here for?”

      Mr. Smith exhaled and folded his hands behind his back. “There are nights when I feel as though nobody in this camp understands what I'm trying to do here, and it pains me. You're a smart man, Mack. I know if you give it a chance we can be friends.”

      “No, thanks,” Mack said bluntly.

      “You have no idea how it pains me to here you say that.”

      “So, you're pretty lonely?”

      “Yes. It's not easy being the leader of a place like this. I have so many things to worry about, and as much as I appreciate the loyalty of my guards, I find they are not on the same wavelength as me. It takes a toll on the mind to have all these plans to myself.”

      “Then maybe you should retire and let me run the place.”

      Mr. Smith's thin lips curled into a smile. “I'm sure you would like that, but I don't believe you would implement my plans. I don't need someone to replace me, I need someone to stand beside me. Somebody I can trust. I thought my brother was going to be that person but I should have known better.”

      “The two of you are quite different.”

      “We always have been. Sometimes I think people were born into the wrong family, which is why I have to make a new one myself.”

      “So you're trying to make an improvement on your old life?”

      “Isn't that all any of us can do, Mack? We have to keep moving forward, no matter the cost.”

      Mack and Mr. Smith spoke for a while longer, but Mr. Smith was canny and proved evasive when Mack tried finding out more information about him. In the end, Mack was escorted back to the others without having accomplished a great deal.
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      The group had been captured for almost three weeks, and in that time, they had seen the true face of the camp. Depressed people went about their days and were sustained on small morsels of food, while Mr. Smith's trusted allies enjoyed a more varied diet. Mack watched with interest as scouting parties went out and returned with more food, and sometimes weapons, which swiftly were locked away in the armory.

      There had been no new people brought into camp, but after one raid the man with no name had been carried back into camp, blood pouring out of his leg. Mack couldn't help but enjoy a wry smile, and he was glad somebody out there was fighting back. He only could hope they had managed to keep what was theirs and didn't feel the full wrath of Mr. Smith's guns. Seeing this inspired Mack, and he knew that he had to act sooner rather than later. Now that they had made some alliances within the camp he could begin formulating a plan.

      The key to success was the weaponry. Their own makeshift weapons had been confiscated, but even if they still had them they would have been no match for the guns Mr. Smith's army had. The armory was the most heavily guarded part of the camp. Getting in there would not be an easy task, and neither would swiftly distributing the guns. As Mack was outlining this to the others, Grace looked unsure.

      “I get where you're going with this, but you have to remember these people aren't fighters, and you can't think of them as an army.”

      “I know, but they're going to be fighting for their freedom, for their very survival, and that will give them the strength they need. We need to create a distraction away from the armory at a time when a scouting party is out on patrol. If we can get enough people into the weapons and hand them out, we should be able to take over the camp with minimal casualties, but we're going to need everyone working together. I doubt we're going to get another chance at this.”

      “Minimal casualties? I don't like the sound of that?” Luis said.

      “In any war you have to accept that there are going to be losses. Mr. Smith and his people aren't going to give up without a fight, but neither are we,” Mack said.

      Saul snorted.

      “Care to say something?” Grace said, not even trying to hide the annoyance from creeping into her voice.

      Ever since they had been brought back into camp Saul barely had said two words to them, even though they had shared the tent. He had eaten with them, slept with them, awoken with them, but during the day he had been doing his solitary tasks, and in conversations he had not joined in.

      “This plan is doomed to fail. You don't think others have tried it? These people don't have any backbone. All you're going to do is get a lot of them killed, and probably yourself, too.”

      “Shut up, Saul,” Luis said, much to the surprise of everyone in the tent.

      “We wouldn't even be in this mess if it wasn't for you. You should have told us he was your brother from the onset, and you never should have gone after those bikes. And, all you've done since we've been here is sulk. If you don't want to help us, that's fine, but I, for one, don't want to keep living like this. Judging from the people I've spoken to, they don't want to either. So, either be a part of this or leave us be,” he snapped, and the heat started to fade from his eyes.

      Mack let Luis' words settle in. Ever since Luis had been at the camp Mack had noticed him changing. His body was filling out with muscle as he had been chopping wood every day, and his attitude was changing. The fear that had been a part of him slowly was being eroded. When they first had met Saul, Luis never would have told him to shut up like that.

      “We need to be patient. This isn't going to be easy and there is a big risk that any one of us may not make it out alive. However, I, for one, am willing to take this chance because this cannot be allowed to continue. There's a whole world out there and I want to see what's happened to it. I'm tired of staying in this damn forest!” Grace and Luis nodded while Saul returned to sulking in the corner.

      After his little speech, they started settling down for the night, but Grace sought out Luis. “That was brave of you to talk to Saul like that,” she said.

      “I just got tired of his act. There's too much negativity around here, and I can't deal with it anymore,” he replied.

      “You've changed,” she said, almost noticing it for the first time.

      “I guess chopping wood every day will do that to a man,” he joked.

      “No, I'm serious. I can see it in your eyes. You're more confident, more assertive.”

      “And maybe a little meaner, too. I'm not sure it's a change for the better. I feel like I lost something along the way. I think this camp is going to change us all.”

      “Isn't that what we always were going to have to do in this new world, adapt or die? I'm looking forward to getting to know the new Luis,” she said, squeezing his arm and letting it linger for a little longer than usual.

      Luis looked down at the gesture with a surprised look on his face. He started realizing that even in the darkest times there were still moments of light that shone through.
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      Word soon spread among the people they thought they could trust. They made sure to warn those they told that this plan had to be kept secret, or else there would be no chance for success. Most they told were ready, although a little scared. Talking about a rebellion was far different than actually putting one into action. As Mack, Grace, and Luis talked to people they could see the fear in their eyes. However, in some there was a fierce determination, such as Danny. He was devoted to the cause and wanted to make Mr. Smith pay for what they had made his younger brother become a part of.

      Soon Mack had a good idea of who he could count on for the rebellion, and he hoped the rest of them would rally by his side once they saw the tide starting to turn. It still was going to take some time, however, and Mack wanted more information. Mr. Smith still sent for him to discuss various matters, and it was this seeming need for an equal that Mack wanted to exploit, although so far Mr. Smith had been difficult to manipulate. He still didn't fully trust Mack, and wasn't giving him any more responsibility around the camp; Mack was still a prisoner, and he wasn't sure if he ever would be taken fully into Mr. Smith's confidence. However, he had the leader's ear and he was determined to make use of that privileged position.

      On this occasion, Mr. Smith was taking a walk around the perimeter with Mack. There were no walls surrounding the camp, but there were guards posted intermittently along the perimeter to ensure nobody ran away. Furthermore, the trees in this area were thin. So if anyone did try running, they still would be visible. Since Mr. Smith's group had horses, bikes, and wagons they had the advantage over anyone who attempted to flee. It made Saul's efforts even more impressive, as by the way he told his story he had managed to evade capture for a few days. However, since he had lied to Mack about being Mr. Smith's brother, Mack wasn't sure how much of what Saul said he could trust.

      Mr. Smith had spent a while talking about his vision for a new world, which seemed to be his favorite topic. Mack had to feign interest as he had tired of the subject a long time ago. He nodded along and pretended like he was paying attention, when really he was noting how far apart the guards stood and how many of them were along the camp’s outer rim. As they walked along, Mack nodded to people inside the camp, many of whom were a part of his planned rebellion. They nodded back, waiting for the time when he gave his signal to rise and defeat the enemy.

      “So you really didn't like the old world?” Mack said after Mr. Smith had been passionately talking about his vision for a while.

      “It was a bloated mess of broken promises and worthless dreams. Everything we were told was a lie. The world never was going to become a better place. No, what happened was for the best. It was a cleansing, a way for us to begin again and avoid the mistakes of the past.”

      Mack nodded, deciding not to argue with Mr. Smith as that would have been a futile endeavor. The man was so convinced of his own rhetoric that nothing could sway him from his ideology. Mack wouldn't have been able to persuade him to take a different course of action. Instead, he wanted more information, specifically about Saul.

      “Tell me a little more about your old life. We haven't really spoken about Saul yet...the two of you seem so different,” Mack said. He had heard Saul's side of the story and now he wanted to hear Mr. Smith's.

      “We are… We always have been… As I mentioned before, I think somewhere the cosmic forces that guide our life made a mistake and I was born into the wrong family. You've seen what he's like. My parents were no better. They were people of no ambition who were content to settle for their small house, numbing their minds with beer and television and sports. They didn't really care what I wanted to be; they didn't try to encourage my mind. Saul was the same. He was big and strong, and that gave him an advantage when it came to the social side of things, but I was more popular. He was jealous and kept humiliating me to stop me from having friends. I think I would have been much better suited to being an only child.”

      “That's funny, he told me he stopped you from being bullied,” Mack said. Anger flashed in Mr. Smith's eyes.

      “He didn't know what was going on. They just were playing a few jokes on me that was all. That's what friends do to each other. The older we became, the more we grew apart. I knew from an early age that my destiny lay away from that place. I didn't belong there, and I had seen too many people throw their lives away by staying at home. I wanted to be an explorer. I wanted to leave and see the world and discover new places. I thought if I just left I could start a new life and be the person I always had wanted to be.”

      “But that didn't quite happen.”

      “No, it didn't. The one thing I didn't count on was the ineptitude of people to see genius when it walked among them. They didn't understand me, and because I wasn't the tallest of people or the most handsome, they didn't pay me any mind. And because I had to pay bills and rent, I was subjugated like the rest of them. That's really how they controlled us. They prevented us from going after our dreams by making us pay to live in this world. I heard an old saying once. I can't remember it exactly, but it basically said humans were the only beings that paid to live on the Earth. Even then I wanted to break away and form my own society because I knew I could do a better job than the people in charge. But who was going to follow someone like me? In that world I was nothing, but here it's different.”

      “Saul said you got in touch with him to bring him up here. Why would you do that if you didn't feel any affinity toward your family?”

      Mr. Smith sighed and his head hung down as they walked. “It was a mixture of things, I suppose. My life hadn't turned out exactly the way I had imagined, and doubts were beginning to cloud my mind. I was living in a small town, and while I never have been averse to my own company, I was starting to feel a little lonely. My mother got in touch with me, as we still exchanged letters now and then. I thought that since they had so little going on in their lives they would appreciate hearing updates of mine.

      “Anyway, she told me Saul was finding it difficult to get a job and wondered if I knew of anything going on here. She seemed to think a fresh start would be good for him. Personally, I never thought you could teach an old dog new tricks, but I did hear about the bridge being built, so I sent along the information. I wasn't too enthused at seeing him again but, in a way, I suppose I was excited. After all, our lives had taken much different paths ever since I had left home.”

      “In what way?” Mack asked. Mr. Smith's head shot up.

      “Oh, I suppose that's another thing he hid from you. It's funny, when we were younger my brother always used to go on about honor, but he never quite could live up to his own lofty ideals. Did he not tell you about his prison record?” Mr. Smith said, with a smug grin on his face.

      “No, he didn't,” Mack said in a guarded tone.

      “Ah yes, well, he was in prison multiple times for assault and petty theft. He fell in with a bad crowd and went along with them. One of the assaults was particularly brutal, if I remember correctly. It made me glad I had distanced myself from all that and hadn't fallen into the same traps. Not that I blame him entirely, given the influence around him. But you see, you can't treat anyone at face value. I'm sure he presented himself as a noble person, but he's a liar. I tried to bring him back into the fold, but he was never good at following orders, something which I'm sure you've learned. I'm not the bad guy here, Mack. I never have been. It's a shame my brother tried destroying my reputation. I never wanted to treat him this badly, he just leaves me no choice.”

      Mack listened intently and tried parsing the truth of what Mr. Smith was saying. Perhaps if Mr. Smith had told them this when he first had arrived at camp, Mack may have believed him. But he had heard all about Mr. Smith's philosophy, and now suspected that being deceitful was a family trait. If Mr. Smith wasn't lying, and Saul had indeed been in prison, that was another truth he had omitted. So Mack had to wonder if he could trust Saul at all. One thing he was sure of was he couldn't trust Mr. Smith, but he had to pretend to agree with him to gain Mr. Smith's trust.

      “You know, I was thinking, perhaps I could be given a little more responsibility around here? I know I haven't been the easiest person, but I'm sure you can understand why I would be averse to being kept prisoner? I can't say I fully agree with your methodology, but I'm getting tired of tending to the horses. I think I could do more.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “I don't know. Maybe I could go out on patrol with the others. It would be nice to get a lay of the land around here, and perhaps I could use a gentler touch than they normally do. Sometimes people respond better to the carrot than the stick,” he said.

      Mr. Smith tossed his head from side to side, and Mack had to restrain himself from saying any more. When there were long silences such as these, people had a tendency to speak more, to try convincing the other person, when that actually showed desperation. In reality, Mack wanted to become part of the patrols to get access to the armory, but still, Mr. Smith seemed reluctant to give him access to the weapons.

      “Perhaps in time you will become one of the most trusted members, but until you fully accept my way of thinking I'm afraid I always will have my doubts. Still, I do enjoy our little chats, Mack. I hope that they provide you with much to think about,” Mr. Smith said, and by that it was clear their conversation was over.

      Later, as soon as Saul had returned from his own duties, Mack pulled him aside for a private conversation.

      “I need to have a word with you,” he said.

      “I suppose this has something to do with your little conversations with my brother?” Saul said.

      “You've been spending a lot of time with him recently. I'm beginning to wonder if you're hating it here as much as you say.”

      Mack glared at him and stepped into his personal space, making Saul back away against the back side of the tent. The aura of intimidation that Saul had when they first had met had disappeared completely and now Mack wasn't afraid of him at all. Whatever fight Saul had in him apparently had evaporated, presumably after being humbled by his brother.

      “Don't you dare question my loyalty to the cause! Every waking moment I spend here is devoted to planning a way out, and it has been ever since we were brought here. Your brother, for some reason, enjoys my company. I'm not going to turn that down because every moment I spend with him is a moment I get to try convincing him that what he's doing is wrong.”

      “Or maybe he'll convince you that he's right? I know you think you're some kind of big deal, but you haven't dealt with anyone like my brother before and you shouldn't treat him lightly.”

      “Oh, trust me Saul, I'm not treating him lightly at all. I'm on my guard at all times, as I should have been when I first pulled you out of the river. I knew you were hiding something, but I figured I'd give you the benefit of the doubt. That's the type of person I want to try being, but you repaid me by lying to me, lying to us all.”

      “Look, I already told you why I didn't tell you about my brother.”

      “And what about the fact you were in prison for assault?”

      Upon the words leaving Mack’s mouth, Saul appeared vulnerable for a moment. Then his face displayed a deep scowl again. “Figured it was only a matter of time before my brother told you about that. What does it matter?”

      “It matters!”

      “It shouldn't! I get why you're mad, but I wish you'd get off my back. All I hear from you guys is it was my mistake that got us in here, and it's my fault for not telling you my brother is the leader. Sure, I messed up, I made a few mistakes, but that's what I do and I'm not the only one. You think I like it here? You think I'm not beating myself up for not listening to you? Classic Saul, doing his own thing, making his own decisions and it lands him right back in the crapper again. The last thing I need is to keep hearing about it again and again.

      “And as for my prison record...that was a long time ago. I'm trying to learn from my mistakes. I'm not saying I'm an angel, but I'm not as bad as you're making me out to be. The good thing about this apocalypse is people like me get a second chance to be good people. You might not think I'm good enough, and maybe I do have a long way to go, but I'm just trying to make my way through the world, same as you.”

      With that he pushed into Mack's shoulder and barged past him, walking out of the tent into the fresh air. Mack considered Saul's words and immediately thought about Grace and how she, too, was trying to make a fresh beginning. In fact, Mack had started forgetting she had been his prisoner. Perhaps Saul should have been afforded the same respect and patience. It was clear to Mack the tension that came with being held in the camp was starting to affect him. He had to make a concerted effort to remain aware of it, so he could stay in control of it. But it was taking its toll on the others.

      The rest of the day went by as it usually did until night settled in. At the bonfire Mack moved between various groups, giving them updates on his plans. He tried moving naturally, as though talking with these people was the most natural thing in the world. He was glad the man with no name still was recovering from his injuries as he had been keeping a close eye on Mack. They had a better chance of succeeding while that man was out of commission.

      Whispers started moving among the people in the camp, and the excitement and hope were starting to rise. Even talk about fighting back was enough to brighten their moods, especially in people like Danny, who had been itching for revenge ever since he and his family had been brought into camp. And even people such as Chris, who would rather have kept their heads down, were now more interested after seeing how many different people were becoming involved. Mack was sure that with a little luck and some good timing they would be able to pull this off soon. Unfortunately, it was not the easiest thing to talk with all of them at once. Mack could not give an inspiring speech or discuss his tactics, either. So he hoped everyone received the correct instructions and that things were not lost in a game of telephone.

      The following morning, just as they were given the signal to rise and begin their day, a guard came in and ordered Grace to go with him.

      “Why? Where am I going?” she asked.

      “You'll find out when you get there,” the guard said. Mack stepped in front of Grace.

      “You're not taking her anywhere until you tell me where she's going. We've all been doing our duties. Is she being punished?” he asked.

      The guard's hands moved down to his gun and he locked eyes with Mack. “I've been given my orders, and you have been given yours. If you interfere I will kill you,” he said, and then grabbed Grace by the shoulder.

      She began struggling but Mack shook his head, for he knew any disturbance now would jeopardize their long-term plan. So it was with a heavy heart that he watched Grace being led out of the tent. He only could hope she would be safe. Because if she wasn't, then to hell with the plan; this place would burn.
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      “So do I get to know where you're taking me now?” Grace asked after she was roughly pushed out of the tent.

      The guard grunted at her and told her to keep walking. It wasn't long before she figured out where he was taking her, though. Soon Mr. Smith's hut loomed ahead. She went in and the leader was waiting there for her. The table was still there, but this time there was no food on it. Grace had not seen the leader much since that initial meal, but she had heard from Mack how he had been trying to find someone to join him. Other than that, the only times she had seen him were when he addressed the camp.

      It was surprising how removed he was from the day-to-day proceedings. She wondered if it was just to shield himself from the inhumane displays she witnessed daily. He was the type of person she would have been able to ruin. She would have hacked into his bank accounts and transferred all his money, then she would have changed his password and made postings on social media. His life would have been destroyed. Yet now she could not do any of that.

      Mr. Smith gestured to a chair, which she took, folding her arms and looking away with a sullen expression on her face. Mr. Smith remained standing, and as he spoke he paced around the room.

      “As you can see, there are no knives to grab today,” he said, and smiled to himself.

      “I have to admit I was impressed by your spirited display. Most people I have met quickly lose that part of themselves, but you seem to hold onto it tightly. I think I may have misjudged you when we first met. I thought you were nothing more than a child, but after receiving reports of how hard you've worked, I now can see there's more to you than that. Yours is the kind of attitude that this world is going to need. You're the kind of person I envisage standing on the pillars of the new society. I want to help you reach your potential, Grace. I want to see you grow and become one of the leaders of this new world I'm building. I want someone to stand with me, to be by my side and help usher in a new era for humanity.

      “I thought that perhaps Mack was going to be the one, but his mind is too tied to the old way of thinking to be of any use. He's been brainwashed, like so many unfortunate souls. I pity him, really, but I realize I need someone with a younger outlook. I'm sure you must have seen how broken the world was. Now you can be a part of building a new one, a better one.”

      Mr. Smith ended up standing behind Grace, and he rested a hand on her shoulder. The mere touch was enough to make her skin crawl.

      “You're deluded,” she said, “the old world wasn't perfect, but neither is your vision for a new one. You're just as broken as you think the old world was, and you're insane if you think you're the man to put it all together again. You think anyone would follow you willingly? You lucked out with this place. The only reason people are still here is because of fear, and it's not even fear of you. It's the fear of being out there on their own. People don't want to be lost in the wilderness when they have a camp like this. You're just an annoyance, something they must deal with, like fleas. If you didn't have the guns you wouldn't be anything.”

      Mr. Smith's grip tightened on her shoulder and then he stomped around her so he could speak to her directly.

      “You don't know what you're talking about. All my followers are with me, and if people just would give me a chance they would see I only want the best for them. They would understand what I'm trying to do! But no, everyone must deny me my right to make the world in my image. They're jealous. That's it. They always have been. They're just jealous because when the world ended I took the reins, not them. I was the one who stepped up and took control. I'm the one in charge here and you're all just jealous!”

      “Like I said, deluded,” she said sarcastically, as though she was talking to herself.

      This really set off Mr. Smith, though. He grabbed her jaw and made her gasp as he forced her to look at him. Her demeanor changed completely and fear ran down her spine as her eyes began watering. When she was with Mack and the others she felt strong, and it was easy to forget Mr. Smith was a horrible man, but here she was being given a reminder of his terror. His slender fingers pressed against her skin and she could feel his hot breath as he spoke.

      “You either can join me willingly or you can be forced to comply. I’ve grown tired of these games. I have considered all my options and you are the one I have chosen to stand with me. You cannot rely on your friends or anyone else. This is the last place you are going to see. So you may as well adapt to the new circumstances because I'm not going to let you leave. This is your future. This is your destiny.” He released his hands from her face and she stretched her jaw, attempting to ease the pain that was shooting through her.

      “I'll give you a chance to think about it,” he said, and then he turned his back on her.

      For a few moments, she was too shocked to move. She was afraid this was some terrible trick, and that if she tried to leave she would be punished. Without Mack and the others, she felt extremely vulnerable. Her eyes darted around the walls of the hut, replaying the vicious look in Mr. Smith's eyes as he had been talking to her. His offer had been a surprise and it didn't seem as though she had much choice. She knew she didn't want to comply, not after Mack had taught her how to fight, and after how she had spent all her life resisting people like Mr. Smith.

      After she caught her breath, she could move again. She staggered out of the hut. There was nobody around. She was tempted to make a break for it, even though she knew that somewhere close by somebody was watching her, and if she did try to run she would soon feel a bullet burning a hole in her back. But she couldn't leave her friends, either, and this was a tremendous shift in her thinking.

      While she had been part of a hacking group, there had not been any real closeness with the others. They all had lived a rather transitory life. Aside from D1ABL0, none of them were a constant presence. As such, she did not feel an obligation toward them as she did toward Mack and Luis. So she slowly made her way back to the tent, walking through the camp with a dazed look on her face.

      The color had been drained from her skin. Grace looked lost. People started to talk as they saw her come back from the general direction of Mr. Smith's hut, and when Mack was alerted his blood boiled. He and Luis both noticed her quickly and they abandoned their posts, running back to be with their friend. The guards who were supervising them were amused to see them in such distress. So they didn't protest when they left, but told everyone else to keep working.

      Luis was the first one to arrive in the tent, although Mack was only a few paces behind. Upon seeing him, Grace flung her arms around Luis, who tried his best to comfort her. Grace was shaking and tried holding back her sobs even though they were away from the prying eyes of the camp. She was not someone who was prone to emotional outbursts.

      “What happened?” Mack asked, and as her voice shook Grace quickly told him what had transpired.

      Mack clenched his jaw and his fists. If the tent had been made of a firmer material, he would have punched the wall. “That bastard,” he said.

      “He's been luring me in all this time then he turns around and takes you like that. I should have seen it coming. Maybe if I had been more interested...if I just had agreed to be a part of this, then he wouldn't have threatened you like that.”

      “It's not your fault,” Grace said.

      “It doesn't matter whose fault it was. This man is a monster and he must be stopped. We need to start thinking about putting this plan into action because I don't want to be here to see what Mr. Smith is going to do next,” Luis said, still holding Grace.

      Mack had a thoughtful expression on his face as many thoughts were whirling in his mind. All this time Mr. Smith had been working toward getting people to be a part of his supposed master race. Since Mack had declined his offer he had turned to Grace, who he must have known had a special bond with Mack. But Mack dared not think of what he was going to do to make Grace comply. He only could assume it involved taking either his or Luis' life.

      “No, I don't want you moving the schedule up because of me. I can handle it. We need to wait until everyone is ready. Like Mack said, we're only going to get one shot at this and we need to make sure we make the most of it,” Grace said. Wiping her nose and mouth, she pulled away from Luis and stood using her own strength again, although Luis kept his arm hanging over her shoulder.

      “No, Luis is right. This is only going to get worse and I don't want to give Mr. Smith another chance to hurt you. In ideal circumstances, we'd have another few days, but this world isn't ideal. We're going to have to move tomorrow. It's time to stand up to Mr. Smith, once and for all. I, for one, am tired of letting him have all the power here.”
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      Ever since the man with no name had shouted at Steve, the young guard had felt indebted to Mack and had tried bringing him some extra rations every now and then. Although he had been taken off guard duty, things had to be shuffled around as other people went on patrols. So, occasionally Steve did resume his duty of bringing them meals. Steve had been the only guard they had spoken to directly about their plans. Although the fear on his face was plain to see, he agreed to help them, and Mack was impressed by the young boy's courage.

      Steve also had spread the word among some of the other people who had been forced to serve as guards, as most of them had not enjoyed keeping their own families in check. They also had used Luis as a messenger between Steve and his brother Danny since the guards often were kept separate from their own families to make the division between them more apparent. Mack was aware of this and he did not want to harm these people if they could help it. So, although it was a gamble to let word spread through the guards, he trusted Steve's judgment to tell only people who would remain tight-lipped. But more than that, it was helpful to have a person on the inside who could give them accurate information about the comings and goings of the patrols.

      On this morning Steve brought them their breakfast and nodded to them in turn.

      “Danny said to keep your head down, and that he and your mom are looking forward to seeing you again real soon. They're both proud of you,” Luis said. Steve blushed and an awkward smile came upon his face.

      “I'm proud of you, too, Steve. Thank you for helping us like this. I know it's not easy and that you must be very afraid, but you're going to be helping a lot of people by doing this.”

      “I know, I just want to do my part,” he said.

      “Something happened yesterday that means our plans have to move forward. We're going to have to attack today. Do you think that's a good idea?” Mack asked.

      Steve chewed his lip and traded his weight from foot to foot before he answered. “There's a big patrol going out today, around lunchtime. Word is they've found another big group nearby and they're going to strike before they attack us. Most of them are going, with only a few staying behind.”

      “Good, then perhaps it won't matter that we didn't have a chance to get organized properly,” Mack said.

      “Hopefully, this all will be over by the time the patrol gets back, and we'll be able to give them a warm welcome.” The others grinned, and Steve joined in.

      “I also brought you these,” he said, and reached around his back, pulling out a piece of cloth from which he had made a makeshift bag. He handed it to Mack, who unfolded it.

      “These will come in really handy,” he said. Steve had managed to smuggle them in some knives.

      “There are loads of them in the armory, a whole big box. I was asked to inventory them yesterday and I figured they wouldn't notice if a few of these smaller ones went missing.”

      Mack handed one of them each to Grace and Luis, and then stopped in front of Saul. The big man looked up at Mack and blinked. They hadn't spoken much since their last discussion, but Mack knew it was time to give him a chance. Perhaps he hadn't been fair to him.

      “I think we've been blaming you for long enough, Saul. We're here now and we have to deal with it. Even if you hadn't done what you did, there's no guarantee we would have slipped past that scouting party. Like it or not, you're a part of this group, and I'd like your help now, if you're willing to give it,” Mack said, offering the knife.

      Saul looked up at him for a long while. In that time, Mack wasn't sure Saul would take his offer, but then the knife was taken from his hand and Saul stood up.

      “I'm with you,” he said. The two men linked arms and smiled at each other, although Luis remained suspicious.

      “You'd better get going now, Steve. I don't want them getting suspicious of you. If they come in here to check on you and see us holding these, we'll all be in trouble. Watch for the sign, and then you know what to do.”

      Steve nodded. “Good luck,” he said, and he left the tent. Once he was gone Mack and the others examined the knives. They all were a similar length, about five inches, and a couple had ornate handles, while the others were more generic.

      “Now, I don't want to take lives if I can help it, but the time may come when it's called for. I don't expect you to do the same, though. Killing someone is a hell of a thing, even if they're coming after you. It'll change you in ways you can't imagine. But we've all agreed to be a part of this, and I'd hope that we'll be in it all the way if we need to be. There's no sense in backing out now. If the time comes then the worst thing you can do is hesitate, so you might want to think now about how this is going to play out. It's not going to be tidy, and it's not going to be easy. Yes, we've planned, but if there's one thing I've learned from my time in the army it's that plans can go awry very quickly.

      “These people already have taken out a military bunker, and who knows what else? So we know they're no chumps, and they're not just going to stand by while we threaten their cushy little lives. Then there's Mr. Smith to worry about as well. He's a dangerous man, as we all know, and he certainly isn't going to be pleased about this happening. This is more than a camp to him, more than a place to live. It's the foundation of his new world and any attack on it is an attack on him, his authority, and his ideology. Once we start this there's no going back, and if we fail it's going to cost us our lives. If any of you want to back out, then this is the time to do it.”

      Luis had looked a little unsure when Mack had mentioned the possibility of killing someone, but there was no chance any of them were going to back away. Mack was pleased when his questions were met with silence.

      “Now, I would have preferred to give this speech to everyone in the camp so they all could be aware of what's going on, but I'm going to have to rely on you to spread the message. Once you all are in positions I want you to relay what I've just said. Tell them if they want to they still can back out and we won't think any less of them. You people are my lieutenants and I know that I can trust you. And I'm sure you're all aware of the plan, but let's go through it again. Once we're out there I don't know if we'll get a chance to speak again.”

      Mack looked at each of them in turn. The experience of the apocalypse had hardened them all, as had being kept in this camp. Luis had changed the most. Already, in such a short time, he had lost the wide-eyed way he looked at the world and his fear had been transformed from a weakness into a piece of steel that strengthened him. Acting like this was natural for Mack, and it took him back to a time when he had known his purpose in life, when he had a mission and all he had to do was carry it out. His duty brought order, and it left no room for doubt or reason. And even though he wasn't doing this for the army, he felt as though he still was doing this for America. He was fighting for these people's freedom, and battling against a man who sought to impose his own way of thinking on the population.

      It could have been his last stand, and as he was talking he felt the photograph of Anna burning a hole in his pocket (it was the one thing aside from his clothes the guards hadn't confiscated upon capturing him). There was a good chance this could spell the end of his time on Earth, and his quest to find his wife would end in failure, but he never had been a selfish man. If he didn't try stopping Mr. Smith, then he wasn't worthy of Anna's love. One day he hoped to see her again and tell her all about this battle and how he ended the reign of a man who used fear and intimidation to dictate the course of people's lives. But that was a long way in the future, and right now he had other things with which to concern himself. His body throbbed with anxious excitement as the adrenalin began surging through his body. It was a reaction that he had been used to when he was in the field at the beginning of his career, before he transferred into interrogation.

      There was something special about this feeling, about knowing that you were going into battle to defend honor and freedom, to give your body and soul over to something greater than yourself. It made Mack feel alive, and he hoped it inspired the same feelings in the others as well. He was proud of Grace, who had come a long way since their first meeting, when she was just a sullen girl on a plane, and then a scared young woman who was worried she had no place in this new world. But now she, too, had a purpose and was willing to give herself to the cause, rather than stay detached and alone like she had in the old world. And then there was Saul.

      Mack still hadn't made up his mind about Saul yet, but he was willing to give him a chance because that was the kind of man Mack wanted to be, the kind of man there needed to be more of in the world. There were already too many bad ones. Saul had been written off enough in his life, and Mack hoped he would take this chance to prove himself and find a new purpose, and perhaps realize that he didn't have to be a lone wolf anymore.

      Just before they went through the plan Mack felt the tension in the air. He knew it only was going to increase as the morning continued, and they waited for the right moment to strike. The plan already was being implemented earlier than they had hoped. So there was plenty that could go wrong, but sometimes you just had to roll the dice and hope all your preparations held up. So, Mack took a deep breath and went over the plan again, making sure everybody knew their roles. If one person messed up, then it could spell the end for them all. Coordination was going to be their biggest obstacle and it was up to all of them to maintain order over each of their areas. Over the course of their stay in the camp they had made friends with others and generally were liked well enough. So Mack hoped there were no surprises on that front.

      “Okay, let's just go through this one last time so everything is straight in our heads. Remember, if you have any questions don't hesitate to ask. If something goes wrong out there I trust you to use your own judgment. I've come to know all of you over the time we've spent together. I know the three of you are good people and you're going to do what's right. There are no better people I would rather trust to have by my side today. Whatever happens, I want you to know that I'm glad we had the chance to know each other.” At his solemn words the other three looked at each other, nodded, and smiled, even at Saul. Then, they stepped a little closer to Mack and gathered around him as he relayed the plan.

      “Right, Luis, you and your group are going to cause a distraction so I can lead a group to the armory. We're all going to load up on weapons and then split up. Grace, your group is going to secure the bikes and the wagons. Luis, as soon as you've created the distraction, I want you lot to get back as quickly as possible. Once the guards realize what's going on, they're not going to care you're unarmed. Saul, I want you to get to them with extra guns as quickly as possible and cause as much chaos as you can. Hold the perimeter and try to subdue people as quickly as possible. After I'm done at the armory I'll go to the horses and make sure they're okay.

      “We don't want any of the guards to escape and warn their friends before they get back. With any luck, we'll be done before that patrol returns. When they do come back we can just capture them and put them with the others. Hopefully, once Mr. Smith sees what's happening he'll surrender.”

      “He's not going to surrender. He's mine,” Saul growled.

      “Get in line,” Grace said, a fiery determination written on her face.

      Mack decided not to argue with them. He knew better than to try fighting against powerful emotions like that. With the plan laid out before them all there was left to do was wait. Mack walked to the edge of the tent and peered out of the doorway. The morning sun was high in the sky and there was something in the air. He wondered if Mr. Smith or any of the guards could feel it, too. So far they had been fortunate in that nobody they had told of their plan had let word slip, at least not to his knowledge. So hopefully, the element of surprise would be enough to give them the advantage they needed. One by one, they all left the tent and went to their separate areas, trying to walk as though it was just a normal day. Yet all of them had things on their mind.

      Mack went to the horses and nodded to Chris. Luis met up with Danny. Grace took her seat next to the women she knew, and Saul gave slight nods to people as he made his way through the camp. So far, so good, and none of the guards acted differently at all, but as the morning continued the patrols still were milling about. While they remained, there still were too many guards to risk their plan of attack.

      People started to get worried, glancing toward Mack and the others. They all tried to tell their respective groups what was expected of them, but it was difficult as they were under supervision. They had to pick their moments carefully. Some people were averse to the idea of killing and it seemed as though their numbers would dwindle. Chris, especially, was getting cold feet now as the time to attack was drawing near.

      “I thought you were willing to do this?” Mack asked.

      “I was...I am...I'm just scared. I've never been in a fight, not even at school. I hated conflict. I'd rather we could just talk about this,” Chris said.

      “I wish that, too, but that option has been exhausted. This is the only way forward and I completely understand if you don't want to be a part of it. But if that's the case, then you're going to need somewhere to hide or else you're going to be caught in the crossfire.”

      “I'll be okay. I really do want to help. I just need some time to process it.”

      “Just focus on your breathing and take each moment as it comes and you'll be okay,” Mack said.

      His heart went out to Chris. It was people like him that he admired, and that would form the backbone of the new world. He didn't have the training that Mack had, yet he still had the courage to be a part of this rebellion purely because it was the right thing to do.  As long as there still were people willing to stand up for what was right, the world was going to be in good shape.

      Others, like Danny, were all too eager to take out their frustration and anger on the people who had taken and harmed their families. Some of the guards who had been inducted upon their arrival into the camp had been killed while out on patrols, and their families who were still left alive had a score to settle. It was all Mack could do to keep them restrained until the signal was given. Timing was everything, and if anyone acted too quickly, then it could put the whole plan in jeopardy. Perhaps the person with the hardest task was Grace. There were many in her area who agreed with the principle of attacking the guards, but not with the reality of it. Many of them were grateful to have a roof over their heads and the tasks they had been given within the camp were not too arduous. It frustrated Grace that they were so blind to everything around them, but she was sure that once the action started she could rally them and make them act. Meanwhile, Saul was still largely kept to himself. He had to communicate to his people with his body language, and hope the message got through. But his plan, when the time finally came, was to lead the charge with a mighty roar, and for everyone to fall in line behind him.

      Once they all were in their positions, and had spread the word that they were going to be moving on that day, all there was to do was wait.
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      The morning hours passed and the sun moved across the sky. Everyone tried focusing on their jobs, but they were growing anxious with each passing moment. The patrol still had not moved and Mack was beginning to wonder if either Steve had been misinformed or if the guards had caught wind of their plan. If things didn't carry through today, then Grace was in serious danger, and Mack didn't want anything to happen to her. Over the course of the time they had spent together he had grown very protective of her, thinking of her almost as a daughter. That was poignant as he and Anna had planned to try having children when he arrived home.

      The thought of Mr. Smith hurting her filled Mack with anger, and this camp had existed for long enough. People continued glancing at him, and he hoped the guards would not pick up on this, as his heart was beating more fiercely than usual. When lunch was called, nobody felt like eating as their nerves were too frayed, but they forced food down to give the appearance of normalcy. The guards were eating close by as well. At one point, Mack caught the eye of Steve, who could offer only a shrug.

      Then, after lunch, Mack saw the patrol getting ready to leave. Again, people glanced at him, but he shook his head. They had to wait until the patrol was out of earshot. Otherwise, they would come running back and Mack's little army would have even more people to deal with. Eventually, enough time had passed. Mack took off his shirt, wiped his brow, and hung the shirt on the fence next to him. This was the sign.

      Luis had been glancing over during the entire morning, waiting and waiting, hoping he wasn't going to mess up his task. The people around him were anxious to get underway as well, and it was all he could do to quell their primal spirit. When he saw Mack hang his shirt on the fence, he rushed back to his group and gave them a thumbs-up. Danny threw his axe on the ground and approached Luis, shoving him loudly, shouting and hollering. Luis fell to the ground and the two of them scrambled together, just as they had planned. The others soon joined in and the scuffle became a brawl.

      The guards overlooking them weren't enough to handle the situation and had to call for assistance. One by one, guards from the main camp ran over to deal with this disruption, although the ones at the armory remained. Mack had hoped all the guards would be sent, but evidently the armory was too important to leave unguarded. Seeing this, he knew he had to take matters into his own hands. He told Chris to wait until the guard had been apprehended and then to carry out the plan as they had discussed. Mack took a deep breath and strode up to the armory. With the other guards occupied there was nobody to stop him, although the guard he was approaching told him to stop.

      “Just let this happen,” Mack said, but the guard pointed a gun at Mack.

      Mack continued talking until he was within reach of the guard and, as quick as a flash, he reached out and pushed the gun away. A shot was fired but it cracked into the ground, sending up dirt and dust. With his other hand Mack pulled out the knife Steve had given him and stabbed the guard in his mid-section. Seeing the guard crumple, Chris and the others ran up to Mack, who already was opening the armory door. Upon hearing the gunshot, the guards who were otherwise occupied had their attention drawn back to the main camp. They shouted to return, but it was too late. Mack already was handing out guns, and those who had weapons in their hands took up positions to fire at the other guards, who had to take cover.

      People worked frantically. Saul and Grace's teams were soon there and everyone was yelling over each other. Mack could hear the fear in people's voices. He hadn't had time to train any of them on how to use a firearm and he hoped they would find some luck and inspiration in the face of adversity. When forced to tap into their primal nature humans could be very resourceful, but Mack was aware he had to try keeping control of himself. Otherwise, he would become too much like the man he was trying to stop. Already he had taken a life, and he would have to live with that. Guns and bullets were passed between people and a perimeter was set up around the armory entrance. Grace and her crew first gathered some crates and other objects to use as barriers as they tried pinning down the other guards. The air was alive with the crack of gunfire.

      Mack ran back to tend to the horses with his group, firing in the air behind him. He quickly opened the paddock doors and made soothing sounds, hoping the horses would be able to maintain their composure in the midst of the gunfire. In the background, he heard people crying out with pain as bullets sliced through flesh, and the horrific reality of the endeavor came to the fore. But still people kept fighting, and although some were paralyzed by the fear that struck them, others moved forward and rallied to the cause. Chris, for example, began barking orders at others and led the horses away to safety with Mack. They tried to work as quickly as possible. Mack wished he could have been everywhere on the battlefield, but right now he needed to be with the horses as they were used to his presence.

      Luis and Danny grinned at each other as they stopped fighting and tried to deal with the guards who were all around them. Most of the guards were busy trying to shoot at the people around the armory as they knew it was the most important location. But without weapons, Luis and the people with him were at a great disadvantage while isolated from the others. They still had their axes, though, and when the battle first had begun they had used the element of surprise to rise up and wrestle the guards. Many of them still were involved in a close-quarters brawl, trying to prevent the guards from using their guns. They knew if they lost the edge then they would be at the mercy of the bullets. Many of them fought fiercely, especially Danny, who was like an ancient Greek warrior, and his example spurred on the rest of them.

      Grace was lost in the whirl of battle, even though she was standing in one place, rallying the others around her to maintain their position at the armory. Bullets were flying wildly, but they had managed to pin down most of the guards. Although she knew this couldn't go on forever. She looked over at Saul and told him to go around the back and get weapons to Luis while they laid down covering fire. Mack had disappeared. So far there had been nobody coming from the other side of camp, but it was only a matter of time before Mr. Smith arrived with another contingent of guards. In her hands was a pistol. It was lighter than she had imagined, but she had yet to pull the trigger as a lump in her throat prevented her from doing so. Whenever she waged war it had been from behind a computer screen.

      So far the plan had been working and the rebels had the upper hand. Saul and his group moved between the tents, managing to avoid gunfire for the most part, and flanked the guards around Luis. They had to be careful with their shots as they didn't want to harm the people on their side. The guards were in disarray. Many of them who had been coerced into helping Mr. Smith now were changing sides and, sadly, a few of them did die in the confusion of battle. They began fleeing back into the camp, trying to make it to somewhere safe against the overwhelming number of people. As soon as Grace saw this she took several people and secured the bikes and wagons. Now that the battle was going well, the people who had been unsure were more willing to fight for the cause, although the ground already was littered with dead bodies. So far there had not been any sign of Mr. Smith.

      Mack had moved the horses to a safe place and was about to return when he heard a cry from outside the camp. The patrol had returned unexpectedly and had seen the carnage that Mack's army had wrought. The other guards had fled to the other side of the camp, meaning all of Mack's people were caught in the middle, and it was not an enviable position in which to be. Mack fired his gun as he made his way back into the main camp. He knew he had to be there to direct his troops as they would be more effective with a commander than they would be as just a rabble of people. As he made his way through the devastation it brought back a lot of memories of his early career in the army, a time he thought he had left long ago.

      When he returned, he saw the battle had been fragmented. Luis and his group had chased after the guards who had fled and were now gone. Grace was just returning, having left people to guard the vehicles, and Saul was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Mr. Smith. When he asked where Saul had gone, people mostly didn't know, although one mentioned Saul had said he had a score he needed to settle. Mack scowled, as going after Mr. Smith like that hadn't been part of the plan. Once again, Saul had endangered them all. Right now, they needed leadership, order, and a chain of command, but with Luis and Saul otherwise occupied Mack needed more help. He called to Steve and made him a deputy.

      “I'm going to hold the line here and coordinate the attack. Right now, we're pinned down from two sides and that's not a good position to be in. I need you to run to Chris and tell him to leave the horses and attack to the east. You got that?” Steve nodded eagerly and Mack watched him run low through the gunfire, impressed by the courage he was showing.

      “We've made it this far! We can keep going! This day can be ours! Remember to breathe. Don't waste your ammo. Wait until you have a clear shot. You're doing well and I'm proud of you,” Mack yelled to try galvanizing the people around him.

      He told Grace to get back to her people and bring the wagons into the middle of camp as they could use them for shelter. Bullets flew past him as he kept his head down and wished he had had a helmet. The battle raged on and it was impossible to tell who was winning, but the bodies continued piling up. There were roars from far away in the camp, and Mack hoped Luis was still alive.

      Moments later Steve was running through camp back to Mack, crouching down and hiding from the flurry of bullets flying through the air. But then a shot went clean through Steve's leg. The young boy yelped in pain as blood gushed from the open wound and he fell to the ground, trying to claw forward. Mack cried out and looked to the source of the shot. It was the man with no name, limping forward, his legs and arm bandaged from where he had been shot before. His gun was drawn and he walked tall through the battlefield, as though he was invincible. Mack burned with anger as the man with no name approached Steve and drew his gun again, then turned and smiled as he saw Mack coming toward him.

      “Don't you dare!” Mack yelled.

      “Or what?” the man with no name said dryly.

      “This is the price you pay for starting a war. There are always casualties. I knew you were going to be trouble when I met you on that damned farm. I should have killed you then. You could have had a good life here. All you had to do was listen to that rambling fool's ideas and you could have done anything you wanted.”

      “Leave Steve alone,” Mack said, and pointed his gun squarely at the head of the man with no name.

      “I never was going to make it out of this alive, not once you started shooting up the place. I have made my peace with that. Have you?” he said, and time froze as he squeezed the trigger and a bullet shot out.

      Before Mack knew it Steve's struggling body was still, and his eyes were glassy-looking. The man with no name laughed and turned to point his gun at Mack, but Mack's reactions were sharper and soon the laugh was no more. The man with no name crumpled to the ground, but the damage already had been done. Mack ran to Steve and cradled his limp body. Mack had seen many soldiers die over the course of his career and it was always a tragedy when a life was cut short, but Steve hadn't been a soldier. He hadn't signed up for this. And now he was dead.

      In the chaos of the battle, Mack took a moment to look around. Dead bodies from both sides covered the ground and the air was heavy with the thick smell of blood and burning metal. It was a pointless battle, one that would not be remembered in history, yet one that would leave its mark on all involved.

      He returned to the armory and fired more shots. In the distance, he could see Chris still alive, even though others had fallen beside him. They had lost more people than Mack had expected and, in that moment, he spared a thought for his wife. He hoped that wherever she was she was not involved in something like this.

      The battle had been frantic and people around him were beginning to become battle-scarred. On the other side of the camp he could see Luis' group emerging, looking triumphant, but there was no sign of Luis with them, and Mack's heart sank. But they moved through the camp and provided relief for those at the armory, managing to pin down the onslaught that had been coming from the edge of the camp. Mack could feel that victory was close, but there was still a ways to go yet. However, when he looked around he couldn't see Grace either, and it seemed that when he needed them most his closest allies all had deserted him. So he was left barking orders, hoping they were okay.

      When Grace had realized Saul was nowhere to be found she remembered his vow. She knew he had gone after his brother, but she wasn't about to leave Mr. Smith all to him. After carrying out Mack's order to secure the bikes and lay down some covering fire she left her group and went looking for Saul. She ducked and dodged her way through the camp, hiding from guards as they ran past. She saw some of them fleeing into the woods, but she didn't give chase. It was clear now that when you ruled by fear like Mr. Smith you did not inspire loyalty from your followers, and she looked forward to telling him that in person.

      She made her way to the very back of the camp to Mr. Smith's hut, but found it empty. However, there was a trail by the door that suggested somebody had been dragged out. After following the trail, she tried thinking where Saul would take Mr. Smith. The river was perhaps too far, but the tent where they all had been kept prisoner was a good bet. Indeed, when she followed the trail it led exactly to there. She peered in and saw that Saul was holding Mr. Smith at gunpoint. She walked in.

      “I told you that you had to get in line,” Grace said. Mr. Smith was trying to remain composed, but there were beads of sweat trickling down his face and his armpits were stained.

      “He's my brother. I should be the one to do it. It was lucky I got there when I did. I caught this coward trying to get away on a bike. Funny that, his whole place comes under attack, and instead of defending it, he runs. But that's what you're always used to doing, isn't it brother? Running away instead of trying to prove yourself.”

      “Better than breaking the law and getting put in prison over and over again, or running out on your family,” Mr. Smith spat back.

      “You like to think you're a big, bad lone wolf, but the truth is nobody wants you around because you're a liability. Even now there's a whole war being waged, and instead of helping your people you're in here with me, putting your own personal goals ahead of everything else. You see, Grace? This is what I'm talking about. The world can't go on like this. We all should be working together and there's still a chance for you to make the right decision. I'm sure that you, me and Mack can work things out. Most of the bad guards will be dead by now. I never wanted them in the first place, I just had to use them so I could build up this place. I never wanted it to be like this, I wanted us to all get along. Take care of Saul and we can go out there and put an end to this war. Nobody else has to die,” he said, trying to make an imploring case to Grace.

      Grace moved forward so she was standing beside Saul.

      “You're wrong. There's one last person who has to die. You. Do it, Saul. End this now,” Grace said. Saul's hands gripped the gun and they started shaking as he tried willing himself to pull the trigger.

      “You're the same as you always were, Saul. You never could do anything useful. You messed everything up and you'll always mess up everything. You can't even do this right. You're pathetic. And you wonder why I wanted to leave home?”

      “All we ever wanted was to give you a good life! We just wanted to protect you and care for you, but you threw it back in our faces. Mom was never the same after you left. You were her baby. She always loved you more than me, and you had to go break her heart. And look at you, you don't even care.”

      “No, I don't care, because I'm better than you. I'm better than all of you!” he said.

      By this point he had stepped around slowly so his back was to the tent entrance. Grace yelled at Saul again to pull the trigger, but Saul was unable to do so. Mr. Smith merely laughed and shook his head one last time before he turned and moved out of the tent. Grace glared at Saul and followed, drawing her gun. She pointed and pulled the trigger, closing her eyes at the last moment. Then she heard a cry of pain. When she opened her eyes, she saw Mr. Smith was cradling his leg, but still moving, albeit far more slowly. He was wheezing and she raised the gun again, remembering how he had threatened her and gripped her jaw. Anger rose within her like a viper ready to strike at its prey, but just as she was about to end Mr. Smith's life, Saul was by her side, wresting the gun from her grip. She glared at him once again, but he had a solemn look on his face.

      “You don't want to do that,” he said, “let the wild get him.” Grace let her gaze linger at the trail of blood that followed Mr. Smith into the forest. Then she and Saul turned away as they returned to the main conflict.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      In the aftermath of the battle there was much rejoicing from the victors, even though their triumph had come at a very great cost. Sorrow thundered through the camp as people went through the fallen bodies and inevitably found a family member or someone they had thought fondly of. Mack was disheartened to see that Chris eventually had fallen as well, although the horses were still safe.

      The camp was a literal war zone with empty bullet shells and corpses on the ground. The fight had raged for hours, and although it was still a bright day the sun soon would dip below the horizon, completing its descent. Mack looked up at it and mused that even though much had happened to the people of Earth, the rest of the universe and time was continuing without any thought of what was occurring to them.

      Bullets had torn holes through tents and it would take a lot of work to get the camp up and running again. Mack divided everyone into teams again. They needed to collect all the guns and unused ammo and put them back in the armory, gather up all the dead bodies and make a note of who had died, make sure the horses and other modes of transportation all were accounted for, take stock of the supplies, and generally make sure they all were safe, and that there were no stragglers from Mr. Smith's regime.

      After talking among themselves, the people of the camp decided they would burn all the bodies on the bonfire. Even though there were many cultures, they all had come together against Mr. Smith and the best thing to do was to deal with the dead bodies quickly. It pained Mack to see Steve and the man with no name being gathered up together. Now in death they both were corpses, whereas in life they had been two completely different people. Although they all were exhausted from fighting, there was still a lot of work to do and they put in the effort long into the evening.

      Shortly after they had been tidying up, Mack was given a morale boost as Luis appeared, half-dazed and looking much the worse for wear. Upon seeing him Mack embraced him tightly.

      “I thought you were a goner,” he said.

      “So did I for a while,” Luis said, looking relieved.

      “It was touch and go there. I wasn't sure we were going to make it, but they're all good people. I was caught in a big brawl, and then a couple of them tried to get away. I chased them through the forest and we got into a fight. Then they ran away. I was knocked down. It took me a while before I came to. I was just lucky they decided not to finish me off.”

      “I think most of Mr. Smith's men gave up the cause when they saw that it was lost, and when he didn't appear,” Mack said. Luis asked what happened with Mr. Smith and Mack told him what he had heard from Grace.

      “It's a shame he got away,” Luis said. “I would have liked to have made him pay for everything he put us all through.”

      “From what Grace said he was losing a lot of blood. So I doubt he made it very far,” Mack said, although deep down he had his doubts, and was afraid they had not seen the last of Mr. Smith.

      At that point Danny came over and expressed joy at seeing Luis again, then told him the sad news of Steve's death. Mack left the two new friends to talk with each other. All through the camp he saw scenes like this, of people who had formed bonds in the face of adversity. He knew the camp would be stronger for these people having come together.

      After they had taken care of everything and set the bodies alight Mack gathered them all around. The guards who had not been killed had been tied up. They were sitting near them, although far away from the weapons, for Mack wanted to address them as well.

      “Today has been a long, hard day, but I'm proud of you all. Everyone in this camp did more than was asked of them. You came together and fought back against the person who had caused you so much pain. A lot of people gave their lives today, people who were close to all of us, and I would like to pay our respects to them now. We will miss them, and we always will remember them. As we move forward and as this camp is rebuilt, it will be with the knowledge that we are only here because of their sacrifices to us.

      “And now, for those of us who still live, we have choices to make. We have prisoners here, guards who were working for Mr. Smith. I don't know how justice is supposed to work in this new world. There are still so many things we're going to have to figure out on our own, but I want us to try being the best possible versions of ourselves. So I would like to offer them a choice. Either they can try making it out there by themselves or they can stay here, as long as they promise to behave and give themselves accordingly.

      “Now, I don't want to speak for everyone because the last thing you need is someone else telling you what to do. So I suggest you form some kind of committee that can make these decisions. But right now, I just wanted to say thank you to you all for what you've done here today. You all should be proud of yourselves. Let's enjoy the feast tonight!”

      His words were met with a loud cheer and people started socializing as food was brought out and cooked, away from the bonfire of burning bodies. Now that Mr. Smith was gone, the food could be shared equally, as could the alcohol that he had been hoarding. Soon enough, Dana, the woman to whom Mack had spoken about the state of the city, came up to him. He was glad to see she had survived the ordeal.

      “A few of us have been talking,” she began.

      “We like your idea of a committee, but we also like the idea of you sticking around. None of this would have been possible without you. I think most of us are going to stay try making a go of it here. Hell, part of the reason why most of us came here in the first place was because we were promised a sanctuary where people were working together to build a community. So we might as well make that a reality. We'd like you to stay, though, and be a part of this. It's still going to take a lot of work to repair the damage Mr. Smith caused. Not just with us, but with the people in the area, and we could use all the help we could get.”

      “I appreciate the offer, and I'll think about it,” he said.

      Then he promised he'd stay for at least a few days to make sure everyone was okay, and that there were no more surprises in store. As the evening continued he noticed Grace was standing by herself, so he went over to see her.

      “I was ready to do it,” she said.

      “I would have killed him if Saul hadn't stopped me. Most of my life has been spent in cyberspace, and whenever I did something to anyone it always was… removed... detached. It was easier that way. But I was right there and I was ready to end his life.”

      “It's okay. I'm proud of you for everything you've done here,” Mack said.

      “And Mr. Smith is still alive. You didn't kill anyone. You're not a bad person, Grace. Even if you had killed him, I'm not sure you would be.”

      A small smile crept across Grace's lips. “It's funny, isn't it? When we first met I was a bad person, at least in the eyes of the law. If things had gone differently I would be in prison right now, and you'd be with your wife.” She looked directly at him.

      “In a way, I'm glad that things happened this way, and that we had a chance to become friends. But Anna is still out there somewhere, and I'm not going to rest until I find her.”

      He could tell by the way she visibly relaxed that what he had said made her feel better. He was glad she wasn't going to lose herself in the darkness of self-doubt, for she had been too full of that already.

      “You're not going to stay here, then? You could make a pretty good life for yourself here. There are a lot of good people, and they look up to you.”

      “They are good people, and I could have a good life here, but it's not my life. As long as there's a chance Anna is still alive I must try finding her. I couldn't live with myself if I didn't. It's going to be hard to leave, though,” he said, and he meant every word.
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        * * *

      

      Even though only a few days had passed the community was already strong. The newly-formed committee had decided to extend the hand of friendship to the guards who had been captured as a way of ushering in a new era of forgiveness. Some of them took it, others decided to take their chances on their own. So they were given rudimentary supplies and shown on their way. The place was abuzz with possibilities and Mack was pleased to see it getting up and running so quickly. It was amazing to think it had been only a few days since the air had been alive with the sound of gunfire, and death had hung heavily all around them.

      Patrols were sent out to repair relationships with families in the area, including Willie’s. After hearing that Mack was in the community, he and Margaret came for a visit and Mack was delighted to see them both. Margaret flung her arms around Luis, and the two of them went off together. That made Grace a little jealous, as ever since the farm she had felt as though she and Luis had been getting closer. So she tried ignoring that the two of them were going off to a private place together.

      Willie was happy to see the community was growing and was happy to negotiate a trade deal. He and Mack spent some time catching up. The farm still was going strong, and Willie said they all were welcome to drop by anytime they liked. Although Mack mentioned they probably would be moving on soon.

      “If I was in your position I wouldn't ever leave this place. You know there aren't going to be many places like this out there,” he said.

      “I know,” Mack replied, “but maybe that's why I have to be out there.”

      The visit was all too brief, and Margaret was in tears as she walked back to the wagon with her father. Luis was stoic as well. Even in this new world, some things, such as love and relationships, were still the same.

      As everything seemed to be in good hands Mack knew he wasn't needed any longer. He wanted to get back out on the road, back on the path to his wife. He gathered most of the people for another address.

      “I'm sure these little speeches aren't going to be something you miss, but I'm going to miss you all, and I'm going to miss this place a lot. We've been through a lot together, and that's not something anyone can take away. I know that no matter where I am I'll always be thinking of you and hoping that you're going from strength to strength.

      “Ever since my plane crashed and I've had to adjust to this new world, I've been trying to wrestle with the way to act and what it means to be human when we're faced with so much danger every day. It's too easy to give into fear and doubt, but you people and this place are the proof of why we must keep going. You're an example of the best side of humanity. I hope you can stay safe, and I know you're going to build something amazing together. I wish I could stay to be a part of it, but there's someone out there I have to find. Hopefully, someday our paths will cross again.”

      His words were met with a round of applause. He went over to Grace, Luis, and Saul. “I guess we're here again, and again you have a choice to make,” he said.

      “I won't blame any of you if you want to stay. In fact, I'll be a little jealous.”

      “I'm going wherever you go,” Grace said quickly.

      “I've never stayed in one place for too long, and my brother might still be out there somewhere. Plus, I feel like I've got a few things I need to make up to you people...” Saul said.

      “I've come with you this far, and the whole reason I was out here in the first place is because I wanted to see the country. Looks like you're stuck with us, Mack,” Luis said.

      “Damn, I was hoping this place finally would get rid of you,” Mack joked, beaming.

      After being loaded up with a generous amount of supplies and weapons, as well as a horse upon which they could load their packs, they bid an emotional farewell to their new friends and began the long walk back to the city. As they left the camp Mack pulled out the dog-eared, tattered photograph of his wife and ran his thumb along her face. Then, his eyes faced forward as they walked off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      It had been about a day since Mack's group had left the settlement. They had left it in good shape and the people in the camp were recovering well after Mr. Smith's tyranny. The freedom they were enjoying was a great relief to Mack, in particular, who had seen in this group the hope that he wanted to see throughout the world. There was a chance that humanity could survive the apocalypse and it warmed his heart to know that deep down there were still good people, and that tyrants like Mr. Smith always would be overthrown. However, he also knew that out there in the world there would be other people like Mr. Smith, and that it would require the good people to stand up and fight against those who would seek to take advantage of everyone else.

      There had been a large memorial service to pay respects to those who had lost their lives in the battle, and when Mack and the others left the camp, there was still a solemn air, not only among the people in the camp but also within his own group. Saul and Grace had been involved in the final altercation with Mr. Smith, in which the deposed leader had escaped with his life, albeit with a wounded leg. Mack hadn't been present, but judging by the body language displayed by both Saul and Grace, something significant had happened. Mack had to admit he was surprised that Mr. Smith made it out alive, as he had presumed Saul would have killed him.

      Luis, too, was looking subdued, and Mack had a feeling this had to do with his last conversation with Margaret, which had left the farmer's daughter running away in tears. Although they hadn't spoken about it yet, Mack felt sympathy for the young man. Relationships were tricky things, even when the world was in its prime, but moving along as they were would make it difficult for anyone to form a lasting, deep connection. It reminded Mack of his own wife, who he hoped was somewhere out there, still surviving.

      The more days that went by, the less likely it seemed he ever would lay eyes upon her again, but there was a deep drive in his heart to do anything he could to make it back to her. Aside from staying alive, it was the one thing that gave him purpose. He knew all too well how important it was for somebody to feel as though they had a purpose in the world. In his career, he had met many people who had turned to violence and madness because they had seen no future for themselves. In this world, where every system they had built for themselves had crumbled, it would be easy for people to feel lost and without hope. Some, such as Mr. Smith, would see it as an opportunity to indulge their darker impulses. Others, such as Grace, would lament the loss of the world with which they were familiar.

      As the group moved farther away from the camp they spoke little and enjoyed the peace and quiet that came from the forest. Time was beginning to have little meaning for them, and it was difficult to track the number of days that had passed, but they were aware of how much they had lost from Mr. Smith taking them back to his camp. They had made it to the road leading to the city, and then had been taken back all the way into the forest. Now they were forced to walk the path again. While they had been well-supplied by the camp, Mack and the others had refused the offer of bikes. He knew the camp members needed them more than they did and, by now, the four of them were used to walking. All of them were on guard as they were aware of what dangers the forest held within its bosom. Yet, after spending so much time in one place and feeling as though they had accomplished something by driving Mr. Smith away from his throne, optimism ran through their hearts. That was a strange feeling after the world had changed.

      After walking for most of the day they found a small copse where they chose to set up camp. The trees had thinned in this area and created a cozy, mossy place for them to rest. One by one, they sighed with relief as they set down their heavy packs.

      “You know, I'm glad they gave us so much stuff, but man is it tough on my back,” Grace said, bending her body this way and that to try and ease the aching of her muscles.

      “Yeah, but don't forget what you were like when we first started walking in these woods. You barely could last two hours before you had to rest and now you can walk most of the day with that thing on your back,” Mack pointed out.

      “I'm a new woman,” Grace said with a smile.

      They relaxed for a little while and enjoyed the feeling of the summer sun beaming down on them. In these moments, it was easy to forget the world had ended and everything had been plunged into chaos. The world was still and there were barely any sounds other than a balmy breeze slipping through the trees, but always their ears were pricked up for the sounds of anyone new, in case they be friend or foe. Soon enough it was time to set up their shelters. They had some rudimentary poles and tarps that the people at the camp had been kind enough to give to them, which was a much better way than sleeping under the stars, as they had done before. Mack used his military training to swiftly build the shelter. Luis and Saul were used to living off the land as well, and they were adept at it. The only one who struggled was Grace, and her efforts to hide it did not succeed. Mack ended up going over to help her.

      “This reminds me of the first time I went on survival training way back when I just had enlisted,” Mack said as he held a pole in place and fastened the tarp around the top of it.

      “It was just a group of six of us, with nothing but a few days' worth of rations, small tents, and our wits. We had to last for two weeks, and at the beginning of it I was so scared. Up until then I thought I was such a big deal and could handle anything, but that was the first time I was properly away from home and I felt so alone. The world seemed so big and there was one guy who couldn't stop going on about everything that could kill us.” He shook his head and laughed.

      “On that first night, we were useless. Only one of the tents managed to stay standing. The rest of us had to get up in the middle of the night and fix ours, and in that place the temperature dropped dramatically. So we all were there with our trembling hands, trying to hold the flashlights in place so we could see what we were doing. God, on that night I never thought we'd make it through the two weeks, and I was seriously reconsidering my life choices.”

      “What happened?” Luis asked.

      Mack shrugged. “We eventually got used to it. The hardest thing was getting used to each other. Being stuck alone with people for so long can take its toll, and you can get cabin fever, even if you're not in a cabin. Of course, that was a different situation then, as we weren't trying to survive. We always knew we were being monitored, so if anything really bad did happen we would have been pulled out of there. Still, the same principles hold true, practice makes perfect and it's important not to get annoyed at yourself. After all, we do have all the time in the world,” he said, smiling at Grace, who didn't look convinced.

      “That depends on what else still is waiting for us,” she replied.

      “At least we know there still are good people in the world, and hopefully we'll encounter them more frequently than people like Mr. Smith,” Mack said.

      He noticed Saul winced at the mention of that name, but Mack didn't follow up the comment. After they had erected the shelters they congratulated each other on building their home for the night. The sun was beginning to dip lower, so they decided to build a fire. Now that they knew there were no bad people in the area (Mr. Smith seemed to have a monopoly on that) they felt safer at lighting something that could have given away their position. For the time being they were well-stocked with matches, and in the forest, there was an abundance of wood. So it didn't take them long to build a substantial fire. Soon enough the embers had spread to become a glowing blaze, full of vibrant, orange life that crackled and warmed the surrounding air. They pulled out some food they had been given from the camp and ate, watching the fire as though it was a television.

      “So, do you think we really will make it to the city this time?” Luis asked.

      “I think I'm done with trying to plan for the future. We're going to have to take each day as it comes. When Mack and I stepped out of that plane wreck, I never would have predicted half the stuff that has happened to us, and I'm not about to try guessing what's in store,” Grace said.

      “Let's just hope we don't get captured again just before we're about to leave the forest. I don't know about you guys, but I'm about ready for a change of scenery. This forest is starting to lose its appeal,” Luis said with a smile, intending it to be a lighthearted comment. However, Saul instantly snapped at him.

      “I know I screwed up, but you don't have to keep reminding me at every opportunity,” he said. Luis glanced awkwardly at the others.

      “I didn't mean...” he said.

      “What's wrong, Saul?” Mack asked.

      “I know what you're all thinking,” Saul said, “that I should have killed him, and that I shouldn't have let him get away after what he did.”

      “None of us are thinking that,” Mack said in a calm tone, although he noticed out of the corner of his eye that Grace was squirming. “It must have been difficult for you. He was your brother, after all.”

      “Yes, but after everything he'd done...it's not like we can tell the police about him,” Saul said, looking down at his feet, away from the heat of the fire, wringing his hands.

      “No, but we can't be judge, jury, and executioner either. Nobody should feel the weight of that burden. We only can try being the best people we can be, and act according to our own conscience,” Mack said.

      “But it was only because of me that we were there. I got us captured in the first place, and I should have ended it. I should have ended him.”

      “You can't blame yourself, Saul,” Grace said.

      “You made a choice in the moment, and it's for us to judge whether it was right or wrong, but I think we all can agree that we should stop letting him annoy us. The best thing to do is forget about him and move on.” Mack and Luis nodded in agreement and, for the time being Saul, seemed settled, although Mack had a feeling the cloud would hang over him for a while longer.

      Saul was a difficult one to work out, and Mack hadn't had the opportunity to have a decent conversation with him yet. Mack had decided Saul was one of those people who had been trodden on by the world, and kept his cards close to his chest. Although in this post-apocalyptic state people needed to trust each other to survive, old habits were difficult to break and, though the group had been through a lot together already, it still would take time for Saul to feel completely comfortable.
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        * * *

      

      As the group was settling down they went into their separate tents and spent some time apart, at least as much as they could when they were tied to each other by the mutual need to survive. Grace closed her eyes and tried forgetting about the feelings she was struggling with. She honestly had wanted to kill Mr. Smith before Saul stopped her, even though she always had considered herself a good person, and good people didn't kill. Of course, she had broken the law before, but that had been for a greater good, for a bigger purpose that she had believed in, along with the other members of her hacking co-operative. And yet, this new world required her to change, to transform herself into someone who needed to survive. The adjustment of having to learn to talk to people and rely on them, rather than setting herself in front a computer screen, was difficult. She still was coming to terms with her new role in the world. She just was glad Mack had been with her when this all started, or else she didn't know how she would have ended up.

      However, suddenly being alone with her thoughts wasn't as desirable as it had been in her old life. Now there was no Internet to distract her. She felt isolated, and the emptiness of the silence was not calming, as she sensed it was for Mack. In that instance, she did not want to be alone, and emerged from her tent to find Luis staring into space.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked, standing beside him, looking into the vast nothingness that lay before them.

      “Just things,” he sighed, and smiled weakly at her, acknowledging her presence.

      When they first had met, Grace hadn't thought much of Luis, but over time she had grown to appreciate his place in their group and considered him a friend...perhaps even more. Romance was something with which she had no experience, but she felt there had been a few moments where she and Luis had shared something. Yet, at the same time, he had been involved with Margaret as well, and she wondered how he was dealing with those types of feelings.

      “Were you tempted to go back with her?” she asked after a few moments of silence had passed between them.

      “With who?” he said.

      “Margaret, back to the farm.”

      “I suppose, for a little bit, but I owe Mack and you guys have become my friends. I don't think I could stay in one place knowing that you three are out here, getting into who knows what kind of trouble,” he said, trying to remain lighthearted, but even Grace could tell it was weighing on his mind.

      “That explains why she left in tears,” Grace said, and noticed that Luis flinched.

      “I didn't think she'd react like that...didn't think I'd actually mean that much to anyone. Still, I'll probably never see her again, so at least there's that,” he said, but again his attempt at humor was entirely transparent. Grace offered a sympathetic smile, but having not been in his shoes before she had little in the way of wisdom to offer. Although, upon reflection, she felt that perhaps her company was enough.

      “I've been thinking about it a lot,” Luis continued,” and I'm wondering if it's just too difficult to have a relationship in this new world? With all the dangers around us, and living like we are, it's hard enough to worry about yourself, let alone fall in love. And it's not as though you really can go out on dates anymore either.”

      Grace was taken aback. Part of her had thought she was the reason he decided not to pursue anything with Margaret, but now it seemed that he didn't feel confident about relationships at all. Grace furrowed her brow, and decided she must have been confused about the moments they shared, and that it was just a product of the stress they had been under this whole time. With nothing more to say the two of them remained there for a while longer, watching the bleak sky before them, until Grace left without a word and returned to her tent.
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        * * *

      

      They took turns at watching over the camp in case any dangerous predators came upon them during the night, but up until the wee hours of the morning everything had been calm. Mack just was relieving Saul when he smelled the air and heard a rumble in the distance. Suddenly, everything felt a little warmer and heavier. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a flash and turned to see what it was. Then another rumble, as deep as an earthquake, greeted his ears.

      His heart sank and his stomach churned as he felt the rain fall upon his face. It fell like gentle teardrops at first, and then became heavier and harder, soon turning into a torrent that soaked the ground around him and made his clothes dripping wet. The rain was warm and he was glad for this since his teeth didn't chatter, but he quickly roused the others. The heavens cracked open again, and lightning split across the sky in a bright flash that lasted the fleetest of moments. Mack counted between the lightning and the thunder, worried that it wasn't too far away. In among the trees they were vulnerable to been struck by lightning, and even if they were near a hospital they wouldn't have been guaranteed survival.

      Mack shouted at the others and pulled them out, dragging them away from the shelters that had metal poles holding them up. It was dark and they barely could see anything through the torrent of rain that blasted their eyes and their senses. So they had to follow Mack's voice and group together. There was no chance they could outrun the storm. Their only hope was that fortune was on their side. However, having already survived a plane crash, Mack wasn't sure he had any luck left. They had to leave their supplies and run away from the camp, holding onto each other’s jackets so they did not lose each other amid the chaos and the darkness.

      The storm thundered overhead and only seemed to become louder and louder, the lightning more frequent. As the light flashed, Mack could see each of his companions' faces. Grace and Luis seemed scared, while Saul was as implacable as ever. The lightning also lit up the rain. It came down in a thick wall, splashing the ground so hard it was beginning to lose its cohesion and become muddy and slippery. Mack cursed his footwear. It was not made for these types of conditions, and he had the uncomfortable feeling of mud seeping into his shoes and socks, which was not pleasant at all. With his jaw clenched, he forced his way through the slashing rain, determined to lead the small group away from the camp.

      It was fortunate they had left when they did, for just as they reached the edge of the copse, they heard a bellowing crack as the plastic tarps were ripped into shreds. The disastrous sight was illuminated by the destructive flashes of the lighting, revealing their destroyed shelters. Mack felt his heart sink. He and the others moved away to another clear space where they made sure they had no metal around them and that they all were wearing rubber-soled shoes. For the following hour or two they tried shielding each other from the downpour, huddling together as the rain beat down upon them.

      Eventually, the storm calmed and moved away, leaving the stars to shine. It passed as abruptly as it had come upon them, and they were left standing with water dripping off of them, their clothes heavy with water all the way through and their skin cold and soaking wet. They trudged back to the camp and gloom fell over them as Mack pulled out some matches and lit up the area, shedding light on the shelters, or, more accurately, what remained of them. The poles were left jagged and burned, and the material had been torn apart as though a wild animal had slashed it. Each of them groaned as they began rummaging through the shelters in the dark, hoping that most of their supplies had been spared from the humbling might of Nature.
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      When the morning light swept over the land the group was forced to face the grim truth; their shelters were destroyed and the ground was too sodden to remain there for very long. There wasn't enough of anything left to salvage from the shelters either, and Mack secretly prayed for a change in their fortunes. It seemed that for every positive move there were at least two things that pushed them back. Thankfully, their packs mostly had been left unharmed, although the sheer force of the rain had soaked through one of the pouches on Luis' pack that held his matches. So they were down to just a few. Wasting no time on negative feelings, Mack clapped his hands and told them to take what they could so they could get on their way. He knew walking would warm them up, which they sorely needed as their clothes were sodden. Even the few spare items they had stashed in their packs had not been spared the effects of the rain.

      Grace and Saul were grumbling, so Mack tried keeping their minds on the task ahead, rallying them to get back on track. Walking forward was harder as now their feet sank into the ground with every step, and mud became caked on their shoes. However, Mack set the pace and tried keeping them moving.

      “You know, this reminds me of one time I was out on a patrol and we got caught in a storm,” Mack began.

      “Are you going to have a story for every type of situation we find ourselves in?” Saul muttered, and Mack chose to ignore his comment.

      “We were caught in some dangerous territory. Our car had a flat tire, and we couldn't stay there for fear of snipers. So we had to crawl into this trench and stay there the whole night. The wind was howling and we didn't know if there were gunshots being fired in the distance or if it was just the storm. The next day we actually had to push the car out of the mud before we were spotted. I didn't think we'd ever make it out of there, to be honest, but the elements always are going to be there and we have to learn to deal with them as well as everything else.”

      “I'm really starting to miss the idea of being at home,” Luis said.

      “Hopefully, in the city there will be houses for all of us,” Saul said.

      None of them really knew what awaited them, and given everything that had happened so far, they all secretly were afraid their worst nightmare would come true. The city would be destroyed, leaving them with nothing, not even their hope.

      After walking for most of the day they came across a small cabin. It was an unassuming building tucked away in between the trees, and if they hadn't been looking carefully at the surrounding area they likely would not have seen it at all. They stopped walking and ran to hide themselves behind the trees, observing the cabin for a little while to see if there was any activity. When they could not see any, they decided to approach, hoping to make a new friend or at least meet someone who was not antagonistic. They walked up to the cabin tentatively, always aware there could be somebody lying in wait for them inside. Yet there still was no sign of anyone, even as they came up to the door. Mack knocked and announced himself as a friend, but there was no answer. He knocked again and again, but there was no reply. He looked at the others and shrugged. Saul reached out his hand and turned the door handle, allowing the door to swing open, creaking slowly.

      One by one, they walked into the cabin and looked around. It was a small building made up of three large rooms. The first seemed to be a living room of sorts, with books strewn over the coffee table and a single chair. A television sat in the corner, although that was now just a relic of a bygone time, and a fireplace was on the right-hand side. Glasses were set on the table, and the smell of stale food filled the air. The other room was a kitchen. A pan sat on the stove, and a bowl filled with dog food sat on the floor. The cupboard was filled with all sorts of canned food, and the group marveled at the stash.

      “Well this makes up for the storm!” Saul exclaimed, rubbing his hands together with glee, but Mack was not so quick to share his excitement.

      “Somebody lives here, Saul. We can't just take what's theirs. We're not thieves, and I don't want to come in and ransack the place.”

      “Hey, we have a responsibility to make sure we survive, and haven't you heard of ‘finders keepers?’ I'm pretty sure that's the law now,” Saul said, reaching up to pull a can of tomatoes out of the cupboard. He was stopped when Mack strode up beside him, and placed a strong hand on Saul's arm.

      “Saul, whoever lives here could come back at any moment, and I don't want to have to explain to them why we're going through their things. We've talked about this before. I know the world has changed, but I want to keep living by my principles. It's pretty clear someone has been here recently, and we don't have the right to go through their property. So I think we should go before we get ourselves into any more trouble,” he said. Saul glared at him and Mack braced himself for another argument with the big man when they heard the click of a shotgun and the growl of a dog from the doorway.

      “Uh, guys?” Luis said as the four of them turned to see a wiry man standing in the doorway.

      His lean frame was cloaked in a long trench coat with tattered clothes underneath and stained shoes, a dirty sock poking out of a hole in the left one. His beard was scraggly and gray, his hair came down to his shoulders, but it was thinning on top and his scalp shone through. The dog that stood by his side growled, baring its teeth. Its body was lean like that of its owner, and the outline of its ribs could be seen through the mottled white fur. Its ears were flat against its head, and upon seeing them Mack inwardly sighed. He moved slowly and tried introducing himself, but before he could utter any words the man was ordering them to get out of his cabin. Mack glared at Saul, angry that, once again, they were being held at gunpoint and, once more, Saul had questioned Mack's method of doing things. It was clear now Saul resisted any type of authority, even when it was for his own benefit, and Mack would have to watch out for that in the future.

      The man kept his gun trained on the group as they slowly walked out of the cabin, holding their hands high above their heads. When they were outside they stood in a row and exchanged anxious glances at each other, reminded that no matter what their plans, they just as easily could lose their lives at any moment from something unexpected such as this.

      “Now, what the hell do you think you're doing going through my home? You think just because the world has changed you people can come in here and take what you want? You got another thing coming. I know people like you, all smart and young and think the world owes them. It don't owe you shit, and you ain't gonna get nothing from me. So you'd better start talking quick, and tell me why I shouldn't shoot you and teach you some manners,” he said, squinting his eyes, his grip so tight on the shotgun that his arms were beginning to shake.

      Mack held out his hands and tilted his head to the side, speaking softly, showing all the subconscious signs of submissiveness to the man who held their lives in his hands.

      “I'm Mack, and this is--” he began, but the man quickly cut him off.

      “I don't give a crap who you are! With one word, I could send ol' Bruce here against you and he'll tear you apart, or I could just fire this gun and see your brains blasted all over your pretty young friend over there.”

      “Okay, okay, I'm sorry,” Mack said humbly, “and I'm sorry that we entered your cabin without permission. It's just that we've been traveling in these woods for a while now, and we got caught in the thunderstorm last night. Our shelters were destroyed, and we were hoping to find a friendly face to give us some charity, or maybe make a trade,” he said hopefully, trying to discern any sign of kindness from the man, but his eyes betrayed nothing. “We knocked on the door. We weren't sure if the cabin was deserted or not.”

      “Well, it's not, and I'm not interested in making a trade, and you ain't gonna find any charity here. I was never a generous man before this, and I'm not gonna change now.”

      “But I don't think you were a killer either. I understand that you want to defend your home and your friend there, but I promise you we're no threat. We're just trying to make our way through the world like everyone else. I'm sorry that we bothered you, but if you let us leave we'll be on our way and you'll never see us again. I know a lot has changed in the world, but that doesn't mean we have to change with it. We all still can come out of this with our dignity intact,” Mack said, finally feeling as though he was getting through to the man. “Besides, I'm sure you've got enough on your plate already without having to worry about dealing with four dead bodies.”

      The corner of the man's mouth twitched and he smirked, then the smirk turned into a chuckle, which turned into a full belly laugh. The dog looked up at his master, somewhat confused, but the shotgun finally was pointed away from the group of survivors, and they could each breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Alright, maybe you aren't so bad after all,” the man said after he had recovered from his laughing fit.

      “You know,” Mack said, “you're welcome to join us if you wanted to make it to the city with us, maybe try rebuilding society, or see what's left of it.”

      “I didn't have time for people in the old world, and I certainly don't have time for them now. I've got Hughie here and that's all I need.”

      “I wish you well. We'll be on our way,” Mack said, and signaled for the others to back away slowly.

      The man kept a close eye on them, making sure they didn't make any sudden movements. Eventually they were far enough away that they could walk normally and relax. They were out of danger for the time being.

      “I thought that was going to be it,” Luis said.

      “I know, and who knows what else is waiting for us in the woods, and in the city?” Grace said, a trace of worry creeping into her voice. Saul remained quiet again, and Mack decided to let him wallow in silence.

      “You're right, it was dangerous, but in the end, he turned out to be a reasonable man and I think it goes to show what can happen when you talk to someone. He could have killed us and nobody would have punished him but he didn't, and I think that's a good sign. You know, I've come across a lot of people who have said that it's in man's nature to kill, but I don't think that's true. We never would have been able to come as far as we have without working together and sharing our ideas, and being compassionate. Deep down that's the kind of people we are, and that's the side of us that I think we'll see come out, if we all just have faith in one another and show that little bit of trust.”
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      Since their shelters had been destroyed they walked more quickly to spend as little time as possible in the forest. They didn't want to get caught in another storm. Since they were coming from a different direction this time, they decided to make it back to the river and follow that up, as they had done before, although they were going to be cutting across a different portion of the forest. However, despite this the scenery still looked the same. The green trees stretched out everywhere, occasionally giving way to a drop of color from other flowers. Sometimes there was a rustle around them as animals scurried about.

      The air was a pleasing temperature, but as they were walking quickly they were sweating more than usual. So they were glad when they came to the river as it allowed them a chance to bathe and feel the cool water sliding down their throats. Washing was now a rare privilege, so when they had the chance to dip their bodies into the refreshing crystal water they took their time lingering in it. Saul made sure to stay near the edge, though, as he had bad memories of when he almost drowned. Mack noticed this and walked over to him, the water coming up to his waist.

      “Are you alright there?” he asked.

      “Sure, it's only water,” Saul said.

      “You know, it's okay to be afraid. I think I would be, too, if I had been tossed into this river to die, but that's not going to happen again. You've got the three of us now, and we're going to look out for you, as long as you do the same in return.”

      “I have so far, haven't I?” Saul said, raising an eyebrow toward Mack.

      The younger man put his hands on his hips and glanced around to make sure Grace and Luis were not within earshot; Grace was still on the river bank lazily dipping her feet in the water while Luis just had emerged from the water.

      “Listen, I think me and you need to have a conversation. I don't want to make it a big deal, but there are some things that need to be said. When you decided to stay with us I made it clear I was calling the shots, and to get through this we were going to have to trust each other and work as a unit. There have been a few times now when you've gone against what I said, and it's gotten us in trouble. I get it, you've never liked authority, and you're used to doing whatever you want. I understand that, but you must understand that you can't keep doing things like this, not when it's putting us all in danger.

      “You're a good guy and I'm glad we have you around, but please can you do me a favor and try curbing this instinct where you have to push back against anything I say? I'm not trying to hold you down, I'm just trying to give us the best chance to survive this.” Mack waited for a response, but all he got was a slight nod.

      When it was clear Saul wasn't going to say anything in response, Mack threw himself back into the water and swam a little deeper into the river, letting the weight of his body be carried by the frothing water.

      As he looked around he found himself smiling as this would have been the perfect spot to take Anna. They would have camped and spent time strolling through the woods, then come down to this river and swam together, losing themselves in the beauty of nature, and it was truly beautiful. The blue sky was unblemished with clouds and the trees provided a verdant blanket. The water frothed against the dark rocks and made them glisten in the sun. Foamy waves rippled through the wide river, and back on land the others were milling about, for now Saul too had left the water, leaving only Mack. He knew he would have to get out soon, and they would have to be on their way again, but he wanted to stay in the water as long as he could. Somehow, everything seemed simpler as he let the water gradually encroach around his body, feeling his hair become heavier and slipping into the floating, free sensation. Of course, he was careful enough not to let himself get swept away with the current. He already had seen how powerful it was when they first had come across Saul.

      Part of him was curious to abandon his quest for the city and follow the river all the way to its end. They would have a constant source of water and always would have a constant bearing to find each other if they got lost. His natural urge to explore and see the world inspired him to do this, but he knew his best chance of finding Anna was to get to the city and try establishing a network of other people. The only way to make it through the end of a world they once knew was to work with each other and see what everyone else had to offer. There had to be someone out there who had a way of helping Mack get back home, and he wasn't going to rest until he found that person. Then perhaps he and Anna could go off and explore, and maybe settle in a cabin away from the world just like that man.

      A thoughtful smile played upon his lips as he thought about the future. It had been something he always had planned for, and often thought about. Starting a family with Anna was the greatest challenge he wanted to face, but now thinking about that was fraught with danger. He didn't want to build up his expectations only to be disappointed, and those thoughts now almost seemed more like dreams than plans. There were so many different dangers lurking out in the world. Mack knew he had to be focused on the present, making it through each day, and then facing the next with the same knowledge that it could well be his last. Yet, it just didn't make sense that he would die without seeing Anna's face again.

      As he idly lazed in the river, Mack was taking in his surroundings again when something strange caught his eye. He moved his gaze back to study it more carefully and cursed before swimming across the river toward the yellow shard of wood that had been lodged against two stones. The others stared at him, wondering if he had seen another victim of the river. Luis jumped into the water in case Mack needed help.

      Mack's arms slammed against the water and his legs kicked, powerfully propelling him across the cool liquid to a collection of jagged rocks that pointed up to the sky. He braced himself against one of them as the water beat against his body and ran around him. One hand was wrapped around the rock, and with the other he pulled and heaved on the piece of wood, which was about a foot long, trying to extricate it from its resting place. With a groan and a mighty heave, he felt it come loose. With his final pull he managed to dislodge it, and it fell back into the water. For a moment, the wood slipped from his grasp, but he quickly managed to regain his bearings and clamped his hands down on it, holding it in front of him like a float as he swam back to shore.

      When he emerged, he tossed the piece of wood down and walked off with a solemn look on his face. The others gathered around it and soon they, too, understand why Mack was looking so weary. Part of the wood had been jutting out of the water all this time, and its short foray into the water as Mack brought it back had not been enough to wash off the crimson stains. Blood had splatted across the piece of wood and it was a fair assumption that it was from the yellow kayak they had seen a while ago. Back then Mack thought those people had had the right idea; to make their way across water rather than land to avoid running across any people like Mr. Smith. Yet they had not considered the danger that the world presented. The natural world, while so beautiful, was also deadly. Mack gazed down the river, knowing that, in all likelihood, there had been two dead bodies drifting helplessly along; their kayak evidently had been smashed against the rocks. It was impossible to tell how long the kayak’s remnants had been resting there, and even if they spent days looking for the bodies there was no guarantee they would find them.

      They made a small fire and discussed whether they should use the yellow wood or not, in case it would be disrespectful. Ultimately, they decided the biggest act of disrespect was not using something when it could prove useful. Grace tended to the fire while the others went to fish. They had seen a number of silver-streaked fish swimming by, and it was always beneficial to eat fresh fish whenever possible. Luis and Mack grabbed spears and made their way into the water, trying to gauge the path of the fish and spear them. Unfortunately, they did not have a net, which would have made the whole thing easier. However, carrying one the entire time would have been far too cumbersome. Luis and Mack had a little luck, but more fish got away than they caught.

      “What I would give for a rod and reel right now,” Mack said as he jabbed his spear once more into the water, narrowly missing a fish.

      “Who needs a rod and reel?” Saul said, striding into the water alongside Luis and Mack, looking like Poseidon himself. His long straggly hair was matted together in thick knots, and his gray beard was darkened by the water.

      Muscles rippled on his body and scars were visible. He raised his huge arms and looked down at the water, taking measure of the fish. His eyes followed their movements carefully and then, in one swift move, his hands darted into the water. When he brought them out there was a fish in each one, squirming and writhing to escape back to their natural habitat. Luis whooped in delight at the show of such dexterity and skill, and even Mack was impressed. Saul then smashed the fish against a nearby rock and they stopped moving. The instant brutality took the others by surprise.

      “Was there really any need for that?” Grace shouted out as Saul walked back to the fire and started to skin the fish.

      Saul shrugged. “Puts them out of their misery. No sense making them wait for the inevitable. I know if I was in their position I'd want someone to do the same,” he said before returning to the water and repeating the trick.

      When they had enough fish to provide a hearty meal they returned to land and began preparing them to be cooked. Although it was a filling meal, and the soft meat of the fish went down nicely, Mack's eyes couldn't help but fixate on the piece of yellow wood that burned before them. The people in the kayak, he was sure, had not imagined they were going to die that day. Yet, their lives had been snuffed out so quickly.

      Death always had been close to him. He had had many friends who were on the front lines in the military. More of them had died than he liked, but there was something different about that. Those people had chosen to give their lives in service to their country, but this was chaotic and random. He knew nothing about the people in the kayak, only that they had been trying to make it through the world, just as he and his group were trying to do. They may even have been trying to make it back to somebody they loved, and there was a good chance Mack and the others could suffer a similar fate. So, even though he hadn't known them personally, Mack spared a thought for them, knowing it was a small comfort for a stranger to mourn the loss of lives he knew nothing about.
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      Since their moods had been struck low by finding the remains of the kayak, and because Mack could sense the others were feeling tired anyway, he declared they should camp there for the night rather than moving on for a little while and settling. Without a shelter, they only had blankets for comfort. Thankfully, there was not another storm on the horizon. They settled down to sleep, and as he kept watch Mack looked over each of them in turn, feeling proud of the responsibility for taking care of all of them. He hadn't been in charge of a unit for a long time, since he mostly had been working by himself. Although he had people in his department, it was a lot different than actually being out in the field with them.

      It took his mind back to when he was a commander out on the front lines, forming a bond with those men that went deeper than almost anything else he had experienced. He could sense the same thing was happening with Grace, Luis, and Saul, even though they weren't soldiers. In some ways that made it all the more impressive, since they were dealing with the end of the world in such a practical manner. He was proud of them for different reasons, especially Grace, who had changed so much since they first had met on the plane, and he wondered if she even realized it. Again, his thoughts turned to the future. He wondered what other trials remained for them all. The world had changed so much in such a short space of time, but how much would it change them along with it?

      Just as Mack’s turn at watch was finishing, and Luis was ready to take over, it seemed as though there was something on Luis’ mind.

      “Is everything alright Luis?” Mack asked.

      “No, no, it's fine. You should get some rest,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” Mack asked. Luis took in a deep breath and Mack stopped walking away, knowing the signs of when somebody wanted to unburden themselves.

      “I don't know anymore,” Luis said. “I never thought that I fit in at home, so I left. Then the world changed, and I thought I could make a fresh start, but I guess I'm struggling to work out who I am. I had that thing with Margaret, and I wasn't expecting that...but how can I start something in this world when everything is so up in the air? We don't know what's going to happen at any point. So is it worth just waiting until things are settled? It still bothers me that I hurt her...”

      “It is tough, but you should try thinking about everything good while the two of you got to spend some time together, rather than focusing on the end of it. I never felt as though I belonged anywhere either, until I found the army. That helped me define myself and my purpose, but you're not alone in feeling the way you do. Even I have those feelings sometimes.”

      “Really?” Luis said, looking surprised.

      “Oh yeah, I mean, by now I was supposed to be home with my wife trying to make a baby, and that was going to be my new world, but instead I'm here. I get that it's hard to plan for the future, but I think all we can do is take each day as it comes and try to stay true to ourselves. We must remind ourselves of the things that we can control. I know it's a time of uncertainty, but we're all in this together, and you're not alone.”

      “Thanks Mack, that helps a lot,” Luis said, smiling.

      “Anytime. I'll see you in the morning,” Mack said, and went to his bunk thinking about Luis.

      It had been a long time since Mack had been that young, and he had gone through the same problems with life and relationships as Luis. Sometimes he wondered what he would have done if he had not found the army. He knew he had to do for Luis and Grace now what the army had done for him then. It was funny in a way, as he always had wanted to be a father, but had assumed it would come in the usual stages with Anna. Yet now he felt so protective of the group’s two younger members, he almost considered them surrogate children.

      The following morning, they ate breakfast and then gathered their supplies to go. This life was transitory, and they were leaving a few signs that somebody had been in the area, but nothing substantial. It was almost as though they were ghosts, moving through the forest, unseen by anything else. Indeed, aside from the fish and a few small animals, they had not encountered much in the way of wildlife. So when Mack heard a noise he was instantly on guard. He knew that, at some point, their luck would run out and they would run into a dangerous predator.

      They were walking through an area that was thick with trees and in which the bushes grew wildly. This meant they had to push through them, but it also meant they were obscured from view. So far, they only had heard this animal. Mack heard it move on the ground, and the sound of it greedily lapping up water reached his ears. He motioned to the others to remain quiet while he had a look. Slowly and carefully, he pushed aside a big leaf and crept up to a rock where he peered over and was shocked by what he saw.

      Instead of a boar, or even a bear, he laid his eyes upon a disheveled woman who was hunched over the river's edge, scooping up water in one hand and drinking with big gulps. His heart was filled with pity as he looked upon her. Whoever she was, she appeared to have had a rough time of it. Her feet were bare and stained with dirt, and the only thing she wore was a gown that at one time had been white, but now was dirty and torn in some places. Her hair was thin and tousled, and he couldn't tell if it was naturally that dark or if, again, it was an effect of the dirt.

      He assumed she had been wandering through the forests for a while and had only just come upon the river as she had chosen to drink before washing herself. He slowly moved back, careful to take the same strides back as he had coming forward so he didn't step on an errant twig and alert her to his presence. He folded himself back into hiding and spoke in a low whisper.

      “It's a woman. She's drinking from the river and she looks as though she's in bad shape,” he said.

      “I say we move on. I've had enough of running into random strangers who want to attack us,” Saul said.

      “Does she have any weapons?” Grace asked.

      Mack shook his head. “No, she's only wearing a white gown.”

      “There is a mental hospital and a prison in the area,” Luis reminded them, “she could have come from one of those.”

      “And if she did then we should stay well enough away. I know you want to help people, and that's all well and good, but there's a difference between helping people and putting ourselves in harm's way,” Saul argued. From Saul's expression, Mack could sense he was surprised it even was discussed.

      “We can't be afraid of other people just because we've had some bad experiences. Think of the good ones we've met as well. From what I can see, this woman doesn't pose any threat to us, and if she does attack we outnumber her four to one. It seems as though she could use a little help. I think we should give it to her, or at least just talk to her and see what she's going through.” He looked at each of them in turn. Grace and Luis nodded instantly, and Saul joined in reluctantly.

      “Let's move out slowly, so as not to scare her. Grace and I will go first. You two hang back a little bit, and get ready in case she is dangerous,” he added, nodding at Saul to show him that his concern was appreciated. They followed Mack out into the open.
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      Mack and Grace nodded to each other as they moved forward, watching the ground carefully for anything that could make a loud noise and startle the woman. The last thing they wanted to do was frighten her off. They had their hands stretched out by their side and were crouched down, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible. Luis and Saul hung back beside the rock that Mack initially had hidden behind, watching the events intently, in case they were needed to help subdue the woman.

      By now the woman seemed to have finished gulping down water and was rubbing her face and hair, cleansing herself of the stains from the world.

      “Hello,” Mack said in a low, steady voice. The woman was shocked and startled. She paused, her hand hovering in front of her mouth as she turned around slowly, water dripping from her face with a look of fear in her eyes.

      “I'm Mack, and this is Grace, are you okay?” he said.

      The woman's eyes darted around. Her skin was white with fear and she looked underfed and gaunt. She had a glassy look in her eyes and crouched like a small animal. She didn't utter a word and Mack wasn't sure if this was because she was unable or unwilling.

      “Do you think she's alright?” Grace said in a low whisper.

      Mack tossed her a look that let her know he wasn't sure. Behind her, the river raged and he was afraid of scaring her in case she fell, or jumped, into the river. He already had seen the effects of what the river could do to people. He didn't want to see another life lost to the raging torrent of water that flowed through the land.

      “I'm not going to hurt you. You don't need to be afraid,” he said, speaking clearly.

      “We were just passing by and saw you. You look like you could use some help. Do you need help?” he said, nodding his head, but again she merely stared at them.

      It was clear to Mack she had suffered some kind of trauma, and it sadly was something with which he was all too familiar. Many friends and acquaintances had suffered the same thing. Unfortunately, there wasn't one quick fix for it, or a surefire method to get through to them. Given the way she was dressed, and how she reacted to them, it wouldn't have surprised him if she had been a patient at the mental hospital. It made him wonder how many other patients were wandering around the woods. While the first thought drifted to dangerous people, it was clear from this woman that many of them would have needed help. It was surprising she had managed to survive out in the woods this long by herself, although, clearly, she was starving and malnourished. These people were the real victims of this disaster, since the facilities and systems that were in place to help them would not have survived, and they would be left to fend for themselves.

      “Do you think she even understands us? Maybe she doesn't speak English?” Grace said.

      Mack then attempted to speak to her in Spanish and French, which impressed Grace. So far, she had been unaware of these particular talents. It seemed as though Mack had an endless supply of new skills. However, it didn't help him in this instance as the woman still failed to respond. Mack looked over at Grace again. It didn't seem as though he was going to make any headway with this woman, but he didn't want to leave her alone. He didn't want to turn his back on another person who just was trying to survive in the world. He thought back to the argument that Saul had made, about how they didn't have to go out of their way to help people, but it seemed too opportunistic to help people only when it suited them. It was all too easy to turn cynical in this kind of world and that was one change he didn't want to see in himself or in anyone with whom he was close.

      The world meant nothing if they weren't going to be there for each other and their fellow man, and if that meant they took time out of their day to be patient with someone who was obviously in distress then that is what they would do. Even now, when Mack looked upon the pitiable soul before him, he wanted to know how she had come to be this situation in the first place. In good conscience he couldn't leave her without at least trying some more. Of course, he knew that, in the end, he only could help someone who wanted to help themselves. Yet she looked so helpless and so fragile that the thought of leaving her to fend against the forces of the world was just too grim a thought.

      While Mack looked at her he thought about his place in the world and how his role in it had changed so completely. When he was younger he had joined the army to pledge his loyalty to his country and to matter in the grand scheme of things, to make himself feel as though he was making a contribution to the world. Over time, he gradually had moved into intelligence and became adept at negotiating with and interrogating people, making his difference through talking with people rather than with guns. All that time his skills at reading body language and using his words to read and influence people were used for protecting his country, a country that didn't exist anymore. However, the idea of it still did exist and he wanted to use his skills to help the people left behind by the disaster, people such as Grace, people such as this woman, who was so desperate for help, and so alone in this big, wide world.

      Mack thought about reaching into his pack and getting some food, hoping it would tempt her into trusting him, but he was afraid of making any threatening movements. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Saul and Luis primed for action and he hoped they would stay still and not jump out prematurely to startle this woman. The last thing he wanted was to see her fall into the river and be carried away without any chance for them to help her.

      “I know you're probably scared right now,” he said again, this time moving forward slightly, “and I understand. I get scared too sometimes. A lot has changed, but we're good people, and we just want to help you. Please, are you able to talk at all? We have some food we can give you, and other clothes. We'd just like to know what happened to you. Can you tell us that? Can you tell us anything?”

      Mack was beginning to lose hope that anything would happen, and perhaps Saul was right; sometimes it would just be best to move on without taking the time to see to someone else. This filled Mack's heart with sorrow as it often seemed the case that the ideals and principles he held so close did not match the realities of the world. However, when he finished speaking the woman rushed forward, feet and legs scrambling over the ground, still with that wild look in her eyes. She moved so quickly that it took Mack by surprise and he barely had time to react. Her unkempt hair flew about wildly due to the frantic nature of her movements, and although she did not utter a word she breathed heavily, almost panting, and her small, trembling hands clutched Mack's arms. When he looked at her he saw the look of sheer desperation in her eyes and he knew she was not to be feared, but the others did not.

      Upon seeing Mack being leaped upon by the woman, Grace yelled and pulled out a gun, her hands trembling as much as the woman's. Saul and Luis emerged from the rock with their guns trained on the woman as well. They used these weapons sparingly as ammo was not limitless. So they didn't use them to hunt for fish, and they had not had the chance to draw them back at the cabin. In a way, it was a sad state of affairs that Grace and Luis were beginning to feel comfortable with guns in their hands, since before this they never had held guns before.

      “Stop right there,” Saul bellowed, circling around Mack and Grace until the three of them had the woman surrounded, with Mack standing still on the same spot, towering over the woman, who appeared as though she was getting smaller by the second. Now that she saw these new people she cowered and her chest heaved, almost hyperventilating.

      “Are you okay, Mack?” Luis called out, not taking his eyes off the woman.

      It seemed strange they would take such measures against an unarmed woman, but they had been through too much already to not be on their guard when they were threatened. They also knew that even the most innocuous person could prove to be a threat.

      “I'm fine,” he said, never taking his eyes off the woman who was trembling at his feet.

      He felt even sorrier then, for she was obviously at her wit's end. Given her likely past, she may not even have been able to comprehend exactly what was going on. He tried putting himself in her shoes. She was thirsty, dirty and tired, and had managed to make her way to the river for some much-needed water. Then two strangers approach, claim they are not going to hurt her, but then come out with guns. It must have been very confusing, even for someone who was in a rational state of mind.

      He knew, though, that he had nothing to fear from her, and that there was no need for weapons. Yes, rushing at him had been a startling act, but he didn't think she meant anything by it. Unless she was feral, he doubted she would be able to inflict much harm. As he looked into her eyes, he sensed she was intelligent. All she needed was a little bit of time and patience to be able to talk to them and tell them what had happened to her.

      “I think you can put your guns down now. I don't think we have anything to fear from her,” he added.

      “Are you sure?” Saul asked, the barrel of his gun still pointing directly at the woman's head.

      She looked around once more at the others and then tilted her eyes up at Mack, looking at him with teary eyes. It was difficult to tell, given the state she was, in but Mack would have put her age as either late twenties or early thirties.

      “Yes, I'm sure. There's no need for them. I think she just was trying to get my attention, that's all,” Mack said.

      “Besides, I think she knows now not to make any sudden movements around us.” As these words left his mouth he looked down at her and smiled.

      Then, he leaned down and took her hand, which still had been clutching his jacket. Her grip was strong, and she clutched his hand so tightly that her skin was drawn white. At first, Mack tried helping her up, but she would not budge. So then he leaned down to place himself in her line of sight. Now that he was closer he could see the faint freckles that were hidden underneath the remnants of the dirt, and he almost could hear the frantic beating of her heart. Her entire body was trembling, so he took her other hand and bore the pain.

      He couldn't imagine what this woman had been through, but it definitely had been traumatic. He was certain now that he wasn't going to leave until she had shared her recent past with him. If he was able to help this one person, then that would make him feel as though he was fulfilling his purpose and doing his duty, even if that duty was a personal one rather than one bestowed upon him by the government. As he had told Luis, everyone needed to feel as though they had a purpose in their lives. Otherwise, they would lose the drive to continue living.

      Looking directly at the woman, and speaking in a gentle voice, Mack asked a simple question that no doubt had a very long and complicated answer. “What's wrong?”

      The woman's lower lip began quivering and she had to choke back some sobbing as she looked at Mack, ignoring the others for the time being. Grace, Saul, and Luis waited patiently and quietly, still a little anxious about the woman, for they were not as trusting as Mack, nor did they share his instincts. But finally, with tears in her eyes, she did speak. Her voice was tremulous and high-pitched, but the words were unmistakable.

      “Please, please, you have to help me.”

      Mack pursed his lips and raised his eyes to the others. They all gazed upon the woman with interest, wondering if this was a genuine need for aid or if it was some kind of trap. She said nothing more for the time being, the emotion of the moment evidently overwhelming her, but Mack and the others had much to consider.
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      “What do you need help with?” Mack asked softly after the woman had asked him for help, but she was mumbling incoherently on the ground and had withdrawn her hands from his. With a sad look on his face, Mack rose to face the others.

      “Are you okay?” Saul asked again.

      Mack nodded. “Yeah, I think she just was panicked more than anything. I don't know what could have happened to her.”

      “Maybe nothing if she's from where we think she's from,” Saul said. “Maybe it's better if we just leave her some food and get on our way.”

      “I've already told you I'm not going to turn my back on people who ask me for help,” Mack said sharply.

      “She can't even tell us what she needs help with. Maybe it's better if we leave her. She might find her way back to wherever she came from.”

      “She'll die if she stays out here, even you can see that,” Mack said. Luis and Grace remained silent while the two of them discussed their options.

      “I know you'd rather just focus on getting to the city, but I've told you before that you can't live like a lone wolf in this world anymore; it's just not going to work out for you. What do you think is going to happen when we get to the city? There are going to be other people there, and chances are some of them are going to need our help, and what about when we need help? Are you going to be fine with people just walking on by and not going out of their way to lend us a hand? I don't know who this woman is, but she's just asked us for our help. It's pretty clear she's in a bad way. I don't know how anyone with a conscience could walk away from that.”

      “Oh, so now I don't have a conscience? Just because I don't share the same happy outlook on the world as you, doesn't mean I don't have a heart. Sure, we should give her supplies and things, but we're trying to get to the city and the longer we stay in this forest the more we're in danger. I'm just trying to keep us alive. Our first priority has to be our own health. I'm sorry if that sounds selfish to you, but sometimes we have to be selfish if we're going to make it through this.”

      “I get what you're saying, but we can't just focus on our physical well-being. We have to think about our souls, too, and mine can't handle turning my back on people when they need our help,” Mack said.

      The two men had squared up to each other and their frustrations were threatening to spill over. When they first had met, Mack had been aware that the two of them were on course to exchange blows. He had hoped their experiences in the camp, and Saul's guilt about putting them in harm's way, would have quelled his antagonistic personality. Yet it only seemed to make him more irascible and more prone to losing his temper. On this occasion at least, Grace prevented them from coming to blows.

      “Guys!” she said, and gestured towards the woman, who was rocking back and forth on the ground.

      Grace swung her pack off her back and pulled out some water and a blanket. Even though the woman had been drinking from the river she seemed grateful for the water. Grace wrapped the blanket around the woman's shoulders then pulled out a few biscuits, which were gone almost in an instant as the woman was so hungry. The woman reached up and wiped a few crumbs off her face, then licked them off her thumb. Then she looked at Grace with a hopeful look in her eyes and, although their supplies weren't limitless, Grace gave her some more food, and she munched on it for a while.

      “We agreed before we approached her that we'd help her. So we can't very well go back on that now. If you two need to argue, then do it another time, but right now we have bigger things to think about, like how we can help her,” Grace said.

      “We can't do much until she talks,” Luis said, putting his gun back where it rested in the small of his back.

      “She just needs to calm down, that's all,” Mack said, and slung his pack on the floor where he took a seat near the woman.

      The others followed suit and they sat there while the woman finished the food, drank the water, and felt the soft comfort of the blanket. After a little while she looked around and appeared a little ashamed. Sniffling, she composed herself and began to speak.

      “I'm sorry about all that, it's just...I've been through a lot, and I wasn't even sure if I would find anybody again,” she said, offering a crooked smile.

      “It's okay,” Grace said, smiling back.

      “So, you're Grace, you're Mack, and you two are...?” she asked.

      “I'm Luis, the grumpy one is Saul,” Luis said. Saul scowled and looked away. He drew his knees up and folded his arms over them, then looked away, acting disinterested in the proceedings.

      “And you are?” Mack asked.

      “I'm Miranda Cotton, Doctor Miranda Cotton...Thank you for the food and blankets. I...I really can't apologize enough for my appearance and how I acted. I just...I don't think I was made for living out here like this. I haven't eaten for days, and I think it was dumb luck that I found the river. I knew there was one around here, but I can't say I knew the lay of the land that well. I've always been a woman of science rather than of nature, but I'm regretting that choice now,” she said, smiling weakly.

      By the way she spoke now that she had had some food and a chance to calm down, it was almost impossible to believe she had been in a near-feral state just moments before, drinking from the river like a wild, desperate animal, barely able to bring herself to speak coherently.

      “A doctor, so you worked at the mental hospital around here?” Mack asked, trying to not sound like he was interrogating her.

      “Yes,” she said bluntly, and cast her eyes downward at the ground as though a great sorrow was upon her.

      “No offense, but you don't look much like a doctor,” Saul scoffed, and the truth was that she didn't. She looked more like a patient than anything else.

      “Saul!” Mack said sharply, for he didn't want to put Miranda on the defensive and make her stop talking about whatever it was that had happened, or whatever fiction she was going to make up.

      Mack had to keep in mind that she could well be lying and suffering from delusions. So anything she said had to be taken with a grain of salt, even though he wanted to believe she was telling the truth because that seemed the altruistic thing to do. Miranda sighed, ran her hand through her greasy, tangled hair and groaned.

      “It's okay, I can't deny the truth. I look like an animal, and I suppose some people would claim that, deep down, that's what we are. You all look to be in good shape, though. Maybe things aren't as bad as I first thought?” she said with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. Mack was sad to have to be the one to tell her the truth.

      “Actually, they are worse. We've just, well, we've been luckier than some, I guess, but tell us more about what happened to you. If you're a doctor how did you end up out here dressed like this?”

      Miranda took a deep breath before she launched into her story. “That is a long story, and I really wish I didn't have to tell it because it's just...I'm still coming to terms with what's happened. It's hard to believe that it's really real. I keep thinking I'm going to wake up from this nightmare, but I never do.”

      “We've all felt that way, Miranda, but this is the way the world is now and, believe us, you're not the only one to have been through something terrible. Why don't know you start from the beginning?”

      “Okay,” she said, although it evidently was taking a lot of effort for her to talk about it.

      “How much do you know about the institution?” she asked. The others shrugged and shook their heads.

      “Not much really, we only know there is one,” Mack said.

      “Right,” Miranda continued, “well, it's an old building, built in the thirties, but it's had some work done to it since then. It's called the Archer Institute and it's one of the oldest in the country. Because of that it's quite prestigious to work there, and given the location some of the most severe cases of mental illness are treated there, and some of the most dangerous. You see, there's also a prison nearby. So, often when a prisoner or a criminal exhibits signs of mental illness they're brought over to us for a diagnosis.

      “Anyway, many of the doors have the type of locks on them that were used in the old days, but over the years, different standards have been brought to it and much of the main building was changed to run electronically. So the locks were automatic, which meant the staff didn't have to carry around huge sets of keys, and this was good. In the old days, there was more than one example of a patient getting their hands on the keys. It was more common than you'd think. The locks were timed and there was a master board where you could open all of them at once, lock them all at once, or open them one by one. And all of the patients were in these types of rooms.

      “Well, when the electronics went out the whole system went haywire and then everything shut down. Once the electricity was gone there was nothing to power the locks and everyone could just walk right out. The patients outnumbered the staff almost three to one. We managed to get some of them back in their rooms and bolted them in, for their own protection, of course. But there were some dangerous men and women in there, and once they were out, well, they were intent on getting their revenge on us. After all, they didn't think they belonged there in the first place. Even the more docile patients were riled up, and because of the panic we couldn't get organized quickly enough. It was complete chaos, and I didn't know what was going on.” As she said this she began shaking her head and wringing her hands. Mack's heart went out to her as she relived the trauma.

      “Were you able to get to any of your colleagues?” Mack asked, trying to remind Miranda that she was in the present and that whatever had happened to her was all over now.

      “Some of them, but we all had different ideas on what we should do. Some wanted to make sure that nobody escaped; some wanted to round them all up; others just wanted to leave and let everything be damned.”

      “What did you want to do?” Grace asked.

      “I didn't know,” Miranda replied with a vacant stare.

      “I really had no clue. I was so...frozen. It was all happening so quickly. I heard a commotion in the hallways as we were discussing what was going to happen. Then there was yelling and the sounds of fighting. I looked out and saw a group of the patients marching toward us. I knew it was the end but I... I couldn't help but feel like I was betrayed. I had tried helping these people, and a lot of them knew that what we were doing we were doing for their own good, but the first chance they got they turned on us. It was like nothing we had done even mattered.” She swallowed after she said this and exhaled deeply.

      “What happened then? Did you put up a fight?” Mack asked.

      “No, I'm not a violent woman. We all were doctors and nurses, and we just wanted to help them, that's all we wanted to do. Why couldn't they see that?” she said, her words getting more emphatic as the emotion seeped into them.

      “We were supposed to take care of them, but we failed. We should have been prepared for this. We should have known it was coming.”

      “Nobody could have known,” Mack said, “and it sounds like you did all you could in those circumstances.”

      “I guess we did, but even now it all still seems like a blur. We tried to lock ourselves in the office to stay safe, but they kept shouting at us and saying they were running the asylum, and that soon we would know what it felt like to be labeled as ill when there was nothing wrong with us. They called us monsters. They said we were torturing them, but we weren't. We only wanted to make them better! They got into the office and they dragged us all out,” she said, her voice becoming hollow.

      “They stripped us of our clothes and put us in these gowns, then pretended to diagnose us before putting us down below, down in the rooms with the bolts on the doors. Since then they've been running the place, medicating us, treating us like their patients when they're the ones who need help.”

      “It sounds like you've been through a lot,” Mack said, trying to imagine what it would be like to have those you gave your life to helping betray you without a second thought, “but how did you escape?”

      Miranda sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “It wasn't easy. They let us out sometimes. One of the guards was one of my patients. We had a good rapport. I convinced him that I had left something in the cellar and I managed to slip away from him and out the back. I wanted to go back in and try making them see that what they were doing was wrong, but I just ran out and never stopped running. I scavenged some food and things and made my way here, and now I've met you, but I must go back. Those people are dangerous and I can't let them stay there like that. My friends are locked up in there, being held captive, and there are innocent patients who aren't fully aware of what they're doing. Please, I need your help, they need your help.”
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      After hearing Miranda's story the group gave her some more food and allowed her to rest while they went off to the side and discussed her plea for help. It was a lot to ask and a lot to take in, and to think all this had happened while they had been dealing with everything else. It made them wonder about what else was going on in the world.

      “Okay, so what do we think?” Mack said.

      “I know what you think,” Saul began, and Grace rolled her eyes.

      “Let's not turn this into another argument between you two. There's a woman there who is obviously traumatized, and who can blame her? I can't imagine what it must have been like to see all those patients turn the tables on them, and then to be imprisoned like that? I think we must help her. I hate to think of all those innocent people being drugged and kept in those rooms,” she said.

      “But we don't have an obligation to meddle in every situation we come across,” Saul said. “This situation doesn't involve us, and we don't have any stake in it. There's only four of us, and from what she said it sounds as though there's a whole army in there. What does she expect us to do? Go in, guns blazing, shooting down all the bad ones? How do we know who they are?”

      “He makes a good point,” Luis said. “I mean, I'm all for helping people and trying to do good in the world, but I think there has to be a line. I don't want to put my life on the line when it looks like there's no chance of us getting out alive. I think it's terrible what's going on, but is it really our responsibility? We're not the police.”

      “I can't believe you'd say that!” Grace said. “How can you stand by and let all those innocent people suffer?”

      “I don't like it,” Luis said defensively, “but I'm just trying to be realistic here. Let's say we do go in and we manage to deal with the patients who are in charge, what then? We can't stay there to look after them all or take care of the place. What if it gets attacked again? Are we supposed to stand guard? Are we going to become caretakers of the place?”

      “I don't know, but just because we can't stick around doesn't meant we shouldn't help them at all,” Grace said in a small voice.

      “That's even if we accept that she's telling the truth,” Saul said.

      “You think she's lying now as well?!” Grace exclaimed. “I don't know when you two became so bitter and mistrustful, but I don't like it. Look at her, the poor woman has been through a lot, and you're not even going to give her the benefit of the doubt?”

      “All I'm saying is we have to be careful. A lot of people can come up with some fascinating stories and take advantage of kind souls. It's not like you'd be the first. It's certainly an interesting story she gave us, but it could be a trap. For all we know she was one of the patients and she's been sent out to lure people back,” Saul said.

      The horrible thing that Mack had to admit was that Saul could be right. So far, Mack had remained quiet while the others had argued. Now they were looking at him to provide some sense of reason. He took a deep breath.

      “I think you all have good points, even Saul. For as much as I'm loathe to admit it, we do have to take every possibility into consideration. And Luis, I understand what you're saying that we shouldn't take any undue risks, but ultimately, I think we should be looking to help others where we can, and there are people out there who need help. I'd like to think if we were in the same situation people would help us. I mean, Luis, when we first found you, you were being held captive. Imagine if Grace and I had thought it was too much of a risk to rescue you?” Luis was suitably chastened by Mack's words.

      “I think we should help them, but we need more information first. We're must talk to Miranda again, and every step of the way we must be careful. If we get the hint that something fishy is going on, then we'll figure out a way to get out of it. Is that good with everybody?” He looked around at the others. Grace was eager to agree, Luis relented, too, and Saul begrudgingly nodded. They walked back to Miranda, and when Mack informed her they had agreed to help her, she was delighted and thanked them profusely.

      “But we need more information first,” he added.

      “Like what?” she said.

      “Like, how many there are? What you expect us to actually do? I mean, have you thought of a plan or anything like that? And who is leading these patients? Or is there more than one leader?”

      “I haven't thought of a plan. My mind doesn't work that way, I'm afraid, and ever since I escaped I've been too busy trying to hold onto my sanity to think clearly,” she said, chewing her bottom lip nervously.

      “As for the one in charge, well, there are a few dangerous patients, but the one who started this all off is the worst of all. It was actually a toss-up whether he would be taken to the prison or the asylum. The chief of staff at the institution wanted to take him in to serve as an example, to show there was a way to treat and rehabilitate the criminally insane. His intentions were good, but he was too proud, too arrogant. He didn't know what he really was dealing with...”

      “Who was he?”

      “His name is Ethan Montney and he was in for multiple counts of murder and assault. He was a devious man, and had the cops chasing him for years before they managed to get any leads. It was a high-profile thing around the area, and when Gary got wind of it he thought it would be a good way to get the institute, and himself, on the map. You see, Gary didn't really see his future at Archer. He wanted to live the glamorous life and felt he only was paying his dues. He never really saw the patients as people, only as cases that could help his career. Everyone urged him not to push through the paperwork to transfer Ethan over, but he didn't listen. He just thought we all were jealous because we'd never be as famous as he was going to be.

      From that moment, I could tell he was in trouble. He underestimated Ethan badly, thought he was the same as so many other people he had treated over the years, but Ethan was different. In my line of work, you tend to have a good feel for people, like whether they're bad or good inside. Some people don't get a choice. Their biochemistry or their upbringing force them down one particular path. But other people, such as Ethan, they seem to relish it, like they're put on Earth to do the devil's work.”

      “Strange to hear a woman of science speak of the devil,” Saul said. Miranda seemed to catch herself.

      “Faith and science are not as far apart as one might think,” she said, and carried on talking, not catching the pointed glance exchanged between Mack and Saul.

      “Anyway, Ethan and Gary had a number of one-on-one sessions and Gary thought he was making a lot of progress. He went so far as to say he thought one day Ethan would be able to walk the streets as a healthy member of society. From the way Ethan behaved, Gary won over some of the doubters, but I never was convinced, and then one day it all blew up. You see, Gary had told Ethan that if he did show progress then he might be allowed to have some fresh air. Really Gary just wanted this for the photo opportunities, but the pressure on him was too great and there was no way he was going to get clearance from the board. When he told Ethan, well, it turned out Ethan had been acting the whole time and trying to keep a lid on his more psychopathic tendencies.

      “When he heard this disappointing news, he started attacking Gary and it took three orderlies to get him off. They hauled him down to solitary and put him in a straitjacket, and that was it. Gary washed his hands of him and said Ethan was beyond help. I thought it was so callous of him to just discard Ethan like that after he had gone to so much trouble to get him into the institute. He just thought he could leave Ethan there to rot.

      “Some of the other patients let him out and Ethan took control, and made it his mission to get revenge on Gary for throwing him into solitary. But it wasn't just Gary he wanted revenge on, it was all of us. He shouldn't have been in the institution in the first place, he should have been in the prison, but now he's out and he can do anything he wants.” Desperation and terror appeared on her face as she told the group these things, and she wrapped the blanket a little more tightly around her shoulders.

      “Are you sure you're going to be okay going back to this place?” Grace asked.

      Miranda nodded. “I have to, I have a responsibility to these people, not just to the patients, but to my colleagues as well, and to anyone else who may come to the building. I know it's out of the way, but eventually some people might go there looking for shelter and I don't want them walking into that.”

      “Where is the prison in relation to the institute?” Mack asked.

      “Oh, I don't know. It wasn't too far away, about a fifteen-minute drive by car, I suppose. Why do you ask?” Miranda said.

      “I was just wondering if there was any chance we could go there first and see if there were any guards there that could help us.”

      If Miranda's face hadn't already been drained of color it would have turned even paler then. “The prison had the same kind of locking mechanism as the institute...I wouldn't be surprised if something similar happened there,” she said morosely.

      Then she held her face in her hands as the overwhelming sorrow of the situation overcame her once again. Grace moved over to her and put her arm around Miranda's shoulders. She looked up hopelessly at Mack, who pressed his lips together and folded his arms across his chest.

      “Right then, I think, first things first, we should get to the institute and do a bit of recon about the building, see if we can get some idea of the outline.”

      “What about the prison? Are we going to go there and see if anyone needs our help after we're done with the institute?” Saul asked. Mack looked at him with steely eyes.

      “If somebody comes and asks us for help then, yes, but I'm not a fool, and despite what you think, I'm not trying to put us in danger at every opportunity.”

      “Seems to me like you've got a bit of a hero complex going on,” Saul muttered, turning his face away.

      Mack looked at him and then down at Miranda. He didn't want to make another big scene in front of the woman as she had seen enough violence already, and he didn't want to set her on edge. Instead, he grabbed Saul by the arm and dragged him roughly a few strides away from the other three, and spoke in a harsh whisper.

      “What the hell is your problem? I'm trying to do my best to get us all through this, but you keep trying to undermine me at every opportunity. I wouldn't mind so much, but you're not coming up with any sound plans on your own. All you seem to want to do is push the rest of the world away, but that's not going to happen. I'm getting tired of repeating myself, but when you joined us I made it clear this lone wolf thing isn't going to work. If you're going to insist on pushing back, then maybe it is better if you go your own way. The only way we're going to make it through is to work together. I just don't understand how you can't see that.”

      “I know what this is really about. You were all fine with leading those two and being the one in charge. Then when I came along you weren’t so sure about being top dog anymore. Don't worry, I don't want your job, I just don't much care for the way you order people around like it's your God-given right. We're not in the army, we're just trying to make it, day by day, but you'd have us interfere in anything if it made you feel good. You get off on this kind of thing. I bet you just love the thanks you get. You sound like that doctor she was talking about. It’s a shame there aren't any newspapers anymore to write a story of the great hero Mack, who walked around a wasteland and meddled in other people's business until one day he meddled too much and got himself and his companions killed,” Saul said, stepping forward, invading Mack's personal space.

      It wasn't the first time Mack had been threatened by someone like Saul, nor would it be the last. He tried to remember his training and attempted to keep a lid on his emotions, but it was difficult. He, too, was feeling the strain of the apocalypse upon his soul. It wasn't an easy thing to maintain an emotional equilibrium in such a turbulent time, especially not when everyone looked to him to be a compass by which they could guide their own emotional states. He knew Saul was trying to goad him, trying to push him into action that would prove Saul right, but Mack wasn't going to give him the satisfaction.

      “You might think you know what you're doing, but you have no idea. I was fine with not going after that patrol, but you wanted to get back at them for your brother and we got captured because of it. We could be in the city right now, but we're not. We're here because we got dragged back through the forest and had to start again. The last time I interfered was when I saw a man being carried along by the river.

      I could have not taken the risk of being swept along by the current as well and let him float by, and mourned the loss of life, but I didn't. I went out there and I pulled you back to land. So, don't tell me you're annoyed that I interfere, because if I hadn't then we wouldn't be having this conversation right now. Frankly, I don't give a damn about whatever issues you're having, but you'd better sort them out pretty quickly because I don't need this bullshit hanging around. There's already enough to worry about in this world without you making things difficult.”

      Mack didn't even give Saul a chance to reply as he stormed back to the others, hoping he hadn't been too harsh on him. He knew the big man had been dealing with some things ever since they first had met him, but Mack couldn't afford to give him too much leeway, not when it was going to be detrimental to the group's cooperation. When he returned, Luis asked Mack if everything was alright. Mack nodded in reply.

      “Miranda, do you think you'll be okay to walk?” he asked. Miranda nodded. She took the blanket from around her shoulders and carefully rose to her feet with Grace’s help.

      “Grace, if you could lend her some of your clothes we'll be on our way once you get ready,” Mack added. Grace took Miranda away and handed her some clothes. Soon enough, Miranda was looking a little more human and a little less feral.

      “I feel it,” Miranda said when Grace pointed this out.

      The group got their packs together in silence and there was tension in the air as Saul returned. Neither Grace nor Luis wanted to raise the subject, however, so silence reigned among them until they were ready to leave.

      “You coming?” Mack asked in Saul's direction. He slowly nodded and hung back, taking up the rear. Miranda walked at the front with Mack as they needed her to lead them to the institute.

      “I don't really know,” she said fretfully, “it all looks the same to me. I remember I ran from that direction, or was it that one...” she said, tapping a finger to her lips as she looked in two directions.

      She was still a little twitchy, and the others tried not to make it plain as they weren't sure if Miranda even was aware they were doing so. Mack still hadn't decided if she was being genuine as he had read many cases where people appeared to be something they were not. He knew they all would have to be on their guard in case the world they were walking into was one of Miranda's own making. After a little while Miranda finally decided which way to go and the others followed, hoping she was correct and that they would not be getting lost in the forest.

      “There is another concern we have,” Mack began. Miranda looked at him as they walked. Unfortunately, the group didn't have any spare shoes or boots for her, but they did have socks and she seemed grateful for the slight protection they offered.

      “What's that?” Miranda asked.

      “It's all well and good, us helping you out with this, but what's going to happen when it's over? We're not going to be able to stay and help protect the institute or take care of the patients. I really hate the thought that these people aren't going to be able to get the help they need.”

      “You don't have to worry about that. I'm sure most of the doctors would stay on if they had the chance, I know I would. It's going to be hard because we won't be able to get the medicine they need, but we can at least make sure they're safe and well-fed. The institute has plenty of food, and over the years we've created a bond with our patients. We couldn't abandon them now.”

      “Even after they've put you through all this?” Grace asked.

      “It's not all the patients who are bad, they're just being bullied by the more dangerous ones. There are still good people in that institute and they shouldn't be forgotten just because it's a challenge to look after them. I know this apocalypse has changed a lot for a lot of people, including yourselves, but it hasn't for me. I'm still a doctor and I still have a responsibility to my patients, one that I'm not going to walk away from.”

      “Your attitude is commendable,” Mack said.

      “Thank you. I got into this profession to help people and I wouldn't be able to live with myself if I walked away now, not when they needed help the most.”

      “Seems like the world needs more people with that attitude,” Mack said, and Miranda blushed.

      The group walked on for a little while longer until Miranda started recognizing some of the area, and her pace quickened as she realized they were getting close to the institute. Mack glanced at the others to remind them to be on their guard in case this proved to be a trap, and he tried quelling the aching feeling in his gut.
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      The cloak of night began to fall as they approached the institute. The trees gave way to a wide road that stretched out on either side of the institute, and Mack presumed that at least one of these paths led to the city. The moon hung like a lantern in the sky and provided enough light that they didn't need to light a match. That was fortunate as they didn't want to draw any attention to themselves.

      “Before you left, did any of the other patients use the opportunity to escape?” Mack asked.

      “Probably, but we didn't have a chance to do a headcount,” Miranda said.

      “Okay, watch out for anything unusual. I don't want to be taken by surprise,” he said as he glanced around in the darkness, almost expecting something to leap out at them.

      The air was cooler and a few errant leaves skipped along the road as the stars twinkled above. Before them stood the institute, a towering old building made of dark gray stone that seemed to glower at them with an air of foreboding. It was one of those old buildings that seemed to have a personality, in this case a strict and scary old man, like Old Man Herman, who lived on Mack's road in an old house with an overgrown garden. No matter how many times Mack's mom told him Herman was just a man, he never believed her. Not when he was so afraid to get his ball that had flown over the fence, not when he saw the crooked, gnarled fingers, the hooked nose, and the beady eyes of a goblin staring back at him.

      The building had large iron gates, one of which hung loosely from the hinges.

      “They always said they'd fix that, but I guess they'll never get around to it now,” Miranda said.

      The name of the institute hung over the gates in an arch. A winding path led up to the wide doorway, which was covered in shadows. Steps led up to it, and pillars stood at either side. Some of the rooms were lit, and occasionally they caught glimpses of shadows moving about the place, but they couldn't see anything clearly. The moonlight bathed the left side of the building in a silver light, and Mack could see vines twisting and creeping up the side of the building, almost as though they were trying to devour it. From the look of the building it didn't seem as though it was very well taken care of, even before the apocalypse.

      “We always were trying to get more funding,” Miranda said when this was pointed out, with an almost apologetic tone to her voice. It was difficult to see in the dwindling light, but the grounds of the garden did seem to be well-kept. There were no sounds around, aside from their breathing, and Mack noticed that Miranda was breathing slowly.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Miranda nodded. “It's just strange to think of this place as not being safe for me. I worked here for a little more than five years, and I had come to think of it as home. Now it's been taken over, and I know there's still a chance I may never be safe in there again. No matter what happens I want to thank you for listening to me and helping me. You're good people.” Mack and the others smiled at each other, but Saul looked away.

      “I am so worried about the patients, though. I can't imagine that many of them really know what's going on, and Ethan isn't going to have their best interests at heart. At some point, I'm sure he'll get tired of holding the doctors, and without anyone else around he'll no doubt turn to the patients. Not to mention that there are some people in there who shouldn't be anywhere near fire, let alone carrying around lanterns and candles.”

      “Do you think they'll listen to reason? The other patients I mean?” Mack asked.

      Miranda tilted her head. “I think I could get them to listen, as could the other doctors. If any of you tried, well, maybe, but some of them can be quite picky about who they trust and it can take a lot of time to form a bond with them. Do any of you have any experience at communicating with people who have mental disorders?”

      She meant the comment to come off as lighthearted, but it only made the rest of them feel as though they were unprepared for this. The five of them were crouched down opposite the institute and watched with interest. As a tactician, Mack would have placed sentries around the building and had regular patrols, but it didn't seem as though anything like that existed. That would suggest that if everything was as Miranda had said, Ethan paid little attention to anything outside the institute and focused on maintaining control inside. Perhaps he thought nobody ever would come across this place.

      After making sure nobody was around, Mack signaled for everyone to cross to the other side of the road, where they sat down with their backs to the wall. They removed their packs and set them beside their feet. Mack craned his neck up to peer over the wall, through the metal bars, but could see little that helped him. The doors seemed thick and the windows had safety bars on them as well, which meant they would not be able to climb through one of them. It also meant they would not be able to climb out so easily, and they would have to have an escape plan as well.

      “Right, so I'm thinking we can dismiss an all-out assault right off the bat. I'm assuming there aren't any guns in the building?” Mack asked.

      Miranda shook her head, “No, the guards had Tasers and batons, but that was more for show than anything. We tried to encourage a spirit of non-violence.”

      “Well, at least we know we outgun them, but I don't want to risk going in shooting in case we end up harming the innocent patients. It also doesn't really look like we can get in from the front. I don't see any guards, though, which is a good thing. Hopefully the lack of security is the same on the inside as it is out here. But still, we have to figure out a way to get inside.”

      Now that they were outside the building Miranda was getting more anxious by the minute. She chewed her lip so much that Mack thought she was going to draw blood, and her eyes darted all around. It was a reminder that not everyone was as primed for these situations as he had been, and his heart went out not only to her, but also to all those other people around the world who had been thrust into this dangerous situation with no chance to prepare.

      Mack was about to speak again when suddenly he heard Grace chuckling. He furrowed his brow as he looked at her, as did the others. It did serve to prevent Miranda from biting her lip, though, as she, too, was distracted by Grace's laughter. Mack was worried. So far Grace had been through a lot. Literally her entire world had changed and it was understandable if she was beginning to crack under the pressure. Yet this was the worst possible time to do that as he needed everyone at their best if they were to emerge from this endeavor unscathed.

      “What are you laughing about?” Luis asked in a hushed whisper. Grace took a few moments to get her laughter under control, shaking her head.

      “It's just that we're here talking about what we're going to do when we get inside, but we haven't even talked about how we're going to get inside. I mean, what? Are we just going to walk up to the front door and knock? It's not like we're going to be able to waltz in there unnoticed,” she said, and talking about it only made her laugh even more.

      Mack was pleased to see that his worries had been unfounded, and that it just had been a case of her finding humor even in the darkest of moments. That was a common coping mechanism, and one that he had encountered many times during his time in the army.

      “Maybe we can get them just to bring their prisoners out to us?” Luis said, joining in the laughter. Soon enough, all of them, even Saul and Miranda, were laughing heartily.

      But soon enough it was time for the laughter to subside. Mack curled his fingers around his gun and gazed up at the stars, resting his head against the rough stone of the wall. When he looked up, he saw the bars of the fence rising up above him, and things seemed hopeless. He didn't look at Saul, but he thought about what Saul had said and wondered if it had been a mistake to take on this mission. After all, they were just four people. It wasn't like they were a specialized commando unit, and maybe there was something about him being a hero...maybe he was overcompensating after losing everything.

      However, now was not the time to lose himself in a self-analysis. He had made the decision to help and that was what he was going to do. They were at the institute and they would have to find a way in. “How was it you said you got out, through a cellar?” Mack asked. Miranda nodded.

      “Yeah, it's around the back. There's a path that runs around the side. That will take you into the lower level, where everyone else is being kept.”

      “And what about Ethan? Is he going to be on that level as well?”

      “No, he'll be on the main floor with all his cronies. You're going to have to be careful with him. He'll act like he's your best friend even as he's twisting the knife in your gut. They may not have guns, but they are willing to kill for nothing. So you can't let your guard down at all.”

      It had been a long time since Mack had been on an operation like this, but it was all coming back to him. The army had trained him in a certain way of thinking, a way to sift through the various possibilities of any given scenario and choose the best one, or the least worst. As a commander, he had developed an array of tactics for various situations and it was clear this one required some stealth. If they could make it into the building and take out Ethan quickly, then the situation would be dealt with and they could move on. If they could not, then things would prove far more difficult.

      “Our goal is twofold,” he said. “We have to get Miranda's colleagues out and take care of Ethan. I suggest we try accomplishing the latter first, as then it will be easier to get everybody else out of there.”

      “But how are we even going to do that? How are we going to get inside?” Grace asked.

      It had been a joke earlier, but suddenly it was far more serious as it dawned upon all of them. This was real, it was not a game. They already had been through a lot at the camp, but somehow this felt different. At the camp they were trying to inspire other people to fight back, here they were trying to covertly invade a building and nullify a target. It was an operation that required precision, almost like surgery, and they all were looking to Mack to lead them and help them make it through this alive.

      Fear was simmering in them all as they thought about the near future and what it would mean, for this encounter was not going to be just a one-time thing. They all knew there would be more scenarios like this, and could they really handle them? Could they turn themselves into the type of person who could carry the weight of these types of memories, instead of just living a sedate life where nothing they did had much of any consequence? They had been used to losing themselves in movies and television shows, and living their lives vicariously through them. So much had changed in such a short time, not just in the grand scheme of the world, but in themselves as well.

      They looked around at each other, five separate souls now coming together on this one mission. Trust was essential, yet there were fractures in the group. Saul and Mack had their own difficulties, Grace still was unsure of how she felt about Luis, especially after he had agreed with Saul on some matters, and Miranda was still a wild card. This all was based on the information she had given them. If she actually was a patient, and this was all some delusion, there was no telling what was waiting for them inside the old, foreboding building.

      But they had come too far to turn back now, and, as yet, there had been no reason to distrust Miranda.

      “Miranda, can we get into that cellar you escaped from, or do you think there will be people guarding it after you escaped?”

      “I can’t say, but I don't see why they would. I think they would be more concerned with keeping things under control on the inside. There aren't really that many who are truly capable, and Ethan would have to have people he could rely on. I think it should be okay, but you'll have to be careful when you work your way up to the other levels. Noise echoes easily. Other than that, I don't really know if there are any good ways to get inside. Don't forget that this place was built to keep people in. They took security very seriously,” she said.

      “That's fine. It's settled then. We'll go in through the cellar, then make our way up the levels until we find Ethan. We'll take him out, subdue anyone else who offers resistance, free the doctors and get the other patients into their cells,” Mack said.

      “It sounds so easy when you say it like that,” Luis said.

      “We can pray,” Mack said, and took a deep breath.

      It was still a risky undertaking. Because of all the trouble Saul had been giving him, Mack had his doubts, but deep down he knew that what he was doing was right. He only hoped this would not prove to be his death. The sight of that broken piece of yellow wood still played on his mind. He knew that death could come at any moment, and though he always had been willing to give his life for his country, he found now that, more than anything, he wanted to live.
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      It was fortunate they were not under time pressures as they had been sitting outside the Archer Institute for what seemed a rather long time. Being around other people had not had as calming an effect on Miranda as Mack had hoped, but he wasn't surprised she was in such a state, considering how much emotional investment she had in this place. Grace and Luis seemed to be the same as ever, but Saul, well, Mack wasn't sure how to deal with Saul anymore. There was something odd about him, and Mack couldn't quite put his finger on it. He had tried speaking to Saul reasonably, and harshly, but neither approach had worked. There wasn't time for them to have a heart-to-heart, so Mack had to just hope Saul would not do anything to jeopardize their plans. It was difficult to help someone when they continually had their guard up, and Mack wondered if he could get some counseling tips from Miranda when this was all over.

      “Okay,” Mack began, “we're going to go through the back, but I'm just wondering if a couple of us should stay behind? We're going to need to be quiet in there and the fewer of us the better. It's going to be easier if we can leave our packs here, but I wouldn't want to leave them unguarded in case somebody comes along and steals them. I think Miranda and I definitely should go in, and then one other. Two can stay out here to guard the place and watch in case we get into any trouble.”

      “I'll stay,” Saul said.

      “Me too,” Grace agreed, looking at Saul and smiling, although she got no sense of camaraderie from him.

      “I guess that means I'm going with you,” Luis said, and held his gun a little more firmly. He hoped he would not have to use it, and that, somehow, they would be able to find a peaceful way out of this situation. Mack nodded at each of them in turn.

      “How are we going to know if you're in trouble or not? Are you going to give us a sign?” Grace asked.

      “If everything goes according to plan we'll open the front door for you. I don't know how long we'll take, though. Just keep your wits about you, but if the worst does happen don't put yourself in danger. I don't want you to go on some kind of revenge mission if we're killed. If we're captured then they'll have our guns, and you'll lose your advantage. So move along and try making a new life for yourself,” Mack said.

      “What? You can't possibly think we're going to do that,” Grace said, shocked that Mack ever would suggest such a thing. “We've been through too much together to give it up so easily.”

      “Grace, I don't want you throwing your life away on something where you don't have a chance. Trust me, if we get captured you'll still be able to get away without any problems and we'll try handling things inside. But hopefully, we won't have to worry about that. I'm just telling you in case it does happen. Keep an eye out for anything, there still could be other people in the woods, so don't let yourselves get distracted. We'll try being as quick as we can.”

      With that they looked at each other and gave each other the go-ahead. Before they left Mack looked at a gun and offered it to Miranda, which shocked Saul, but Miranda shook her head vehemently.

      “No, I don't want to ever use one of them,” she said.

      “You may need it. You did say there are dangerous people there,” Luis said, although Miranda did not need reminding of that fact.

      “I'm well aware of that, but as I told you, I am a woman of science. I'm a doctor. I vowed to do no harm to those people under my care, and despite everything, the people inside are still my patients. I have to help them, not shoot them.”

      “Sometimes people need tough love,” Saul growled.

      “We formed a bond together, and if they see me coming in there shooting at them I'll lose all the progress I've made. I must think about their future as well as my own. I'm sorry if you don't agree with my principles, but they're not going to change,” she said haughtily. Then she twitched again, the left side of her face flinching more noticeably the more emotional she became.

      “Okay,” Mack replied, putting the gun in the small of his back, shooting a glance toward Saul to tell him to leave it. They took a few more things from their packs, such as knives and matches, before they left them with Saul and Grace.

      “Well, I guess this is it. Wish us luck,” Mack said.

      Saul and Grace both did so, and the party split up. Mack, Luis, and Miranda left the other two as they skulked into the grounds, keeping low and keeping their bodies close to the wall. In the dark night, they clung to the shadows and disappeared. Yet it was hard not to think that people were watching them.

      “Do you think it's okay leaving Grace with Saul?” Luis asked in a hushed whisper.

      “Yeah, why? Are you worried?” Mack replied, his hands stretched out to feel the rough brickwork, his eyes never leaving the building in case they came across anyone they were not supposed to see.

      Against the bricks, he could feel the crumbling cement that had dried almost a century ago, as well as the soft moss that had grown over the bricks. He imagined what it was going to be like in another century, or even just another few decades. Without anyone to maintain the grounds, Nature would creep over this building and envelop it; an irresistible force that slowly would overwhelm everything that mankind had built and eventually swallow it up. The apocalypse hadn't just ended the world, it had reset it, allowing Nature a chance to catch up. Humans had spent so much time violating the world, using it for their own means, and now it was Nature's turn to fight back. Eventually, everything that had stood, all the concrete and glass buildings, the statues that reached into the sky, would be brought down into ruins, remnants of an ancient era, and the stories behind them would turn into myths of a forgotten era.

      But that was for future generations to worry about. Mack had enough on his plate in the present, and it would be a long time before Nature overwhelmed him. They moved around the side of the building. On this side, there were fewer windows and most of them were dark. Miranda told him this was the stairwell. He was glad to see it dark as it meant they had a better chance of moving up it unnoticed.

      “I'm not really worried, but you know what Saul is like. I wouldn't be surprised if he's left already,” Luis said.

      “Do you have any idea what's going on with him?” Mack asked.

      “I haven't noticed any change since we first met up. He's always been out for himself. It doesn't surprise me, really. Maybe it's better if we do just let him go his own way after this is over, that's what he wants, after all.”

      Mack murmured in reply, but he didn't like to think about that. He thought of the three of them as his unit and to think of one of them leaving was a disconcerting thought. He wanted to help Saul, but Saul was a stubborn man, and one who didn't seem willing to talk about his feelings. Mack had known many people like him in the army. Getting someone to open up always had been a challenge, but often it turned out they were the ones who were most in need of an open and honest conversation.

      “There's still a lot we don't know about him anyway,” Luis continued. “I mean, sure, we know about his brother, but we don't know about Saul's life. And who knows what other kinds of problems he had before this all happened? Sometimes I think it's not surviving Nature we have to deal with, it's surviving ourselves. He was there when we agreed we'd all travel to the city, though, and it's not like you've made a secret of the fact you want to help people.”

      “Do you agree with that? I mean, I know you had your reservations about this whole thing, but you were quieter about it than Saul.”

      Luis shrugged. “I'm glad to be doing something useful. I just don't particularly want to die, that's all. I actually, I mean, it sounds weird to say, but I kinda enjoyed putting our plan into action back at the camp, and when it all went down I felt like I did pretty good. I didn't panic like I thought I would. I guess it helped me see that I do have something to offer in this world. I always had a feeling that I was kinda useless, but when it comes down to it, I know I stand a much better chance of surviving with you than I do on my own. Maybe at some point I'll find a place where I want to start a life again, but right now my place is with you,” he said. Mack was touched by Luis’ confession.

      “I'm glad you feel that way, and I hope we're all together for a good long while yet,” he said, and he smiled to himself.

      Although he never would have chosen for the world to end, the fact was he was meant to meet these people with whom he otherwise never would have interacted. This world had cost him a chance to be reunited with his wife, but it had given Grace and Luis a new chance in life. Both of them had been drifting down different, aimless paths, but now they could discover themselves and change for the better. It made Mack think about how he would be acting if he had been their age. As it was he had the benefit of years of experience, and he was using habits and training to make it through the new world, while Grace and Luis were reinventing themselves. Would he still have been able to make it through if he had been younger? It was a question that he never was going to get an answer to, yet it was interesting to think about all the same.

      Whenever he went on these kinds of operations he liked to let his mind wander a little, just so he didn't tire himself out thinking about the same thing, drilling the operation into his skull. He still was focused. When they reached the end of the building he held up his hand, signaling for them to stop. The path between the wall and the building was about five feet wide. So they moved from the outer security wall to that of the building. The iron bars still were standing tall, but here the outside forest was encroaching upon them, coming through the gaps. He could not see through them in the darkness. His eyes had to adjust to the light since the building obscured the moonlight, but beyond the building lay the back yard. It was a long stretch of grass with a few lawn ornaments and large, thick trees. The moonlight poured into this garden and Miranda sighed as she saw it.

      “I'm used to seeing this place filled with people. We used to take the patients out here a lot, especially at this time of year,” she said.

      “Even at this time of night?” Luis asked.

      “I know it might seem strange, but a lot of the patients found the night to be calming. I think they liked the idea that they were awake while most of the world slept. It was a way for them to feel special, but I suppose now they're being kept in the building.”

      They walked along the back and the stench of trash greeted their noses. Toward the other end of the building were the garbage cans, which were filled with trash bags. The rancid smell was almost suffocating.

      “We'd better get inside quickly,” Mack said.

      “This is what I'm talking about, they can't take care of themselves. Much longer like this and they're going to be living in squalor,” Miranda said.

      “Where's the cellar?” Mack asked. Miranda walked to the right a little and then pointed to a hatch that had closed double doors.

      “There's something else you should know before we go down there,” she said.

      “What's that?” Mack asked, turning his head to face her, wary of what she might say. He felt the weight of the guns pressing into his back and was ready to draw them at any moment if he thought his life was in danger. Miranda gulped and looked ashamed.

      “It's just that...well, as I said, this institute is very old and there were certain practices they used when it was built that we never would dream of using now. This cellar is where they stored a lot of this equipment. I just...I don't want you to get the wrong impression about this place. A lot has changed over the years and this is just a sad reminder of the misunderstandings people had about how to treat mental illnesses.” Mack relaxed. It was simply professional pride taking over.

      “I'm sure it'll be okay,” he said, and nodded to Luis to approach the door.

      Mack and Luis leaned down to pull open the hatch. The doors were smooth and opened effortlessly, without so much as a sound. Luis stood at the top, not enjoying the thought of going back down into a cellar as the memories of being kept there by his kidnappers still haunted his mind. He gulped, took a look around at the quiet surroundings, and followed the others, trying to maintain control over his fear.

      They made their way into the building, and so far, everything had gone according to plan. Darkness loomed before them in the cellar, but just at a distance Mack could see a staircase that led upward.

      “I guess this is it,” he said, placing his foot on the stairs, ascending into the darkness above.

      Miranda went next. Luis stood at the bottom, took a deep breath, and then cautiously followed the others.
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      After the others had left them, Grace and Saul were alone by the gate. They watched as the other three slipped into darkness and all they had to do was wait, be vigilant, and hope that the others managed to pull off the plan and stay away from danger. Grace's eyes peered into the darkness, although she could not see anything in the surrounding area. She decided she much preferred the daytime, as at night the darkness seemed suffocating and a chilling fear crept up her spine. She never much had liked the dark, or more precisely, what could lurk in the dark. It perhaps was a product of her tendency to stay indoors rather than live outside, for the unknown often inspired more haunting images in the mind than what was known.

      Minutes passed and she became anxious. She looked up at Saul, who was gazing absently into the distance. Craning her neck over the wall, there didn't seem to be any change in the institute. She exhaled and looked down at the packs to make sure they hadn't disappeared. She began tapping her fingers against her thighs and, with nothing to do, she ended up humming. After a few moments, she noticed Saul was glaring at her, and she stopped mid-hum.

      “Thank you,” he said, and went back to staring into the darkness.

      “Is everything alright?” Grace asked.

      Like Mack, she had noticed a change in Saul's behavior recently and was worried about him. The two of them had shared a kinship after what had happened with Mr. Smith, and Grace felt as though the two of them had a bond. Whether he felt the same, or if it was completely one-sided, was a mystery to her, however.

      “Of course, why wouldn't it be?” he said.

      “I think we should talk.”

      “Mack wanted us to keep watch, and that's what we should do. I'm sure it'll be easier to concentrate if we're silent.”

      “So now you're actually going to follow his orders? Give me a break. Look, this is the first time we've been alone together since it happened. If you want to talk to me about it, you can. I know I could use someone to listen to me,” she said. Saul didn't reply, but after a few moments he looked down at her.

      “What do you want to talk about?” he asked.

      Grace shrugged without looking at him. “I don't know,” she said, “I guess I just...I thought I'd feel differently about it. I mean, I was ready to kill him, and I would have if you hadn't stopped me. I've been thinking about what it means to live in this new world, and I know I'm going to have to change the way I look at things. I never thought of myself as a violent person, but I know I'm must develop a killer instinct. Otherwise, people are going to take advantage of me.”

      “If you stay with Mack, I think people are going to take advantage of you anyway. That's why we're here in the first place.”

      “You think that's what this is? You didn't really expect us to turn our backs on her, did you?”

      “For someone who is so good at reading people, Mack got suckered in by that sob story. I don't believe her for a minute.”

      “Why not?”

      “It all sounds rather convincing, but I've known people to make up things before. I don't think a doctor would have switched so quickly from being like a wild animal to suddenly being able to give such a good account of what happened. It just doesn't add up, and there were a few things she said, like how she mentioned the devil, that just made me think twice about her.”

      “So, even though you felt like this, you let Mack and Luis walk into a trap? From your perspective.”

      This time Saul shrugged. “I said my piece and Mack didn't want to listen.”

      “But if you felt so strongly about it you should have fought harder. I just don't get you. Sometimes you have such strong feelings about things, and other times you act like you don't care at all. Is this all about your brother or is there something else going on?”

      “Let's just forget about my brother. He's not worth talking about. Hopefully that leg wound got infected and he's dead in a ditch somewhere. That's what he deserves for everything he did to those people. I should have punished him more.”

      “Are you upset because you couldn't kill him?”

      “I don't know. Part of me thinks so, but then again, you don't go shooting family. Blood is thicker than water, no matter what. That's what I was brought up believing. Maybe I just don't like that Mack seems to have all the answers while I'm still trying to muddle through everything. It was my fault that you got mixed up with him in the first place. Maybe you all would be better off if I just went off on my own.”

      “Wow, really? That's what this is about? I never pegged you as the self-pitying type,” Grace said, surprised at what Saul was revealing to her.

      “The thing is, that patrol could have found us anyway, and even if they hadn’t, another one could have. If we hadn't been taken back, those people might never have learned to fight back against your brother. Don't get down about how things happened, just think of what happened in the end. We all helped out.”

      “You helped more than others. I was so caught up in what my brother was doing that I lost sight of everything else. I just...I get this way sometimes, and I don't know how to break out of my own head,” he said, placing his fists against his temples.

      For the first time, Grace seriously was worried about him, since she never had seen Saul open up like this. She shifted her body and looked at him with concern in her eyes, but whatever he was going through soon passed and he composed himself again.

      “I guess seeing him all over again just brought it all back. I've never quite been able to forget about my family, and now he's all I have left. I doubt I'll ever see my parents again. I know I like to come across as a lone wolf, forging my own path, but the truth is that I was brought up believing family is the most important thing. The sad part is I wanted to help him, I wanted to make him see that what he was doing was wrong, but he just wouldn't listen to me. Sometimes I hate the family ties that bind,” he said with a heavy sigh.

      Grace had a pensive look on her face. “I wouldn't know. I never had one of my own. Even when I was taken in by foster parents I never felt like I really belonged.”

      “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to--”

      “It's okay, you didn't know. Everybody has something to complain about, I guess.”

      “It seems like there's a little family starting here. Maybe family doesn't have to be tied by blood?”

      “Yeah, we certainly have the arguments down,” Grace said, smiling. Saul hung his head and smiled, too. “Why do you do that? Why do you always give Mack such a hard time?” she asked.

      “I honestly can't give you an answer. It's like it's just a reflex. I know he's just trying to help and he's got everyone's best interests at heart. I certainly know I wouldn't want the responsibility of making the kinds of decisions he wants to make, but all through my life if somebody tells me what to do I push back. That's just the way I've always been. Sometimes I even can hear myself saying things and I'm thinking to myself, 'Saul, why are you doing that?' but I can't stop myself. Then I just feel worse for it, and I can tell Mack is getting tired of it. Maybe we just aren't supposed to get along.”

      “Or maybe you're too much alike and you should give each other a break. Cut him some slack now and then, he's a good guy.”

      “I just feel like he has a certain image of what I'm like and he can't get past that.”

      “Mack is the last person in the world you need to be worried about something like that with. He's open minded. I've been with him since the beginning of all this, and if he can change his mind about me he can change his mind about anyone.”

      Saul looked at her with curiosity. “The two of you weren't always like this?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head, “but that is a story for another time.”

      “Come on, I just told you all of that. The least you can do is give me something. That's just unfair.”

      Grace narrowed her eyes at him and wished she hadn't said what she did. She tried to dismiss Saul's pleas, but he cajoled her until she finally relented.

      “Fine,” she said, “but you have to promise not to tell Luis, because he doesn't know, and I'd prefer to keep it that way. I don't want anybody to treat me differently. It wasn't by chance that Mack and I were on the same flight. I was his prisoner and he was escorting me back to a military base. I had hacked in and accessed some secrets, and I was his last mission. So, believe me when I tell you he can change his mind about people. He gave me a chance to earn his trust. I knew he was my best chance to survive, so I took it. You can do the same. All you have to do is show him that you trust him, and he'll do the same to you, and we all will be much better off for it.”

      Saul nodded slowly, surprised at the sage advice coming from one so young. Now he understood why she had been so reticent to share that information with him, and in some ways, he felt a little sorry that he had pushed so hard. They were quiet for a few more moments until Grace craned her neck again, but still there was no sign that anything was going on in the building.

      “How long do you think we'll have to wait here?” she asked.

      “I have no idea. I guess we just have to wait and see what happens,” he said. Grace huffed and leaned her head against the wall, looking up at the stars. She began humming again, and this time Saul did not stop her.
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        * * *

      

      Mack, Luis, and Miranda made their way down the wooden steps until they felt solid ground under their feet. The room was small and a damp smell wafted up toward them. The room was chilly and dark, as the moonlight did not reach in there. They couldn't hear anything else, so assumed they were alone. Mack told Luis to light a match, and the instant the flame bloomed they could see each others' faces. The ceiling was rather low with thick beams that proved hazardous to anyone around six feet tall. There were pillars as well, holding up the ceiling. As Luis moved the match across the room he gasped as the light fell upon an old leather chair. Leather straps lay upon it, and around the head were two metal contraptions that looked ominous.

      “Like I said, there are things down here that haven't been used for a long time,” Miranda said, almost apologetically.

      She gestured toward where they should head. As the match died down Luis threw it away and lit a new one. The light was dim and didn't provide them with much in the way of illumination at all, but it was better than nothing. They walked with small, shuffling steps, careful to not disturb anything that could make a loud noise. Beside him, Mack could sense that Miranda was becoming more anxious. Her breathing was erratic and she was standing closer to him than usual, which was understandable given everything she had been through. He thought it brave of her to return to this place after having escaped. The easiest thing to do would have been to run far away and leave all memories of it behind.

      From somewhere in the building they heard a door clanging. It was a cold, heartless sound, and it filled them with dread. Miranda gasped and jumped a little. The three were huddled together now, knowing that once they emerged from the cellar they would be in the belly of the beast, and would have to move quickly if they were to complete their mission. Mack counted in his head to steady his breathing as he had done so many times before. He did not let his mind wander now for he knew how important it was going to be to remain focused and think swiftly. There was a chance that once they left the cellar they would have little or no time before people saw them, and they would have to make their way quickly to find Ethan.

      Luis lit another match and a staircase was illuminated before them. Miranda, in a hushed whisper, told them it was what they had been looking for. Mack took the lead and reached behind his back for his gun in case he needed it, as there was no way to tell what was waiting for them once they opened the door.

      Mack was in the middle of giving instructions when suddenly the door swung open, blinding them with the light that spilled into the room. Mack, Luis, and Miranda raised their hands to cover their eyes and squinted at the man who was standing before them, a towering presence in the doorway. As his eyes quickly adjusted, Mack could see the man was wearing a white coat and had slicked-back black hair. He wore a casual smile and didn't look in the least bit surprised to see them. With hands by his sides he looked down at them.

      “Welcome to the Archer Institute. And Miranda, it's good to see you again. I'm so glad you found her. We have missed her dearly. Sadly, in all this confusion a number of our patients are wandering out in the woods and we haven't the resources to track them all down. There's no need for you all to be standing down there. Please, come up and share a drink with me.”

      “Mack looked at the man and then at Miranda.

      “Don't trust him,” she said in a desperate whisper.
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      Mack, Luis, and Miranda were halfway up the stairs, looking up at the man in the white coat who was flanked by a couple of orderlies, each holding a lantern. Miranda just had told Mack he shouldn't believe anything this man said. If her story was correct, then it was this man who had taken over the Archer Institute and turned the tables on the staff. He certainly carried himself well, and looked as though he belonged in the clothes he was wearing. A long white shirt rested on his shoulders and his black hair was swept back. His eyes gleamed and his arms were open, welcoming them in.

      The dim glow from the lanterns cast him in a foreboding light and that, coupled with the angle from which they were looking at him, made him seem like an imposing figure. At Mack’s side, Miranda was stricken with terror. It was no wonder, for the supposed doctor just had claimed she was a patient and was living a lie. Was it possible that everything she had told Mack and the others had been the product of a broken and ill mind? Mack looked down at her and, in a way, he hoped she was wrong. The last thing he wanted was to start a fight when one was not needed.

      “Now, now, Miranda, have you been telling lies again? We've talked about this before, haven't we? I'm glad to see you again, though. I was so worried about you being out there all by yourself. You know that this is where you belong. The world out there isn't meant for people like you. This is your home. This is where you can be safe, and where we can look after you,” he said in a cooing tone.

      He then turned to Mack. “I'm sorry, where are my manners? I'm Doctor Gary Richardson. Welcome to the Archer Institute although, really, you simply could have knocked on the front door,” he said, smiling widely. He reached out his hand to give Mack and Luis each a firm handshake. Mack looked at him with skepticism as he introduced himself and Luis.

      “I know what you're probably thinking,” he said with a sigh.

      “I'm sure she's told you that I'm not Gary and this place has been taken over by the patients. She's roped you into her story. Not that I can blame you, it was certainly a compelling narrative, and I must admit there were times she almost fooled me. We've tried coaxing her out before, but she's a stubborn one. She just can't seem to let go of whatever fantasies she concocts. It's impressive in a way, but it does mean she tends to act on them and, well, as you can imagine, we're stretched pretty thin at the moment.

      “So, it wasn't hard for her to slip out. Part of me didn't think we'd ever see her again. So, I'm glad you brought her back to us. Anyway! What are we doing have this conversation on the stairs? Let's get you upstairs where you can have a warm drink and we can talk properly. I'd like to know exactly what's going on out there,” he said, waving them forward.

      However, Mack still was reluctant to do that. Miranda was standing close beside him, digging her fingers into his arm so much it almost made Mack wince, although he didn't want to show any sign of weakness in front of this man who may well have been a dangerous criminal. Luis offered nothing helpful in his eyes as Mack quickly glanced around the room. The cellar with the low ceiling offered nothing in the way of assistance. There was certainly no point in retreating now that their presence was known, and they couldn't very well attack without any provocation in case the doctor was correct.

      “You're a bastard. I can't believe you would do this,” Miranda hissed.

      She turned to Mack again. “You can't believe him. You can't trust anything he says. Please, don't fall for this trick.”

      “Miranda, please, there's no need for language like that,” Gary said, seeming unfazed at the insult. Mack presumed he must have heard that a lot, if he was indeed Doctor Gary Richardson.

      “You're right, she did tell us that,” Mack said.

      “She told us that when the electronics went out all the doors opened and the patients overwhelmed the staff. And that it happened too quickly for them to do anything about it. And that Ethan, one of the most dangerous patients in here, took control and decided to turn the tables on everyone. He made patients into staff and the staff into patients, then kept them drugged. We couldn't stand by and let something like that happen without trying our best to do something about it. She seemed quite convinced about it as well, and I'm not sure I have a good reason to disbelieve her,” he said.

      Gary smiled and hung his head, pressing his lips together as he chuckled slightly. “Like I said, it was an inventive tale. She always has had a good imagination. Over the years, we've tried to put it to better use, but she never has been able to trust me fully. So, unfortunately, we have to let the whole thing run its course. Before all this happened, we just could leave her in a room and let her work through it herself, but, unfortunately, with the way things are she managed to escape. I'm sorry she brought you into all this. It's really none of your concern. Sadly, there are a number of patients here who do suffer from paranoid delusions and I'm sure to you it seems like she is telling the truth, but that's why I'm so worried for all the patients. I'm guessing that something horrible has happened outside since we’ve been without power and the means of communication. I can't imagine any of my patients could survive out there for too long. Frankly, I'm amazed Miranda made it back at all.”

      “A lot has changed out there. The world as we know it has ended. From what we can tell there was a massive EMP that hit the country. We don't know about the rest of the world, and at this point I'm not sure we ever will,” Mack replied.

      Gary sighed heavily and had a grave look on his face. “That's sad to hear, and you two look as though you've been through the worst of it. I, at least, have my patients to tend to. My role doesn't change even though the world has. Maybe that's a good thing. I can imagine a lot of people are struggling to adjust to the new order of things.”

      “You can say that again,” Mack said, but he still looked unconvinced and Gary picked up on this.

      “What is it, Mack? Oh, I know, you still believe her, don't you? Unfortunately, I can't really say anything to dissuade you. After all, it is my word against hers. But I know exactly what she's told you because I've heard it all before. The truth is we did have a dangerous prisoner called Ethan, but that was a few years ago now. He did actually attack a doctor, but after that he was sent away to the prison. It was a mistake for him ever to be brought here in the first place. That's what's so clever about her lies, there's always a vein of truth that runs through them. You wouldn't be the first people to become wrapped up in them. I'm sure she even mentioned me, probably in unflattering terms,” he said, laughing softly.

      “Actually, she did. She said you were arrogant and it was your fault that Ethan was brought here in the first place. You were more concerned with fame and prestige than you were with helping people.”

      “Oh Miranda, and after I've spent so much time helping you,” he sighed heavily once more.

      “That's really the hardest thing about this role. You put so much of yourself into helping and caring for the patients, but sometimes they are incapable of returning those feelings. Usually in her delusions Miranda does include me and sometimes the other staff in quite derogatory roles, even though all we want to do is help her.”

      All this time Miranda had been clinging to Mack, looking between the two men in wide-eyed disbelief. “No,” she said, “don't let him do this to you. Don't fall for his tricks. He's lying! Don't you see! That is Ethan!” she said, the tone of her voice rising higher and higher until it was almost a shriek.

      Mack was caught between the two of them, not knowing who to believe. Miranda still was twitching nervously and biting her lower lip. Why would she have brought them back there if she was free? But if she was living the delusion like the doctor claimed, then Mack and Luis had been swept up in the narrative, too. Although it was difficult for Mack to question her after everything she had told him, he remembered how feral she had been when they had first met, and how easily she had returned to a normal state where the story flowed freely. Was this simply because she had rehearsed it all in her mind beforehand? It was difficult for Mack to choose who to believe, as even if he did side with Miranda, then he had a fight on his hands. It wasn't so much asking himself if he believed her, but if he believed her enough to attack this man who may well have been innocent, not to mention the orderlies who were flanking him.

      “I know you must be in something of a quandary right now, and I'm happy to talk with you further, but you must understand we need to get Miranda back in her room as soon as possible. The longer she's out there the more harm she can do to herself and others. We really do care for our patients, Mack, and we want to see the best for them. And, no offense, but it's a big risk for us to bring you in here as well. I can see you are people with good intentions, and you just happen to have been fooled by this story, but I am taking a chance by allowing you to come into the institute. I want your word that you're not going to do anything to harm our patients. Obviously, we're not soldiers here, but we'll do our best to defend ourselves, and the people we're responsible for. I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist that Miranda is taken back to her room. She's been away for far too long and--”

      He was cut off mid-sentence by Miranda, who screamed, 'No!' and reached around to grab a gun from Mack. Mack turned with a shocked look on his face. Miranda's hands trembled as she leveled the gun at the doctor, who remained calm.

      “Ethan, let me go and release everyone else. I can't let you get away with this,” she said in a quivering voice.

      “Miranda, please, you don't want to do this. Why don't you just put down the gun and come back with us to your room? We'll see that you're nice and safe and you won't have to worry about any of this. You've been out there for a long time. I'm sure you're tired and you'd like a comfortable bed and a warm drink?” Gary said, his voice unwavering and smooth.

      “Shut up,” Miranda said, angry tears rolling down her cheeks, “and don't listen to him Mack. You need to believe me. This is all wrong. He's not who he says he is. Don't let him twist my words. Please, you must believe me. You have to...” she said, her voice trailing off. Mack looked between her and Gary and saw two very different people. One seemed in control and the other was losing it, but was that enough to confirm Gary's assertion?

      “You see what we have to deal with, Mack? This life is not one for the faint of heart,” he said as he stared at the barrel of the gun pointed at him.

      “Why are you doing this, Miranda? I thought you said you were a woman of science and that you didn't ever want to use a gun?” Mack asked gently.

      “Desperate times, I guess,” she said.

      “I can see it in your eyes. You don't believe me. That's fine, but I'm not going to let him get away with this. I can't. He needs to pay for what he's done. This place...we're supposed to help people. We're supposed to keep them safe and I...I need to do that. If that means...if that means betraying my principles, then so be it,” she said. But she never got a chance to pull the trigger because Mack placed his hand on the gun and lowered it.

      As his eyes met hers he saw a look of betrayal in them and it made him feel ashamed, but he couldn't in good conscience let her shoot a man who may well have been innocent in all this. It was a difficult decision because it felt as though they had been through so much together already, but Mack couldn’t make up his mind between truth and fiction, and until he did he couldn't sanction a loss of life.

      “Thank you, Mack, I'm glad that you've seen sense,” Gary said.

      “I don't know about that, but I just don't want to take the chance that you'll be killed when you're telling the truth.”

      “I understand, but thank you for allowing me to do my duty. It took us a long time to round up and sedate all the patients after the doors opened. So I'm just glad we have a chance to help Miranda again,” he said, and then gestured toward the orderlies.

      They came forward and pulled Miranda away from Mack. She looked at Mack with a venomous stare, but he knew he had made the only decision that was best for all of them. In the end, he hoped she would be able to see that, even if she had been telling the truth. It was clear the doctor was in control, and even if Mack didn't believe him, it would have been difficult to put up a fight. So, for now Mack had to satisfy himself by playing along with the doctor, for he still was unsure. He only was sorry that it meant he had to acquiesce and surrender Miranda, for he knew he likely never would get her trust back again.

      “Now then gentleman, now that that unpleasant business is over, what say we go upstairs and have a little conversation?” he said. Then he spun on his heels and motioned for Mack and Luis to follow him.

      “I hope you know what you're doing,” Luis said in a low voice so only Mack could hear.

      “Me, too,” Mack said as he ascended the final step and his feet met the solid floor of the mental institution.
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      As they turned onto the stairwell they could hear Miranda struggling in the distance, and Mack was filled with sorrow at how things had happened. The plan already had gone awry and he hoped they still could find out the truth before Saul and Grace got too worried about them. Their footsteps echoed on the narrow stairwell as they walked up floor by floor, their hands curled around the cool metal of the rail. Upon passing each floor Mack would peer through the small pane of glass in each door, but only a dark corridor loomed before them.

      They eventually reached the upper floor and Gary opened the door for them. This floor was more populous than the others. As they walked they passed a number of staff although, given the dim light, Mack couldn't get a close look at them to tell if they seemed belong there or not. If Miranda had been right, then Ethan may well be adept at taking on a new role, but the people he had to help him may not have been.

      The smell of bleach filled the air and all was quiet. There were a few rooms with the doors closed, and Gary said these now were used as the staff rooms. They passed through another heavy door that led into a large common room, with an office attached to the rear. This is where Miranda had said the staff had tried to hold out. The windows were large and Mack walked toward one of them, hoping to give Saul and Grace a signal.

      “Is everything alright?” Gary asked. Mack looked down to the wall but it was too dark outside and Saul and Grace were too well hidden.

      “Oh yes, I just don't know when I'll get another opportunity to see the area from this height,” he said, and turned back to follow Gary into a smaller lounge that was connected to the common room.

      Gary shut the door behind them and set a lantern on the table. Against one wall there was a large bookcase, and from what Mack could tell it mostly was filled with academic books. There was a small circular table on which Gary had placed the lamp, but against the far wall there was a longer table, too. Yet because of the shadowed light, Mack couldn't make out what was on the surface. So far there had not been any clues that would help him ascertain whether Gary was telling the truth or not.

      “I must say that it was a relief when I saw it was Miranda in the cellar. I had thought that it was going to be bandits,” he said, sitting down in a chair. He swung one leg over the other and clasped his hands in his lap.

      “How did you know we were coming?” Mack asked, as he had been surprised that Gary and his orderlies had been waiting for them.

      “Mack, this is my hospital. I know that we don't necessarily have the means with which to defend ourselves, but we do keep a watch at night, just in case. We saw someone creep around the side of the building and knew that you would be going for the cellar. We just hoped you would be reasonable men, and I'm glad to see that you are. I'm also glad you had Miranda with you. When this all happened, there were a few patients who used it as an opportunity to escape. I regret that we haven't been able to go out and look for them. I've wanted to, but we simply don't have the personnel to go out and search for everyone, not while we still have patients to take care of in here as well. I hate it, though, because I feel like I'm the one responsible for them all. It's like it's my fault they're out there, and they're not equipped for this kind of world.”

      “How much do you know of what's going on?” Mack asked.

      Gary blew out his cheeks. “Not much, most of it I kinda guessed. The electricity went out, and at first I just thought it was a power outage. But then the power never came back on, and I knew something was seriously wrong. I tried calling someone, but, obviously, the phones weren't working, and we had our hands full trying to take care of the patients. I figured at some point some help would come, but there was nothing. So it must have been pretty bad. But, like I said, we still have our duty here and the care for our patients comes first. Is it that bad?”

      “We haven't managed to make it to the city yet, but from what we can tell everything has gone down and there's no support system in place,” Mack said.

      “You'd think the government would plan for something like this, but then I suppose there was no way of knowing it was going to happen. So, the two of you are trying to make it to the city?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Mack said, noticing Luis look at him strangely out of the corner of his eye. He still wasn't ready to give up the fact that Saul and Grace were outside, for if this was some kind of a trap, Mack wanted a trump card up his sleeve.

      “Well, I wish you all the best with that. I hope they have found a way to keep things civilized. Unfortunately, I know all too well how people can crumble during stressful times.”

      “You seem to be keeping it all together, though, and your staff, they must be under tremendous strain,” Mack said, trying to tease out any weaknesses in Gary's story, or find anything that seemed amiss.

      “Oh, we are, but we've been doing these jobs for so long that we're used to working under such circumstances. Still, it was quite troubling when it all began.”

      “What actually happened? We obviously only have Miranda's take on it.”

      “I'm sure she actually gave you an accurate account, minus all the stuff with Ethan. The locking mechanisms failed and all the doors were opened. It took us by surprise as they all came pouring out. Some of them ran out right away, others stayed to try attacking us. We managed to get them under control, but it took its toll.  Some of the staff didn't take kindly to being attacked and they don't have as much patience as I do. Like anyone else, though, we're trying to make it through, day by day. The worst thing is going to be when the medication runs out. I am not looking forward to that at all,” he said, a solemn expression coming upon his face. However, after a moment it became brighter, and he smiled at the two of them.

      “You, of course, are welcome to stay as long as you like, although part of the reason I brought you up here was to have a little chat with you. I can tell you are men of good intentions, since you were willing to help Miranda, but I have my patients to think about. I can't jeopardize their safety, so I'm going to have to ask you to surrender your weapons. Now, this isn't a reflection on you, but you've already seen what can happen when you least expect it. So, if you don't mind, I'd like to put your weapons in a safe place,” he said with an amiable smile.

      Surrendering their weapons was the last thing either Mack or Luis wanted to do, but they had little choice as the argument presented to them by Gary was logical. The only other choice would have been to bid farewell and leave Miranda to whatever fate awaited her. Mack wasn't ready to make that decision yet, so it was with a heavy heart that they placed their guns on the table.

      “Thank you,” Gary said, “I know it's not that easy. I'm sure the world is unkind and I dread to think what you've been through, but like I say I have to keep the safety of my patients in mind. When you decide to leave, I'll be happy to return them to you. I must say, it's good to see some new faces, though. Please, tell me what you've been through. I'm eager to hear any news about the world,” he said, leaning forward and looking intrigued, ignoring the guns on the table for the moment.

      “I'm sure hearing about it all just would depress you. You don't want to know about some of the stuff we've seen. There are bad people out there and they're trying to use fear to rule over people. We were captured by one particularly bad man who had established a camp and intimidated other people into offering supplies as tribute for him,” Mack said.

      “And by the fact that you're here either you escaped or you caused the downfall of this man?” Gary said.

      “We managed to deal with him,” Mack said, making it clear he wasn't someone to be trifled with, and that he was ready and able to defend himself if necessary. If Miranda had been right, then Mack hoped to at least give Gary second thoughts about trying to keep them against their will.

      “But don't get me wrong, there are good people out there as well. We were taken in by a nice family on a farm, and there have been others who have shown us kindness. I like to think that's the way the world will go. If we all work together we can make it through this.”

      “A good sentiment, and you'll find nothing but friendliness here.”

      “I'm a little surprised you haven't had anyone else coming up here,” Mack said.

      “We are out of the way. I suppose it depends how many people are trying to leave the city. They could be on their way here now, for all we know. But we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. There's no use in worrying about things like that. There's so much in this world that is unpredictable, we might as well just take things as they come. Were you coming this way anyway, or are you only here because you came across Miranda?”

      “Because of Miranda. We had heard that the place existed, but we were on our way to the city and didn't want to take a detour if we could help it.”

      “Mmm, well, it is certainly sad to know that the world has fallen. It strikes me that sometimes we take so many things for granted, and yet, anything can change from one moment to the next. Still, all we can do is try our best. Now, while you stay here you are, of course, our guests, but there are certain restrictions in place, for your own safety and that of our patients. You should try staying in places with the orderlies as they are trained to handle our patients. The dangerous ones are locked up, but even so, the other patients still can be...unpredictable. The gardens are particularly nice this time of year. So I would suggest you take a walk around them tomorrow.

      In the meantime, there is a small ward just through those doors and you are welcome to use that as your rooms. The beds already are made. We do have water and a little food. We try to keep to a shift schedule to try keeping things consistent. So there should be someone around to help you find your way. Once again, thank you for bringing Miranda back to us, and I'm sure we can talk more tomorrow. I have many more questions for you, but now I had better go check on the patients before I turn in,” he said. With that he rose and shook their hands firmly, and then left the two of them in the room.

      “What do you make of this?” Luis asked.

      “I don't know,” Mack said, “I just don't know.”

      “I noticed you didn't tell him about Saul and Grace.”

      Mack walked toward the window, but again he could not see much in the darkness outside. “No, I didn't want to lose what little advantage we have. He seems to be telling the truth, but I don't know that I trust him yet.”

      “I hate to think of Miranda, if she is telling the truth. To be honest, I don't know what to believe.”

      “I did notice you were keeping quiet,” Mack said, turning to face Luis.

      “I was trying to observe, to see if there was anything that jumped out at me, but there was nothing. Even taking away our guns was completely reasonable given where we are, and he seemed to really care about the patients here.”

      “Mmm,” Mack said, “but if he is playing a role the mask will slip. If not from him, then from somebody else. So, we must remain vigilant and act at the first sign of trouble. We could be in a lot of danger here and we don't even know it.”

      “I do wonder what would have happened if we had asked to be let go. Do you think he would have allowed us to leave?”

      “I don't know,” Mack said honestly.

      “I wish we could get some sort of word out to Saul and Grace. They must be wondering what's happened to us. If they think something's wrong, they might try to come in here.”

      “No, I told Grace to leave if she thought we were in danger.”

      “Do you really think the two of them are going to listen to your orders? I don't think either of them are built for that,” Luis said. Mack laughed.

      “Maybe you're right,” he replied. “But either way, for now I think we should do what the good doctor said. If we act suspiciously, he might think there's something wrong and I don't want to tip him off. Let's get to bed and we can investigate more in the morning.”

      With that they walked through the common room and nodded to a couple of orderlies before reaching their ward. They climbed into the cold beds, although sleep didn't come easily for either of them, especially not for Mack, who had a lot on his mind. He couldn't stop thinking of the look that Miranda had given him, and hoped he would not come to regret his actions. He also thought of Saul and Grace, who were out in the cold night, waiting for some sign that was not going to come.
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      Outside, the air was thick and the night was heavy. The Archer Institute was a looming tower full of danger and the unknown. The forests that surrounded Saul and Grace were pitch black, and the moonlight did little to illuminate the world. They both sat on the ground with their backs leaning against the small wall just by the gate that led into the property. It seemed as though they had been there for a long time, but since neither of them had watches they couldn't tell exactly how long.

      Indeed, the entire concept of timekeeping was another thing that had been lost. They were no more tied to a schedule than the animals or birds of the world. They rested when they were tired, ate when they were hungry, and drank when they were thirsty. The days blended endlessly together. Grace had lost track of the days and weeks a long time ago, and it struck her how strange keeping track of time seemed when, in this world, it didn't really matter. All that mattered was seeing a new day.

      Like Mack, finding the remnant of that kayak in the river meant that death was playing on her mind. While being a hacker she never really had thought of death as she was so detached from the world, and so young, that it seemed like an abstract concept. It was something that happened to other people, and would inevitably happen to herself someday, but only to the future version of herself, so she need not have worried about it. But after careening down from the sky in a plane crash and seeing everyone apart from Mack perish around her, to the constant reminders since then that it only took a moment to die, she couldn't stop thinking about how quickly it was possible to lose your life, and the vast emptiness of the universe was upon her.

      “They're taking their sweet time,” Saul grumbled, not for the first time. When Grace didn't respond, he looked at her. “Gone shy on me?” he added.

      “Hmmm? No, sorry, I was just distracted,” she said, and turned to face him. They were sitting close together, so they just about could make out each other’s faces in the dim light.

      “Yeah, I'm kinda worried about them,” she added, craning her neck toward the building. “I mean, there hasn't been any gunfire or other commotion, so they can't be in that much trouble...”

      “But the fact we haven't heard anything at all is not good.”

      “Yeah,” Grace replied, and both had a worried look on their face, “what do you think we should do?”

      “Mack didn't want us going in, and it's not going to do them any good if they're working on a plan and we barge in there and mess things up.”

      “But I hate the thought of him being in trouble and we're just sitting out here, doing nothing. I feel so useless. One thing's for sure, I'm not going to leave them in there if they need our help. I don't care what he said, we're not just leaving them behind.”

      “Are you sure about that? You know he doesn't like people going against his orders,” Saul said with a sly smile.

      “Yeah, well, I may not be a hacker anymore, but I still have my sense of what's right and I can't just leave my friends there. Don't tell me you'd actually walk away?” she said, an incensed look on her face.

      “I'm not that bad. So, what were you thinking about?”

      “Nothing really...” she said, intending not to talk about it at all, but Saul didn't say anything else, and the silence hung between them like a sheet of glass that needed to be broken.

      Eventually she sighed. “I was just thinking about how hopeless this all seems. I mean, I never really had a solid outlook on life, but at least I felt like I was accomplishing something. Now I look around at the world and I don't really see anything waiting for me. I mean, is survival really the only thing we have to strive for? Shouldn't there be something more?”

      “What else is there?”

      “I don't know...I mean, Mack is searching for his wife, I guess, but the rest of us? What are we really doing? I guess it all just seems empty.”

      “You're too young to be getting so depressed.”

      “Got any words of wisdom for me old-timer?” she said teasingly.

      “Only that I wasted most of my life feeling like I was less than everyone else, that I had made the wrong decisions, and chosen the wrong path to walk down. Now none of that matters. Maybe none of it ever did. What if all this time people deluded themselves into creating some meaning when there never was anything? Maybe we've all just been running around this planet like headless chickens.”

      “I'm not sure I like the sound of that. I just...I keep thinking about everyone who has died, and for what? I guess I just don't know how I'm supposed to be feeling.” She spoke in a morose tone and hung her head. Saul looked at her with pity.

      “I kinda wish that Mack was here instead of me because I'm sure he'd be able to tell you something more inspirational, but all I can tell you is I've reached this point of my life and I still don't know how I'm supposed to be feeling. When I was younger, I always looked at adults and figured they had it all worked out, but the more years that have passed the more confused I've become. So, a while ago, I stopped trying to figure it out, and I just decided to live my life the way I wanted. Maybe some will say I've been selfish, and I sure as hell haven't been a saint, or been the best example of what humanity should be, but I didn't want to go down with any regrets. Sometimes I think we spend too much time thinking, if that makes sense, too much time trying to understand why we're here. In the end, we forget we are here and we end up not doing much of anything,” he said. Although in his opinion it wasn't much in the way of insight, it actually helped Grace a great deal.

      She looked into the darkness and pondered his words as they lingered on her mind, for she was starting to become an adult. From a young age, she had felt different from other people, and thus had sought the life of an outlaw, living on the fringes of society with as little interaction and attachment to humanity as possible. Now that she had been thrust into this new world, she saw she eventually would have to change and become something else, someone else, but who that person was going to be still was undecided. The process of transformation was one that she still had to try willfully surrendering to, even though her most basic instincts told her to fight.

      As she sat beside Saul, she reflected on the differences between him and Mack. He was slightly older, and yet Mack seemed more in control of any given situation, and although Saul seemed reluctant to take on any kind of responsibility, Grace remembered how he had been when the two of them had faced Saul's brother, and how Saul had prevented Grace from killing him. He had shown moments where he could be as inspirational as Mack, but he seemed always to want to bring himself down and ignore those moments of heroism, instead preferring to punish himself. Perhaps after the life he had led, it was easier to pass on responsibility to someone else and wallow in a state of comfortable self-pity.

      Grace could empathize with Saul in this as she, too, had felt it easy to push away the necessary acts of living, in her old life at least. There, she had been all too happy to sit in her apartment for days, sometimes weeks on end, surviving on only the most basic diet, shying away from anything that would give her life meaning in the traditional sense. But now, to her surprise, she actually was relishing the new attitude she was displaying, and not only was learning a lot about those around her, but also herself. Embarking on this journey of self-discovery was both exciting and frightening as she had no idea where it would lead. It certainly was not turning out the way she had expected her future to be.

      When she had been caught by the United States government, she had expected a life of imprisonment. Yet, even if she hadn't been caught, she only saw herself living in a matrix of ones and zeroes on the periphery of society, only indulging in the briefest moments of humanity before staying in her lonely, isolated sanctuary of self-imposed solitude, because that was easier than opening herself up to feelings. The world had turned its back on her a long time ago, so who was she to try forcing herself upon it? But now she had been thrust into the open world as one of the unfortunate few who were faced with rebuilding the human race, no matter how long it would take, or how arduous it would be.

      On her young shoulders stood the weight of a civilization, and the future of all those who would follow her. However, it was a task of such magnitude that she was not fully cognizant of all the ramifications. As a result, it was an abstract concept that lurked like a shadow in the recesses of her mind. Yet it was there all the same, and only grew in strength as the days went by. She longed for the simplicity of her old life, in which she at least could be certain of her purpose from day to day and her role, and wasn't floating in this world lacking in both structure and form and everything that she had relied on before.

      While they were waiting for any sign from inside the institute, Grace had a lot of time for contemplation. An array of thoughts careened through her mind, twisting and churning like a mighty wave. It was a sharp contrast to the still night that lay around them. It was quiet, almost too quiet. In every shadow Grace swore she saw some kind of movement, and in every slight rustle she was sure she heard a menacing whisper. Yet, when she peered harder or strained her ears that little bit more, she realized her mind was playing tricks on her. She found herself once again wishing that Mack and Luis would return soon and everything would be fine, and they could resume their journey to the city. And yet, there was a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, a small knot that made her feel nauseous, that told her something was very wrong.

      “Did you hear that?” Saul said in a whisper so low that it startled Grace and made her heart leap.

      She rolled her eyes, having been so deep in thought that she had lost track of her perception. Saul glanced out and put a finger to his lips. Grace listened quietly, but the only sounds she could hear were those of her own breathing and her heart thumping in her chest. Saul slowly raised a hand and pointed to Grace's left. Turning her head slightly, she moved her eyes and stifled a gasp as she saw the moonlight reflecting off a pair of unblinking eyes. Her heart rate increased and she had to focus on her breathing to try controlling it. She tried following Mack’s example, for he always sought to communicate first and help people wherever he could. He had taught Grace to try not to listen to an initial reaction of fear, but to move beyond that and trust that the other party was willing to reciprocate.

      “Hello? Are you okay? I'm Grace,” she said softly, her words barely audible, and yet they seemed as loud as a thunderbolt as they brought down the night’s silence.

      Whoever the eyes belonged to did not reply to Grace. In a swift movement, the unknown entity had turned and was retreating quickly. In an instant Grace instinctively was chasing after it, while Saul looked back toward the building and cursed, wanting to help Grace but aware that he shouldn't leave his position in case there was a signal from Mack. After a quick internal debate, he decided he didn't want to lose Grace either, and he was all too aware this could be some kind of trap. They already had split up the group. The last thing they needed was to be split up again. So Saul was giving chase as well, whispering harshly to try getting Grace's attention.

      Behind her, Grace heard Saul trying to catch up, and in her current state of concentrating on following this mystery person she forgot it was dark and waved him away, not realizing he would not have been able to see the gesture. As it was Saul caught up and she had to whisper to him harshly to quiet down as she didn't want to do anything to scare away whatever was running away from them. She had chased the figure around the fence and down the road a little before it had dived into the forest. Just when Grace thought she had lost him, she saw the eyes blinking at her again. They were in an area where the moonlight broke through the trees, and in the faded light Grace saw a small man in a hunched, defensive posture. It was difficult to make out too many details given the extent of the darkness, but he seemed to be in a state quite similar to that in which they had found Miranda; feral and wild. He also had a childlike expression on his face, and plainly was terrified. Grace knew she had to be delicate, so she spoke gently and clearly, hoping he was able to understand her.

      “I'm Grace, and this is Saul. We're not here to hurt you. We'd just like to talk. Is that alright? If we just talk for a little bit?” she asked.

      She couldn't be sure because of how dark it was, but she thought she saw a nod, so she kept on talking. “What's your name? And what are you doing out here?”

      “I do need help. You know I need help. How did you know? It doesn't matter...and names...names don't matter either. But you are here now and, yes, maybe you can help and maybe...maybe...but maybe not. It still might not be enough...”

      “What might not be enough?” Grace asked, but the man in front of them only muttered something unintelligible to himself.

      “Did you come from the building?” Grace said after a few moments, not even sure if the man was aware of their presence anymore.

      Indeed, he seemed surprised as he looked at her and squinted, and then twitched as she pointed back toward the Archer Institute. Again, there was no luck as he rocked back and forth and his eyes passed furtively across the scene, until his head hung down.

      Grace stepped back and turned to face Saul, who rolled his eyes and folded his arms in a defensive manner.

      “What do you think we should do? Should we take him back with us? I hate to think of him being out here like this,” she said.

      “You're as bad as Mack. Leave him be, I say,” he scowled. Grace was disappointed as she thought she had gotten through to him while they had been chatting.

      “We can't be responsible for every wastrel we come across,” he added.

      Grace was about to reply when she heard movement behind her and a cry of 'Excelsior!' She spun on her heels to see what was happening, afraid that she had been taken in by a trap. Saul reacted, too, and was ready to defend himself, but what they saw surprised them. The man, who mere moments ago had been curled in a helpless ball on the ground, now was standing up straight with his hands placed firmly on his hips and looking directly at them. No longer did he look like a child.

      “Do you need any help?” he asked, as though it was he who had discovered Grace and Saul in the woods and not the other way around.

      The two survivors glanced at each other and wondered how they should react, because neither of them were entirely sure what just had happened. Meanwhile, the man repeated his question and looked at them with a curious stare, seemingly unaware of the great change that just had taken place.

      “Right,” Saul said dryly, and exhaled deeply as Grace tried to think of what she possibly could say.
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      Mack and Luis had made their way into the ward and were enjoying what little comfort they had been given. Outside the heavy doors, they could hear various noises, but it was impossible to tell exactly what was happening. There were eight rooms in the ward. Mack and Luis took the two nearest the door. Both of them were worried about their predicament as well as the people they had left behind. They knew that if morning broke Grace and Saul could well be discovered, and Mack didn't think Gary was the kind of man who appreciated being lied to, even if it was a lie of omission. That is even if he was Gary at all, as Miranda's last look was burned into Mack's mind.

      Many thoughts were tossing around in his mind, and even if the bedding had not been lumpy he doubted he would have been able to get any sleep. He tried straining his ears to glean any more information, but it was a futile task. Had being placed in this ward been simply a hospitable gesture from Gary, or was there something more sinister at work? As of yet, Mack hadn't been able to work it out and this troubled him. He wondered if his trained instincts were fading under the stress of the new world. There already had been a few instances when his skills had let him down. The more frequently it occurred the more it worried him, as for most of his career he had relied on these skills. The last thing he needed was a crisis of confidence, not now, not when there were still people who depended on him.

      He did not have much of a chance to ruminate on these thoughts, though, as just as they had settled into bed there was a knock on the door and it swung open. The silhouette of a man stood in the doorway.

      “Dr. Richardson requests your presence for dinner,” he said.

      “What? Now?” Luis said, rubbing his eyes.

      “I'm just passing along the message. He doesn't like to be kept waiting,” the guard added bluntly.

      Mack and Luis looked at one another and shrugged. Mack pushed himself off the bed and Luis followed suit. They joined the guard, who led them to a dining hall. On the way, Mack attempted to engage the man in conversation.

      “It must be hard on you to maintain care over these patients in such stressful times,” he said.

      “How are you coping with the changes?” The guard merely grunted in reply, and all of Mack's other questions were met with the same taciturn response.

      The guard barely looked them in the eyes. Was this a sign of guilt, pointing to Miranda's story that the patients had taken over the roles of the doctors, or was it merely a sign of the stress they had been placed under, and the exhaustion that they all undoubtedly were suffering from? Mack didn't know, and that was what filled him with anxiety. Still, he took a deep breath and prepared for another encounter with Gary. He knew he would have to have his wits about him if, indeed, it turned out that Miranda had been telling the truth.

      Their escort opened some double doors and showed them through, but did not enter the room with them. Mack and Luis followed lanterns to a table in the middle of the dining hall. Like the other rooms, the far walls were cast in shadow. Gary was sitting by himself at the table, but at the sight of Mack and Luis he rose and greeted them warmly.

      “I apologize for getting you out of bed so quickly after I had said you should get some rest, but I realized I had made a mistake in my hospitality. I do apologize for my oversight, but you must understand I haven't entertained anyone for a while. You must be so hungry, and I know it's late, but if you're anything like me then you can't sleep on an empty stomach. So we must eat! I know it is not much in the way of anything, but it's better than having your stomach growling all night long, isn't it? Please please, sit down,” he said, and gestured toward the chairs.

      Luis waited for Mack to move first before he followed suit. There were plates and cutlery already laid out, along with plastic cups filled with soda. The plates and cutlery were plastic, too, something for which Gary apologized, saying it was for the patients’ safety.

      “We do to try giving them a healthy diet, and I apologize that this is leftovers, but, well, it's all I could offer at this time of night,” he said, trying to make light of the situation.

      “It's very much appreciated,” Mack said as he took his fork and lifted a mouthful of food, signaling to Gary that it was good, and this seemed to please the head doctor of the institute.

      Mack already had noticed the doctor seemed to enjoy the sound of his own voice. So, he was happy to hear him continue as it presented Mack with more information. Yet, it seemed as though Mack not only had been brought there to eat, but also to talk more. Soon Gary was asking him about their plan for the apocalypse.

      “Well,” Mack said, wiping the corners of his mouth and taking a sip of soda, “it's pretty loose at the moment. Given what we've been through already, we've both agreed it's not a good idea to stick with one plan. The most important trait we can have is adaptability, but right now we're aiming to get to the city and see what the state of that is. Hopefully, there's an established community there that we can join, and if not, I suppose we'll head out and try finding one elsewhere.”

      “I certainly hope people have managed to build safe havens. There are going to be a lot of people seeking them,” Gary said.

      “You could make this place one, you have the room,” Luis said.

      Gary seemed surprised that Luis finally decided to spoke, but a satisfied smile came upon his face. He enjoyed the act of tilting his head to engage Mack's companion in conversation.

      “Perhaps in the future that could be a possibility, but I would worry about welcoming too many people through these doors. I'm not sure it would be good for the patients. They do rely on consistency, and there has already been too much upheaval in their lives recently. Plus, I would be concerned with the ability of anyone else to deal with the patients, as some of them do require…“special handling,” shall we say.”

      “And what of your plan?” Mack asked.

      “I mean, in the long term,” he added after Gary gave him a puzzled look, for the doctor already had told Mack he intended to continue caring for the patients.

      “I would like to stay here for as long as possible since the patients are used to this place. I would not look forward to the idea of escorting all of them through the forest in search of a safe place that may not exist. I know that, at some point, we will have to venture outside for food and water, but we will have to deal with that when we come to it. I agree with you in that we have to be adaptable. I only hope we can prove to be as successful as you have been.”

      “Well, perhaps when we make it to the city we can tell whoever is in charge about this place. Then they can send out some more supplies, or perhaps even some trained people to help, if there are any,” Mack said.

      “We can but hope,” Gary said, and watched with muted delight as his guests enjoyed their food.

      “I think it's very noble of you to be so concerned with the patients. I can imagine that there would be many people who would be willing to leave them to fend for themselves.”

      “I took an oath a long time ago, and I will see that through until I die, and that is true for every member of my staff. I wanted to be a doctor ever since I was very young and that need to care for people has not changed. Besides, over the years here many of these patients have started to become family, and if there's one thing I've learned it's that you never should abandon family. Many of these people already have been abandoned by the ones who were supposed to love them. They saw this place as a dumping ground, and I will not be the same as them,” Gary said. His voice had a sharp edge of anger to it, one that did not go unnoticed by Mack.

      “I apologize again. I get very passionate about my work,” Gary corrected.

      “I can see that, and it seems the people here are in good hands. I was wondering if I could meet a few of them?” Mack asked as he finished the last bit of food on his plate. Gary seemed taken aback by the question.

      “I'm sure that could be arranged, although I do wonder why you would want to. No offense, but this place isn't a zoo and, of course, we have the most dangerous ones sedated.”

      “I mean no disrespect. I just would like to meet them. Perhaps it would do them good to see a new face, and if any of them have any questions about the outside world I can help answer them. If any of them have any desire to try escaping I can remind them how dangerous it is out there, and that they're much better off in here.”

      This seemed to allay Gary's wariness. He considered Mack's request.

      “Of course, you would have to be monitored and they would have to be short visits. I wouldn't want to get them too excited,” he said.

      Mack tilted his head back. He figured if anyone was going to tell him the truth it would be the patients, and he still couldn't decide if Gary's reluctance was because he didn't want the truth to come out, or if it was just a doctor being protective of his patients. Still, the three of them soon stood up and walked out of the dining room, down to the floor below. As they entered there were a couple of orderlies on duty.

      “Are you sure we won't be waking them?” Mack asked.

      “No, they keep odd hours, unfortunately. Insomnia is quite common around here. I'm afraid it's not confined to the patients, but it does allow me to get a lot of work done,” Gary said as he led them through to a ward that was almost identical to the one that Mack and Luis had been given.

      “Why are they on this floor, instead of the floor we were just on?” Mack asked.

      “After what happened we decided it was best to keep a floor just for staff. During the day they are allowed up there to enjoy the common room, and to eat, obviously, but we didn't want any of them wandering around at night and doing something they shouldn't,” Gary explained.

      Then he gestured to Mack that he was free to go around and talk to the patients. There were five people in the room and they all seemed harmless. Gary walked around with Mack and introduced him to the patients, one by one, and most of them refused to make eye contact.

      Mack tried engaging them in conversation, although he couldn't really ask them what he wanted as Gary was lurking close by. Again, Mack was not sure if this was the act of a suspicious man, not wanting his lies to be betrayed, or simply a concerned doctor. Mack asked them if they felt as though they belonged in the institute and tried to probe for information, but most of them were either unresponsive or offered nothing but gibberish in reply. The only one to offer anything substantial was a man who answered in the negative. That instantly caught Mack's attention and he swore he felt Gary stiffen beside him. Mack's heart began racing as he thought the truth finally was going to be revealed. If it was, then he and Luis would have a fight on their hands, but the tension soon evaporated when the patient claimed he was a time traveler locked in that body. When Mack didn't respond in the manner that he wanted, the patient became aggressive and the visitors were ushered away.

      “As you can see, it is difficult sometimes, and I'd suggest you have as little contact with them as possible,” Gary said.

      “Now then, I'm sorry for keeping you up so late, but I'm sure you feel better now that you've had some food in you. I'll leave you to rest now and see you in the morning.”

      Once again, Mack and Luis were left with much on their minds as they returned to the ward and their beds. But were they free to leave whenever they pleased or had they wandered into a makeshift prison?
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      Outside, Saul and Grace were staring in astonishment at the man standing before them. Previously, he had been a cowering sort, scared and hunched on the ground with nothing to offer except blubbering whimpers. Now, however, he was the one offering help to them, standing tall and proud with a straight back and broad shoulders, no trace of the other identity within him. It struck Grace how amazing it was that he seemed transformed into a completely different person through just his body language and posture. Both Saul and Grace were speechless because they were so struck by the person standing before them, leaving the man to repeat his question.

      “Do you need any help?” he said again, earnestly.

      Grace and Saul glanced at each other, and while she wasn't exactly sure what to do in these types of situations, she decided to play along.

      “Actually, yes, but first can you tell me who you are?”

      “I'm Captain Avenger,” the man replied, “and you said your names are Grace and Saul,” indicating that he shared the memories of the previous personality.

      “That's right, er, are you sure you can help us?”

      “I help wherever I can, that's what it means to be a superhero, after all,” he boasted, and then seemed to take notice of the puzzled looks on their faces.

      “Ah, I see you must have just met Billy. Unfortunately, we are very different sides of the same coin. It’s fortunate for you that I arrived.”

      “Well, yes,” Grace said, “we were actually in the process of offering him help. He seemed frightened. I only can imagine that it's about what happened at the institute. Are you...aware of that place and what happened?” she asked tentatively.

      A shadow came over Captain Avenger’s face and he cast his glance over Grace's shoulder in the direction of the building. “It was terrible. I tried helping, but there are times when I can't get through. Billy holds me back. He always has, but I can't fight him. I need him, just like night needs day. The doctors in there, they didn't seem to understand. They only wanted to speak to Billy. They never listened to me, but even they didn't deserve what happened to them.”

      “What happened?” Grace asked.

      “The lights all went out and the doors opened. There was yelling and so much confusion. Billy was there at the time, and I wanted to help, but he was in charge. I heard the doctors screaming, yelling at the patients to stay in their rooms. Billy walked up to the door, peered out and saw that only a few people were being obedient. Most weren't, and this time it was the doctors who were scared. I saw Ethan march through and it was clear he was a powerful villain and had rallied allies to his cause. The staff didn't stand a chance. It fills me with great shame to know that when I was needed the most, I wasn't able to help, because when he got a chance Billy ran out here. The last thing I remember is Ethan was shouting about making all the doctors into patients. What do you know of it? I don't recognize you from the institute.”

      Grace's face fell as she heard this man's version of events. It meant there was no doubt to Miranda's story, and that Mack and Luis were most likely in a dangerous situation.

      “We're not from the institute. We came across someone else who escaped from the institute, Miranda--” The man's face lit up at the mention of the name.

      “You mean Dr. Cotton? I am pleased she managed to make it out safely. She always was kind to Billy, and one of the few who actually took the time to talk to me properly. Lots of good people are suffering now because of what happened. Where is she?” he asked abruptly as though he just had noticed Miranda wasn't with them.

      “She went back into the building with two of our friends. The plan was to rescue the people who were being kept there, but they're taking longer than we expected. We were supposed to stand guard, but then we heard you, er, I mean Billy, and we thought you might need help.”

      The man pursed his lips and tapped the tip of his finger against his mouth. “It seems as though we could help each other.” Grace and Saul looked at each other and then nodded.

      Grace didn't know if it was ethical to ask someone in Billy's condition to do something like this, but it seemed as though they needed all the help they could get. So who was she to refuse? It certainly was easier and better than standing in front of a huddled man who wouldn't speak to them at all.

      As they walked back, Grace kept a close watch on Billy (she refused to think of him as Captain Avenger) in case anything happened, for she didn't know what had triggered the transformation. He strode forward purposefully, his body primed for adventure and battle. There were so many questions she had about his history and background that she dared not ask in case they brought back Billy, but also because she didn't want to offend him either. She was sure she had read somewhere the best thing to do in these situations was to play along with the delusion and let it run its natural course. Yet here she was leading him into actual danger, and if she hadn't been so desperate she would have questioned herself more. As it was, she needed the help, for all she wanted was to get Mack and Luis back safely. Right now there was an anxious twisting in her gut telling her that something had gone wrong.

      The three of them walked back to the wall, and just before they reached their sentry point, Saul increased his speed and walked up beside Grace, leaning down to speak so Billy couldn’t hear.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked.

      Grace continued looking straight ahead. “No, but it doesn't look like we have many options,” she replied.

      “How do we know he's even going to help us, and he wasn't sent out there by them to lure us in?”

      “I don't think they have thought that far ahead. From what it seems to me, they're only concerned with what's going on inside the building, which could mean that they found the others already.”

      “But if they're keeping close watch then how are we going to get in?”

      “We'll find a way. We have a superhero helping us now, remember?” Grace said, tossing him a glance. Saul scowled and huffed as they reached the packs.

      Grace opened them and dug in for some weapons. She also handed out some food and water to provide a little boost as she was feeling tired, and assumed the other two were as well. The last thing they needed was to lose their focus or concentration when it was needed most. Billy took the offering gratefully and it was gone within seconds. Grace wondered what he had managed to survive on. Billy didn't seem like the type to go hunting, and from the way his other persona spoke, it didn't seem as if the heroic side of him had been seen since they had left the institute.

      Grace and Saul armed themselves, taking a gun and a knife each. As she took the knife the blade caught the moonlight and gleamed slightly. All of a sudden, the image of her stabbing someone crashed into her mind and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force it away. It seemed as though this world was dedicated to putting her in violent situations in which she would have to harm people. Although Saul had stopped her from killing Mr. Smith, he wouldn't always be there to do so, but at what point did killing become necessary, and at what point did it become easy? Unfortunately, the only person she thought could give her the answers she sought was Mack. So the questions burned in her mind and ran down into the fabric of her soul. Before, in her old life, she had thought about death and killing, but it always had been an abstract concept. Now it was all too real, and it had actual implications for her and the people around her.

      She shook those thoughts away and placed the knife in her belt. Turning, she saw Saul offering Billy a weapon. He refused, saying he didn't believe in the use of guns. Saul rolled his eyes but he didn't say anything and Grace was glad as she didn't want to have to act as a mediator, not now, not at this crucial time.

      “Are you really sure you want to be doing this? Mack did say we should wait for a signal,” Saul said.

      “And there's been nothing. I'm not going to sit out here all night when they could be in trouble. I know Mack wouldn't stay sitting there if it was us in there instead of him, so I'm not going to either. If they succeeded we would have heard something by now, so something must have gone wrong and they haven’t been able to signal us for help. We're going to have to go in and find them ourselves,” Grace replied through gritted teeth.

      “Is there any use going in the same way they did?” Saul asked.

      Turning to Billy, she asked him if there was another way in or out of the building aside from the coal cellar, and the front door, which they didn't want to use, for obvious reasons.

      “Billy escaped through the window of a supply closet on the far side of the building. He closed it behind him, but it's unlikely anyone actually has locked it. We should be able to get in there,” he said.

      “This Billy is quite a crafty man. If he had put as much effort into helping the doctors as he did into escaping the place, things might have turned out differently,” Saul said, apparently unable to prevent himself from making a snide comment. Grace glared at him and Billy hung his head, for it was clear he was ashamed of his actions, but he didn't revert to Billy yet. Grace hoped he would stay in this persona until it was all over.

      On the count of three they sprinted across the entrance, making their way to the other side of the gate, staying low and hoping they would remain unseen in the darkness. Grace breathed heavily and was grateful they hadn't drawn any attention. They kept close to the wall as they skulked around the side of the building. On the other side there was a path that led around to the gardens, although the three of them were not going that far. They passed into the shadows, and with bated breath they walked on, almost expecting somebody to jump out and capture them, but nobody did. Grace ran her hands along the building until Billy told them they had reached the window leading to the supply closet. Saul and Grace looked backward and forward, making sure nobody was watching them (although it was hard to tell in the darkness). Grace walked up to the window, which was long and narrow. It began from the middle of her chest and rose to just above Saul's head.

      “What are we going to do when we're inside?” Saul asked.

      “We're going to carry out Mack's plan. We're going to sneak around the place and free those who have been captured.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Saul said. Grace merely shrugged in reply.

      She placed her hands underneath the cracked white paint of the window frame and strained to lift it open, as it was virtually painted shut. Saul helped her, and together they were able to get it open. Once it had opened partially, the window was easier to push up. They both looked through at the dark room awaiting them. It seemed to be about eight feet wide and ten feet long, and they could just about make out the door on the other side. Grace nodded as she caught her breath after the burst of energy it took to push open the window.

      “Okay then, first problem solved,” she said.

      “Since you know where you're going, do you want to go first?” she asked, turning back toward “Captain Avenger.” Yet, her eyes fell to the floor and her hopes sank as he had reverted to his scared persona, Billy He sat with his knees drawn into his body and he looked at Grace and Saul with wide, worried eyes.

      “Great, just great,” Saul said, and although she wanted to have sympathy for Billy, Grace couldn't help but echo the sentiment of her companion. She stared at the open window that awaited them and wondered what she was to do.
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      Mack was laying on his back with his hands stretched around the back of his head. He tried to close his eyes and get some rest, but it was impossible. He stared up at the ceiling, and as he moved his eyes further up he caught the stars that were shining so brightly outside, the stars under which they would be sleeping if he hadn't decided to follow Miranda to the institute. The best laid plans were often destined to be thrown into disarray and making it to the city was taking longer than he would have liked. He sighed heavily, and heard Luis breathing in the bed next to him.

      “Are you awake?” Luis asked.

      “Yeah,” Mack said.

      “I'm not exactly in the mood to sleep right now. Do you actually think we're safe here?” he asked.

      “I don't know. I want to think so, but there's something about Gary that doesn't seem quite right.”

      “At least I'm not the only one,” Luis said, turning and propping himself up on one elbow so he could talk to Mack properly.

      “I know I'm not as good at this as you, but it seems as though there's something going on. I feel bad for Miranda...”

      “I know, but I didn't see any choice. If we had sided with her, we all would have been taken down with her. I just hope we can figure out what's going on before she comes to too much harm. She'll probably never forgive me...”

      “So, you're sure Gary isn't telling the truth? I mean, you're the master at this whole body language thing. Haven't you been able to pick up anything?”

      “Unfortunately, it's not always as clear as that. If Gary is lying then he's a talented liar, and everything he's done can be interpreted in two ways. I keep trying to think of our interactions with him, but it's not made any easier by the fact that I'm tired.”

      “At least he gave us a good meal.”

      “Yes, but then again was that just to catch us off-guard? Right now, I feel as though I'm in the middle of a chess match, but I can't see what moves my opponent is making. I know one thing for certain, though. If we make a mistake, then it's going to cost us dearly.”

      “You think we'll be able to make it out of here?” Luis asked, concern creeping into his voice.

      “If Gary is who he says he is then he has no reason to keep us here, and maybe if he is Ethan he'd rather that we got on our way instead of interfering with him, but I can't leave until I'm sure. I never could live with myself if the only thing I accomplished here was to deliver Miranda back. I'm getting the feeling that even if Gary or Ethan is a good liar the people around him wouldn't be, but I don't have the time to tease out the truth.”

      “I noticed you trying with the patients.”

      “Yeah, and he barely gave me any chance to breathe. If I had more time I'd be willing to stay and work through it, but with Miranda down there, and Grace and Saul outside, I don't want to waste any more time than is necessary.”

      “What do you think they're up to? Grace and Saul, I mean?”

      “I hope they're just waiting. The last thing we need right now is them doing something reckless, but we've been in here for a while now. So I wouldn't put it past them. It's probably just the tiredness talking, and I feel bad for even saying it, but do you ever wish that sometimes you hadn't encountered someone at all? I mean, I know she would have been in a worse situation out there on her own, but it would have been easier for us if we hadn't found her.”

      “Oh yeah, her name was Charlotte. I'd known her for most of my life, but we barely spoke to each other, and even when we did it was only in passing. She had her group of friends and I had mine, and then one day we were paired up together in chemistry. We studied together and we laughed and she was even my first kiss. She told me she really liked me, and I thought that actually meant something. But as soon as the project was over, she went back to being the popular girl, and believe me, if you were popular then you didn't want to hang around with someone like me.

      “So, I tried getting her attention and talking with her, but she treated me like I was nothing. She and her friends just giggled at me. The worst part was I could see in her eyes she still liked me, and maybe she even resented herself for not being strong enough to go against her friends, but it was easy for her to find another guy. Meanwhile, I had to watch from afar, having come so close to something real and good, only to have it snatched away from me. It would have spared me a lot of heartache if she had only ever been just another girl.”

      “Well, it's her loss, for sure,” Mack said.

      “I appreciate it, but it's really not. It's funny, isn't it? Thinking about all the people you used to know, wondering how they're coping with all this, or if they're coping at all.”

      “Do you miss your family?” Mack asked. Luis fell back onto the bed.

      “I don't know, I guess. I mean, when I left them I always figured that one day I would go back and I'd be this experienced traveler, a completely different person. Then they would be wowed by how much I'd changed, but now I don't know if I would go back even if I could.”

      “I appreciate how you've stuck with us for so long even when you've had opportunities to stay in one place. I just want you to know that if you do ever want to get anywhere you can count on my help, and I'm sure the same goes for Grace as well. Saul, I can't speak for,” he said, and both men chuckled.

      “What are we really going to do if Ethan is in charge here?” Luis asked, growing serious once again.

      “I don't know, but something tells me we're going to have to get used to being in situations like this,” Mack said gravely.

      “But I do know that I need to find out the truth, and the only way to do that is to get into the records office. If I can get Gary's file it should have a picture of the man, and I can see if we've been talking to the real Gary Richardson.”

      For a few moments, the conversation between them died down until Mack swung his legs over the bed and sat up.

      “What are you doing?” Luis asked.

      “I'm going to get into that office now.”

      “But they'll be watching us.”

      “If I don't do it now I won't be able to do it when the sun comes up, there will be too many people around. At least now I have the darkness to rely on.”

      “Do you need any help?”

      “No, two of us going would be too risky. Stay here and pretend you're asleep. If they catch me just say you had no idea what I was trying to do, and that you've only known me for a few weeks. And then try getting a message to Grace and Saul, if you can,” Mack said as he arranged his bed so it looked as though there was a figure laying in it.

      Luis nodded and watched fretfully as Mack crept toward the door and peered out of the window. It was difficult to make out any details, but from what he could remember there was someone posted at the far end, near the stairs. Gary should have been on the lower levels now, so Mack liked his chances.

      He took a few measured breaths and tried planning his route. The office was to the right, on the other side of the corridor. He would have to be fast and hope the orderly at the other end was not alert enough to catch him. He also had to hope the door to the office was unlocked. It wasn't the perfect plan, and he would have to rely on the fortunes of circumstance rather than completely on his own skill, but he didn't see that he had any choice. If he was going to get to the bottom of this mystery, then he was going to have to take some drastic measures.

      Knowing that any noise potentially could cause his downfall, Mack slowly curled his fingers around the door handle. The whole endeavor could fail at that moment if the stars did not align for him, and he winced as he slowly opened the door. Even Luis, who was pretending to be sleep in bed, had his eyes cracked open and was hoping against hope that Mack would be able to remain undetected. As the door opened and nobody shouted or raised the alarm, Mack exhaled slowly and silently, letting the tension flow from his body. As he pulled the door open farther and stepped through the doorway, he still kept hidden, but peered out to glance down the corridor. At the very end, there was a man leaning against the wall. He was looking the other way, out to the night, and evidently had more on his mind, and Mack was grateful for that.

      Mack glanced down the corridor. The records office was about ten yards away. It wasn't much, really, but in this situation, that distance seemed like a huge chasm. If he made it to the other side he liked his chances of staying close to the wall and avoiding the guard’s view, even if he did look down the corridor. Yet getting across to the other side would require speed and dexterity. He looked down at the shafts of moonlight that slashed across the checkered floor and counted down in his head. When he reached zero he skipped across the floor as fast as he could, not bothering to look in the guard’s direction, because if he was seen then there was no hope anyway.

      When he reached the other wall, he flattened himself against it and closed his eyes for a moment, thinking about the next stage of the plan. Mack looked down toward the guard, but he still was gazing idly out toward the night sky. Mack's confidence grew, although he knew not to grow complacent as that would cause mistakes. He sidled along, always staying close to the wall, moving ever closer toward his target. Then, in one moment, it all threatened to come crashing down as the shuffling of feet approached and one of the patients stopped in front of him in the middle of the corridor.

      Mack was standing in between two shards of moonlight, pressing his body up into a convenient recessed doorway. The patient turned her head slowly and looked at him. Mack mouthed 'no' and shook his head, then placed his finger on his lips to indicate that she should be quiet. She tilted her head at him and he wasn't sure if she was going to speak or not, but she definitely got the guard's attention.

      “Hey! You! You should be in bed! Get back in your room!” he yelled.

      Mack craned his neck and saw the guard was coming down the corridor. If he reached them there was no way he wouldn't see Mack. Even though it was dark, Mack tried conveying to the woman that it was important for her to return to her room. When the guard was about halfway down the corridor she complied, turning on her heels and shuffling back the way she had come. Mack silently thanked her and waited as he heard the guard muttering to himself while he made his way back to his post. He settled back against the wall and resumed his thoughts, leaving Mack free to continue along.

      With every step, Mack felt more confident and yet more cautious at the same time. He didn't want to make a mistake now that he was so close. As he drew closer to the office he glanced back to ensure the guard still hadn’t noticed him. When he reached the office, he was relieved to find the door handle moved freely and the door opened without any resistance. He was starting to suspect Miranda had been right, as Mack couldn't imagine the real Dr. Richardson to be so careless as to leave the door open.

      When he was inside he carefully closed the door, making sure it didn't make any noise. The office was facing directly toward the moon, so the room was filled with silvery light, ensuring Mack could see. He looked around at the desks and various filing cabinets, knowing he had to work quickly before anyone passed by the big window that looked out onto the lounge and saw him in there. He rifled through the desk first, but there was nothing there that could help him, so he turned to the filing cabinets. The first one he looked at had a lot of administrative information, which was useless to him. The second, however, had files pertaining to the staff. He flicked through them and when he came across Miranda's file his heart sank, as he knew then that he had made a mistake. He continued to Doctor Richardson's file and there it was confirmed, for the photo in that file did not match the man Mack had met at all.

      He sank to the floor with the folder in one hand and his face in the other, wondering how he had been so stupid to be tricked like this. He only could allow himself a moment of self-doubt, however, for he and Luis were caught in a trap and they had to work quickly if they were going to make it out of there. Mack stuffed the file back into the desk and opened the door. This time speed was of the essence, so he rushed to the other side of the corridor and made his way back to the room, ready to tell Luis to get ready and leave. But when he got back to the ward he was stopped in his tracks as the man posing as Gary Richardson was standing over Luis.
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      Grace and Saul looked at each other. Saul was frustrated and Grace was worried. The window stood before them, beckoning them in. Yet Billy was sitting on the floor, seemingly oblivious to everything that was happening.

      “What do we do now?” Grace asked.

      “I say we just go in without him,” Saul replied.

      “What? You really want to leave him here like this?”

      Saul shrugged. “He seemed to be alright out there before we found him.”

      “I'm not leaving him out here. Besides, he knows the place better than either of us. We need him if we're going to find the others.”

      “What do you want us to do, carry him in ourselves? I knew this was a bad idea from the start. Good luck talking to him, but I don't think you'll have any luck. Figures, when he's actually needed he goes back into himself,” Saul said, turning to place his hand against the wall.

      Grace looked at him and then down at Billy. She certainly could understand Saul's frustration, and yet, she couldn't help but feel pity for the man who was sitting on the ground. He was ill, and deserved help, and there were people inside who could provide that help, but they needed Grace to save them.

      “Billy? Captain Avenger? We're here now. We really could use your help,” she began, speaking in a soft cooing voice.

      “You remember that you were going to help us get inside the building and take us to our friends? Well, we're ready to go in now, but we really can't do it without your help. You know that we'll keep you safe, and we won't let anything bad happen. We just want to get inside to our friends, and to help the people you care about as well, like Miranda. You remember Miranda, don't you? She helped you and talked to you. She was your friend and she needs your help now.” However, Billy remained rocking back and forth, mumbling to himself and Grace wasn't sure if he even could hear her. She had crouched down a little to talk to him so she stood back up.

      “I'm telling you, it ain't no good,” Saul said.

      “Well, what would you have us do? Just barge in there and hope for the best?”

      “If we're going to go in, then better to do that than take him with us. Useless. I don't know why we bothered trusting an idiot to help us.”

      “He not an idiot. He's ill,” Grace said defensively.

      “Oh yes, ill, ill, we're all ill aren't we? Aren't we all going crazy in this world, isn't that what the point is? I'm surprised we all haven't lost our minds yet, the way things are going. Maybe we're in the right place and we should just stay here. It's got to be a better existence than what's waiting out there for us. You know what the stupid thing is? Right now, I think I'd rather be in his position because he has no idea what's going on, but we're the ones who must deal with it. We're the ones who must face every day not knowing if we're going to make it through, if there's anything waiting for us. But right now, we are counting on him, and he can't give us anything.”

      Grace screwed up her face, surprised at this outburst, unsure how to respond. Spittle went flying from Saul's mouth as he spoke and now he turned back to face the wall, wiping his mouth before he pounded his fist against the thick concrete. Grace shook her head, not wanting to deal with this right now, but deep down she was worried for Saul. All this time he seemed to have been stoic and bottling up his emotions, and now perhaps they all were coming out. In truth, she wasn't sure if a rescue attempt was the best idea if he was going to be unpredictable, but she couldn't do it alone. She stepped closer to him and placed her arm on his back.

      “I get that you're frustrated. There's obviously something going on here that we'll deal with, but right now I need you on your game. Mack needs our help, and I need yours, and we both need his,” she said, pointing to Billy.

      “But getting angry at him isn't going to do any of us any good. The only way to get through to him is to be patient and calm. Now, can I count on you to keep it together until this is all over?” Saul nodded, and mumbled an affirmative answer although he stayed away from Billy, knowing he lacked the particular virtues of which Grace spoke.

      With that settled, Grace turned back to Billy and walked closer to him. This time, instead of simply crouching down, she sat on the floor beside him and looked in the same direction, into nothingness. Silence reigned over them, but in Grace's eyes that was okay. Time was of the essence, but she knew she would not be able to rush Billy into anything.

      “You know, I've been scared as well, and there have been times when all I've wanted to do is shut the world away and wish it would all just disappear. Back when I was younger I didn't really have anyone who cared about me, and when I went outside it all just seemed too much. The world was so loud and there were so many people, all talking and laughing, and I didn't know what I was supposed to do or how I was going to fit in. My first instinct was to run, so I did, and that fear stayed with me for the rest of my life. Whenever I had the opportunity to do something I hid away, stuck my head in the sand and hoped that whatever was happening would pass me by,” she said. Grace was not sure if her speech would help coax Billy out of his almost catatonic state, but in some ways, she was saying it more for herself than him.

      “But ever since the world changed I've realized I can't sit by and ignore the world. I can't let other people decide things for me. I'm the only one responsible for what happens in my life, and I have to be the one to take action and influence it. It's still scary, and it's still overwhelming, but I can make a difference. That shouldn't be something that I'm afraid of, it should be something that gives me strength and excites me.”

      After she finished speaking she let the words sink in, hoping they would have the desired effect. But Billy still remained in the same position, still seemed deaf to what they were saying. She didn't know how else to get through to him. In fact, the only thing she could think of that might work was the magic word he had said when he first transformed. It took her a few moments to remember it exactly but then she uttered it, too. “Excelsior!” She felt sheepish at resorting to such a tactic to bring back the superhero, but it didn't work. Billy was still Billy and Grace was out of ideas.

      “Please Billy, just talk to me, I know you can do it. You've come this far, you can go a little further,” she said, trying not to let any frustration creep into her voice.

      “It was all my fault,” he moaned softly. Grace’s ears pricked up and she looked at him directly. It pained her to see the guilt in his eyes.

      “Your alter ego told us you escaped the institute, but that doesn't mean it was your fault. You weren't to blame for this, it was all Ethan. You saw a chance to escape and you took it. Nobody blames you for that, but you're here now, and you have a chance to help the people who were left inside.”

      “No, you don't understand,” he said in a croaking voice, “I'm not talking about the institute. I'm talking about the entire world. What happened is all my fault, and the only reason all this happened is because of me.”

      Grace looked stunned. “Is this Billy I'm talking to, or is it the Captain?” she asked.

      “It's Billy, but I can remember what happened when I was him. It's why I've been trying to keep him deep down inside. It's because of him, because of us, that the world ended.”

      “Billy,” Grace said, concerned at how worked up Billy was becoming, “You can't possibly believe that. This isn't happening because of you and you can't blame yourself for it.”

      “It is. All I wanted to do was help people. I wanted to be good and be a hero and they tried to warn me of the dangers, but I wouldn't listen.”

      “Who tried to warn you?”

      “The doctors. They tried to get me to stay as Billy. They didn't want me turning into Captain Avenger anymore, but I didn't want to stop. I didn't think they understood. I thought they were lying when they said they only were trying to protect me, but now I see they knew it all along. They knew what I could do, and it caused the end of the world. And how can I do anything now? I should be punished. I should be the one locked inside, not out here, not like this.”

      “How Billy, how did you cause the end of the world?”

      “With my powers. I used them too much. I thought I was saving people, but I was reckless and cocky and it caused the sun to flare out and burn the world.” He seemed to be on the verge of tears, and Grace wanted to convince him he was wrong.

      It wasn't right that he should burden himself with such guilt when he wasn't to blame at all, and to see him get worked up like this made her heart go out to him. Yet, she knew if she tried convincing him he was wrong he only would resist. What she needed more than anything was for him to stop wallowing in self-pity, get on his feet and help them.

      “Okay, say you're right. Say you are responsible for the world being this way; do you think the best way to react is to sit down and turn your back on it? Is that what a hero would do? We all make mistakes, but we can come back and redeem ourselves. We can look back and say that what we did is in the past, but we'll learn from it and we'll be better tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. We don't just get one chance to be a hero. We get as many as we can take, and right now you can be a hero for me and my friends and everyone in there. All you need to do is say that magic word and show us how to get inside, and you can start redeeming yourself.” Grace spoke passionately and her words seemed to have an effect as Billy sniffled, wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. He pushed himself up and stood with rounded shoulders, looking at Grace with bloodshot eyes.

      “Excelsior,” he said, and in an instant his shoulders were pulled back and his head tilted upward. He looked like a new man and smiled at Grace.

      “Ah good, we're here. What are we waiting for?” he said, and climbed in the window.

      Saul still seemed perturbed at how quickly Billy could change from being so helpless to someone so eager to face danger. Grace also was worried that Billy would turn back into his scared persona when they were in the institute, but that was something she would have to worry about later. Saul and Grace climbed in after Billy and they huddled close together in the small supply closet. The moonlight poured into the room, but there was nothing very helpful in the closet, mostly stationery and extra pencils and pens.

      “Where does this lead?” Grace asked in a low whisper.

      “This is a quiet part of the building. Not many people come here, that's how I was able to escape without anyone noticing me,” Billy said.

      “Do you know if there are going to be any of Ethan's people around here?”

      “Maybe, but I doubt it. It should be deserted. There aren't that many of them, really. It was just that they're stronger and more forceful than the rest of us.”

      “So, we should be able to sneak around for a bit without getting caught?”

      “We should be able to, but I don't know if any of them will be lurking around. And we'll have to be careful when we get to the areas where they are waiting. They're not going to take kindly to intruders.”

      “Okay,” Grace said, and began formulating a plan in her mind. She knew she and Saul alone would not be able to take on even a handful of people in control of the institute, and she couldn't count on Billy in case he lost his grip on his identity again.

      “Billy, do you think that if all three of us asked them, we could get some help from the other patients?” Upon hearing this question, Saul rolled his eyes and Billy chewed his lip.

      “I don't know, some of them will be scared,” Billy replied.

      “Are you serious? This is a terrible plan,” Saul muttered.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Grace asked, and when her question was met with silence she told the other two she had made up her mind.

      They would go into the institute and try talking to the patients to see if anyone could help them. With more people they hopefully would outnumber their enemies and would be able to overpower them. It was risky, and Grace wasn't entirely sure it would work. She hoped to God that none of the patients would get hurt, as she wasn't sure she could live with that, but Mack and Luis were in trouble, and she was prepared to do almost anything to save them. With that decided, she took a deep breath and opened the door to the supply closet, just a crack at first. Then, when she saw there were no guards, she opened it more fully and stepped out.
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      Mack's heart echoed in his head as he entered the ward and saw the man pretending to be Dr. Gary Richardson standing over Luis. He was alone, without any of his cronies, and Mack was glad for this, but he was in a quandary about what to do. Did he reveal that he knew the truth, or did he try playing dumb for a little while longer? There were more doubts creeping into his mind now than ever before and he didn't like it. Back when he had been in the military, he knew his role and his purpose and his mission, but now things had become clouded.

      The stress of surviving day by day, the strain of maintaining a forlorn hope that he would see his wife again, had sapped his strength. He was unable to think clearly and this proved detrimental to his skills. The natural self-confidence and instinctive action had been dulled and Mack now was spending more time questioning the right decision rather than just trusting his gut and making it. Yet he didn't have any time to analyze himself because people were in danger. He didn't just have himself or Luis to think of, but all the other people in the institute as well, and whatever decision he made would have ramifications for them.

      He stood in the doorway, motionless. Luis looked at him, but Mack couldn't discern anything from his expression, and Ethan wore that same crooked half-smile that gave nothing away. It would have been so easy in that moment for Mack to stride across the room and attack Ethan, to try using the element of surprise to his advantage and then subdue him, but he had no idea how Ethan's minions would react. If they got word of what happened before Mack and Luis could do anything, then they could hurt or even kill the other people in the institute. But he also knew that the longer they stayed in the building, the longer he went along with Ethan’s deception, the more danger they were in. Eventually, Ethan would grow tired of their company and would have to decide what to do with them. Given what he had done to Miranda and the others, it wasn't going to be pretty.

      Mack spared a thought for Miranda, too, trying to tell himself that he had had no choice, that the only way to actually get into the building was to sacrifice her, but was that really the truth? He had had doubts about her from the first moment they met, but he should have been able to tell if she was telling the truth. The old Mack would have. Had he lost something in the forest, and if so, would he ever get it back?

      The door closed behind him and he swallowed as he looked at the two men before him, one a friend and one an enemy. Ethan, who had been poised over Luis, turned around to face Mack. The shadows of the night played upon Ethan's face and gave Mack a sense of the unknown. Everything hung in the balance, but Mack looked deep down inside himself and then he knew what to do. He was tired of playing this game with Ethan. Mack wanted to show the criminal that he was wise to him, for all this time Ethan had been smug and had been planning a trap. There was no point playing it any other way, the best bet was to try catching Ethan off-guard by displaying his knowledge of the truth. Hopefully, that could give him an opening. With that decided, his face hardened into a grim expression and he marched forward menacingly.

      “Get away from him,” he growled. Ethan looked a little shocked and arched an eyebrow, still acting the role of the kind and concerned doctor.

      “There's no need to be like that, Mack. I just was looking over your friend here. I was going to offer you the same while you are here. After all, you have been out on the road for a long time now, and all those scrapes and cuts are going to add up. There's no harm in being looked after, and I'm sure we can spare a few bit and pieces to make sure you're well. I have to say, though, you two are quite hardy men. It's impressive, really. I'm sure there are many who would not have fared so well as you given the same conditions.”

      “Step away from him,” Mack replied through gritted teeth.

      “I know the truth. You're not a doctor. You never were. You're the one responsible for all this. I just went into the office and I saw the file. Gary Richardson's file. You're not the man in the picture. You're Ethan, and Miranda was right all this time,” he said. As he spoke Luis pushed himself against the end of the bed, trying to get away from Ethan. Ethan's head fell and he sighed heavily as he listened to Mack's words.

      “I knew it,” he said. “I knew I should have posted a guard here. You had the look of a man who was going to poke his nose into things where it doesn't belong.” Ethan nodded to himself and laughed, then began pacing around the room, waving his finger at Mack. Mack tensed his body and primed it for action, but Ethan didn't seem to be interested in a fight, at least not yet. He hadn't called for any help either.

      “You shouldn't have done that, Mack. I would have been nice to you. I was nice. I took you in, I offered you a meal and a warm bed and this is how you repay me? With mistrust, sneaking around the floors late at night, going into an office and rummaging around files that aren't for your eyes? I know the world has changed, but does that mean honorable men have to lose what made them so special? And I can tell you're an honorable man, Mack, both of you are. After all, you tried helping that poor, misguided woman, and you did help her, because you brought her back to where she belongs--”

      “I brought her back to a trap! I never should have let you take her. Where is she now? I suppose you've got her locked up with all the rest of them, all the rest of those innocent people who don't deserve it. You speak about honor, but you have none, and don't presume to know me,” Mack shouted.

      “Oh, but I know you all too well. You're just like them, like the others who all presume they know exactly what's going on, when really they have no idea. You have no idea what happened in this place. I've done nothing to them that they haven't deserved, and you have no right to come in here and judge me for it. You're no one special. You're just a man who made the mistake of helping someone he shouldn't have, and I would have let you be on your way, you know. All you had to do was take part in this play and you could have gone on your merry way, but no, that's not the type of man you are, is it? You have to feel like you have some say in the world, like you have some control. Well, I'm telling you now that this is my world and I'm the only one who has control.” Ethan's fists curled into tight balls and his thin lips were pulled back, showing his white teeth.

      “You'd like to think so, wouldn't you? Yes, I helped Miranda, and you're a fool if you think I ever was going to leave here without doing everything I could to help her and everyone else in this place.”

      “Help them? Help them from what, from me? Is that what she told you? That I'm some kind of evil man who came into this place, and I've corrupted everything? Believe that if you want, but I have done nothing wrong here, nothing that wasn't already going on before this all happened. I heard them talk about outside, but honestly, that doesn't matter to me. The only thing that matters is what happens in here.”

      “Then what is happening? What is your grand plan? Are you just going to keep going forever? Are you going to act out these roles for anyone who comes across this place? It's not possible. Just let everyone go. They're here to help you, to help all the other patients in this place. Don't you care about them? You've acted as Dr. Richardson. Did you get a sense of his compassion, of his love for the place?”

      Ethan threw back his head and laughed. “That's a joke. Your esteem of Dr. Richardson is far too high and it's clear you never knew the man. He was a pompous, arrogant fool who thought he was far smarter than he actually was, and he got everything he deserved.”

      “And what about anyone else? Are you going to lump them in with him?”

      “Are you speaking of your precious Miranda again? It seems you have developed a soft spot for her. She never should have come back here. She got lucky when she escaped, but that will not happen again. Let me tell you a story, Mack,” he said. Ethan paced around again before pulling a chair from the side of the room and slamming it down in the middle of the room.

      He sat down and folded one leg over the other as he threw himself into his story, “I'm sure you've noticed how old the building is. When a building becomes this old, legends and myths begin surrounding it, especially when it's used for a purpose such as taking care of the mentally ill. Now, one of the most common rumors is that this institute was built on an ancient burial site and had evil spirits running through the walls.” As he said this, Ethan moved his head around and looked at the walls and ceilings, before his gaze returned to Mack.

      “Now, I've never put much stock in things like that. People even have claimed this place is haunted! Not that I can blame them, given the horrors that have gone on here over the years, and all the lost souls who have passed through these doors. I'd hardly claim to be the most rational person around, but even I can see that it's a load of crap. Simply because there is no such thing as good and evil, and that's what the people hear. That’s what you don't understand.”

      “Then why don't you enlighten me?” Mack said.

      “I'd be more than happy to do so,” Ethan said, leaning forward in his chair. “You see, there is only strength. That's the only thing that matters. Good and evil are nothing. You either do the things you want or you don't. You either fight back or you don't. Anything else is just a distraction of the conscience. They wanted to put me in a neat little box and file me away with all the other disorders, but they couldn't because there's nothing wrong with me and I never should have been here in the first place.”

      “Then why not get out? Why didn't you leave when you had the chance and get away from this place? Why are you bothering to put on this show when there's nothing for you here?”

      “Because they poked and prodded me and tried to make an example out of me when I'm just a person like them! Just a man!” he said, kicking away his chair, eyes blazing with frustration and anger. “We just wore different clothes and you helped me prove that. You couldn't tell the difference between us. What right do they have to put any of us in here?”

      “I'm seeing a clear difference now,” Mack said sharply, and this only served to make Ethan angrier, although he remained outwardly calm rather than exploding.

      “And what are you going to do with us now? Are you going to keep us here, make us your patients, even though we don't belong here either? You know you'll be just as bad as them if you do that.” His words seemed to lance through Ethan, and the man standing in the middle of the room visibly winced.

      “You made your own fate when you went snooping around. I would have let you go. I would have been generous, but you forced my hand. It's not me who did this to you. It's your own fault. You've already made it clear that you're not going to leave this place without helping the ones who you feel have been so oppressed. So I can't very well let you leave now. No, you shall suffer the same fate as all of them.”

      “And what fate is that? To be locked up? I'm not like them, Ethan. I can fight back. I'll escape. I'll find a way out and I'll make you pay for this. You know I will,” Mack said.

      “What are you doing? Are you trying to get him to kill you?” Luis interjected.

      “I'm not going to kill either of you. That wouldn't serve my purpose. I must educate you, to make you see there is no difference between any of us. I will keep you with the others and you will stay here until you suffer the same fate as them. You will not escape or break out, I can guarantee that.”

      “How?” Mack challenged.

      “Because the plans for you are the same as the plans for the rest of them. I will keep you here until you lose you minds, until you all finally accept that you belong here. Then truly you will be the patients, and you will see that I have been right all along.” Mack stared at him, dumbfounded.

      What he proposed was horrible; stripping away someone's reality like that was disgusting. Now Mack felt even worse that he had handed Miranda over to them, and he was more determined than ever to stop Ethan. The two men were standing in the ward, staring at each other, with Luis sitting on the edge of his bed, almost not daring to move. The tension was palpable, such that just one movement would have been enough to set things off. Ethan was far more dangerous than Mack initially had thought and he was not going to bow down to the man pretending to be a doctor. Perhaps Ethan was right and there weren't such things as good and evil, but Ethan surely came close to the latter.
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      Grace, Saul, and their new friend moved through the asylum. They were on the bottom floor and had to creep forward slowly, staying close to the walls so they would not be seen. Grace kept looking at Billy, every time relieved to see he still was standing and wasn't cowering on the floor. Billy had told them that, as far as he remembered, the guards were stationed in the stairwells. Since there were not enough of them to keep watch over the entire building, there were some places where there was no fear of being discovered. This floor was such a place because, as Billy told them, the people kept in these rooms all were locked up, so they only needed to be checked on occasionally. Pity filled Grace's heart as she looked inside the rooms and saw the sedated people, and surmised they were the captured doctors. Then she came across Miranda's cell and her heart sank. It meant that, in all likelihood, Mack and Luis were prisoners as well, although there weren't any signs of them in this ward.

      “We'll have to go to the upper floors to find people we can trust,” Billy said.

      “I'm not going to end up like them,” Saul said, and gripped his weapon tightly. Grace didn't say anything, but she wholeheartedly agreed with his sentiment.

      It was very dark but they were afraid of using any lanterns as it would give away their position. So they had to rely on the moonlight, which didn't make things easy. Although their eyes had adjusted, everything still seemed vague and amorphous in the shadowy light, and every step had to be taken carefully in case they made any unexpected noise. Since the only way was up, they entered the stairwell and gradually climbed the stairs in silence, hoping they wouldn't come across anyone. They were thankful that they entered on a lower floor as most of the activity was confined to the higher floors in the building.

      As she walked up the stairs Grace could feel the gun prodding against her back. She didn't want to use it unless absolutely necessary. Even then she had her reservations as she was worried about collateral damage. None of the innocent patients in the institute had asked for this, and they hadn't done anything wrong. They were victims of mental illness, and this place was supposed to be a safe space where they could recover and be treated for their disorders. Now it seemed as though they were going to be caught in the crossfire. With each step, Grace seemed to be moving down a darker path, but she didn't see how she could turn away. How could one hold onto humanity in this world when sometimes it was required to step outside your own morality and do what was needed? What cost was her conscience when it would result in freeing the people here? She only could hope the patients who had taken over the hospital would surrender when they saw what they were up against.

      It was not exactly a formidable army that they had managed to recruit as they made their way up the levels of the building, but it was much better than the three of them. As they had gone up each flight of stairs they had gone onto every level that did not have a guard stationed at the entrance. Then they had moved quickly through the various rooms and wards to try rallying people to their cause. Grace and Billy had been the most persuasive, while Saul mostly had stayed in the background, scowling. Grace and Billy had implored them that they would remain unsafe if they stood by and did nothing. They told the patients that they owed it to the doctors to help now, after they had given over their lives to helping them. It wasn't easy, as many of the patients weren't fully aware of what was happening, but Billy helped to get through to them. The ones who were cognizant all agreed to go with Grace and help get the institute back for those who should have been in charge.

      “Thank you for your help with this,” Grace said to Billy as they were leading a few more recruits back to the stairwell.

      “No, thank you. You've reminded me what it is to be a hero. I should have done this a long time ago, but Billy wouldn't let me. You got through to him when even I couldn't, and that's something to be proud of. You're a special person, Grace, and you can be a hero, too, if you let yourself take the role.”

      “I don't know about that,” Grace said, trying to play down his praise, but inside she was glowing. “Do you really think we can pull it off?”

      “All we can do is try, and hope, but if we fail, then it's better that we tried to make a difference rather than standing by and doing nothing. There's nothing worse than knowing you stood by when you knew you could have done something. I know that all too well. I'm glad I have the chance to make amends here. I'm just worried that Billy is going to return...”

      “Try not to think about it. I'm sure it'll be fine and, you know, turning into Billy doesn't have to be as bad a thing as you think. He has the power to overcome his fear, just like we all do,” she said. Grace had to remind herself that Billy was just as much a patient as any of them, as it was easy to forget when she was talking to him.

      “Perhaps you're right,” he said.

      “And the only reason most of these people are here is because of you. I doubt they would have listened to me on my own.” As she said this, Grace looked around at the motley crew they had assembled.

      Mostly she hoped that the sheer force of numbers would be enough to end the hostilities. If they were forced to fight, she was not sure how capable those behind her would be, although she did not tell them that as she didn't want to dishearten them. They had given themselves to this mission after being persuaded and the last thing Grace wanted to do was to deflate their confidence. However, Saul did have his misgivings and was not shy about sharing them with Grace. She knew it was a serious issue when he was bringing up his concerns about the ethics of their plan, but no matter what happened, the patients would be better off having the doctors in charge of the institution. If this is what it took to get them back in control, then Grace was willing to take that step. She would have to deal with the consequences, if any, later on.

      She hadn't had a chance to speak to them, and many of them preferred to remain silent anyway, but she had managed to communicate the general idea of the plan. They would go onto the upper floor as a group and take on as many people as they could find to cause general chaos. Then Grace and Saul would seek out Ethan to end it once and for all, and free everyone he had held captive. Billy insisted on taking Ethan on as well, and while Grace initially had agreed, she harbored reservations. She did not want to make it an essential part of the plan as she knew she couldn't rely on Billy.

      They were surprised as they made it up the stairwells that they did not come across any other guards, and the longer this went on the more suspicious Grace became. She half-wondered if they had become wise to their presence, but it was too late to change the plan now. Besides, there really was no other option. They had played their hand and now it was time to see it through. Grace's heart was beating rapidly and she found that she had to focus on breathing or else she held it in her lungs, and it started to burn.

      This assault had a much different context than the one in Mr. Smith's camp. That had been planned by Mack and was a well-coordinated operation, whereas this was a slapdash attack and none of them knew if they were going to make it out alive. She glanced at Saul, who nodded at her, and she was glad that at least he was there. They had had their differences, but when it came down to it he was a decent man. He easily could have slipped away in the night without a second thought, but he was still there helping them. For all his protests against Mack and the group, he put his life on the line, too, when it mattered.

      “Something must have gone wrong,” Saul remarked as they reached the very upper level without having run into anyone.

      They paused outside and Grace repeated her thoughts about continuing with the plan, even if there was a chance that Ethan and the other patients were prepared for them. She drew her gun; Saul already had his out. They stood outside the door. Billy was ready and Grace looked at each of the patients in turn.

      “This is it. You all are incredibly brave for agreeing to do this, but once we go through that door there's no turning back. If any of you want to leave now we won't judge you, and it's perfectly understandable.” She let her words hang in the air in case any of them wanted to take the opportunity she was giving them.

      None of them budged an inch. She found herself feeling proud that, even though these people would have been written off by the vast majority of society, they had banded together for a greater cause. They still were able to recognize they needed to be proactive because there were people who needed them. It warmed Grace’s heart. However, she did not have too much time to reflect on that feeling as she opened the door and let the scene unfold.

      Since Grace and Saul had the guns they stayed back, ready to use them if necessary. Their army swarmed through the door, their bare feet smacking against the checkered floor, their figures moving between the shards of moonlight that came in through the window. The orderlies all were gathered in the middle of the corridor as if for an address. They all turned around in shock to see the patients running toward them with their teeth bared. The initial flurry of violence was to the patients' advantage as they flailed about, making the most of the element of surprise and their superior numbers. From her vantage point, Grace could see Ethan emerging from a ward, looking frustrated.

      “No! No! You're ruining my speech! Get after them! Fight back!” he yelled and, unfortunately for Grace and the others, the element of surprise was no longer a factor.

      The people Ethan had recruited were some of the most dangerous patients in the institute. To them, violence was a natural thing, and pain was an old friend. They could take being struck, but the patients that Grace had counted on were not used to violence. When they were struck they began to fall away, retreating in fright, and their numbers soon dwindled. The armies were still a blur, though. Grace and Saul still couldn't use their guns to help, even though they could see Ethan's force was gaining ground. They looked over at each other in desperation. Saul merely held his gun up and shrugged.

      “I don't want to risk killing anyone,” he said, and Grace agreed. By now the corridor was filled with a massive scuffle and a large mass of bodies stood between them and Ethan.

      They threw themselves into the fray and fought bitterly. Grace looked over at Billy, who was fighting as well, and he still seemed to be in the persona of a hero. In the distance, Grace could see Ethan running away. Mack and Luis emerged from the same room as Ethan. Grace tried signaling to them, but they immediately were occupied with some of Ethan's minions. Then she felt a fist crack against her jaw, and dark crimson blood seeped in her mouth. To her right, she was aware of Billy fighting like a skilled warrior. If it had not been for him their fortunes would have been far different, as he managed to defeat a great number of the enemy before he, too, caught sight of Ethan sneaking away, and growled defiantly.

      “He's mine,” Billy said.

      “No, you can't go after him alone,” Grace said, but before the words had left her mouth Billy already was sprinting off down the corridor, dodging other people, focusing solely on Ethan. When he finally caught up with him, Billy unleashed hell.

      The two men traded furious blows. Grace watched, hoping Billy would be able to hold out. She fought hard herself, wanting to make her way to him as well, in case he needed any help. Luis and Mack fought fiercely as well, not knowing who Billy was, but knowing he had his hands full with Ethan. Grace struggled to keep her eyes on the two of them as she had to contend with a flurry of blows in her face. Saul used his bulk to knock away her attacker and she could see Ethan and Billy moving to another room, away from the main fighting. Luis and Mack were in hot pursuit, as they had been able to break free of the people they had been fighting.

      Seeing Billy’s example, many of the patients who had been shell-shocked by being hit now had recovered and had re-entered the fight. With this newly increased force Grace’s patients regained the advantage. With more able people on the floor the bodies of Ethan’s followers had weakened.. Grace and Saul were able to draw their guns and frighten the others into submission. Even though they had succumbed to blood lust, they were not so foolish as to continue fighting with their fists when guns were pointed at them. With the threat much more manageable, Grace told Saul to keep a hold on things while she ran down the corridor to help Billy. She remembered the stories Miranda had told them, how Ethan should have been in the prison instead of this institute, how violent his crimes had been, and she was worried for Billy's well-being.

      She had a right to be, too, for when she reached the end of the corridor she saw Mack and Luis standing outside the office. At first, she couldn't understand why they were standing outside doing nothing, but Ethan had Billy pinned against the door, and no matter how hard Mack and Luis tried they could not push it open. Through the window, they had to watch as Ethan beat Billy again and again, his clenched fists crashing into Billy's skull, making his head bang against the door, threatening to smash the glass. Grace screamed as she saw the groggy look on Billy's face, and the malevolent smile that formed on Ethan's. Billy's arms hung limply by his side. Blood flew from his mouth and he would have sunk to the ground if Ethan had not been holding him up like a rag doll, taking a perverse pleasure in beating him into a pulp.

      Ethan showed no signs of stopping. His entire aura bristled and crackled with dark, evil energy, and although he was fighting for a lost cause, he wasn't going to stop fighting until all his energy was drained. He had hit Billy so hard his knuckles were bruised, but still he did not stop. Grace knew he wasn't going to unless she did something. Her eyes burned with tears and her heart burned with anger. All the moral questions disappeared from her mind. In that moment, there was only one truth, one right decision to make, and that was to stop Ethan by any means possible. It was her fault that Billy was in this situation. It was she who had to deal with Ethan. It was she who had to make him pay for everything he had done. She raised the gun. Her hands trembled but she knew what she had to do. Her finger found the trigger, and before she knew it, there was a loud crack and a crash as the bullet shattered the glass door, and Ethan went flying back, cradling his shoulder. Billy slumped to the floor.

      Mack leaped forward and flung open the door. He and Luis rushed through and restrained Ethan. Grace sucked in breath and stepped over the broken glass, then knelt down and smiled as Billy's bruised and swollen eyes cracked open.

      “Did we...” he asked.

      “We did. It's all going to be alright. We saved everyone,” she said, eyes welling up with tears. She took his hand and clutched it tightly.

      “I can die a hero,” he said smiling, and his head lolled to the side. Grace called his name and tried to bring him back, but it was no use. He had breathed his last breath, and her head collapsed onto her chest as she sobbed for him, and for herself, too. She felt Mack standing behind her, and took his hand as it found her shoulder, but she never took her eyes off Billy.
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      A few hours after the brawl the sun rose and recaptured its celestial throne. Bright light poured through the windows and illuminated the bloodstains on the walls and floor. They had rounded up all the patients and put them back in their rooms, and had taken measures to contain those who had sided with Ethan, as well as Ethan himself. They all were detained and secured to their beds until the doctors could decide what to do with them. Though it only had been one night, it felt like ages since the group had been together. There were hugs all around, especially for Grace, for the death of Billy had affected her deeply. Saul and Mack shared a look of respect, and both men felt relieved for it.

      It took most of the day for the doctors to shake off the effects of the sedative, although they still were groggy when they did come around. They all were thankful to Mack, who found it startling to talk with the real Gary Richardson. He was nothing like the way Ethan had portrayed him, and Mack had to apologize for having any doubt. Across the other side of the corridor he saw Miranda, who clearly was avoiding him. He couldn't blame her, but he wanted to make things right. He excused himself and ran up to her, pulling Miranda's arm back so she could face him, only to see that her eyes were burning with anger.

      “Hey, I just wanted to say--” he began.

      “What? That you're sorry? I told you what was going on, but you still couldn't believe me? Why, because I was wearing a gown? Because I looked like I was scared out of my wits? Well I was! I was, dammit! And you just handed me over to him without a second thought! Was he really that persuasive, or are you just that dumb?” she said, raising her voice, and other people within earshot turned to look at what was going on.

      Mack wanted to tell her that he thought it was the only way, and that it was the only thing he could have done in that moment, but instead he hung his head in shame. What he had done was wrong, and he shouldn't have let her down like that. He apologized again and turned away from Miranda, knowing that the best thing was to leave her alone.

      Gary, the real Gary, came up to him and threw his arm around Mack's shoulder. He told Mack not to worry, that Miranda usually calmed down after a while and that he was, in fact, grateful for everything Mack and his friends had done. He then took Mack to where they kept the inventory, and offered Mack his choice of supplies. Mack thought it was incredibly generous. So, he chose some medication, as that was the one thing they had been lacking so far on their journey. The four of them stayed at the institute for most of the day and ate, and helped clean up after the fight.

      The patients themselves were a mixed bag. Some of them seemed distressed, while others acted as though nothing had happened. It was left to the doctors to usher them back into their wards and rooms. The building looked much different in the day. At night, it had been filled with terror and had a foreboding presence, but now Mack could see it for what it was, a place where the mentally ill could come and find safety, and treatment. Now that Ethan had been dealt with, hopefully the place could continue for its intended purpose.

      While Mack was talking with Gary, and Luis and Saul were helping to clean up the place, Grace staggered away to a small room where she could be alone. She sat on the bed and looked absently out the window. The color drained from her face. In the distance, she heard a door open and an echoed voice called to her, but she was not truly aware of it until she felt a touch on her hand. It startled her, and she jumped, then turned to see Miranda standing over her.

      “I said it looked like you could use some water, and maybe someone to talk to,” the doctor said. Grace took the cup and sipped the water gently.

      “Thank you,” she said, “although I don't think I have much to say right now.” Miranda nodded and walked toward the window.

      “You know, while this place was intended to treat the most severe mental disorders, some people have come here to get away from it all. Sometimes people just need a break and to talk things out, almost like a vacation for the mind.”

      “Are you suggesting that's what I need?”

      Miranda turned to face her. “Maybe. You've been through a lot. We all have.”

      “But at least we're still here,” Grace said. “Some aren't...like Billy.” At the mention of his name, Miranda bowed her head.

      “His loss is felt by all of us.”

      “He mentioned you. He said you were one of the only ones who talked to him, who treated him like a real person. I mean, when he was in his superhero mode.”

      Miranda nodded. “Some people thought it was best to ignore the delusion, but at what point can we say which one was real? Obviously, he didn't actually have superpowers, but when it came down to it he was a hero. It used to be that whenever anything major happened he would revert to the regular Billy. So I'm surprised that he didn't do that here. He was a good person, and never made any trouble.”

      “What happened to him? I mean, why was he like that? Did something cause it or was he always that way?”

      Miranda sighed. “When he was younger, he was abused, and it caused a split in his personality. All his guilt and his shame at not being able to prevent it created the other persona. I suppose it was his way of trying to be strong and fight back against all the bad things that happened to him.”

      “It's terrible...I feel so bad. He wouldn’t be dead if it wasn't for me.”

      “No, he wouldn't, but he would have died out there anyway, as would everyone else in here eventually. What you gave him was a chance to do something with his life, to matter. He always used to beg to be released just so he could do some good in the world. Obviously, we couldn't sanction that, but thanks to you, he got his wish. Obviously, I'd prefer it if he was still here, but if he had to die then at least he died in the way he wanted,” she said softly, and this seemed to give Grace some comfort. Grace yawned as the rigors of the night took their toll.

      “You should get some rest, it'll help,” Miranda said, and gently pushed Grace onto the bed.

      “What's going to happen to them? To Ethan and the rest of them?”

      “Since there's no law anymore, we will have to keep them here and try rehabilitating them. That is what this place was meant to do, but I can assure you that we won't be taken by surprise again. We'll make do here,” she said, and pulled the blankets over Grace to let her get some sleep.

      Meanwhile, Mack was talking with Gary. Mack still was feeling guilty about what he had done to Miranda and he hoped to leave on good terms, but it seemed as though that was not going to be a possibility.

      “You know, you have a pretty good set-up here,” Mack said, and proceeded to tell Gary all about the other settlement. He suggested they seek them out to establish a trade route.

      “You are always welcome to stay here. We could use all the help we can get,” Gary said, but Mack politely declined his offer as they had other places to be.

      They stayed at the institute for another night as they wanted to rest and collect themselves before continuing on their journey. During the remainder of their stay Mack caught glimpses of Miranda, but they never crossed paths, until they were about to leave, and she finally approached him.

      “Look, I know I was harsh with you, but I've had a chance to think about it and I can see why you did what you did. You helped me, and you believed me when you found me in the woods. I just didn't want to leave things on bad terms, not when you went out of your way to help us. If it wasn't for you and your friends I don't know what would have happened to this place.”

      Mack smiled. “I am really sorry, I didn't see any other way out. I'm glad things worked out for the best, and we certainly won't be forgetting this place in a hurry. I've talked to Gary about a few things. You probably should set up some committee to talk things over. Just be careful, it's a dangerous world out there and you never know who is going to knock on your door.”

      “I know that all too well,” she said with a knowing smile, and bid Mack and the others farewell. She hugged Grace and thanked her especially for everything she had done.

      Now that the four of them were back together and rested, and everything in the institute had been sorted out, they were able to get back on their way. Miranda made it clear that, whenever they wanted, they could return to the institute to find friendly faces and a safe shelter. However, Mack knew they likely never would see this place again and that was one of the unfortunate results of the world in which they lived. Their lives would be transient until they found a place to settle, and none of them knew when or where that would be.

      They stepped out of the front doors and made their way back to the road. Miranda said that from there it would be a straight route to the city. However, to avoid the prison, they should walk for a few miles and then go through the forest once more, and that sounded like a good idea to all of them. As they walked along they passed the point where Grace and Saul first had met Billy. Grace had to wipe a tear from her eye, hoping that nobody noticed. Their time in the institute had been brief, but it had left an indelible mark on all of them as they strode toward their next adventure, whatever it may be.

      “Will you at least promise to not help any random stray people we come across?” Saul said, half-seriously. He and Mack hadn't spoken properly since they were reunited in the institute, but there was a silent understanding between them now.

      “Where's the fun in that?” Mack replied with a smirk, and all apart from Grace chuckled to themselves.

      The four of them walked in a line, their packs once again heavy on their backs. Yet, they were filled with a renewed hope for the future. The road stretched out in front of them, with all its possibilities. They knew if they stayed true to themselves, then everything would be alright. They all spared a thought for those in the institute, hoping that everyone in there could find some peace.
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      The land before them was awash with hope and a brilliant golden hue. The summer sun hung over them in the clear blue sky with only a few wisps of clouds for company. The world was absent of any noise, aside from their feet as they walked along the road, and the occasional rustling of bushes. Because of their experiences so far, these noises always set them on edge, but it seemed as though they had reached an area where they were the only people around, and the animals were coming out into their natural habitat.

      Mack and his three companions were walking along a straight road that split the forest in two. The road was wide enough to fit two cars and they walked in a straight line spread across its width. The road was long and evidently was not well-maintained as they noticed a few potholes, and the traffic control markings were fading. As the sun beat down on them, they felt an uncomfortable prickling of sweat underneath their clothes. In some ways, they wished they had not detoured to the Archer Institute and stayed by the river instead. Then they easily could have taken a break to strip off their clothes and bathe in the refreshing crystal-clear water.

      The air was sweet, and trees lined either side of the road, their branches and leaves hanging over it, making the ground shine green where the leaves caught the sunlight. The open road stretched out for a long way. They were unable to see its end, but they knew it eventually would lead them to the promised land of the city. There they hoped to find some remnants of humanity, some kind of hope that society could be rebuilt. Already they had met and experienced a spectrum of human sensibilities, and it was impossible to tell what awaited them. In this kind of world, where things had changed so much, it was difficult to dare to hope, but Mack still harbored a light in his heart that mankind would be able to pull itself through the disaster. Already he had seen acts of kindness. Although it was all too easy to let fear reign over them, it was clear people still had the potential to be compassionate and kind, yet it had not been without sacrifice.

      He glanced over at Grace, who had been walking with her shoulders slumped and head down, idly kicking small stones, sending them skidding across the road. She had been full of fury when Billy, the patient she had grown fond of, and who had been integral to their efforts in saving the people in the institute, had been beaten to death by Ethan. Mack remembered how she had looked after she had shot the gun. The bullet had been fired into Ethan's shoulder and he dropped like a stone, but it had been too late to save Billy. The color had drained from Grace's face, and thankfully she had been able to rest. Mack hadn't had a chance to talk to her about it since then and he wondered if he should. Over the course of this apocalypse he had grown quite close to Grace, and thought of her almost as a surrogate daughter. But he had been around death enough to know people needed to grieve in their own way and time.

      Grace's life had been very much detached from what people would consider normal human interaction and this disaster had thrust her into a new role. Mack was proud of the way she was handling herself, but he had to remind himself she was still a young woman and sometimes would need a guiding hand. He did smile to himself, though, as he thought back to when they first had met. She had been cuffed to him on a plane, her body turned away, eyes darting toward him, rainbow-colored hair swept over her face. Even that had changed; the dye in her hair had faded during the previous few weeks and now it was a deep brunette color.

      Mack also spared a thought for his companions. He and Saul had butted heads recently, but Mack hoped those days were behind them as he didn't want to waste energy arguing with the man. It seemed like a long time since Mack had rescued Saul from drowning in the river. There still was much to learn about him, but it seemed that when it was needed Saul could be counted upon, and Mack was grateful to him for helping Grace take back the institute.

      Luis still was proving difficult to figure out. He seemed to be finding his way in the world, but resisted the urge to put down any roots. Unlike Mack, he wanted to do anything other than return to his family. As Mack's entire reason for being was to get back to his wife, he found this strange. They were four different people from very different walks of life, and yet they had come together, found each other, and formed a bond. Already they had been through many ordeals, and Mack hoped it would be smooth sailing from here on out, although he always was ready for any unexpected danger.

      It would have been so easy to stay at the Archer Institute with its plentiful supplies, warm beds, and friendly company. It had sturdy walls and was out of the way, so the likelihood of being disturbed by strangers was low, and would have protected them from the elements. Mack knew there were many people out in the world who would have given anything to have the chance to stay at a place like that. Yet, he had turned his back on it, as had the others. He hoped he wasn't misguided in his longing to reach the city as he didn't want to be the one responsible for leading the others to a false Eden.

      He had assumed the role of leader as it came naturally to him and, aside from Saul, the others had been happy to follow his direction. Yet, in the Institute he found himself doubting his skills. Being in the military was one thing as there were rules and procedures, and a defined purpose. This was far more nebulous, though, and he was struggling with the idea that anyone could be anything in this new world. People such as Mr. Smith and Ethan could rise to dangerous levels purely through fear and intimidation, with no law to stop them. Everyone was out for themselves, and it was all too easy to slip into a cloak of selfishness and push the rest of the world away. Mack vowed never to let that happen.

      “Do you think they'll be alright?” Luis said, breaking the silence.

      Spending so much unbroken time together often led to a dearth of conversation. They lulled into silence, and then enjoyed brief spikes of chatter when one or more of them grew bored. This time Grace was the only one who stayed quiet.

      “I think they'll be a lot better than us,” Saul replied gruffly.

      “But they're on their own there without any weapons or combat skills,” Luis said.

      “They can lock their doors, and they're out of the way. I'm sure there will be a few people who come across them, but I don't think anyone will be able to take them by force. I know they're on a road, but to be honest, I doubt many people are going to follow it. Not when they find the river. Without cars, these roads aren't going to get much use. Besides, I doubt many people are going to be passing this way. If people aren't trying to get to the city, I don't know why they'd be walking by here,” Mack said.

      “There is a prison nearby,” Luis said. “People might think it's a safe place to go and head out here. I can imagine it would be easy to defend, and there are probably lots of supplies there. I suppose the only problem is you'd have to deal with a lot of prisoners...” he trailed off. Saul grunted.

      “It wouldn't surprise me if they all got out of there as quickly as they could. Trust me, I've been in more than one jail in my time, mostly for stupid things like drunken brawls. Even when I was put in there for a night to cool down it was more than enough. Even in the end of the world, the last thing I would have wanted was to keep staring at those four walls, not when freedom was as easy as just walking out of the gate.” As he said this he stared at Grace, who had an awkward look on her face.

      So far only Mack and Saul knew about the true nature of her past. She wished she could forget about it completely, and was glad Luis did not know. If it hadn't been for the EMP knocking out all the electronic devices around the country, she would have been in a cell, most likely by herself. Though that had meant death for a lot of people, the end of the world had meant freedom for Grace.

      On that note, the conversation faded again, and the four of them walked on in silence. From what they could tell the road to the city was long, and at some point, they would have to split off from it and venture back to the forest to avoid the prison and get to the city more quickly. Mack always was alert, taking Saul's words to heart as he, too, assumed there would be prisoners on the loose. The last thing they needed was to run into more dangerous people. As they walked, Mack tried catching Grace's eye to offer some encouragement or reassurance or just to let her know he was there for her, but her eyes always were cast downward. He hoped she would be able to pull herself through the morose state that had taken hold of her. If they were to prosper in this world, they could not allow themselves to wallow for too long.

      The hours passed as they moved farther away from what they had left behind, and soon Mack's thoughts turned from the people in the Institute to the future. They still had an arduous journey ahead. It would take them a while to get to the city by walking, and he did not know what they would find there. So far, his interactions with other people had been from small pockets of communities, and barely any of them had any news about the city. He knew two soldiers from a military bunker had gone to the city, but had not returned.  A woman in Mr. Smith's camp had told him about the night it all happened, and how many people had fled to escape the rioting. But it had been weeks since that occurred. So, it was impossible to tell what the state of the city was. Mack only hoped it was more than a smoldering ruin.

      It soon came time when their stomachs rumbled, craving food. They still had a few supplies left from what they had been given at the mental hospital, but it had been a hard day's walk and they all wanted something more filling. They ventured into the forest and stopped to whittle a few spears and give their aching legs a rest. Grace sat apart from the others while Saul took a drink, and Luis and Mack set to work.

      “Let me do it,” Luis said once the spear was completed.

      Mack handed him the spear and nodded, then watched Luis as he skulked farther into the forest. While he was gone the other three began arranging a camp for the night. Mack tried making a passing comment to Grace, but she was unresponsive, although she did help out.

      Leaving the others, Luis crept through the forest with his hands curled around the spear. After he first had joined the group Mack had shown him how to hunt properly, and a lot more besides. Luis felt as though he had learned more about the world and himself in the short time he had been with Mack than in the previous years of his life. Now he wanted to prove to the others that he had something to offer. He walked slowly, with careful and deliberate steps, straining his ears to listen to any sign of a creature in the vicinity. He heard a rustle and his head snapped around. He searched the brown and green of the forest before his eyes found the orange coat of a fox, and then the beady black eyes. The animal placed its nose to the ground and sniffed, probably searching for food as well, but this was going to be their dinner.

      Luis swallowed and flipped the spear over in his hand, feeling the weight of it in his palm. The fox was unaware that death was upon him, and for a moment Luis spared a fleeting thought for the animal, but then reminded himself of the circle of life. Luis angled his body so he was ready to propel the spear forward. He pulled his arm back and pointed his free hand at the fox. The sinews in his biceps were strained as he lunged forward and launched the spear toward the fox. The sharp tip flew through the air, hurtling inexorably towards its target. As soon as it left his hand, Luis knew the aim was true, and he smiled with pride at his efforts.

      The fox, now aware of the weapon careening toward it, lifted its head and looked with panic, but it was too late for him to escape. The thick wood plunged into the fox’s side, puncturing the fur and skin, staining them crimson. It yelped as it fell to its side and tried crawling away. Luis walked up, drew his knife, and then put the animal out of its misery by slicing its throat. Then he yanked out the spear and bled the creature just as Mack had shown him. He returned to camp and threw the fox down triumphantly.

      Later, it sizzled over the fire and they all enjoyed the taste of fresh meat. They spoke idly of various matters, although now that they were alone in the forest again they did not mention the Institute. They knew their path only would take them forward. And yet, from Grace's silence, it was clear their pasts still would haunt them.
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      The new day dawned and Grace had been taking the last shift. Mack awoke to see the sun rising. After a hearty meal the previous night, they all had pulled their blankets over themselves and slept through the warm, balmy night, allowing their muscles to recover from the constant strain of walking. Saul and Luis still were sleeping when Mack awoke. He yawned and rubbed his eyes, then pushed himself up and stretched. Grace noticed the movement and turned her head toward him, although she did not say anything nor did she look at him fully. Mack walked up beside her and stared out toward the burst of orange that illuminated the sky.

      “Here,” he said, and flicked a penny at her. She looked down at the small coin that had landed beside her, scrunching up her face as she almost had forgotten money existed. She picked it up and pressed her lips together.

      “You still have this?” she asked.

      Mack shrugged. “It's not like I can spend it anywhere anymore, might as well use it for your thoughts. Are you okay?”

      “I don't know,” she sighed. “Are any of us ever going to be okay?”

      “We do have a lot to deal with.”

      “I told Saul.”

      “You told him what?”

      “About why I was on the plane with you.”

      Mack nodded slowly. “Did it make you feel better?”

      “I don't know. I guess so, but I still don't want to tell Luis.” As she said this she craned her neck to make sure Luis was still asleep.

      “I keep trying to figure out who I'm supposed to be in this life, what I'm supposed to do. I have to change my entire way of thinking.”

      “You're not the only one,” he said, and settled down next to her. Grace looked at him with surprise.

      “Oh, yeah,” he continued, “I'm sure you think I've got it all figured out but I really haven't. I'm going to let you in on a little secret, and this is just going to be between us,” he said, lowering his voice and leaning into her.

      “Being a leader sometimes means acting like you know what you're doing even when you don't. Say there's a choice between left and right. Sometimes you won't know the correct one to take, but if you say it and walk with authority people are going to feel more comfortable. But the truth is I'm struggling as well. I've been in the army for so long it's difficult to have no structure and no chain of command. We're out here on our own, and we're all just trying to make the best of it. I think the only thing we can do is try staying true to ourselves.”

      “That's all well and good, but what am I supposed to do when I'm not even sure who I'm supposed to be?”

      “Then you have some big discoveries to make,” he said, placing a reassuring hand on her back, “but you have the three of us at least. I think by now we've proven we can be there for each other.”

      She smiled at him, and then they heard the sounds of the other two stirring. Over the course of their time together it had become clear that, while Luis and Mack were morning people, Saul and Grace were not. Saul was especially grumpy and readily complained about anything. Luis took great delight in teasing Saul about this, and seemed to amuse himself. After eating a little breakfast, Mack declared the day was wasting away and they should get underway as soon as possible. The sooner they made it to the city, the less likely they would run out of supplies, he said. They packed up their belongings and slung their packs over their shoulders as they made their way back to the road, where they continued.

      They had walked so much over the past few weeks, and yet it felt as though they barely had covered any distance. The forest was large, and it hadn't helped them being pulled back by Mr. Smith's men. Mack, for one, was looking forward to leaving the forest and seeing something new, although they still had a fair way to go. After about an hour of traveling they checked the map and Saul said they should duck back into the forest to avoid the prison. All of them agreed this was a good idea as, even though there may have been a civilized community, they did not want to get sidetracked from their plan to get to the city. Being in the Archer Institute had been enough, and Mack did not want to get embroiled in another similar situation. They found an opening and changed their course, making sure to stay true to the map so they would not end up going back on themselves.

      When they entered the forest, they walked in single file, unlike out on the road when they had been spread across its width. The forest was more insular, and felt filled with more danger. There were more noises of small animals and, somehow, they felt more vulnerable under the shaded emerald glow of the trees than they did in the open air of the road. They had been walking for a little while when they suddenly found some abandoned packs. Mack held out his hand and they all stopped, looking around warily in case it was a trap. The packs were strewn around haphazardly, and the surrounding area didn't look like a campsite.

      “Why would anyone abandon these packs?” Luis wondered aloud, and was instantly met with motions to hush.

      Mack crept forward while the others held their weapons ready in case it was a trap. He moved slowly and carefully, reached out a hand, and as soon as his fingers had curled around the strap he yanked the pack toward him. Nothing happened. He turned to look at the others as he opened the pack to find a few supplies, a map of the area, but nothing else. After going through the first one, they spread out and searched through the others, but nothing had been stolen. It seemed as though the packs had been thrown down and left there, but that made no sense.

      “Wait, look over there,” Grace said, and held out her arm, fingertip shaking.

      The others followed her gaze, and when they saw what she saw, their throats dried and a chill ran down their spines. In among the leaves, were four dead bodies, three of them face down in the dirt. Mack walked up to them, trying not to breathe in the necrotic stench. From the looks of it, they had not been dead long, but the flesh already was beginning to turn gray and the blood had dried. It had stained their clothes and the ground around the corpses. When Mack turned over the face-down bodies he saw the looks of horror permanently etched on their faces, and after a quick inspection it was clear they had been mauled by a wild animal.

      So far, Mack and the others had been fortunate not to run into any dangerous wildlife, at least none they couldn't handle. However, this was a stark reminder that danger lurked everywhere. It was also strange to see other people, too. Spending so much time walking through the world alone had made Mack and the others feel isolated, when really there were other people just like them wandering the same terrain. He spared a thought for these people who would have no tombstones marking their presence, and nobody to remember who they were.

      “This feels wrong,” Grace said as they took the supplies left in the abandoned packs.

      “They can't use it anymore. Better it goes to us than just left here,” Saul said.

      He was right, but that didn't make it any easier for them to stomach. After there was nothing left they continued through the forest, each with heavy hearts as they knew those people easily could have been themselves. They also knew there was a deadly animal nearby, and by the size of the gash marks left on the bodies, the beast was huge.

      “Stay close, and keep watch for anything,” Mack said. The four of them moved forward with trepidation, wondering if anything had them in its sights.

      Luis couldn't help but think of the fox he had killed the previous night, the gleam in his eye when he realized he had it cornered, and asked himself if he now was the fox to another predator. The forest suddenly seemed more foreboding than usual. Every noise was a portent of doom, and the way the drops of sun filtered through the trees seemed like a false promise of heaven. It was all too easy to think they were in paradise, but there was a devil close by, of that Mack was sure.

      All of a sudden, the air seemed still and everything seemed too quiet. The four of them looked at each other, then out into the woodland expanse that lay before them, but there were no signs of anything.

      “Surely a creature big enough to leave those claw marks would be making some noise,” Luis said, but his comment was met without reply.

      It was clear from the trembling in his voice that he was nervous but, really, they all were. None of them expected to die. They were on their way to the city. That was their plan. But then again, the dead bodies they had come across probably had had a plan, too, and whatever killed them didn't care one bit about it. Mack was at the front, as always, and although he had been through survival training, and his instincts were sharper than anyone's, he did not react quickly enough to what came barreling toward them.

      With a mighty roar that emerged from its belly, a huge bear appeared from nowhere and flew toward them, as quick and unstoppable as a juggernaut. Its fur was as dark as the night and its beady eyes gleamed with a violent hunger. Its paws crashed into the ground with heavy thuds and made loud quaking noises. Spittle flew from its mouth and its sharp teeth were bared as was its pink tongue; a burst of color set against the malevolent darkness. The force of nature moved forward, pushing aside branches of trees, which snapped and acquiesced to the bear’s dominance.

      Before they knew it, the four of them felt the brunt of its attack. It rammed into them, bowing its head as it butted them away, the momentous force of its body sending them flying like skittles. Saul was flung backward and hit his head on a rock, immediately knocking him unconscious. Grace and Luis spun back and collapsed on the ground, every part of them aching. Mack had lost his balance and fell backwards as he evaded its deadly claws. He was left vulnerable, lying on the other side of the bear.

      The weapons had been knocked from their hands. Mack quickly pushed himself off the ground and tried looking for the others, but it was impossible to focus on anything other than the great beast in front of him, which now reared back on its hind legs and roared again. Mack's head tilted back as he looked up at the behemoth in front of him and his heart was filled with fear. Quickly, he glanced down and saw his gun was resting on the ground, but it was too far away.

      A paw came down upon him. He had not expected such a big bear to be so swift. The shock and awe of the pain sent him crumpling to the ground, and he cried out in anguish as the bear's claws tore through his clothes into the flesh below. He twisted around and tried escaping the bear's reach, struggling to keep away from the animal's claws and teeth. The bear swiped at him again, and he just was able to jump back, but in doing so he lost his footing and fell on his back. The bear leaned down and Mack punched and used all his strength to keep the bear’s hungry jaws away from him. The bear was so close he could smell its hot breath. This bear already had tasted blood and it was hungry for more. The pain in his shoulder was almost unbearable and Mack could feel the blood seeping into his clothes. The pressure the bear was exerting on him was almost too much for him to take, but he had to hold on. He had to, because if the bear was attacking him, it meant the others were free...

      Grace and Luis had had the wind knocked out of them when the bear had tossed them aside. They were groggy and staggered back to their feet when they saw it attack Mack. Grace screamed as she heard his painful cry. The two young people were in shock. Then, the bear was upon Mack, and they knew they had to do something. They glanced over and saw Saul, bleeding from his head, and the weapons strewn on the ground. Time seemed to stand still for them both, but they only had a matter of seconds. If they did nothing, then Mack would be dead and, in all likelihood, they soon would follow. It would have taken many slashes and jabs with knives and spears to kill the bear, and before they could do so most likely would have struck back.

      So they knew the only thing that would help them was a gun. Grace and Luis both scrambled forward, hoping to get there in time and let the bullet fly into the bear's hide before it could tear Mack limb from limb. From their vantage point Grace and Luis could see Mack still struggling to keep the bear off him, but from the look on his face it didn't seem as though he had much more strength left in him. Grace was able to reach the gun first. She had a desperate look on her face as her hands clamped around the handle. She was about to raise it when--BANG!

      A shot rang out. Grace and Luis looked at one another, puzzled. Grace then looked toward the gun she was holding, sure she hadn't fired it. Mack saw the light in the bear's eyes go dead as it fell off him, crashing to the ground. Still in great pain, he pushed himself up on his elbow, while Grace and Luis stood still. They all looked up to see another group standing before them. There was a woman standing in front of two men, holding a smoking gun in her hands. And now it was pointed at Mack.
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      Mack's eyes were bleary with pain and exhaustion. He propped himself up on his good elbow. His left shoulder was throbbing, and sweat prickled on his brow after his efforts to fight the bear. His heart only just had returned to its normal rhythm, although now that he was staring at the barrel of a gun it started beating more quickly again. Just after the bear had fallen he had managed to glance around quickly at the others. Saul was laying on the ground and it was impossible to tell his condition, while Grace and Luis were frozen, Grace still with the gun in her hands, ready to fire. The bear’s death had been as much of a surprise as its initial attack, and after the violent flurry of noise all around them, the forest was unnervingly quiet.

      Mack was aware of his own breathing as he stared at the new people in front of him. Like his own group, they looked as though they had been through a lot. The leader, the woman, looked to be about five foot seven. Her hair came down to her shoulders and was a dirty blonde color. She had a lean figure and wore a shirt that was open at the collar with a top underneath. On her legs were combat trousers with a belt slung around her waist, where the gun usually rested. She wore a baseball cap, too, but from the looks of it Mack surmised she had picked it up from somewhere else, as it looked out of place with the rest of her outfit. Her hands were steady and her eyes did not waver, and in that moment Mack knew she meant business. Her lips were pressed tightly together and her feet were far apart. Mack assumed she would appear just as confident whether she was flanked by her companions or not.

      The two men were not holding weapons, and they stood slightly behind the woman. The man on the right was tall and thin, some would say lanky. His hair was growing out and curling at the sides, and Mack got the impression he was the kind of man who would be bothered by this, guessing he liked to keep things neat and tidy. Black-rimmed glasses rested atop his nose and there was a piece of tape around the middle of the frame, indicating they had been repaired recently. He shifted his weight between his feet and didn't seem as confident as the woman. His eyes darted back and forth between her and the others, and his hands dangled awkwardly by his side. He, too, wore a shirt with rolled-up sleeves, stained with sweat and dirt, and just like Mack's own group, they all had packs slung over their shoulders.

      The second man was black, and stood at a height that was in between the other two. He had short, curled black hair that was peppered with gray and the beginnings of a beard that shared the same shade. The most surprising thing to Mack was that he wore all black apart from a white collar, indicating that he was a preacher. Mack couldn't help but wonder if the preacher was there to deliver him his last rites.

      Beside him the bear lay still, just like the bodies that the group had come across earlier. Mack wondered if their bodies were to join them. And yet, he also thought there would have been no point in saving him from the bear, only to kill him moments later. Hard times sometimes brought out the worst in people, there was no denying that, but they also tended to bring out the best as well.

      “Lower that gun,” the woman said in a commanding tone. The words were directed at Grace but her eyes never left Mack.

      Mack turned to look at Grace, who was looking toward him, and he nodded, indicating she should do as the woman said. Luis slowly shifted closer to Grace, as though closing the distance between them would offer some sort of protection. Mack expected the woman to speak again, to give them her demands. At worst, they would leave them for dead, but perhaps they were just raiders and would loot them for their supplies and weapons. It wasn't ideal, but at least they would be left alive. If that was the case, then Mack would have to try convincing them otherwise.

      He looked past the woman at her companions to try scrutinizing them. The preacher was stoic and it was difficult to discern anything from him, but Mack found it hard to believe he would sanction the murder of innocent people. Then again, it was difficult to know what anyone would do when the world had changed so dramatically, or how far somebody would go to justify their actions to themselves. The other man, however, evidently was uncomfortable with the way things were proceeding. He kept looking away from the woman and didn't seem to know what to do with his hands. If Mack had to guess, he thought that these people were not cold-hearted and merely were posturing. Still, when somebody had a gun pointed at you, it was best not to try guessing.

      “Thank you for that,” Mack said, nodding toward the bear.

      “Stay where you are,” the woman said.

      Mack moved so he was sitting up and touched his hand to his wound, wincing as he felt the sharp pain spike through him. When he brought his finger back it was covered in blood.

      “I could use a little help,” Mack added, moving his gaze from the woman to the man by her side. The man chewed his lip and after a few moments he cursed to himself, then ran forward to inspect the wound. The woman rolled her eyes.

      “Freddie!” she called out, but Freddie already was down on his knees by Mack's side.

      “It's okay, I have some training,” he said.

      “Then it's my lucky day,” Mack replied dryly, “I'm Mack, by the way, and you're Freddie?”

      The man nodded. “And that there's Maggie, and the preacher is Hank.”

      “God, just give them everything, why don't you? I guess there's no point in this anymore,” Maggie said, scowling, as she put her gun away and walked forward, paying more attention to the bear than Mack.

      “That was a good shot,” Mack said admiringly.

      “I've had some practice,” she replied.

      “This is a nasty wound,” Freddie said with concern in his voice. He lay his pack on the ground and rummaged around for some water, then cleaned out the gash.

      “I'm going to have to cauterize it,” he added, grimacing.

      “You don't sound too happy about that,” Mack said.

      “It's not like we have any equipment that makes it easy,” Freddie shot back.

      “We don't have time for this,” Maggie said, standing with her hands on her hips.

      “I'm not going to leave him like this. Saving him from that bear isn't going to do a damn bit of good if this wound gets infected. We need to build a fire, and get some rocks. I need small ones that can fit in my hands, and move fast!” he said. Mack was surprised to see him speak with such authority, and equally surprised to see Maggie walk away and obey his orders.

      “She seems fierce. I'm glad you're the one treating my wound,” Mack said.

      “She's okay,” Freddie said as he continued cleaning it out, “I think she's just become so used to being tough, she's forgotten how to be anything else.”

      “I know that feeling,” Mack said.

      Meanwhile, the preacher had bypassed Mack and approached Grace and Luis. “I'm Hank,” he said with a warm smile, and held out his hand. Grace and Luis introduced themselves, although they were still unsure about these new people.

      “We'd better go check on your friend.” The three of them went over to Saul and crouched down. Hank felt his neck and was glad to inform the others there was a pulse. “Guess that bear came out of nowhere,” he said.

      “Yeah, kinda like you.”

      “We heard the screams and thought someone was in trouble. We've come across our share of animals, but nothing like that. It was a terrifying sight,” Hank said as he cradled Saul's neck, then lifted water out of his pack and poured it on Saul's mouth. After a few moments, Saul sputtered and coughed, then wearily opened his eyes. Upon seeing Hank, he reared his head back.

      “It's okay, Saul, they're here to help us,” Grace said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright?”

      “I will be,” Saul said, wincing as he put his hand to his head, and tried shaking off the pain. He looked down at the rock and cursed at it and then, after noticing the man who had tended to him was a preacher, apologized.

      “It's fine,” Hank said with an amused smile.

      “I've become used to that after being around Maggie.”

      Then he held out a hand and helped Saul up. They walked over to Freddie and Mack and made more introductions. In the background, Maggie returned with some wood and rocks.

      “Will these do?” she asked, presenting them to Freddie.

      He nodded and told her to make a fire and heat the rocks, and he also made the introductions, although she didn't seem too bothered about knowing names. Mack and Freddie shared a knowing smile, and it seemed as though the doctor and patient already had bonded. The others helped Maggie set up the fire and it wasn't long before it was burning. She placed the stones near the fire and Mack watched them with trepidation.

      “I think I know what you're going to do, doc, and I don't like the idea,” he said.

      “First of all,” Freddie said, “I'm not a doctor, I'm a counselor. I just happen to have some medical training, and trust me, the alternative is much worse.”

      He walked over to the fire and tested the rocks, then drew back his hand sharply, gasping. He pulled a top out of his pack and wrapped it around his hand. “Okay, this going to--”

      “--hurt,” Mack finished, “I get it, just do it,” he said, and closed his eyes as he braced himself for the pain.

      Freddie picked up the rock and pressed it hard against Mack's skin, burning the skin so it would cauterize and prevent any infection from getting into his system. But if Mack thought the initial attack from the bear was painful this took him by complete surprise. The agony shot through his mind as he cried out in pain, beating his fists and feet against the ground, trying to process it as best he could. Freddie held the stone against him tightly, not enjoying causing anyone this much pain even though it was for Mack's own good.

      The others turned their faces away, not enjoying the smell of burning flesh, until Freddie took the stone and tossed it away. Mack breathed with relief and looked down at the wound. The skin now was charred and slightly smoking. He reached up a hand and patted Freddie on the shoulder, then took time to rest before he decided to speak.

      “I think it's time for some food now that we've got the fire going. You three should join us,” Mack said as he slowly made his way over to the fire.

      “That's kind of you, but we really must be on our way,” Maggie said, but before the words had left her lips Freddie and Hank already had sat down.

      “Or we could stay.” She clapped her hands against her thighs and joined the others as the two groups merged around the fire.

      They shared food and water, and while the conversation was tentative at first, they soon fell into a rhythm. After they made sure everybody knew each other’s names there was an awkward silence as each of them glanced nervously toward each other. Maggie seemed to be sizing up everybody else while nobody knew exactly what to say. So it was left to Mack to begin the conversation. He started by telling them about their experiences with Mr. Smith, how they had met Saul, and then their adventure in the mental institution. Maggie, Freddie, and Hank listened intently to the story, and when it was over Mack asked them if they had experienced something similar. They all gazed at each other for a few moments and then Maggie sighed.

      “You could say that,” she began. “We came from the opposite direction. We found the road and followed it, figuring it would lead us somewhere useful. There were more of us then...for a while we didn't think anyone else survived around here. We were running out of supplies when we came across the prison. Seemed to be a good place to hole up. High fences, thick walls, and there didn't seem to be any sign of life. Some of us wanted to keep moving. They said it was too dangerous to risk meeting other people, especially the kind of people who would have been in the prison. But we were tired and hungry and thirsty.

      ‘Tried to believe that since we were in a new world, the old rules had gone out the window. So, we went in. Made our way through the gate, which had been broken, so we figured at least some people had broken out. At first it didn't appear as though anyone was around.” At this she leaned forward and her voice took on a more haunted tone, “but then we got to the main building. The bodies of the guards were strung up, hanging like warnings. They'd set up some kind of community, and they didn't take kindly to outsiders. We were put to work like slaves.

      “Got talking to some of the prisoners, and they said that once the doors opened the guards didn't stand a chance; it was a complete bloodbath. Some people managed to escape, but most of the prisoners stayed there, although the cell doors never were shut again, and most of them preferred to sleep outside in the warm night. One night we decided enough was enough. We weren't going to stay there. There was a fight and...and we were the only ones who made it. We ran away and never looked back, and they never did come for us. I guess they didn't think we were worth chasing after.”

      As she said this her voice trembled and she raised the back of her hand to her nose, trying to stifle the sadness.

      “It's okay, it wasn't your fault,” Freddie said, but Maggie didn't seem to hear him.

      Her eyes burned with anger as she lifted them up to face Mack. “Whatever you do, avoid that place.”

      “We were going to anyway, but now we'll make doubly sure. Actually, we're on our way to the city. Where are you heading?” Mack said.

      “Same place. Seemed to be the only sensible place to go. I'd rather not take my chances out here indefinitely.”

      “Well, you're welcome to join us. There is safety in numbers, and we do owe you for saving us from the bear,” he suggested, smiling. Maggie quickly glanced toward her companions before she answered.

      “I'll think about it and let you know in the morning,” she said.

      Before they knew it, the hours had passed and twilight had set in. The fire was dwindling and the seven of them set up camp. Maggie still seemed guarded, but Mack tried to be as open as possible, and unlike their leader, Freddie and Hank were happy to chat with them. At one point, away from the others, Saul came over to Mack and asked him if he was sure that spending the night with them was a good idea. After all, Saul pointed out, Maggie had held him at gunpoint.

      “These people are just like us,” Mack replied, “They've been through a lot and I can't blame her for being wary, but they helped us when they didn't have to do so. I'm sure if you asked her, she'd tell you that she killed the bear to prevent it from attacking them next, but they could have walked on without doing anything. They chose to help us, and those are the kind of people who are worth having around.”

      With that they agreed upon a watch schedule and then went to sleep. Despite Mack's urge to trust them, his natural inclination to be wary took hold and he found himself staying up, straining his ears in case anyone made any suspicious movements. He had a feeling Maggie would be doing the same.
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      In the morning, Mack made sure to awaken early, just in case there were any shenanigans. During his time in the military he had trained his mind to wake up at a certain time, but even so, he was a little surprised and disappointed to see Maggie, Hank, and Freddie packing up, ready to leave. The other three still were sleeping, and as Mack continued waking up he could hear Freddie arguing with Maggie.

      “We should stay. They seem like good people, and Mack was right, it's better to be in a bigger group.”

      “Because that worked out so well last time...” Maggie said in a grim tone.

      “How long are you going to hold that over your head? You weren't to blame for it. You couldn't have known what was going on, and you weren't the only one who wanted to go to the prison. That's over, we have to put it behind us and look to the future.” Before Hank could add to it Mack made a noise as he was getting up, and they soon fell silent.

      He greeted them with a cheery “Morning!” and seemed to ignore the fact they were packing up to leave. He pulled out an energy bar he had received from the Archer Institute and took a large bite, simply staring at the three of them for a while. They looked as though they had been caught with their hands in the cookie jar. Mack tossed his head over his shoulder and asked Maggie to join him for a word. She threw a look at her friends, who gestured for her to go with him. They walked a little way out of the camp, past the fallen bear, where they could talk by themselves. Mack stopped and turned to face her.

      “Look, I get that you've been through a lot, and in this world, it's always a risk to accept new people into your social circle, but there was a reason why you saved us. I think it's because you know the same thing I do, that the only way forward in this world is to trust people. I've seen what can be accomplished when people work together, and that's what we must try. You've lost people, and we've lost people as well. That's just the nature of the world, but if we close ourselves off to new connections we're signing our own death warrants. We're both going to the city, it makes sense to go there together, don't you think?” His impassioned plea was met with a cold stare from Maggie.

      “I get what you're saying, but it's not as easy as that. The more people there are the more likely it is that they'll get hurt. I'm tired of seeing people get hurt because of decisions I make.”

      “I know what it's like. I'm guessing you didn't take control, but people just looked to you. That's what it was like for me. It's easy to blame ourselves, but we can't go around carrying that weight. It's not fair to them and it's not fair to us. I think you should look at this offer and think about whether you’re turning it down is because it's what's best for you or what’s best for Hank and Freddie.” His words pierced through her armor and she flinched, but her defenses went up again and she marched back to camp.

      “I know what you're saying, but this is the best thing for us. We've done alright with the three of us so far, and that's the way it should stay,” she said.

      Mack looked imploringly at Hank and Freddie, for they were now back at the camp. Luis, Grace, and Saul just were rousing themselves from their slumber, awakened by Maggie's sharp tone. Freddie chewed his bottom lip and looked down to the ground. His determined fire on display while he had been treating Mack's wound evidently had diminished. Hank's, however, had not. The preacher stepped forward and clasped Maggie's shoulders, looking at her directly.

      “Maggie, we saw the worst of humanity in that prison and I've tried being patient with you, hoping you would return to the light by yourself. But here we have an example of the best of humanity, and we should not turn our backs on it. If we blind ourselves to the good in the world we are not doing ourselves any favors. We owe it to everyone we lost to keep fighting and keep carrying on, and to make new friends.

      “We were led here to save Mack and the others from that bear. Maybe this is how they repay the favor and save us. We should not dismiss their invitation so easily, and I, for one, wish to stay with them. We have been through a lot together, Maggie, but if you want to shut out the world I cannot be part of that. Stay with us, let us be a part of something bigger again.”

      It was clear Maggie felt betrayed by his declaration, and she immediately turned to Freddie. “And what do you have to say for yourself?” In reply, Freddie inhaled deeply and stood next to Hank, displaying where his allegiance lay.

      “You know it makes sense, Maggie. Save the fighting for those who actually need it,” Mack said. For a moment, he thought Maggie would argue again and storm off by herself, but the fire dimmed in her eyes and her shoulders slumped.

      “Well, if everyone is agreed I guess I might as well stick around for a while,” she said, and everyone was relieved.

      They stayed to share breakfast and collected their things before they left, knowing they had to make up for the time they had lost yesterday. They gave the bear one last forlorn look. It was just another casualty to the world, and it seemed like death was a hunter, stalking them all, and would strike at the least expected moment.

      The weary travelers kept their weapons ready in case they came across another bear, but for the most part their journey was uneventful as they made their way through the forest. Mack's wound was aching and there was a constant sting as the weight from the pack rested upon his shoulder. He tried hiding it, but Grace, especially, could see the pain etched upon his face. However, the new additions to the group meant there were new, fertile grounds for conversation. So, they used the time to get to know each other and learn why they all were moving to the city. Mack paid attention to other things as his companions explained their motives, for he had heard them before, but he pricked up his ears up when Freddie and Hank began talking. He wanted to know as much about them as possible.

      “We all were on the freeway, just going about our daily business,” Hank began, “when it happened. At first, everyone though it was just a traffic jam, and we all were honking our horns and hollering, until we realized there was a problem with everyone's cars. We got to talking, and a few of us decided to band together, while others wanted to stay with their cars in case whatever happened was fixed, and some others wanted to go in another direction. We decided the best thing to do was to head into the city. Some of us had loved ones there, others just wanted to get back to a place that was familiar. Speaking for myself, I wanted to go to a place where I could do the most good. I imagine there are many people who are in moral and spiritual distress and could use a reminder of faith.”

      Then it was Freddie's turn. He was the least comfortable with the idea of speaking, and seemed to stammer or stutter every other word. “I was just heading to a conference. That moment when it happened...I still remember the sinking feeling I had. I looked around. Everyone was panicking. I tried to do my best. I should mention that I'm a counselor, but even I didn't really know what to do. In the distance, we saw a plane going down, and I couldn't help but think of all the poor souls on it, but really, we all were poor souls.” When he mentioned the plane, Grace and Mack exchanged a glance.

      “Nothing was working, everyone was shouting at each other, blaming each other, blaming the government. I tried my best to calm down everyone but not many actually wanted to listen. I was used to helping people through traumatic events, but there was only so much I could do. I live in the city. I hated to think what was happening there. I know what people are like. We were just a few hundred on a freeway, imagine the amount in the city, I thought of my neighbors and my friends, my clients, all of them, and I knew that I owed it to them to get back and check on them...if they were even still alive. By the time we found the prison, I think most of us were happy to stay there for a bit, if it proved to be safe but, well, we know how that turned out,” he said. Mack noticed that Maggie stiffened.

      “You mentioned you helped that settlement. Sounds like a good community. Why didn't you stay there? Seems like you had everything you needed,” Maggie asked.

      Mack pressed his lips together. “In some ways, we did, but I'm looking for someone, my wife. I was...on my way back to see her when this happened. Figured if we made it to the city there might be some way to get word to her, or get back to her. Staying in one place just isn't an option for me at the moment, not until I get back home.”

      “And the rest of us decided to stick with him,” Luis said chirpily. Maggie seemed to soften as she heard Mack's answer.

      “And why are you going to the city?” Mack asked, as Maggie was the only one who had yet to answer.

      “I'm looking for someone, too,” she said, and then increased her stride and walked forward, leaving the rest of them behind, clearly not wanting to divulge who she was seeking.

      After that, they chatted between themselves as they moved deeper into the forest. Mack largely remained quiet as he preferred listening, and the pain in his shoulder still was bothering him. Freddie, Hank, and Luis mostly carried the conversation. They seemed happy enough to talk about anything, and Mack was glad the two groups seemed to be integrating so well with each other. However, Maggie still remained separate from the group, and Grace still was quiet.

      Given everything that had happened Mack still hadn't had a chance to speak with Grace alone the way he wanted and it didn't seem as though he was going to get the opportunity anytime soon. Part of him wondered if he was being overprotective. She was a grown woman, after all, and it wasn't his place to assume how she felt. Maggie, on the other hand, was an interesting case. She obviously was carrying around a lot of baggage, and yet, she didn't shy away from a leadership position. She walked at the head of the line as though it was the most natural place for her to be, although Mack was used to being in command as well. Before this became a problem, he decided to address the issue, and strode forward to match her pace. He caught an irritated look in her eyes as he came up beside her.

      “Were you military, too?” he asked.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Just the way you walk, and you obviously were comfortable with the firearm. Good aim, too.”

      “I am...I was a cop,” she said.

      “That explains it. Listen, I just wanted to talk to you about a subject that may be a little delicate. Obviously, you've been used to leading your group, and I've been used to leading mine. I think we should talk about the command structure here just to prevent confusion in case we need to make a split-second decision.”

      “It's okay, you can have it,” she said in a hollow voice.

      “Are you sure?” Mack asked. He didn't expect her to surrender so quickly.

      “Sure, there are more of your people than there are of mine. It makes sense. And, to be honest, I'll be glad to have the weight off my shoulders. You'll get no problem from me, Mack. Let's just get to the city, then we can go our separate ways.” From her tone, it was clear she didn't want to speak anymore. So Mack dropped back in with the others and they continued.
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      After walking for the better part of a day, the group came to rest in a small thicket of trees. They were grateful to have not encountered any other bears or other wildlife, other than what they had caught for dinner. They also had not been in the vicinity of other people either, and so far, their journey had been as uneventful as they hoped for after all they already had been through. Mack's injury still was bothering him and he was glad for the opportunity to rest and let his body focus on the healing process. At first, he went to help the others set up camp, but stopped when Freddie ordered him to sit down. It occurred to Mack that Freddie could be quite assertive when he wanted to be, and Mack found it interesting that he was only this way when he was administering treatment, not when he was taking part in a discussion among equals. Maggie, Luis, Freddie, and Saul were the main ones setting up the camp. Grace was helping as well, but in a quiet moment Mack observed her pulling Hank away, and he was glad she was going to get whatever she needed off her chest.

      For a long time now Grace had been feeling a weight on her soul, and seeing Billy die only had exacerbated it. She had wanted to talk to Mack about it but, somehow, she hadn't been able to bring herself to talk to him, and there had been nobody else she wanted to talk about it with, until she had spotted Hank. The fact he was a preacher in what she saw as a godless world fascinated her, and she wondered how he could hold onto his faith in the face of a post-apocalyptic world.

      There were many questions residing in her soul that her own experience and rationality were not able to answer or reconcile. While she didn't know if Hank would be able to help her, she felt an inexorable pull toward him, and found herself asking for a moment of his time. She glanced back and saw Mack, and she hoped he wouldn't feel betrayed that she had gone to the preacher with her questions rather than to him. Hank and Grace walked away from the main group and stopped when they reached a thick tree. Grace leaned against it, trying to appear casual. Hank pulled up a broken log and used it as a stool. He folded his hands together in between his legs and looked at Grace expectantly.

      “So, what would you like to talk about?” he said.

      Grace squirmed and she felt like an idiot, wondering why she had asked Hank out here in the first place. She wrung her hands together and gazed up at the long branches, full of lush green leaves. “I'm not sure, really. I've never been a religious person. Never had the time for it, really. I had too many questions I just...ever since this happened I've been faced with a lot of different things, and I'm not sure I can make sense of all of them and, well, it's not like I can go on the internet and talk to people about them, which was my usual move, and I thought maybe, I don't know, aren't you guys supposed to be wise or something?”

      This seemed to amuse Hank and he chuckled. He had a warm laugh, and it instantly set Grace at ease. “I think we've just had good marketing in that area,” he said, his eyes twinkling.

      He had the air of a grandfather. Grace could imagine him surrounded by a big family, reading a story and having their complete attention. She wondered if he was, but now didn’t seem like the right time to ask.

      His tone turned serious, “We all have been faced with things over the past few weeks that we never thought we would experience, and the very nature of who we are has been put to the test. It's good that you're turning to other avenues to try answering your questions.”

      “I guess I just don't know what I'm supposed to feel. I mean, with Mr. Smith, we told you a lot, but we left out one thing. I had a chance to kill him, but Saul stopped me, and I don't know if I'm supposed to feel guilty about not killing him, or guilty because I was willing to do it. And then Billy in the institute...it was my fault that he went back in there, and I'm responsible for his death. I know killing is supposed to be wrong, but sometimes it seems like it's the only thing that makes sense, and I never thought I would think that. Back in the old life I never would have condoned killing, but now...and it just makes me wonder whether I've been a fraud all this time. I can't be sure of anything anymore,” she said, and the more she spoke the more the emotion welled up inside her and she found herself trembling with anxious energy.

      “In life, we can be faced with these decisions, ones that seem to come at us like a whirlwind and leave everything in disarray. I can assure you that you are not the only one who has been through this. I'm not sure I can tell you exactly what's right and what's wrong. Perhaps in this world that is something each of us has to come to terms with on our own, but I can tell you I have had to evaluate my position over the course of the last few weeks.” Grace widened her eyes in shock, for Hank was similar to Mack in that he seemed in control at all times.

      “Oh yes,” Hank said, noting her expression of disbelief. “I looked around and saw the world ending. Civilized people were losing their sanity and turning on each other, and even though we formed a group there were still tensions between some people. I wasn't sure if there was a place for myself or God in this world, and I was told more than once that God had abandoned us all. But seeing the suffering only made me realize that I'm needed now more than ever. I am a servant of God, and it's still my responsibility to carry his word forward. To me, that means I must treat others with respect and kindness, I must try helping them where I can and, if possible, share my supplies with them, and if they wish it, offer my counsel, my thoughts, and my prayers.”

      Grace mused over his words. “But what about killing? Have you been put into a position where you had to kill?”

      “Not yet, and I'm grateful for that. Honestly? I don't know what I'd do,” he said, and this answer surprised her.

      “I would like to think that I would be able to refrain from killing, but I know that if my friends’ lives were in danger, or if I could protect someone innocent, I would be tempted. Is it a sin to take a life to prevent someone else from being killed? I tend to take a liberal view of the Bible, which did annoy some of my colleagues. Ultimately, I think it is left to us to define the limits of the law. While I can't say what I would do in that situation, I do have faith that the Lord will give me the strength and courage to make the right decision.”

      “I wish I had faith,” Grace said. The words left her mouth before she was conscious of them, and she appeared a little embarrassed after she spoke.

      “Why is that?” Hank said, and waited patiently for an answer. Grace picked idly at the bark with her thumb and rolled her toes into the ground.

      “I guess I always hoped that there would be something more to life, and there never seemed to be. Sometimes, and I haven't told this to anyone,” she said, shooting Hank a look that made it clear he was not to share this under threat of her wrath, “I would get really lonely and I'd go and sit in a church, at the back, out of the way. Nobody saw me but I got to see them. I heard their prayers, heard them singing, and when I looked at them I was really envious of what they had. I mean, they had this look in their eyes like they were fulfilled and so, so happy, and I'm just not sure that I've ever felt that way, or if I ever will. But I know I can't just have faith.”

      “No, unfortunately, it doesn't work like that, but sometimes it comes when we least expect it, and I know you think nobody saw you in that church, but there is one person who did.” Grace crinkled her brow, and then furrowed it further as Hank pointed his finger into the sky.

      “I'm not sure about that,” she said, “and if he has been watching me my whole life then he's probably enjoying the joke.”

      “You know, sometimes God is trying to get in, but people don't let him. I'm not going to tell you to convert, and sometimes having faith isn't as easy as it seems, or always as happy as those people were in celebration, but it is rewarding. To me it's like having a support structure, something to lean on when I need it most. It’s something that strengthens me and fills me up. It makes me question the world and my place in it, but it also reassures me that I do fit in, and that if I am struggling then I just need to be patient and let God guide my soul.”

      “Do you think God has a plan for us all?”

      “I do, although I think a lot of people use that as an excuse to blame God for their own shortcomings. He does help those who help themselves, after all,” he said with a knowing smile. Grace smiled, too.

      “The first family we came across had an interesting theory. They said that this was all God's doing, that it was akin to The Great Flood and he soon would make his final judgment about us.”

      “I'm not sure I agree with them. I think us humans are capable enough of making trouble for ourselves without God's help,” he said, and the two of them laughed.

      When the laughter fell silent, Hank looked at Grace earnestly. “I'm always here if you have more questions, but I'd suggest that you meditate on it and look inside yourself. You never know what you may find.” With that he rose.

      Grace thanked him for all his help. He asked her if she wanted to go back to the camp, but she declined his offer, deciding to stay out by herself for a while longer. After Hank left, Grace looked up to the sky and wondered if God was there, looking down at her. She wished she could feel the rapture seizing her heart just as it had with those she had witnessed in church, but she only found herself asking the unanswerable questions, and finding only silence when she wished for a response.

      Back in the camp, things had settled down. Mack still was resting and Maggie was stoking the fire, leaning on her haunches. Luis had decided to steer clear of talking to her as she seemed shut off from everyone else. Hank and Freddie were a different matter, though, and he happily would chat with them, although he found himself alone. Grace and Hank had gone off, and Luis wondered if there was some conspiracy to leave him by himself. He'd decided he had spent too much time by himself. After he initially had set out on his travels he soon had grown tired of his own company and he was glad to have the constant companionship of the others.

      He did not know what he would do on his own. He was glad to let the others think he stuck with them due to loyalty, but the real reason he had not stayed behind when he had the chance was because he didn't know what he would do without them, and was happy to let Mack take the lead. If he stayed with Margaret he would have had to become a leader, and he wasn't sure he was up to the task.

      Indeed, even at that moment he was searching for a knife. He was sure he had seen Saul with it last. Mack pointed him in the direction that Saul and Freddie had gone, so Luis made his way there. He thought it strange that Saul would have gone off with Freddie as Saul never seemed to want to spend time with anyone. Luis figured Saul had to have had a friend at some point in his life and stranger things had been known to happen.

      Luis heard the faint sound of voices, so followed them until he saw Saul and Freddie sitting together, deep in conversation. He was about to announce his presence when he overheard what was being talked about.

      “You see, I've been having these feelings inside of me and I don't feel comfortable talking about them with the others. I know they have a certain idea of who and what I am, but the truth is I'm not that. I struggled a lot and I thought I could be different in this new world, make a new man of myself, but I'm not sure I can. It's been hard, and there are some times when I've butted heads with Mack especially. I know he's just trying to do what's right, and I hate myself for being such trouble, but I've done it before. I can’t help it, and then it starts the spiral again. I don't know, sometimes I just wish they hadn't found me in that river. I should have died that day, and I hate putting this all on your plate. I know this is probably the last thing you want. Bet you thought you'd finally escaped all this? It's not like you're a counselor anymore,” Saul said.

      “Actually, it's nice to be able to use my skills. I'm not exactly handy at the whole survival thing. Aside from my rudimentary knowledge of medicine, I'm hardly useful. But we're here to talk about you--” he said, and it was at this point that Luis wondered if he should announce himself before it was too late.

      However, he was aware Saul was a private person, and Luis did not think he would take kindly to this private interlude being eavesdropped upon. So, to avoid any awkwardness, Luis made a tactical withdrawal. When Luis returned to camp Mack asked him if he had found what he was looking for, but Luis said there was no sign of them.

      Eventually everyone returned to camp and Mack noticed that they all, with the notable exception of Maggie, seemed in better spirits.
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      After walking for another couple of days, always keeping an eye out for bears and other animals, they finally emerged on the other side of the forest, and were glad to see the road stretch out before them.

      Their walk through the remaining forest had been uneventful, and they were glad to have avoided contact with anyone, but while they had found a few streams and fruits to eat, their supplies were running low. The road that was open before them was littered with abandoned cars and there wasn't any sign of anyone. The sunlight caught the cars’ dirty metal and shone back in their faces. They made a point of checking the cars to see if there was anything useful in them, but most were empty. Occasionally, they found an energy bar or a packet of crackers, but most of the things in the cars they had no use for, such as maps of the area. It was strange to see these expensive vehicles abandoned. Now that they had no use, they had no value, and merely took up space. And although they offered rudimentary shelter, they were not comfortable to sleep in.

      “It looks like the freeway when we left it,” Freddie remarked.

      “Except there are fewer people shouting,” Hank said wryly.

      “I wonder how long they all stayed around there until they realized their cars weren't going to work anymore?”

      “Probably too long.”

      They turned and trudged along the road to the city. Although the road was harder on their feet than the natural ground of the forest, it was easier to walk through as they didn't have to continually push away branches or walk around thickets and thorny bushes. It had the added advantage of providing a clear view ahead. So, in theory, nothing would be able to sneak up on them.

      “I'm surprised we didn't see more people in the forest, given how many cars are out here,” Saul said.

      Luis looked at him, not giving any indication that he had overheard Saul's conversation with Freddie, but he also was unable to forget it. It made him look at Saul in a different way, and yet he did not want to treat Saul any differently. It was clear Saul wanted to keep that part of himself private.

      “I imagine most people were trying to make their way to the city,” Mack said. "If people had the choice between the forest and the city, I think we know which way most of them would choose. We'll come across them eventually,” he said with conviction.

      They walked along, making idle conversation and, soon enough, they grew bored of searching the cars as none of them seemed to contain anything different from the rest and it only took up their time. Now that they were on the road to the city they were filled with a new vigor to get there as quickly as possible, and had no time for distractions. The road was straight, but it was so long that even though they had been walking for hours it didn't seem as though they had made any progress. To their left was the forest, and on their right, were empty fields. Scattered around them were cars and, occasionally, they had to walk around them because they were obstructing the road, but everything was quiet and there were no signs of any other people.

      There was also no source of water, and although the group only took reserved sips from their bottles, they were all too aware that their water likely would run out before they reached the city. It would have been tragically poetic for them to fail before reaching their goal. As they staggered forward in the claustrophobic summer heat their shoulders slumped forward and the conversation dried up, as did their throats. The air shimmered and blurred before their eyes. Mack and Maggie noticed this and tried straightening their backs and increasing their pace, driving the others toward their goal. They, too, were feeling the strain of fatigue and thirst.

      In time, the city came into view. Over the horizon tall skyscrapers emerged, rising up into the heavens. From this distance the buildings still were faded shadows, almost ghosts of hopes that seemed like mirages, but upon seeing them the group whooped and clapped and slapped each other on the back in triumph. Though they still had a long way to go, just seeing the city felt like a victory in and of itself. Mack almost was surprised the skyscrapers still were standing and were not just smoldering ruins. However, it gave him hope that his faith in humanity was founded on something other than idealism, and that there were people who had come together and tried building a new life, a new society. He didn't yet know how he was going to use the city to get to Anna, but just being among that many people again surely would offer some opportunity. Seeing the city provided the group with some more impetus, and they walked with a little more speed in their steps, and a little more resistance to the thirst and hunger that was gnawing at them.

      However, after they had spent a while walking the city didn't seem to be getting any closer and they began getting disheartened again. They knew they would not make it to the city without loading up on supplies. So, they began raiding the cars again, although there were only slim pickings to be had. And yet, a little way up the road they spotted a small, squat building. It was unassuming, and its sandy walls almost went unnoticed until the group got closer and it became impossible to miss.

      As they realized what they had found, smiles spread across their faces, for they were standing in front of a gas station. The forecourt was a slightly different shade of gray than the road and, like the road, a few cars were scattered about. Four pumps were in the middle, with the nozzles languishing against the ground. Gas was yet another thing that had little use in this world, at least out here. There were skid marks on the forecourt and no shelter, so the sun beat down and made the tarmac sweat. Thin grass spread out around the building, in sharp contrast to the lush forest that lay on the other side of the road. There were two small windows in the building. Maggie ran up and peered through one, but it was too dark to see anything inside. She turned to the others and shrugged.

      “I can't see if there's anything worth taking,” she said.

      “May as well have a look,” Saul drawled. Mack gestured for Luis and Freddie to circle around the building while the rest of them headed inside, drawing their weapons.

      The narrow door was unlocked and opened outward. Mack placed his hand on the handle and slowly pulled it down, wincing at the creaking noise as he was afraid of alerting anyone inside who may have been unfriendly. After cracking open the door they moved in, one by one, their eyes adjusting to the light as the sun spilled into the store. They kicked up dust that twirled about in the light, then settled inside. There was a musty smell, as though the door hadn't been opened for a while, and as they moved farther inside the room they could see layers of dust coating empty shelves. The room was long and wide, with shelves running to each wall. A small counter stood to the right, again with empty shelves behind it. The entire place looked neglected.

      “I guess once people took what they wanted there wasn't any need to come here,” Maggie said in a low voice.

      “Still, it would make for a good shelter,” Mack said.

      They split off and investigated separate aisles, keeping an eye out for anyone who could have been lurking inside, but all they found were empty shelves. It seemed as though whatever supplies had been in this store long ago had been taken, which wasn't really surprising considering how many cars were outside. Presumably, many people had left their cars and ransacked this place before they went back to the city, or made their way in another direction. Still, it was disappointing as they had been hoping to find some respite, and the protection from the sun wasn't an adequate reward for finding the building.

      “Aha!” Saul said. Mack walked up to him and saw him straining to reach the back of a shelf. When he reached Saul, he had pulled out a can of peaches and wore a triumphant grin on his face.

      “In this world, even the small victories have to be celebrated,” he said, beaming as he put the can in his sack.

      This led the others to try the same tactic. While they did not gather an overwhelming amount of goods, they clapped each other on the back and shared smiles as their venture into this place had not been for naught. As Saul said, every victory had to be cherished. Both groups had seen enough misery that they were happy to take the win. It was only cans on food, however, there was no water to be seen. Freddie and Luis returned after circling the building and they had nothing to report. It seemed that there was no signs of life.

      “If I had a place like this I wouldn't leave it,” Hank said.

      “Maybe the owners got hurt trying to defend this place from the people who did all this,” Grace said, and that solemn thought sobered them all. Mack called out a greeting, but there was no response, and after the words left his lips Maggie rounded on him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she cried out in a harsh whisper.

      “Seeing if there's anyone around,” a flummoxed Mack replied.

      “You can't just go ahead and shout! You must be careful. People could be dangerous,” she added.

      “They also could be friendly. We can't spend our whole lives living in fear.”

      “And if we aren’t careful, your whole life isn't going to be very long.” She huffed and went back to searching for any other food, although by now it was apparent there literally was nothing left.

      Still, they were determined to make sure they had covered every inch of the store. So, they went behind the counter as well, and were disturbed only by the soft tinkling of door chimes. Instantly, they all drew their weapons and pointed it at the source of the sound, as a door opened and a woman walked out. She was short of stature with light blonde hair that came down to her shoulders. She wore glasses, which rested on her button nose. Mack placed her as early twenties at the latest. She had a rotund physique and a cheery smile, and she didn't seem to flinch at all even though multiple guns were pointed at her head.

      “Hello,” she said brightly, “Sorry it took me a while to come out, but I did hear you. I'm Eleanor, by the way.” She blinked at them and folded her hands in front of her.

      The group looked at each other, disarmed by her friendliness, as it wasn't what they had been expecting at all, and even her presence was a delight. Mack introduced himself and the others, and he noticed Maggie remained guarded and looked at Eleanor with suspicion.

      “We're sorry for taking your food, we didn't think there was anyone here,” Mack said.

      “Oh, don't you worry about that. Most of it was gone when the people all left their cars and made their way to the city. Frankly, I'm surprised you managed to find anything at all. I haven't had much cause to clean around here lately. My father and I managed to hide some at the back. So, we've had enough food and, to be honest, the diet is doing me some good,” she said, tilting her head to the side as she tittered with laughter.

      “So, there's two of you here?” Mack asked, peering behind her, but she had closed the door.

      “Yes, just me and Pop, it's been that way for a long time. He's been running this station for, well, longer than I've been on this Earth.”

      “So, that's why you chose to stay here rather than try making it to the city?” Mack asked. Eleanor sighed before she answered.

      “Yeah, and Pop didn't think there would be much waiting for us in the city anyway. Said that people went mad, and the more there were the madder they got, and we saw a lot of that here. You should have seen them when it all happened. You'd have thought the world was ending with the way they carried on. Came in here, shouting and yelling and took whatever they wanted. There wasn't a damn thing we could do to stop them. Tried calling the cops, but the phones were dead, and they probably had too many other things to deal with.

      “Before we knew it, all the people were gone and nobody really bothered us after that. They all went stampeding back to the city...some people, some of the nice ones, asked us if we wanted to join them, but this is our home. It's the only home I've ever known, and I can't leave it. Besides, Pop wasn't going to leave either, and I'm not going anywhere without him. But you're welcome to stay for a while,” she said.

      Mack was touched by this show of devotion between family and he accepted her offer, although immediately he was aware of Maggie huffing. He smiled at Eleanor and then turned to have a quiet word with Maggie.

      “What's the problem?” he asked.

      “We should be on our way, not wasting our time in some halfway house like this,” Maggie said, scowling.

      “You never should refuse hospitality from a stranger,” Mack said, smiling, and left Maggie feeling infuriated. With that it was decided they would stay for a little while in the empty, ghost-like gas station.
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      “Please, make yourselves comfortable. I know this isn't exactly a living room here, but my home is your home. That's what Pop always used to tell me. We had to be kind to strangers because we're all strangers until we meet each other. I always thought that was funny. Like how, at one point, you never actually knew your closest friends until you met. Not that I had many close friends. There was Marie back at school, but we lost touch.

      “Pop needed my help here, so I had to leave high school. I didn't mind so much. He taught me all I knew anyway. He's smarter than any other teacher I ever had. We had some regulars as well, and they were like friends to me, although we never saw them after all the electricity stopped working. Thought maybe one or two of them might have come around to check on us, but they must have had other things to worry about. But that's another reason why Pop tried to help everyone, because he wanted to be kind to them, but they were so loud and violent and they just took everything and fought with themselves. It was like a whirlwind. But you people don't seem like that. It's calm now, and peaceful. I like that.

      “Where have you come from? Are you going to the city as well, or are you going to the forest? Pop used to take me camping sometimes, late at night, and we would stare up at the stars. Sometimes, he would take me on trips to the city as well, but I didn't like those as much. It was too loud and noisy for me. All those people...I couldn't hear myself think. Still, there was lots to do and see. I think, at one point, Pop was afraid I was going to leave him for the city, but I never could have done that. My place always has been here.

      “I bet it's exciting traveling around like you have been. Can you tell me all about your adventures? I'd love to hear! I have a few books here, but I've read them all by now. As you can imagine, it gets a bit boring with just me and Pop around. We're kind of used to it, but it used to be nice when people would come in and say hello to us, and that doesn't happen anymore because people just don't need gas,” Eleanor said breathlessly.

      She went to the counter and pulled out a can opener, which she handed to Saul, who had pulled out the can of peaches and was about to impale it with a knife. He stared at her as she moved through the store and leaned against the counter, looking at Mack and the others expectantly.

      Mack glanced toward Maggie and noted the expression on her face. Eleanor seemed hyper, and while it was easy to put down her stream of conversation given she had been stuck here with nobody but her Pop for company, Mack did notice a slight twitch in her demeanor that gave him cause for concern. Since he was looking at her carefully, Grace noticed nobody was speaking. So, she took up the slack and told Eleanor all about the places and people they had met along the way, with Hank adding to the story with his group's adventures. Eleanor stared wide-eyed at all they had experienced and, by the end of it, she looked as exhausted as the others felt.

      “You all have been through a lot. Well, I can promise you won't find anything here but friendliness. I think it's so sad that there are people out there who just want to hurt other people. It doesn't serve any purpose, and it's just a selfish thing to do. People only think of themselves, and it's not right. It's not right at all. And being attacked by a bear...well, Pop always did tell me there were monsters in the woods. That's why we only camped a little way into the forest, not far from the road. It was still nice, even though I could hear the cars driving by, so I couldn't escape the world completely. That's the biggest difference between then and now, the noises. The world is so quiet now. It's funny to realize all the sounds that are in the world that you don't really notice until they're not there anymore.

      “It was good of you to help those people in the mental institution, though. We used to have some people come through who were visiting their relatives or friends in that place, not that Pop and I ever went there ourselves, as we had no need to do so.  I passed by the building a few times, and it always scared me.  I'm glad that nothing like that has happened to me because I don't think I'd be able to handle it. I like just living here with Pop, just the two of us, it's nice and simple. Are you sure you want to go on to the city? You know there just are going to be more people doing more horrible things. There's not much room for you to stay here, but I'm sure you could find somewhere else?” she suggested, with a hopeful look on her face.

      “I'm sure there are, but we have people we want to find, and I think we all want to feel like a part of the world again. It's been isolated, being in this forest. Hopefully, when we get to the city we can have a better idea of what's going on, and maybe even get some news of the outside world,” Mack said.

      “Pop and I never much cared for the outside world. He said too many people spend their time thinking about what they don't have and what's out there that they miss everything they have in front of them. I can't say I disagree. I'm happy to be here in my own little world, and we'll see what happens,” Eleanor replied, smiling contentedly.

      “But don't you have dreams of your own? Maybe something that wouldn't have been possible before the rules of the world changed?” Luis asked. Eleanor scrunched up her face as she thought about it, then shook her head vehemently. As she did this Mack thought she looked even younger than he initially had assumed.

      “Not really...my place is here, and this is where I have to stay. That much hasn't changed. I don't think I ever could leave here. I don't know what I would do with myself. It's not the most amazing place in the world, I admit that, but it is my home and it holds a special place in my heart,” she said, looking around the store with a wistful look on her face.

      She smiled calmly and silence settled over them all. Grace moved to the counter and talked to Eleanor again. Grace assumed she and Eleanor were about the same age, and yet there seemed to be a marked difference between them. Grace felt harder and more weathered than Eleanor seemed to be, who still had a flighty look about herself, as though she had been cloaked and protected from the world. Perhaps that was because she had a father to look after her, Grace had thought, and felt an old hollowness return.

      The empty ache once had pervaded her soul, but, over time, she had learned to ignore it and push it away. However, on occasion, it returned, and she felt incredibly alone, all because no parents had claimed her when she was a child. Not like with Eleanor, who seemed to have an almost overly dependent relationship with her Pop, which was, in some ways, understandable, given where they lived. In some ways, Grace was envious of what Eleanor had. Grace never would know that kind of closeness and unconditional love that came from a parent.

      While they continued chatting Mack circled around to Maggie and leaned in, speaking low.

      “What do you think? You were a cop, you must be good at reading body language, too,” he said.

      Maggie looked at him out of the corner of her eye, then shifted her gaze back to the crowd around the counter, focusing on Eleanor. Eleanor's eyes were flitting between everyone, and she wore a constant smile, but occasionally her gaze did return to the door from which she had emerged. Her hands were gripping the edge of the counter and she continually shifted her weight from foot to foot.

      “There's definitely something amiss,” Maggie said. “She's speaking really quickly, and that could be a sign that she's trying to hide something, or that she's nervous. Then again, she seems to have been on her own for a while, well, just with her father.”

      “Yes,” Mack murmured, “but don't you think it's strange that he hasn't shown himself? You'd think for someone who loves this place so much, and is clearly protective of his daughter by not wanting to run away from the city, that he would have come out to investigate and see the kind of people who were standing in his gas station.”

      “Maybe he was broken by all the people who came here and took everything? Maybe he's too scared?” Maggie suggested.

      “Maybe,” Mack said, “but I think I'm going to find out for myself. Make sure she doesn't notice what I'm doing,” he said, and moved off before Maggie could ask him what he was doing.

      She scowled once again, and joined the rest of the crowd, interrupting Grace loudly to capture Eleanor's attention and distract her from Mack, who quickly slipped through the door toward the back of the gas station. The air was cooler and there were fewer lights here, so Mack had to wait for his eyes to adjust. He hated thinking the worst of Eleanor, but he knew how isolation could change people, and he had a responsibility to keep the group safe. That was the burden of leadership and one he carried on his shoulders willingly.

      He stepped forward slowly, making sure his footsteps made no sound. He wasn't sure what he would find, but definitely something was wrong. There was a narrow window at the end of the corridor and a doorway into another room. Boxes were stacked beside him, and he noticed they were mostly full. The people who ransacked the place must have been too preoccupied to think beyond what was in front of them. In a way, he was glad Eleanor had these supplies because she didn't strike him as the type who would be able to last long in the wilderness.

      As he moved down the small corridor Mack noticed the air’s scent began changing, and when he came to the door he saw the reason why. Air fresheners were hanging from the ceiling and the doorway. Mack stifled a cough as the scent of lavender mingled with the stale air, and he furrowed his brow as he tried figuring out why these would have been placed here. Glancing over his shoulder, there was still no sign of Eleanor. So, it seemed as though Maggie was doing her job, but there were no other sounds back here either.

      Mack was beginning to wonder if Pop was even real, or if he was a figment of Eleanor's imagination. His feet creaked against the floorboards. He stopped outside the doorway and peered around, not sure what to expect. There was a high window, which let a little light in and Mack could make out a figure sitting in a chair with his back turned to the doorway. He breathed with relief, and thought that perhaps Maggie was right, and Pop just had been too scared to come out.

      “Pop?” Mack said tentatively, “It's okay, I'm not going to hurt you. We're friendly. Eleanor has welcomed us into your home and she's spoken so much of you that I wanted to meet you myself.”

      However, there was no reply from the man in the chair, and suddenly Mack was aware of a smell that had become all too familiar; the stench of death. Even the air fresheners were not powerful enough to cover up that smell, and the closer Mack got to the body the more he was filled with dread. He moved around to face Pop, and gasped when he saw what was sitting before him. The rotting flesh was gray and sunken, and there was a hole in his forehead that was caked with blood. His jaw hung open and his eyes were staring out into oblivion. His hands were folded into his lap and his fingers still were wrapped around the trigger of a pistol. Mack closed his eyes and wished that when he opened them again the sight would have disappeared, but it had not. The body sat there, dead, infecting the air with its necrotic stench. Mack now realized why Eleanor had been speaking so much of Pop.

      He made his way back through the corridor and wished that the smell of death was easy to rid from his nose. He closed the door behind him and skulked around the back of the shelves. Maggie noticed him return, so she excused herself from the conversation she had started and returned to Mack's side.

      “Pop's dead. Bullet hole in his head. She's propped him up in a chair and hung air fresheners around him. He's been dead for a while. It's not a pretty sight,” he said, and as soon as he had finished talking Maggie whipped out her gun and pointed it at Eleanor, silencing the conversation.

      The others, who all had been talking to Eleanor, too, and had not noticed Mack slip out to perform his investigation, looked shocked. They had seen nothing suspicious about Eleanor's behavior at all, and wondered what on Earth had provoked Maggie into taking such an action. Indeed, Grace, Luis, and Saul wondered if it was not Maggie who they should mistrust, but their fears were allayed when they saw equally shocked looks on the faces of Maggie's companions as well. Then all eyes turned from Maggie to Eleanor, who slowly raised her hands. Her lip started trembling as well. Maggie's hands did not waver, just as they had not wavered when she first had introduced herself to the group, and the barrel of the gun was pointing straight at Eleanor.
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      Mack knew what it was like to stare down the barrel of a gun, so he felt sympathy for Eleanor. He wasn't sure he would have handled the situation in the same way as Maggie, but they needed to get at the truth. Maggie's way was blunt, but he was sure it would be effective. Besides, she had responded so quickly there had been no time for him to stop her. Now he had to let the scene play out from there.

      When Maggie pointed the gun, everyone around the counter, except for Eleanor, had moved away, out of the line of fire. Eleanor raised her hands and looked scared and vulnerable. Every part of her body was shaking. Mack knew Maggie had assumed Eleanor killed her father. Then because of the guilt had created this fantasy that he still was alive and still spoke of him; her broken mind couldn't bear the thought that she had killed him. Mack didn't believe that was the case, though. Eleanor didn't strike him as the type to murder anyone, not even when pressed against a corner, and the way she reacted now gave that theory more credence.

      “I have nothing to take...you have everything. I thought you weren't like the others,” she mumbled through her sobs.

      Tears streamed down her face and her breath caught in her throat as she tried choking back her tears. Everyone could see her hands were shaking. “What do you want?” she asked.

      “Yeah, what's going on?” Grace asked, challenging Maggie. “She hasn't done anything to us, why are you doing this?”

      “She knows what she's done,” Maggie said, tightening her grip on the gun.

      She had both hands wrapped around the weapon and her legs spread out, giving her a good stance. Her eyes followed the line of the bullet, and it was pointed straight at Eleanor’s center mass. Maggie knew too many people tried going for the head shot when the middle of the body was an easier target. It was equally as deadly since there were so many organs that could be damaged and should be considered first aim, when trying to stop someone. Real life wasn't like in the movies, where people could shrug off a bullet wound and carry on running even as they were bleeding out. No, real life was much different, and much more dangerous.

      “I think you can put down the gun now,” Mack said in a calm, even tone. Maggie glared at him. It was the only time she broke her glance, and Eleanor was glad to not feel Maggie's eyes boring into her.

      “She's not going to pose us any trouble. She's terrified. Let's just talk and see what's been happening here.” Reluctantly, Maggie lowered the weapon as Mack walked forward to the counter and leaned over it, looking at Eleanor.

      She started lowering her hands and Mack nodded, giving her permission. Eleanor's arms wrapped around her body and her head dropped down. She wiped her eyes and sniffed back her tears, looking entirely vulnerable, standing alone behind the counter. All eyes were on her once again.

      “Eleanor,” Mack began, “nobody is going to hurt you. I'm sorry if we gave you that impression. I didn't mean to scare you. But we've told you what has happened to us. We must be on our guard in case we find anything amiss and, well, we have. Why don't you tell us what happened to your father, to Pop?” he implored.

      At the mention of her father, Eleanor's eyes lit up, and within them Mack saw the pain and anguish that resided within her soul, the hurt that had prompted her to keep her father's body in that room and pretend he was still alive.

      “What do you mean? He's fine. If you're wondering why he hasn't come out, then he's probably just gone for one of his walks. He likes to take walks, says that fresh air is good for the soul. And sometimes he meets people. Well, not so much anymore, but he used to, and that's how he made friends. He always comes back and tells me what he's found on his walks. I'm sure he'll be back soon, and you all can meet him. He'll be glad to see you.

      “Well, he might be a little gruff at first, but that's just his way. He wasn't always the best with people, but he's a good man, and he won't be angry that you are here. I know you all are nice people, and I won't tell them about what just happened. It was just a misunderstanding, wasn't it?” she had a hopeful look in her eyes as she said it. Yet, even she knew the truth would have to come out, and her words faltered as they left her lips.

      “Eleanor, I saw him,” Mack said, and just from the way he said her name she knew that, somehow, he had discovered the truth and there was no point in hiding it anymore.

      But before she spoke the sudden realization that she would have to emerge from her chrysalis of denial caused a flood of tears to course down her face. She wept bitterly and loudly, making the others feel awkward. It was Grace who pulled out some cloth and went to Eleanor's aid, putting an arm around her shoulder. She held the cloth to her nose as Eleanor blew into it, her shuddering, shaking body trying to divorce itself from the sorrow in her soul. Thanks to the comfort offered by Grace, Eleanor was able to calm down and breathe a little more easily, and she began speaking again. Her eyes glistened as she looked at Mack and the others and told her story.

      “It happened just like I said it did. The day it all ended, when the electricity went out, there were so many people outside. We went out and tried talking to people. We were just as confused as they were. Pop hoped we all could help each other. Some of the people we knew, but others we didn't. People were so frightened and angry. They started arguing with themselves. Some of them thought the city would be sending help and others said this was the end, and everyone was out for themselves. It was so loud and I was frightened, and Pop tried to reason with them. We all stopped when we saw a plane in the distance come crashing down, and that's what drove people into a frenzy. We knew our lives were in danger.

      “Some people just went straight to the city, others got back in their cars and tried driving away. When they couldn’t, they began pulling their engines apart to see what was happening. Some people were running around asking to check everyone's phone to see if they could get a message through, but nobody knew anything. Pop invited people to come in here to talk about things, and work out a plan, but then people started to change.

      “They suddenly realized we had food and water. Pop tried to reason with them, tried to warn them that it wasn't the way to do things, that there was enough for everybody if we just talked about it, but they didn't listen. They came in, and once a few people started doing it, the others joined in because they knew if they didn't, they'd go away empty-handed. Pop tried stopping them, but he just was pushed aside and trampled. I cowered in the corner, frightened, just wanting it all to end.”

      She took a breath, and then continued. “Then when it was all over, Pop came crawling over to me and hugged me. He was bloodied and bruised, and by this point, everyone had shuffled off. Even the people we knew, the ones we had considered friends, were so ashamed of their actions that they didn't even ask how we were. They just left us alone, and everyone went their separate ways. When we got back inside we looked at the empty and broken shelves and just cried together. It was kinda funny, really. I always had been afraid of being robbed, but the cash was still in the register. It's still there now. I guess it's just useless paper.

      “Pop was really down after that. I think it shook him, seeing how quickly people could turn into animals when he always tried telling me that if we just tried being good, we could help each other and the world would be a better place. We tried talking about our plan, but he didn't want to be anywhere near people, not after that, not after what he had seen them do. I couldn't blame him. I didn't want to be anywhere near them either.

      “I just wanted to be with my Pop. And he said everything was going to be okay. He said he would take care of me. He said he never would leave me. He said it always would be me and him against the world. And for a short time it was. We spent our days together, always watching out for people, but nobody came along. Sometimes we'd hear something in the distance, but it never amounted to anything. Then one day I was out walking, just getting some fresh air, when I heard a gunshot.

      “I ran back, afraid somebody else had tried stealing from us, but there was nobody here. I called out for Pop, but he didn't answer. Then I...then I found him, like that, fallen over the side of the chair, with a hole in his head. He said he never would leave me, but he lied to me. He lied...he'd never lied to me before. He didn’t leave a note or anything. He just went away, just like that, without even saying goodbye, but I knew I couldn't leave him. I can't leave him. I can't survive this world without him. So, I put him in his chair and, I know it's not real, but it's like he's still here, and I just miss my Pop so bad...” she said, and collapsed into tears again. She fell into Grace's arms and shook tremulously as she let out all the sadness that had been building up inside of her. She was glad finally to have the respite of another person after being in the gas station all by herself ever since her father had abandoned her.

      Grace soothed her by rubbing her back and looked up at Mack, who had a troubled look on his face. After a time, Grace managed to extricate herself from Eleanor's grasp. Saul offered her the can of peaches, which she accepted gratefully. Eating them managed to quell the sobs for a little bit while the group moved away and discussed the matter between themselves.

      “What should we do?” Mack asked.

      “What do you mean? She's been alright here until now. It's not our problem. We can't be expected to help everyone we come across,” Maggie said, “we have our own problems.”

      “You can't just leave her here! She's been abandoned by her father. She's like an abandoned child, really, and anyone could come along,” Grace said. Maggie flinched, and only Mack noticed, but he did not question Maggie further about it because they had to talk about Eleanor first.

      “She has some supplies here,” Mack said, “but they're not going to last indefinitely, and I'm not sure she has the mentality to survive by herself.  I think we should try convincing her to come with us. That's the best chance she has at surviving.”

      “Didn't you hear her? She ain't going anywhere, and I'm not going to drag a corpse with us,” Saul said.

      “She does seem unnervingly attached to her father. It would be a difficult thing to convince her to leave,” Hank said.

      “I don't think we can make the decision for her, but you are quite persuasive, Mack. So, if you want to try, I'm happy to have her come along with us. I don't like the idea of her staying here anymore than you,” Luis said, and Freddie nodded his agreement.

      “This is something that has to be a group decision, so we'll put it to a vote,” Mack said. The only two contrary votes were from Maggie and Saul, so Mack went up to Eleanor and tried speaking gently to her.

      “I know you want to stay here with your father, but surely you must see you can't stay here forever. If you'd like, you can come with us. We'll keep you safe, and maybe you can find a new home.”

      But Eleanor shook her head vehemently. “No, my home is here. Thank you for the offer, but I can't leave. There's nothing that could make me see differently. My place is here, with him. He died here, and so will I. I'm sorry, but that's my final decision, and there's nothing you can say that will change my mind.”

      As Mack looked into her eyes, he knew she was right, although it weighed heavily on his heart. He hated the thought of another soul being lost in this world. He helped Eleanor up, and the group bid their farewells, deciding it was best they got on their way. Eleanor provided them with some more supplies, including more water that she fetched from the back. Mack was surprised at this, and thanked her for her gracious gift. Eleanor just said she only was doing what her father would have done. She also gave Saul a can of peaches to replace the one he had given her, and his face lit up again. She even received a hug, which took everyone by surprise.

      They bid their farewells and the group soon was on their way again. As the door closed behind them Eleanor smiled and hoped they would find their way. Then, she opened a can, got a fork, and went to the back room. She dug the fork into the can and raised it to her father's mouth.

      “So Pop, I have some interesting news today. These people came into the gas station! There were seven of them and most of them were nice, and no, don't worry, they didn't take anything. But they told me some exciting stories. Would you like to hear them?” And there she stayed, in the small, squat building by the side of the road, living in her own little world, the only world she ever had known.
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      With heavy hearts, they left Eleanor behind. Grace, in particular, was feeling glum as she felt something of a kinship with the young woman who lived at the gas station. Her own parents had abandoned her. So, she knew what it was like to feel alone and, in some ways, Eleanor had it even worse as she had known what it was to be loved by a father, whereas Grace had no idea. It brought to mind the oft-quoted Alfred Lord Tennyson line, 'It is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all,' but judging from Eleanor's reaction, Grace wasn't sure Queen Victoria’s poet laureate had been correct. To have nothing to miss meant there was less pain, and although Eleanor still had her memories of time spent with her Pop, they only would serve to bring forward the sadness, time and time again. Grace, in contrast, had a void where her heart should have been. For a while they moved along without any words between them, until Freddie spoke up.

      “I wish we could have helped her more,” he said.

      “Sometimes you can't help people if they won't let you,” Luis replied.

      “I know,” Freddie continued, “but it's clear she's grieving. What she really needs is some counseling. I wish I could have done more for her. It seems a shame to leave her behind, knowing she's in that gas station all alone. We pretty much can tell what's going to happen.”

      “You never know,” Mack said, “some people are resourceful, and someone else may come along who is able to do her some good. None of us know what is going to happen to her, but at least we were there to offer our aid, and to let her talk about what had happened.”

      “It's still pretty messed up if you ask me,” Saul said.

      “I mean, keeping her father’s dead body in a room like that. I'm glad you saw it, and not me, Mack. I don't think I would have been able to keep my lunch down. It must have smelled awful. How does she manage to stay near it?” he said, shaking his head.

      “Some people have strange ways to deal with death,” Hank said, “and it's hard for people to let go.”

      “I suppose you believe in the eternal soul, don't you? And that we're all going to be lifted up to the heavens when we die?” Saul said, with a smirk on his face.

      “Not all of us,” Hank replied with a wink, and Saul laughed heartily.

      “So then, preacher,” Saul said, dropping his face to fall in line with Hank’s.

      This meant that Grace, who had been walking by Hank's side, was pushed out of the way, much to her chagrin. She glared at Saul, but he didn't seem to notice.

      “What are the rules for this new world? Do the Ten Commandments still hold true? Because I think we're all being classed as sinners, and from what I've done in my life, I know I'm heading straight to hell. Is there any chance of redemption for any of us?”

      “I think there's redemption for all of us. This world is still the world, and we're still human beings. Whatever challenges we face we should face them with love in our hearts. Eleanor may have been misguided due to her grief, but she listened to her father's words about greeting strangers as though they were friends, and in that she was right. It's just saddening to hear there was so much chaos in the initial outbreak, and that her father was unable to deal with the shattering of his worldview. I think that is what's going to cause the most trouble in the world at the moment, people who seek to hold onto what has slipped away. Just like Eleanor has to accept the death of her father, people have to accept the changing of the world.”

      “I still can't believe he would abandon her like that,” Grace said. “I mean, what kind of parent just does that? Says that they'll be there for their kid, and then shoots themselves, without even saying goodbye? I can't believe, after everything Eleanor told us, that he would do that without leaving a note.”

      “People act in different ways,” Freddie said. “Without knowing the man, it's hard to give a professional diagnosis, but I imagine he was struggling to deal with how the world had changed. Probably all his beliefs about people, and his confidence in the stability of the world had been shaken. It must have been like the rug was swept out from underneath him. And remember, Eleanor said her father had owned the gas station since before she was born. It obviously meant a great deal to him, but his entire purpose in the world had been rendered obsolete. Some people can't handle that.”

      “What about his purpose of being Eleanor's father?” Grace said sharply. Freddie shrugged.

      “That, I can't answer. Maybe he thought she would be better off without him. Maybe he didn't think they would be able to make it through. Maybe he killed himself so she would have more food to eat. It's impossible to tell. Either way, I feel sorry that Eleanor had to discover his body on her own. I can't imagine what it was like for her. She already had lost everything, and now the only thing she had to remember her father by, the gas station, is now just an empty building.”

      “I still think any parent who abandons their child, especially in a time like this, is just being selfish. They have a responsibility to look after their children and they can't just choose not to do so,” Grace added. Maggie, who was walking at the front of the group, blinked harshly and her hands clenched by her sides as she listened to Grace's words. Mack walked up to her.

      “You know, you didn't have to draw your gun on her,” he said, trying to speak lightly, but she snapped at him in response, and he regretted they had not been able to connect yet.

      “I thought she was dangerous. You told me you found him with a bullet in his head. I think I was within my rights to infer she was the one who had done it.”

      “I never said you weren't. I just was trying to make a point about how you go about doing things. Personally, I believe in talking first, then drawing weapons later. I don't want to be getting into fights all the time because eventually we're going to lose.”

      “And how is that working out for you so far?” she asked.

      “I'm still here,” Mack said, smiling. “Look, you have your way of doing things, and I have mine and that's fine, but it seems to me that sometimes you're looking for a fight. I've noticed you've been tense ever since we met...probably before then, too. If there's anything you want to talk about I've been known to be a good listener, and we're all friends here so--”

      “No Mack, we're not friends, and I don't get how you can be so calm in this world. Everything has fallen apart, and you're treating it like it's some big adventure. You've been captured, you've been attacked by a bear, you've almost died, how are you still holding it together? I don't get how it's so easy for you. You can't just trust people, or accept them, or walk around with your guard down. That's not what you're supposed to do in a world like this. It's full of danger wrapped up in death and the moment I let my guard down is the moment I die.

      “You can think we're all just one big, happy family if you like, but the truth is we're just a few strangers who bumped into each other and happen to be going in the same direction. Once we get there I'm going my way and you're going yours. The others can do what they like, but I have something I've gotta do and you have a wife to find. So, let's just get to the city. Then we can say our goodbyes, and you won't have to worry about me drawing guns anymore, and we'll see how long you manage to last with your attitude.”

      With that she stormed off quickly and walked ahead. Mack shook his head and was half-tempted to follow her because it was clear she had something on her mind. He suspected that she lashed out at him a result of something else that was nagging at her. He dropped back and gestured to Freddie to come over to him.

      “Maggie...is there something going on with her, something I should know about? She seems on edge a lot. Has she always been like this?” he asked. Freddie frowned and a shadow came over his face.

      “When we all first met, she seemed distracted. It wasn't until we were on the road that she started assuming the role of leader. The others before her, they kept arguing and couldn't get anything decided, so she took over. Told them all she used to be a cop, and they respected that. From then on, she was the one in charge. But then the prison happened and I think it just...whatever hope she had died with the rest of the people in our group. I'm sure the same thing would have happened to you if Saul or Luis or Grace had been killed. We barely made it out of there, and it's taking its toll. I've tried speaking to her about it, but I guess you can see how stubborn she is. She shuts me down every time I try. Hank has tried as well, but she has even less time for him. I don't think she has any faith in God left, if she ever did. Heck, I don't think she has much faith left in anything.”

      “Thanks, it's tough on us all. I just wish she could see that the only way through it is to work together.”

      “I think she does know it, deep down, but she's been burned before. We were a close group, and to see so many of them killed like that, it kinda makes you wonder if it's even worth making friends if people are just going to die. How's the shoulder by the way?”

      “Oh, yeah, it's fine. Thanks for asking. Still a little sore but, thanks to you, it'll be as good as new.”

      “Just glad I could help,” Freddie grinned. Then the smile disappeared as his eyes turned to Maggie, and then Saul. “I just wish the wounds of the mind could be healed as easily.” Mack found himself agreeing, and he hoped he could get through to Maggie before they parted ways. She clearly was tough and a survivor, but he hated the idea of people losing themselves because of this world.

      They continued down the long road to the city without any disturbances, and kept their eyes fixed on the goal ahead. However, it was going to take them more than the rest of the day to get there. So, when darkness approached, and they began to yawn, they decided to set up camp. They arranged the blankets under the stars and set up a small fire by the side of the road deciding that, since they had not seen anyone else, they did not need to bother going into the forest to find a secluded spot. They passed around a few cans of food Eleanor had given them and toasted her as they drank their water. Saul shared the peaches as well, and they each enjoyed the soft juiciness of the fruit.

      As they settled down to sleep Grace noticed Hank moving away, kneeling down, and clasping his hands in prayer. She walked over to him, slowly getting closer. Hank sensed her movements and smiled at her.

      “Would you like to join?” he asked.

      “I think I'll just listen if you don't mind,” Grace said, and settled down next to him as she listened to Hank pray.

      “Dear Lord, thank you for helping me and my companions make it through another day. Thank you for watching over the world, even though it is in a desperate state and people are finding it hard to hold onto themselves. I ask you to give us the strength to continue and stay true to ourselves, and to watch over those who need to feel the touch of your love. Especially Eleanor, who has suffered a great loss, and is in much pain. I am, as always, your humble servant. Amen.” After he was finished he kept his head bowed for a few silent moments, and then turned to Grace, smiling warmly at her.

      The following morning, they rose early and walked toward the city. The skyscrapers loomed before them, and as they approached the city’s details became clearer and the jumble of abandoned cars became denser. There still were no signs of other people, and Eleanor had been right in pointing out the absence of noise. It was strange not to hear the usual sounds of the city or any cars driving by, and it made them all feel unsettled. They slowed their pace as they walked up the main road and passed the welcome sign. They read the population number with much sorrow for they were sure that it had declined dramatically. As well as cars, there were trucks and motorcycles, too, all abandoned in a hurry.

      The road led to the entrance of the city, and as they came closer to the buildings they could see the scars left from rioting; bullet holes, dead bodies, char marks, and graffiti. It was a sad sight, and it filled them all with misgivings. There was a danger that the city would be akin to a war zone, but each of them secretly had pushed that fear aside, hoping Mack was right and people had rebuilt society. However, now that they were here they had to prepare for the possibility that they had left the relative safety of the forest for a menacing, hazardous area. Indeed, they were standing by a rudimentary barrier built from furniture and other objects, including things that once had been expensive, such as televisions.

      “We should be careful. Let's go slow, keep your eyes peeled, and don't lose sight of anyone. We have no idea what we're walking into,” Mack said.

      Then he looked over at Maggie, who nodded her agreement. It seemed like the first time they had agreed on anything. However, Saul had different ideas and thought they should throw caution to the wind.

      “We've been waiting to get here for weeks, and now you want to take it slow? We're here now, let's just go in. Whatever is waiting for us will be waiting for us if we move slow or fast. We've been walking long enough.”

      But Mack still had his reservations, and as he looked at the barrier he couldn't help but think...was it there to keep people out, or to keep people in?
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      Saul still was adamant they should make their way into the city and announce their presence, but Mack and Maggie were trying to talk him down. It took Freddie going over to him and leaning an arm on his shoulder. This took Mack and Grace by surprise, but for Luis, who had overheard the two of them, it was natural.

      “Saul, come on, we don't need to be acting aggressive right now. The smart thing is to take our time and be patient. We're going to get into the city, and whatever is waiting for us we'll face it together. We'll take our time and there's no need to rush into anything. Remember the breathing exercises I showed you? Let's do those now, and we just can take everything as it comes,” he said, and gestured the breathing to Saul, who joined in.

      They breathed deeply in and out, and Saul seemed to calm down as Freddie dropped his voice and led him away from the rest of the group to counsel him in relative privacy. Meanwhile, the others inspected the barrier and were shocked to see some of the things that had been included in it. It seemed as though the houses had been looted to build the barrier.

      “Who do you think built it?” Maggie asked.

      “I don't know, but it doesn't seem as though they're here now. You'd think if it was that important it would be guarded, but I'm not seeing any signs of anyone,” Mack said. He looked up at the houses and apartment complexes around him, trying to see any sign of life in the windows, but there was nothing.

      Still, it felt good to be in a city again, among man-made structures, as it made him think about his wife and made him feel connected to her even over the vast distance that separated them. The barrier was more than six feet tall, and was an impressive structure, but Mack was worried that it even was necessary. There was a small gap in the middle, which they walked through slowly, staying in single file against the side of the building. No sounds greeted their ears, and the streets were barren. It was unsettling, and although none of them were sure what they had expected, this was not it.

      “I thought there would be more people around,” Luis said.

      “Maybe they're all hiding,” Mack said, or maybe they're dead, he thought, but left that thought unspoken.

      There was no telling exactly what had happened here, but Mack assumed there would be more people around, and by now he had hoped to have been greeted by someone. But there was nobody, and it made his hopes falter. If there was nothing to help him in the city, it would be a long time until he made his way back to his wife, perhaps never. The thought of never seeing her again was unbearable. He reached into a pocket of his jeans and felt the photo of his wife, which now was tattered. Would this be all he had to remember her by? After coming such a long way, it was a strange feeling to be standing in the city, and yet feeling so...empty, as though they hadn't actually accomplished anything by coming here.

      The group walked farther on and now were in a commercial area with many shops, but they all were deserted, windows smashed, contents looted. Signs hung limply from windows and, occasionally, a leaflet or an item of clothing wafted through the wind. Grace caught one and saw it had been stained with blood, which didn't give her much hope for what was to come.

      “Are we just going to walk around until something happens?” Grace asked, throwing away the piece of clothing.

      “I don't know. Maggie, Freddie, Hank, you know this city better than the rest of us. Do you have any idea where we should go?” Mack said.

      Maggie stepped forward. “My natural inclination is to try getting to the police station and, failing that, the hospital. Actually, yeah, we should try getting to the hospital. That would be the most likely place for people to set up a recovery shelter and if there are any survivors I'd imagine that's where they'd be.” Freddie and Hank agreed, so Maggie took the lead and led them down an alleyway to the right.

      They had to walk through an area that had a number of warehouses standing on either side of the streets. It seemed to be a route that would not have been traveled much, even when the city had been populated. The greens and browns of the forest had been replaced with a muted gray, and the air was far less sweet than they had been used to. The warehouses were tall, foreboding buildings that blocked out the sky and the wide windows gleamed as they reflected the sun.

      “I'm not sure I've ever been to this part of town,” Hank said.

      “I don't think you'd have a reason to,” Freddie replied, “but this is really the heartbeat of the city. At least what it was founded upon. That building over there is the box factory, but those over there are the newspaper presses. That's what made this city develop so quickly, but in recent years the papers all have dwindled and barely anyone uses those buildings anymore.”

      “You know a lot about the city,” Maggie said. “I've lived here practically all my life. Yet, I wouldn't have been able to tell you that.”

      Freddie shrugged. “My brother was an architect. He was interested in the history of the city, and since we shared an apartment I was the one who got to hear him talking about it all.”

      “Is he still here?” Mack asked.

      Freddie shook his head. “He moved to Europe a long time ago. Said they had a more unique way of looking at architecture and he wanted to experiment more. I had been meaning to get in touch with him before all this but, well, we all know how that goes. I wonder how they're doing in different countries? This surely has to be a worldwide thing? Otherwise, they would have sent help by now.”

      “That's my thinking, but we can't really do anything other than focus on ourselves right now,” Mack said as they walked along the deserted street.

      On the fences were posters advertising gigs that never happened, or asking for help finding lost cats that never would be found. There also were posters for the circus, and Mack mused idly at the thought that somewhere out there were circus acts who had nobody to perform for. It was at that point when Luis said he had the strangest feeling they were being watched. Each of them in turn looked up at the massive windows, but it was impossible to see anything. Yet, all of them now had the same feeling.

      “I'm sure it's just your mind. There was a study that said paranoia is actually a survival instinct, alerting us to dangers and keeping our senses sharp in case we need them, but really, I'm sure we're safe...” Freddie said, but he trailed off when he heard a low whistle.

      They looked at each other in panic and furrowed their brows, wondering if they really had heard what they thought they had heard. Another whistle sounded, low and sonorous, and this time it came from another direction. They all turned to face south, and Mack was about to shout a greeting when Maggie grabbed him by the arm and shook her head. This time he listened to her.

      His instincts had been honed through years of experience and training, and as he looked around he was sure he was seeing the same thing as Maggie. They had been walking into an enclosed area with few escape routes. The warehouses provided a strategic way for anyone to keep an eye on who was walking past, and Mack felt stupid for not preparing properly for a trap. He had been distracted, thinking about Anna and ruminating about the city, too busy thinking and not busy enough planning. He would have castigated cadets for not having their mind on the job back when he was training them, for it was a rookie mistake. He quickly glanced to the side, trying to pinpoint the source of the whistles as well as potential escape routes.

      Maggie drew her weapon, as did Mack, and the others followed suit, even though there were no targets to aim at yet. It did make them feel better, however. They formed a circle and looked in every direction, looking to Mack and Maggie for orders, but they had none to give until the threat presented itself. Mack had a bad feeling that their journey into the city was going to be short-lived. He wondered if all this time he had made the same mistake as Eleanor. Unable to give up on the idea of seeing Anna again, he put that above the survival of himself and the people who had trusted him with their safety.

      All of a sudden, another whistle joined in, then another, and another, until it became a chorus that filled the still air and made a chill run down their spines. There still were no signs of anyone, and Mack wondered where the whistlers were hiding, or if he ever would see them before he died. Whoever they were, they had his group completely at their mercy.

      “Leave! This way! You have to come right now!” A voice shouted. They turned and stared down the road to see a man on horseback yelling at them, gesturing emphatically for them to come toward him. When they didn't move, he repeated the order.

      “You don't have much time!” he said. Maggie peered into the distance.

      “It's okay,” she said, “he's a cop,” for she recognized the armor the rider was wearing.

      The whistles had grown in intensity and the rest of the group didn't need much encouragement to follow the armored rider. As they ran toward, him he raised a machine gun and laid down covering fire. The thrum of the bullets fought with the whistles for supremacy. Mack noticed their presumed savior was not firing in any particular direction, but neither was anyone firing back. As they drew closer, Mack indeed saw the gold police crest on the man’s black vest, and noted the impact holes of bullets as well as the white helmet on his head. They raced past him, rounded a corner, and kept sprinting until the sound of the whistling faded from their ears. They stopped and caught their breath. The horse trotted up to them and the rider looked down.

      “Come on, we have to keep going until we get past the barrier,” he said, pulling off his helmet to reveal a ruddy, sweaty face, unkempt hair plastered to his scalp.

      The horse was brown and seemed undeterred by the situation in which it found itself. Its hooves clapped against the streets as the man led the group away, and Mack assumed there would be time for introductions and questions later. There were many things on his mind and he still wasn't sure whether he should trust this man. He had no idea who the whistlers were, but it was clear the city was divided, and while this man was wearing a police uniform, it didn't necessarily follow that he was a police officer, which was Maggie's assumption. However, it wasn't as though they had many choices, and since the man had a machine gun, he could have mowed them down at any time. He hadn't yet, and that was a positive sign.

      “Do you recognize him?” Mack asked Maggie.

      “No, but there were different precincts, and I didn't know everyone on the force,” she said, then added, “The horse isn't standard issue, though.” The group followed the man on the horse to another barrier. This one was not as tall, but still was densely packed, and this time getting through was not as simple as walking through a gap.

      “Look for the yellow box, pull that away, and you can crawl through. Then put it back behind you,” the rider said.

      They did as he instructed. Mack was the last one through. Then he watched the rider turn the horse around, get it up to a gallop, and then majestically leap over the barrier. That was certainly one way to do it, he thought. He crawled through the tiny space and then pulled the box behind him, pushing himself up as he joined the others on the other side. The rider jumped off the horse and wiped his face on his sleeve as he walked up to them.

      “I'm Will,” he said, and shook each of their hands in turn, and they all introduced themselves. “Welcome to the city,” he added, “although, if you've been here before you're not going to recognize it.”

      “You a cop?” Maggie asked.

      “Huh? Oh, no, I've just kinda made these my own. I'm sure you know what it's like out there. You have to make do with whatever is handy, and this has saved my life a few times,” he said, looking down at the bullet holes.

      “As has Lucille,” he said, walking back toward the horse and petting her. He took the reins and led her way, telling the others to follow them.

      “I'm sure you have a lot of questions about what's happened. There are better people than I to answer them, but you'll be safe with us. Come on,” he said, and they duly followed.

      But as they walked behind him they doubted his claims of safety as what they saw filled their hearts with sorrow. The state of buildings here was even worse than on the outskirts. There was a wake of destruction, and as they stared ahead, the only thing they saw was an urban wasteland. Piles of rubble and broken glass littered the streets, and it filled Mack with dread because it was likely that wherever Anna was she had lived through something similar. His heart became a little heavier with each step, but they finally had made it to the city at least, and the next chapter of their adventure was about to begin.
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      The group finally was in the city, but they already had witnessed some strange things. The outskirts had been deserted, and as they made their way deeper into the city they had heard some strange low whistling, and had no idea of the source. It was an eerie sound that echoed all around them, and a made a chill run down their spines. Before they could discover who was making the noise a man dressed in police armor had shown up on horseback and urged them to go with them. They sprinted off through another barrier until they finally could rest. Although none of them knew what to expect when they finally reached the city they had not expected this. Will, the man who had saved them from the mysterious whistlers, was leading them through the city and had not yet answered any of their questions.

      “It's better if I get you back to safety first, and then we can tell you everything you need to know,” he said, and from the urgency in his voice Mack could tell he was worried.

      Will's eyes darted around and he kept up a good pace. The fact he was wearing such armor, armor that had been scarred by weapons fire, told Mack a lot about the city’s current state, as did the charred marks and broken windows on the buildings they passed. Evidently, there had been a huge conflict, and it still was ongoing.

      It seemed as though Mack's hopes were going to be dashed. Ideally, he had wanted to come to a city that was united in its grief, and had overcome the initial shock and fear of the apocalypse. He had hoped people would have set aside their differences and worked together to build a new world, a world built on the values of cooperation and respect. He had hoped the survivors would be using the city as a hub to connect to the other settlements in the area. He had hoped they would send out scouts to contact other pockets of survivors, and from there form a communications network so people didn't have to be isolated anymore. That also would give Mack a chance to get a message to his wife. But if that was going to happen, contacting his wife would take a long time, and Mack had to harden his heart against the setbacks he faced.

      However, he was not the only one. He noticed how Freddie and Maggie reacted, for this was their city, their home, and they looked about with sadness as they saw places they recognized that had been looted and vandalized. As they walked through the city, Mack often heard them bemoan the ruins of yet another familiar landmark. It made Mack think of his own home, and how he would react if he was walking through its carcass. He pushed the thought aside, though, as he didn't want to think of anything like this happening at home. It would mean Anna was caught in the crossfire, and anything could have happened. If she had dead, then he had lost everything, and he didn't know how long he would be able to hold it together.

      Maggie had mentioned she wanted to get back to the city to look for someone, although she had not told any of the group who she was looking for. Mack noticed her peering down every road, straining to not show the lines of worry creasing her face as her worst fears came to the fore of her mind.

      “I take it that it's not the same as you remember it?” Mack said quietly to her, trying to distract her from her thoughts. Maggie took a few moments to reply for she was so lost in her own mind that she barely heard Mack's words.

      “No...no, it's not. I kinda figured something happened here, but I didn't think it would be this bad. All the people...where have they gone?” Mack didn't have an answer for her.

      For once, he was in the dark as much as anyone else, and he only hoped Will wasn't leading them into a trap. Ever since he and Grace had emerged from the plane crash his main objective had been to get to the city, as that had seemed the logical thing to do. Everything since then had been done with that purpose in mind, but had he made a mistake? Should he have gone in another direction? Perhaps tried to avoid the rest of humanity altogether and keep to the wilderness, slashing and hiking their way across the American landscape? The paths less traveled always seemed more desirable than those taken, and Mack tried not to let himself get caught up in thoughts of what he could have done differently. He needed to stay sharp and keep his mind clear, now more than ever, as they were walking into unknown territory. Although Will seemed as though he had their best interests at heart, they had been deceived before, and Mack was determined not to let that happen again.

      After walking for a little while, Will led them to the central part of the city, which had been cordoned off. The skyscrapers and other buildings stood tall around them, but as the wispy summer clouds rolled by there was something lonely about them. The area seemed secure. As they approached, Will put two fingers in his mouth and let out a loud whistle, which Mack found ironic since Will had been so scared of the other whistlers. Shortly after that, a man emerged and waved them in. A heavy gate was pulled open. The walls had been made of material that appeared to have been scavenged from the surrounding area, but unlike the barriers they already had encountered, this one was giant and would have taken serious effort to climb. It seemed as though there still was plenty to fear in the city.

      When they passed through the barrier, Will relaxed a little more. He took them to an apartment complex where he said they could get cleaned up while he went to the leader, and that somebody would come along soon enough to show them around. Once they were alone they quickly discussed their options and the state of the city. Maggie seemed to be anxious. She continually tapped her feet and bit her fingernails. All of them agreed it was best to wait and see what presented itself. It wasn't long before a man came and escorted them across the park to City Hall, which was still standing despite everything that had happened. Walking through the park was a surreal experience because it seemed so peaceful, and had been unmarked by the fighting that had taken place elsewhere in the city.

      As they walked Mack saw a few other people walking about. They looked at Mack's group with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion, but never did they turn away. Like most people he had encountered since the plane crash, they looked disheveled and dirty, worn down by the harsh life that had been forced upon them by whatever mysterious force was behind the EMP. Everyone was busy and Mack was impressed by this. Although he didn't know this group’s intentions, so far, the signs were positive.

      They were taken into a grandiose building, although it was clear that a heavy air hung around the place and the gloom was palpable. This building once would have been alive with the sounds of people marching to and from work, of politicians arguing about the course of the city, and citizens waiting to be heard. Now though, the hallways were empty, and the few footsteps that could be heard echoed for a long time until they faded into nothingness. They were taken to an office that was located up the wide, carpeted stairs. On either side of them huge paintings of previous mayors hung on the walls. Mack wondered what the legends of history would make of the current situation.

      As they came to the top of the stairs a loud, gruff voice emerged from a nearby room. Shortly after the outburst, someone ran out of the room, red-faced and ashamed for whatever disappointment he just had presented to the leader. When they heard the voice, a strange look came on Maggie's face and she muttered something to herself, then shook her head. Mack didn't get a chance to ask her thoughts, but he didn't have to wait long for an answer. As soon as they entered the office, a look of recognition broke out upon her face. The man in charge was standing with his back to them, but Maggie still could recognize him. He began speaking, but didn't get very far before Maggie interrupted him.

      “Bob,” she said. The man turned around and looked at her skeptically.

      “Maggie...I should have known you'd survive this,” he said, looking at her tersely.

      There seemed to be an underlying tension to their words, and it certainly wasn't the way Mack assumed this would have gone. Usually, people would rejoice if they saw each other after so much time, but Bob and Maggie remained rooted firmly in their spots, and said no more than that.

      “Well, I suppose I don't have to go over my usual speech of how you will be safe here unless you threaten the safety of this settlement. Maggie knows how I work. Are you in charge?” he asked.

      “No, he is,” Maggie said, tossing her head toward Mack.

      “The name's Mack,” he said, holding out his hand.

      Bob took it and Mack took note of the strong grip. Evidently, this was a man used to being in charge. In turn, Mack introduced the rest of his party, and then got down to the heart of the matter.

      “We appreciate Will bringing us here, but we're still not entirely sure what danger we were in. We've been in the forest all this time, and we've only just arrived in the city. We have no idea what's going on here. Can you fill us in?”

      Bob inhaled deeply and placed his hands on his desk as he sat down in his chair. Mack got the sense that it was a story he had told too many times, and did not want to relive. Bob was a tall man with a big paunch and a ruddy face. His white beard and hair had grown out to give him the appearance of Santa...if Santa had steel in his eyes and a permanent scowl.

      “It's been hard, and there's a lot that has happened. Will told me where he found you. I suppose the best thing is to start from the beginning. Otherwise, you're not going to believe what's happening out there. When the electronics went out there was panic everywhere. I was at home. I'm retired, you see. Well, I was. Trained Maggie here a long time ago, back when she was fresh out of the academy. Anyway, at first I thought it was a blown fuse, but then I heard people outside. Everyone was screaming and I'm no fool. I knew what was coming. I grabbed my gun and made my way to the station. There was chaos everywhere. People were running amok and fighting and stealing.

      “After some time, the whole place went to hell, and for a moment I questioned my entire life. I had spent so many years protecting this city, and I had to watch it all go up in flames. I knew I couldn't do much on my own. I thought being at the station could give me some purpose, but it already was burning. I stood there, and knew the world I had been a part of didn't exist anymore. If it was going to change, then I had to change as well. I made my way here and holed myself up with a few other survivors. Those first couple of weeks were hell. People were mad and a lot of people died.”

      He took a moment to compose himself before he continued. “We had more people coming back from the freeway and the roads out of town, but it was impossible to keep track of everyone. We tried setting up a base camp, but it was just an impossible task, what with having to try finding food and water to survive as well. Somehow, we managed it. We took in more people and started building a settlement, but not everyone shared our values. The city is big and there are so many people in it that factions started to form, all of which had different agendas. That's when we had to start building the walls, to try defending ourselves. There are animals out there, trying to steal from us and maim us. Every day we're struggling just to keep our heads above water. I'm afraid to say that you're going to wish you had avoided the city, but I'm glad to have some people who are skilled at fighting.”

      “We've been through our fair share, Bob,” Mack said. “So, what are these factions? Are the whistlers one of them?”

      Bob nodded and pursed his lips. “There are a few factions. You know, people reverted to their own cultures. People who were used to a life of crime before saw this new world as an opportunity to indulge their desires. They just want to screw around and take what they want from others. Other factions are a bit like us, trying to make it through the days, but they had different ideas of what it means to live in this world than we do. I'm trying to rebuild society here, but not everybody wants that.”

      “And the whistlers?” Mack asked, getting the sense that Bob purposefully was trying not to divulge all the information he had.

      “They're perhaps the most dangerous of all, and it's mostly our fault. All of us, I mean. They call themselves the Lost Children. After everything that happened, so many people died, many of them parents, leaving behind orphans. Some of the older ones banded together and decided the adults had been in charge for long enough. They managed to sway the younger ones as well and just holed up themselves. They took guns and ammo and they just do what they want. They see themselves as the new breed, and we're just dinosaurs ready to be made extinct. You’re lucky Will found you when he did. Most people can't bring themselves to attack kids, even now, but believe me, the Lost Children have no problem attacking us.”

      Mack sensed that Bob didn't necessarily agree with not attacking the kids. Mack guessed that he was a man who would feel justified attacking anything if it had been deemed an enemy or a threat. The rest of his group was shocked at the news.

      “Kids?!” Grace exclaimed. “Haven't you tried talking to them?”

      “Yes,” Bob said sharply. “Look, I know you people are new here, but trust me; if you had been here since this began you'd know where I'm coming from. They're dangerous, and the sooner you realize that, the better.” Before the argument could escalate Mack asked him about the soldiers who had made their way here from the bunker and never had returned, but Bob had no news about them.

      “I don't suppose you have any idea what caused this whole thing either?” Mack said.

      Bob shrugged. “I've just been trying to live day to day. Like I said, I was retired, but I decided my experience made me the best person to be in charge. When I got here the entire place was deserted. I don't know what happened to our esteemed leaders, but we haven't heard anything from them or anyone else.”

      “You mean there haven't been any messengers from any other cities or anything?” Freddie asked.

      “Not that I know of. We send out patrols like Will to find people like you, but we can't cover the whole city. Some people may have come in from the wrong side and found some less hospitable hosts. You're welcome here and we're certainly glad for the company, but if you are going to stay here you'll need to pull your weight, stay safe, and not do anything reckless.”

      Mack looked at the others and agreed to the terms. They had made it this far, they had to see it through. With that, they were shown out of the office and back to the apartment complex that was to be their new home. All of them remained quiet and were deep in thought, especially Maggie.
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      Once the group was back into the apartment complex they were shown to each of their apartments. Due to everything that had happened in the city there was plenty of space. So once they had set down their packs they came together in one of the apartments and talked.

      “I can't believe all this has happened,” Freddie said.

      “I can,” Saul replied, “people are animals, and anyone who didn't expect something like this to happen is an idiot.”

      “I don't think it's a bad idea to want to think the best of people,” Hank said. “It's clear there is a lot of pain in this city. Perhaps we have returned at this time for a reason, to show people there is a better way.”

      “Maggie, what can you tell us about Bob? Can he be trusted?” Mack asked.

      “He's a hardass but, yeah, he just wants to get things done. He was always a stickler for the rules, so I believe him when he said he's trying to sort out things there,” she replied.

      “But fighting kids?!” Grace asked, still having a difficult time believing the Lost Children could be an actual thing.

      “Bob sees the world as black and white. If there are people trying to hurt them then they're an enemy, no matter who they are,” she said. Yet, there was a tension to her words that suggested there were some unresolved issues between Maggie and her former superior officer.

      “Well, right now we should look around and see what this place has to offer. Gather as much information as you can and we'll go from there. I want to know exactly what the other factions are like. If we're in danger by being here, then we should know what that danger consists of,” Mack said.

      “And if that danger is too much?” Saul asked.

      “I don't know, but it doesn't seem as though there's much use in us running away. Where are we going to go?” Mack said.

      Where indeed? The only mode of transportation they had at the moment was their own legs. Until they got a better method of getting around it was going to take them a long time to get anywhere, and use up a lot of water in the process. The warm weather wouldn't last forever either, and while in the current climate it was okay to sleep under the stars with little in the way of shelter, it wasn't always going to be like that. Soon enough, the cold winter would sweep in and make living in the world an even more dangerous proposition. If they were caught outside without any shelter, it wouldn't be long before they slipped away into oblivion. With that decided, they went off in different directions to explore their new surroundings and come to terms with the layout of the small base.
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        * * *

      

      While the others went to explore, Maggie slipped away by herself and returned to City Hall. There was much on her mind, and although Bob was way down on the list of people she would have chosen to run into, she was glad to see a familiar face. He might know the answer to a question she had, one she hadn't wanted to ask in front of the others. She bounded up the stairs, shaking her head at the portrait of the last mayor. From what she remembered, he never seemed to have the best interests of the city at heart. The police force always had to deal with strict budget cuts, and their hands always were tied in their efforts to rid the city of the criminal element. It was typical of him and his cronies to flee when the going got tough, and let the city burn.

      It was strange for her to be back as it was her home, and yet it seemed so different. The city was divided and she felt like a stranger. Bob's office door was ajar. She rapped her knuckles loudly and then entered before he could say anything. He looked up, about to say something, then stopped himself.

      “I figured you'd be back,” he said. Maggie walked into the room that still had the remnants of the previous occupant all around and fell into a chair on the other side of the desk. She leaned forward, placing her hands together, looking directly at him.

      “Look, whatever happened in the past between us...can we just let that go? There's no need to hold onto things such as that when so much else has changed,” she said. He looked at her with his impenetrable eyes for a few moments before he replied.

      “Sounds good to me. It's funny, so many people have died, yet, somehow, I knew you still would be out there. Just didn't think you'd come back.”

      “You know I had to come back. Took too long as it is. It's hell out there, Bob. So many people have lost sense of who they are...who they should be.”

      “And you?”

      “I know exactly who I am,” she said, meeting his gaze.

      “What about the people you're with?”

      “I vouch for them, just the same as I vouched for you to them. They're good people. Something that is all too rare now.”

      “You can say that again,” Bob said, and the two of them fell into silence.

      There was a time when Maggie had considered him a close friend, but so much had happened. Now she almost was afraid to ask him the question that had been burning in her mind ever since she had been on that freeway and seen the world end before her eyes. But she didn't need to ask the question. Bob knew her well enough to know exactly what was on her mind.

      “You came here to ask about him, didn't you? About Tristan?”

      Maggie found herself nodding, and trying to quell the sadness that was welling up inside her as she thought of him. Bob sighed, and his reticence to answer caused Maggie's sadness to grow, threatening to bloom into grief, anger, and guilt.

      “Is he...?” she began, unable to finish the question.

      “Dead?” Bob said, finishing it for her.

      “No, no, he's not dead.” A wave of relief spread through her body like a calming wave, but Bob had not yet finished speaking.

      “But he has gotten himself into trouble, mixed up with a bad crowd. I'm sorry, Maggie. I tried finding him, but it was too late.”

      “Where is he?” Maggie asked.

      “I can't tell you, Maggie. It's too dangerous. I know what you're like, but you can't go and find him. You'll be killed. He's made his choice, and we're all going to have to live with that. Things have changed.”

      “Tell me,” Maggie said, but Bob was resolute in his refusal to talk. He showed Maggie out of his office, leaving her to wallow in turmoil.

      Her mind was alive with so many feelings, but the prevailing one was guilt. If she just had stayed in the city and been with him, then this never would have happened. Whatever Tristan did it was her fault for leaving him, for always putting other things before him, even though she knew it was wrong. Now it seemed as though it was too late to make up for it. He was out there somewhere, so close and yet so far...and despite Bob's warnings, Maggie didn't think she could deny her instinct to go looking for him.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Hank wanted to do when he was given license to roam was to see if the people had had time to form a place of worship. Grace tagged along with him. He'd noticed she tentatively was asking more and more questions about his faith and his reasons for believing in the things he did. It wasn't the first time he had noticed someone exhibiting the same behavior. He had counseled many people when they had lost their faith, which was a traumatic experience, but gaining faith after a lifetime of absence from it could be just as challenging. Hank was glad he was there to help the young woman through it. Grace seemed as though she had been through a lot, and Hank hoped he could offer her some guidance that would help show her the way through these dark times. He was sure there were many people who needed such guidance, and was glad God had guided him to this city where he could be put to use.

      “Do you really think people will have spent time making a church or something when there are more important things to do?” Grace asked. Hank smiled at her question.

      “For some people faith is more important than anything else. Especially in times like these. I'm sure we'll find something,” he said, and they walked around the compound, smiling and talking to people.

      Hank still wore his collar. It was easily identifiable and helped start conversations with people. He spoke calmly and with kindness, and although a few people looked upon them with caution, which was to be expected when there was so much uncertainty around, many of them were happy to talk and pleased to meet new people. It was difficult to determine the population as people were busy going about their business, but it seemed to be a healthy size.

      When Hank asked if there was a place of worship he was pointed to a small nondescript building tucked away in the corner of the compound. He and Grace walked over to it and entered. The building contained a dim, sparse hall. It seemed as though these people had more space than they knew what to do with. At the end of the hall was a stage, and around the sides hung posters advertising various events that never would take place, for they obviously had been placed there before the world had ended.

      A few people were kneeling and praying on the floor, and as Hank and Grace entered one woman noticed and approached them.

      “Hello, I'm Mindy,” she said, smiling at them. Hank introduced both himself and Grace and said they were new to the settlement, and he had been directed here.

      “In that case, welcome, and yes...after everything that happened some of us thought it was best to set up a place of worship where people of faith could congregate and pray and have their time with the Lord...or whomever they believe in.”

      “You mean anyone can come here?” Grace asked, surprised.

      “Oh, yes. What happened was terrible and it only reminded us that we have so much in common, and we shouldn't try putting up barriers between us. It seemed silly to have different buildings for different people, so those of us who wanted this place decided to make this hall a place where all could be welcome. We do have services, and try focusing on a message of goodwill to all people, and acceptance for those who seek it. Everyone is welcome here, although if you are looking for a specific religion, there are people who worship privately.”

      “Who leads your services?” Hank asked.

      “At the moment, we have been taking turns, although I must admit it has been difficult as there isn't anyone here who has been properly ordained,” Mindy said. Her voice was soft, and she seemed calmer than most of the others Hank had seen around.

      “Well, if you wouldn't mind the intrusion, I would be happy to conduct some services. Ever since this happened I've been a preacher without a church.”

      “That would be wonderful!” Mindy said, her face lighting up with delight at the prospect. “And what about yourself?” she said, turning to Grace.

      “Oh, no, I'm, um...I'm not anything like that, I'm just tagging along with him, trying to make myself familiar with the layout of this place,” Grace replied.

      “Okay, well, everyone is welcome and I'll let you know the times we have services. There's always somebody here, though, as we wanted it to be open all the time.”

      “That's a good idea. You never know when people are going to need to talk about their problems. There are so many people in pain right now,” Hank said.

      “Indeed, there are.”

      “Have you had a lot of people come here?” Grace asked.

      “Oh, yes. A lot of people have turned to faith for respite from this world,” Mindy replied.

      “I would have thought people would turn away...”

      “God didn't do this,” Mindy said, “we did, but by talking to Him and getting closer to Him we can ask for his forgiveness and we can emerge as more complete people. And by doing so, we can get closer to each other as well.”

      Hank smiled at her and thanked her, and made a point to make sure to talk with her later about how he should approach his sermons. Hank was tolerant of other cultures and had explored other religions, but he never had preached to any of them and didn't want to make any errors. He noticed Grace had a contemplative look on her face. “What did you think about what she had to say?”

      “It makes sense, I guess. It's good that everyone can come here to share their faith, even if they believe in different things. I guess I always thought people only ever believed in one thing,” Grace said.

      “In my experience, faith is fluid and it can flow like a river. We're all in a constant state of discovering new things about ourselves and exploring the world around us. We must be open to change and new ideas. Otherwise, we'll just stagnate. I've always believed the greatest gift God gave us was the ability to think for ourselves, and learn about the world he provided for us.”

      Grace chuckled. “I always thought religious people were set in their ways.”

      Hank smiled at the comment because it was not the first time he had been subjected to such stereotypes. “It's good to know some of us still can surprise you. I'm sure you'll be more than welcome to join us for the sermon. I'd appreciate having a friendly face in the audience.”

      “I think I will,” Grace said, and Hank went off to speak with Mindy while Grace stayed at the edge of the room, remaining an observer for the time being.
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        * * *

      

      Freddie and Saul left the others and walked around the area, although they had no direction in mind. From what they could see this settlement basically had taken a chunk of the city and cordoned it off. They had a number of buildings in their jurisdiction. People had set up fruit and vegetable gardens and tarps were used to collect rainwater. There was also what appeared to be a link to the river, so they had access to food and supplies. Everyone seemed to be friendly and they paid no mind to Freddie and Saul, who were walking about without an escort.

      “So, how are you feeling now that we've arrived in the city?” Freddie asked.

      “I'm a little calmer. Thanks, doc. I just got so tired of always having to stop everywhere and discuss everything. Sometimes I just want something to happen.”

      “I'd have thought by now that you'd enjoy a quiet period.”

      “Maybe. I hope that I can be of use here.”

      “I'm sure you can. It seems as though they need able-bodied people to help them. You know, Saul, while this world does bring with it some bad things, and it makes you face aspects of yourself that you rather would turn away from, it also offers a new start. These people have no idea what you've done or who you've become. You can present to them a new Saul, the Saul you always have wanted to be and, well, I actually thought maybe you'd like to help me in offering counsel to whomever wants it.”

      “Me?” Saul asked skeptically. “I'm hardly the reassuring type.”

      “That may be, but you've been through a lot, and you're a perfect example of someone who knows what it takes to make it through this world. You can use those experiences to help other people.” Saul thought over his proposition and that he would think about it, although he still wasn't entirely convinced. The two of them continued strolling around.

      “Is it weird to see the place like this?” Saul asked.

      “Oh, yeah. I barely recognize it, and I used to walk through here all the time. I never thought anything like this would happen. I mean, you always used to hear people talking about the end of the world, but I never thought it actually would happen. Figured my life would just go on as usual...” he trailed off.

      “Did you have some big plans that never will get to happen now?” Saul asked.

      “That's the funny thing. I didn't in particular. My life was very...routine. There are things I would have liked to have done, but I wasn't saving up for anything special. It all seems so pointless now, all that struggle for money. I had a lot of clients who were trying to find a purpose in their lives other than the accumulation of wealth, and now I suppose they have the opportunity to do so.”

      “And you still have your purpose, helping other people. Listen, I'm not that good at talking about these things, as you know, but I wanted to thank you for helping me through this. I know I can be difficult, and I'm glad to have you around to keep me on track. You came along at the right time. I think Mack was just about ready to crack me around the head with all the trouble I was causing him.”

      “It's okay. It's nice to be needed again, and actually do my job. These things put us all under strain, and Mack's no different.”

      “Neither are you. If you ever want me to return the favor, I'm here to listen,” Saul said. Freddie looked at him with genuine appreciation, and both of them recognized in that moment that they had become true friends.
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        * * *

      

      Although Mack wanted to explore the settlement, he had to spare a moment to look at Anna's picture again. The photo had become dog-eared, creased, and tattered due to everything Mack had gone through since the plane crashed, but through it all he still could see her shining smile come through. The worst fear he had was forgetting what Anna looked like. It already had been months since he last had spoken to her, before he boarded the plane, and their time apart easily could turn into years...or forever. He closed his eyes and strained to remember the sound of her laugh, the way his name sounded as she whispered it beside his ear, her warm embrace, and the way she smelled as he buried himself in the nape of her neck. It was so painful to remember those things that he was deprived of, and it put in a state of sweet anguish. He inhaled deeply and took one last lingering look at the picture before placing it back into his pocket. Then rose from the bed to walk outside into the settlement, where he found Luis standing around.

      “Are you okay?” Mack asked.

      “Yeah, I'm just wondering what we're supposed to do now we're here. I mean, what's the mission? Is there somewhere else we're going to try getting to?” he said, pacing frantically around the front of the apartment complex.

      “You really don't like staying in one place too long, do you?” Mack said.

      “Is it that obvious?” Luis said, trying to smile, but failing. “I'm just struggling to figure out what's keeping me going. You have the quest for your wife. I'm just...I'm just making it, day by day, and I have no idea where I'm going to end up. Sometimes I like the freedom of it all, but other times I find it so suffocating, if that makes sense.”

      “It does,” Mack said, “and don't worry, even before this most people had to deal with that.”

      “You didn't.”

      “No, but I was in the army. I wish I had some better words of wisdom to give you, but I don't know how things are going to work out here. I don't even know how I'm going to get to Anna from here. She's halfway across the country. In some ways, I'm just as worried as you, but I'm the leader and I don't have the luxury of showing it.”

      “I guess I never thought about that.”

      Mack placed a hand on his shoulder. “Just try not to think about it too much. Think of what you should be doing, or who you should be, accept yourself and the world the way they are and you'll be a lot happier. For now, we have this new place to explore and new people to meet. Let's focus on that and enjoy the experiences that come with it. It's certainly better than being held prisoner in a mental institution.”

      “You got that right,” Luis said, and the men shared a laugh.

      Then Luis excused himself and said he was going to catch up with Grace. So, Mack left him to it and took a stroll himself. He was going through the park, enjoying the stillness of the world for a few moments, when he noticed Maggie storming out of City Hall. When she caught sight of him, she slowed her pace, but did not change direction.

      “Did you have a nice catch-up with Bob?” Mack asked.

      “Not exactly,” Maggie replied as she fell into step beside him.

      “I suppose this must be strange for you, to be back here, even though it's so different.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Did you talk to Bob about the person you're looking for?”

      “What makes you think Bob isn't the person I'm looking for?”

      “The way you two reacted when you saw each other wasn't exactly a joyful reunion. Are they here? Whoever you're looking for?”

      “No... he's not,” Maggie said.

      “I'm sorry. That's always the worst thing. I can't imagine what I would do if I returned home and I couldn't find Anna. If there's anything you need, just ask. I'm sure I can speak for the others when I say that we'll be happy to help you look for him.” He didn't add, 'if he's alive,' even though the words were on his tongue. Maggie looked surprised.

      “Are you serious?” she asked.

      “Yes, why wouldn't I be?”

      “Well, we haven't exactly been getting along well this whole time.”

      “I have, you haven't,” Mack said, wearing a cheeky smile. Then he quickly added, “Besides, I still owe you for saving my life, and more than that, it's just the right thing to do for a friend.”

      “So, we're friends now?” Maggie asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Seems that way from where I'm standing,” Mack said. Maggie nodded and looked at him once more, as though she couldn't quite figure him out.

      “We'll see,” she said, and with that she walked away, leaving Mack alone in the park.

      He stood still for a moment and took the time to make note of how different the city was, how quiet. There were the sounds of people walking and talking, but there was no ambient noise of vehicles driving by or the hum of lights, or the roar of planes as they flew overhead. The sky was clear as well, not polluted by the constant barrage of lights. In some ways, he had to wonder if the world actually wasn't better off for this having happened. Nature would be fine. It was only humans who were suffering.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      After they had become used to their new surroundings, the group was impressed with what had been accomplished here. Even though the entire city hadn't rallied together, Mack still was pleased that at least some people had come together to form a settlement, and at how they were able to work together even in the darkest of times. However, he had been in a few different situations now, and he wasn't prepared to let his guard down completely, at least not yet.

      So, as he met various people and wandered around the settlement, he examined everything with a cold, dispassionate stare, trying to find any sign that something was amiss. The last thing he wanted was to have led his group into the jaws of death, and not find out until it was too late. Although his nature was to trust people, he also wanted to make sure he was making the right decision. So far in this new world the instincts he so relied upon had not been as infallible as he would have liked. He still was haunted by the mistake he had made at the mental institution where he had betrayed the good doctor.

      For all he knew, this settlement was one of the bad factions Bob had been talking about, and yet, Mack could see nothing amiss. Of course, there were some people who were less than amicable, but that was to be expected in any situation where a large number of people were thrown together haphazardly, especially when everyone had lost so much. But nobody was outright deceptive or malicious, and everyone seemed to make some kind of effort to make them feel welcome. The others didn't seem to have a problem with anything in the settlement, and even Bob, who was a little more gruff than Mack would have liked, seemed to be a trusted leader.

      So, in the end, Mack let go of his suspicions and accepted the community for what it was. The people in the settlement made good use of their limited supplies. Bob had organized everyone into different teams with different focuses, and Mack was impressed with how well-drilled they were. Nothing was wasted; everything was scavenged and if it served no better use, then it was added to reinforce the barriers. Everyone there worked hard, and Mack was reminded of the camp they had left in the forest. He was glad to see there were now two examples of people banding together to rebuild something familiar, and suddenly the future didn't seem as bleak.

      Their beds were comfortable, although most of them found it difficult to fall asleep as they had been so used to sleeping on the hard, lumpy, unforgiving ground that a soft mattress was completely alien to them. Then Mack and the others were startled by the loud ringing of a bell. They stumbled out of their rooms in a state of confusion as none of them had been told what the bell signified, but as they saw people rushing about they knew it was nothing good. In the dim light, they staggered out to hear people shouting.

      “Stop them!” “Get him!” And other similar things were shouted.

      Mack and the others then heard the rat-a-tat of gunfire and sprinted to the source. They drew their weapons, but in the shadows of the night it was difficult to tell who was who, and they didn't want to take the risk of shooting a member of the settlement. From a distance, they heard Bob yell some orders and then some more gunfire. Then they saw a group of people rush through to the supply building. They fired wildly but couldn't tell if they hit anything. A small band of people swarmed through the area, firing off shots as well, making Mack and the others retreat to cover. Mack scowled as he stood in the doorway of their apartment building.

      “Who are they?” Luis asked.

      “Must be one of the other factions Bob was talking about,” Mack said.

      He looked out of the doorway, trying to get a sight of one of the enemy, but his head was forced back by the ricochet of a bullet that flashed against the wall of the building. There were panicked cries from all around, and Mack hated how he was rendered impotent by the covering fire.

      “How did they even get in? The barriers looked secure.”

      “There will be time for questions later. We have to help,” Maggie said.

      The air was filled with the sounds of battle, and people crying in anguish as they were hit. As Mack twisted his head to peer out of the doorway again, he saw the small raiding party leaving the same way it had come. The group emerged and tried following them, but the raiding party evidently was well-organized and well-practiced. They soon were gone from the settlement as quickly as they had arrived, just as though a tornado had whirled through. With nothing more they could do to stop them, Mack and the others followed the crowd to the supply building and saw that much of their food had been taken. Many of the people who had worked so hard to gather the food were disgusted and dismayed.

      “Who were they?” Mack asked, trying to figure out exactly what had happened and why. The answer came from behind him, as Bob entered the building, looking harrowed and annoyed.

      “They're another faction. They don't have a name, but they're made up of people who we once trusted. They didn't share our views on how to live, so they went their own way, but they keep coming back. How much did they take this time?” he asked. When he was told, his face fell and he put his palm to his head.

      “This can't go on,” Bob said.

      “What do they want? Have you tried talking to them?” Mack asked.

      “What do they want? They want what we've got, but they don't want to put the work in. They're jealous that we have such a big area, so they keep coming to remind us that they're out there.”

      “How did they even get in?”

      “Unfortunately, not all of our barriers are as strong as we would like, and they know exactly where to hit us. As for talking to them, yes, we tried that, but nothing is ever good enough for them. They take and take, and they'll keep taking until there's nothing left, or we're all dead. They don't have the numbers for a full-on assault, so they send these raiding parties. At first, they just came sporadically, but now they're becoming more regular, practically once a week, and we can't take it. We only just have enough to survive as it is, and when they come we usually lose at least a few people and it just can't go on. It can't!” he said, slamming his fist down on a nearby table. His face reddened and people were stunned into silence.

      “What do you propose?” Mack said.

      “I'm tired of sitting here being easy pickings for the rest of the city. We're trying to build something good here, but we need to start focusing on defending ourselves as well. We can't just sit by and let everyone come in and take what they want. I know we're stretched thin,” he began, as he now was talking to the entire settlement, who had gathered around, not just Mack.

      “But things only are going to get worse if we sit by and do nothing. I don't want to see everything we've built crumble. I don't want every sacrifice we've made to be in vain. We've lost people, good people, and they need to be avenged. I'm tired of being on our back foot. We need to go on the offensive and show everyone else that they can't just come to us and take what they want. We need to show them how strong we are, and that we can be just as tough and mean as them.

      “We'll go to their community and take our stuff back, and leave them a message. You can't let bullies walk all over you. I've always believed that and I'll never stop believing it. We need to stand up for our community, for ourselves. We have the weapons. We need to start using them. We need to go out there and strike back!” he said, his eyes bulging out of his trembling body as he worked himself up into a state of deep passion.

      Mack looked around. Everyone seemed shocked at his attitude. From what little Mack knew, this settlement had been built on principles of cooperation and trust. The concept of conflict was alien to these people, yet none seemed brave enough to stand up to Bob, which was understandable given how he was their leader and such a strong personality. But Mack could see the unhinged look in Bob's eyes. He had seen it in far lesser men, and it wasn't such a strange thing for a man under such stress to want to release some of his rage in such a manner. Yet, Mack could see in the eyes of everyone else that they weren't fighters, and to send them out on raids only would lead to more deaths, more unnecessary deaths.

      “You're talking about war,” Mack said, and as he spoke, it seemed to take Bob by surprise. He turned around slowly to face Mack, who could see the red rivers in Bob's eyes.

      “Maybe that's what we need,” Bob said in a raspy whisper, and it sent a chill down Mack's spine.
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      After Bob made his speech people began dispersing, muttering among themselves as they went back to bed. From what Mack overheard, few of them agreed with Bob; most of them were scared. At the first opportunity Mack sought out Maggie, softly knocking on her door as she was getting to bed. She welcomed him in and he shut the door behind her.

      “I wanted to talk to you about tonight,” he began.

      He took a seat by the desk while she sat on the bed. It was just a one-room apartment and there were a few remnants from the previous occupant laying around. The curtains were drawn, but they were thin and let the moonlight shine through. Maggie wore a loose top, for the stifling summer heat invaded the apartments as well.

      “What can I help you with?” she asked.

      “It's about Bob. You know him better than anyone here. Was that usual behavior for him? It didn't seem as though other people were too enthused about his proposition.”

      Maggie sighed and ran her hand through her hair. “Yeah, I got the same feeling. He was a good cop, bit too hard for my liking. From what I remember, he never liked the fact that people were ‘getting soft,’ as he put it. Thought the world was going to hell and criminals were being given too many chances. He's very old-school, some called him a dinosaur. That's why he was...well, maybe I shouldn't tell you.”

      “What?”

      “You know how he said he was retired? It was forced on him. That's why things were a little...icy between us. He was my mentor, you know, trained me when I first got out of the academy. I owed him so much, but there was one case we were working on, the guy was guilty, but there was no evidence and he wouldn't confess. He wouldn't do much of anything. Just sat there in the interview room, staring, with a smug smile on his face. Bob lost it. He couldn't handle it. Knew the guy was going to get off and go out there and just do more harm to people and he lost faith in the system. He said it didn't work anymore, that there were too many bureaucrats getting in the way of justice, and if he had his way he'd put the guy in jail and throw away the key. Started getting angrier and angrier.

      “I should have said something sooner, should have done something to get him off the case, but he was the captain and his decision was final. Until he started beating the guy, trying to get the truth out of him. Of course, after that the department got sued for brutality, and Bob was told to leave. I saw it. I had to turn him in and take it to the higher levels. It was what Bob had trained me to do. He was the one who taught me about duty and responsibility, and to see him act like that...I didn't recognize him.” As she spoke she hung her head, the past weighing heavily on her shoulders. Mack sat and listened quietly.

      “So, you blame yourself for what happened. Do you think he blames you, too?”

      “Probably, but we're past that now. Must admit I was surprised to see him still standing. We hadn't talked for a while...but I'm not surprised he's in charge. I can imagine he missed it. Probably wants to make up for lost time. Had been told for a while now that he didn’t have a place in society. Well, now he gets to make his mark and make a statement to prove he still has what it takes. I don't think he has any malicious intentions, he's just desperate to make up for lost time.”

      “That still makes him dangerous. Do you think you'll be able to get through to him?”

      “Why would I do that? This is his settlement. He's the leader. It's not my problem.” Mack stared at her, dumbfounded. He couldn't believe she was the type of person to have such disregard for other people’s safety.

      “Are you serious? You saw how the people reacted. These people aren't trained for war. They can't be sent out there ready to fight and kill, it's not what they signed up for.”

      “None of us signed up for this, Mack, but we have to make do the best we can. You're a hypocrite anyway. You told me about the camp, about how you rallied everyone to rise up and fight against that. Why are you so against Bob doing this?”

      “That was different. Those people were being held against their will, and they had been brought to that camp under false pretenses. They were prisoners. Everyone here is free and, yes, the raids are bad, but they shouldn't be forced to fight if they don't want to do so. Can you honestly say everyone here wants to take up arms? I'm all for defending this place. I'm just not going to stand by and let someone blunder into a war zone without making a plan first,” he said, taking in a breath, and then lowering his voice.

      “I know you've known him a long time, and I'm not trying to be angry or drive a wedge between you two. I've seen enough people lose a lot, and they don't need to lose any more. I understand why he's doing this, especially if the raids are happening all the time, but there has to be a better way than this.”

      “You're right. I'll try talking to him at some point,” Maggie said, sighing. Mack creased his brow as he hadn't expected her to surrender so quickly.

      “Is everything alright?” he asked, rising from the chair to move over to her, but she drew her knees up to her chest and folded her arms.

      “I'm fine, just a little tired,” she said, looking away from him.

      Mack remained unconvinced, but it was clear she wanted to be left alone, so he bid his farewell and tried to figure out what he wanted to do about Bob. He didn't want to be the kind of person who walked into a place and tried shaking up everything and usurping the leadership, but he couldn't let a war start. That was the very opposite of what these people were trying to achieve. The city was divided, and he would have to try finding a way to unite it.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, Hank was walking around and noticed the tense atmosphere that was pervading the settlement. He spoke to Mindy and she informed him that things usually were like this after a raid. Although, after Bob's speech, they were a little more on edge. Many of the people in the community had been scarred by the violence and wanted to escape it, not be thrown back in to a maelstrom of chaos and woe. These people were in pain, and it was going to take a lot to soothe their souls. He already had been mentally preparing for his sermon, and had borrowed a pen and some paper to jot things down, although usually he liked speaking from the heart. He made his way around the settlement and told people he would be speaking at the place of worship that evening. He encouraged everyone to join him there, although he had no idea how many actually would show up.

      The day passed swiftly and without incident, and it soon came time for him to deliver his sermon. He stood in his apartment and straightened his collar, then dusted down his clothes. He wasn't as presentable as he would have liked. His hair was getting a little long for his tastes, and he needed a shave. There were butterflies in his stomach as well. It had been a while since he had tried giving a sermon. The last time was in the prison, and he had been booed and heckled by the prisoners, who only sought to ridicule and humiliate him. The strength of God had seen him through that ordeal, and it would see him through this one as well. He took a deep breath before he walked out and saw the others waiting for him.

      “I was worried nobody was going to show up,” he said.

      “You can count on us,” Grace replied, smiling widely. Hank returned the smile and was glad of his new friends joining him, even though he suspected Grace had more than a little to do with getting them all together.

      He tried showing no sign of nerves as he walked with them down to the small, unassuming building that had been designated as the place of worship. It had been so long since he had delivered a sermon he couldn't help but feel a little anxious. Although he was a man of faith, and the courage he received from the Lord was unwavering, he still had moments where he wondered if he could be the man God needed him to be. This was one such time. The world had changed so much and he just hoped there was still a place for himself, and for the Lord, and that in these dark times people still would be drawn to His light. His doubts were put to rest when he reached the building and saw that it was packed, so much so there was barely any room to move. All at once he was humbled and invigorated by seeing everyone come out to support the Lord and explore their faith. As he greeted people and made his way to the stage, he felt the old familiar surge of God's glory rushing through him, inspiring him. By the time he reached the middle of the stage and stood looking down upon the flock of people, he knew exactly what to say. In a booming voice that reached the back corners of the room he delivered his sermon.

      “Friends,” he began, “I thank you for joining me tonight. I hope to keep this short as I know we all have important duties to perform, but I wanted to gather you all here to share some thoughts I had. We've all been through a lot since the world ended. We've all lost at least one person close to us, and yet, we've also gained something as well. Each other. Look around you, at the people you now trust with your life, and ask yourself if you ever would have met these people had the world not ended? It is easy to look around at the death and destruction, at the way other people act, and feel your hope slip away. It is easy to lose faith.

      “But we are here because God has given us the strength to choose the difficult path, to endure the sorrow and carry the banner of the human race. We have been given a divine task, to continue the work of our Lord and spread His message. The light shines brightest in the dark and we must be that light. We must be the ones to act in the way He instructed us, to love ourselves and our neighbors, even though it may be challenging. We must hold onto the values that have shaped us and that will deliver us into the eternal paradise. I know it is not easy, and sometimes all you want to do is sit down and weep, but we all are here together.

      “No longer does wealth or culture divide us. We all are survivors and we should take courage from that. I do not claim to know what God's plan is for us. I never have known that, even though I have devoted my life to Him. But I trust that He knows best. This, all around us,” he said, raising an arm to gesture toward the city.

      “This broken city is a representation of the mistakes we have made, and is a reminder of what we can do. Evil is still around us, but our hearts are the same. We need to look inside ourselves and remember who we are, and we need to look to the future to see who we can become together. We are not alone in this, we are never alone. We have each other and we have the Lord. I have seen some dark things, and I've lost many dear friends as I have made my way to this city,” he said, bowing his head in respect.

      As his eyes scanned the crowd, he saw many people nodding as they, too, remembered the people they had lost. “But as I look at you, all I see is a new beginning. I see a chance for this place to be a monument to those we have lost. All we must do is draw strength from each other, and trust in ourselves. We each have choices to make, and sometimes they can seem overwhelming. Emotions have run high and we can feel scared and angry at the world, but the fact is we are still here. We are the ones who get to choose our destiny. I still am going to serve God as best I can, and I hope to serve you as well. For now, let us bow our heads in prayer and remember those we have lost.”

      Everyone bowed their heads, moved by Hank's sermon. Silence fell over the hall as memories passed over each other and sorrow enveloped them all. Mack and the others were standing toward the back of the room, and while everyone was quiet Mack noticed Maggie slipping away. After a few moments, he decided to follow her. Everyone else was too busy paying their respects to notice them leaving, as the two had been standing right by the open door.

      Mack looked around until he saw Maggie's figure leading a horse to the armory. He shook his head as he jogged to her spot, finding her grabbing guns and about to leap onto the horse’s back.

      “I don't think Hank will appreciate you leaving like that,” he said. Maggie, startled to see him, looked at him and her face fell before it hardened into a determined expression.

      “He'll get over it,” she said bluntly.

      “Where are you going?” Mack asked. Maggie considered the question.

      “To find someone special,” she said.

      “I'm going with you.”

      Maggie laughed. “You don't always have to play the hero, Mack, and I know what I'm doing. Stay here and help these people. They need it more than me.”

      “No, you can't go out into that city alone. You've heard what's out there. If you get caught or captured--”

      “I won't. Mack, please, it's alright. I have to do this by myself.”

      “But that's the thing, Maggie. You don't. I know if I was back home looking for Anna, I'd want all the help I could get. I know you're afraid to trust anyone because of what happened at the prison, and maybe you're afraid of letting people trust you, but that's not the way we have to do things in this world. That's not what Hank was talking about. We must trust each other and work together. That's the only way forward. That's what the point of all this is, and if you think I'm going to let a friend go out there by themselves, you're wrong. This isn't me trying to be a hero, this is just me offering help. Now, I either can come with you, or I can shout for the others to come out and try stopping you. Which is it going to be?”

      “Damn you,” Maggie said as she shifted up the horse, allowing space for Mack to get on. He straddled the horse and wrapped his hands around Maggie's waist. It was uncomfortable, and they barely had any space left, what with the gun slung around Maggie's back.

      “Where are we going?” Mack asked.

      “Out there,” Maggie replied in a steely voice, and with that she directed the horse through the barrier and the two of them were outside the settlement.
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      After the sermon, Grace felt herself uplifted spiritually. It was something she hadn't experienced before. It was a strange feeling, but a good one, and she was glad she had attended. As she looked around at her friends, she saw they had calm looks on their faces as well, as did many other people. It seemed as though Hank had the magic touch to cleanse them of their despair and gloom, at least for a little while. When Hank descended the stage, he was mobbed by people who wanted to thank him and talk with him. Grace knew he would be busy for a while, and then she noticed Mack and Maggie had disappeared. Her eyes met Luis’, and she knew he had come to the same realization. They walked over to each other and shared their astonishment that the two of them would have left so early.

      “Maybe they just wanted to get some air?” Grace asked.

      “I think we've had plenty of air,” Luis replied as the two of them left the building and walked outside. They looked in various places for Mack and Maggie, but they were nowhere to be found. As they walked and peered into different buildings they talked, and realized they hadn't had a proper conversation for too long.

      “That was a heck of a sermon,” Luis said.

      “Yeah, he's a really good speaker.”

      “Who did you think of, when he asked us to remember those we had lost?”

      “Billy, mostly. Just wondering why some people live and some people die. Do you think there's some great meaning or plan behind things, or do you think it's just random?”

      “I don't know. I never gave much thought to those things. Didn't seem to affect my life that much. Figured I'd be alive or dead anyway, but if there was a great plan for my life, then whoever came up with it didn't have much in the way of an imagination. I don't know, I guess I always thought there was something out there, but I couldn't say for sure. What about yourself?”

      “I never thought there was. I was so involved with the virtual world I didn't pay much attention to the real one. Now that all this has happened, there's been an emptiness inside me, and it feels as though it's just waiting to be filled by something. What Hank said made sense. I don't know for sure if I'm a believer yet, but I'm leaning that way. It feels strange. I don't know if I should give into it or not. I mean, is it what I really want or am I just trying to make sense of what's happening to the world?”

      “There's room for yourself to grow. It's not as though believing is going to hurt you. Maybe it's one of those things where it's always been with you, but it's only had a chance to come out now. Religion and faith mean different things to different people. My parents were Catholics and they had a lot of rituals. They took me to church every Sunday, but as soon as I was old enough I stopped going because it wasn't for me. I've always thought it's a personal thing. If you have a relationship with God or some other deity, then that's your own business and how you express it is up to you. I don't think it should be something you're afraid of, though. You saw Hank tonight. I think one of the reasons he's so confident and calm is because he has that faith to see him through. Sometimes I wish I had it, to be honest. It might make the mornings a little brighter, and the nights a little less dark.”

      “I suppose so...” she said, although she still had questions and doubts, and she knew they would not be easy to deal with.

      “It's only something you can answer anyway. So, since we haven't found Mack or Maggie yet, what do you reckon...they're off getting to know each other a little better?” he said, wriggling his eyebrows suggestively. Grace scoffed.

      “No way. I don't believe Mack sees any other women in that way anymore. He's too devoted to Anna. That's been his driving force ever since we crashed, and he still looks at her picture before he goes to sleep every night. I still remember when we first crashed. He wouldn't tell me about her at first, but then he did, and at the time he had seemed so strong and so confident. That was the first time he felt like a real person to me. He loves her, it's as simple as that.”

      “I hope he finds her one day. I dread to think what will happen if he doesn't.”

      “Me, too,” Grace said, and for a few moments they walked on in silence, hating to think of that fate befalling someone who meant so much to them.

      “It'll be interesting, though, one day, if we're still around, to meet her, to meet the woman who captured Mack's heart,” Luis said.

      “If she's anything like him, she'll be out there,” Grace said.

      “It's tough, being in love in this kind of world,” Luis said.

      “Do you still think of Margaret?”

      “Yeah,” Luis said, sighing, “a lot actually. I wonder if it was right of me to leave her, or maybe I should have tried convincing her to come with me. I don't know, I just find it funny that even now I'm crap with girls. I guess some things remain a constant.”

      “You're not that bad,” Grace said.

      “No?”

      “No,” she replied, but wouldn't elaborate further.

      “I guess it's hard when we're moving around so much. You don't get any chance to settle.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” Grace said, chewing her bottom lip. She stopped walking.

      “Yeah, sure, anything.”

      “How come you don't look at me like you used to?” she asked, tilting her head up to look at him with those wide eyes. She thought back to their first few days together, when they had been by the river and Luis had been unable to take his eyes off her.

      “I didn't think you were interested, and I didn't want to come off as a creep.”

      “It wasn't that. I'm just...I'm not used to this sort of thing,” she said, stepping closer to him, suddenly feeling a need to be close to him, to feel his warmth. Luis gulped.

      “It's not like I've had many girls either...”

      “I've never been kissed, Luis,” she said, and there was a yearning in her eyes that told him there was no more need for words.

      He reached one hand up to stroke her cheek and then pulled her into him. She rose on her tiptoes and her soft lips met his. Her eyes closed and her body swam with all kinds of new sensations, and as they broke away they both were smiling.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Grace and Luis gave up their search for Mack and Maggie and left it until the morning. They hoped the two of them would return from wherever they had gone. The community was sleeping peacefully, feeling good after Hank's sermon. However, the people of another faction had other ideas, and the settlement was under attack yet again. This time they did not try raiding anything, they merely stayed out by the barriers and caused a ruckus, hurling things at the barriers, trying to weaken them.

      People ran out to try steering them away with gunfire. It worked eventually, but still left people feeling down as, yet again, their settlement was under attack by those around them. Bob was furious as he marched around the barrier with his hands folded behind his back and a face like thunder, muttering to himself that something had to be done. They were under attack from all sides and, eventually, something had to give. He was determined not to let it be them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      “They're coming after us because they see us as the weakest faction. They think we're here for the taking, easy pickings. They just come at us, night after night. Eventually, something is going to give. We can't hold out forever, pretending everything is going to be okay. I'm tired of standing by and seeing everyone here being left frightened by those who want to do us harm. I know some of you think I am saying this out of anger, and maybe that is partly true, but I genuinely believe the best chance we have of making it through this alive is to take the fight out there to the others. We must show them we're a force to be reckoned with.

      “I was in that building with all of you when the preacher said those fancy words and they struck my heart, too. I've seen too many good people die, not just in this world, but in the one before it, too. We can't let that happen again. He was right. We're in this together. We must help each other and trust each other. You've all trusted me to lead this settlement and I hope you can trust me now.

      “I know it's scary. I'm scared, too. None of us know what is going to happen, but I can guarantee if we keep doing nothing they're going to take us apart a little at a time. But if we make a stand, maybe, just maybe, we can send them a message. I wish we could live in peace, but maybe that will have to come later. The preacher spoke of the future, and that our destinies are in our own hands. I firmly believe that, and the world that we're rebuilding depends on the decisions we make in the here and now. But I can't go to war on my own. If I'm going to do this, then I'm going to need your help. We're going to have to do this together,” he said. Grace found his words haunting, but as she looked around, she saw more people nodding and agreeing with him.

      After the attack and the speech, everyone went back to bed, but sleep was not easy to come by. Grace asked the others if they had seen Mack or Maggie, but none of them had. They, too, began to worry, wondering if perhaps somebody had managed to sneak into the settlement and kidnap them, although nothing like that had happened before. When the morning sun rose, Grace knew it was up to her to confront Bob, for the philosophy he was espousing contradicted the values Mack had instilled in them all, those of communication and cooperation. The others agreed with her, especially Luis, but they didn't envy her task of talking with Bob.

      “Are you sure this is the right play?” Freddie asked. “We've only just come here. Do you really think we should be shaking up things this much?”

      “If we stand by and do nothing, then we are no better than those who attack this settlement,” Hank said.

      “That man twisted my words last night to try rallying people to his cause. I do not take kindly to that. When I said we should work together, I meant all of us. I wonder if he actually has tried to open negotiations with the other factions? Perhaps that is one of the questions you should put to him,” he suggested. Grace was glad to see she had Hank's backing.

      “Freddie's right. You're entering dangerous territory. Bob could claim you're trying to undermine his leadership. If you're not careful, we all could end up being banished. He strikes me as the type to do exactly that,” Saul said.

      Grace weighed all their words, but she knew she couldn't resist acting because of fear. “Hank's right. If we don't do something, we're going to regret it. I know if Mack was here he'd stand up for what he believes in, and we have to do the same.”

      So, with that decided she strode to City Hall, trying to quell the nerves in her stomach. She clenched her fists by her side, digging her nails into her palms to try distracting herself with pain. They all marched right into his office. He looked irked by their presence.

      “I really should start making it a point to tell people they have to make an appointment before they come see me. I have a settlement to run, and I don't have time to deal with everyone coming in here to talk about their petty problems. Now, tell me what you want, and then get out,” he said. Grace swallowed and tried keeping her voice even as she spoke.

      “We've come to talk to you about your plans. It's not right. You're going to lead these people into a battle they might not be able to win. You're risking everything when you don't need to.”

      “Don't need to? You've only been here a few days. The rest of us have been here since this began. We've had to deal with people attacking us and threatening our way of life multiple times a week. Do you know how difficult it is to sleep when you know that at any moment somebody could come in and slit your throat? Do you know how disheartening it is to break your back gathering supplies knowing that somebody else is going to come in and take them by force?”

      “All I know is fighting doesn't have to be the only way. That's probably what led to this whole thing in the first place. And when has fighting ever led to anything good in the whole history of civilization? Have you even tried talking with them to see what they want? To see if there's any way to strike a deal with them?”

      “With those animals?” Bob laughed loudly. ”You're out of your mind.”

      “You have to at least try before innocent people lose their lives! That's what Mack has taught us.”

      “Oh yes, Mack, and where exactly is he?” Bob said, his eyes gleaming with a condescending look.

      “He'll be back,” Grace said through gritted teeth, “and when he does, he'll say the same thing as me. You've done a good job of leading this place, but starting a war isn't going to do anyone any good.”

      “She's right,” Hank said. ”You missed the point of my sermon. We should be trying to form relationships with people and use kindness. Maybe if we gave the other factions some of our supplies willingly, they wouldn't feel the need to take them. There is still a place for charity in this world.”

      “Charity? Give our supplies to those thieves? Now I know you must be mad,” Bob said, vehemently shaking his head.

      “I've seen this behavior before, and it's never led anywhere good. If you're going to go through with this, you're going to be sending a lot of people to their graves, and we're going to fight you all the way,” Grace said.

      “You can do as you wish, my dear, but these people have suffered. Who are they more likely to follow? Someone who has taken care of them ever since this began? Or some girl who pokes her nose where it doesn't belong? They're used to following my orders, and they're tired of being attacked. Of course they're going to obey my commands. They're my people, not yours. The sooner you get used to that idea, the better off you'll be. Now get out of my sight before I have to call someone here to remove you by force.”

      Grace almost was trembling with anger, but she felt a hand on her shoulder, pulling her away before she could say anything she really would regret.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Maggie and Mack were riding through the city. They had spent the whole night riding and hadn't rested the entire time.

      “You know your way around,” Mack said, impressed.

      “This was my home, my area,” she said and Mack noticed the hint of sadness in her voice.

      He looked around at the desolate, abandoned buildings and imagined how she must have been feeling to see everything she knew in such a state. Riding a horse was much more efficient than walking, and Mack found himself wishing he had been able to make use of them more often in his adventures. It certainly would have made their journey to the city easier. He also was keeping a careful eye out on their surroundings as he was unsure what the city held within its murky depths, only that it almost certainly was dangerous. It seemed as though most people had gathered into the factions Bob had described, but he was sure there still would be some isolated groups seeking an opportunity to get more supplies or guns. So, he had to make sure he was ready.

      “Now that we're out here, do you mind telling me where we're going?” Mack asked. He hated being in the dark, especially when it meant he was in an area he didn't know and so couldn't formulate a strategy or an escape plan.

      He was completely in Maggie's hands, and if they were separated, he wasn't sure he knew how to make it back to the settlement. As the horse trotted along, he had tried making note of signs and landmarks to point the way back. Yet, things looked different in the night, and he wasn’t certain he would be able to make it back. From what he could tell, Maggie was looking for someone very special to her. Although she hadn't said much about this person, Mack was assuming it was either a lover or a family member. She had mentioned the gender as 'he,' so he was working on the assumption that it was a brother or a lover. She wasn't wearing a wedding ring, although he supposed she either could have lost it or taken it off as too painful a reminder of what she had lost. However, when she answered he changed his mind. She told him they were going to find the Lost Children, and suddenly it all became clear.

      “You're looking for your son,” he said. She nodded, and because he was sitting behind her Mack could not see the tear that rolled down her cheek.

      “His name is Tristan. It's my fault that he's here. I have to go find him, to bring him back.”

      “It's not your fault. None of us could have predicted this,” Mack said. Maggie sighed.

      “Do you have kids, Mack?”

      “No, we were going to try when I got back, but then, well, you know what happened.”

      “Having him was the happiest day of my life, but I don't know what happened. Being a cop always came first, I guess. I always tried doing my duty, and figured I'd fit in being a good mother somewhere along the line, but it never quite happened that way. I worked too much, I know that now. I thought I was working so much to give him a good life, when really, I just was putting distance between us. It caused problems with me and his father, and eventually we split up. Tristan lived with him. I didn't fight it. I felt as though I should have, but it seemed he would be better off with his father. I think some people are made to be parents and some aren't. We still spoke and saw each other, but it wasn't the same. I don't know what happened to me, to us, and I hate that it did. But it was too late to change.

      “He grew up and I became less and less a part of his life. His father remarried and they got to be a family. Meanwhile, I was still out there, fighting the good fight. I was telling myself that it came before everything and I had to make sacrifices to be a good cop, when deep inside I just wanted to get my little boy back, to get the life I wasted back. When we were on that freeway, and all the cars stopped, I knew something was wrong. My first thought was to Tristan. He should have been with me so I could have protected him. I knew I had to get back here to find him, if he even still was alive. Bob told me he went with the Lost Children.”

      “It was good of him to look out for your son.”

      “He was Tristan's godfather. Guess he must have tried finding him, probably tried finding me as well. But they got to him first. I thought I raised him right, I can't believe he would do something like this.”

      “He's probably just scared.”

      “I should have been there to raise him properly, to teach him how to defend himself and how to take care of himself. I never should have given him up. Every day I ask myself why I did it, and I can't for the life of me remember. I failed him as a mother, and a cop, and I just have to make up for all of that.” Mack listened intently and he got the feeling Maggie hadn't told anyone this before.

      “We'll get your son back, and then you can tell him all this yourself. I'm sure he'll be glad to hear it.”

      “I doubt he'll be pleased to see me,” she said.

      “He will. He's been scared this whole time. But he has you, and you've come all this way just for him. He'll see that, in time,” Mack said. Maggie smiled softly and the two of them rode forward in silence, through the barrier into the territory of the Lost Children.
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      After speaking with Bob, Grace and the others were left with little recourse about what to do. Grace, Luis, and Saul were used to turning to Mack for advice, while Freddie and Hank had been following Maggie's leadership. Without the two of them in the party, they were directionless, and it was difficult to know what to do. Bob was steadfast in his opinions, and he seemed to treat all of them with derision. So, it was difficult to see how they were going to talk him down from his aggressive stance. Even if it was possible, Grace had the impression he was the type of person whose pride and ego would not allow him to admit he was wrong. Covertly, they made their way through the community to try gauging the opinion of the regular people. Aside from Bob, a few other cops had joined the settlement and, like Bob, they were willing to take the risk and go to war to defend themselves. However, people such as Mindy were not. When they approached her to see what she thought a sad look came over her face.

      “What we really want is what you preached, Hank,” she said, focusing her attention on the preacher. “We'd like everyone to be able to live together in peace and harmony. Sometimes I wonder if we're fighting a futile battle. It seems that no matter the situation people always will be hostile to each other.”

      “Do you think most people feel that way? Bob seems to think everyone wants to fight, but I'm not so sure,” Grace said.

      Mindy paused for a moment and tapped an index finger against her lips. “I don't think people want to fight, but I think people will, for Bob. He has done a lot for this settlement, and he commands great respect and obedience. He's in charge, and people will follow his orders.”

      “How did he get in charge anyway?” Luis asked.

      Mindy shrugged. “He was the one who wanted the job, and seemed to be the best fit.”

      And then the germ of an idea started growing in Grace's mind. It was risky, and something she wasn't sure Mack would approve of, but it seemed the logical thing to do, and the only way to prevent a war. As soon as they had finished speaking to Mindy, Grace ushered them back to their apartments and spoke quietly, for she was plotting treason.

      “The only way we're going to prevent this war is by taking control of this place. You heard Mindy, the only reason Bob is in charge is because nobody else has challenged him. We can do that and show them there's a better way. All we have to do is convince them we're the right people for the job,” she said, an excited gleam in her eyes. However, that gleam soon disappeared as her eyes scanned her companions and saw only uncertainty and doubt.

      “I don't know,” Freddie finally said. “Bob's not going to like it, and what if it doesn't work? We're sure to be thrown out. I don't fancy our chances out there in the city alone. Even though this place gets attacked, at least there are barriers, and other people to keep us safe, and a warm bed.”

      “And what about when the war starts? What about when a gun is thrust in your hand and Bob tells you to march through the city and lay siege on some other faction because, apparently, the only thing people know how to do is fight? You really want to be standing here when Bob gives the order to attack and the other factions all come for us as well? They're not going to take it lying down. They're going to fight back, too, and if Bob thinks it's going to be easy to defeat them he's got another thing coming. I'm not sure he knows how difficult it's going to be. We have to stop this war before it starts.” Although she spoke with great passion the others were not rallying to her side, and Grace did not understand why.

      “What you're asking of us is something drastic, Grace,” Hank said in a patient tone, “and I'm not sure we're willing to throw this settlement into disarray. It's easy to say that we should take control, but how, and when?”

      Grace sighed and folded her arms.

      “Maybe we should wait for Maggie and Mack to get back,” Freddie said in a low voice, not meeting Grace's face when she glared at him.

      “I don't know where they've gone, and with the world the way it is, we don't know for sure they are coming back. We can't always wait for them to make decisions for us. We've been through a lot as well, and we're capable of making decisions. I think we all know in our hearts that this is the right one to make.” As she spoke, one by one, they all started looking at her. In their eyes she saw the same look she gave to Mack and knew that they had turned to her for leadership.

      “So, boss, what do you propose?” Luis asked with a cheeky grin. Despite her words, Grace now felt the pressure of leadership. She wished Mack was there, but she couldn't back away now.

      “I'm not sure yet, but for now lay low, and just talk to as many people as you can to find out how they feel about everything. We'll meet again later and talk over things once we have come up with some ideas.”

      With that, she left the rest of them to go to the place of worship, where she stayed for a while, thinking. There were many things on her mind as she never intended to be the group’s leader. She never had thought of herself as a leader, yet everyone had turned to her, even Saul. That was strange, as she thought he would have leaped at the chance to take over from Mack. She decided that perhaps it all was posturing; he just had been lashing out in a misguided way and never really had wanted to be in charge at all. And she couldn't blame him. Now that she was the one who had to come up with a plan, she wondered how Mack was so good at it. She had been thinking for a while when Hank came in. She watched him speak to Mindy, who seemed to have taken a shine to the preacher, and then he came over to her.

      “It's nice to see you here,” he said, and smiled warmly.

      “I thought it would help me get some guidance, or clarity, or perspective or...something.”

      “And has it?”

      “I have no idea, really. It's hard to concentrate on anything at the moment. I thought I'd try working on my faith, but I don't really know where to start.”

      “Start with what feels right and go from there,” he said. Grace frowned as that was the typical vague advice she hated.

      Hank laughed when he saw her expression. “Grace, there's no rule book for these things. You just have to be willing to start the journey and follow the paths that present themselves.”

      “I guess,” she sighed.

      “What were you thinking about?”

      “I just was looking around at all these people, and how their faith is so strong, even though what has happened. It's quite remarkable, really.”

      “That's the wonderful thing about faith. The more that gets piled upon us the stronger it gets, and the more we can draw strength from it.”

      “Do you really think God is up there now, watching over us?”

      Hank smiled. “Yes, I do. I think He's all around us, taking stock of everything. We are His children. But it's okay if you're not fully convinced of that yet. I remember when I was your age I had a crisis of faith.” Grace looked up at him, surprised, but let him continue.

      “You see, I had been brought up a Christian by my family, but by the time I grew up I realized I never really had chosen to believe in God. It just always had been a part of me because that's what my parents had taught me. But then they started saying the music I liked and the movies I watched were the work of the devil. They brought me such joy I wondered why God would give people the ability to create such wonderful, beautiful things. So, I had to look deep inside myself and see if I was truly a Christian, or if it was simply something I had been used to.”

      “And...?” Grace said.

      “Well,” Hank said, gesturing to his outfit. Grace laughed at her mistake, and Hank joined in.

      “But yes, I had a new resolve and I realized God is beyond music and movies. He is in everything, and it is up to us to remember that people find Him in different ways, and at different points in their lives. That was the point in my life when I realized what it was truly to have faith in something bigger than myself. In turn, I had more faith in myself as well, and who I was.”

      “I guess that's what I'm still struggling with. I don't quite know what it means to have that faith in myself.”

      “I'm sure it will come to you in time. You have a lot of spirit, Grace, and you seem to be one of the people who are thriving in this world.”

      “Thank you,” she said, blushing slightly.

      She still was not used to receiving compliments, especially from adults. Most adults she had encountered when she was younger sought to control or change her and treated her as though she was nothing but trouble. Then in later years she had been viewed with suspicion because of her appearance.

      “It's funny, back when this started I didn't think I would have a chance of making it in this world at all. The main reason why I stuck with Mack was because I was afraid of what would happen to me if I didn't. I barely could walk a few miles without needing a rest, and now here I am.”

      “Here you are,” Hank replied in his warm, earthy tones, his dark brown eyes sparkling. “I think there's a plan and a place for everybody, if you just look. That's where having faith comes in. It gives you the ability to see that plan, and trust that it is the right one for you. Walking into the future can be a scary proposition and faith can be a valuable weapon.”

      As he uttered those words, Grace suddenly knew what to do and she smiled. She felt at peace with herself and her place in the world, and she was ready to become the woman she had the potential to become. All of a sudden, she hugged Hank and thanked him. The gesture seemed to take him by surprise, but he was glad to have made such a difference in someone's life. Grace then rose and left the church, needing to be alone to flesh out the plot that had begun forming in her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Mack and Maggie didn't speak much as they made their way toward the territory of the Lost Children. Mack wasn't particularly enthused about returning to their territory, but given the show he'd made of helping Maggie, he couldn't very well ask her to turn back now or abandon her. He knew she would not surrender her quest to find Tristan. However, he did wish they had left the others a note as those people must have been wondering where they were. Given the danger of the area they were approaching, he didn't know if he ever would see them again. It was a big gamble that Maggie was taking. There was no guarantee the Lost Children would look upon them kindly, even if she was Tristan's mother. Given the way Bob had spoken about them, Mack and Maggie had everything to worry about, and suddenly the guns they were carrying didn't seem like enough. His throat dried as they reached the barrier through which Will had rescued them. Maggie positioned the horse and Mack felt his stomach lurch as the great steed powerfully leaped over the barrier, and landed with a thud, almost shaking Mack off. They were now in the territory of the Lost Children and moved forward slowly.

      “Do you have a plan now that we're here?” Mack asked.

      “I'm going to find Tristan,” she said bluntly.

      “And how are we going to accomplish that?”

      “We'll find a way,” she said.

      Mack started thinking he had made a mistake in following her. However, he was sure that if this had been a search for Anna, he would have been just as bullheaded and stubborn, ready to run into any kind of danger if there was even a slim chance of seeing her once more. They moved up the street toward the warehouses. Once again, the area seemed barren. Then the low whistles started again, and became louder and deeper as more whistlers joined in. Mack and Maggie both drew their weapons and pointed them around, trying to get a sight on a target. None presented themselves until a bullet scratched the ground in front of them, halting their advance.

      “Drop the guns!” a high-pitched voice yelled. Mack and Maggie glanced at each other and then another shot was fired, this time getting closer to the horse.

      The adults complied and then held their hands up. From everywhere a swarm of children of various ages appeared and came up to them. Some were as young as four or five, while the eldest were in their teens. A girl with blonde hair came up to the two of them and sneered. Most of them had guns that were pointed directly at the two adults. Maggie was about to ask about Tristan when the girl told them to keep silent, and given the array of weaponry pointed at them the adults thought it was best to listen.

      “We're going to take you to our leader. Lucky for you, he said we shouldn't kill people on sight before we know what they've come here for,” she said, and clicked her fingers.

      The Lost Children ran around and surrounded Mack and Maggie, then escorted them to the leader. Maggie's plan definitely needed some work, Mack thought, but he was curious to see just who was leading these children.
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      The gaggle of children that surrounded Mack and Maggie stopped whistling and were quiet. It was difficult to determine their number as they constantly were moving, especially the little ones. As they walked, Mack made careful observation of them. Only the older ones had guns. The others had catapults or held rocks in their hands. They seemed excitable and, evidently, the appearance of adults was a rare thing. They also were dirty. Their clothes were tattered, and they had the appearance of feral beings.

      Maggie's expression was hard to read, but Mack felt a great sorrow for these children as they should have been cared for by adults. Their being here was not doing them any good. They seemed malnourished, and many of them were moody. The likelihood was that none of them really understood what was happening and they had been led astray by the vocal minority. Hopefully, he would be able to get through to the leader, Mack thought, and see that these children were taken back to safety as quickly as possible. He wished he could speak to Maggie, but the Lost Children seemed to mean business. He wondered if they truly could comprehend what it meant to hurt someone, or even kill them, or if they had so numbed themselves to reality that this was all some sort of game to them.

      They were led into one of the large warehouses. The windows were so huge the light level barely changed from the outside, and the place had been fitted out to look like one big slumber party. Blankets and makeshift beds were strewn across the floor, and some boxes had been upturned to act as tables. Empty cans of food and drink were all over the floor as well. Mack had to admit it was a smart move to base their camp in these warehouses, which were filled with all kinds of supplies.

      There was room in the warehouse for hundreds of children, and Mack wondered if this was the entire population, or if they were divided between the other warehouses. The air stunk since the kids had not been keeping clean. Mack had to hold his breath for as long as possible, trying not to gag. They were led to the middle of the warehouse, where a makeshift throne sat. Beyond that were shelves filled with boxes, and although the sun poured in through the windows, the boxes ensured there were shadows cloaking the last third of the warehouse. Even when Mack peered down into its depths, he could not see what lay inside.

      Maggie was trying to remain calm, and her outward appearance suggested to Mack that she was, indeed, facing the situation with little fear. Yet, he knew as well as her that they both had been trained to appear calm in these situations. Her eyes belied the truth. They darted around from child to child, and Mack knew she was desperate to see if one of them was her son. Since she still was looking, it was clear Tristan was not among those who had captured them.

      The blonde girl, who still had not given her name, nor asked for theirs in return, as though they didn't care for names, called out for King Peter to appear. Upon hearing his name the rest of the Lost Children chanted his name as well. They stomped their feet and clapped their hands, and the high ceiling of the warehouse made the noise echo until it reached a frightening, frenzied pitch. Mack was alarmed for this whole thing had the appearance of a cult.

      The chanting went on for a few moments until King Peter emerged from the rear of the warehouse. He was flanked by two guards, although they remained standing behind him, cloaked in shadow. Peter was a boy of no more than fifteen, although he clearly reveled in the authority given to him by the rest of the Lost Children. He wore a cardboard crown on his head, and a curtain on his back that acted as his cloak. On his waist hung a belt that held a gun. He walked with a swagger and looked to be in complete control as he took his throne. He held up a hand and all were silent. It felt as though they were playing make-believe, and yet the guns were a stark reminder that it was all too real.

      “Why have I been summoned?” the king asked in a loud voice. The golden-haired girl skipped up to his throne and knelt down, bowing her head.

      “I'm sorry for disturbing you, sire, but we found some wanderers outside, and we thought you would like to meet them,” she said.

      “Indeed, you did well, Sharon,” he said, and the girl beamed with pride at receiving the praise from her king. “Bring them forward!” the king ordered and clapped his hands together with relish.

      Sharon looked back toward the adults and waved them forward. Mack felt a prod from a kid who didn't even come up to his waist, but Mack had no choice but to follow orders. The two adults slowly walked forward and stood before the king, who leaned forward and rested his chin on his fist, peering down at them from his throne. However, before he had a chance to speak, one of his guards stepped forward. The light shone on his face, revealing him to be Tristan.

      “Mom!” he shouted.

      At the appearance of her son, and hearing his voice, Maggie lost it. She tried moving toward him, but as soon as she stepped forward, the other Lost Children were upon her and held her back.

      She struggled against them, trying in vain to get to her son, the son she had been separated from for far too long. Mack winced as he saw the sheer yearning in her eyes. He wished he could have been happy for her, and congratulated her, but there was still much danger to contend with.

      “Enough!” Peter said, glaring at Tristan. The guard looked glum and stepped back into position, shooting another painful look at his mother.

      At the king's command, the children relaxed their grip on Maggie. This time she made no move toward her son, knowing it would have been futile. Mack couldn't imagine the pain she must have been going through, to be so close and yet so far from her son. The king seemed to relish the power he had over everyone, and sat back in his chair with a smug smile on his face.

      “That's better,” he said.

      “I won't tolerate unruliness in my chamber. Now then, just who do we have here?” he asked, his voice dripping with arrogance and derision. Neither Mack nor Maggie said anything.

      “Names!” Peter yelled again, leaning forward, his eyes wide with anger at his orders being refused. Mack glanced around at all the guns and thought it best to not push the king too far.

      “Mack,” he said.

      “Maggie,” she said with a sigh.

      “That's more like it. Now then, if you weren't aware, we have a strict “no adults” policy here, and you made a big mistake coming into our territory,” the king said.

      “We're sorry. It was an honest mistake, we were just passing through,” Mack said, trying to play dumb. Peter sneered at them from his lofty throne.

      “Do you take me for a fool, Mack? Am I supposed to believe it is a mere coincidence that this woman just happens to be the mother of one of my children? Passing through...yes, I'm sure you were. You know it is not good manners to lie to a king. You should show more respect.”

      “I see no king here,” Mack said, and this sent Peter into a rage.

      He slammed his fist against an arm of this throne, which would have had more impact had the throne not been made of boxes, then pushed himself up and stormed down the stairs. He stood in front of Mack, staring up at him with beady eyes, full of anger, hatred, and madness.

      It was a delicate situation. Push him too far, and he could kill them both, if that wasn't in his plans already. But Mack had to resist because these Lost Children had to be reminded that adults wouldn't be pushed around by a boy who pretended to be a king. If Mack showed any weakness, then he never would stand a chance of changing their minds, or of showing Tristan that his mother's efforts to find him weren’t a lost cause. It gave Mack hope that Tristan seemed too surprised and excited to see his mother, as he wished to use that to remind the other children about their old lives and the real world. This way of life was not sustainable for any of them, and they wouldn't be able to grow into responsible adults if they were left to their own devices. But for now, Mack had Peter to deal with. The king was standing in front of him, snarling.

      “What did you say?!”

      “I said I see no king. I see a boy who is playing make-believe. I see misguided children acting out a fantasy because they can't conceive of the world outside. This is not Camelot, and your cardboard crown means nothing.” The words were harsh, but Mack hoped they would get through, and prick the aura that Peter had engendered from his followers. (Mack refused to think of them as subjects).

      If he just could show them he was in control, and remind them that adults know best, he could salvage something positive out of the situation. But instead of throwing a tantrum or losing his cool, Peter merely laughed. Soon enough, the rest of the Lost Children were laughing with him, guffawing and giggling, laughter that became a cackle and sent a shiver down Mack's spine. Peter turned his back on Mack and walked back to his throne, while the chorus of laughter was ringing all around him. He crossed one leg over the other as he sat down and looked undeterred by Mack's defiance. Mack and Maggie shared a worried glance with each other.

      “You adults always make me laugh. You come in here and think you can order us around just as you did before. You say we have no concept of how the world has changed, but we do. We know better than you, in fact, Mr. Mack. You see, no longer are we slaves to what adults say. We don't have to listen to them, or be ordered around by them. We can do what we want, what we think is best, and we do know what is best for us, better than you do. How many times did our parents give us stupid orders and then, when we asked them why, they only said, 'Because I said so?'” He was met with a cheer from his adoring crowd. “And how often did we see them making a mess of their own lives, struggling to get by, day by day, and then pretending they were so much better than us, and knew more than us?

      “We always were held down by your kind, brainwashed into thinking we had to turn out like you, but now we know that isn't the case. You're not the first adults to come here and try getting us to change our ways, to bring us back to civilization, and I'm sure you won't be the last. But the thing you don't understand is I've given everyone here a choice. If they want to, they can walk out. I won't do anything to stop them, but they know what I know, and what you should know as well. This world is ours now. It's our time. You're no better than dinosaurs, and we're just waiting for you to die out.” Again, this was met by a cheer and Mack was left aghast.

      “Why are you doing this? You surely can't believe all adults are the same? I just want to help you,” Mack said.

      “Help? Ha! What can you do to help us? We have everything we need right here, and we've been doing just fine by ourselves. We have food, we can defend ourselves, and we can make our own decisions. Why do you think we're doing this? Because we can. Because it's time that we proved what kids before us have been saying for generations, that we can handle ourselves. We're not idiots. In fact, it's you who are idiots. You had no idea how to run the world, and whatever happened to cause its end was all your fault. Why should we listen to you? The only thing you've ever given us is failure and a broken world. It's up to us now to fix it. Thank you for the legacy,” he said bitterly. Unfortunately, Mack found it difficult to argue with that particular point.

      “Whatever happened to the world wasn't my fault, or that of anyone I know. We have a community, and we'd be glad to welcome you back. We should be working together, everyone. That's the real way to get through this,” Mack said, opening his arms to try imparting some sense into Peter.

      “Why would we ever want to work with dinosaurs?” Peter said, and then collapsed into laughter.

      The other children began chanting, 'Dinosaurs! Dinosaurs! Dinosaurs!' over and over again, and Mack knew that his hopes of talking Peter out of it were dashed. Eventually, the chanting subsided and Peter drew in a breath.

      “You have provided me with some entertainment, so for now I shall keep you alive. Take them to the jail!” he said, raising his arm.

      The Lost Children obeyed and Mack and Maggie found themselves pushed and prodded to the back of the warehouse, where a couple of storage cupboards had been converted into jail cells. They were pushed into the same one. As they were taken away, Maggie tried making eye contact with her son, but he was looking away, ashamed. The Lost Children then moved away after they made sure the door had been locked. Mack and Maggie heard them chant and laugh, and were glad to hear it fade so they didn't have to put up with the taunting for any longer than necessary.

      “Well, this is great,” Maggie said, kicking the side of the cell.

      “At least your son is alive,” Mack said.

      “Yeah, and he's guarding that upstart.”

      “You know, although Peter may not think he needs any adults, and he believes he's convinced the others they don't either, I'm sure that's not the case. Actually, a lot of them will find they miss their parents if they just give it a little thought. We just have to find some way to remind them.”

      “Right now, I'd settle for having a few moments alone with Tristan. I'm sorry for dragging you into this, Mack. I'm starting to think we should have made more of a plan when we were back at the settlement.”

      “Hey, I was the one who gatecrashed the party,” Mack said, giving Maggie a reassuring smile, but at the mention of the settlement Mack did wonder what was happening.

      He hoped they wouldn't send a rescue party for them. It only would lead to them getting captured, and the last thing Mack wanted was to lead them into danger. For now, he ruminated on what Peter had said and all he had seen while being in the presence of the Lost Children, trying to figure out what he could do to get them on his side. They had such disdain for adults that it would take a great deal of effort to remind them they were children, but it had to be done.
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      “There's still no sign of them?” Grace asked.

      Freddie shook his head. He and Saul just had been around the settlement asking if anyone had seen any sign of Maggie and Mack, but nobody had. People had discovered there was a horse missing and some guns, but nobody knew where they could have gone. Nobody who was talking to Grace or the others anyway.

      “I can't believe they didn't even leave a note. Do you know who she was looking for in the city?”

      Freddie looked at Hank, but both men shook their heads. “She never talked about it. We asked but we never got anything.”

      “We have to find them. We should go out looking for them,” Grace said. They were sitting in the apartment building. Saul was lying on the bed while Grace was pacing, biting a fingernail. The others were sitting down.

      “Where? The whole city? We have no idea where they've gone. You can't expect us to go wandering about looking for them. We're just as likely to get lost, or worse. Besides, we need to stay here. If we're going to do what you want, then it's going to take all of us,” Saul said without opening his eyes. Grace was about to argue, but then she looked at the others and saw they all agreed with him. She sighed and leaned against a desk, gazing out the window for a moment.

      “I'm sorry. It's just that he saved my life at the beginning of all this, and I hate to think that he's out there in trouble, and we're just sitting here doing nothing about it,” she said.

      “We have our hands full,” Luis reminded her, “and I'm sure Mack would understand. He'd be the first to say there are some things more important than his life.”

      “You're right,” Grace admitted, and gave him a grateful smile.

      “So, with that being said, what is the plan now?” Saul asked.

      “We've been talking with more people, and I think the majority don't want to fight. They're just scared of Bob.”

      “As I thought,” Grace said.

      “Mindy has the same opinion,” Hank said, “but whatever we do, we must be sure it's the right move. If we make even the tiniest miscalculation, we'll lose whatever good faith we've managed to accrue in our short time here. If we do wrest control from Bob, then we're going to have to be all in, all the way, and we're going to have to run this settlement. Otherwise, there's going to be chaos.”

      His words made each of them aware of the gravity of the situation. It was the final chance they had to back out of the plans they had begun formulating, but each of them knew that if they didn't act, they would be surrounded by dead bodies. There had to be a changing of the guard.

      “I'm sure,” Grace said, and gave the nod to the others. They rose, and with solemn looks on their faces, they walked as a group to City Hall.

      Those they passed knew that something major was going to happen, and spoke in hushed tones, keeping their distance. Grace held her head high and walked with purpose, knowing that to be a good leader she had to give the impression of confidence, even though she was feeling nauseous inside. Never had she done anything like this. Even when she had been a hacker, infiltrating the cyberspace of various conglomerates and corporations, she had felt protected behind the veil of virtual reality. This felt immediate and sudden, with no way to retreat and hide if things went wrong. The solution to that was simple; things had to go right.

      They walked into Bob's office, and he threw his hands up when he saw them again. Shaking his head, he cursed and muttered that he really needed to get a lock for the door. Giving them an exasperated sigh, he asked them what they wanted. All eyes turned to Grace, who stepped forward.

      “We'd like you to step down as leader of this settlement,” she said.

      Bob laughed, only stopping when he saw the serious expression on her face. His face turned into a snarl, and he leaned forward menacingly, placing two clenched fists on the desk in front of him. Every word he spoke was low and deliberate, but Grace did not let herself be intimidated.

      “The next words out of your mouth better be chosen carefully because I will not stand for you coming in here and dictating terms of my surrender,” he said.

      “Just think of it as retiring again. You can make it easy. Go out there and tell everyone the strain has become too much, and you're not the right man for the job anymore. Nobody has to lose face,” Grace said.

      “You're out of your damned mind. This happened to me before, and it's not going to happen to me again. I should have known when I saw Maggie that she'd be trouble. I took you in, and this is how you repay me? I won't let you get away with this. I'll fight. I will not stand for this kind of insubordination, especially from the likes of you. You're amateurs and civilians. You don't know what it's like to run a community, to protect it. They need someone experienced to lead them, someone who has a good sense of justice--”

      “Someone with a lust for blood?” Grace interrupted.

      “You've done a good job here of establishing a community. That's why I'm very confused as to why you'd want to risk tearing it all down? War and violence aren't the only ways to solve problems. Don't you see that a new world needs a new way of thinking, and you're not the right man for that job? You may think of us as amateurs and civilians, but we've been through a hell of a lot out there. We've seen and done things that have changed us, and have shown us new sides of ourselves. Believe me, if this was the old world, then I never would be doing this. I'm not the same person I once was. None of us are. But that's not a bad thing. We can use that to help people and make a better world. Everyone is equal now. We've all been given a fresh start, and it's up to each of us how we approach our lives now. We don't need to resort to violence or anger all the time.”

      “Tell that to the people who keep raiding and attacking us. Tell that to the people who have died,” Bob said, becoming more and more apoplectic as he spoke. His face reddened and his body visibly trembled as his blood boiled with anger.

      “I am not going to stand aside and let you take control of this settlement, not when I've spent so much time and energy in building it. You're signing their death warrants. You think you can come in here and just take over things as quickly as that? You have another thing coming. You might think you know what these people need and want, but I've lived with them, I've talked with them. I've seen them every day ever since this damned city was nothing but smoldering ruins. We built this place together, and if you think they're going to forsake me now, you haven’t thought this through.”

      Before Grace could tell him not to embarrass himself, Bob had barreled through them and was on his way out of City Hall. They all followed, calling after him, but he had closed his ears to them. Once he was outside he stopped as he saw the people of the settlement had gathered. When they saw Grace and her companions approaching, they knew that something was going to happen. So, they waited patiently. Bob cleared his throat and, undeterred, addressed them.

      “These people just have asked me to step down as the leader of this settlement. I told them you never would stand for this. We all know I'm the right man for the job. We all agreed on that when we first got together and decided to make a go of it. Have I ever steered you wrong? There are dangerous people out there, and we need to be prepared to defend ourselves. Tell them they're wrong. Show your support for me!” he said, raising his arm, trying to elicit a response.

      He was met with an awkward silence, and in that moment, he knew he had lost them. He turned to Grace with hunched shoulders, and looked every bit the old man he truly was, now sapped of the power and authority he had wielded for so long. In that moment, Grace pitied him, but she rather would sacrifice the pride of an old man than the lives of the people.

      To fill the silence, Grace stepped forward. “I didn't want it to happen like this, but yes, I did ask Bob to stand aside. I don't think the way forward is starting a war with the other factions in the city.”

      “What is your plan then?” one of Bob's supporters called out.

      “The other factions have some powerful weapons, and we're just sitting ducks here.” A few murmurs rippled through the crowd.

      “I know you're all tired of being attacked, of feeling as though these people just can come in when they like, and take what they want. That's going to end. We're going to set a trap. Next time there's a raid, we're going to capture them. Then we'll finally be able to talk with them and, hopefully, set up a treaty. They're people, just the same as us, and we have to do what we can to find some common ground and avoid conflict.”

      The people before her were buoyed by her words. She was glad to have gotten through to them like this, but in the back of her mind, she still was worried about Mack and Maggie and wished she could send some people out to search for them. She also hoped she had made the right decision, that it was for the best that Bob’s leadership had been usurped. For now, she was the one the community looked to, she was the one responsible for their safety and, suddenly, a knot began twisting in the pit of her stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Mack and Maggie had been stuck in their cell for quite a while. They had been given a bit of food and water, but it was nothing too generous. When Mack tried talking to the child who brought them their food, he was met with a blank look and a stony silence.

      “It's no use,” Maggie said. They're too used to this life now. Why would they want to go back to the way things were? They have things pretty good, and I can't say I blame them. I would have killed for something like this when I was a kid.”

      “They're scared, Maggie. They'd go with anyone who promises them safety, but that's not what Peter is giving them, not long-term. He's not going to teach them how to search for clean water or grow plants. What are they going to do when their food runs out? Are they going to know how to build a fire, or stitch together new clothes, or treat wounds?” he said passionately.

      “I'm just saying maybe he had a point, that's all, about the adults ruining everything.”

      “You're only saying that because you're feeling guilty about Tristan,” he said. Maggie glared at him, but didn't say anything in reply, probably because she knew he was right.

      They sat in awkward silence, waiting for an opportunity where they could try breaking free. They had no idea where their horse or their guns had been taken, and they knew they would have to be swift if they hoped to make it out of there alive. There were so many children in the warehouse the two of them would be chased after and outnumbered. Mack also wasn't sure if he could hurt children. They were only misguided. They didn't really know what they were doing, and it went against everything Mack knew to inflict pain upon them...He had to hope it wouldn't come to that. He assumed Maggie felt the same way, but, really, he had no idea how she felt. Ever since she had seen Tristan standing by the king, she had been subdued, which was understandable.

      “Maggie, if we get a chance to escape, are you going to be able to do it?” he asked. She looked at him and he saw the depths of sadness in her eyes.

      “I don't know...now that I've found him, I don't think I can leave him, not again.”

      That made things a little more complicated, Mack thought, especially if they couldn't convince Tristan to leave. But first, they had to work out how to escape the cell. Shortly after that conversation, the door opened and they were told that King Peter had requested their presence. They were escorted around to the back of the warehouse, away from the ears of the other subjects, although the king still was flanked by his guards. Tristan's eyes met his mother's, but neither of them spoke.

      “I have been thinking about what I am going to do with the two of you. The easy thing is just to kill you and put your heads on spikes to warn away any other adults who try coming here and denying us our paradise. However, I am not an animal, and I am not completely without mercy. We already have lost so many things, and I would not take the life of one of my most trusted guard’s mother. No. Instead, I have a task for you. I want you to go back to wherever you came from, and tell the adults to leave us alone, and to allow us passage through the city so we can broaden our territory. We are the new rule, and you better had get used to it. But if you all leave us alone, then we'll leave you alone as well. That's all we want, to be left alone. It's not so unreasonable, is it?”

      “You won't be able to handle being alone. You think this is all fun and games, but you've had it easy so far. Wait until your people get wounded or die, or all the food runs out and you have to try growing your own. It's not going to grow itself. You're in over your head. You've got it all wrong. We're not the ones who ruined the Earth. We tried making it better, for you. That's the cycle. You're still just kids. Trust me. Things are going to look a lot different when you grow into men and women,” Mack said, but his words fell on deaf ears. Peter's face was one of rage as he stepped up to Mack and whacked the older man across the mouth with the back of his hand, making blood fly and splatter across the floor.

      “The cycle you speak of is broken, and I'm better than a man. I'm a king,” he said, and with that gestured for them to be taken away again.

      As the king left with his usual swagger, Maggie's eyes met Tristan's, and within that brief glance they communicated more than they would have with a thousand words. Mack, who tasted the blood swimming in his mouth, started re-evaluating his stance on attacking the Lost Children. There was one in particular who he thought was crying out for a spanking.
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      Once Grace and the others had taken control of the community, they set about implementing their plan. There was much confusion and anxiety among the people, many of whom were afraid of being a part of such dramatic upheaval. Grace had to make it clear to them that it was for the best, and that she was going to see them through to safety. She wasn't entirely convinced of that herself, but it was too late to back out now. She had made her decision and had to run with it. It was a strange feeling, to be thought of as the leader, since she had spent so much time in the shadows, letting Mack take control. She hoped he would be proud of her and would support the decisions she made, whenever he came back...if he came back.

      She went back into Bob's office, which was now her office, and put together a record of when the raids took place. From this they were able to see a pattern and could predict when the next one was going to take place, which happened to be on that particular night. For the rest of the day, they set a trap. They would allow the raiders to come in, but would be lying in wait. As soon as they were about to leave, a few people would leap upon the last raider, and the others would be driven away with gunfire and yelling. Then they would have a prisoner to use to force negotiations.

      Given the state of the city, Grace didn't feel comfortable sending out anyone to extend the olive branch, although Will was eager as he said he knew the safest way to move around the city. For now, this seemed the only way to begin communications with the other factions. In the meantime, if the raiding continued, and they were forced to take on a prisoner, as soon as the negotiated terms were kept by the raiding faction, she would release the prisoner back to their home. In this way, she hoped to build a good relationship with the other factions and cease the raids. As she lay in wait in the supply building, her heart was thumping in her chest, but she tried remembering what Hank had told her about having faith in herself. She also took heart from the fact that nobody had challenged her plan. Luis, Saul, Freddie, and Hank all were forthright with their opinions, especially Saul. She knew they would not have allowed her to go through with her plan if they thought it was doomed to fail.

      They lay in wait for what seemed like hours. There was a point where Grace thought they had misinterpreted the pattern, but then they heard a scratching at the door and a few people skulked in.

      “Easy pickings, just like always. You know, I would have thought they'd start putting up more of a fight. Might have to start coming here more regularly,” one of them said, and the others laughed.

      Grace smiled slyly to herself, pleased at outsmarting them. It was painful to see the raiders take the supplies they had worked hard for, but at least, this time, the community would get something out of it. After they had filled their bags the raiders left. As soon as all but one were out the door, Grace yelled and flung herself forward, signaling everyone else. Those in the building subdued the last raider and slammed the door, locking it from the inside. Outside, after hearing Grace's yell, everyone opened fire. The raiders ran until they had retreated back to the safety of their own territory.

      Grace pushed herself up and shook the hair away from her face, then looked down at the raider. It was a woman, slightly older than Grace. She had long blonde hair and a scar across her cheek. Her clothes were tattered, but functional, and ill-fitting, suggesting she had taken them from someone else.

      “My name is Grace,” she said, remembering how Mack always used to handle these situations, “and I want you to know that we don't mean you any harm. We just wanted to talk to you, to try opening the lines of communication between our two communities. You'll be released after we've had our talk, and you can keep the supplies you've taken as a show of goodwill from us. But first, we want to know where you're from, how many of you there are, and why you chose to steal from us instead of simply talking to us and asking us for help?”

      The prisoner struggled against her captors, and Grace signaled that they could release their grip on her. She dragged a hand across her lips, twisted her neck from side to side, and rolled her shoulders. Then she then looked directly into Grace's eyes.

      “Because it's the easy way. Why talk when we can just take? You don't know what you've done here. We're not interested in talking, and there are more of us than you can handle. You've been lucky so far that we've only been taking your supplies. We easily could have slaughtered all of you, but now you'll see what we can do. You should have stood by and let us get on with our business, because we don't take kindly to threats. We're going to come back with full fury next time, and you're going to be sorry for this. You just declared war on us,” she said with an angry sneer.

      Grace had the others take her away as she leaned against the wall. She just had caused the very thing she had wanted to avoid. She cursed herself for being so blind.  She wished Mack would come back soon so he could tell her what to do because she was now at a loss. Grace didn't know how she was going to break the news to the rest of the community.
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        * * *

      

      Mack and Maggie were whiling away the time in their cell when suddenly Maggie spoke up.

      “If we find a way out of here, I will leave,” she began, “but only to get more people to come back here. You're right. We can't leave them like this. We have a responsibility to look after them. When winter sets in it's going to be so cold here, and if they can't take care of themselves they're all going to die from pneumonia. It'll be difficult to leave Tristan again, but I won't be doing him any good if he's left here,” she said. Mack was glad for her decision.

      With that settled the only thing to do was find a way out, which was proving difficult. The Lost Children weren't organized, so there was no pattern to when Mack and Maggie got fed, or when they were checked on. Given the nature of the warehouse, it also was going to be difficult to sneak away without anyone seeing them.

      At one point, they heard a scuffling sound, and then the door opened. Maggie almost screamed when she saw it was Tristan, but she managed to stifle it just in time. Mack nodded to the boy, who was about fourteen. Tristan looked worriedly over his shoulder.

      “I don't have long, I just wanted to see you and speak properly,” he said.

      “Oh Tristan, I've missed you so much. I'm sorry it took me this long to find you. There are just...there are so many things I want to tell you...”

      “I know. There are things I want to say, too, but we don't have time. I'm sorry for all this, but the best thing you can do is just go along with whatever Peter wants.”

      Maggie glanced at Mack. “We can't do that. You must realize that what we say makes sense, right?” she said, noticing the conflicted look on her boy's face. He looked more like a man now than a boy, she thought. She lamented how he was forced to grow up too quickly in this world, and how she had missed out on so much of it.

      “Look, we're going to find a way out of here. When we do, you should come with us. We're from a safe community. We can talk, properly, and we can help anyone else who needs it as well.”

      “I'm sorry, Mom, but I'm loyal to Peter. You don't understand the things he's done for us. We wouldn't be here if it wasn't for him. We all owe him,” he said, and wished she could have embraced him or taken his hand. It was clear he was doubting himself, even as he said it, but evidently, Peter had persuaded them that they needed his guidance and his leadership.

      “You should give him a chance. Really. It's not as bad as you think it is. We're all safe here, and we're all happy. After everything that happened, we were lost. We saw our parents die and we had to watch the city around us collapse. This is a safe place, just do as Peter says. I just wanted to come here and tell you that I'm fine, but I must go now. I'm not supposed to talk to you...”

      Once again, he looked over his shoulder and Maggie was desperate for him to stay. She reached out to him, and looked at him with desperation in her eyes.

      “Tristan, I love you,” she said, but it was met with a confused look. He smiled a boyish smile at her and then turned away.

      “I really have to go,” he repeated and, just like that, he was running across the warehouse.

      Maggie sank against the side of the cell, holding her head in her hands. Mack didn't say anything. He only placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it slightly, unable to imagine the anguish that Maggie was going through.
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        * * *

      

      As Tristan raced to the meeting, he wished he had told his mom he loved her as well. He felt stupid for not saying it. There had been many nights when he had been angry about how she had left him, but seeing her again...it washed all that away. All he wanted was to be near her again. All this time he thought she had been dead. Only now did he realize how much he truly had missed her. Red-faced and panting, he reached the meeting just as it was about to start. He took his place beside Peter, who eyed him suspiciously, but didn't ask where he had been, since the adults were strictly off limits, especially to him. The other Lost Children had been assembled and were sitting before Peter, awaiting his words. The king sat in his throne.

      “I have called this meeting because we have a situation. I have tried being merciful with the adults. I asked them to go back to their community and tell the adults to leave us alone, but they refused. We cannot keep them here forever, and if we let them leave they only will come back with more people. We must get a message out to the other adults, to make sure they take us seriously. So, we are going to execute these two, cut them up, and send a piece of them to every other faction in this city. Soon, everyone will know we mean business!” he said gleefully.

      Then his subjects applauded him for his grand idea. The smile fell from Tristan's face as he thought of his mother and her friend. Conflict brewed in his heart, and his head throbbed. He had a choice to make, but would he stay loyal to his king or his mother?
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      While Tristan was wrestling with that moral dilemma, Maggie and Mack still were sitting helpless in their cell. After the brief conversation with Mack, Maggie's face was drawn and she looked pale. Mack was worried about her. They sat in silence for a while as Mack didn't think anything he could say would help. While they sat there he tried thinking of a way out of their situation, until finally Maggie spoke in a haggard voice.

      “I can't believe he's happy here,” she said. “All this time I thought he'd either be dead or struggling to survive, but instead they've really made a go of it. Are we wrong, Mack? What if Tristan is right? What if he doesn't need me anymore? He's done so much without me. Maybe it's me who needs him...”

      “I'm sure he still does need you, Maggie. They're just reveling in the freedom right now but, soon enough, they'll realize how tough it is. When the supplies start running out, when they're cold, that's when they'll realize they can't take it.”

      “But how can we wait that long? I just want my son back.”

      “I think it may be sooner than you realize. I get the sense that Peter is more intelligent than most teenagers, and he knows they can't stay here forever. That's why he wants to get the other factions to let them travel around the city. Right now they're hemmed in, and they won't be able to expand to hunt for food without the permission of the other factions. That's why he hasn't killed us yet,” but little did Mack know that Peter was planning their executions as they spoke.

      “I don't want to stick around until he decides to make a statement by killing the adults. We have to get out of here. Do you have any thoughts?” Maggie asked.

      Although her lips were pressed tightly together, and her entire body was rigid with tension, Mack was glad her mind was alert. He looked around at the small cell. He'd already considered kicking it down. The wood looked to be in poor condition, and it only would take a few strikes from his powerful legs to separate the panels, but the commotion it caused would bring the army of children down on them. Even if Mack used force against them they still had guns, which made them a formidable enemy. He was about to reply to Maggie when he heard frantic footsteps. The door was flung open and Tristan's face peered at them. In the young boy's eyes Mack saw the same fear as in his mother's.

      “Tristan!” Maggie exclaimed.

      “You have to go! Right now! Peter, he...he's ordered your executions to send a message to the other factions. You need to come with me. I can show you a safe way out,” he said, his voice trembling.

      Tristan had been standing beside his king when Peter had given the order, but he couldn't send his mother to her death, nor the man she was with. Without hesitation Mack and Maggie got out of the cell. As soon as she could, Maggie wrapped her arms around Tristan. When they parted, Mack knew she was striving to stop herself from sobbing.

      ”At the back, there's another door. Go through it, and take a right. It'll take you down the backstreets. There's lots of cover. You should be safe until you leave the boundaries of our territory,” he said. Mack made a mental note as he knew Maggie was too preoccupied.

      “Come with us, Tristan. You don't have to stay here. We can go back and be together again. We can make up for all the lost time,” she pleaded.

      The conflict was plain on Tristan's face. His body was leaning back toward his king, but his hand still was holding onto his mother’s. There had been so many times when he'd needed her and she hadn't been there. Then he thought he never would see her again, but now here she was, and he wasn't sure if he could let her go. But the Lost Children, they all were so important, and he knew that Peter would not take his treason lightly. As though reading his mind, Mack spoke.

      “We'll keep you safe. We won't let any of them come after you. Tristan, you know this isn't right. You should be where you belong, with your mother.” Tristan licked his lips and, after a few moments where his eyes darted around, he nodded. Maggie cried out with delight and hugged him fiercely again, the way only a mother can.

      “We'd better listen to him and get going. Tristan, you lead the way,” Mack said. Maggie let go of her son, but it was clear her entire demeanor had changed now that the two of them were together again.

      “We don’t have long,” Tristan warned as they made their way out of the warehouse.

      Tristan continually looked behind them and Mack couldn’t imagine how he was feeling, turning his back on his brethren when they only had had each other to see them through the darkness. But Mack was glad to be free of his imprisonment, and he was determined to get back to the settlement and unite the fractured city. The Lost Children were only one faction among many, and they all were suffering. If they pooled their resources and worked together, they would be able to accomplish so much more.

      After hurrying along, down the dark backstreets and shadowed alleys, they once again were caught in the rays of the sun, but had managed to escape without being seen.

      “They won’t chase us out here,” Tristan said, but also warned there were other factions who may try taking advantage of them.

      Mack was fully aware of that. He needed to get back to the settlement--and quickly--but he also let Maggie and Tristan talk between themselves, walking ahead to give them some privacy. He smiled as he watched the two of them stumble through awkward conversations. He thought about Anna, and how it might be if they ever saw each other again, but before then he had much to do if he was going to help everyone in the city find a better tomorrow.
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      The summer wind swirled through the high-rise city blocks and whistled as it scurried through the small holes that had appeared in the empty buildings. Once upon a time, this street would have been filled with people, and Mack would have had to push through the crowd. The noise would have been deafening, but now there was only silence, and the crunch of gravel underneath their feet. For now, the temperature was temperate, but soon the warmth of the golden sun would give way to the winter chill and preparations would need to be made. But that was something for the future as they had more immediate problems.

      Mack now was free after being held by the Lost Children, a group of young people who had eschewed the authority of adults and struck out on their own. Their king, a teenager called Peter, was ruthless and was about to order the execution of both Mack and Maggie when Tristan, Maggie's son, saved them. Now on the run back to the settlement, Mack already was planning his next move. At first, they had been walking at a swift pace to escape the territory of the Lost Children. So, once they had moved out of reach Tristan assured them they would not be followed, as the Lost Children rarely ventured out of their territory. Since then their pace had slowed as they tried conserving energy, and Mack noticed the tension simmering between Maggie and her son.

      Mack found it difficult to imagine what it must have been like for them. Maggie had spent so long searching for her son. Indeed, she must have harbored morbid thoughts as well, and now that she had found him again it was difficult to know what to say. Mack tried to hang back to give them some space. Yet, he understood it was hardly ideal circumstances under which to celebrate a reunion, especially as Tristan evidently still was coming to terms with the fact he had betrayed his king.

      Mack examined the young man and saw his mother in him; not only in the shape of his cheekbones or his dark, soulful eyes, but also in the way he carried himself and formed his expressions. Even now, they were walking in a similar manner and Mack had to stifle a laugh. Since he was unfamiliar with the city, he had to trust that they were taking the shortest route to the settlement, and while they spoke his mind lingered on the future.

      “It's going to be okay, you know,” Maggie began awkwardly.

      She loved seeing her son again, but she resisted the urge to stare, not wanting to make him uncomfortable. In truth, all she wanted to do was hold him close and never let go, but she didn't want to smother him. It was as though she wanted to make up for all the lost years where she hadn't been the best mother she could have been.

      “I know,” Tristan said in a small voice. He kicked a stone and it skittered across the ground, finally resting in a pile of rubble.

      “What you did was very brave. I know it couldn’t have been easy for you, and I wanted to thank you.”

      “I couldn't let him kill you,” he said flatly.

      They walked on and both gazed at the horizon, at the broken city that had been their home. There was so much to say between them, and yet, it all seemed so difficult, and too big to talk about. Mack wished he could do something to facilitate their conversation, but he knew they had to get there in their own time.

      “I'm sorry, Tristan,” Maggie said after a while, her voice cracking with emotion. Her son looked at her with surprise.

      “What for?”

      “For everything. For what you've been through, for this,” she said, gesturing to the city with her hands, “and for before. I should have been there with you. I never should have left you alone.”

      “Mom...”

      “No, I need to say it. I should have said it a long time ago. I should have said a lot of things. I've made mistakes, and I haven't always been the mother I could have been, but I want that to change. From the moment this thing started, all I wanted to do was find you and look after you again. I could only hope that you were still alive, because if I ever thought that you were dead I just wouldn't have been able to take it.” Maggie inhaled deeply, trying to control herself.

      “That life seems so long ago now,” Tristan said in a hollow voice. “I thought of you, too. I figured if anyone would have survived you would have, and you'd be out there somewhere, still fighting the good fight.”

      “I shouldn't have been fighting any fight. I should have been there with you. I put my job first for too long, Tristan, and I'm sorry for that. I'm sorry for not being the person I should have been, but I feel like we've been given a second chance, and things are going to be different. You're my responsibility, and my privilege, if you'll let me be your mother.”

      “Mom, you don't have to ask that. You've always been my mom,” he said.

      “I know,” she replied, moving closer to him and placing a hand on his shoulder, “but I wanted to say it, so it's out there, so you know that, no matter what happens, I'll always love you, and I'll always find you.”

      The feeling of her touch brought back so many memories for Tristan, feelings of safety and warmth, like when he was a child and scared of monsters under the bed. Maggie always would come in and shout to scare away the monsters because she was scarier than them, and he would end up laughing and then being lulled to sleep by her soothing voice. But as she spoke to him he was conflicted, because he was one of the monsters that his mother used to chase, and he wasn't sure how to tell her.

      His mind was heavy with the burden of the things he had done, and even now, when he was sure that he did the right thing, he only could think of the Lost Children he had left behind. When they first formed, they had sworn an oath to each other, an unbreakable vow that they would be each other’s family and would leave their old lives behind. Peter had demanded unwavering loyalty. Tristan had broken that vow, but he never wanted his mother to discover the things he had done, for she only would be ashamed, as he was of himself. He knew that to her he was still the child she had left behind, yet so many things had happened. Tristan did not want to dispel the illusion, and part of him found it comforting to be reminded of the time before the apocalypse...before he was forced to change.

      While the mother and son were talking, they seemed to be getting distracted, and Mack had to increase his pace and interrupt their conversation. They were startled, as though they momentarily had forgotten his presence.

      “I hate to come between the two of you, but we don't seem to be going in any particular direction,” he said.

      “Don't worry, I know where we're going,” Maggie said, flashing him a smile.

      It amazed Mack at how she could go from one extreme to the other. Back in the cell she had been morose and defeated. Yet now, with her son once again by her side, she was back to her old confident self. She headed off, bearing east, and the trio of survivors made their way through the empty city.

      “Do you ever get used to how quiet it is?” Maggie asked Tristan. The young boy pressed his lips together.

      “Not really. Sometimes I used to find somewhere to be alone and close my eyes to try remembering what it sounded like with all the cars and the people. The first few nights after everything calmed down was strange. It was too quiet, not what we were used to at all. Even now, I look around and I still can see how the place used to be. It all seems like a bad dream, like at any moment I'm going to wake up and things will be back to normal. It's funny. When I came down streets like this, I used to wish they would be empty so I could walk without being pushed or shoved, but now I'd give almost anything to have everyone back.”

      In his mind's eye Mack could see what the boy was talking about, how the streets would have been teeming with people going about their lives. Every nook and cranny of the streets would have been filled with people trying to eke out a living. Now it was all gone. It most likely was the same story all across the country, and probably the world, including his home, and the city in which his wife lived. He once again found himself thinking of Anna, wondering if they ever would be reunited in the same way as Maggie and Tristan.

      While they walked, Maggie and Tristan marveled at how things had changed. They reminisced about familiar faces they had encountered in the city, like the homeless man who Maggie always tossed a few coins to because of his clever signs, or the old lady who walked down the street with her five dogs, but as quickly as a smile flickered on Maggie’s face, it disappeared. A moment of happiness was replaced with a glum solemnity as she realized those people were likely dead, and perhaps even the animals as well. But, for the time being at least, she and her son were still alive.

      Then they heard a foreboding noise behind them. Maggie was filled with dread, wishing she had not thought that last thought.

      “Stop right there,” a voice behind them drawled. The three of them stopped.

      Maggie and Mack held up their hands, and Tristan did the same. None of them moved, not even to turn around. The voice was too low to be one of the Lost Children. Mack's eyes quickly darted around, but didn't see a sign of anyone else, so it was likely this person was acting alone. They were standing in a street with tall buildings on either side of them. Before them was an intersection that split into four directions. Piles of rubble and trash lined the streets, offering chunks of rocks as weapons, but Mack didn't know if he would be able to get to them in time.

      “We don't want any trouble, just want to be on our way,” Mack said. The man behind them ignored him. Mack heard the familiar click of a rifle. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      “You. The boy. Turn around,” the man said. Tristan's eyes widened in panic and he looked at his mother. “Now!” the man shouted.

      Maggie gave Tristan a quick nod and he slowly turned around, not lowering his hands. Mack inwardly groaned as he felt powerless. Tristan already had been through a lot. All Mack wanted was to get the boy and his mother back to the settlement where they could have some time alone together. He could feel Maggie bristle and he wished they had had more time when escaping from the Lost Children to collect their weapons, but as it was they were unarmed and completely helpless.

      Tristan's arms were shaking as he held them up. His lower lip trembled and he felt his stomach twisting inside. The man before him was old and covered in dirt. His clothes were more like rags, and even from a few feet away his stench made Tristan's head swim. The man had long red hair that was darker because of all the dirt caked into it, and his bulging eyes stared unflinchingly at Tristan.

      “I only want the boy, you two can go,” he said.

      “What do you mean? You can't have him,” Maggie said.

      “He needs to pay for what he's done.”

      “You've got the wrong boy. He's not who you think he is. Please, you're making a mistake, we're just trying to get home,” Maggie said, turning around to find the rifle immediately trained on her.

      “He needs to be punished for what he's done, for what they've all done,” the man holding the rifle rasped.

      “What are you talking about?” Maggie said, her expression one of confusion. By now Mack had turned around as well. The man stared at her and then snorted with laughter.

      “You really don't know do you?” he laughed again, and then looked directly at Tristan.

      “I suppose you're playing one of your little games, aren't you, boy? Because everything is a game to you all,” and his voice turned into a snarl.

      “Look, I don't know who you are or what you want, but this is my son and I'm not going to let you hurt him,” Maggie said, setting her face to stone.

      “Oh, your son is he? Yes, I'm sure you'll be proud when you find out what he's done. Those kids, they've turned into monsters. You think he's all innocent? You've got another thing coming. They run over the place like locusts, taking what they want, kidnapping other kids, killing, doing all the things that kids shouldn't do. And they laugh and pretend it's a game, but it ain't no game. Not to those of us still living. Your kind has caused so much pain, and I'm glad to be dealing out a measure to you, boy.”

      Maggie and Mack turned to look at Tristan, whose eyes were burning with tears. He stared at the man, fists clenched by his side, hating that his secrets had been revealed by a stranger.

      “Oh yes,” the man said, his eyes now twinkling, “they've done some bad shit, and nobody touches them because they're kids, because they think they're victims of this world and it's not their fault. They know exactly what they're doing, and I won't let them get away with it. Not anymore,” he said, and tightened his grip on the gun.

      “Tristan...” Maggie said, but she got no reply from her son.

      In a fit of embarrassment and shame he choked out tears, and then spun on his heels to run away. Maggie's eyes widened in fright for she knew what was coming next and she wasn't prepared to lose her son so soon after she had gotten him back. The man swung the gun to ready his aim on Tristan and prepared to fire. Maggie yelled out her son's name again, desperation in her voice.
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      Grace was standing in front of the prisoner, barely able to believe what she just had heard. The whole point of the operation was to begin communicating with the other faction, but it seemed to be precipitating war. The girl before her spoke threatening words, and all of Grace's hopes came tumbling down. She had promised the community safety and a better way, but perhaps Bob was right and war had been inevitable. Grace wanted to shout at the prisoner, wanted to scream and tell her that this was no way to live, that they all had to work together, but she knew it only would have fallen on deaf ears. Instead, she didn't give the prisoner the satisfaction, and simply spun on her heels and walked away.

      Once she was outside in the fresh air she pinched the bridge of her nose, and again wished that Mack was there as he surely would have known what to do without being filled with such doubt. In a way, she felt as though she had lied to the people in the settlement. She was so sure this plan would work, and yet, she only had provoked the other faction, and they surely would return in greater force. Before she left the building entirely she told Saul to take the prisoner somewhere secure, and that they would deal with her later. Saul nodded and with the help of another man took the prisoner away.

      In the depths of the night she was surrounded by those she considered friends. The stars twinkled above, but even they offered no comfort. Around her lay people sleeping soundly, people to whom she had promised peace, a promise that she did not have the authority to make. Taking over leadership of the settlement had been a bold, rash move, one that she had been sure was the right call. Yet, it seemed now that it was a mistake. One by one, she looked at all the faces around her and told them, if they did not already know, about the threat.

      “What are we supposed to do now?” Luis asked.

      “I don't know,” Grace snapped, and immediately regretted her tone when she saw the hurt look on Luis' face.

      “It was always a risky proposition, but you can't hold yourself responsible for the actions of others,” Hank reminded her.

      “No, but I am responsible for what I said to the people of this community. I came in here, and ripped apart their leadership because I thought I could do better, because I thought that we could offer them something more than war, and because of this plan, I've only placed those same people in danger.”

      “You had to do something. We couldn't just let those people take what they wanted,” Freddie said. “You did the right thing.”

      “Did I? I'm not so sure anymore. I promised them a better way, but it looks as though the only thing I'm going to give them is more sorrow. I have to get away and think...” she said, and then moved off as nobody had anything helpful to say.

      Grace disappeared into the shadows of the night and found the darkness comforting. She always had, even when she had been a child. So many other kids in the orphanage had been afraid of the dark, but not her. She knew it was just another state, and it wasn't inherently bad. People just were afraid of their own minds, not what was lurking in the dark, because often there was nothing there. But the darkness was good, because it could hide things, and when it was nighttime, she often could pretend to hide from the light of the world.

      In those silent, still moments nothing seemed to matter, not the loneliness, not the pain inside, not the feeling of being unworthy and unwanted, and this had carried through to her adult life. When she had been a hacker her life had been lived in the shadows, dancing away from the searching lights, always keeping hidden, and so it was in real life as well. Whenever she left her apartment she was a stranger to people, a woman with a secret identity who never let anybody get close. Except now it was different. Darkness consumed the world, but Mack had shown her light, had shown her how faith and hope could be powerful allies.

      For a moment, she paused to look up at the stars and hoped that somewhere out there Mack was looking at them, too, and that he would be returning soon. He quickly had become one of the most important people in her life, and she wanted to be given the chance to tell him that. All through her life the stars had been a constant reminder of how small and insignificant she was in comparison to the vast, endless cosmos, but it was also a reminder of how, even though she was so small, she still mattered and still could influence other people's lives. Whether that was a good thing or not she had yet to decide.

      She made her way to the place of worship, which for convenience's sake she referred to as a church, as Christianity was the most common religion of the people in the community, and “place of worship” was a mouthful. It was open at all hours of the day for anyone who wanted to spend some time in personal reflection, and usually Mindy or Hank were around in case people needed to talk. On this occasion, however, it was deserted, which was fine by Grace as there wasn't any person she wanted to talk with.

      She opened the door and was bathed in the light of the lanterns that hung all around the sides of the hall. The door closed softly behind her and, for a while, she could shut out the world. Shadows danced on the walls, and moonlight slanted through one of the windows, casting a silver beam in the middle of the floor. Her shoes tapped against the hard, wooden floor as she walked toward the altar and the noise echoed around her. Grace walked into the moonlight and fell to her knees. Nerves rushed through her and goosebumps prickled her skin.

      She knelt there a few moments, not saying a word, although her mind was alive with thoughts. The mere act of being on her knees was admitting to herself something that had been growing within her for a while now, that she was a woman of faith. But feeling this new sensation was strange and overwhelming, and something that she was not used to as she had spent most of her life feeling empty inside and yet, now, she was filled with something glorious.

      She closed her eyes for she felt self-conscious when they were open. At first, she clasped her hands together and felt the warmth of her own flesh, but then separated them and rested them on her thighs. She laughed awkwardly and heard the soft echoes fade into silence.

      “Dear Lord,” she began uncertainly, “I don't know if this is the right way to go about doing this because this is the first time I've ever done it, but I'm in need of help and guidance. I always felt as though there was nothing in this world, but now I know that you're out there. I don't know how I can explain it, but I just know you are, and that you've probably been watching me for a long time. I know I haven't always been the best person I could be. I've broken the law, and I've been mean to people, such as the people who tried to care for me when I was younger, but I'm trying to be better now. This is a new world, and I'm trying to be a new woman with it, but it's so difficult.

      “I tried to be like Mack. He makes it look so easy, and I don't know where I've gone wrong. I thought I could lead the people of this settlement, and that we all could grow together, but I feel as though I've let them down, that I've let everyone down. Not just them, but Luis, Saul, and all the rest as well, because they trusted me. They believed in me. Without me, this never would have happened. Bob still would be in charge and, yeah, he'd be calling for war, but that's what we're getting anyway, and he's better suited to prepare them than I am. I don't know...maybe I was so quick to do this because I wanted to prove to myself that I can make it in this world.

      “Things had changed so much. I used to know exactly what I was good at. I used to know my purpose, but I haven't touched a keyboard with these fingers for months. Maybe it was stupid of me to think that I could be like Mack and be what these people needed. But being a leader isn't as easy as just telling everyone what to do. I didn't think about all the possibilities. I didn't see all the angles, and the people of this settlement are going to pay the price for my mistakes.”

      Grace hung her head and exhaled deeply. “I guess all I'm asking for is a little help. I don't know how this is supposed to work, and there was a time when I never could have imagined myself in this position, but I come to you as a servant. Please show me the way, show me what I'm supposed to do, so that I can be the person I promised these people I would be.”

      There she stayed through the night, kneeling on the floor, waiting for the answer she so desperately wanted, and nobody disturbed her. At one point, Hank came to check on her. He opened the door but saw that she was in quiet reverie, and did not want to disturb her. He had been in silent communion with the Lord many times, and knew that it was something sacred that should not be interrupted. He closed the door behind him and smiled, proud that another one of the Lord's flock had been shepherded back to him.

      “Is she in there?” Luis asked as he came up to Hank. The preacher placed his palms in front of him, gesturing for Luis to calm down.

      “Yes, she is,” he said in a quiet tone, hoping that Luis would take the hint and lower his own voice. Hank was standing in front of a window, and Luis propped himself up on his tiptoes to try peering beyond the tall, broad shoulders of the preacher.

      “Well, can I see her?” Luis said.

      “I don't think that's the best idea.”

      “Why not?” Luis asked, his nostrils flaring. Hank smiled, trying to defuse the tension.

      “Because she is deep in prayer. She is talking with the Lord and we should not interrupt it.”

      “But I need to speak with her. She needs company. She shouldn't be alone right now.”

      “On the contrary, she is exactly where she needs to be. She is looking for guidance, Luis. I know you want to help her, and care for her, and that is admirable, but you also must realize when she needs to be alone. Right now, she is seeking solace from the Lord. I don't know if you have noticed, but it's been a gradual journey for her, and this is the first time she has embraced her new faith openly. We should not interfere with that. This is a journey she must make in her own time, and at her own pace. To break in there now only would make her angry with you. There will be plenty of time for the two of you to talk soon, of that I am sure. She cares for you deeply, and will need your companionship, but for now we must leave her in peace.”

      Luis seemed unconvinced, but he knew Hank was right about one thing; Grace would be mad if he interrupted her and he didn't want to feel her ire. So, he waited impatiently with Hank, hoping that whatever Grace was doing would help her, would help them all.

      The following morning Grace emerged like a butterfly from a chrysalis. There was an air of clarity about her and an aura of contentment. She looked refreshed even though she had not slept all night, and when she smiled it was with a peaceful and calm serenity. She embraced Luis and kissed him softly, then told him and Hank to help her gather the people of the community so she could address them. It took them a while to get everyone to come to City Hall, but eventually word spread, and they all stood before Grace like a great sea. Grace raised her arms to quell the murmurs that rippled through the crowd.

      “As many of you no doubt already know, we captured a thief last night. That was my plan. I had hoped that by doing so we would show the other faction that this settlement will not meekly surrender that which we have worked so hard for. I also hoped that by taking a hostage we could open the lines of communication and negotiate a peace.

      “I regret to inform you that my hopes were misplaced. The prisoner threatened us. It's clear these people are not interested in diplomacy. I'm sorry. I have failed you. I promised you a better way, but I am not going to lie to you. Part of being a good leader is knowing when to admit that I've been wrong, and when I need help. I misjudged the situation and I apologize to you all for that. I would like for Bob to come up here so I can apologize to him in person as well, and also to ask for his help.” Her eyes searched the crowd for movement but there was none forthcoming.

      The longer they waited, the more people became agitated and concerned. Muttering swept through the undulating mass of people. Grace inwardly cursed at Bob. She had tried to be magnanimous and hoped he would have been able to put his opinion of her to one side for the sake of the people, but it seemed as though he was being petty. However, it soon became clear that nobody knew where he was, and her annoyance soon turned to worry. She looked up to the clear sky and, once again, asked the Lord for the strength to make it through these trials.
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      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion for Mack. He saw Tristan turn and run, and all Mack wanted to do was to pull him back and keep him in place. The revelations evidently had been true, as Tristan would not have run away if the man had been lying about the things the Lost Children had done. But in Maggie's eyes Mack saw the greatest pain imaginable. She was torn between going after her son and stopping the man from firing. Her motherly instincts overrode those she had honed as a police officer, and she went after her son. Tristan ducked when he ran and moved away at an angle, pushing off with his long legs to sprint away as the tears flew from his young eyes.

      This meant the man holding the rifle had to aim again, which gave Mack a precious few seconds to alter the seemingly inexorable destiny. If he was too slow, the bullet would leave the man's gun and fly through the air, piercing Tristan's back, sending him crumpling to the ground. Mack didn't know the true story behind what the man was saying, but he wasn't about to let Tristan be shot. Just as the man was squeezing the trigger, Mack lunged forward and pushed the man's arm, altering the rifle’s trajectory. Mack heard a curdled yell, and then felt the tremors of the rifle ripple along the man's arm. It was as though he was aware of everything in that moment, the pained look on Maggie's face as she felt powerless to do anything to save her son, the fear in Tristan's eyes as he sprinted away, trying to outrun his past, and the anger in the man's entire body, wanting to hurt Tristan for all his suffering.

      Once the bullet was fired time, sped up. The bullet hit the edge of a building and caused some debris to fall away, scattering to the ground. Maggie looked back and saw Mack wrestling with the man, and knew she had a chance to reach her son. Without a second thought, she followed him, running as fast as she could to chase him around the corner, where he disappeared from view. Mack watched them leave, and then turned his attention to the man, who was struggling with him, trying to wrench the rifle away and chase after his prey.

      “You should have let me have him,” the man grunted as he puffed out his cheeks and summoned all the rage and pain to fuel his strength.

      Mack breathed and coughed, for the acrid stench of his adversary reached all the way down into his throat and made him gag. Even though Mack was a trained fighter, it was not an easy to defeat someone as the movies made it seem. The man was possessed and determined, and he had a gun. Mack not only had to overpower this man, but also avoid being caught in the rifle's line of sight, as then the fight would be over in an instant and Mack would be lying on the ground with a smoking hole in his head.

      As he struggled with the man, Mack could see he had been through a lot, and this new world had been hard on him. Pain and violence most likely were the only things he had left. As they wrestled, Mack found himself pitying this man, lamenting that the world had turned people like him into broken and twisted wreckage, just as it had the city. Mack felt his foot being stomped on and loosened his grip for a moment, which allowed the man to dig his nails into Mack's arm, freeing the rifle. The man was about to swing the long weapon around, the metal on the rifle gleaming in the sun, but Mack was quick and jabbed at the man's ribs. The man doubled over and Mack used the opportunity to barrel into him, pushing him down to the ground, making sure to stay close so it was harder for him to use the rifle.

      The two men groped and punched on the ground, trying to gain purchase. They rolled over and over. Mack felt the hard ground underneath him. He twisted his leg around the other man's thigh and used his strength to push him away, punching him in the side of the neck. The man winced in pain and his hand instinctively came up to protect his face, but in doing so he lost grip of the rifle. Mack batted it away and the weapon scuttled across the ground, resting a few yards away.

      The man looked at it hungrily, knowing it was the only advantage he had and the only way he was going to be able to get out of this. He lunged for it, but Mack reached up and hit the man in the throat, sending him backward, gurgling. Then Mack used his legs to twist the man around so he could punch him in the face, then rose to his feet. Mack quickly wiped his brow and readied himself for another attack, but the man rose more quickly than Mack had anticipated, darting into Mack's torso with a forceful blow. Mack felt the wind being knocked out of him and he doubled over, falling onto the man's back. More jabs followed, trained onto Mack's midsection, and Mack had to plant his feet in the ground so he wasn't forced back, for he knew that the man was trying to push him near the gun.

      Mack steeled himself against the pain and pushed it away from himself so he could better focus on winning the fight. The man was like an animal, fighting to survive, willing to scrap and scrape and use any means necessary to emerge victorious, and that made him dangerous. Mack ignored the pain and clubbed his fists together, bringing them down on the man's back again and again, hearing the drum beat that thumped against the man’s body.

      When Mack felt the man's grip loosen, he raised his knee sharply and felt it crack bone. The man reeled back, holding his nose. Blood poured forth, crimson flowing between his hands. He was dazed and Mack seized the advantage. He pushed all his weight onto one foot then launched forward, his fist meeting the man's face, twisting his neck back. The man collapsed onto a jagged piece of rock, his head landing with a sharp, grisly crack, and then lolled limply, the light in his eyes having disappeared.

      Mack walked over and looked down at him, feeling pity for the man who had been driven to such rage. Breathing heavily, he took a few moments to catch his breath and wipe the sweat from his brow, then moved to pick up the rifle. Holding it in his hand he marched around the corner, where he found Tristan and Maggie locked in an embrace, both of them crying.

      While Mack had been locked in exhaustive combat, Maggie had rounded the corner and called after her son. He had slowed his pace and turned to face her, the color of his skin ashen, with tears rolling down his cheeks. He sobbed and couldn't even look at her. She walked up to him and embraced him, holding him as though she never would let him go, because she never wanted to do so. She had been waiting for so long to hold him like this, to let the years and the mistakes fall away, and just be mother and son, just like they had been, once upon a time, in a world that seemed so long ago, when they had far fewer things to worry about and he had been an innocent bystander in the world. She gestured to a collection of debris nearby that served as chairs and they sat down. Maggie continued holding his hand in hers as she told him to speak, asking if what the man said was true. Tristan nodded and sniffed, speaking in halting breaths as he tried pulling back the tears.

      “All of it. We were horrible. Peter told us we needed to strike out at the world, that we were the ones who had to show people the way. There were groups of people, people just trying to survive, and we stole from them. We scared them. We tore their clothes from their bodies just because we could, because Peter said we had to be cruel so people would take us seriously. He said that to them we all were just kids, but to the world we could be anything because nothing was the same anymore. He said we didn't need to be afraid, that it was everyone who needed to be afraid of us.

      “I knew what we were doing was wrong, but at the time it seemed like the right thing to do. It made sense, and I guess I just pushed it away. It was the only thing that made sense. After everything that had happened in the city, we all needed that and we just...we just went along with it. I'm sorry, Mom. I'm so sorry. I kept thinking about you, but I figured you were dead. I had nothing except them, and I didn't want to be alone again. I couldn't bear it. We were a family, and if that was the price of being together, we all were willing to pay it, but now I see it was wrong and I'm just so sorry.”

      Maggie let him speak without saying a word in response, knowing he had to get it all off his chest. As she listened to him speak she, too, felt his pain, felt every grim part of it, and wished she could reach into his heart and take it into hers, because she hated knowing that he had been through so much and she had not been there to help him. Her heart broke in that instant, as it had broken so many times when she had been alone and looked to the stars, wondering if he was still out there, alive. In some ways, this was a fate worse than death, as he always would have to live with what he had done. The guilt always would weigh down his soul, and she knew that he was growing up far too soon, that this world was making them all grow up too quickly.

      She squeezed his hand tightly and wrapped her arm around his neck, pulling him into her, feeling his quaking body tremble with sobs as a flood of sorrow poured out of him. All the emotion he had been holding inside soaked her shoulder, but it was the greatest feeling in the world. She was his mother again, just as she had been when he was younger and scraped his knee, she was there now, and as long as the two of them were together, everything was going to be fine.

      In the distance, Maggie was conscious of the sounds of the fight, but they were faint noises, mere whispers compared to the bellows of her son's tears. Eventually, he calmed down a little, and she rubbed his back. When he finished crying, he rubbed his nose on his sleeve and she scolded him, which offered them a moment of normality. They smiled together as they remembered how she always used to do that.

      “I'm not such a kid anymore, Mom,” he said with sadness in his voice.

      “No, but you'll always be my son,” she replied, and stroked the side of his face. But she still had one more question to ask him, a question to which she wasn't sure she wanted to know the answer.

      “I need to know one more thing, though...the other thing that man said, about the children...”

      When she asked the question, Tristan hung his head. “Peter said we were liberating them, that their parents couldn't care for them, just like they couldn't care for us. He said we knew what we all needed, and that we were going to be our own family, and we were going to be doing them a favor.”

      “Oh, Tristan,” she said.

      “You don't know what it was like, Mom,” he said, looking at her with bloodshot eyes. “It was so scary, all the time, and we'd all been through it. There were lots of children who had lost their parents, too. I know Peter isn't right, but he provided a safe space for us, and we all felt stronger for it. I'm sorry I've done these things, Mom. I'm sorry I've disappointed you. I'm not the same son you used to know. I've changed, a lot, and maybe it's best that I go back to the Lost Children. Maybe it was a mistake to leave them. And if I go back, that might be enough to stop them from being angry at you.”

      Maggie was filled with pride as she looked at her son and how mature he seemed, but she flung her arms around him and held him tightly to her. “I'm never letting you go again. We've all done things that we're not proud of, me included. This world has changed all of us. But no matter what you've done you're still my son and I still love you. I know you're not a bad kid. You were just scared, we all were, but now we're together, and we can make a new start for ourselves.” Then the tears came from her as well as she felt Tristan's arms return the embrace and she knew that, for all the sadness of the apocalypse, she at least had this small piece of happiness. For so long her life had been absent of joy, and now it was overwhelming.

      It was at this point that Mack appeared and saw them huddled together. He told them that they needed to get moving. Maggie stood and transformed into cop mode as she took the rifle from Mack and examined it. She gave the rifle an approving nod as she looked down its length and felt the weight of it in her hands. As she held the rifle she inherently understood that Mack had it because the other man had been killed. She nodded to him with understanding, and then looked at Tristan, wondering what other secrets he held within his heart. This world was cruel and grim, but seeing her son stand and walk beside her filled Maggie with hope. He had done terrible things, yes, but so, too, had she, and there was still room in this world for forgiveness.

      “Let's get home,” Mack said. He walked away.

      Maggie looked at him and knew she never would be able to thank him enough for accompanying her on that mission, and that nothing ever could repay him for helping her find her son. She spared a silent thought in hope that, one day, he would be reunited with his loved one as well, and that he would know the same exhilarating happiness she now was feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      After waiting for longer than she should have, it was clear Bob was not going to appear. Grace didn't know whether to feel insulted, and the whole endeavor only had caused more fear and panic to spread through the populace. In the meantime, to save them from worrying, Grace told them to continue about their business and focus on the tasks they had been assigned. Glowering, she left the entrance to City Hall and asked the others to go find Bob, while she returned to the office to ruminate on everything that just had happened.

      They still had the prisoner in custody. Grace was going to have another conversation with her at some point soon, but before then she wanted to formulate a plan, and tried putting herself in Mack's shoes. However, he had had years of military training and experience that she lacked. She simply didn't have the skills needed to come up with a clever strategy in the time available.

      It wasn't long before people came back to her with news that Bob could not be found, and that some people had seen him leave. Grace was angered by this as she felt responsible and didn't want him wandering around the city alone. It was a dangerous place for anyone to be, especially a man of Bob's years. However, Will wasn't at all surprised. The man who first had rescued them from the territory of the Lost Children shrugged.

      “He always threatened to go and do something like this but, of course, he was the leader of the community and he couldn't very well leave his post. You gave him the freedom to do that.”

      “It's still damn stupid of him,” Grace said.

      “He always said he wanted to take matters into his own hands. He probably thinks he's doing you a favor. If you ever see him again, he'll expect you to say thanks,” Will said.

      Grace liked Will. He had an easy way about him, and was the type of person who could have been friends with anyone. It was impossible to be angry around him. Grace smiled and the anger drained from her. She rolled her shoulders. She was feeling tension there, tension she had not experienced before, but assumed was another one of the burdens of leadership.

      “Given the state of the city, I doubt I'll ever see him again,” she said offhandedly. Then realized she had said the wrong thing by the look on Will's face.

      “I'm sorry,” she added, “I wasn't thinking.”

      “It's okay. I just don't like him being out there anymore than you do. We spent a lot of time working together, and despite all his thoughts, I considered him a friend. In some ways, I wish he had come to me about it so that I could have gone with him, but he always liked to think of himself as a lone wolf.”

      “Right now we need to figure out a plan to deal with this faction. Can you go find the others and bring them in here?” she asked. Will nodded and obeyed.

      While he was gone, Grace reached up and massaged her shoulders, wincing as she found the aching sweet spot. She looked out of the window and wondered what it must have been like to be the actual mayor of the city, to have had so many lives dependent on the decisions he made. When the others returned, it was all business as she talked about the need to come up with a plan. Grace sat behind the desk while the others stood scattered around the office. She could tell Luis wanted to talk to her, to be close with her, and she wanted the same thing, but it had to wait for the moment.

      Before she addressed them, she noticed Saul's absence. When she asked about him she was told he was taking his duties seriously, and still was guarding the prisoner. Grace raised an eyebrow but didn't think much of it.

      “I've been thinking, and honestly, I'm at a loss for what to do. I know we should try protecting this place, but I don't really know how to go about that. My main concern is there's still so much we don't know about them. We need more information, because right now we don't know where they're coming from or how many of them there are.”

      “I know the area. I could go around on a patrol and see what I can find out, and in the meantime, try finding Bob. I'm sure he's heading that way anyway,” Will offered.

      “Okay,” Grace said, “but I don't want you going alone. You might run into trouble and need some help.”

      “I'll go,” Luis offered.

      Grace's first instinct was to say no, to keep him in the confines of the settlement where he could be safe, but that was unfair, not only to him but to everyone else. They all were in this together, and each day brought with it new risks. That was part of the bargain they had made when they started experiencing feelings for each other, and it was a risk that they had to take. Grace nodded her assent and Luis and Will in turn nodded at each other.

      “Just be careful. We don't know what's out there, and given what happened, they could be close. Stay safe and don't do anything reckless. All we need from you is information. The most important thing is that you get back to us alive.” As she said this her eyes fell on Luis. “We need that information, and the two of you can't wage war by yourselves. The same goes for Bob, and tell him that if you find him. We can't have him doing anything reckless because it's likely to end up creating trouble for him and yourselves.”

      “No offense, Grace,” Will began, “but that's easier said than done. I mean, you've seen how he is. What are we supposed to do if he's on the warpath?”

      Grace sighed. “Try talking him down. If you want, you can repeat what I told everyone outside, that I'm wrong and I want to apologize to him. I'm sure his ego will pull him back here. If not, then just try your best. Ideally, I'd like to have all of you back here.” Luis and Will nodded, but the two of them knew the enormity of the task ahead of them.

      “And is there anything we can do?” Freddie asked. Grace turned to face him and Hank.

      “Actually, yes, you can be there for people. Right now, they're going to be frightened and worried and you two need to do all you can to try talking with them. I know that doesn't sound like the most heroic thing, but it's what people need right now, and I would appreciate it. We need to get this sorted so we can figure out what happened to Maggie and Mack as well,” she said with more than a hint of frustration in her voice.

      “We always can look for them while we're out,” Will offered.

      “Thanks, but we have to be worried about this settlement first and foremost. There are too many people here. Your priority is to get information and get back here as quickly as you can, got it?” Will and Luis nodded, as did Freddie and Hank.

      They all left, aside from Luis, who lingered in the office. Once the door was shut he walked over to Grace and held her in his arms. The two of them kissed and Grace murmured with contentment.

      “That feels nice,” she said, smiling.

      “I know, it's almost been too long. I wanted to talk with you. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, pretty much, I'm just worried, I guess, worried about too many things.”

      “It'll all work out. I'm proud of you, you know, seeing you up there, talking to everyone like that. We've come a long way.”

      “I know, right? I was just an angry girl and you were tied to a chair in a basement.” They laughed, even though the memories were raw and, at the time, the fear had been real, and there had been nothing to laugh about at all.

      “So, last night...you looked different when you came outside.”

      “I felt different,” she said, sighing as she rested her head on his shoulder. His hand stroked her arm.

      “You prayed?”

      “I did.”

      “So, are you, like, a Christian now?”

      “I guess so,” she said, raising her head as she heard uncertainty in his voice. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “No! Not at all, I think it's wonderful. I mean...I was raised in that way, but I didn't follow it. I've always envied people who believed because it feels like they have something to hold onto, something to aspire to, and there have been times when I have felt it, too. What's it like?”

      “I don't know,” she said, almost surprised at his enthusiasm, since she had anticipated her turn to faith would cause problems between the two of them.

      “It feels strange right now because it's all so new. I never even thought to believe when I was younger, but now it's one of the only things in this world that makes sense to me. When I was sitting in that hall last night, I was there, and I felt God with me. I know it defies rational explanation, but I turned to him for help, and he gave me this feeling of strength and courage. Now, even though I'm still not quite sure exactly what to do, I feel better knowing that I have something watching over me. I'm still not sure if I would call myself Christian, exactly, but I am a believer, and I have faith, and it means a lot to me that you support me in this.”

      “Of course,” Luis said, smiling and kissing her on the forehead. “And I'm glad that you're not upset that I volunteered for the scouting mission.”

      “I had to bite my tongue,” she said, looking up at him and smiling. There was sadness in their eyes as they looked at each other, for they knew that caring for each other was a dangerous thing.

      “I just want to be useful, and finding my way around things is something I'm good at. I want us to be able to deal with whoever these people are. But I will come back to you. We've only just started this thing, and I'm not going to leave now.” His voice took on a more serious tone as he cupped Grace's head in his hands and kissed her deeply. It was a kiss that surged through her body and made her head swim, intoxicated by the very essence of him. After that they kissed again, more softly, until they broke away.

      “I should go and prepare the horses with Will,” he said.

      “And I have a date with a certain prisoner,” she said, raising her eyebrows at the prospect of talking with the prisoner once again.
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        * * *

      

      After they had left the brief meeting, Freddie and Hank walked out of City Hall together. The two of them had been through the apocalypse since the beginning and had formed a firm bond of trust that had seen them survive the darkest nights, the nights that had taken so many of their other friends.

      “I wish we could spare some people to go after Mack and Maggie,” Freddie said. “I hate to think of them out there alone.”

      “Now, don't you go getting any rash ideas like Bob,” Hank said.

      Freddie chuckled to himself. “Don't you worry about that. There's not much I could do out there. You know I'm not much of a fighter. You heard Grace anyway, I'm needed here. We both are.”

      “She's right, though. People are scared, and they need us now. Especially you. You should tell people that you're a counselor. I'm sure there's a spare room here that you could set up as your office.”

      “I think that's your department right about now. Given everything we've been through, and what's happened to the world, I think more people are going to turn to faith, like Grace has.”

      “That may be, but the Lord only can do so much. People turn to him when they want to see a plan, or to feel the warmth of his spirit. You can help them face the reality and work through their problems. The mind needs healing just as much as the body, and that is your purpose here, Freddie. You can do some good if you just remember who you are.”

      Freddie listened to Hank's words and felt a surge of courage within him. He had missed counseling people, and it would be nice to have a place he could call an office again. Thinking about it, there were so many people who had been through a traumatic experience who would need to talk things through.

      “Okay,” he said, nodding, “I'll do it. I'll start spreading the word.”

      “That makes me happy,” Hank said.

      “And those I can't help, I'll send to you,” Freddie added with a twinkle in his eye. Both men laughed as they walked into the community and started engaging people in conversation.
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        * * *

      

      The prisoner had been taken to another abandoned building that had remained unscathed. Saul and another guard were standing outside a room on the ground floor. There was a bolt on the outside that was pulled across. Saul didn't smile when he saw Grace.

      “How is she?” Grace asked.

      “Quiet. We've fed her and made sure that she's had toilet breaks, but she doesn't say anything, and she hasn't proven to be any trouble.”

      “Thank you for taking care of the guarding,” she said.

      “I like it, it gives me time to think,” Saul said.

      Grace looked at him quizzically. Even though they had spent much time together, there was still much about Saul that she didn't know, and wondered if she ever would solve the riddle of him.

      “I'm going in there now and we'll see if she says anything.” Saul nodded and pulled the bolt back, then opened the door.

      Grace walked in to the dim, small room and saw that the girl was sitting on the bed. There was a table and two chairs in the room and a painting hung on the wall. Beside the bed was a tray with crumbs on it, but other than that the room was empty. The girl was about Grace's age and had a defiant look on her face. Grace pulled out a chair and sat down, looked at the girl, and said nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Before leaving, Luis and Will went to the stables to prepare a couple of horses and get some supplies ready. They packed some food and water into small bags, for they did not expect to be absent for very long, and they also armed themselves with pistols and knives in case they came across any aggressive forces. For Luis, it was a chance to explore the city and quell his restless spirit. He was a traveler and a wanderer, he had been all his life. In his childhood, he had felt shackled by having to stay in one place. Even now, although he was traveling across the country, he longed to see everything he could before he died. During their time on the farm, and in the settlement in the forest, Luis had learned how to ride a horse, but he still was clumsy compared to Will. It wasn't long before the two of them were ready and atop their horses, cantering out through the barrier, riding through the empty streets.

      “It never gets less surreal, seeing this place so empty and desolate,” Will said.

      “I can imagine,” Luis replied, looking out at the expanse of concrete jungle.

      “Where do you come from?”

      “Oh, a ways away. I was actually on a trip across the country when the EMP struck. I didn't even realize anything had happened until I came across a house.”

      “Lucky you found someone kind.”

      “They weren't kind. They locked me up. Grace and Mack found me and rescued me, that's how we met.”

      “Wow, that must have been...tough?” Will said, not really sure how to reply to that comment. Luis merely shrugged.

      “A lot of people have been through a lot worse things than I have. What about you? I take it you're from around here?”

      Will beamed with pride, “Born and raised! Lived here all my life. Lots of my friends spoke about getting out of the city and seeing the world, but I never understood why. Sure, there are plenty of beautiful things to see, but this place had it all and I never got bored. I guess some people would think that's boring, but to me this place always will be home.” As he said that last word, Luis noticed his head droop, and his tone changed to hint at a hidden sadness.

      “Are you okay?” Luis asked.

      “Yeah, it's just talking about it like that reminds me of my family. They didn't make it through the riots.”

      “I'm sorry,” Luis offered. Will smiled at him.

      “What's done is done, I guess. What about you? Are your family back where you came from?”

      “Yeah, at least that's where I left them, but I don't know...I never really was close with them. I feel guilty about it, really, because so many people have lost those closest to them, and I haven't even tried to find out. It's like Mack is trying to get back home to find his wife, but I don't have that driving force. Maybe that makes me a bad person, but I've always liked to think that you can choose your family, and the people around me are that to me now, especially Mack and Grace.”

      “I've noticed the two of you getting close.”

      Luis blushed a little and turned his head away. “It's still a new thing, and I don't think either of us know exactly what we're doing, but it feels good.”

      “That's the most important thing. I'm hardly an expert on love, but it's always supposed to be an adventure and, let's face it, with the way things are you have to get happiness where you can find it.”

      Will's words resonated with Luis. “I think she'd have preferred it if I had stayed at the settlement rather than put myself in harm's way by coming out here.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      Luis thought for a moment, and then shook his head. “I've always been restless. I can't stay in one place for too long. But why do you do it? It's dangerous coming out here so much. Why do you patrol when you could be staying safe behind those barriers?”

      “I'm not entirely sure. It' not like I had the training for it, I owned a coffee shop in my old life. But the people in that community need others to step forward and show bravery and strength. I guess I just want to keep people safe because I couldn't keep my family safe. It's a way of trying to make it up to them, I suppose. Besides, it turns out I have a knack for it. At the start, there weren't too many people who knew how to ride a horse. So, I was the natural choice.”

      “Why are there horses in the city anyway?”

      “There was a company that offered horse-drawn carriage rides around town, their headquarters was just by us. We got lucky, really. These horses are used to being around people. I'd hate to try breaking a wild horse under these conditions.” He noted Luis' puzzled expression and elaborated, “My mom used to be a show jumper, so I was around horses a lot when I was younger. I couldn't really get away from them,” Will said, and then that sad smile appeared once more as he remembered his mother.

      After that they rode on in silence, the horses’ feet clopping against the ground, sending soft echoes around them. Their eyes peered into every shadowy place, into every nook and cranny, to try seeing any sign of Bob, or Mack, or Maggie, but, as yet, there were no signs of any of them. They rode on deeper into the city and Luis asked Will if he knew for sure where the other faction was. He said he had seen them around and he knew the general direction, but he never had been that close to their camp, and had assumed that it was a little closer. Of course, he added, they may well have been nomadic and changed the location of their camp since he was last in this part of the city.

      The two men were beginning to get uneasy as the sun descended and they had to decide whether to return to the settlement or stay out in the city at night. Neither of them had brought camping gear and, although the night would be warm, it also would be uncomfortable to sleep. Yet, they already had traveled this far, and it seemed a waste to turn back now. Will was sure the camp was close, but as night beckoned they saw a figure walking with purpose through the city, and at first glance both of them knew it to be Bob. His long trench coat billowed behind him with every step and he moved forward like a weapon of destiny, a storm of anger and chaos. Will and Luis rode their horses up to him and looked down. At first, he ignored them, his face set into a grimace, his eyes looking directly ahead, never wavering from his target.

      “Bob, stop being a stubborn old fool and talk to me,” Will said in an exasperated tone.

      When again Bob didn't respond, Will glanced at Luis with a helpless look. Luis took hold of the reins and made his horse trot forward, blocking Bob's path. Finally, Bob glared up at the two of them.

      “The two of you better get out of my way. I've got something to do,” he growled. Will sighed and jumped down from the horse. Luis stayed on his.

      “Bob, come on. It's me. You know me.”

      “I thought I did, but the man I knew was loyal,” Bob said spitefully. Will placed his hands on his hips and blew out his cheeks.

      “What is this anyway? Did that young upstart send you here to drag me back so she can humiliate me more?” His cheeks reddened and it was clear he had been holding onto a lot of anger since Grace had usurped him.

      “No, Bob, she sent us out here to look for you because she's worried about your safety. We all are.”

      “Why are young people always such naive idealists?” he asked of nobody in particular. “You've found me. I'm fine. Now let me get on with what I have to do.”

      “We can't do that, Bob. We have orders. She wants you to come back.”

      Bob arched an eyebrow and a wry smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Oh, she does, does she?”

      “Yes.”

      “And why, pray tell, does she want me back? Is it so she can parade me around again and tell everyone I'm just a warmonger who wants to send them all to their deaths? I thought you would have known me better than that, Will. I can't believe you stood by her,” he spat out, a look of genuine betrayal on his face.

      “I'm sorry for acting against you, but you had to admit you were getting more aggressive.”

      “Because I had to be!” Bob shouted.

      “There was an attack on the camp,” Luis interjected, feeling as though the argument between the two men wasn't going to get them anywhere, “Grace had a plan to take one of them captive. She hoped it would lead to them talking, but it only made them angry. We think they're going to attack again, and that this time they're not going to be satisfied with stealing. Grace is sorry for what happened, and the way it came about, but she wants to make amends. She knows you have something to offer the community, and she wants you to come back and help. She's ready to apologize. In fact, if you hadn't come out here alone you would have heard it for yourself.”

      Bob's eyes lingered on Luis and then moved to Will, who nodded to affirm Luis' statement. Bob snorted with derision. “I knew it. Everyone should have listened to me. Now that you realize the old man was right, you think you can just placate me with sweet words and I'll be happy to come back. Well, that ain't the way I roll. Grace can do whatever she likes. She's in charge now, and it's not my problem. I have my own mission. I'm an army of one.”

      “And what's that? To take them on yourself?”

      “If nobody else is going to, then yes, it falls to me. But at least I can do some damage. At least I'll be taking the fight to them and be giving them a bloody nose this time,” Bob said grimly.

      Will threw his hands up in the air. “You're crazy! You can't take them on yourself. You know it's only going to end up one way.”

      “I know,” Bob said quietly, and a silent moment of understanding passed between the men.

      “You should come back with us and talk about it. We can form a plan and you don't have to do this by yourself,” Luis said.

      “There's no more time for plans. I'm going to do this, and there's nothing you can do to stop me. Go back and tell Grace that I accept her apology, but that she'd better toughen up if she wants to survive in this world because there are plenty of people who aren't going to be willing to sit down and talk over their problems. Sometimes you have to deal with things the old-fashioned way.” As he said this he clenched his fists and carried on walking ahead, moving past the horses. Will walked up to Luis and the two of them exchanged worried looks.

      “I know Grace wanted us to come back and not do anything foolish, but we can't let him go there by himself. He'll be a dead man for sure,” Will said, and Luis agreed. They caught up with Bob once again.

      “I told you two to go home,” he said.

      “We're not going anywhere, Bob. We can't let you do this alone. If you're going, then we're going with you,” Will said.

      “Fine. Just don't cry about it if things get rough.”

      The three men continued on. To speed matters up Will helped Bob onto the back of his horse so they could move at a faster pace. Night soon cloaked the world again, and they now were cast in the moon’s shadows. They traveled a short distance until they heard a raucous noise and saw a burning orange glow that was surely the base they were looking for.

      “What do you hope to accomplish by this?” Will asked.

      “I'm not sure, but I want to make them scared. I want them to feel like we felt. I want to show them that they can't just bully other people,” he said, a look of determination on his face.

      Luis didn't agree with Bob that this was the best course of action, but he certainly didn't envy those who had angered the older man, for Bob was not someone Luis ever wanted to mess with. He was a grizzled, hardened warrior, and Luis only hoped that Grace would forgive him for going this far into enemy territory when she had expressly asked him not to do so.

      Like the Lost Children and the settlement, this faction also had erected a barrier around the edge of their camp, but it was far more rudimentary than the others and it was easy to find weak spots where they could enter. They alighted from the horses and tied the animals to the side, hiding them from plain sight, just in case anyone came along. A large building towered over them and seemed to be where their enemies were located. Through the windows on the top level they could see a fire burning, and smoke billowing out through the open windows. They also could hear loud chanting and other indiscriminate sounds. The voices numbered in the hundreds, sending a chill through their bones as they now realized the sheer strength of the faction. Luis and Will were about to discuss a plan of action, but before they knew it Bob had clambered through the barrier, for he was surprisingly spry for his age. Luis and Will grimaced at the reckless actions of the older man, and then followed him through to the other side.
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      Mack, Maggie, and Tristan still were walking through the city. Because of the direction from which they had left the territory of the Lost Children, it was taking them longer to walk back than on their first foray to the settlement. Mack thought back to that moment and how elated he had been finally to reach the city, but it hadn't turned out exactly as he had hoped. The community did show him that people could work together and try reestablishing civilization, but there was still so much devastation and violence around. He wondered if they ever would be able to escape it, but then he looked at how closely Tristan and Maggie were walking together and he remembered that even in the bleakest of times there was always hope.

      They had been walking for a long time and their throats were beginning ache from thirst, and their bellies were starting to groan from hunger. Mack wanted to push on and get back to the settlement as quickly as possible, but he saw that Tristan was faltering, so at every store they encountered they slowed down and looked for food. Occasionally they found a scrap, but the city had been picked clean, and the hole in their bellies never was filled properly.

      For Mack, it was a stark contrast to the forest that had been his home during the initial aftermath of the apocalypse. There had been food in abundance there, and once they had found the river, they didn't have to worry about water either. But here, even though there were buildings to offer shelter, there was no wildlife to hunt or trees from which they could pluck fruit. It was a dead husk that now only served to take up space. It saddened him to think that the mark humanity left on the planet was one that offered nothing aside from a grim reminder that their civilization ultimately meant nothing.

      In his mind, Mack saw a vision of the future, tens of thousands of years in the future, where nature would have reclaimed its supremacy and coiled itself over these tall, strong buildings. If humanity was to survive, it would have to adapt and find a way to be symbiotic with nature rather than seeking to hold dominion over it. The buildings offered a window into another life, a life that the three of them knew all too well. They all had had a role in the old world, and although things had changed, they now were falling back into those roles. Maggie and Mack still used their training and acted in accordance with their roles as protectors, while Tristan now was back in the role of a son, looking to his mother for guidance and protection.

      Since Mack had found them huddled together after being confronted by the man with the rifle, Maggie and Tristan mostly had been quiet. It seemed as though they had worked through their major issues at the moment, although Mack was sure there would be more to come as drama between families was never-ending. He thought back to his own youth and how troublesome he had been for his own parents. If they could see him now they barely would recognize him. In a way, he was glad they didn't have to live through this world. He wasn't sure if they would have been able to take seeing the world they knew and loved descend into anarchy and chaos. Mack himself didn't like it at all, and hated that the government to which he had given his life's service wasn't able to hold onto the country and keep it safe, and that it had fallen to him to make the moral and ethical decisions that would shape the future.

      When he was in the military, he knew he was part of a brotherhood who used collaboration and cooperation to make the right decisions for the safety of the country, but now people were out there having to fend for themselves, and democracy was dead. There were those, such as Mack, who had a firm sense of right and wrong instilled within them, but there were others who would prey on the frightened, vulnerable people and it was likely they would get away with it. Mack felt the anger at the injustice rise within him, but he made an effort to push it aside as it was wasted energy. He had to focus on getting back to the settlement. He needed to warn them about the danger the Lost Children posed.

      In fact, Mack noticed how Tristan kept twisting his head back over his shoulder, trying to do it when he didn't think his mother or Mack were looking. Mack could tell he was scared of the Lost Children following them and making him pay for his betrayal. Although Mack didn't know him well, he admired Tristan for having the courage to stand up for what was right. It couldn’t have been easy for him to go against the wishes of his king, even though Mack winced at using that term to describe Peter, especially at such a young age, when acceptance from peers was craved. He resembled his mother in more ways than one as Mack had come to admire Maggie's determination and persistence. However, he was well aware that he was fortunate to have been with Maggie, as he doubted Tristan would have performed such an act of betrayal for anyone other than his mother.

      “We'll keep you safe, Tristan, don't worry,” Mack said as he noticed the young boy looking over his shoulder again.

      Tristan looked shocked at first that Mack had noticed his worried glances, but smiled back as he felt reassured. Mack and Tristan hadn't had much opportunity to talk since Mack had wanted to give the mother and son some space, but just by the mere fact of being a strong presence around him Mack was making a good impression.

      Night began descending and none of them wanted to be out in the city at night, at the very least because it would have been easier to get lost without the streetlights showing the way. Instead, they found a nearby building, checking that it was empty before entering. It was morbid using another person's home for shelter, especially when there still were family photographs hanging on the walls, but their basic survival needs had to take precedence. They arranged the bedding so that they all were in the same room. Mack closed the door and arranged a watch schedule. Being in a place like this was a reminder about what life used to be like, but they tried not to focus on that as they settled down in the safety of the building for the night.

      Everything was quiet, and the only things they could hear were the sounds of each other breathing. Mack looked around the room, for the starlight shone in through the windows and made everything glow. From what he could tell, the people who used to live here left in a hurry. They must have realized what was going on and tried to leave the city. How far they got Mack did not know, but the likelihood is that they did not make it very far. After a time of guarding their safety, and finding it difficult to relax, he looked over at Tristan and saw the boy staring out of the window. Maggie had yet to fall asleep, too, and Mack thought he would use this opportunity to get to know the young man a little better. Furthermore, Tristan was someone who had been in the city when it all began. Mack wanted to get his take on things, if only because, in some strange way, it made him feel connected to his wife, who surely had gone through a similar thing in his own home.

      “Tristan, what do you know of the city?” he asked softly, and even though his voice was but a whisper, it was still as loud as thunder in the still of the silent night.

      Tristan turned his head away from the window and looked at Mack in the darkness. Tristan's face was silhouetted, but Mack could tell the boy was shocked he was engaging him in conversation at this hour. Maggie turned over on her side and listened, but she did not take part in the conversation with them. Mack wondered if this was because she would rather not hear about how everything had fallen apart in her absence.

      “In what way?” Tristan replied.

      “You've been here ever since this apocalypse started, I'm sure you know a lot of useful information about the city.”

      Tristan inhaled deeply. “I don't know, really. The truth is we didn't really leave our territory too much. After we got together we found a place in the city that was untouched and made it our own. It all happened pretty quickly. We knew we didn't want to deal with adults, so we shut ourselves away. Of course, other people came into our territory and we dealt with them, and sometimes we did venture out into the city, just to see what was happening...that's what that man was talking about...but we tried to keep to ourselves.”

      “If the Lost Children want to stay in their own place, why are you afraid of them following you?”

      “Because Peter won't like it that I betrayed him. He wants loyalty from his subjects, and I'm sure he's flown into a rage by now. He'll want to make an example of me, because if one can leave, then so can others. He made sure that whoever came to us didn't mess with us because he didn't want the parents looking for their children. He's smarter than people think. He's not just a kid...not to us anyway. But he knows that eventually we'll have to expand. He talked to us about it, the older ones anyway. He said that in time we'll have to leave and try taking the city, otherwise we will be helpless, but he wanted to prove to everyone that he could do it and make us a force, and we all believed him.”

      Mack heard guilt in Tristan’s voice and sought to reassure him. “It's natural to believe promises that we want to hear. From what I could tell, Peter was a very persuasive person with a strong personality, and it's a testament to him that he was able to rally so many people. How was it you came to be with the Lost Children in the first place?”

      Tristan glanced over at his mother. “I'll have to go back to when it first began for that to make sense,” he said uneasily.

      “All the best stories start at the beginning,” Mack said.

      “My dad and I were in town when it happened. Everything started going crazy. The cash registers went down, so did the televisions in the windows, everyone's phone stopped working, and the cars all stopped. People started looking at each other. I didn't know what was happening at the time, but Dad knew something was wrong and grabbed my hand. Everyone talked to each other and tried to see if their phones were working, but nobody's was.

      “Then we saw a plane in the distance going down. Then there was a crash. A window shattered. People just started taking things. Dad pulled me away and we started running home, but we didn't get very far. The cops started coming out. I think Dad was trying to get to Mom because we went in the direction of the police station. People started fighting and throwing things at each other. It all happened so quickly.

      “I just couldn't believe people could turn into animals that quickly. No, that's wrong, they were worse than animals. At one point, we were lost in a crowd and I lost my dad's hand. I stood still. I was almost trampled. He found me again and carried me away to safety. We went to one of his friend's places. We stayed there for a few days and waited for everything to calm down.

      “Sometimes my dad or his friend would leave and come back with some food. At night, we would hear horrible noises and I couldn't sleep. After a few days, people started coming around and taking things. They wouldn't even look at us, they just smashed things in. I heard women screaming. I heard a lot of things that I wish I could forget. We came out when we thought it was safe, but it was never safe.

      “We were trying to make it somewhere my dad could take care of us, but we never made it. He died. These people, they came up to us and just started attacking Dad for no reason, just because it made them laugh. They made me watch as they killed him and then told me to run. I ran as fast as I could. I didn't even know where I was going. This city was my home, but it seemed so different to me. Then Peter found me. He was with some of the other children. A lot of them had similar stories. He told me everyone was going to be okay and we were going to look after ourselves from now on. He saved me when nobody else could. I know he's not a good person, but I'll always owe him for that,” he said, his voice cracking as he was on the verge of tears. Beside him, Mack could feel the soft tremors of Maggie's body as she cried for her son, and Mack, too, felt great sorrow because of everything the boy had endured. It was more than anyone should endure.

      “We wandered around the city for a little while, and kept to the shadows. Sometimes people would come up to us and think we were easy to intimidate, but they underestimated us. We took care of them. At one point, we came across some bodies. They were the same people who had murdered my father, and I remember thinking that they got what they deserved. I wasn't even sorry that they died.

      “We gathered guns and food and found more children like us, children who were lost, and we became a family for each other. There were so many of us that we knew we couldn't just walk through the city, so we found our place and there we stayed. Sometimes we would leave because Peter wanted us to find other children to bring into the fold, so we did that. We did anything he said because when we needed someone to show us the way, he was there. When we needed someone to be strong, he was there, and he's not going to rest until he marches his army through the city and takes as much as he can.”

      Mack listened carefully and knew that although Peter was young he was going to be a formidable adversary. He also was chastened by Tristan's stories as it was clear many of the other Lost Children had had experiences similar to his, and what they needed was to be cared for by adults rather than being let loose on a world that had no way to control them. It further convinced him that they had to make every effort to help the children. So, the following day he would push Maggie and Tristan to make it back to the settlement as quickly as possible. But for now, he would rest and try forgetting about the things that weighed on his soul, because a man like Mack carried the weight of the world on his shoulders and there was only so much he could take.
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      As soon as Bob, Luis, and Will entered the other faction's camp they stopped and hugged the edge of the barrier. There was not much space between the barrier and the main building, which was a huge edifice towering above them. They were in awe. It seemed like a fortress, and the ominous orange glow, coupled with the angry smoke that rose into the night, offered a foreboding sight. Luis and Will felt an uneasy disquiet creep through their souls, and in that moment, they wished they had turned back to the safety of the settlement, but Bob was different.

      Bob reveled in this atmosphere. He wore a wide grin on his face and licked his lips in anticipation of the fight that was inevitable. He was a man bred for war, but in his time the world had sought to quash violence and seek peaceful means, and he, in turn, had to fight his own nature and turn his own aggressive tendencies against those who would break the law. Yet now, the chains were off and he was unfettered. He could bow to his own will and unleash the hell that had been brewing in his heart since the day he was born.

      The fire was high atop the building, and did not provide much in the way of illumination down on the ground. A few lanterns hung on the walls, but only a small portion of them were lit. It didn't seem as though the people in this camp were planning to leave on this night, which was a good sign for the community. There was nobody around in the nearby area, so the trio of men could walk through without fear of being spotted. There were old bonfires and rudimentary tents set up, as well as places were spit roasts had taken place. The ground was charred where the fires had been located, although the trio only could see this once they drew closer to them. Everything else was cast in darkness, and they could not make out any more detail.

      They moved slowly and carefully, knowing one wrong move would cause their demise. Despite Bob's thirst for battle, he was not foolish, and was not about to run headstrong into the enemy’s willing arms. They all knew that stealth was needed, to gather intelligence quickly and from the shadows, and then return to the darkness before their presence could be known. Luis swallowed hard as they drew closer to the building, hoping Grace would forgive him if he died. His heart thrummed inside his chest with every step, for every second they spent in this place increased the chances of them being discovered. Given how these people had swept through the settlement with such blistering anger, Luis didn't believe he would be granted a quick, painless death upon capture.

      Soon enough, they were standing at the foot of the building. Now that they were closer they could see it was a mall. The main body of the building rose up like a skyscraper, with a huge glass wall at the top, acting as a giant window from which the orange flame glowed. On either side of that were smaller windows, and these were open to let the smoke out. The top of the mall seemed to be open to the air as well because it acted like a chimney, sending the smoke out into the night sky. On either side of the building’s center, the walls tapered off into two squat areas that rose a few floors and contained more stores. They realized now that, underneath all the fires and debris, lay the parking lot, and the barrier that had been erected cut the parking lot in half. The main doors lay before them. From the top of the building they could hear the sounds of the party, and it seemed as though every member of this faction was in attendance, which was fortunate for Luis, Will, and Bob.

      Without waiting for approval from the other two, Bob moved forward and opened the double glass doors. Will and Luis hurried after him and scolded him for making such a rash move. Bob rolled his eyes.

      “There's nobody around,” he said. Luis and Will widened their eyes for Bob didn't even bother to whisper. Will pulled him aside.

      “If we're going to do this, then you have to get one thing through that thick skull of yours,” he began in a low whisper. “You might have come here ready to die, but Luis and I didn't. So, we're going to do everything we can to get out of here alive. Don't do anything to mess that up.”

      Bob nodded and raised his hands in apology. “Let's make some havoc,” he said with a hunger in his eyes that could only be quenched by something other than food.

      They were standing in the main entrance of the mall. Before them stood two escalators that were still. Underneath those was a small seating area. To the right and left the paths led to various stores, and there were stores beyond the escalators as well. They kept their eyes and ears peeled in case their presence was detected, but from the noise, that was now cacophonous given that they were actually in the building, they were doubly sure everyone had ascended to the top of the mall to partake in whatever kind of barbaric rapture they amused themselves with. For the time being at least, they were alone. It was strange to be in a mall that was not bustling with people, and looked so empty and dead.

      They stuck together as they stayed on the ground floor and walked up and down, investigating the various stores that all had been ransacked and were in disarray. The clothing stores were filled with tattered and torn rags, ripped apart in an orgy of destruction, a protest against the heights of fashion that had so controlled people's lives. From what the trio had seen of these people, they wore only what they needed and did not care about appearance, and the same was true as they reached a perfume store. They only stood in the doorway, however, because the floor was littered with broken glass, and the faint aroma of all the perfume that had been spilled still lingered in the air. It was a foreign smell to them now, as they all had become used to the stale body odor from which there was no escape.

      “Kinda makes you think, doesn't it? How many people struggled all their lives to afford what was in these stores, and now it doesn't matter one bit? Right now, one of those shirts we saw in that store wouldn't be worth a damn. You wouldn't even be able to get a cup of water for it,” Bob said gravely. Luis and Will nodded.

      The world certainly had changed, that was for sure, and that was made even more evident as they moved farther into the mall, going along the other wing, where they saw a cellphone and electronics store that had been ravaged. Bob snorted at the people’s stupidity, for they still had been in the old mindset that these things had value, when they didn't work. So savage, and so stupid, it was a wonder as many humans made it through the initial dark days as they did.

      “The smart ones were the ones who had known it all along, the ones who had stocked up on cans of food and prepared for something like this. Everyone else thought they were stupid and paranoid, but they were the ones who knew the real truth,” Bob said.

      “It's a wonder we haven't seen more of them,” Will said.

      “They're too clever to have stayed in the city. They would have found themselves a nice home in the country somewhere, far away from everyone else, so they wouldn't get disturbed. I can't blame them either. I think I spent too much of my time trying to make things right with people, trying to be a leader. I either should have gotten out of Dodge and lived by myself, or I should have done something like this a long time ago. Come on, we're not going to find anything on this level,” he said, and led them up the escalators.

      Their feet made a tinny sound as they walked up the escalators to the next level. There were more stores with smashed windows and darkened interiors. The only light that reached this deep into the mall was a little starlight and some of the glow from the fire that blazed above them, although they were not yet near enough to feel the full effects of the heat. They continued exploring the mall, with the initial hope of stealing supplies, just as supplies had been stolen from the settlement. Although the more they looked in the stores the more they realized either everything already had been stolen, or there was simply nothing worth taking. The sporting stores all had been gutted, especially of their weapons, as had the liquor stores, and any stores that had food. The pharmacies had been cleaned out as well, but there were more things left in those stores than any of the others, and Luis noted the condoms had not been taken.

      “We should take some of this stuff, it might come in handy,” he said.

      Apparently, this group of people was not so concerned with maintaining a good standard of health as they were with getting drunk. From the sounds that fell from up high they still had a good supply of alcohol and were working through it with great vigor. The trio rose to yet another level, and another, gradually getting closer to the more dangerous areas where the enemy was located. At one point, they passed an elevator that was only halfway down the opening, and something caught Luis' eye. He paused and peered in through the doors that had been slightly pried open, and gasped when he saw a woman's body slumped against the floor, her legs at unnatural angles. It was clear she must have been in the elevator when the EMP hit and had become stuck there. In all the panic, nobody must have been able to hear her cries for help. Either that, or they were unwilling to help, which was a chilling thought.

      Instead of taking the escalators up to the main level, the trio decided to go up the stairs, hoping to avoid the main gathering of people. They walked forward slowly and drew their knives, for they didn't want to draw any attention with a gunshot. Bob slowly opened the door and, one by one, they crept out. The noise from the party was deafening, and they instantly knew they were in danger. From their vantage point they could see people swinging their weapons about wildly, while others were breaking off from the main group to go away on their own, most likely to fornicate.

      “They must have some things to steal on this level,” Bob said, assuming they had chosen this level to make their base.

      It was the highest point, and gave them the most advantage, but evidently their strength had made them arrogant and they were not prepared for a few daring souls to invade their commune. Bob licked his lips once more, eager to carry the fight to them and see fear in their eyes, to gain retribution for all the people who had been terrorized by them, to show them that in this world there were still ways for good people to punish bad ones.

      It was quickly apparent the stores on this level had been adapted for other uses and not merely left in disarray like the lower levels. They all had been converted to sleeping quarters, with many blankets draped across the floor. It looked as though privacy was not something these people found a necessity as they did not care about sharing sleeping quarters. The trio quickly moved away as they did not want to be caught by any tired person coming back and falling to the floor in a drunken slumber.

      Although Bob's instincts wanted to confront these people, they decided to stay away from the main gathering and found themselves skulking against the wall until they found another store. They went in and their hearts fell as they saw a vast array of weaponry. There were all kinds of guns, grenades, and other weapons, all of them promising death and doom. Seeing this collection made all three of them realize what a dangerous proposition it was to challenge this faction. With this amount of firepower, the settlement could be devastated, left as nothing but rubble. They knew they had to leave.

      “We have to take some of this with us now,” Bob said.

      “There's no time. We must get back and tell the others about this. This is...this is bad,” Luis said.

      Bob was about to argue with him when they heard voices approaching and knew that if they were not going to leave then they never would. They left the armory and ran into an abandoned store until the voices passed, then made their way quickly back down the stairs and out of the mall. Their footsteps were swift and their hearts were beating with fear.

      The morning sun had broken out and lit up the world, making them hurry even more so they would not be seen. They didn't look back, but as they made their way to the barrier they saw two soldiers hung up on pikes, their uniforms bloodied and their heads lolling down. Luis raised his hand to his mouth as he knew they must have been the very same soldiers sent from the bunker that he, Mack, and Grace had encountered early on in their adventure. It filled them all with dread, knowing that the same fate, or worse, could be waiting for them and everyone else in the settlement.

      “Still don't think it's time for a plan?” Will asked. Bob merely grunted in reply as they made haste to the horses, wanting to get back to the settlement as quickly as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Grace was sitting at the table, back straight, palms placed flat against the surface of the table. She stared at the prisoner, who still was huddled on the bed. Grace was a picture of serenity while the girl, who was of a similar age to Grace, was not. The girl had a scar on her face and bedraggled, stained clothes that didn't fit quite right. Her hair was matted together and her eyes darted about uncertainly. For all the swaggering confidence that had been present when the girl had threatened Grace, she looked vulnerable now.

      Their eyes met and Grace gestured to the chair that was opposite her. It took a few moments, but eventually the girl reluctantly joined Grace at the table. She dragged her feet across the floor, pulled out the chair, and then flung herself in, turning her body away from Grace. Grace had to stifle a smile as she recognized much of herself in this girl. She had acted in much the same manner when she had been handcuffed to Mack and escorted to the plane.

      The girl looked at Grace then looked away, and tapped her fingers against the table. She ran her hand through her dirty hair and exhaled, then rolled her bottom lip underneath her teeth.

      “I'm not going to talk, you know. You're not going to be able to find us, and even if you can, we're too powerful for you. I'm just going to wait here until they come for me and you're not going to be able to do anything to stop it,” she said, turning away from Grace when she had finished speaking. Grace looked at her implacably and then rose from the table and left. She had been in there for a total of ten minutes and had left without asking a question.

      “How'd it go in there?” Saul asked.

      “I've only just begun,” Grace replied.

      She knew that it would take a lot to get anything out of that girl. So, she remembered a few stories Mack had told about how he had interrogated people, and tried implementing the lessons she had learned. It was difficult, however, because her natural instinct was to force the issue and demand answers, but Mack assured her that tactics like that didn't work and a little more subtlety was required. Grace's problem was she wasn't sure how much time she had to interrogate the prisoner. She had hope Luis and Will would return soon, but she couldn't be sure of that either. It was as though she was in a race and had no idea how quickly her opponents were moving.

      To gather her thoughts, Grace clasped her hands behind her back and strolled out to the middle of the settlement, glad that the place had been formed around the central park. In some ways, she missed the forest and the peace it had offered. Being back in the city and around all these people reminded her how despicable humans could be to one another. While she was out she bumped into Freddie and Hank, who were walking together. She greeted them with a smile and asked how things were.

      “People seem to be holding up well, and we let them know that if they want to talk to us about anything they are welcome to seek us out,” Freddie said. Hank then gave him a knowing look. Freddie paused, and Grace wondered what was on his mind.

      “Freddie has something else to say to you,” Hank prompted. Freddie glared at him, while Grace looked at him expectantly.

      “Well, we were talking and Hank thinks it would be a good idea if I told people I was a counselor. I don't want to sound arrogant, but I think I could help people here, and I was wondering if I could use my apartment as an office, and if people need to come to me to talk about anything they can.”

      “I think that's a wonderful idea!” Grace said.

      “And that goes for you as well. You've been dealing with a lot recently,” Freddie added.

      “I'll keep that in mind but, no, I think that's great,” Grace said with a smile. “While I have you here, actually, I was wondering if I could get your help with something? I'm trying to get information from this girl we captured. Do you have any tips or advice on how to get people to open up?”

      “There's not really a magic trick to it. I suppose you just have to be patient and don't let yourself get caught up in anything she says. Like, don't take the bait if she tries insulting you. Then again, I've never interrogated anyone, I've only counseled them. So, my experience may be different,” he said.

      Then he threw a deferring glance to Hank, but the preacher didn't have anything else to add, and said that what Freddie had offered was good advice. Grace thanked them and left it for a while. She walked around the settlement and spoke with a few people before returning to the makeshift jail, where Saul still was standing guard.

      “How are you coping with this, Saul?”

      “You know something? I'm actually liking the sound of the quiet life. I think we've all had enough excitement and I'm going to keep my head down for a while. I like it here. People don't ask too many questions, and they don't look at me funny. I think I could be happy here.” Grace smiled and patted him on the shoulder.

      She was glad he felt that way and, in truth, she felt similarly, although they would have to make sure the settlement survived any incoming attacks. But the more she thought about the future the more she could see herself staying in one place. It was certainly different than spending every day on the move, aiming for something. Here was a real challenge, where they could build something, and yet she knew that, eventually, Mack would leave. She already had pledged her loyalty to him and didn't know if she could watch him go out into the world alone. Still, she decided that was a decision she could make another time and, for now, she had a prisoner to interrogate. She entered the room again, once again sitting at the table and resuming the same posture.

      “Back again?” the girl asked smugly. Grace smiled at her silently, meeting her stare.

      Again, the girl came to the table and sat down, but this time she did not say anything. Neither did Grace. The girl fidgeted and adjusted her posture multiple times while Grace stayed still. After about ten minutes, Grace rose from her seat and left once again. Saul expressed surprise that she was leaving so soon after having gone in, but Grace told him she was trying out something she had learned from Mack. She continued doing this throughout the day, entering the room, sitting in silence for about ten minutes, and then leaving again. The girl didn't seem to know what to do as she had been expecting Grace to get angry with her or demand answers.

      When Mack had told the story, he said how he had been tasked with getting secrets from someone, but that person had insisted Mack would not get anything from them. So, over the course of several days Mack entered and didn't say anything. Grace hoped that because the girl was young and not trained in the art of keeping secrets the technique would work in a shorter period of time. It seemed to have done so because, at one point, just as she was about to leave, the girl finally broke and begged Grace to tell her what she wanted.

      “I want to talk to you,” Grace said, flashing that same neutral smile, and leaving again.

      This time she knew that the next time she entered that room the girl would talk, and she was proud of herself for being able to pull it off. Indeed, when she entered the room again after taking another walk around the settlement she sat at the table in the same manner. This time the girl immediately came over. Grace looked at her expectantly.

      “I'm ready to talk,” she said.

      “I'm ready to listen,” Grace replied, and folded her hands together as she leaned forward and waited to hear what the girl had to say.
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        * * *

      

      Freddie had been walking around the settlement telling everyone where he was located in case they needed to talk. It had been a big thing for him to return to counseling in an official capacity. Ever since the EMP had hit and the world had been plunged into such chaos, Freddie had been trying to help people where he could, but it wasn't the same as having his own office. Yet, returning to his career brought with it some anxieties as he was unsure if he could be the same counselor he used to be. He had been through so much and, in the old world, most of his clients had come to him with regular troubles, not troubles that plagued people in this one. He hoped he would be able to offer people some solace.

      He looked at Hank with envy because Hank had an easy way with people, and being a calm presence was something that came naturally to him. In Freddie's opinion, it was easier to advise someone to pray than tell them that they had to work on their problems, not that Freddie was going to bring up that point with Hank. But now that he was arranging his apartment he was feeling excited, and hoped that at least one person would come and talk to him because they felt at a loss. He was not as strong or brave as some of the other people he had known, and he put down his survival as much to chance as anything else. He first had taken up counseling because he had suffered from anxieties and low self-esteem when he had been younger, and now that he had to forge a path of his own making, those feelings were returning.

      He dragged a couch into the lounge and set a chair against the wall. It wasn't the same as his old office, but it would have to do. After he was finished he waited for the first patient. It reminded him of when he first had moved into his office and wondered if he really was capable of being a therapist. Over the years, he had (or at least he liked to think he had) helped many people, but these people would be his greatest test, as surely they would be suffering from great depression and trauma after everything they had been through.

      After a while he looked out the window and then walked downstairs to see if there was anybody looking for him. Perhaps they simply forgot where he said he was located, he told himself, but the sad truth was nobody had shown up. He returned to his office, morose, and sighed heavily. He pulled out his notebook and doodled aimlessly while he let his thoughts wander. There had been a time when there had been a long waiting list to get an appointment with him, and he had to face the possibility that there wasn't a need for someone like him anymore.

      It wasn't until about a half hour later when there was a light knock on the door and a young woman came in. She was followed by a man, and suddenly Freddie had a number of patients who wanted to speak with him. He gave them all numbers and told them to wait outside, and if anyone else came to give them a new number, for it was getting tiresome having every session interrupted by someone new and he, of course, wanted to give his patients his undivided attention.

      Before long there was an almost endless line of people wanting to see him, and as soon as one left another one entered. He talked about the apocalypse and the effect it had had on them, but a curious thing happened. After the first few people, he noticed a trend and began making notes. After he had seen most of the people there was a definite sign of something unexpected.

      He had assumed people would have been devastated by the apocalypse and the subsequent trials they had been through, but people actually felt emboldened. When he talked to them, their problems mostly revolved around them either missing loved ones, or trying to figure out their place in their world and the future, problems he was accustomed to talking about before the world had changed. When it came to talking about the event, he found that people generally weren't scared or traumatized by it, even though the lasting scars were all around for people to see. But for the most part, people had made their way to the settlement soon after the city fell, and they had managed to avoid the rioting and violence. When he asked them why they felt no great fear, they all came back with the same answer, even though some of them had to think about it longer than others.

      'Because I survived.'

      They all had survived, and Freddie realized this had spurred on their courage and given them a cloak of bravery with which to ward off the demons that threatened them. It made them feel invulnerable, and once he had figured this out, he introduced a new question. He asked those who came to see him if they were afraid of the threats against the community. They all pondered the answer and said they were afraid for the people around them, and perhaps afraid that they would be made to do something they weren't comfortable with, but if they could survive the apocalypse then they could survive anything, and they were not going to cower in fear.

      Freddie was astounded by this and furiously scribbled down notes, wishing he had a way to catalog these reactions and study them further, although he knew there was no way to do that. Instead, he had to be content in knowing that, despite there being a world-changing event, many of the problems that people faced were still the same, and there was an odd comfort in that. He settled into his chair and, for a while at least, he could pretend that the world was normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Grace sat across from the prisoner, pleased and proud that she had been able to pull off the technique to get her to open up. It made her feel like Mack, and she was glad his influence had rubbed off on her. Once again, she reflected on how much she had changed since the plane had crashed; it was almost an unrecognizable transformation. However, she tried not to think about that too much because she had to focus on the task at hand.

      Another aspect of leadership had been revealed to her during the last couple of days. She had to learn how to push aside her own personal concerns and remain clear-headed for the task at hand. For example, she was dreadfully concerned with the fact that Mack and Luis had yet to return. Anytime she thought about them, her stomach twisted unnaturally, and all the worst thoughts careened through her head. The new world was not a place in which one wanted to be left alone, and she only just had become used to the fact that they all would be together. To have the two most important people in her life be taken away was cruel, and she wasn't sure how she would be able to carry on. So, she pushed it away and decided not to think about it until there was proof of their deaths, since she could have been worrying over nothing.

      When Grace looked at the girl sitting opposite her, she saw the person she could have become in different circumstances. The girl had a wild look in her eyes, but also a scared and vulnerable look. They were of similar age, and it was clear she simply had fallen in with the wrong crowd. Grace had been fortunate to be with Mack when it all happened. He had shown her how to take care of herself and how to survive. If she had fallen in with people like this girl had, then Grace would have been just as likely to be sitting in that chair. Not that it excused what the girl had done, of course, but Grace did feel a swell of pity for her.

      “What would you like to tell me?” Grace asked.

      The girl stuck out her jaw and blew upwards, sending a few strands of light blonde hair flying back. She used both hands to push away the remaining hair, and left one hand perched atop her head as she raised a knee on which to rest her elbow and turned her eyes towards Grace.

      “You're the one who has been coming in here, day after day. What do you want to know?” she asked.

      “How about we start with your name? I'm Grace,” she said, remembering that Mack always began by sharing his name.

      “Lily,” the girl replied flatly, almost as though her name was something to be ashamed of. Perhaps because it reminded her of her old life, before all of this happened.

      “Well, Lily, we have ourselves a problem here. You and your people repeatedly have come into our settlement and stolen things from us; things that we've worked hard for. We're not going to tolerate it anymore, but first I need information from you. I would like you to tell me about the people in your faction and the tactics they employ. How many of you are there? How can we prepare to defend ourselves against them?”

      At this, Lily threw her head back and let out a morbid laugh, and when she returned her gaze to Grace it was cold and heartless. “You can't prepare yourselves for what's coming. We're like a storm.”

      “There must be some way, if you help us,” Grace said. The grim smile dropped from Lily's face and she sighed heavily. Her knee dropped and she turned fully toward Grace, shoulders rounded, body low, hair falling so it rested against the surface of the table.

      “I can't help you. It's not allowed. We have a code.”

      “Honor among thieves?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well, break your code. There are lives at stake here. Innocent people-”

      “Nobody is innocent in this world, at least nobody should be. You must do everything you can to survive, and that means forgetting about right and wrong. There is no right and wrong anymore. There's only alive or dead.” Lily's words were grave and Grace had to admit there was some truth to them. But Grace had to fight against that, because that's what Mack had taught her to do.

      “No, there is still room for right and wrong. You just have to be with the right people so they can show you. I was like you. I had no idea what I was doing in this world and thought that I would have to rely on others to stay alive, but I learned. I adapted. I changed myself without sacrificing who I am.”

      “And now you're the leader of this place. At least, that's what I assume, considering you're the only one who's been talking to me.”

      Grace sat back in her chair, noting the impressed tone in Lily's voice. “Yes, I am.”

      “Violence isn't the only way to progress in this world, Lily. I know it might seem like it at times, and I've certainly done things that I'm not proud of, but it's our responsibility to be better than our nature, to lift ourselves up and be proud to call ourselves human.” Grace spoke with passion, which she hoped she would impart to Lily, although the prisoner seemed unmoved. She spoke with a quiet voice.

      “Sometimes you go too far down the other path, so far that you can't see the way back.”

      “It's never too late to make a change, Lily.”

      “What happened to the old guy anyway? The one who used to be in charge of this place. Did we get him?”

      Grace tried to hide her irritation at the wording of the question, but wasn't entirely successful. “No, we didn't 'get him'. There just...needed to be a change.”

      “Oh, I see,” Lily said, without meaning anything in particular.

      “We're not here to talk about me or this camp anyway. Tell me about yours.”

      “You wouldn't like what I've got to tell you; that they're vicious savages who won't stop at anything until they've taken what they've wanted; how they don't care about being better or being good, they just want to take what they can get while they're here. They know what this world is, that we're all going to die, and probably sooner than we all think. So, they simply don't care anymore. There aren't any rules that apply to them, they're not scared of anything, they sweep through like a force of nature, and there is nothing, absolutely nothing, you can do about it. You aren't the first group to try resisting and you won't be the last. But there's nothing you can do, so you might as well surrender and try making it out with as many lives as possible.”

      Grace didn't know if she should take that as a warning or a threat. Lily kept referring to the group as 'them', but did she still consider herself part of it? If she could, Grace wanted to bring Lily around, and prove to her there was a better way, but for now, she was still a prisoner, and Grace couldn't afford to trust her too much.

      “I know you think we're helpless here. Just because I want to try talking things through and finding another solution doesn't mean we're weak. We're prepared to fight back and we will if it's necessary.”

      “That's good, because you're going to have to do that. War is coming. That's what they want. That's the only thing they understand. You don't have a choice. So, you'd better do whatever you're going to do fast because they could come at any moment.”

      Grace pondered her words and her next question was one that Lily wasn't expecting. “How did you come to be involved with them, Lily?”

      Lily's head dipped. It was clearly something she wasn't comfortable talking about, and her voice was soft when she answered. “You called them ‘my people,’ but they aren't my people, not really. They found me and I went with them because I didn't know what else to do. Then I saw what they were capable of. I tried to turn away from it, tried to hide and justify it to myself, and before I knew it, I was a part of them because I had to be. No matter how bad it got there, I knew that being alone in the world would have been worse. So, I threw away whatever shred of dignity I had and became like them, because that's how I'm going to survive. So, you can talk about your better way, but this is my way, and I'm stuck with it. So, either kill me or just leave me here to rot because I can't tell you anything.”

      With a last tremble of her voice her mouth clamped shut. She folded her arms across her chest, and turned her face away. Grace looked at her for a long while, and then rapped her fingers against the table and rose. Because of the kinship she felt with Lily, she wanted to defeat the faction even more than she did before, and show everyone that you didn't have to resort to savage violence to make it in the world.

      There was much on her mind as she nodded to Saul and walked through the settlement. She hoped that Lily would come around and be an ally, but it would be an arduous process to help her rediscover herself. Yet, it was a worthwhile project and, given how Freddie had returned to counseling, she hoped that, in time, he could help Lily. However, the fact remained that she had not achieved her objective. Lily had not provided any useful information she could use to help defend the community against the oncoming onslaught, and nor did Lily seem likely to do so anytime soon.

      So establishing valuable information about the other faction was dependent upon Luis and Will returning, and as Grace walked through the settlement, she gazed wistfully at the entrance, hoping the two of them would return. Both were resourceful, and if any two men could survive a night in the city, it was those two. Yet, her heart still was worried for them, especially Luis, as she just had started getting used to the idea of them being in a relationship. It was still a new, precious thing and she didn't want the flower of their love to be plucked before it was fully in bloom.

      Freddie and Hank were deep in discussion, walking through the central park. Hank had his head bowed and was listening intently with his hands clasped behind his back. Freddie, in contrast, was much more animated, waving his hands around. He caught sight of Grace and waved her over emphatically.

      “You seem happy,” she said. Freddie beamed. Indeed, the man had changed. There was more color in his cheeks, and his eyes flashed with a great deal of zeal.

      “I am! You know, I was wondering if there was a place for me in this world, but starting a counseling service again is the best thing I've ever done. I feel as though I finally can help the community in a way that nobody else can. No offense, Hank,” Freddie said.

      “None taken,” Hank replied, unable to hide the amused smile that played upon his lips.

      “How are people doing? I could use some good news. The prisoner finally is talking to me. Lily is her name, by the way, but she didn't tell me anything we didn't already know. It's horrible, really. I think those people are forcing her to help them, but she's so scared of being alone that she can't bring herself to say no. We have to stop them.”

      “I'm sure we will,” Freddie said, reaching out and squeezing Grace's arm reassuringly, “and it sounds like she's been through a lot. I should have a few words with her at some point. As for your other question, people are in surprisingly good spirits. I just was talking with Hank about it, actually. I discovered quite a strange phenomenon. People actually are feeling braver because of everything they have been through. They are concerned about being attacked, of course, but I don't think many people are going to be running for cover. It's a remarkable thing, really, and, you know, the funniest thing is that people still come to me with the same kind of problems I used to deal with back when I had my other practice!”

      Grace nodded with surprise. Freddie was about to continue when they heard a commotion and saw people's heads turn toward the entrance. Grace's eyes followed and saw two horses trot through the gates. Luis was on one. Will and Bob were on the other. They looked tired, and all wore solemn expressions. They alighted from the horses and the animals were taken away to be fed and watered. Grace, Hank, and Freddie went up to them, and a few other people lingered, for they knew the men’s mission had been important, and they also were glad to see that Bob had returned. Grace hugged Luis and gave him a quick kiss, which turned longer as their lips met. In his embrace, she could feel the tension and fear and wanted to know just what they had seen.

      “If you two are quite done,” Bob said sharply.

      Grace turned to him and as their eyes met she saw the frustration he had with her, but there was also something else there...something that took priority over their differences.

      “We found their camp,” Will said, his face drawn. “They're in a mall, and it's pretty secure. But what's more is there's a lot of them, and a lot more guns. I'm talking a whole arsenal.”

      Grace turned to Luis, who nodded, stark fear on his face. “Enough to turn this place into a crater,” he added, then put his head on Grace's shoulder.

      She wrapped her arm around him as her own mind reeled. Murmurs rippled through the people standing around them, and Grace felt their fear, too. She looked at Freddie and wondered just how brave people would be now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      When morning broke, Mack, Maggie, and Tristan woke up. Mack stood at the window and looked out on the empty streets below. He had been away from the settlement too long, and it would be good to get back to a place where the sounds of people filled the air. He never had been afraid of being a solitary man, but it felt wrong to be in a city that was so empty and devoid of life. Besides, he was starting to miss Grace and the others and wanted to get back to hear about everything that had happened in his absence. He still wished he had been able to send them word of what they were doing, but Maggie had left so swiftly they simply had not had a chance.

      He roused the others and smiled to himself when Tristan begged for a few more minutes’ sleep. It took his mother to tear the blanket off him and force him to rise. It was moments like these that gave Mack hope for the future because, although there had been much change to civilization, the basics were still the same as they ever had been, encapsulated by this mother and son he had helped reunite. Hopefully, he would help the other Lost Children find their parents, too, or at least a new home in which they could be safe and sound.

      The three of them quickly made their way out of the apartment block and through the streets again, on their way to the settlement. Mack hoped to get there in the late afternoon as he didn't want to risk spending another night in the city. They kept vigilant, so as not to be taken by surprise by any wandering antagonists, and Mack held the rifle ready to deter anyone who tried attacking them. However, as they moved through the bleak and empty streets, they didn't come across anyone and were accompanied by a silence that seemed endless, until Tristan stopped for a moment.

      “Is everything alright?” Mack asked as Tristan looked up at the street signs. He followed the boy's gaze, but could see nothing of significance. However, Maggie looked at the sign and laughed.

      “I thought I recognized this street,” she said.

      Mack cocked an eyebrow and asked for an explanation. Tristan told him that they were close to where he and his father used to live. Maggie turned away a little as he talked about his father since they had not yet broached that subject, other than the previous night, when Tristan had talked about when the EMP hit.

      “Can we go and check it out?” Tristan asked. Maggie looked at Mack, then back at her son.

      “I'm not sure that's a good idea. We don't know what could have happened to the place. It might not be a pleasant sight,” she said. “Besides, we should be getting back to the settlement. I know Mack is anxious to get back to safety.”

      Mack, on the other hand, thought it was a worthwhile excursion. “I don't know. It might be worth taking a short detour considering we're here. I think it's important to remember where we came from. If you have no objections,” he said, deferring to Maggie in this instance. She saw the hopeful look in Tristan's eyes and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Sure, as long as we're not there for too long. I'd like to get back to the settlement, too,” she said, and with that the three of them moved off to Tristan's old house.

      It was strange for Maggie because this was the home that she could have had. The one that had her ex-husband and her son. Instead, she used to live across town in a small apartment that was barely big enough for her, let alone Tristan when he came to stay, but somehow, he managed. She never wanted to see that place again, though, not if she could help it. It only reminded her how alone she had been, and how much she had erred in placing her duty as a cop over her role as a mother.

      In another life, if she and her ex-husband had done things differently, this house they were approaching would have been a place filled with happy memories, instead of one that only filled her with regret. It was a small, semi-detached place with a neat front yard and a white picket fence that had been knocked over. The yard was trodden in, and the screen door hung off its hinges. The windows were smashed and it was in a sorry state, much like all the other houses in the neighborhood. Maggie was afraid and looked over at Tristan, thinking she would have to console him. Yet, he seemed to be blind to the damage to the home, and bounded in as though it was just a normal day and he was returning from school.

      Mack and Maggie both looked perturbed by his rash entrance. They didn't know if there would be anyone lying in wait for them, but a quick check of the house proved that it was empty. However, it was a depressing sight. People had been in here. It was a mess. Everything had been pulled apart and smashed. The kitchen had been ransacked, as had everything else of value, and yet, for Tristan it didn't matter. He was home, and he was happy. He saw all the times his parents had helped him with his homework, the places where he had played with his friends, or when he had watched the game with his dad and, even though they barely said anything of consequence during the game, it was still time spent together, and it meant a lot to him. He walked over to his mother and put his arms around her. She was surprised at his show of affection but welcomed it, and kissed him on the head.

      “When did you get so tall?” she said, and they both smiled. Then she led him over to the stairs. At the end of them were some markings that, although faded, were still discernible.

      “I remember each one of these,” she said, a hint of sadness marking her voice as she walked over and placed her fingers against the marks she had made to document Tristan's growth.

      “I need to find something,” Tristan said. Before Maggie or Mack could react, Tristan was scampering up the stairs. The adults shared a wry smile and followed him up.

      “So, this was your home,” Mack said.

      “It was until we split up. Me and Tristan's father, I mean.”

      “It must be difficult to be back.”

      “Yeah, it is, but it's probably good for Tristan.”

      “It might be good for you, too,” Mack said as they reached the top of the stairs.

      Maggie had expected to find him in his old room, but it was empty. They heard the sound of Tristan digging through things in Maggie's old bedroom. So they went to investigate. They found him standing precariously on a chair, flinging things out of a cupboard until he emerged triumphantly with a large leather-bound photo album. Tristan grinned as he turned around and flashed a smile at his mother, waving the album above his head like a trophy but, in his haste, he unbalanced himself and fell over. Maggie shrieked, but Tristan managed to adjust his body so his side took the brunt of the fall. He remained unscathed, although he was a lot dustier than he had been before. Maggie went to help him up and then the two of them sat on the bed.

      “You came all the way up here for that?” she asked.

      Tristan smiled at her and then opened the album, taking them on a journey of memories. Mack watched the two of them as they were thrust back through time, back to the moments the photographs had captured, a world within a world. It began with the relationship of Tristan's parents and their marriage.

      “You look happy there,” Tristan remarked.

      “I was,” Maggie said, her eyes glistening with tears. She ran her hand along the photo and thought back to all those years ago, when she had been in love and anything had seemed possible.

      “What happened to you two, Mom?” Tristan asked softly, for he had turned the pages and seen the early years of his life, the years to which his memory was unable to reach.

      Moving past that he saw snapshots of his parents. In the early years of their relationship every photograph was one of joy. Yet, as time wore on, the smiles disappeared from their faces, and captured like this it was a dramatic change. Yet, in real life, the emotions between them had eroded gradually until the chasm between them was too great to traverse.

      “Life happened, I suppose. The thing is, Tristan, when you're a kid you think that adults, parents especially, have everything worked out, but the truth is we're still trying to make it through the days and trying to make the right decisions. Sometimes we make the wrong ones, and we have to face the consequences. Sometimes we get another chance as well,” she said, and Tristan brightened up somewhat at that. His face fell again, though, as he looked at the pictures of him and his father together.

      “I wish Dad was here,” he said.

      “Me, too,” Maggie said, kissing him on the head.

      She surprised herself by saying that. They hadn't been on very good terms since the divorce. Their love had turned into a bitter resentment of each other, but after hearing that he had died, she felt empty. She never would be able to apologize to him or thank him for raising their son.

      “He did a good job raising you, and I'm sure that if he were here he'd be proud of the man you're turning into. I know I am,” she said. Tristan beamed once more and his eyes were glistening as well. Maggie looked down at the photo album with a lump in her throat.

      “You know, this is a reminder of the way we used to be, and this house has so many good memories, but when it comes down to it this is just a house, and this is just a photo album, and the things in it are just pictures. What matters is the memories we have and the feelings inside. I know things had been difficult with me and your father over the last few years, and I'm sorry that you were caught in the middle of it. I know it couldn’t have been easy for you, and if I could go back now and change things, I would. I look at those pictures and I remember the times that we had together when you were just a baby. They were some of the happiest times of my life, and I know things changed and they're never going to be the same as they once were, but being your mother is the proudest, best thing I've ever done with my life, and nothing ever is going to change that.”

      She kissed her son again and held him tightly. The photo album fell from her lap onto the floor, staying open on a page that showed the family happily together.

      “And you know what?” she continued as she stood up. “Home is going to be wherever the two of us are together. We don't have to rely on this house or the photographs because we have each other, and I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure that doesn't change.” With that declaration, Maggie led the way out of the house. She and Tristan had one more lingering glance at it before moving on, saying goodbye to their past once and for all.

      Mack was filled with mixed emotions as they walked and left the house behind. He was pleased that Maggie and Tristan had had a chance to glimpse at their past, but he was filled with a deep melancholy that he was so far removed from the person closest to him in life. He had no idea what state their home was in, or if he ever would see it again, and as he walked along he took out the tattered, worn photograph of his wife and wondered how long it would sustain him. The more he looked at it, the more he wanted to taste her and feel her next to him, to brush away her hair from her face and hear her throaty laugh. He closed his eyes in sweet pain and continued walking. Onward, ever marching, because it was the only thing to do.

      It took them a good few hours to make their way back through the city but, eventually, Mack began seeing landmarks with which he was familiar, ones that were visible from the settlement and he was filled with relief that they were approaching friendly territory. Their sojourn into the city had been a reckless act, but he didn't regret it for one instant as he had reunited a mother and son, and that was worth any price. He smiled as he heard the sounds of people talking, and waved his rifle to get the attention of the guard, who promptly began the process of opening the gate for them. While they were waiting, and making their final approach to the city, Mack turned to Tristan and asked him if any of the other Lost Children could be persuaded to leave. Tristan wore an uneasy look on his face as he answered.

      “Probably, but many of them, especially the younger ones, see Peter as a father figure and believe everything he's told them. I'm not saying it's impossible, but it would be a hard thing to get through to them. Maybe if you got them alone, but that's difficult, too. Peter always told us to travel together, and most of them are angry anyway. One person I know you'll never convince is Peter.”

      Mack thought about Tristan’s words. He wanted to form a team to travel to the Lost Children and start bringing them back to normalcy, as they couldn't be allowed to stay out there by themselves. Yet, when he entered the settlement he saw before him a chaotic scene that made him reconsider his idea. It seemed that much had happened in his absence, and the settlement was preoccupied with something else. People were barking orders at each other and rushing around to reinforce the barrier.

      “It looks like they're planning to defend an attack,” Maggie said, standing beside Mack.

      “It does, indeed,” Mack said, and furrowed his brow, for it seemed as though he and Maggie had returned at just the right time.
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      The cavernous warehouse was mostly empty, although the sounds of the Lost Children could be heard in the distance. The younger ones were playing together, pretending to chase each other, using rules of their own concoction. If anyone had passed by and seen this unfolding they simply would have assumed it was children acting as normal, until they spied the guns nearby. For the younger ones, life was like a game, and they didn't quite understand what was happening. Everything was filtered through their young, still developing minds, and it was difficult for them to process it fully. That's why they were able to forget about the darkness of the world and fill the warehouse with smiles and laughter.

      The sounds of this joy reached Peter's ears. He was sitting on his throne, an impressive structure made of old cardboard boxes and wooden pallets they had found strewn throughout the warehouse. On his head sat a cardboard crown, yet, despite enjoying complete authority over the Lost Children he wore a glum expression, leaning forward with his elbow resting on his knee, thinking deeply. For the older children, there was no place in this world for fun or games and, as Peter listened to the distant sounds of the faint giggles, he found himself envious of them; that they could cling to a piece of their old life while he and the older children had to tear theirs away and forget about it. Sometimes the memories came flooding back and he had to close his eyes, wincing as a sharp headache seared through his brain.

      There was so much he wanted to do, so much he had to do with the Lost Children. Peter raised his head and looked at the high ceiling of the warehouse, at the tall windows that rested near the top of the building, letting the sunlight shine through. Behind him were stacks of boxes, like a cardboard city, and in them lay the Lost Children’s future. For now, the food supply was plentiful, but it wouldn't remain that way forever. Soon the Lost Children would have to move through the city for their own survival.

      But that wasn't the main reason the self-appointed king brooded. Tristan’s betrayal still was on his mind and filled the young monarch with rage. He literally trembled with anger. Upon first being made aware of the news he had flown into a fury, kicking whatever was near him. Spittle flew from his mouth as he had cursed Tristan and the adults who no doubt had swayed him. So he immediately had ordered a task force to go look for them. However, their escape had been too quick and Peter couldn't risk sending too many people out into the city. Not yet.

      Peter knew that Mack and Tristan's mom were dangerous, and he didn't want to risk them filling the other children’s heads with ideas about family and home. He cursed the day that those two walked into the Lost Children’s territory. Tristan had proven himself time and time again, and he was the last person Peter ever would thought would betray him. The king glanced over his shoulder to where Tristan used to stand guard. The spot was empty now, and Peter shook his head, turning back around to face the emptiness in front of him.

      The floor was covered with blankets and beds. A few of the Lost Children were resting there because they had nothing better to do, but most were elsewhere. As he was thinking, the sounds of laughter and rapid footsteps became louder and closer until a whirlwind of children passed by him, rushing out the door. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips as he leaned back into his throne. They still were loyal to him, he thought, at least that wouldn't change. He hated the way adults could manipulate them, and was afraid the kingdom he had built would come crumbling down if the adults interfered. His hand curled into a fist. He felt a sharp sense of pain as his nails dug into his palm, but he didn't stop until his eyes began watering. Pain was all he had known for a long time, even longer than when the new world dawned. It was all he had left.

      As the children ran out of the wide doors, a figure came in from the opposite direction. Peter lifted his eyes as he saw Sharon's long, graceful strides. She shook her head to sling the stray blond hairs away from her face, and dug her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket. One of the elder Lost Children, she had proven her loyalty time and time again, and had become something of a confidant to the king. Her blue eyes sparkled and he was glad he still had her by his side. She was one of the few people who could approach the king without asking permission. She came up to his throne and rested her hand on it.

      “You're still dwelling on that fool?” she said.

      “Of course I am,” he replied bitterly, “and can you blame me? I trusted him. I made him my right-hand man and he threw that back in my face and went off with them. He denied me my right to make an example of those two adults. Now he's out there somewhere, probably spreading lies about me, about us.”

      As he uttered that last word his eyes flashed to lock with Sharon's. He admired her strength. Like him, she had been forged by pain and wanted to rise like a phoenix into the new world, wanted to take what was rightfully theirs and prove to everyone that they didn't need adults to survive. She was a kindred spirit, just as he thought Tristan had been, until that pathetic runt had up and left.

      “I just can't believe I misjudged him so badly. I thought he was loyal to the cause, and never would leave us,” he added, sighing.

      Sharon pursed her lips before she answered. “We all were taken by surprise, although perhaps we shouldn't have been. Think back to the way he reacted when he first saw his mother,” she said, almost spitting out the last two words. “He was always the sensitive sort. There were times when he talked about home like it was some place he could go back to. I'm not sure he ever fully grasped the state of the future and what we were going to do with it. You should not miss him. He made his choice and he is gone. We're better off without people like that hindering us.”

      “I know. Perhaps I am letting it affect me too much. It is just that I count on the loyalty of all my subjects, and for him to so easily and brazenly walk away from all of us, it hurts me deeply. It makes me wonder if others could do the same.”

      The way he looked at her changed. He scrutinized her, and then looked past her at the other children sitting in the warehouse. Sharon's expression turned icy. She took her hand off the throne and her body became rigid.

      “I never have shown any sign of disloyalty, and the fact that you even would consider it hurts me. Do not let what Tristan did color your opinion of the rest of us. We should not suffer for his disloyalty. We all are here, ready and waiting for your orders, eager to serve your will because we all have pledged our lives to you, Your Grace,” she said, emphasizing those last words to remind him of the position he held.

      “But we cannot sit here idly forever, and you cannot spend all your time on that throne thinking of Tristan. He is gone and we must forget him. You always say we must let go of the past and move into the future. Perhaps it is time you take heed of your own words. And you should know by now there is nothing that could make me leave you. I am yours, forever,” she said.

      Her face softened as she placed her hand back on the throne, but this time instead of resting it against the cardboard, she held it against the soft, warm flesh of Peter's hand. Their fingers entwined, they both smiled at each other.

      “You are right, as always,” he said, “and I was only passing a thought. I did not mean to imply that I doubt your loyalty because it never has been in question.”

      “Your subjects, especially the younger ones, are beginning to get restless and they will not be content to stay here forever. They need things to do, something to keep them occupied. They need their king, before they get distracted and forget about the grand plan.” Peter nodded solemnly before he pulled his hand away and stood up, standing tall on the throne.

      Then began putting the plan in motion. He clapped his hands and summoned the children’s attention, waiting a little while for those outside to come back in. Soon the floor before him was filled with his loyal subjects looking up at him with devotion. He enjoyed seeing the uncompromising look of loyalty in their eyes, although Tristan's betrayal always would lurk in the back of his mind. Sharon smiled at him, then stepped away, fading back into the mass of his adoring subjects.

      Clearing his throat, Peter spread out his hands and addressed them.

      “I wanted to call you here today to remind you of why we are here. I don't just mean in this warehouse, but on this planet. We have been chosen to survive because we are strong, and we are the ones who have the destiny of the world in our hands. I have been saying this to you for a long time, and I am thankful you have been patient with me. I have decided we have been lurking in the shadows for too long.

      “There is a world out there for the taking, and we have nothing to fear from it. No, on the contrary, they have everything to fear from us! The adults think they can take what they want and be done with it. They took Tristan from us, and if they had had the chance they would have taken others as well. They’ll try breaking us up because they're scared of what we can become. I will not let that happen. It's just another example of how adults ruined the world and now it is our time!”

      His declaration was met with a huge cheer and he added that he would give them their orders soon. His eyes drifted over all of them and rested on Sharon, who wore a seductive smile on her face and licked her lips hungrily. The anguish in Peter's soul was quelled, but he still was aware of the empty space where Tristan used to stand, and the bitter taste that lingered on his tongue would not go away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This place is a lot bigger than what I'm used to,” Tristan said, a sense of awe in his voice as he entered the settlement with his mother and Mack.

      Hundreds of people were roving about the area. A huge barrier had hidden the beauty of the settlement, so Tristan was surprised when he finally saw it. In the middle was a large park, beyond that lay City Hall and other buildings stretched high into the sky. It was like a real city in the middle of all this chaos, and as someone who had been living in a warehouse, it seemed almost like paradise. The sense of size amazed him, and made Tristan realize just how empty the lives of the Lost Children had been, since they couldn't have dreamed of living like this. Peter had filled their heads with delusions of grandeur, and because they hadn't known any better they went along with it, but now he saw how false it had all been. And yet, he still was feeling conflicted about having left, and his mind turned to those people he had left behind, those he had called friends, and Sharon. Oh, Sharon...

      “I had the same thought when I first saw it,” Maggie replied, placing an arm around her son's shoulders, “and you know who helped create all this? Your Uncle Bob.” Tristan's eyes widened.

      “He's here?!”

      “I'm sure he's around somewhere,” she said, smiling.

      Her son knew nothing of the difficulties between her and Bob. To him the older man had been a fun uncle who told him too many grisly stories about crime and murder for Maggie's liking, but they always had had a special bond. She was glad he would be there as well to help Tristan cope with the changing scenery.

      At first, Tristan had been star-struck by the size of the settlement, but as he looked closer at the people he noticed the look of panic on their faces. He heard Mack and his mother comment that it looked as though they were planning for an attack, and his breath caught in his throat as worry seized him. They walked along as people rushed around them, until a man wearing the clothes of a preacher approached them. Upon seeing them his mouth widened into a smile. Maggie rushed up to him and hugged him tightly.

      “Hank!” she exclaimed. Mack welcomed him warmly as well with a firm handshake.

      “We're mighty glad to see you back. People were starting to get worried. I thought you'd have known better than to run off without telling anyone, and I'm surprised you went along with it, Mack,” Hank said with a twinkle in his eyes. Maggie twisted her foot into the floor as she looked away, slightly embarrassed.

      “It was either that, or let her go on her own,” Mack said.

      “And who do we have here? Hello, son, I'm Hank.” Tristan took the preacher's hand and noticed how warm it was. He shook it firmly and said his own name.

      “I'll make the proper introductions later,” Maggie said, and Tristan noticed a look shared between the adults, but he did not know the meaning of it.

      He started realizing his mom had been through a lot as well, and he wondered about all the new people in her life. But he also saw that she had left this place to find him. She must have known that she may never have returned, and it filled him with a strange sensation to know she was willing to lose everything just to find him again. And Mack...he still knew little of the man, but it was clear he went with Maggie because it was the right thing to do. Was there something going on between this man and his mom? He didn't think so, but then he never had been good at reading those sorts of signs. He suddenly burned a little inside as he realized his mother had had an entire life without him.

      “What's going on here?” Mack asked.

      “You'd better follow me,” Hank said, and led the three of them away.
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      While they walked to City Hall, Hank filled them in on what had happened in their absence. Mack and Maggie raised their eyebrows upon hearing how there had been a coup and Bob had been usurped. Hank mentioned that other, better things had happened, though, and on a personal note, he mentioned how Freddie had opened a counseling practice. Maggie was pleased to hear the news. Upon hearing that Grace was the one who largely had taken charge, Mack raised an eyebrow. Hank elaborated and said she had done quite well, especially for someone of her age, and that she had tried to stay true to Mack's ideals. Mack was pleased to hear this, and he looked forward to seeing Grace again, although he was saddened to hear that her efforts to initiate communication with the other faction had failed.

      Mack listened to Hank intently, a little guilty that he had not been around to help the community in such a time of crisis. He also wished he could have been there to have given Grace some words of encouragement as well. She was a smart girl, and he had seen great potential in her ever since the beginning, but he didn't want her taking on too much too soon.

      They passed various people who stopped in their tracks, noticing Mack and Maggie were back. They looked with curiosity at Tristan as well, and the boy remained close to his mother, almost hiding behind her. In return, Mack offered hints as to what he and Maggie had been through, although he didn't go into too much detail. That was a story for another time, and he wasn't sure how much of it Maggie and Tristan wanted him to reveal. However, Hank was a smart man and surmised what must have happened since he saw the resemblance between Maggie and her son.

      “It seems as though a lot happened to all of us,” Hank said.

      “It does, indeed, but I'm glad to be back here,” Mack said.

      “You'd better be careful or you'll start thinking of this place as home,” Hank said, chuckling a little as he opened the door to City Hall and let the others walk through before him.

      They ascended the stairs. Tristan looked wide-eyed at the impressive building that, even after the rest of the city had fallen into ruins, still could inspire awe. They walked into the office where Grace, Luis, Saul, Freddie, Bob, and Will all were waiting. It was fortunate the office was rather large as there were so many people in it. Mack was filled with pride to see Grace sitting behind the desk, commanding the attention of everyone else. He had come to think of her as a surrogate daughter, and now that he saw her again he realized how much he had missed her, and how much he had missed all of them, really. They had come to be his close friends and, by default, his family. Maggie had risked everything to try finding her son, and Mack knew he would do the same if any of these people went missing.

      Grace was sitting behind a large desk, and a ring of chairs had been placed around it for everyone to sit down. Behind her were large windows, and on either side of her were flags, one the Stars and Stripes of the United States of America, the other the local state flag. It struck Mack how anachronistic these flags were since the nature of territory had changed. As far as he was aware the government hadn't survived, at least not in a way that it could drive any change, and the state didn't exist either. Instead, there were just disparate groups of people trying to make it in a world that had grown much, much smaller. But as he looked at her, he noticed the changes in Grace as well. No longer did she dip her head or turn her eyes away when forced to make eye contact with someone. The dye in her hair had faded as well. No longer were their rainbow strands cascading down, but a dark brunette hue framed her heart-shaped face.

      As they entered the room, all eyes turned to them and delighted smiles appeared on everyone’s faces. Mack noticed they all looked drawn and tired, perhaps apart from Saul, and he was glad to be back with them. They rose and hugs and handshakes were shared all around. Maggie introduced them all to her son. Tristan greeted them awkwardly, finding it strange to be with so many adults and strangers once again. To Mack, Bob always had been a hard man. Yet, when he saw Tristan, he hugged him and had to hold back tears. He hugged Tristan like a father would hug a son. He also greeted Maggie warmly as well, and it was clear that whatever tension had resided between them now was fading due to present circumstances. Maggie noticed it was proving to be too much for Tristan, so she excused the two of them, saying she wanted to get Tristan acclimatized to his new surroundings. Mack couldn't blame her. He had tried staying out of their way during their journey through the city. It was clear they needed time on their own to get used to being with each other again.

      Mack looked across at Grace and nodded at her, knowing she had to resist the urge to fling her arms around him. Will pulled up a chair, which Mack thanked him for, and he took a seat to listen to what was going on, setting the rifle he was holding against the wall before he sat.

      “I heard there have been a few changes around here since I've been gone,” Mack said with a wry smile. Grace bit her lower lip and Bob blanched, folding his arms across his chest. He scowled and muttered that they had more to worry about.

      “Bob, Luis, and Will infiltrated the other camp last night,” Grace said, informing Mack in case he didn't know.

      “And we found a hell of a lot of weapons,” Bob said. “Pistols, rifles, shotguns, automatic rifles,, grenades, you name it they've got it. I'd be impressed if I wasn't sure they were going to use them on us.”

      “We have a prisoner as well,” Grace said, looking at Bob but not responding to his comment yet. Mack noticed she was trying to maintain an even tone and keep control, which was no easy task, considering all the strong personalities in the room, as he well knew.

      “She's not saying much. I was hoping to use her as a hostage and a way to get a message to the other faction, but the only thing she's given me is threats. I haven't been able to get anything useful out of her.”

      “I've been guarding her all this time,” Saul chimed in, “and Grace is right. She mostly just sits there quietly. Hasn't proved to be any trouble, but she hasn't been any help either.”

      Mack nodded his head slowly and pressed his lips together, beginning to formulate a plan in his head. However, he quickly stopped himself and asked Grace what she was thinking of doing.

      “Honestly? I'm not sure. It's not as though my last plan turned out well...We only just got this information. So, for now, we've been trying to reinforce the barriers. People are getting a little more scared, but they're coping well. The point of this meeting was to try coming up with a plan. But I must admit I'm worried we're going to be outnumbered and outgunned. And, quite frankly, I'm not sure I want to be the leader anymore.

      “When all this began, I thought I could help the people and prevent a war from coming, but it seems that all I've done is bring it about more quickly. I appreciate everyone's help and support, but I'm not sure I'm the right person to sit behind the desk or call the shots. I've had a taste of it, and I think that's enough for now.” She turned to Mack with a look that asked him to take command. Other heads turned toward him as well.

      “I understand why you're all looking to me, but Bob, you did lead this settlement for a long time. I have to make sure it's okay with you first,” he said.

      Bob, who still was sitting with his hands folded across his barrel chest, snorted with laughter. “I'm happy to wash my hands of the whole affair. It's more work than I want. Good luck to you,” he said. With that Mack nodded and he passed Grace as he took her place behind the desk, and she took his seat. Mack placed his hands on the desk and looked at them each in turn.

      “All of us have been through a lot. Some of us have been together longer than others, and there have been some differences between us.” He looked at Saul and, in turn, Grace and Bob exchanged glances as well.

      “But we're all in this together, and we all have to trust each other unconditionally. There is a dangerous group out there who have made us their number one target, and if we're going to survive, we need to be at the top of our game. Bob, Luis, and Will, you did a good job at getting the information. At least we know what we're up against and have a sense of their numbers. From what you say their arsenal is daunting, but that doesn't mean they're going to win. As long as we work together we can make it through this. I will not see this settlement fall.”

      Mack spoke with such inspirational, commanding authority that it lifted the spirits of all those in the room, and he was glad to be back in his rightful place. Sometimes it was difficult to be in charge. Especially when he had to remember to adjust his style to cope with people who weren't used to the way a military command worked. Yet he still enjoyed being a leader, and was a natural fit for the role. But he was also wise enough to know that a leader was only as good as the people he led, and as he looked at the people around him he knew he couldn't have asked for a better group. He had complete faith in them and, over time, they each had proven themselves, even Bob. Although he was irascible and they had had their differences, Mack knew he had the best interests of the community at heart and would not let them down, not in this time of need.

      “We've got a lot of things to do,” Mack continued. “It's good that the barriers are being reinforced, but we also need to remember that the people of this settlement are going to need taken care of as well. We're going to have to look out for each other. Maggie found her son, but it's going to be a hard adjustment for both of them. Bob, you knew both of them before all this. I think it would be helpful if you spent some time with them and try to make the adjustment a little easier for them both. I know we have this faction to deal with, but I'm sorry to say that our problems don't end there.

      “Maggie and I were captured by the Lost Children. Tristan was a part of their group. They're ruled by a young man who has proclaimed himself a king and thinks the adults have failed this world. They were ready to kill us before Tristan came to our rescue and helped us escape. But they've basically declared war on adults, and it won't be long before they make their way through the city. There are hundreds of children there, though, and we have to try rescuing them before it's too late. It only seemed to get worse for all of them.

      “Hopefully, one day we'll just be able to relax in peace without worrying that there are people out there trying to kill us,” Mack said, smiling ruefully.

      “Right now, I think we all should continue going around the settlement, helping where we can. You all know what you're good at, so I'm not going to dictate to you what you should do. I trust you all. But Grace, if you'd like to show me to the prisoner, I'd like to have a few words with her myself.”

      Grace and the others nodded and the room emptied quickly. Mack stood by the doorway and waited with his rifle as Grace was having a moment with Luis. As people passed him out the door they expressed their delight that he was back with them. When Saul left, the big man stood awkwardly, halfway through the door, before he stopped and stepped back into the room.

      “I'm going to go make sure the prisoner is ready,” he said, and stroked his big gray beard. Mack waited patiently for the tall, broad-shouldered man to say what was on his mind.

      “Mack, what you said about trusting us, and that we all need to work together...I've been thinking a lot. I know that in the past we've had our differences, and that's been down to me. I know I'm difficult sometimes, well, most of the time, but I want you to know that I have your back and I'm on your side. You don't have to worry about me arguing with you for the sake of arguing. I wasn't sure how I would be able to handle it when I got here, but I like this place, and I like the people in it. I'll do anything I can to see they don’t get hurt.”

      “I appreciate that, Saul. You're a good man and a good friend, and I hope you still argue with me from time to time. I need putting in my place sometimes,” Mack said with a warm smile. Saul returned the gesture and left, with both men feeling more positive for the interaction.
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      After Luis passed him, Mack was left alone with Grace. She walked awkwardly toward him and, after a few moments, they hugged. It lasted longer than either of them had intended, but they realized how much they had missed each other.

      “I really wish you had been around,” Grace said.

      “It seems like you have things pretty much under control,” he said, as they left the office and descended the stairs, walking out across the settlement in the direction of the prisoner.

      “If you call being putting the place in danger having things under control then, sure, I have everything under control,” Grace said in a self-deprecating tone.

      “From what I can tell, I don't think you had the worst plan in the world. You wanted to get their attention, and you hoped they'd be reasonable enough to want to talk with you. You couldn't have known they would react like this.”

      “I should have been able to tell. I should have seen that this would happen. I felt so stupid after I'd caused all this chaos and forced Bob out, only to see everything fall apart in front of my face. I feel like I've let everyone down.”

      “You tried to do what you thought was right, and from what Hank said, people were willing to support you. Bob wanted to take people to war. There's a difference between being the aggressor and responding to a threat. You didn't want to fight, but you're prepared to do so. I'm proud of you for trying to find a different way to handle things. I don't think there's much I would have done differently if I had been in your position.”

      “I'm sure that's not true. You would have found a way to make everything alright.”

      Mack smiled at her praise. “That's sweet, but I'm not as perfect as you think I am. I've made my share of mistakes, and when I was your age, I made a hell of a lot more. I just have the advantage of a few more years than you to have learned from them.”

      “A few? More like a hundred, old man,” she teased.

      “Yeah yeah,” Mack said, glad to see her in good spirits.

      “So, Maggie has a kid?” Grace said after a few minutes.

      “She does, indeed.”

      “What's he like?”

      “He seems okay. Much like his mother, really. He's been through a lot, though. The Lost Children, Grace...it's horrible. There are so many of them, and they don't realize the danger they're in. This kid, Peter, he thinks he has everything figured out, and he has all of them believing it.”

      “How did that even happen?”

      “It's not that surprising, really. A lot of them had the same stories as Tristan. When everything fell apart, a lot of the adults died, and a lot of the kids were left alone. Without anyone to take care of them they were lost, so they found each other. In a way, Peter should be applauded because he has made them stronger together, but they've been kidnapping kids from existing families. They don't want to return to the way things were. They want to take the world for themselves and prove we were wrong all along.”

      “Seems like he has some issues he needs to work out.”

      “Yes, but he's dangerous. We only just managed to get out of there alive. If it wasn't for Tristan, I'm not sure we would have made it. Peter was ready to kill us.”

      “I, for one, am glad he didn't. I missed you, Mack.”

      “I missed you, too. Strange, isn't it? Back when we were on the plane you'd barely talk to me.”

      “Yeah, and when we crashed you were afraid that I'd run off. I had to convince you to break the handcuffs.”

      They chuckled a little. “We've come a long way since then.”

      “We have, indeed. I tried my best, you know. I tried to do what you would have done while I was the leader.”

      “And you did a good job. I'm a little surprised you gave it up so easily after having worked so hard for it.”

      Grace shrugged and kicked an errant pebble. “At the beginning, I didn't even intend to be the leader. I was talking with the others and, for some reason, they looked at me. It just happened, I guess, and then there I was, standing in front of City Hall declaring we would continue in a better way, promising them peace. And all they get is war.”

      “You wouldn't be the first politician to promise something and not deliver on it,” Mack said wryly.

      “But no,” Grace said seriously. “I think I'm quite content taking more of a backseat. I must admit I did enjoy being involved and having a say, and I think I learned a lot about myself, but there were so many little things that I hadn't even considered. It's so stressful as well. To be honest, one of the main thoughts I had was how you deal with it all the time. It's like you just know the right things to do, but I always was trying to search through fog.”

      “The secret to being a good leader is to be confident. There have been times when I've felt utterly lost, but I just hide it. If you can make people believe in you, they're more likely to believe in themselves. That's what being a leader is all about. And look around you, everyone is working together. The place hasn't fallen apart.

      “You shouldn't be so hard on yourself. It's not your fault anyway. This war probably was coming no matter who was in charge. This other group, they seem like warmongers, and they've been stockpiling those weapons for a reason. Who knows who else they've attacked? They saw this place as easy pickings, and probably just were waiting to grind us down, but now that we've proven we're no easy target they'll come for us. It's just another bully, though,” Mack said, setting his jaw into a look of grim determination.

      “Yeah, a bully with a load of guns,” Grace said.

      The comment hung in the air between them as they left the park and walked along the paved streets. People still rushed about and nodded to them as they passed. After a while Grace broke the silence. “There is something else that happened while you were gone.”

      “Oh yeah?” Mack asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      Grace inhaled before speaking. “Me and Luis we...well, we talked and stuff, and we decided to try it out, you know, me and him.” She didn't know why she was so nervous about telling Mack, but she was.

      “It's about time the two of you sorted yourselves out,” Mack said.

      “You think so?”

      “Of course! He had eyes for you when you first met, and you just needed to open your own eyes to it. I think it's great. You need to take what little happiness you can get in this world because you never know how long you're going to have it.”

      “It's funny. When you and Maggie first disappeared, Luis thought the two of you had gone off to, you know,” she said, raising her eyebrow suggestively. Mack laughed a little.

      “And what did you think?”

      “I figured probably not. The way you've gone on about Anna...but then again, I don't know what it's like in this world. Like you say, we have to take happiness where we can find it. I was scared when Luis and I started. Scared of these feelings inside. I mean, they make you so vulnerable, and you can't do anything to stop them. My old life was easier. I closed everything away and didn't have to feel, but now I do. When he left on that mission I was so worried. I couldn't sleep until he came back and all I could think about was what if I never was going to see him again? What if I never got a chance to tell him the way I truly felt?”

      “To be honest, the time with Maggie and Tristan showed me that, although the world has changed, there are some things that remain the same, and love is one of them. It's always difficult to open yourself up to someone, because you end up not only caring about your own well-being, but that of someone else as well, and you have no control over what they're going to do. You worry, and you wonder, and there are times when you tear yourself up inside because of it, but, in the end, it's all worth it. When you're lying in bed with them in your arms and time seems to stand still, or you just catch them looking at you, and you know that they feel exactly the same way, and it just breaks your heart, but makes it so strong at the same time.”

      “So... Luis was definitely wrong then?” Grace said, somewhat taken aback by the poetry and passion in Mack's words.

      She had known him as a soldier and a leader and had not truly seen the depth of love he held for his wife. That was on purpose, as Mack did not want to show too many other people that side of him, not least because it only reminded him how far away from his beloved he was. He smiled softly.

      “Most definitely. Anna ruined me for anyone else. Until I find out what happened to her, I won’t be able to be with anyone else. Even if I found out she was dead, I'm not sure I ever could be close to someone again. When I was younger, love seemed to be such an easy thing for people, but I was married to the army. Due to the nature of my work I had to keep a lot of secrets, and I didn't want to put that burden on a partner. I also saw so many women become army widows. Some people were able to pull it off, but not me. I wanted to do my time and then figure out the rest later. But, to be honest with you, I wasn't ever sure I would find someone who would be a good match for me. Then I met Anna, and everything fell into place. I never believed in fate, but if it does exist, then it led us to be together. She made me happier than anyone or anything else ever did, and seeing Maggie find Tristan only made me realize how much I want to see her again.”

      “You're not going to run off like Maggie did, are you?”

      “No, not just yet anyway. There is still much work to be done here. Anna would want me to help these people. Everything I do, I do it for her.”

      His words touched Grace and she realized this was something he wouldn't divulge to just anyone, not even in his old life. He trusted her, and that was something Grace wasn't used to having. She realized then that she could tell him anything about herself as well, and there was something that had been on her mind, something that she had wanted to tell him for a long time.

      “I'm glad because I really did miss you when you were gone. I do think back to that first day together. I was so angry at everything. I was angry that I got caught. I was angry at you for being the one to escort me. Then I was angry at whatever caused that damn EMP. But I also was scared, and part of the reason I stayed with you was because I really didn't know how I would survive on my own.

      “I know what this Peter of the Lost Children has been doing isn't right, but it's a horrible feeling to be on your own. I'm not surprised he's managed to get so many children to go along with him. But I was lucky in that I had you, and although I wasn't sure about you at first, I'm so glad you were the one who was with me. I know I've done some bad things in my old life and, technically, I suppose I still am in your custody, but you've shown me so much goodwill.

      “It's something that not a lot of people have done in my life. Most have written me off before they've even come to know me. But you helped me become this person, and for the first time in, I think, pretty much my whole life, I'm actually happy with who I am. And a lot of that is because of you. And I just wanted to say that, well, I've been doing a lot of thinking and praying. I want to be able to tell people what they mean to me because, like you said, in this world we never know how much time we're going to get with each other.” Mack waited patiently while she worked up to saying what she really wanted to say.

      “I never knew my parents, and growing up I didn't have anyone to take care of me, not to love me anyway. There were times when I used to think about my parents; who they were and what they were like, and then I thought about the kind of people I would like as my parents. Well, what I'm trying to say is if I met my father now, I'd want him to be a lot like you.”

      Her cheeks had reddened and she turned her face away from him, feeling the heat that came with opening up her feelings to somebody else. It was something she still was getting used to, and it would be a while before she was entirely comfortable with it. Mack stopped walking.

      “Grace, that's the sweetest, most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      He enveloped her in his strong arms and felt her shake with emotion. Tears burned his own eyes as well, for the two of them had been through so much together, and there still was so much yet to come.

      “I'm glad you got that out of the way now. We'd better keep things professional in front of the prisoner,” he quipped, alleviating the heavy emotion that hung around them.

      Grace laughed, too, and they continued walking, side by side, but Mack couldn't stop beaming after what Grace had said. He was proud of himself for meaning so much to someone, and he knew then that he loved Grace just as a father would a daughter. In that moment, he took on all her struggles as his own, even though he subconsciously had been doing that from the first moment they had met.
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      After making their way across the settlement Mack and Grace slipped through the alley toward the building in which the prisoner was being kept. Grace had thought it prudent to keep the prisoner away from most of the people in the settlement. She didn't want anyone going in by themselves, or for the prisoner to be aware of what was happening in the settlement, in case she managed to get word to her allies. Mack praised her for this thinking when Grace explained it to him. Mack also had something else on his mind, though. He found it strange how much the city had changed, and how, even though there were still streets and pockets of neighborhoods, they weren't as clear as they once were.  The barrier ran through the streets, cutting off some of the other buildings in view, giving the entire place a strange sense that it wasn't quite complete.

      “What can you tell me about her?” Mack asked.

      Grace tilted her head and exhaled deeply. “She's troubled. Probably quite scared. She's around my age. She's got a scar on her face, I think one of the people in the camp did it to her, although she hasn't told me. But she's hinted that they're dangerous. I tried telling her that she can leave them and we can keep her safe, but she says we can't. She told me they found her at the beginning of all of this and, at first, she thought she was saved, but now she knows she's a prisoner. I feel really bad for her because I know that if things had been different I might be just like her.”

      Mack pondered her words. “And she hasn't said anything else to you?”

      Grace shook her head. “She said it won't help anyway. I tried asking her about guns and the numbers of people, but she won't tell me anything. It took me a while even to get her to talk to me. I tried to do some things you said, but I know I'm not as good as you. So, I may not have done them right.”

      “I'm sure you were fine. You got her talking, which is a big deal. Hopefully, I'll be able to weasel something out of her. But what else did you talk about? Did you tell her much about you or the settlement?”

      Grace shook her head once again. “Not that I remember. I tried keeping the focus on her, and I didn't really talk to her for that long. Once she told me she wasn't going to tell me anything I wanted to know, I left her and I haven't been back since. We had other things to worry about.”

      “It's fine. It sounds as though she's been through a lot, especially if she has been forced to do things to survive. She's probably very confused right now.” He paused and held her arm, stopping her mid-stride before they reached the building. “I know you feel some affinity for this girl--”

      “Lily,” Grace interrupted.

      “For Lily,” Mack said, pressing his lips thinly together, “but I need you to try forgetting about that. Don't forget that she is one of the enemy, and I know she's been through a lot, but she also could be using this as an opportunity to gain our trust and sympathy. These are delicate matters, and what I need to do in there may not be easy for you to watch. To do what I'm going to do, I need to play out a role, but whatever I do in there does serve a purpose. I do it for the good of the settlement and, ultimately, for the good of Lily as well.”

      Grace nodded, although she wasn't sure she fully understood what Mack was trying to tell her, and he only hoped she wouldn't see him in a different light. They nodded to Saul. He told them she was all ready for them and that, so far, she had been as quiet as a mouse, and had not caused any problems. It had been a long time since Mack had entered a room such as this, one used solely for interrogation. He thought back to all those times in all those different countries where he had been tasked with extracting information from people, and how he had been about to turn his back on all of that.

      When he stepped on that plane with Grace, he had been expecting to touch down at home. Then he would go to a military base where he would sign his early retirement papers and leave everything behind to go enjoy the rest of his life with Anna. But now he was back in that world, where lives were on the line and it was his responsibility to do all he could to keep the people around him safe.

      “Follow my lead,” he said as he opened the door and entered the room.

      Lily pricked up because she expected it to be Grace. Saul had made sure that her meal times were kept regular and it wasn't one of those scheduled times. But Mack’s appearance was a surprise, and upon seeing the tall, imposing man enter, Lily shrank back on the bed, drawing her knees up. Mack looked at her quickly and then pulled out a chair for Grace to sit down, then stood behind her. Grace took a seat and smiled at Lily.

      “I'd like to have another conversation with you, if that's alright,” Grace said, and gestured to the chair opposite. Lily looked at her, and then at Mack. “That's Mack, he's going to be sitting in with us today. Don't worry, you can trust him. He saved me when this all began.”

      Reluctantly, Lily pulled herself off the bed and made her way to the table, looking warily at Mack the whole time. She sat down and gulped as she looked at Grace. “I already told you I have nothing more to say.”

      “That disappoints me,” Grace said with a heavy sigh, “I was hoping you would change your mind. I'd like to know more about your people and why they're so intent on attacking us. From what you've told me they're not very nice, but I'm sure that if we worked together we could keep you safe. It is possible to have a new beginning in this world. I know sometimes it doesn't seem that way, but it is true.”

      “Not with them. They take what they want, and they're not going to stop. If I left to join you, they'd only kill me as well. No, I'd much rather stay in here and wait for them to attack. If I'm lucky, they'll believe me when I say that I was captured and they'll take me back. I'll get a few bruises for it because we're not supposed to get captured, but at least I'll be alive, unlike everyone here.”

      “I don't know why you're acting like it's such a foregone conclusion. We're not as helpless as you seem to think we are.”

      “You are compared to them,” Lily replied.

      Grace was about to ask another question when suddenly Mack spoke up, his voice low and loud and clear, filling up the emptiness of the room with its sonorous baritone. He spoke without moving from the wall, looking the picture of calm. Grace turned around to look at him, and Lily's eyes shot up.

      “Who are 'them'?” he asked. “Who is in charge of your group? Is there one leader or do you just run around in a pack?”

      “I can't tell you that,” Lily said, looking away.

      “That's interesting. And why can't you tell me?” he said, his voice getting a little louder, with a little more bite to it.

      “I... I just... it's not allowed.”

      “Oh, so there probably is some leadership structure then. There must be I think, to co-ordinate the attacks. I'm surprised you won't tell me, though, not if we're all going to die anyway. What difference does it make?”

      “He'll know,” she said, looking directly at Mack.

      “Somehow, he'll know. He takes everything you have, and then takes more, until there's nothing left, not even the memory of who you used to be, because that seems so long ago, it was another life.” Grace looked at Lily with sympathy, but Mack did not stop.

      “Who gave you that scar? Was it this leader?” he asked.

      Lily's lower lip trembled. “It was an accident,” she said.

      “I'm sure. I bet there have been plenty of these ‘accidents’ with your people. What do you want out of this, Lily?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Us? What do you want from us?”

      “I don't know. You were the ones who took me prisoner.”

      “But you don't want to die. What makes you think we're not going to kill you if you don't give us what we want?” At this, Grace's head shot around and she glared at Mack, but he ignored her.

      “I don't think you're that type of people.”

      “Oh, really? And what type of people do you think we are?”

      Lily shrugged.

      “I think I know what type of people you think we are. I think you think that we're all cowards, and that we're just sitting behind these barriers waiting to be attacked, that your people just are going to come in here and take us all out and we're going to let them, just like we let you take away all that food when you raided us. I bet you all laugh about us back in your camp, don't you? Probably see us as easy pickings, thinking that you're the top dogs. Well, I've got news for you.” He moved forward and placed his palms on the table, leaning over the surface to glare at Lily, lowering his voice even further so it was more akin to a growl.

      “We're not who you think we are. Each one of us are survivors, and we're tired of being bullied. We held you here because we thought you could give us some information, but if you're not willing to talk then you've outlived your usefulness. You think we have enough resources to keep feeding you every day? Maybe we would if many of our supplies have been taken. No, we're not simply going to let you wait here until they come so you can try making your way back to them. I think much better would be to string you up outside, then you can act as a warning to the others.” At this point he pulled out a knife and placed it on the table. The sharp blade caught the sunlight that poured in through the window and gleamed.

      “Mack!” Grace said.

      “I thought you were in charge here?” Lily said, looking at Grace, her face ashen and drawn.

      “Look at me!” Mack said, thumping his fist on the table to seize Lily's attention, “Tell us why you're here! Tell us something that will make me want to spare your life. I don't believe you're content to just wait. Like you said, they're not going to look kindly on the fact that you've been captured. You know that you must stand a better chance giving up and staying with us.”

      “Because I'm scared!” Lily blurted out, tired of Mack shouting at her.

      “Because I'm scared that this is all just a game, and you're only promising me freedom to get me to talk. Because if I talk and you throw me out, then I'm nothing in this world. I can't go back there, not now. At least when I'm in here, I'm safe. I don't want to be a part of that group, but I've gone too far and done too many things to be innocent. You wouldn't want the likes of me here. You're good people. I know that, and I'm sorry for everything we've done. But if you kill me and hang me up, it'll only make them angrier,” she said.

      “And why should I trust you? How do I know you're not just lying to me about all of this?” Mack asked, his brow knotted, a vein throbbing on his temple. Lily looked taken aback.

      “Because I wouldn't lie to you about this. Because I want to live and I want to see another day. I want to try forgetting about what I've done. I want to be like Grace. Grace, please, you must believe me. We're about the same age, right? I know that if things were different, I could be like you. I just want a chance, that's all, the same chance you had, the chance that you've promised me,” she said, reaching over to Grace, pleading desperately.

      “I think I've heard all I need,” Mack said, picking up the knife and sheathing it back under his belt. He walked out and Grace knew that he expected her to follow him. He closed the door and tilted his neck from side to side.

      “Was all that really necessary?” Grace said, her face angry as she hadn't expected him to go that far.

      “Unfortunately, yes. I'm sorry if it got uncomfortable for you in there. I tried to warn you, but I know seeing it is something different. Still, at least I know now that she has no intention of leaving her group,” Mack said nonchalantly.

      “But what about everything she said?” Grace replied, flabbergasted. “How can you possible know that?”

      “She was trying to make a play on your good nature. You may not think you told her much about yourself, but she knew you pitied her, and she played on your similarities. She also considered using the knife.”

      “What?”

      “When I put the knife down, her eyes flickered toward it and she thought about picking it up, but no doubt she knew she wouldn't have been able to take us both down. And what was more telling was all the reasons she gave me after I asked why I should believe her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If people are telling the truth, then usually they'll say that, because they're telling the truth. So, what other reason would they need? She was trying too hard to convince me. But you played your role well, and at least I know one thing, there is a single leader behind them,” he said, and walked off with Grace trailing behind. She still was trying to think back and figure out how he could tell all those things. She truly was left in his shadow, and even happier he had returned to take charge.
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      Now that Mack had met one of the other group, he was sure the community needed to unite and prepare for an attack as quickly as possible. He had learned from Lily that there was a leader, and this was, at least, some good news. He knew that if the leader could be disposed of, then the rest of the group may fall into disarray. Lily was an interesting case, he thought. Grace hadn't been wrong to have had sympathy for the young prisoner, but it was clear to Mack that Lily had no intention of turning her back on her people. She still was convinced they were going to emerge triumphant, and Mack was determined to prove her wrong. He wondered about the type of man who would be the leader of such a group. Was it another case such as Mr. Smith, or could there be someone even more vicious out there? He didn't enjoy the prospect of finding out.

      After meeting with the prisoner, he left Grace to be by himself and ruminate on things. It was unfortunate that they still had little information about the exact number of this group and the identity of the leader, but that all would come in time, he was sure, if they survived long enough. He took some time to stroll around the settlement and talk to various people, asking them how they were doing and what they thought of the settlement's prospects of defending an attack. Most of them were bullish and were eager to appear brave and strong, but Mack could see in their eyes that their faith in each other faltered once they became aware of the stakes. They went about their business dutifully, though, and Mack admired their work ethic, even though they weren't soldiers. While he walked around, he told a few select people about a crisis meeting he was holding. In time, the stalwarts of the community--people such as Bob, Will, and Mindy, along with Mack's trusted group--gathered together to talk about the impending future and how they were going to cope.

      Mack stood tall before all of them, looking at each one of them in turn as they entered. He put on the posture of a soldier and remembered the role he had played so well for so long, returning to his career in which, on a few occasions, he had to order other soldiers to their death. He very well could be doing the same thing here. He paced back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back as he waited for everyone to settle. There was a distinct tension in the air as different people dealt with the knowledge of an impending attack in different ways. Some, such as Bob, Saul, and Maggie, were used to fighting. They were ready to put their lives on the line, and to throw themselves into the fiery fray of battle. Whereas others, such as Freddie and Luis, were more reluctant.

      As his eyes drifted across the small gathering of people, they fell upon Hank. Mack found the preacher to be a curious case. He had known a number of people who had been pacifists. Yet, from what he knew about Hank, this man did not hold fully true to a vow of non-violence. Perhaps it was just a sign of the times, or just another example of the contradictions inherent in human nature. Mack certainly had seen plenty of those in his lifetime. His eyes continued to Mindy, the other main religious guide in the settlement, and he wondered if she had a similar ethos, or if she would cling to peace no matter what the cost.

      “I wanted to gather you all here like this so we could talk frankly about what's happening. We've all had a chance to go away and think since we last spoke. Since we have no idea when the attack is going to come, we better be prepared as soon as possible. I've had a talk with the prisoner, and I've learned there is a leader. Whether he will be present at the attack is another matter, but I have no doubt they are a ferocious group and will not stop until this place is burning. But I am going to tell you now that this will not happen. It is our duty to not let it happen. There is too much at stake here. We have to fight to the death to defend this settlement.” His voice rose and his cheeks became colored. He took a moment to compose himself, and when he spoke again it was in a softer tone.

      “Some of you may already be aware of this, but for those who aren't, I want to tell you a little story. When Saul, Grace, Luis and I were in the forest together, we were captured by a group similar to this one. They had captured other people and forced these prisoners to work for them. They weren't soldiers or cops, they were just ordinary people who had been fooled into thinking that a better life awaited them. But while we were in there, we were able to organize a rebellion. We taught these people how to fight back and, eventually, we were able to overthrow the leader.

      “I know this situation isn't exactly the same, but in some ways, it's better here. There we were always under the eyes of the guards and had to be clandestine in our movements, but here we can train people openly. I know that not everyone here may think of themselves as a fighter, but you are. You all are. You wouldn't be here if you weren't. Think of all the other people who have died along the way. You've been in the city. You've seen the streets lined with corpses. But we are still here, and I don't know about you, but I want to choose when I leave this world, not let some violent bullies make that choice for me.”

      Once again, his voice rose higher, majestic in its promise of hope, courage, and inspiration, and was met with a smattering of applause as people felt their hearts lifted and bonded to each other in the spirit of unity. Not everyone was like that, however. At the mention of the rebellion, Luis, who was sitting next to Saul, made a barbed comment.

      “And we would have been able to do it sooner, too, if someone hadn't been moping the whole time,” he said, nudging Saul with his shoulder. The bigger, older man looked down at Luis and furrowed his brow, growling as he folded his thick arms against his broad chest, glaring at him.

      “Things are different now,” he barked, and turned his head to face forward again, wanting to forget about the past and all the mistakes he had made.

      The others didn't know it, but there was a lot that weighed heavily on Saul's mind, and the way he conducted himself in that particular endeavor was one of them. He could be selfish and unthinking, but he knew he could have been more help. But he had changed, thanks to the help of Grace and Freddie, and even Mack. He had seen a better side of himself, and knew he couldn't allow himself to sink back into the person he used to be.

      Saul liked the idea of being a part of something bigger than himself, forgetting about his family ties and the way things used to be and changing himself into something better, something good. He had seen how Grace had changed recently, growing into herself, and although religion was not the way for him, he knew he still could be a boon to the community. While he had been guarding Lily, he had had plenty of time to think about things, and knew the kind of man he wanted to be. Whether he actually could stay true to that was another matter. He was well aware one of his shortcomings was falling into the same familiar patterns. Yet, for the first time in his life, he wanted to try belonging somewhere, and to be looked at with something other than mistrust.

      Mack continued speaking. “But I'm sad to say that group are not the only ones who wish us ill. The city is rife with danger, and even if we were not being threatened, I still would want everyone in this settlement to be able to defend themselves if the time came. We must project an air of confidence and faith in people because they will look to us when they lose faith in themselves. Every person in this settlement must try forgetting who they were in their old life, because right now we all have to be soldiers, not fighting for a country or a government, just fighting to survive. That's the message we must take to everyone, and it's the message we have to believe ourselves.”

      He let that statement sink in for a while, and noticed how everyone else looked around at their friends and allies. They nodded to each other as they recognized that they were a part of something greater than themselves.

      “The other group we have to be aware of is the Lost Children,” Mack continued. “Maggie and I were held captive by them. Some of you may have seen us return with her son, Tristan. I know there have been whispers about the Lost Children before, and let me tell you right now that they are not exaggerations. They are dangerous and they want to come through the city and take what they see as their rightful place. If they find us, they will attack, and we must be prepared for that, too. So, right now I would like a complete inventory of the weapons so we know what we have to work with.”

      Mack looked into the crowd for the person who knew the inventory. It was Will who spoke up, but when he did so it was with a heavy sigh. “We have an assortment of guns that we were able to get from the police station, and some body armor, but probably not enough to arm everyone. Ammo is a problem as well. We have made some hand-to-hand weapons out of the debris around, but it's nothing compared to what they have. Given how many guns they have, I doubt we'd even get to the stage where we're fighting hand-to-hand.” There were a few groans and scared gasps in the crowd. Mack lifted his hands.

      “Are there any sources of weapons close by?” Mack asked.

      Will shook his head. “The best ones were ransacked a long time ago. We could try going to look for more, but I doubt we would find any, not unless we got very lucky.”

      Mack pressed his lips together and resumed his pacing. “For now, that just means we have to make every shot count. Find out who has experience with firing guns and assign them weapons. For everyone else, teach them how to make bows, arrows, and spears from whatever you have handy. If we have ranged weapons, we can at least try taking out some of their force before they even reach the settlement. Until then...” he said, a smile playing on his lips, “it seems as though they have stolen plenty from this place. Perhaps it's time to take something back.” A hush came over the crowd and then Mack began outlining his plan.

      “If their main advantage is having more guns, then we need to take some for ourselves and even the playing field. Luis and Will, you've been out there already, us three will go and raid them in the night. We won't be able to take every gun they have, but we can get as many as we can. I've seen the big sacks that are used to carry around the vegetables. If we have a few of them, we can load them up and bring a good haul back.

      “Everyone else, be positive and remember that we can pull this off. It's not us who needs to be scared of the bullies, but the bullies who need to be scared of us. Hopefully, we'll have at least one more night before they attack, but in case we don't, I want you to get on everything as soon as possible. Bob and Maggie, you can deal with the guns and choose who gets them. Grace and Saul, get a few people and scavenge for anything you can use as a weapon. Focus on ranged first, but get whatever you think is useful. Everyone else, let's get this place ready.”

      With that he clapped his hands and people began rising. They broke off into smaller groups and chatted among themselves about what just had transpired. As Mack looked them over, he knew that, in all likelihood, not everyone would make it through this attack, but his job was to ensure the majority survived, and that the settlement remained standing. He walked through the crowd and made his way to Freddie, who was just about to leave. Mack pulled him aside and spoke in a low voice, so Maggie, who was standing nearby, couldn't hear.

      “Is everything alright?” Freddie asked.

      “Who knows anymore?” Mack replied flippantly. “But look, I've heard around that you've started counseling people again, which I think is great. I was hoping you'd make the effort to introduce yourself to Tristan. He's been through a lot, and I think he really could use someone to talk to.”

      “He has Maggie,” Freddie said.

      “I know, but sometimes there are things you need to say that you can't talk to your mother about. While we were out there we were attacked by a man who wanted to get revenge on the Lost Children for the things they had done. Tristan talked about them a little bit, but I think it would be good for him to have the opportunity to get things off his chest.”

      “I'll see what I can do,” Freddie said, “and, you know Mack, you've been through a lot yourself. You're always welcome to drop in.”

      “When I get a minute,” Mack said, flashing him a smile, but Freddie had seen that smile in others and knew Mack had no intention of visiting him. Some people just wanted to hold onto their pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Freddie watched Mack leave and wished he could have done more to help. Being a counselor, he had spent a lot of time watching people, and he knew that although Mack presented an outwardly confident appearance, there was much troubling him. In all the time they had been together, Freddie had not known Mack to open up much about his feelings, although he obviously shared a close bond with Grace. It wasn't surprising for Freddie as he found the most difficult people to talk to were those who considered themselves strong, like Maggie. In fact, he still was a little perturbed that Maggie had not chosen to confide in him about Tristan. They had spent so much time together, and Freddie always had known Maggie was looking for someone, yet she never had mentioned him by name or spoke about him.

      It provided him with some morbid amusement at how these people could know how to rally others, and yet be so blind when it came to their own emotions. All it would take is one conversation, instead of bottling things up so that they festered inside. Still, Freddie always had had to deal with difficulties. When he was younger, he was looked upon as strange and he had struggled with his own issues. Then when he decided he wanted to become a counselor, his family looked upon him with suspicion and disrespect. They never had been comfortable with sharing their feelings, and if he was honest with himself, Freddie never had felt loved by them.

      Already he had managed to help a number of people in the settlement. Aside from his initial surprise that they were not traumatized by everything that had happened, he was met with familiar problems and it provided him with a sense of relief. He could imagine himself sitting in his old office with cars whizzing by below, with his television shows waiting for him in the evening once he was done with work. It was funny, in a way. In his old life, Freddie had been quite a solitary man, happy in his own company. Now that this world had been thrust upon him, he was part of a community and had friends, people who respected him. If he had a choice to put the world back together and make it like it was, he wasn't sure he would be able to do that, to go back to that life of consuming loneliness.

      Still, he didn't much like the fact that there were people out there hungry for blood, ready to take whatever they could without any empathy for their fellow human beings. Freddie knew that humanity couldn't simply be boiled down to good and evil, people were filled with contradictions that made something like that impossible. But each day they were faced with choices, and it was interesting to him how and why they chose to make the choice that caused the most amount of pain to others.

      Freddie believed in Mack's cause in wanting to unite people, and in an ideal world everyone would be of like mind and want to put aside their own personal desires for the sake of the people around them. Yet, humans have one inherent contradiction. Yes, they are gregarious and communicative, and recognize the need to work together, but only insofar as it ensures their own survival. Selfishness is an inherent part of human nature, and it would take a serious effort on everyone's part to combat it properly.

      In time, he hoped Mack's efforts would bear fruit, and they would be able to withstand this assault and defeat this other faction. However, from what Mack implied there were more dangers out there and Freddie didn't like the idea of a group of children deciding things for themselves. While child psychology was not his specialty, he was versed in the subject. He knew if they were allowed to continue, their outlook on the world would be irrevocably skewed toward violence. They would be unable to lead happy, fulfilled lives, as much as that was possible in a scarred world. But for now, there was only one child he had to be concerned with; his friend's son.

      As he walked through the settlement, he saw the others going about their business, carrying out Mack's orders, while he himself returned to the apartments. Maggie had left the meeting as soon as it was over and Freddie saw her walking back toward her home, where Tristan undoubtedly was waiting for her. Freddie quickened his pace and was soon there, knocking softly on the door. Maggie looked around, not expecting any visitors, but she smiled and welcomed Freddie inside.

      “I hope you don't mind the intrusion, but I wanted to meet Tristan properly,” he said, and held out his hand. Tristan took it.

      “Tristan, this is Freddie, he's someone I've been with since the apocalypse first happened. We've been through a hell of a lot together. He's a good man.”

      “Yes, we have,” Freddie said pointedly, and raised an eyebrow toward her.

      Freddie noticed that Tristan was quite reticent and seemed to want to shrink from view. The young man stepped back toward the edge of the room and bowed his head, his shoulders rounded, looking for all the world like he wanted to be anywhere else.

      “I wonder if I could have a few moments alone with Tristan?” he asked innocently. Tristan's head snapped up at this, but Maggie scowled and pulled Freddie aside.

      “Is that what you came here for? A house call?!” she said in an exasperated whisper.

      “Maggie, he's been through a lot. Let me help. Let me do what I do best,” he said.

      “He doesn't need your help. He has me,” she replied. Freddie was about to say something else when Tristan piped up in a high-pitched voice.

      “It's okay, Mom,” he said.

      Freddie looked at Maggie and stepped away from her, turning toward Tristan. “I'm a counselor, Tristan, and I'd like to have a talk with you, if you're willing. Your mom can stay if you'd like...”

      “No, it's okay,” he said. Maggie turned toward him, shocked, but Freddie gave her a reassuring glance and, in that moment, she knew her son needed this.

      She could pretend that things were normal now that she and Tristan were back together. Yet, she knew he had been through a great deal, and there were most likely a lot of things he was dealing with that she never would know about simply by virtue of being his mother. Although it was difficult to swallow her pride and admit that, after all this time, she still couldn't be the only person her son needed, she knew deep in her heart he was in good hands with Freddie. He would take good care of her son. With that, she hugged Tristan and nodded to Freddie to show him he had her support and understanding. Then she left the two of them in the apartment together, hoping Tristan emerged from this whole ordeal unscathed.

      Once Maggie left, Freddie gestured for Tristan to take a seat. The young boy sat down in an armchair, while Freddie took the couch, swinging one leg over the other.

      “I know this might seem a little strange,” Freddie began, “but it doesn't have to be. I'm just here for a chat. I was a counselor before all this happened, and now that we're here I decided to open a practice again. My goal is to help people through whatever they need to work through. We've all been through a lot, and sometimes it's difficult to talk about the things we've done to survive. It can be hard to accept this new reality for the way it is. I promise you that what you say in this room will stay between us.”

      “You won't even tell my mom?” Tristan asked with wide eyes.

      “Not even your mom. You don't have to be afraid of telling me anything. I'm not here to judge you, I'm simply here to listen, if you need it. If not, we just can talk about the weather and I can go and do other things,” he added with a smile.

      Tristan smiled, too. Freddie tilted his head and waited for Tristan to speak, but the words didn't come. So Freddie led the conversation.

      “So, what's it like being back with your mom again? It must be good to see her.”

      “It is,” Tristan replied awkwardly. “We didn't get to see much of each other before this. I was with my dad, mostly. I didn't think I ever would see her again.”

      “And how did you feel when you saw her again? I know she and Mack were captured by the Lost Children, but I don't know any of the specifics.”

      “At first, I couldn't believe it was her. But then she looked at me, and I knew. I was glad she was there with me, but I was sorry she got captured.”

      “But you helped her escape.”

      “Yes. Peter, he's our...he's the leader of the Lost Children, he said that he was going to make an example of them. I didn't want to betray him, but I couldn't let my mom die.”

      “What's Peter like?” Freddie said, sensing that Tristan was becoming more emotional.

      Tristan sniffed. “He's strong, knows what he wants. He's like an adult in that way, I guess, but he's one of us, a kid. He showed us we didn't have to be afraid, and that we still could live in this world.”

      “It sounds as though you have a great deal of respect for him.”

      “I do...”

      “But?”

      “But he's...he thinks he's right all the time. He's so obsessed with proving a point that he just wants to destroy everything. He sent us out to do things, and at the time they seemed to make sense, but now...”

      “What kind of things?”

      Tristan wrung his hands and his breathing became more rapid. “Tristan, it's okay. Remember, I'm here to listen. You're not going to get in trouble,” Freddie said in a reassuring tone.

      “Mom and Mack weren't the first adults we captured. Some of them came wandering through our territory and we took them. We tortured them then sent them away. Peter used them to show us that we were stronger than adults. When we first got together we would spy on other groups and go up to them. We'd pretend to be lost and helpless and they always would take us in. Then we would kidnap any kids they had and steal their food and guns. Then we would run away before they could do anything. We threatened people and attacked them and it was so easy because they couldn't bring themselves to attack kids. They thought we were helpless, just like Peter said, but they were the helpless ones.”

      “I see.”

      “Then we found those warehouses and stayed there. There was enough food and things to keep us occupied. If anyone came into our territory, we would confront them, but otherwise we kept to ourselves. But that won't always be the case. Peter wants the city. He wants to show everyone else he can be in control, and that the Lost Children are the most powerful force in the world.”

      “He sounds like a determined person and I'm not surprised he was able to persuade you to do all those things. I'm sure you all must have been very afraid, and fear can make us do all kinds of strange things. I've been afraid, too, you know, and so has your mother.”

      “She has?” Tristan said, wiping his wet nose against his sleeve. Freddie had to stop himself from enjoying a wry smile, for he could imagine Maggie scolding Tristan for using his sleeve in such a manner.

      “Oh yes, did she tell you any stories about what happened to us while we were out there?” Tristan shook his head, so Freddie continued.

      “Well, there was one particular instance when we all were very frightened. We had been out in the open for a long time and we still were getting to know one another when we came across a prison. We all trusted the people inside when they said they weren't going to hurt us, because we were afraid of being outside. Then we realized they weren't who they said they were. We lost a lot of friends that day, but we managed to escape, just like you did. Sometimes we do make mistakes, and we make the wrong decisions, but the thing you have to realize is it's part of being human.”

      “Did you have to leave your friends behind?” Tristan asked. Freddie's voice suddenly became hollow, and a lump appeared in his throat as he thought back to those dark days.

      “Actually, most of them were dead by the time we managed to escape, and the ones who weren't were close.” He cleared his throat and reminded himself he was there to help Tristan, not to think back to those he had lost.

      “Is there anyone in particular you regret leaving behind?”

      “For a time, they were my family and I was close with all of them. It was hard to betray them like that, and to know that now they probably hate me and want to kill me. Especially...are you sure you won't tell my mom any of this?” he said, looking directly at Freddie.

      “You have my word,” Freddie said in a solemn tone.

      Tristan inhaled deeply. “There is one person I wish I had managed to bring with me, a girl. Her name is Sharon and I... I guess it sounds stupid, but I kinda like her, I guess,” he said with a sheepish grin that told Freddie he definitely liked this girl; he liked her a lot. No wonder he was so reticent about telling Maggie, Freddie thought.

      “I wish I could explain to her why I had to leave. I don't know if she would have come with me, but I wanted to try.”

      Freddie was about to say something when there was a knock on the door. It opened and Maggie appeared with Bob. “I thought we could have a little reunion,” she said, “if you two are done?”

      “I think we've had a good chat. It was nice meeting you, Tristan. We can do this again if you'd like,” Freddie said, holding out his hand. Tristan shook it eagerly and nodded. As Freddie left, he smiled at Maggie and she gave him a quick word of thanks, which he appreciated.

      “It's good to see you again, son. You know that when this all went down, I tried looking for you and your father, but I couldn't find you.”

      “I'm sorry,” Tristan said, “we were a bit all over the place.”

      “Don't I know it,” Bob said, and let out a hearty laugh.

      He sat down where Freddie had been sitting. Tristan asked if he could go for a walk and see if he could be any help. Maggie and Bob were surprised at his initiative and pleased to see him wanting to be involved. So he left and the two old friends were alone.

      “It's been a long time since we were like this,” Maggie said.

      “Hell, yes. He seems to be alright, though, considering,” Bob said, nodding toward the door where Tristan had exited.

      “We'll see. I guess that's all any of us can hope for now, to be alright. Listen, I kinda feel a bit awkward. I want to say I’m sorry for what happened while I was gone. I'm sure they didn't mean to be as aggressive as they turned out to be. I've known them a while now, and they're good people. I'm sure they only had the best interests of the settlement at heart.”

      Bob blew out his nose and waved her away with his hand. “You don't have to apologize for them. I can't say I'm happy with the way things went down, but the people spoke, and you have to respect a democracy. I deserved it anyway. If I had been on top of my game I would have seen it coming. Anyway, I can do more good now that I'm not in charge.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Maggie asked.

      Bob remained coy, however, and would not give her a straight answer. Instead, he merely said, “I'm an old man for the old world, and some things aren't meant to carry over.”
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      Peter stood in the middle of the warehouse by his throne, his hands on his hips, and a smug look on his face. Before him stood his army, a group of children who everyone would have written off as weak and helpless. But he had done what nobody else ever would have dared dream to do. He had made an army out of them, and had forged them into steel. If he had left them in the hands of the adults, they would have tried teaching them and training them into submission, convincing them they had to wait to be strong, to wait for everything.

      Peter was tired of waiting. He had been tired before all this started, and he was one of the few to have seen this apocalypse as a good thing. When it all happened, he saw the world burn and knew it was his time to shine, his time to be the person he knew he always could be without the teachers or the parents or the social workers telling him that he had to behave, that he had to ignore the natural instincts that were burning as brightly as the sun within him. No, he had found his natural place in the world, and his army had found him. They were a natural fit for each other. They bowed to his will and recognized his superiority, and in each of them he saw a proud warrior ready to claim their destiny and rewrite the rules of the world. It was a new dawn, and the sun was shining on them.

      Although he still harbored resentment for Tristan's betrayal, and was determined to get his revenge, he thought about Sharon's words and knew that one bad apple was not going to ruin the feast. The rest of his soldiers were devoted to him. In some ways, Tristan's betrayal was a good thing as it had engendered a spirited reaction in the rest of the Lost Children. They all had sought to denigrate him and call him out as a treasonous coward for turning his back on his family. In a sense, it had brought the rest of them closer together.

      Peter now was more sure than ever he would not lose his army, and that they would be with him until the end, whatever that may be. Inside his mind, he swore vengeance on Tristan, Maggie, and Mack. The defiant adults who had taken what belonged to him and the trusted guard who had betrayed him. There had been other adults, and he had made them beg and plead for their lives, made them swear that he was their superior. He vowed to do the same to Mack and whoever else stood in his way. He would curl a fist around the city and squeeze until it bled.

      The rabble of children stood before him, a great mass of eager and willing faces, ready to hang on the King Peter's every word. Behind him stood his guards. Beside him stood Sharon. Everything was exactly as Peter had planned. He raised his hands and a blanket of silence fell over the children.

      “We have been together for a long time, and you have proven yourselves to me. I know that we can do whatever we set our minds to. The old world has been torn apart and left an empty void that we are going to fill with our war cries! There are new lands to conquer and the world is ours for the taking. Nobody is going to stand in our way, and those who try will find that they are no match for us. All our lives we have been told that we must wait until we're older, that we won't understand things until we're all grown up, that we won't be allowed to have a say in our lives until we're adults. Well, I'm telling you that we don't have to wait for anything anymore! This is our time and I am tired of waiting. Are you? ARE YOU?!”

      His rousing speech had them all whooping and hollering, and some were even dancing, driven to such unheralded states of ecstasy. Peter smiled, confident in his ability to lead, pumped up by the fact that he had caused such a frenzied reaction in his subjects.

      “Make the final preparations, because we are moving out soon.”

      After the excitement had subsided a little, Sharon came to Peter's side and looked down upon the subjects as well, admiring the king for his authority and audacity. “Are we going to find Tristan first?”

      “Of course,” Peter replied, turning to face her. “I have a score to settle with him. I want him to know the grave mistake he made when he chose his old life over us, when he chose the past over the future.”

      “And what plan do you have for Tristan? I'm sure the adults are going to take him to a place they think is safe?”

      “I haven't decided yet,” he said.

      “I have an idea,” she replied, sidling even closer to him. He arched an eyebrow as she moved like a serpent and the heat of her body pressed against his.

      “And what would that be?”

      “You must have seen the way he used to look at me. When we find him, I'll be able to get him to do anything I want,” she said, with a smile that dripped with wickedness, running her finger over Peter's chest.

      He chuckled darkly as he whipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close to him, giving her a deep kiss that sent tremors through their bodies. They gasped as they broke away and looked into each other’s eyes. Peter had found his queen, and he was certain that all his plans would come to fruition. Tristan had betrayed him. Well, Peter would make Tristan betray his own mother. He would make Tristan watch as everyone he loved fell, and when Peter took the throne of the city, he finally would put Tristan out of his misery.

      Sharon rested her head against his shoulder and Peter closed his eyes. He almost could smell the blood, almost could taste the fire of the sweet victory that awaited him, and from then nobody would be able to stand in his way. Then it would be the Lost Children who would get to tell the adults what to do. And it would be glorious. He kissed Sharon again as adrenalin surged through his body and he thought about the days to come. It had been a long time since he had been this excited about anything, but he was eager to meet destiny head on and give himself over to everything his life had been building toward.

      The Lost Children were not going to stay hidden for much longer, and Peter knew the city should quake at their presence.
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        * * *

      

      But back in the settlement they had idea what dangers were lurking in the depths of the city, nor could they spare the time to worry about them, for they had another enemy to face. All through the day people had been scurrying about and the place was a hive of activity. Nobody was left to be idle, and no job was too small. There seemed to be a lot of work to be done, but everybody pitched in, and soon there was not one person who was not clad in sweat-stained clothes and looked ready to sleep for a week.

      Mack had been marching through the settlement, making his presence known so people could be reminded of what they had to do. He gave all of them encouraging words, and constructive criticism as well. Maggie and Bob had distributed the guns and, hopefully, they would have more to give out soon. Grace and Luis had been busy. They had explored all through the settlement and had made some rudimentary weapons. Mack praised their inventiveness. Although the weapons were not ones he would have chosen to go to war with, they were all they had, and better than bare hands. The mood around the settlement was tense, and yet there was almost a sense of excitement as well. These people had survived a great deal. Although the odds were against them, they knew if they could survive the end of the world, there was nothing they need be afraid of, especially not when they could count on everyone around them.

      Mack, Luis, and Will were getting ready to move out. He felt a little bad that he was taking Luis on a dangerous mission again. He knew it worried Grace, but Mack had to put sentiment aside, and he knew Grace understood this. They each strapped on body armor and armed themselves, taking one gun each and a knife, as they did not want to leave the settlement with too few weapons to defend itself. They also were going to take a horse each, and on the ride back would use one of the horses to carry the weapons, while another horse carried two of them. They slung a pack over the horses' backs. In one of them, they stashed the wide cloth bags that were going to hold all the guns. Before they left Mack approached Grace, who just had finished saying goodbye to Luis with a kiss.

      “Promise me you won't let him get killed,” she said.

      “Cross my heart,” he said, smiling. Then his expression turned serious.

      “I know you wanted to turn your back on being the leader of this place, but I'd like you to be my deputy in my absence,” he said, “although I'm afraid I don't have a star to give you.”

      “Are you sure?” Grace said, taken by surprise. “What about Bob, or Maggie?”

      Mack frowned. “Bob has made no secret of his desire to stay out of the way of being a leader. As for Maggie, well, she's only just reunited with her son, and I'd rather she stay focused on that because they need each other right now. Besides, you have experience and I trust you with this. Even if the two of them were open to being chosen, I still would have come to you first. You can do this, Grace,” he said and placed his hand on her arm, squeezing it slightly. Grace smiled and nodded.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Run through some drills, make sure everyone knows what they have to do. Also try reminding them that they're more than the sum of their parts. Remember that you have a lot of people to rely on, and even if something happens, and we don't make it back, you can be the one to lead these people.”

      With that, he smiled at her. She returned the gesture, and said she would do her best to make him proud. Then she moved away. Mack was just about ready to leave when Saul came up to him.

      “If you need help I can come with you,” he said.

      “I appreciate that, Saul, but I don't think that will be necessary.”

      “Okay,” the big man said.

      “Something on your mind?” Mack asked when Saul didn't make any movement to leave.

      “I know back in the settlement I wasn't much help because of everything I was going through with my brother. I want you to know that the same isn't going to happen now. I'm going to do everything I can to help this place.”

      “That's good to know, Saul, and that's why I need you to stay here. If the place gets attacked, they're going to need all the help they can get. They need experienced warriors, and I know they're in good hands with you. You can be their shield,” he said.

      Saul nodded with understanding. With a final goodbye, Mack, Luis, and Will swung their legs over their horses and made their way out of the settlement. They looked back at all they were leaving behind, hoping they would see it again soon and that it still would be standing when they returned.

      “Do you think we'll be able to pull this off?” Will asked.

      “We have to, if the community has any chance of making it through this,” Mack replied.

      His mind was heavy with grim thoughts. The three of them were about to travel into the gaping maw of the beast, and it was not certain they would be successful. It was a dangerous mission, and Mack had to hope they could accomplish their goal and bring the weapons back. The community needed them for defense. As they trotted through the entrance, Mack looked back at the settlement he was leaving behind yet again. He hoped he would lay his eyes upon it once more because there still was so much in this life he wanted to do.
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      “Remember, we're not here to get into a fight or do anything stupid,” Mack said as they embarked upon their journey and rode through the city. Luis and Will shared a wry smile.

      “Yeah, we've heard that before,” Luis said. Mack looked at him and nodded.

      Now that they knew exactly where they were going, and didn't have to spend time looking for Bob (or Mack and Maggie), the journey was quicker. They timed it so they would arrive at the camp in the middle of the night. Hopefully, the enemies once again would be lost in a drunken revelry and would be too preoccupied to notice the three of them sneaking in. The summer sun was dipping and Mack knew that soon it would be fall, and then winter would follow. There would be more preparation needed to deal with the elements, but that was something to discuss in the future, after this terrible ordeal was over.

      They rode at a good pace. The horses seemed like loyal beasts, and weren't skittish. As they rode through the city, they heard a noise and stopped to investigate, afraid it would be another wandering soul ready to challenge them. However, the noises increased, as did the chills that ran down their spines. They each drew their weapon as they saw movement in the shadows, and suddenly a hundred rats poured out of a building and swarmed the ground around them. The rats hissed and squeaked. The horses reared up and whinnied. As their hooves fell back to the ground, some of the rodents were squashed with sickening squelching sound. The riders quickly moved to safety while they calmed their horses and waited for the rats to stream by, scuttling away into some dark crevice of the city.

      “I hate rats,” Will said as they moved ahead. On their way they saw the remnants of fires and camps, and the occasional collection of dead bodies.

      It saddened Mack that these people couldn't be buried with dignity, but so much focus had to be put on living, the dead often were often forgotten about. Even though death always was on people’s minds. More death would follow, too, of that Mack was sure. He had been used to it in combat situations, but now it seemed so senseless. Nobody was killing anyone else for a greater cause, it was all just a mess. Mack wished people were more willing to meet and talk about things like mature, rational adults. But when bullies like this group would not meet them in that manner, Mack was forced to meet them on their level. He never had liked bullies, and never would. He wasn't about to bow down and let them have the run of the city, not while he still was breathing and still able to fight back.

      The trio reached the outskirts of the enemy camp and secured the horses, then took a bag each.

      “They live in a mall. There are campgrounds outside. Last time, nobody was there, but I don't know if the same is going to hold true for today,” Will said.

      “Okay, let’s get to the weapons cache, get the guns, and get back to the settlement. We don't need to hang around,” Mack said. He was about to begin moving toward the rudimentary barrier when Luis tugged at his shirt.

      “There's something else you should know, something I noticed when we were coming out last time,” Luis said with an anguished look upon his face. Mack had to urge him to continue.

      “The soldiers, the ones who went into the city? They're up there, hanging. They've been dead for a long time.”

      The color drained from Mack's face. As they entered the camp he had Luis point them out to him. Mack spared a moment to mourn his fallen brothers. He hadn't known their company or their names, but they had been part of the same family. They were bonded by the oaths they had taken, and the uniforms they had worn. Yet, Mack could allow himself to grieve only for a moment because time was of the essence. He also was filled with an even greater ache to see justice come to those who were responsible for this. He doubled his resolve to not let the same fate befall those who lived in the settlement. This had to end, and the end would begin with him.

      The mall stood tall before them and, once again, there was a strong orange glow at the top. The surrounding area was deserted, and it seemed as though they had made their permanent home in the mall, rather than staying outside through the night. Mack, Luis, and Will moved quickly and stealthily across the ground. Their footsteps were light and their breaths quick, sweat prickling on their temples for the threat of discovery was ripe.

      They had to duck quickly behind a group of cars as they heard drunken, slurred speech from a group of people who made their way to another car and began to strip down. By the time the three of them rose they could see these people were engaged in a sweaty, lustful orgy and were too lost in their own orgasmic heat to pay any attention to anything else in the world. Mack and the others quickly sped past and made their way into the mall, glad that fortune seemed to be on their side for the moment.

      They walked over the broken glass and made their way up the escalator. Mack allowed Luis and Will to take the lead as they were familiar with the terrain. Mack was making mental notes to himself of the layout of the stores and how the group maintained the territory. He considered it unusual that it was so easy for them to make it into this base. It told him that either this people were so unruly they didn't have the mentality to create an organized defensive plan, or they were so confident in their own strength they couldn't comprehend anyone else coming to attack them. Either way, it filled Mack with confidence as the advantages of superior weaponry and numbers could be canceled out with a clever strategy. There were many examples throughout history of a larger, unruly force being defeated by a smaller, organized army.

      The further they moved into the mall, the louder the noises became. On a few occasions, they had to hide in the shadows or sprint into stores to avoid drunken people staggering by. Mack was disgusted by the way they conducted themselves. It seemed as though they saw the apocalypse as an excuse to have a party and indulge their wildest impulses, as though nothing mattered anymore. But everything mattered, more now than it ever did. They had to rebuild civilization. This entire place was like a temple dedicated to everything that Mack abhorred.

      “It's just over here,” Will said. Mack and Luis followed. Mack's eyes widened as he stared at the array of weapons.

      “I can see why you were worried,” he said, a grim feeling swimming through his body as he looked at the different weapons on display, including all the grenades.

      Some of them he recognized as the rifles the soldiers would have been carrying. He hated to think how they had been stripped of their weapons and robbed of their dignity. Scanning the items, he made a quick catalog in his head and estimated their collective destructive force. In some ways, it was a good thing this group appeared to be so casual about life. If they had been organized, they easily could have taken out everyone else in the city without a second thought.

      “Make sure to get lots of ammo. Once they run out of that, the guns are useless,” Mack said as he began gathering the weapons into his bag.

      He also made sure to get the grenades and anything else that could prove deadly to the settlement. They worked quickly and diligently, trying to get their sacks filled before they left. They wanted to debilitate this group and make sure they didn't have enough weapons to mount an attack. Even though they wanted to work as quickly as possible, Mack suggested at least one of them watch for anyone approaching.

      Will was quick to volunteer. He stayed at the edge of the door, peering into the dark hallway. The sounds of the revelry made him sick to his stomach, for they sounded more like animals than people. His heart was beating rapidly, and his throat was scratchy and dry. It was difficult to see anything in the dark. What could have been a person could just as easily could have been a shadow. The beating of his heart was so strong it was difficult to hear anything else. He glanced over his shoulder to check on Mack and Luis’ progress, which proved to be a fatal mistake. As soon as his back was turned, the world went black as a sharp pain spread through his body, and he fell to the floor. He turned to see a monster of a man standing over him, holding a knife that was dripping with Will’s own blood.

      Unlike the other people they had seen, this guard was not in a drunken stupor and Will cursed himself for allowing himself to assume otherwise. He was a fearsome man, at least six feet tall, with a physique to match. He was wearing a ragged vest and dirty jeans. In his hand, he held a knife dripping with blood. The guard grunted as he twisted the knife into Will a second time and pulled it out again, the blood dripping down his hands. But that was nothing compared to the blood that was gushing out of Will’s wound. The guard had stabbed him around the side of his body, where there was a gap in his body armor. Will gurgled as he lay on the floor, clutching his side and writhing with pain.

      Mack and Luis cried out in shock as they saw their friend fall, but Mack knew he had time to mourn later. Quickly, he leaped up and clamped his hand over the guard's mouth before he could cry out for help. Mack felt the hot breath on his hand as he struggled against the strength of the guard, who wrestled and tried with all his might to stab him. Mack was filled with anger and vengeance. He was determined not to let go. He knew if he did his life and Luis' life would be forfeit, as would the lives of everyone in the settlement.

      Mack swung around and twisted his python of an arm around the guard's neck, squeezing as tightly as he could to constrict the airway. The guard flailed his arms and legs as his eyes bulged, twisting toward Mack in a plea of freedom but Mack would not let go. As the man weakened, he dropped the knife to the floor. It clattered harmlessly away by Mack's feet, the blood pooling on the floor. He slapped Mack's arms with his hands and tried to kick out with his legs. Mack raised his own leg and kneed him in the back of the knee joint. The man let out a cry of pain that was muffled by Mack's hand, and he fell to his knees. The slapping hands became weaker until they fell to the side. His eyes closed, and Mack had prevailed. He lay the body down on the floor and returned his attention to Will, whose blood was pouring out over the floor. Luis was by his side, holding Will's hand, propping up his head, begging Will not to die.

      “It'll be okay. We'll get you back to the settlement. You can make it through this. You just have to be strong, okay?” Luis said, trying to stem the flow of blood with whatever he could find, but it was pouring out relentlessly.

      Mack knew there was no chance to save Will, not with the limited medical facilities available to them. Even if there had been a hospital in close proximity, Mack would have estimated his chances to be fifty/fifty, at best. And when he looked in Will's eyes, he knew the man knew he was taking his last few breaths on this Earth. He clutched Luis' hand tightly, and through a foamy mouth he spat out some last, determined words.

      “Don't waste your strength. I'm done here,” he gasped.

      “Don't say that, we can get you back we can--” Luis said.

      Will used what little strength he had left to shake his head. “If you take me you won't be able to take the guns. You need to take them...for the settlement. Make sure it lives on. Make my death have meaning,” he said, using his last breath to say those words.

      He stared at Luis with open eyes and then his head fell back. His grip on Luis' hand went limp and he was gone. Luis stared at him in disbelief and tried to get him to come back to life. Mack had to take hold of Luis and shake some sense into him. He had to be strong for the both of them.

      “I know this is hard. It might seem impossible right now, but we have to let him go. You heard him. We have to get these guns back to the settlement. He gave his life so we could have a chance. We have to get out of here before anyone else finds us.” Luis nodded and the two of them finished the job, filling up the sacks. Luis swung one over his back while Mack had two. He wished he could take Will with him, but there was simply no way.

      “Goodbye, Will,” he said, and then they left the mall, making their way out as quickly as they could.

      All the while they said nothing. Mack cursed himself for losing another good man, but it was on him now to make sure nobody else died unnecessarily. They had what they came for, and now it was time for them to get the guns back to the settlement. As they left Mack looked up at the soldiers again. Another honorable man just had fallen, he thought, and everyone in that place would pay. Oh yes, how they would pay.

      He and Luis quickly loaded up the horses and then rode back the way they had come, one man down. Mack wasn't about to forget the sacrifice Will made. They rode on through the night as quickly as they could, with only the sound of the horses' hooves against the streets. No matter how black the night was, it could not hide from them the memory of Will's dead body, and the tears they wept could not wash their sorrow away.
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      It was a long and gloomy ride back to the settlement. Neither Mack nor Luis spoke to each other, and the only sounds were those of the horses' hooves clopping against the ground. Both riders' shoulders were slumped and they didn't pay much attention to their surroundings as they rode through the night. Will's horse was being guided by Mack, and the guns that were slung over the animal's back made Mack wonder if it all was worth it, if having these weapons was a worthy trade for a man's life. He wasn't the first person Mack had lost under his command, but it was such an unnecessary death, and one that cast a shadow over their otherwise successful mission.

      The enemy's camp faded into the distance, but the memories remained with them. They hated how they were forced to go to war like this when it was already hard to survive against the elements. They had to struggle for food and water, and now they had to struggle against their own brethren as well. Anger curled inside Mack as he wished he just could make people see how this didn't make any sense. Yet, he knew if he was going to teach them a lesson, it would have to be a long and bloody one. He was determined to avenge Will, and the soldiers, and anyone else who this faction had hurt. It couldn't be allowed to continue.

      When they reached the settlement they initially were met with a cheer and loud applause, but soon the people saw that only two of their heroes were returning. When Mack and Luis got closer, the people could see the ashen looks on their faces, and knew that Will had met a tragic end. It was a bittersweet reunion as they were pleased to have the guns. Not only did they strengthen the community's position, but also weakened that of their enemies. They would be a blessing to the settlement, but as the people unloaded the weapons from the horse they moved sluggishly and said few words. Bob came up to Mack and asked about Will, about how he died. Mack looked away and shook his head.

      “A guard caught us and before we could do anything Will was gone,” he said. Bob staggered back.

      Throughout his time in the settlement Will had been a stalwart. He always had been the first to volunteer for a mission, no matter how dangerous, and he never had shied away from a difficult task. He was someone who Bob, or anyone, could have counted upon, and he would be missed. As the news rippled through the community, stories were told of Will's bravery and good nature. Everyone seemed to have a story to tell that brought a smile to the faces of those who heard it. Luis and Grace hugged and, indeed, Grace had mixed feelings. She was glad Luis had survived, but sad that Will hadn't, and didn't know whether she should feel guilty for being glad Luis wasn't the one who had been killed. She had to wipe the tears from her eyes, and Luis was trembling.

      “I've seen people die before, but there was something about this that was different,” he said. “It just happened so quickly...one minute we were standing there together, and the next, he had a knife in his side and blood was pouring out of him. But he was so brave. I don't think he was scared one bit. All he kept saying was that we had to get the guns back to the settlement.”

      “He was a good man,” Grace said, and then kissed Luis, who hoped he could be just as good a man as Will.

      “He deserves to be mourned properly,” Bob said as he helped sort through the guns.

      “I wish we could, but the attack could come at any moment. They're going to find out they've been robbed, and they're going to find Will's body. I wish I could have brought him back, but there wasn't enough time for him and the guns, and he made it clear which he'd rather us take,” Mack said.

      “He always was thinking of the settlement before himself. I know I sure as shit ain't the best person in the world, and I hate it when good young men like Will die, because they're the ones who should be leading this place into the future. I don't know why I'm still here and why he's not,” Bob said.

      “I think everyone's thought that way at one point or another since this all started. Why me when so many others have died? I don't think it's a question that any of us can answer. We just have to make sure we make a difference while we're here.”

      “With these we should be able to,” Bob said, and smiled grimly as he picked up a gun and examined it.

      Maggie came in, too. Once the guns and other weapons all had been sorted out, she suggested they distribute them as soon as possible. People had been sorted into groups with a similar proficiency in handling guns. Once divided in this way, the groups were given a quick lesson in how to use the guns; how to reload them, how best to point and aim, and where to shoot. They had a few test rounds so that people could get used to the recoil. This was a good thing, as many people were surprised by how powerful the kickback was.

      Mack watched them all; people who had no business using a weapon were being thrust into a war zone, all to defend their homes. In this world, people either turned from survivors into warriors when the time was necessary, or they died. It was that simple. This was the only chance they had to make it out alive, and Mack just hoped he had given them a good enough chance.

      “Now, it's not like in the movies,” Mack shouted out. “Don't be a fool and shoot the gun sideways, and don't always go for a head shot. Also, being shot anywhere hurts like hell. Try aiming for the center mass,” he said, gesturing to the core of his body.

      “It's the biggest target, and all the major organs are there. I know it's going to be difficult in the heat of battle, but try remaining calm. Pick your target carefully, and remember to breathe. We don't have endless ammo, so try to shoot only when you need to do so. You've all done well in practice, but it's going to be different when you have an actual person running at you, and you see their eyes. Just remember that these people aren't going to stop until they've taken everything from us. We can't let that happen. Ideally, I'd like to find another way, but these people aren't interested in that. They only know violence, so that's what we'll give them.”

      It was hardly the most inspiring speech Mack ever had given, but it was a grizzled, tired speech from a man who wanted to see an end to fighting, and yet still was forced to be in the midst of battle. He rubbed his hand across his scratchy stubble and held his gun by his side as he went off with Maggie and Bob to discuss the plan. They knew the attack would be coming soon. They talked about how they wanted the best distance shooters up in the buildings, ready to take aim from afar as the enemies came into the settlement. They wouldn't be much good once the fighting became messy, but it may give them an advantage at first. Other than that, they needed to guard the key points, and they knew they had to set up defensive positions. Hopefully, they could take out a number of enemies as they came rushing past.

      Unfortunately, it was too big an area to bottleneck the oncoming force. So, they sought to keep the fighting to the main area. However, each of them knew the fighting was going to get ugly, and the enemy was going to swarm through their homes. They knew their best hope was taking out as many people as possible before they made it into the settlement, and that's what they told everyone else.

      Some people were unable to help, and these vulnerable ones were shepherded off to the church. Once everything was settled, the armory was bare. Every piece of weaponry they had was being used to defend the settlement. Mack had a feeling these were the type of people who wouldn't take prisoners, and he didn't want to be left at their mercy. He wanted this place to stand as a beacon for hope, and he would stand right along with it.

      The people who were seen as leaders of the community were spread through the area. The people around them were looking to them to lead by example, even though they were just as scared. Everyone in the settlement had been hardened by the apocalypse, some more than others. As they waited, tension filled the air. They sat in the darkness of night. Lanterns were hung all around the settlement, providing light, and many of these had been placed around the barrier so it would be easy to see the invaders. The soft orange glow burned while the stars twinkled above, the silver moon an ethereal witness to the carnage that was about to ensue. Mack closed his eyes and saw the scarlet blood spreading from Will, knowing that it wouldn't be the last blood spilled or the last life he would have to mourn.

      “Do you hear that?” someone near him said. He strained his ears and, yes, he heard it, too.

      In the distance was a foreboding chant, the sound of hundreds of voices in unison, blasting a song of war through the air. It was just as ominous as the low whistling of the Lost Children, perhaps even more so, for it was getting closer and closer. The words were unintelligible, which made it all the more fearsome. All they could do was wait, and try controlling the frantic beating of their hearts, knowing that with every heartbeat war came that much closer.

      Grace was standing at the entrance of the church. Many people who were not in the best physical condition had gathered there to stay safe and enjoy the comfort that came from faith. Hank stood in front of them. Even these people could hear the chanting, so Hank made sure his voice was louder and commanded their attention. His words flew through the door and out into the night, reaching the ears of those around him as well.

      “We have stood in this settlement and watched these people come in and take from us. We have heard how they killed Will. We know they are people who have given themselves to sin, and that is why they will lose. We all know there is a greater power, a greater light, and we will shine it on them and they will fall! I am not a man of violence, but this is a righteous cause. I know the Lord is on our side. He is with us, with all of us, and He will see us through the night. We all have made it to this day because we have survived, and we will survive to see tomorrow. Trust in the Lord, for He watches down on us, and He will act through us, using us as instruments to rid the world of a great evil. Let us pray.” Hank bowed his head and led them in a prayer before letting his congregation be with their own thoughts. He stepped down from the stage and made his way through the crowd of people toward Grace.

      “Nice sermon,” she said, smiling.

      “Are you going to join us in prayer?” he asked. She sighed and showed him the gun in her hand.

      “I have a more important place to be,” she said.

      Hank placed his hand upon her shoulder and told her the Lord was watching over her, and that she was doing right by Him. She thanked him for his words and then moved back to the front to take her place, training her gun on the barrier.

      “Glad you made it,” Saul said.

      “I thought about doing my nails or washing my hair, but figured I'd better make an appearance. I wouldn't want to miss out on all the fun,” she replied.

      “The sooner it’s over with the better,” Saul said.

      “Aren't you nervous?” Grace asked.

      Saul shrugged. “Either I live or I die. And if I die, it's for a good cause, and I'm damned sure going to take out as many of those bastards as I can before I go.”

      And so it was that others engaged in banter like this as well, each of them trying to alleviate the anxiety that throbbed within them. Their skin prickled and their throats were dry as the enemy marched toward them. The chanting filled the air, as loud as a beating drum. The guns weighed heavily in their hands and their fingers inched toward the triggers. They tried remembering what Mack told them about remaining calm and breathing, but now that battle was so close it was difficult. Every instinct told them to flee, but their determination to be there for each other, to defend their home, was stronger, and it gave them resolve.

      Mack looked around at those he could see, proud they all were working together. His steady hands held the rifle and trained it on the source of the noise. It was getting closer and closer. Soon, the enemy would be upon them. Nervous energy rippled through the settlement as the chanting reached its apex, turning into a violent roar. Through the orange glow of the flames a line of figures appeared on the barrier, climbing over it like a swarm of insects. They scrambled and waved their guns in the air, declaring death to all who waited for them. Mack took aim, and yelled the command to fire. His was the first bullet, and it met its target, but where one body fell helplessly to the ground two more came over. Other bullets followed Mack's, and soon the air was hot and loud with gunfire.

      There was no turning back.
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      Gunfire rained through the air and the peaceful night was broken by the angry cries of those going to war. The community held steady, firing regularly at the onrushing enemy who were pouring in great numbers over the barrier like a flood. From the buildings the sharpshooters were picking off their targets, but it was soon difficult in the shadows of the night to tell the living from the dead, for the corpses were beginning to pile up. For the initial part of the battle Mack's military training proved superior as the community managed to take out a great number of the enemy. Yet their sheer numbers were almost overwhelming. Those who survived ran past their dead comrades, spurred on by a need for vengeance. They shot back at the people in the community.

      All around him Mack heard cries of anguish as bullets seared through flesh, and people fell silent. Before they knew it, the enemy had broken through the barrier and were pouring into the settlement. The sharpshooters were not able to identify their targets. So, they abandoned their posts and ran downstairs to join the fray. Once they were closer to the action they resumed firing.

      It had been a long time since Mack had been on the battlefield like this, not since he was a younger man. Over the past decade he had remained behind the scenes, interrogating prisoners, but now the trials of his youth came back to him. The smells of fired guns, the sounds of bodies falling to the ground as their lives were ended, the screams of agony as people faced their worst fears and dove headlong into the fury of battle. Mack tried blotting it all out and focusing on who he was firing at. With every bullet he thought about the soldiers, and Will, and all the people who would be killed if they didn't hold off these invaders. He aimed at the center mass and fired rhythmically, making sure every shot counted. Around him he could hear the rapid wayward fire of guns and knew that some people had lost control. He tried to shout to everyone to remain focused, but he knew it would not go any good. They weren't soldiers. They were just ordinary people defending their homes and he had to let the chaos consume him.

      All around him the battle was raging. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Saul, Grace, and Luis holding their positions. Freddie was near Maggie, and Mack only could wonder how much she was worried about Tristan, who had been ordered to stay in the church. Maggie was like Mack, a hardened warrior who had seen far too much violence in her time. Yet, it had forged her into a weapon and, like Mack, she kept control of her section, bellowing out orders.

      Beside her was Bob, who looked like a man possessed. His eyes bulged and he raged with the determination of a man who was not going to bow to the will of anyone. Within him was encapsulated the enduring spirit of humanity, the will to survive at any cost distilled into one body. He was crouched behind an arrangement of debris with Grace and Saul, trying to remain hidden as more of the enemy poured in. The people around him, the people he had led, were not as fortunate as him, and fell victim to the gunfire. Bob, who had given everything to this settlement and pulled it forward when they were all hurting and afraid, saw the carnage and boiled with incandescent rage.

      The enemy continued advancing, an unrelenting wave of savage barbarians. Bob wasn't going to stand for it any longer. He had been there every night the raids had happened, and had seen his people terrorized by these bullies. Now was his chance to get his revenge. He had been wanting to go to war for a long time. Now the war was coming to him, and he met it with glee. Standing up, he rose through the battle and picked up the gun of one who had fallen. With both hands now holding a gun he fired, roaring like a dragon as bursts of death left his hands. All around him people fell while Freddie and Maggie shouted at him to return. But Bob was caught in the middle of a frenzy. The rest of the world melted away and he only saw his existential purpose before him. The world was red. He was the instrument of death.

      Mack winced as he saw the first bullet hit his torso. Bob staggered back, the pain reaching him even through his body armor, but he continued firing, continued running forward as a hail of bullets greeted him, slamming into his leg, forcing him to his knees, but still he kept firing until one enemy came up to him with a blade unsheathed. Bob met his eyes, ready to meet his maker, having given everything for the cause, but as the enemy drew back his knife he was forced back with two shots, one to his shoulder, and the other to his neck. He dropped the weapon and his hands curled around his neck, trying to stop the pain as he choked on his own blood.

      “You are one tough, stupid son of a bitch,” Maggie said as she took hold of Bob and dragged him back behind the debris while Freddie laid down covering fire.

      Mack was in the middle of it all, and continued firing. He looked around to try directing other people, but everything was a mess. Dead bodies lay strewn across the ground, the air was heavy with smoke, and when he breathed in he could taste the blood and death in the air. To his right were Grace, Luis, and Saul. They were pinned down, so Mack swung around and aimed his bullets there, trying to thin out the crowd. There didn't seem to be an end to the enemies, who still were running amok through the settlement. Mack's arm was beginning to ache from firing so much. Sweat flowed down his brow, but still he continued, determined to see an end to this. There had to be an end, he told himself.

      Grace, Saul, and Luis were grateful for the fire laid down by Mack as they had been getting overwhelmed. Many of the people around them had fallen, and there were gaps in the barrier. They had been tasked with guarding the center of the settlement. Behind them lay the church and the other living areas. So, they knew if they did not hold their position then it would leave the people who were too old, or too young, or too weak to help completely defenseless. Grace, Luis, and Saul remembered how it had been at the other settlement, when Mack had led the rebellion that overthrew Saul's brother, Mr. Smith. It had been different then, for they were fighting from within. Here they had to stand their ground and defend against these savages who didn't seem to be deterred by their fellow men and women being gunned down.

      “There's too many of them!” Luis said, who already was angry and scarred by what he had seen happen to Will.

      “Just keep shooting!” Grace yelled, licking the sweat off her top lip as she pointed the gun into hell and continued firing.

      For a long time, she had struggled about the morality of killing in this new world, but now, when her life and the lives of her friends were on the line, there was no conundrum. For a greater cause, her conscience was settled, and she knew what she was doing was righteous. She had unyielding faith in herself, and that the Lord was guiding her actions.

      Beyond them lay the building in which they were holding Lily prisoner. Since Saul had taken on the responsibility of guarding her, he continually was looking to make sure there still was a guard posted. However, this time when he looked back, he saw the guard had been shot from afar, although the door behind him still was closed. Saul cursed and told the others he was going to make sure Lily didn't escape, because she only would cause havoc.

      Grace and Luis nodded and began firing at a faster rate in the hope that Saul's absence wouldn't be detected. However, on Saul's way he heard a cry for help. He stopped and saw a man from the community laying on the ground, pleading for help, reaching out to Saul. Saul looked back toward the building, but knew he could not refuse this man his aid. So, he tore off some fabric of his clothing and wrapped it around the wound, trying to stem the flow of blood. Moments later there was a huge explosion as a grenade landed near the building and sent chunks of dirt flying. Saul raised his arm, shielding himself and the wounded man beside him from the blast.

      Luis and Grace had felt the reverberations of the explosion and heard the dirt falling to the ground, followed by a scream.

      “Lily,” Grace said.

      “I'll go,” Luis replied. Before Grace could argue Luis was running with his head low to the ground, feeling that if he could save someone else it might in some way make up for not being able to save Will.

      Behind him, more explosions went off as the community used their own grenades to fight back, even though it was only going to cause damage to their home. But Luis wasn't focused on that. He sprinted toward the building, scrambling across the wrecked ground, dirt and debris crumbling under his feet, until he felt his hands on the door. He used all his strength to pry it open and saw that inside the room was a mess. He called out to Lily and heard another cry. Through the dust and chaos he found her hiding under the bed. Stepping over the broken table, he reached in and found her hand, and managed to lead her out. Holding her close to him he escorted her out of the building.

      The grenades had managed to drive off most of the attackers. So, Grace allowed herself to turn around to see what was happening with Luis. Her face became a picture of horror as she saw something that Luis didn't. Before she could cry out a warning, Lily had reached into Luis' holster. He had placed his gun there while he had struggled to rescue Lily. She shot him without any hesitation. Luis' face was shocked, and then he fell to his knees, clutching his side.

      “No!” Grace called out. Lily raised her gun to Grace and Grace raised hers in response. “I trusted you! I wanted to help you!” Grace said.

      “And that's why you're going to die. Because you're weak. I don't need your pity, and I never did. This is only the beginning,” she said.

      Before she could do or say anything else, Grace squeezed the trigger and shot Lily between the eyes. Lily fell to the ground, the gun falling harmlessly by her side. Grace ran to Luis and kissed him fervently, promising that everything was going to be okay.

      Mack had hated using the grenades, but it was the only way he could see to drive off the enemy. There had been too much death already. He knew that unless he did something drastic, they all would be fighting to the last man, and he wasn't going to be that last man. The grenades blew chunks of dirt and concrete up in the air. Mack and the others who were left used this as an opportunity to rush forward and drive off the attackers. Finally, they saw the enemy they would not win this day, but as they left they yelled to Mack that he hadn't even met their leader. Mack was filled with emptiness as he realized that this hadn't been all of them. Although the settlement had won, their victory tasted as bitter as defeat. They had lost many people, many more were wounded, and the surrounding area looked like a bombing range, with craters marring the landscape.
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        * * *

      

      In the hours after the battle it was time to count the dead and help the wounded. Bob, surprisingly, was fine as the body armor had done its job. Most everyone else was shaken and scared, but those who survived were emboldened by the experience. Hank and the others who had been protected in the church came out to help carry the wounded back into the church, which had been turned into an infirmary. Aside from Freddie, a few other people had had medical training, including Mindy, and she took the lead. Grace had been worried about Luis, but now that he had been given medical attention he was recovering. There was a gloomy mood around the settlement as the dead lay around them, not just their own dead, but those they had killed as well. There had been a great loss of life on that night, and it all seemed so worthless. Mack was left feeling bitter, and he found that he didn't want to talk to anyone. Indeed, there were not many words exchanged between anyone. Grace stayed by Luis' side. Saul helped Hank and the others carry the wounded, as did Maggie. Bob sat and nursed the wounds he had suffered with a strange look on his face, again wondering why he had survived when so many others had not.

      The dawn was breaking and a new day began, but it was not a day filled with hope. Everyone was exhausted, and Tristan could sense the dark mood that pervaded the settlement. He felt guilty that he had not been able to help during the attack. So, he had volunteered to walk around the perimeter of the settlement to make sure there were no points of weakness, or someone needing help who could not be heard. The night had been harrowing for him, but he was glad the people he knew had made it through alive. There was much on his mind as he made his way around his perimeter, and then he froze as he heard his name being called in a low whisper. He turned around, and to his surprise, he saw Sharon emerge through a hole she had carved in the barrier.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, a dumbfounded look on his face.

      “Oh, Tristan,” she said, flinging her arms around him, “I need you.” She buried her face into his neck. He hugged her back, and enjoyed the warmth of her against him.
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      In the cold light of morning the carnage was there for all to see. Huge craters resulting from the grenades were ugly marks on the streets. The once beautiful park was littered with dead bodies from both sides. Everyone was exhausted, physically and mentally, and most were bloodied. Shell casings were scattered across the ground, and in everyone's eyes Mack could see the same thing; cynicism. They all had passed through to another side the previous night. They had been through a war. It was a look Mack knew well from his time in the army, but these people hadn't signed up for that. They just had been defending themselves, defending their community, from an enemy that seemed relentless. The opposing force only had retreated once Mack had started using grenades. Although the war had cost Will his life he was glad they had stolen the guns. Without them the outcome would have been very different. Mack’s clothes were torn and dirty, his face was haggard and worn, but he still was standing. They all were.

      The morning sun still was warm as they moved into the twilight of the summer, but its golden glow wasn't the least bit comforting. It all seemed worthless. There were so many dead, so many eyes that never would spark with life again. And it wasn't just people he knew either. Enemies were lying next to his own people, no longer separated, no longer fighting, just lying there, still. The bodies of the enemies outnumbered those of his own people, but that only reminded him of what he was told at the end of the battle, that there were still more to come. He didn't think it was possible. They already had fought off hundreds. How could there have been more? When he had been in their camp he hadn't had a chance to get a headcount, but the mall was certainly big enough to house them all, and some of them could have been elsewhere, raiding another unfortunate group of people. There was a leader, too, someone guiding their actions. A vile person they must have been to cause such wanton destruction without any end result.

      People still were picking themselves up from the ground and dusting themselves off. As Mack moved through the settlement he helped people up. Many of them dared not look him in the eye, still haunted by what they had done through the night. Others were too preoccupied with those they had lost, seeing their friends and loved ones around them, or people who they always had intended to acquaint themselves with, and now never would get the chance. So many candles had been snuffed out, and although it was a bright morning, a dark cloud of sorrow hung over the settlement.

      Everyone was subdued. Few words were spoken, but there were many sobs as the emotions caught up with everyone. Mack encouraged everyone to open up and let them out. Although he had tried to prepare people for this as best he could, they weren't trained for this situation. They had survived the apocalypse so far, but surviving was a different thing than facing down the enemy with a gun in your hand. Indeed, many of them still clutched their guns tightly, their knuckles white, unable to let them go because the weapons had been a part of themselves.

      The smell of death filled the air. When Mack closed his eyes, he could well imagine himself back in the Middle East, standing in a desert after an attack by insurgents. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. His square, unshaven jaw was set into a grim look, and wherever he turned there was nothing to lighten his mood. They already had suffered so much, how could this community deal with another attack? He was afraid this enemy had too many people to fight off. For all his strategic thinking and tactical awareness, there was only so much he could do. Sadly, more often than not, might prove right.

      It was with a heavy heart that he walked around the settlement, wondering how much time they all had before another attack. Gazing out to the horizon he knew the enemy had gone to lick their wounds, but they would return before too long. Even if the community could fight them back a second time, there was every chance the enemy would return a third time, and keep coming and coming until there was nothing left but a pile of ash.

      When he had arrived in the settlement he had been impressed by how organized it had been. Unlike the rest of the city it was clear the people inside its barriers had taken pride in the look of the place, and for the most part it had been cleaned up. That was no longer the case, however. More buildings were charred, debris was scattered everywhere, and it looked as it must have in the first few days of the apocalypse. But not everyone who was lying on the ground had died. Many were crying out in agony, gasping for sweet relief. Everyone was pitching in and helping carry the wounded to the makeshift infirmary located in the church. Even Bob, sweat pouring from his face, was helping. Mack walked up to him.

      “Gotta say, I'm surprised we don't have to carry you away. What you did there was amazing; reckless and stupid, but amazing,” Mack said, referring to Bob striding out, wielding two guns, going on a one-man rampage to thin the enemy lines.

      “It's not fair that I should live while all these young people have died. I thought that was going to be my moment; thought that was going to be my parting gift to the world. Guess the universe still has other plans for me,” he said, scowling.

      Mack understood the man's attitude. There were many times in the past when Mack had questioned why he had been chosen to survive while others, especially young men and women who had so much to live for, had not. There was no simple answer to the question, and he simply had to acquiesce to the chaotic whims of fate. Bob spoke of a plan, but Mack could see no plan here, only destruction and violence. If there was a plan, then it was a depraved, sick mind who had made it up. Mack curled his fists, wishing he could give them a piece of his mind.

      Over the course of the next couple of hours, as people roved through the settlement to make sure they didn't miss anyone who still needed assistance, Mack spoke with a few other people. They exchanged few words, as most did not have the wherewithal to speak. Even when he tried giving them advice, he found his words hollow. For what could he say that would ease the anguish of their souls? The one thing in common among them all was a sense of disbelief at those who had died. All of them had gone into the battle with the knowledge that not all of them were going to make it out alive, but there was a strong difference between knowing that and seeing the reality of dead loved ones and friends. Mack wished he had known them better, wished he had more time to get to know those who had died, so he could cherish memories and tell stories, and through that they could live again. But to many of the survivors, he still was a stranger, still a newcomer. The fact they had trusted him to lead them filled Mack with pride, but it also weighed heavily on his heart. He wasn't sure there was a way out for them all to remain alive, not when the threat to them was so determined to submit to evil.

      It wasn't long before a few people had come up to Mack and expressed a concern; they wanted to be respectful to the dead, but there were so many bodies there simply wasn't enough room or manpower to bury them all. Mack realized then that traditional funeral rites were another thing that had to change in this new world. It simply wasn't possible to give a dignified burial to such a large number of people. He thought on it for a few moments, and then decided they were going to build a funeral pyre, and burn the bodies in a great blaze. It wasn't ideal, but soon enough word spread, and people carried the bodies of loved ones and friends to the pyre, while others used pieces of wood and other materials to build a huge bonfire. Soon the pile of bodies were almost like a mountain. It was a sad thing to see so many deceased grouped together, but it only reminded Mack how futile the violence of the world was. The members of the settlement and the enemy had ended up in the same place. Looking at them now, there was no difference between them. Mack was saddened by this, and the fact he hadn't managed to come to peaceful terms with the enemy.

      With each body that was carried to the pyre his soul became a little heavier. Was there a limit to how much he could endure? Would there come a time when he would have to turn his back on the world and go live the life of a hermit, if there was such a safe space left? It wasn't in his character to shy away from challenges, or to turn away from people in need, but already he could feel the toll it was taking on his mind. It wasn't possible for anyone to fight forever. Soon enough, everyone who could had gathered around to stare at the mountain of corpses. Mack looked at his friends and saw the sorrow etched into their faces. The only ones not present were Freddie and Luis. Freddie was tending to the wounded, while Luis was recuperating after sustaining heavy wounds. Hank came up to Mack.

      “Would you mind if I said a few words?” he asked.

      “Of course,” Mack said.

      Hank looked the freshest out of all of them, but the violence had taken its toll on him, too. Mack retreated into the crowd to listen to the words of the preacher. As he did so, he looked at the dead, trying to separate their faces, but they had morphed into one amalgamated mass. They had sacrificed their individual identities and were now just the same. All of them were the same. Hank stood in front of the unlit pyre. His words were heavy, and his voice sounded weary.

      “This is a difficult time for all of us. We are tired. We are hungry. We have been attacked. And even though we have emerged victorious, it came at a great cost. What you see behind you is the price of living in this world. I am humbled standing here behind all these people who gave their lives to defend this settlement. It is now that we must remember them and remind ourselves that they gave themselves willingly to the cause, and that, if it is required from us, we shall do the same.

      “I prayed a lot last night and it pains me that God saw fit to call back so many of His flock, but we who are left here need to remember why they died. They died because of love; because they loved this place. They loved everyone around them, and they loved life. They wanted to protect it, to cherish it, and they were willing to put themselves in danger. But it's also important to remember that our friends are not the only people placed upon this pyre. Our enemies are there, too, and it is just as important that we mourn them and remember the lessons of kindness and compassion that Jesus taught us. Every loss of life is a tragedy, so let us bow our heads and say goodbye to all those who lost their lives last night.”

      As he spoke there were muttering in the crowd from those who disagreed with Hank, but nobody outright said it. Saul mentioned to Mack that he had come to care a great deal about these people, as he picked up a stick and went to help light the pyre. A few people walked up and lit the pyre in different places. Everyone stared reverentially as the flames took hold of the bodies, spreading and consuming them until dark, thick smoke rose through the air.

      Some people stayed there for the entire day, but for most of the others there still was much work to be done. Mack quickly rounded up the main group to talk about their plans. He mentioned how it would be hard, but there still were threats outside the settlement. Not only would this other group attack, but there still were the Lost Children to think about. However, all of them were tired and not in the right state of mind to talk about tactics. Hank and Freddie were preoccupied with talking to people and wanting to help them grieve, while Grace was anxious to get back to Luis' side. Mack let them go, but warned there still were troubled times ahead. Before they all left, Mack pulled Maggie aside. During the ceremony, Mack noticed Tristan toward the back, standing together with a blonde girl who he remembered from the Lost Children.

      “I noticed, too,” Maggie said, with more than a hint of worry in her voice.

      “Do you think you could talk to him and see what's going on there?”

      “I'll try, but you know what boys are like talking to their mothers about these things,” she said. She was trying to make a joke to lighten the mood, but both of them were too tired to find any humor in the current climate.

      With that he left her, with much on his mind. If Tristan managed to escape the Lost Children, then it wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that another could have done the same thing. But given how tight-knit the group had been, and how difficult it had been for Tristan to break away, Mack found it suspicious that another Lost Child found their way to him. Not least because he remembered the way this girl had acted during his time being held captive. It filled him with uneasiness to know she had made her way into this settlement. It made him wonder if the Lost Children were closer than he thought, because the last thing the community needed was to be fighting on two fronts. With a heavy sigh, he turned away, and walked toward the pyre. Many people remained, paying their respects. Mack felt the heat against his face. He heard the crackling of the wood and smelled the burning flesh, but before either Hank or Freddie could come over to talk to him he had moved away, remaining in his solitude.
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      While she was happy to have been called to the meeting by Mack, Grace's mind was on Luis the whole time, and she found it difficult to focus on what Mack was saying. She thought it was too soon to start thinking about the next challenge, and wondered why they just couldn't have a moment to breathe? As soon as the meeting was over, she tried wiping the tiredness from her eyes and made her way back to the infirmary. On the way, she paused for a moment as she saw the pyre. The flames were licking at the bodies, and the soulless eyes were staring at her as they were consumed by the flames. She found the smell sickening and tried breathing through her mouth, but that only meant that she could taste the madness of the night on her tongue, and nausea swam within her.

      She closed her eyes and tried composing herself, tried forgetting about the chaos of the long night. There were points at which it seemed as though it never would end. She, Luis, and Saul had held their ground, though. They had turned away the attackers, but at a great cost. She remembered that moment when Saul had gone to check on Lily, but had become distracted, then a grenade had gone off. The explosion had been ringing in her ears as she heard a scream. Before she knew it, Luis was running away to help, and in that moment, she felt proud that he was the type of man who would run into danger to help people rather than running away, but she also felt fear, and pain, and those feelings were still with her now.

      She had turned to watch him running toward the building, through the smoke and carnage. But she couldn't keep her eyes on him because she had a job to do, firing back at the enemies who still were overrunning the settlement. When she could, she turned her head. Things seemed to move in slow motion. She saw him go into the building, then turned back and recoiled as her gun fired. She turned around again and saw him emerge from the building, supporting Lily, but this time when she turned around the gunshot she heard wasn't from her own gun.

      She looked down at the weapon she was holding, her face twisted in confusion. She almost dared not turn around, somehow feeling in her gut what had happened. Her body twisted and her eyes fell on the new scene, Luis, fallen to the ground, clutching his body, a look of sheer agony on his face. Standing over him with his gun in her hands was Lily, the prisoner who Grace had wanted to believe, and had wanted to help and give a new chance at life. But all of that went away. Any compassion Grace had felt for her was tossed aside, replaced with a burning need for vengeance, to lash out with everything she had. It was a cold fury, and almost before she realized she had done it, Lily was dead on the ground, and Grace's finger was on the trigger.

      For a long time, she had agonized over the morality of killing in this world. Grace always had considered herself to be a pacifist, but she recognized the need to adapt to survive. Yet, it still was difficult to come to terms with the idea of taking another person's life. However, after all she had been through, and especially after seeing those closest to her suffer at the hands of others, she was at peace with it. She knew that as long as she stayed true to herself, and her actions were borne from love for those around her, the Lord would protect her and still bless her.

      As she walked through the settlement, she felt an odd sense of calm. Somehow, she knew that everything would be alright, and although many people would have seen all the dead bodies and questioned what kind of God would let that happen, it only strengthened her newly found faith. She saw it as a test, and that those who died were in a better place now. However, she wasn't yet ready to let Luis journey to that place of divine nectar. She wanted his feet to stay firmly planted on this Earth for a long time yet.

      Turning away from the great pyre, she trudged toward the infirmary and greeted those there with a solemn nod. Anyone who had the slightest bit of medical training was helping out, led by Freddie and Mindy. It was a sad sight to see so many people wounded. Some of them had injuries that really needed to be treated in a hospital. Grace hated to see so many people in pain. They were writhing and crying out for sweet relief, and Grace wished she could give it to them, but she was powerless. She walked through the rows of people toward the back, where it was a little quieter, where the more serious cases were. Her pace slowed as she approached Luis. His face was pale and drawn. He was lying in bed, his body limp, his eyes barely open. She knelt on the floor beside him and took his hand, then pressed her cheek to it. His flesh was cold. She kissed it, wishing that things were as simple as being solved by a kiss. As he felt her presence, he stirred. He was still groggy and weak, but she felt his hand squeeze hers back and her heart jumped.

      Seeing him like this made Grace realize how much Luis meant to her. It had been difficult for her to process her feelings as they were entirely new to her. After all, the only person for whom she had had any semblance of romantic feelings was a fellow hacker, and they never had met face to face. What she had with Luis was entirely new, and entirely wonderful, but also so fragile, and she realized this now. Now that she was sitting before his wounded, vulnerable body she realized how much he meant to her, and was so filled with emotion that she was on the verge of tears.

      “I apologize for my appearance,” he said. His voice was weathered and it seemed to take a great deal of energy to utter even a single word. Grace smiled, though, and brushed the hair away from her face.

      “You've never looked more handsome,” she said, and meant every word. It was as though she was seeing him for the first time, seeing him through this vision of love, seeing him with her heart just as much as she was seeing him with her eyes.

      “How is everything out there?” he asked. Grace shrugged.

      “Pretty typical. Everyone is working hard to try getting the place back together. Mack still is worried about what's coming. He's afraid they're going to attack again, and there still are the Lost Children deal with. I just wish he would let us take a moment to reflect on what's happened.”

      “Not sure we get that luxury. Besides, you know Mack, he's probably doing it to distract himself from thinking about what's happened,” Luis said.

      “Maybe.”

      “So.”

      “So.”

      “Lily.”

      “Lily.” Grace exhaled deeply and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I'm sorry for what happened.”

      “Why are you sorry? It's not your fault,” Luis said.

      “It is, in a way. I was the one who tried to help her, the one who trusted her. I should have been more careful, more suspicious.”

      “It's dealt with. Are you okay?” he asked pointedly.

      “Yeah, why do you ask?”

      “You killed her, Grace. That's going to take its toll.”

      Grace stiffened and glanced away from Luis, looking out at the sea of wounded bodies around them. “A lot of killing was done last night. She wasn't the only one. It's just something I'm going to have to learn to live with. It’s something we're all going to have to live with. I've changed a lot from the girl I used to be, and mostly in a good way. I just have to remember who I am at the core. I didn't kill because I wanted to do it. I didn't enjoy it. If I can do anything to avoid it then I will, but if push comes to shove, if people threaten those I care about, then I will respond, and I won't apologize for it,” she said with a steely look in her eyes.

      “Aww, you care about me!” Luis said, trying to lighten the mood. Grace playfully hit him on the arm, and he feigned being hurt.

      They laughed together and Grace adjusted her position to sit beside him on the bed. She caressed his cheek and kissed him softly. As she pressed her body against his, he winced in pain, but when she checked he said that kissing her was worth the pain. As she gazed into his dark, hazel eyes she realized she had an anchor to the world, something she never had had before. Her life had been an isolated one. Emotional attachments had been an alien concept, something from which she had distanced herself, but now she realized how hollow and empty her life had been up until that moment, how much she had missed out on, all because she had been too afraid to dive into the fiery depths of emotion. And it was at that moment she realized she wanted Luis to know everything, to be naked and vulnerable in front of him in a way that she hadn't been with anyone else. She gulped and blew out her breath in a cool stream.

      “There's something I need to tell you,” she said. Luis tilted his head and looked at her expectantly, waiting for what she was going to say.

      “I don't want there to be any secrets between us, and I know that we've talked about it a little bit, but I want us to try to be together, properly. Maybe some people would be put off by how dangerous it is to fall for someone in this type of world, but I've fallen for you, hard, and I want to explore that, because it's not something I've had any experience with. So please be patient with me as well,” she said, chewing her bottom lip, “but the main thing I wanted to say is that, well, you've known me in this world but I had a life before that. I know we all did but there's something you should know about mine because it might change the way you feel about me now.

      “I've told you that Mack and I were on the same plane together, but we actually met before the plane. He was my escort. I had been arrested from crimes against the government. I used to be a hacker and I was, well, I was an enemy of the state when the state existed. I was supposed to be locked up as soon as we landed but the EMP happened and everything changed, and luckily Mack was good enough to trust me. That's part of the reason why we're so close. I'm not ashamed of what I did...I'm not exactly proud of it either, but I did it, and I think it's important that you should know before we get any deeper into this.”

      After she finished speaking she took a deep breath and looked exhausted, for revealing that truth had taken a great toll on her. It was difficult for her to relive her past in such a way but gradually she was beginning to get more comfortable with embracing her past self.

      Luis looked at her lovingly. “I kinda thought there was something in your past that you were hiding, but I'm glad you told me, and no it doesn't change a thing. I've fallen for you hard as well. There's no-one I'd rather be in this apocalypse with-”

      he was about to say something else but before he could finish speaking Grace was overwhelmed with affection and couldn't help but plant a firm, deep, passionate kiss on his lips. Their bodies were locked together when they were interrupted by Freddie, who coughed. The two youngsters pulled away, embarrassed, and Freddie had a look of wry amusement on his face.

      “I hate to break up this lovely scene but my patients do need rest,” he said. Grace nodded and gave Luis a quick peck on the cheek.

      Her spirits lifted, she walked around the rest of the infirmary to see if there was anything she could help with. She ended up chatting with Mindy for a little while, and the remarkable woman impressed Grace with her endless compassion. Although she had been up all night like everyone else, she still was walking with a smile on her face, saying it would do no good to be sad.

      As Grace was about to leave, she noticed Hank was consoling a few people after one of the wounded men had not made it. Grace wandered over and listened to him talk of death, and how the soul passed into another plane, but that it was important we remember them because that's how they gained immortality. He spoke of people he had lost in his own life, and revealed how when he remembered them, it was always with a smile rather than sadness. He wanted to remember the joy they brought him, Hank said.

      As she listened, Grace thought about her own parents. She never had known them, and never would know them, so all through childhood it was as though they were dead, and now there were no memories for her to cling to. She literally had no idea what they were like or how they met, or why they even gave her up. She wished she had memories of them like Hank did for his parents and friends. Having no memories like that made her feel as though her life had been a waste, and that it was a life lived without meaning. But now she had friends, she had a family, and although that brought a lot of pain with it, it also meant she felt as though she mattered. She thought of Luis, Mack, and the others, and how they had come to mean so much to her. She also looked around at all the people laying around her, and how they all were connected to each other in some way. She didn't want to hide away anymore, and didn't want to live in the shadows. She wanted to be a part of the world, for better or worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Tristan was conflicted. As soon as he saw Sharon come up to him, his heart lurched, and he barely knew what to say. He couldn't take his eyes off her, and yet it seemed so dangerous to stare, almost like gazing directly at the sun. To him she was the most beautiful girl he ever could imagine having existed, a modern-day Helen of Troy or Cleopatra. She had golden hair that flowed like a cascading waterfall; a heart-shaped face with rounded, pouting lips; wide, sparkling blue eyes; a button nose; and a womanly figure that belied her age. With just one glance, just one tug at the corner of her lips, she could reduce him to a puddle of ooze, and he would have done anything she said.

      The world had not dulled her beauty. If anything, it had magnified it, had given her a freedom she relished, and now, as she clung to him and he felt her trembling body, Tristan closed his eyes and tried to stem the rush of blood that flowed through his body. He never had been this close to anyone before, never had had a girlfriend, let alone a first kiss. There had been crushes, of course, but he never had known what to do about them, and all the girls he liked seemed to like somebody else. He never had  spoken to his father about how to go about winning the affection of a girl, and he hated that for some people it seemed so easy when he was left in a mess of confusion, but that seemed to a be a distant problem when the world had fallen into disarray. Other things took priority then, such as staying alive, and then making it through life without his parents.

      He remembered vividly the first time he ever had laid eyes on Sharon. He already had been part of the Lost Children, and at that time there were few in the group who were of a similar age. He knew Peter wanted to recruit older children to help keep the little ones in line and make the group more of a force. They had found Sharon cowering in a corner, looking like a runt, with dirt on her cheeks, nibbling on a morsel of moldy bread like a mouse. She was skinny and tired and, much like anyone else who had been stranded in the city, appeared days from death. But they had rescued her. He, Peter, and the others had helped her up and given her food and water and new clothes. She was always beautiful, even then. The first time Tristan laid eyes on her, he knew he was looking at someone special, but he never knew how to articulate his feelings, and he didn't expect she shared them.

      Over their time with the Lost Children they had worked closely together, but their relationship never had been anything other than professional. She was a hardened warrior, one of Peter's most loyal ones, and was fierce in battle. Her soft features took on a sharper tone as she wielded her gun with precision. She took no prisoners and, in a lot of ways, reminded Tristan of his mother.

      After they rescued her, Sharon seemed to cloak herself in an impenetrable armor. It was a look Tristan knew well. He had seen it in many other people since this whole thing began, and he now could see it in people throughout the settlement, too, especially here at the funeral. Most people were letting their emotions out, but some were staring numbly into the middle of the fire, transfixed, almost looking past it, through the veil of reality, into something deeper, until they were looking inside themselves. But rarely did Sharon let her emotions through, and Tristan always lamented this.

      Whenever he met someone new, he tried imagining what they had been like before the world had changed. Some people, such as his mother, did not change that much. He imagined Sharon had changed a great deal. She rarely spoke about her past. When she did, she referred to it as though it had happened to someone else, but Tristan wanted to know. He wanted to know everything about her. He wanted to be near her, and extract all those mysteries she never would tell another soul. He wanted her to look at him with trust and adoration, and let him share her burdens, but so far it was a love that was unrequited, and unspoken.

      Nights had passed where he had torn himself up inside, trying to rip the feelings from his heart because there was no place for them in this new world. They had a mission. It was too dangerous. And it was something adults did. They were beyond adults. He should have been beyond his feelings, but he simply could not let them go. Whenever he closed his eyes she was there, whenever his heart beat it was for her, and whenever he began a new day he hoped she would be a part of it. Much of his self-torture at leaving the Lost Children was because he was leaving her behind, and he hated her to think of him as a traitor.

      Yet, now she was standing with him, holding him tightly. Her tiny hands clutched at his jacket. Her head rested next to his heart. He had his arms around her shoulders and his chin rested against her head. He wanted to make sure he said the right thing, but he had no idea what to do, because he wasn't used to his dreams coming true. For the time being, he held her, and tried to be an adult about it, because there was no time to be a boy anymore. He had seen and done too many things to be considered anything but a man.

      The two of them stayed on the outskirts of the crowd, watching the funeral from afar. Tristan barely concentrated on what Hank was saying as his mind was hazy with Sharon so close to him. Whenever she made a little adjustment; sniffing back her tears, running her hand over his arm, or shifting her weight from foot to foot, powerful tremors ran through his body. He noticed Mack glancing over at the two of them and felt self-conscious. His mother noticed, too. At some point soon, he would have to talk about his feelings for Sharon, and that was the last thing he wanted to do with his mother, but he was glad Sharon had shown up. He just was puzzled as to why, and how.

      After the funeral had ended, Tristan took her back to his apartment, away from the crowd. He closed the door behind him and offered her a seat. The two of them hadn't spoken much. Tristan never really did know how to speak to Sharon because he always was afraid he would say the wrong thing, but now she was sitting there alone with him. They sat next to each other on the couch. Through the window, they could see everyone moving about busily, while in the background the fire burned so brightly they almost could feel its heat from inside.

      “It's a nice place you have here,” she said in a soft voice, and for the first time he noticed how vulnerable she sounded.

      “They're good people,” he replied. After a few moments of silence, he added, “You can stay here if you want. I'm sure they won't mind.”

      Sharon sniffed and smiled. “I don't know, I bet you only got in because of your mom. Nepotism at its finest,” she joked.

      “They just got attacked last night. There's another dangerous group out there. So many people died. I almost forgot what it was like, but seeing it now...it's not a game. Somewhere along the way I forgot that. Maybe I wanted to, maybe I wanted to pretend that we all were playing make-believe, but I watched people get shot. I heard them cry out for mercy, and the only thing I could do was hope that I made it through the night.”

      “And you did.”

      “I did.”

      “It's never been a game, Tristan. Maybe for the younger kids, because they don't understand it properly, but for you and me...we've always known the real deal. We've done and seen too much to not know. This is just the way the world is now. It's never going to end.”

      Tristan pondered her words. “I didn't expect to see you. How did you find me?”

      “Is that the welcome a girl gets?” Sharon said, raising an eyebrow.

      “I'm glad to see you, of course, more than you could know,” he said, then quickly added, “I'm just surprised, that's all. I didn't think I'd see anyone from the Lost Children again.”

      “I guess it was either my expert tracking skills, or just dumb luck.”

      “I guess...why did you leave? You seemed happy there.”

      “So did you,” she shot back instantly. Tristan turned away from looking at her and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “Peter was going to kill my mom. I couldn't sit by and let that happen.”

      “You could have let her go and stayed with us.”

      “And let Peter torture me until we hunted them down? No, I knew that once I made my choice I was going to have to go with them. Besides, she's my mom. Are you saying that if your parents had shown up you wouldn't have gone with them?” A flicker of sadness came across her face but it passed in an instant.

      “I don't know. So, you weren't thinking of leaving before that?”

      “Of course not! I was loyal, I believed in the cause, I liked being a part of it, but then he said he was going to execute my mom, and I just lost it. I couldn't stand by him anymore, not after he said that. It wasn't right. But what about you? Why are you here?”

      “Things changed after you left,” she began in a solemn, haunted voice. “I mean, Peter was always a little bit on the edge, but when he discovered you were gone he flew into a rage and everyone was scared of him. We didn't know what he was going to do.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “It's not your fault,” she said, placing a hand on his arm.

      “He started ranting and raving against everyone, and I finally saw him for what he really is. I think even the younger kids could see it. He lost focus of the mission and he locked himself away for a few days. When he eventually did come out, the only thing he could say was ranting against you. Then he said nobody ever was going to be allowed to leave the territory again because he couldn't trust that we wouldn't do the same. I didn't see how, given that we needed to go out into the city to explore and find new sources of food and water. You know as well as I do that it's not going to last, but he lost sight of that. He wasn't the king I thought he was.”

      Tristan chuckled a little.

      “What's so funny?” she asked.

      Tristan leaned back against the couch and looked directly at her. “I'd just always assumed he was the type of guy you would have gone for.”

      “Maybe...in the past. Truth is I didn't think I'd ever feel like that for someone again. This doesn't seem like the type of world where you should fall in love, but when I found out you had left I admired your bravery, and in the days that went by, I started really missing you. I realized I wanted to see you again, that there wasn't a place for me in the Lost Children anymore. So I decided to leave. It's funny, even when I was sneaking out, I didn't really think it was possible. Peter had made it sound so dangerous to leave, but you proved it was possible, and once the first person left, well, I doubt I'll be the last one to try escaping.”

      “I remember that feeling. For a long time I was looking over my shoulder, expecting to see him there.”

      “Now we can just look forward,” she said, and placed a hand on his. Tristan's breath caught in his throat as he felt her flesh upon his, and an electric thrill ran through his body.

      “It made me see things more clearly, Tristan. I'm tired of feeling lost in this world. I'm tired of being alone,” and as those words left her lips she leaned forward and pressed her mouth against Tristan's.

      At first the young man was taken aback and his head swam with chaos, but soon enough it was quelled, and he lost himself in the bliss. He closed his eyes and the world melted away, and in that moment, he was able to forget about the Lost Children, the funeral pyre, the misery and sadness. There was only pure, unadulterated joy within his heart, and he thought it could last forever.

      Then there was a cough. Tristan had been so lost in the kiss that he hadn't heard his mother return, and his cheeks now flushed a dark crimson.

      “I'm sorry for interrupting,” Maggie said, “but I wonder if I could have a word alone with my son for a moment?”

      Tristan glowered, angry at having his perfect moment embarrassed by his mother, but he sensed from her tone that this wasn't a request he could refuse. They walked through to the bedroom. Maggie pushed the door closed and walked up close to Tristan, speaking in a low voice so that Sharon couldn't hear.

      “What the hell is she doing here?”

      “What do you mean? Sharon escaped, like I did. She's just scared and wants some help.”

      “Tristan, I love you, but you must be careful here. Don't you see what's happening? She's trying to gain your confidence.”

      “No, she's not. She likes me, and I like her. She's scared, and she's only just started to realize how things can be in this world. Not all Lost Children are bad, Mom, you'd do well to remember that.”

      “And not everyone says what they mean,” Maggie said, trying to keep her voice soft, but Tristan's passions had been aroused.

      “Then let me say what I mean. You're been overly-protective and paranoid, which I get, because you're trying to make up for the years we lost, but you don't have to do it, Mom. I can take care of myself. I know what I'm doing, and if you don't like it, then that's your problem.”

      Sharon was standing outside the door eavesdropping, smiling slyly as her plan was being put into motion. When she heard Tristan shout at his mother she quickly skipped across the room and pretended she had been looking out the window all this time when he stormed out. He stopped by the door and asked her if she was coming. She sighed and took his hand, and the two of them walked out of the apartment.
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      After watching Tristan storm out, Maggie pinched the bridge of her nose and took a few moments to collect herself. For a long time she only had been concerned with finding Tristan again, but now she faced a greater challenge; being his mother. It wasn't easy to be a parent at the best of times, and she was the first to admit she hadn't been the best example. She always had found it easier to be a cop, that came naturally, but a parent? That was difficult, and one of the reasons why she hadn't been the mother she could have been through the years.

      She hated arguing with him. She hoped her son would calm down soon, and that her suspicions about this girl were misplaced. She left the bedroom and walked to the window to look out on the pyre. There were still people standing around it, mourning, but she found it difficult to work up the sadness. She had seen too many people die, it was easy not to feel anything anymore. After the prison, she had lost something inside her, and although she hated that people had died, she wasn't going to shed a tear. It wasn't going to be any use. It wouldn't bring them back.

      She made her way through the settlement and passed the crackling blaze of the fire on her way to see Mack. People still were sobbing, but as the day went by, there were fewer of them standing around. They all recognized there was a lot of work to do to get the settlement ready for the next attack. Nerves were frayed and she noticed there was no laughter around.

      There was also no sign of Tristan, and she hoped he wouldn't do anything foolish. Having spent so long looking for him, the last thing she wanted was to risk losing him again. During the attack, she had tried pushing aside thoughts of him in the hope of focusing on the task at hand, but she couldn’t. She continually was worried about him. It had been a relief when she had seen that he made it through the night.

      She walked past the grenade impact craters as she made her way to City Hall, which still was standing, although riddled with a few more bullet holes than the previous day. She bounded up the stairs and made her way to the office. Mack was standing by the window, looking out onto the settlement.

      “What's on your mind?” she said.

      Mack turned around, looking startled by her presence. He looked as though he belonged behind that desk, hands clasped behind his back. There was something about Mack that Maggie hadn't seen in many people; a good heart. But in this kind of world that kind of thing could get you killed.

      “Oh, just the usual. I was sitting here and I looked out the window and wondered what the actual mayor of the city used to think when he was sitting here. He had to deal with his own problems, but did he ever stop to look at how beautiful it was? It's easy to forget that there is still beauty in this world.”

      “That's because it's hidden behind all the ugliness.”

      “True,” Mack said with a wry smile. “I also was wondering what else lies out there. The city is so big, and we've only seen a small part of it. There were probably, what, hundreds of thousands of people living here, maybe a million? They all have their own stories. I wonder how many mirror our own.”

      “Most of them end in death.”

      “Isn't that the end of every story?”

      “Untimely death then.”

      “I see you're in a cheery mood,” Mack said as he took a seat at the desk and gestured for Maggie to do the same.

      “I just spoke with Tristan,” Maggie began. Mack leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands together.

      “And how did that go?”

      Maggie's heavy sigh told him all he needed to know, but she continued to speak anyway. “Not great. I walked in on them kissing, to start with, which wasn't the best way for either of us. I mean, to me, he's still just a kid, and obviously, he doesn't want his mom walking in on him when he's with a girl. I tried talking to him and warning him that maybe this girl isn't everything he thinks she is, but he's not having it. I don't know, maybe I didn't introduce the subject in the best manner, but I don't trust her.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      “He's just a kid who has a crush on a pretty girl. Of course I trust him. I’m not sure I trust his feelings, though.”

      “I'm sorry for asking you to talk to him about it. Maybe it would have been better if someone else had.”

      “No, no, it's fine. I'm his mother, it's my responsibility to take care of these things. I guess I'm still just getting used to being that for him. I'm sure there are going to be many more times like these, and I'm just going to have to get used to them. Still, in some ways, it's nice to be worried about my son's love life. It makes things seem a bit more normal than they actually are.”

      “It seems to me there are still little bits of normal life that come peeking through. How are you adjusting to having him back in your life, though? It's been a little while now. Are things back to the way they used to be?”

      “No, but that's a good thing. We never were...I wasn't a good mother to him. I always said that one day I would make it up to him, and now I'm just making good on that promise. I worked too much and I put too many things before him, but I'm going to make sure that, from now on, he is my first priority. I just hate the idea that this girl is twisting him around her little finger.”

      “He wouldn't be the first boy to lose his heart to a girl and be hurt because of it.”

      “I know and, rationally, I know he'll be fine, and probably will be stronger for it, but it's different when it happens to your own kid. You just want the world to not be that way for a little while.”

      “And, you know, there is always the possibility that we're dead wrong about this, and she's not here to cause trouble,” Mack said, although he didn't really believe that.

      “I guess we're cursed by our suspicious minds,” Maggie replied.

      “Something like that. Did you get to talk to her at all?”

      “No, I thought it best if I try talking to Tristan alone, and then he took her with him when he left. I didn't get much out of him either. Apparently, she escaped from the Lost Children and wants a new start.”

      “I suppose that's believable, although I remember the way she spoke when we were in their territory. She didn't seem to have any qualms about what she was doing.”

      “I know. I don't want to rule out her having a change of heart, but experience has taught me not to believe the best in people.”

      “Well, we'll tell people to keep an eye on her and see what happens. I don't think that, by herself, she poses a threat, not if we keep tabs on her. I'm just worried in case she's brought along any of her friends.”

      “Yeah, this settlement can't really afford to fight on two fronts. We barely can handle one.”

      “That's what I'd like to talk to you about now, coming up with a plan so we can make it out of this alive. Seeing all those dead bodies piled up today was hard. I don't want a repeat of that.”

      “Okay, I'll try, although I can't promise that I'll be able to focus. All I can think about right now is Tristan,” she smiled weakly.

      Mack nodded and said he understood, but inside he was filled with sorrow. He knew it was unlikely he ever was going to have children, and the worries that Maggie expressed were things that he only was going to understand on a superficial level. It was just another thing that had been taken from him in this new world. It had taken a lot. Maggie noticed the look on his face.

      “You never tried for a kid, did you?” she asked.

      “No. Anna and I were going to wait until I finished with the army. I wanted to make sure I was there to watch them grow up. I didn't want to be away from them for months at a time, and have them look at me like I was a stranger. Now I'm thinking I should have realized we didn't have all the time in the world, and we just should have started a family as soon as we were ready.”

      “You couldn't have known this was going to happen. Nobody could have.”

      “I know,” Mack said, and smiled at Maggie, but it was a smile devoid of humor. That sadness always would be with him, and he was sure he always would wonder what life would have been like if he had brought children into the world.

      “So, what are your thoughts about a strategy?” Maggie said, trying to shake him from his thoughts.

      “I've had a few. One thing I'm sure of is I don't just want to sit here and wait to be attacked again. It's all well and good having a siege mentality, but the more it happens, the more people are going to feel like sitting ducks. I want to make the enemy react.”

      “So, you want to take an army out?”

      “I'd like to, but I'm aware we don't have the manpower for that. The last thing I want to do is leave this place defenseless. I still have to keep half a mind on the Lost Children.”

      “Especially if Sharon has ulterior motives. She could be here to feed information to them.”

      “Or worse, they could be lying in wait out there now.”

      “It's a tough situation.”

      “It is. What do you make of this group so far?”

      “They're savage, brutal, they don't seem to care about tactics. They just swarmed over us. There didn't seem to be any real leader among them.”

      “But that's the interesting thing because there is a leader. It's a very curious case. They seem to be a group that revels in anarchy, so I'm assuming their leader is a leader in the loosest sense of the term. Probably an alpha type that has risen to the top through showings of brute strength. I doubt he has much of a plan for them. If I had to guess, it's probably a case where he sets certain rules, or just points them toward a target, and lets them have at it.”

      “Do you think there's any way to get at him?”

      “I'm not sure, but if we can, if we can humiliate him, maybe we can turn their attention away from us, make us too annoying to bother with. I get the feeling they're mostly in this for entertainment. I was in their camp. I saw the way they acted. They aren't building anything substantial, they're living without a thought for tomorrow. In some ways, I think they're just bored. If we can make it so that it's too much trouble for them to deal with us, that might be a way to go, but I think the only way to do that is to get to the leader. If we humiliate him, then we humiliate them all, and maybe they'll see us as the alphas.”

      “Your reasoning is solid, but we're still left with the original problem, how do we get to the leader? We don't even know what he looks like, and he doesn't seem interested in coming here himself to attack.”

      “Then I suppose we'll have to go to him,” Mack said, as an idea began formulating in his mind.

      “There was something else I wanted to talk to you about as well,” he said.

      “I was thinking about this group, and it's clear to me that one of the reasons why they are like they are is because there's no threat of punishment. There isn't a government to lay down the law, and there aren't any cops to enforce it. There are going to be more people like them, and we're going to have to figure out a way to deal with it. It first caught my attention when Grace told me they had captured a prisoner, but we need a system. I want people here to feel safe, and they won't be able to do that if we have to let criminals go. You have more experience in this than me. I'd like for you and Bob to try coming up with some sort of justice system, just something that can give people an idea that we're planning for the future. I don't want to be like this other group and only live from day to day. I want to try building something, to promise people a future.”

      As he spoke, Maggie saw great zeal in his eyes and she knew he was genuine in what he said. It was going to be a difficult task to do what he asked, but that was the thing about Mack, he was inspirational. When he asked you to do something, no matter how hard it seemed, you knew you could. That's what Maggie admired about him, and she looked forward to seeing what kind of plan he had to deal with the enemies out there. As she left him he returned to looking out of the window, deep in thought, gazing at the city spread out before him.
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      Mack stayed in the office for a long time, ruminating and planning, turning over plan after plan in his mind. Some easily were dismissed as too risky, while others lingered, until ultimately being pushed aside as well. While he had been talking with Maggie one possibility had presented itself to him, and this one remained in his mind while all the others fell away. He stared out the window and wished there was a better way, wished that all this war could be avoided. He never had wanted to fight, never enjoyed killing anybody else. He had joined the army out of national pride, out of necessity. The job needed to be done, and it needed people like him who could weather the emotional burden. But there needed to be an end. There needed to be light at the end of the tunnel. In his old life, it had been retirement. He had a plan to become a guest speaker and lecturer in his spare time to help shape the minds of the people who were going to serve the country in the future, all the while having plenty of time to spend with Anna and their child, or children. That was just an illusion now, a mirage that was no help to him whatsoever. The only sliver of hope he had was speaking to Anna again. Even if a radio worked, that would be something; just to hear that she was okay, that she was still alive...

      So many souls were out there in the city, he thought as he gazed out of the window. The sun hung high in the sky, the windows of the skyscrapers gleamed, but the entire place seemed barren. Yet, there still was life teeming under the surface, in all the nooks and crannies, there were still people trying to live. There were so many stories out there. Lives he never would touch, lives that would be snuffed out like a flame and leave no trace. He thought about all the people who weren't equipped to survive an apocalypse; lawyers, actors, politicians, janitors, teachers, chefs, IT technicians, and more. All those roles and ways people used to define their lives were meaningless now. People were just people.

      In a way, the EMP had been the great equalizer, resetting the world to a time in which the only way to judge success was by living or dying. It didn't matter how much wealth you had, how many trophies or awards you had received, the size of your house, none of that mattered at all. It could be the foundation of a utopia, where people worked to better themselves instead accumulating wealth, where co-operation was key and people worked together rather than competing with each other. But there was so much that had been lost as well. There was no time for education, no time for the arts or any creative endeavors, and there would be many gifted people who died because they didn't have what it took to survive. One of the most common questions he had encountered in the old world had been, ’Why are we here?'. The answer to that question was obvious – to survive. It was no more complicated than that.

      While Mack planned for the immediate attack, he also thought about the future. Soon enough, the weather would change and they would have to deal with the elements, but more than that he wanted to see the settlement flourish and thrive, to grow and be a hub where they could rebuild the world. He already saw the need for them to implement a system of justice, but they would need to do so much more; form schools, train people in the arts of healing, encourage those who had the necessary skills to keep producing works of art, for although they served no practical purpose, they were an essential part of human nature, and a way to document the struggles and progress being made. In years to come, Mack thought, this period of time would be as famous as the Renaissance. It also was important to make a note of those who impacted it, to document how they survived, both the successes and the defeats, so their descendants would know where they came from.

      Family history was important to Mack. There had been one assignment in high school where he had to delve into his family tree and find out what his ancestors had been up to. Both sets of his grandparents had died when he was very young, and he didn't remember them at all, and his parents didn't talk about his ancestry much. He found that he had a number of ancestors who had served in the army, even in the Civil War, and some even moved into politics as well. At the time, he had been struggling to find his place in the world, and he found himself wishing he could have met these people, asked them for advice and guidance. But it was clear he had this sort of thing in his blood, and that assignment was one of the things informing his ultimate career choice to join the army. A sad smile came upon his face, for the thought crossed his mind that the Mackenzie name would die out with him. He had no other siblings. He was the last of his line.

      Mack exhaled deeply and shook himself out of his thoughts. It was too easy to slip into melancholy, and there was work that needed to be done. He walked out of City Hall and called a runner to gather up his friends for a meeting. While waiting, he stared at the pyre. There still were people standing around it, paying their respects to those who had died, but less than there had been before. Most people were back at work cleaning up the area, and it was looking all the better for it.

      The pyre still was burning strong, even though it had been burning all day, but Mack didn't mind. It was a reminder of the stakes for which they all were fighting. While standing there, he saw a woman by herself, and realized she had been standing there all day, transfixed by the fire. He had seen her before, but he did not know her name, and regretted that, with everything that had been happening since he arrived at the settlement, he still hadn't had a chance to introduce himself to everyone. He walked up and stood beside her. Her head turned to the side as she noticed his presence.

      “Who did you lose?” he asked.

      “My husband, David,” she said.

      Her eyes were sunken and she never moved them from the pyre. The name rang a bell for Mack, but he was unable to put a face to it. The woman was in her fifties, with graying hair and shoulders that were beginning to stoop.

      “I told him he was too old to fight, but we have been here since the beginning, and he said he couldn't let other people defend his home for him. He was always so stubborn, that man. It was one of the reasons why I loved him. Back when we met, my father didn't approve of him at all, and even I wasn't sure, but he kept chasing me until I eventually gave up and now I just...I can't believe he's gone,” she said, choking back a tear.

      “I'm sorry for your loss. I'm sorry for all this,” Mack said, wishing he could put the world back together again.

      “Thank you. I know you're doing the best you can.”

      “I'm sure trying.”

      “Can you promise me something?”

      “What's that?”

      “Get those fuckers for what they've done. Find them and take them out. Don't leave any of them breathing because they're all animals. You put them down.”

      Mack was shocked at the steely, cruel tone of her voice, but this was a woman who had lost everything. First, she had lost the world she knew, then her husband. She wanted revenge, they all did, Mack knew, because he saw it in their eyes. He stepped away, leaving the woman to her own thoughts, wishing things were as simple as she thought.

      He returned to City Hall and waited for the others to arrive. All of them were there, apart from Luis, who still was recovering in the infirmary. When Grace came in, Mack asked her how Luis was doing, and she said that after a period of rest he would be back to his best. Mack was glad to hear this as they had lost too many people and didn't need to lose another. But as he looked at each of them sauntering in, he saw the same exhausted look on each of their faces. They were trying to hold it together, having been chosen as leaders of the community, but they all needed a break as well. They had given everything to each other, and he appreciated it, but he would have to ask them for a little more.

      First, he asked them all for an update on the state of the settlement. They all had similar things to say, but he was glad to hear they still had an ample supply of ammo, and their food and water stores had been untouched in the attack. Aside from that, people were pretty shaken, but it was good they had something to focus on.

      “The thing is Mack,” Freddie said with an anxious look on his face, “I'm not sure we can take another attack. We already have more wounded than we can deal with, and most of us only have rudimentary medical training. With the number of people we’ve lost already...” he said, and didn't have to finish the sentence.

      Mack leaned over the table. “I know we've all been through a lot, and right now we'd all like to get into bed and have a long sleep, but I'm going to have to ask you to carry on a little longer. I'm glad I have you to count on to help this place through this ordeal, and all of you did well during the attack. I hear what you're saying, Freddie, and I agree. I don't want to have this place continue to be a target for everyone else out there. We need to show we're strong and not afraid of a fight. I'm not going to stand by meekly and watch this place be trampled upon. Having said that, I still would like to meet the leader of the other faction, whoever he is, and try talking this out. I know a diplomatic solution probably isn't possible, but I'd just like to meet him face to face and see if there's not some way I can convince him to avoid bloodshed.”

      “Good luck with that,” Bob said sarcastically, folding his arms across his chest, even though he did gain a little more respect for Mack after his proclamation that he would not allow the community to sit back and wait to be attacked.

      Mack chose to let the comment pass without response, but he did address Bob. “I've been thinking about the rest of the city. I know about the Lost Children and this faction, but are there any other places like this? Places where people are willing to work together?”

      “There are a few scatterings of people, I think, but we never reached the point of formalizing contact. We always were too busy defending ourselves,” he said.

      “But I don't think there's anyone else we have to worry about, although who knows what's waiting out there for us,” he said grimly. Mack nodded and tapped his finger against his lips before he spoke again.

      “I've come up with a plan that I think is best for all involved. I want to minimize casualties as much as possible and move the fight away from the settlement. Even though we have the advantage of knowing the territory here, it's still too dangerous, and too hard to see everything we've worked for destroyed. This isn't the ideal situation, but I've been thinking a lot, and this is the only way I see out of it.

      “What I want to do is send a small group to the other camp and ask them for a summit on neutral territory where we can discuss terms. It'll be written on paper and we'll throw it in, so they won't have a chance to capture us. Then, I'll go to the appointed place and time and meet this leader, and see if we can't come to some sort of arrangement.”

      “Surrender?!” Bob exclaimed, his eyes bulging out of his head. “This is suicide!” And as Mack scanned the room he saw more uncertain eyes.

      “Please, just trust me on this.”

      “These people haven't shown much willingness to talk in the past, what makes you think they'll do so now?” Saul asked.

      “That pyre has been burning all day. We spent a good deal of time gathering up all the dead bodies, but do you know what I noticed? There were more of them than there were of us. We've been mourning those dead people all day, but now that they've all been burned there's no difference between our people and theirs. That attack would have hurt them just as it hurt us and I'm sure they'll be thinking twice about attacking again after we gave them that bloody nose. If that's the last time we have to fight with these people, then I'll take that deal. When I meet their leader, I'll have other people with me, hiding with rifles trained on the leader in case he makes any sudden movements. At the first sign of hostility he'll go down.

      “Most people will stay back here to guard the settlement in case they choose that moment to attack. It's the only way I can see to get the fighting away from the settlement, and at least this way there's a chance for peace.” He could see Bob still wasn't convinced, but Mack had earned enough goodwill with the others that they all were on board with his plan.

      “Maggie and Grace, I want you with me. We'll take a few other people, too, but the rest of you I want to stay here. We can't let this settlement fall, no matter what.”

      With that decided, the others dispersed and went back about their business, worried that another attack would come. As they left City Hall, they each looked in the pyre, trying to see if they could discern any difference between the remains of their people and the ones who had attacked them, but they could not.
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      Mack only took a few people with him. Maggie and Grace were among his first choices as he trusted them the most out of any of them, and he needed the other people he trusted to stay back in the settlement. A couple of other people came with him as well, but he made sure to take people who were not burning with revenge. He didn't want any reckless behavior to place them in danger. They gathered a few supplies and mounted horses and bikes. He wanted to move through the city swiftly. Mack didn't want to be out of the settlement for long. They were stronger together.

      They still were lacking sleep, and it was now late in the day, so darkness would soon be upon them, but Mack did not want to wait until the next morning. He wanted this over as quickly as possible. So he summoned the strength he had remaining and continued. He led his small force out into the city once more, leaving behind his deputies to defend the settlement in case of an attack. Even as they left, they looked behind them and still could see the pyre burning brightly. Although now it was beginning to die down, by the time they returned Mack was sure it would be extinguished, and the only thing left of the people who died would be the memory of them. But Mack was determined to see the settlement flourish, and he was not going to be bullied into submission.

      As they rode through the city, they went past things that seemed familiar. They tried to stay sharp, and be observant of their surroundings, but even Mack was losing his concentration. At one point, he swore he heard a noise, and even forced the others to stop to investigate, but nobody could hear anything. Grace teased him and said he was getting old, and starting to hear things that weren't there. Without any more hesitation, they moved on, although Mack looked around suspiciously at the surrounding area, wondering if there was something hiding. His gut was telling him there was, and it rarely failed him, but even he had to admit he was human and had his limitations.  They didn't have any chance to look around either, so he had to let the mystery lie for the time being as they continued to the enemy's camp.

      However, what Mack didn't realize was there were indeed people lurking in the shadows following their trail. The noise he had heard was the Lost Children, who had made camp in the city, hiding in the old abandoned buildings like rats. Peter watched from a window as Mack and the others passed by, a devilish grin coming across his face. He could have ended it right there. He could have marched out of the building and shot them without any hesitation, but where was the fun in that?

      Peter wanted Mack to beg for his life, wanted to make a display of it, and put on a show for the rest of those sorry people who soon were going to fall under his rule. Some of the other children urged him to strike now, but it wasn't time. Not yet. The plan still was unfolding, and Peter knew the value of patience. Soon, though, soon he would take everything he wanted, he would wrest control of the world from the adults and they wouldn't be able to do anything to stop him.

      After he saw Mack pass, Peter made his way in the opposite direction, toward the settlement. There he rendezvoused with Sharon, who had snuck out. They met in a shadowy old building, hidden from the rest of the world. Peter was on his own, and grinned as Sharon walked up to him.

      “You made it out with anyone suspecting?” Peter asked.

      “Yeah, they're all preoccupied. They suffered a massive attack last night, so now they're all busy trying to recover. Seems like they're in a war,” Sharon said.

      “That's good, we'll let the two of them fight it out, and then move in to take the easy pickings. I just saw Mack and Maggie passing through the city. I guess they're going to conduct an attack.”

      “Actually, from what I heard, they're going to try negotiating with them.”

      Peter stared at her with a dumbfounded look on her face. “Are you serious? This is going to be easier than I thought. You don't negotiate with people who attack you, you fight back. Mack should know that by now. Maybe he isn't as clever as he seemed...Anyway, how is our plan progressing?”

      “Very well. Tristan doesn't suspect a thing. It's just like I said, I have him wrapped around my little finger. He really believes I was scared and that I would betray you and the other Lost Children.”

      “He's just as stupid as the rest of them. He deserves everything that's coming to him,” Peter said, a dark countenance coming over his face.

      “And what's better is that his mother doesn't approve, so they're arguing as well, and, of course, he's choosing my side. Soon I'll have all the information we need. I'd love to see the look on his face when he realizes what's been happening.”

      “It's going to be so much fun,” Peter said, rubbing his hands together with gleeful anticipation.

      “I've missed you, though,” Sharon said shyly. Peter smiled at her and wrapped his arm around her waist. He kissed her deeply, passionately.

      “I've missed that as well,” she murmured.

      “It's horrible kissing Tristan. He's so weak and sensitive. It makes me sick.” Peter kissed her again.

      “Soon enough, everything we've planned will come together and you'll be by my side. Tristan, his mom, Mack, all of those other people won't be any trouble, and everyone will bow down to us. The world will be ours,” he said, and kissed her again before she left and returned to the settlement. She didn't want to be gone too long in case anyone noticed.

      Peter walked back to where his Lost Children were waiting, feeling invincible. From what Sharon had said, the settlement was in an even weaker state than normal. It would be even easier for them to waltz and take over. It was as though the universe was showing him this was the right path, that he was destined to do this, and he felt a surge of power rippling through his young body. When he returned to the Lost Children, they noticed his good mood. When they asked about it, he merely said that soon the time was upon them to move.

      Meanwhile, Mack was unaware of all of this. He still was concerned only with completing his mission. This part of the city seemed to be deserted, although at one point they had a harrowing experience when a pack of six wild dogs leaped upon them, savagely attacking their horses and bikes. The dogs still wore collars. They evidently had been pets in the city, but had reverted to their wild nature as they tried to survive, just like everything else in the world. Their eyes were crazed and red, and their mouths foamed as they snapped at the heels of Mack's group. They growled and barked loudly as they came upon the group, a wild storm of energy and desire. At first, Mack ordered everyone to increase their speed to try getting away from them, but the dogs were frightening the horses, who became erratic and harder to control.

      Mack wrestled with his and, although he didn't want to because he always had had an affinity for dogs, ordered everyone to deal with the animals. Some found it easier than others, but with just a few gunshots and whimpers, the dogs were left in a heap on the ground. Mack looked at them with a heavy heart. He didn't like mistreating animals, but given a choice between his life and theirs, there was no choice. It was sad, in a way, because, unlike the people he was going to challenge, the dogs did not have a choice. The dogs couldn't fight their nature, they couldn't choose how they acted. They merely were driven by instinct, by their will to survive, and, unfortunately, it led to their deaths. But, perhaps in a way, it was a mercy killing. They no longer had to suffer and starve, but these were animals who once had been pets. They had been loved and adored by people, and now they had been ignominiously killed in an empty street. Mack tried putting it out of his mind. He was tired, but he couldn't allow sentiment to cloud his judgment for they had a mission to do.

      It was just before nightfall when they reached the enemy camp. They waited outside the barrier, taking up defensive stances in case they were spotted and attacked. Everything seemed calm, although the longer they listened the more they could hear the faint sounds of life beyond the walls. Grace, Maggie, and the others, who had not seen the bodies lofted up on spikes, gasped at the brutality of it all, but Mack was all business. He pulled out the note he had written and wrapped it around a rock with string. He looked at the others, making sure they were ready to move. Their plan was to fire their guns in the air to ensure the people converged on their position and saw the message that was waiting for them. But Mack and the others would have to be quick to escape without being caught. They knew that if they were they would be embroiled in a fight with such a small force, this close to the enemy camp, they could not hope to win.

      Mack looked at each of them in turn and, once he saw they were ready, nodded. A blistering round of gunfire burst into the air, and immediately they heard commotion behind the walls. Mack hurled the message over the barrier, deep into the enemy's camp, and then turned on his horse and led his group away, moving as quickly as they could through the city, back to the safety of the settlement. Mack looked back and was glad to see they were not being pursued, but hoped his message would be read and acknowledged. It was the only way he could see to minimize the casualties. War was always a last resort, and he prayed that the leader of this other group was smart enough to see that, and hadn't regressed into complete instinctual chaos like the dogs he had put down earlier.
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        * * *

      

      After Mack and Maggie left to ride out to the enemy camp, Tristan was at a bit of a loss as to what to do. Sharon said she wanted some time to gather her thoughts and rest, and while it pained him to be away from her, he let her go. Even now she was on his mind, and he couldn't hide his smile, which then made him feel guilty because so many people around him were sinking into gloom. There was one man who wasn't, though. Saul was helping clear away the debris. He was like a giant to Tristan. He had taken off his top and his sweat-covered body glistened in the sun. His long white hair and beard made him look like a mixture between Santa Claus and Arnold Schwarzenegger. At one point, Saul beckoned over to Tristan and asked him for help. Tristan was reluctant at first because he never had been the strongest person, but he couldn't refuse and soon found himself hauling debris around.

      “So, you're Maggie's kid, huh?” Saul said. Tristan nodded.

      “Can't say I know her that well. She always kept to herself when we were together, but she saved me and my friends from a bear attack. Did she tell you that?” Tristan shook his head. Saul grunted and looked at him.

      “Hey kid, I get that you're tired, but I'm really starting to hate silence. So, if you could talk, that would be great. I see you've been hanging around with that girl. Is she your girlfriend?”

      “Yeah, well, I think so. We haven't really talked about it,” he said, his cheeks blushing.

      “I remember how that goes,” Saul said, chuckling at the memories of his youth. “When I was your age I had that problem as well. Best advice I can give you is that if you're feeling something, say it. Either they feel the same way, which is great, or they don't, which means you don't have to worry about wasting your time.”

      That made a surprising amount of sense to Tristan, but it still didn't make it any easier. “She ran away from the Lost Children to come find me. Mom thinks she's a spy or something...”

      Saul cocked an eyebrow. “And what do you think?”

      “She's cried on my shoulder. She's told me all these secrets...I don't think she would lie about that.”

      “Kid, if I can tell you one thing, it is that people lie. They can look directly into your eyes and tell you exactly what you want to hear. Your mom probably just is trying to protect you.”

      “I wish she wouldn't. After all this time, I think I know how to handle myself,” Tristan said, a dark look coming into his eyes. Saul stopped what he was doing for the moment and exhaled deeply.

      “She's your family, and she's your mom. It's her job to worry about you, and there ain't nothing you can do to change that. Even if you make it to my age, she'll still be worrying about you, so you'd better get used to it. And the thing is, that's what families are there for. You can't do shit to stop it. Let me tell you a story. I had a brother. This guy, he turned his back on us a long time ago, and he did a lot of bad things, but even when the chance came for me to end it all and kill him I couldn't, because he's my brother.

      “You're bonded to your family, whether you like it or not. So, don't be too hard on your mom because she's only trying to look out for you. And I don't know this girl like you do, but just keep an open mind. Sometimes things aren't always what they seem. But then again, who knows how much time we have in this world, so you might as well enjoy yourself while you can.”

      Tristan appreciated how Saul spoke to him as though he were an adult, and for the rest of the day he stayed with the older man, enjoying the way he told stories. The more time he spent with these people, the more he knew Peter to be wrong. Adults weren't the reason the world ended, and they weren't the enemy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 27

        

      

    

    
      When Mack returned to the settlement he knew he didn't have much time to prepare people for the next stage of the plan. He hadn't left much of a window for the meeting because he wanted to get this over and done with as quickly as possible. Either the other leader would agree to meet him and discuss terms, or they would attack again and the community would have to defend itself.

      Mack wasn't prepared to take a large force with him, but he knew he would need to have some defense in case the other leader decided to attack and capture him, or take him back to their camp and make an example out of him, as they had with the soldiers. Mack didn't know which fate was worse. However, this wasn't a mission where he could order people around, it had to be voluntary. So he opened it up to discussion. Luis obviously was going to stay as he still was recovering in the infirmary. Maggie and Grace were quick to volunteer, which didn't surprise Mack. He was glad to have the two of them by his side since they were two of the finest warriors he ever had had the pleasure of meeting.

      Freddie and Hank said they'd like to stay within the settlement because they could be of better use to the people who remained. They were only fighters when they had to be, and Mack agreed they were better at helping other people talk through their problems. Mack also said that somebody needed to stay behind and be in temporary command of the community while he was away. Bob looked around, and when nobody else stuck up their hand, he gruffly said he might as well do it since he had done it before. Mack thanked him. He knew the community would be in good hands in his absence. Saul also said he would stay to help defend the place. Mack allowed the group a short time to make their final preparations. As they all were leaving, he walked over to Saul.

      “I hope you're not offended that I didn't ask you directly to take over command. Frankly, I thought you'd be the first one to volunteer for it,” Mack said.

      “Not a chance,” Saul said, shaking his head as he smiled. “I saw what Grace had to put up with when she was in command, and I don't have the patience for that. I've lived a long life, and right now I'm quite content with letting other people take the lead. They can deal with the stress while I just relax.”

      Maggie went back to the apartment, where she found Tristan alone. Ever since she had expressed her concerns about Sharon, things had been tense between them, but she didn't want that to continue, especially not now that she was going on a dangerous mission.

      “Tristan, I'm going away again to help Mack,” she said.

      “Okay,” he replied sullenly.

      “You know I don't like going away, it's just that Mack needs people he can trust, and I have skills that can be useful. Anyway...I know things have been a little strained between us recently, but I didn't want to leave on bad terms in case...well, you know.”

      Tristan looked at his mom and saw the worry on her face. He had intended to remain impassive and punish her for the accusations she had made against Sharon, but now he found that difficult. He felt an immediate need to feel her warmth, so he hugged her tightly, and she hugged him back.

      “I know you must go. It's who you are, and it's part of the reason why you were able to find me. Everyone in this place is lucky to have you,” he said, then withdrew a little as he looked her square in the eyes, “but as for Sharon...If you won't trust her, then at least trust me. And if I am making a mistake, well, it's my mistake to make.”

      Maggie realized at that moment how much her little boy had grown, and she was so proud of him. She hugged him again and kissed him on the cheek. She was glad they had cleared the air a little.

      Elsewhere in the community, Grace stopped off at the infirmary to spend some time with Luis before she left. He still was pale and looking weak, but he was sitting up and in better spirits than he had been. She already had told him about Mack's plan.

      “I decided to go with him. I hope you don't mind. I thought about staying here with you and the others but I think Mack is going to need me,” she said.

      “I think so, too, and I know you. If you stayed here, you just would be pacing around the floor, worrying about them and wondering if you should have gone. Mack needs you anyway, probably more than he'd care to admit. You two are like Batman and Robin,” he said, smiling. Grace laughed at the joke, and then a seriousness fell over them.

      “Do you think it will work?” he asked.

      “I don't know...I hope so. I don't want a repeat of what happened. We can't take another attack,” she said, and reached out to clasp his hand. She squeezed it tightly, and he squeezed back as firmly as he could.

      “It'll be nice when this is all over and we actually can focus on rebuilding civilization,” he said.

      But although his words were optimistic, they also were tinged with sadness, since neither of them knew when the struggles would be over. It seemed that as soon as one had ended, another crested over the horizon and plagued them. The two of them sat together for a few more minutes and then Grace kissed him because she had to depart. She armed herself and made her way to the entrance to rendezvous with the other members of the party, and then they moved out.

      Aside from Mack, Maggie, and Grace, there were a few other people, handpicked members who were sharp with their shots and who Mack knew he could trust when the time came. But there were only a few of them since he was very reluctant to leave the community vulnerable. Their lives, ultimately, were expendable. It was the community that had to survive.

      The group moved out toward the designated area, which was a place in between the two camps. Mack had seen it when he had been outside the safe barriers of the settlement. The long street was framed with two tall buildings, and the only entrance from the way the others were going to come (if they came) was an open area that had no chance to conceal them. Mack, who in his offer had suggested he and the leader meet alone, directed the others to take up positions in the buildings so they could act as snipers in the event the other group attacked. Mack was sure the other leader would not come without allies, but he wanted to give the appearance that he was a man of his word.

      There he waited patiently for the enemy to arrive. The day was still and the sky was clear. He was cast in the shadow of the buildings that stood tall around him. The city was quiet, and he resisted the urge to look back at his friends hiding in the building. He didn't want to give away their position in case anyone was watching him. He let a rifle hang from his arm and the horses were calm nearby. He strained his ears, listening for any new sound or clue that the leader was approaching, and there he waited patiently.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      Bob had been adamant that this leader was not going to come. Mack hoped his own convictions were right and that he hadn't made an error in judgment. He was aware that not everyone shared the same values as he did, and he didn't want his optimism to blind him. Yet, there still was a feeling in his gut that, deep down, people didn't want to be savage. There was a mistaken belief that humans always were selfish, primal beasts when civility was stripped away, but their ancestors had learned how to work together, how to live as one community, and put other people's needs above their own. That was the pure aspect of human nature, but it was just that little bit harder to achieve than simple barbarism.

      For a while he thought that he had been mistaken and the other leader was not going to come, that instead the community would suffer another attack and they would have to build another pyre on which to throw the dead. The thought sickened him because it was such a waste of life. The state of the world already had taken enough people, they didn't need to throw more lives away needlessly.

      That's when he heard it. The air had been still and cool but now, in the far-off distance he heard a rumbling. It was like a quake that was getting stronger as every moment passed. Mack braced himself, clenching his jaw, and raising his rifle. It was clear his enemy had not come alone. At the other end of the long street dust was kicked up as a crowd marched quickly toward him, crying and yelling, waving various weapons in the air.

      From where he was standing they looked like one undulating creature, a big mass of chaos and destruction, but as they grew closer he could separate them individually. He saw that at the head of them was a huge man with spiked hair and tattoos all over his body. Metal piercings protruded from his nose, eyebrow, ears, and nipples. In one hand, he held a baseball bat that had nails driven through the wide end, and in the other, he had a gun. He held up his hand and those behind him stopped. The leader strode forward, looking more like a panther than a man, and gave a sneering look toward Mack, who stood alone against this menacing force.

      “You chose not to come alone then,” Mack said.

      “You are a cunning foe, you already have stolen from us. I did not know if I could trust you,” he said in a deep voice with a thick accent that told Mack he was likely from one of the Baltic States.

      “Well, as you can see, I did come alone, but no matter. You're here, and that's a good start.”

      “I'm here because I wanted to lay my eyes on you, and see for myself what kind of person could fight back against my army. You are the first who have managed to withstand an assault from us. It will not continue.”

      “No, it won't. It can't, really. I don't think you will be able to sustain so many losses,” Mack said, trying to keep his cool and not let the enemy see how scared he was inside. With one blow from that bat the other leader likely could take his head clean off.

      A huge booming laugh emanated from the pit of the leader's stomach as he threw his head back. His minions followed his cue, and an unsettling cackle rose through the narrow street. Mack tried remaining stoic but even he was disturbed by the force standing before him.

      “Both sides of this conflict have suffered, and there's no need for us to continue in this vein,” Mack said. “We don't need to kill each other. We don't need to do any of this. There's no need for all these people to die. So, why don't we just set our differences aside and call a truce? We even can try working together, to trade our resources. Surely that's better than fighting?”

      The leader's expression was inscrutable and Mack wasn't sure if his pleas were reaching him. The leader stared blankly at him and, soon enough, Mack just stopped talking, knowing he would end up repeating himself, and that wouldn't be any more persuasive. But to his surprise, the leader nodded and handed his gun and baseball bat to one of his cohorts.

      “You know, I can see what you're saying, and maybe you're right. Maybe there isn't a need for so many people to die. But the thing is, you have come into our camp and stolen from us, and that's not something we can let you get away with. I mean, yes, we did end up killing your little friend there, but still. It's not very honorable of you to sneak in and steal our weapons,” he said, wagging his finger in Mack's face.

      “Lest we forget that you were raiding our settlement long before that,” Mack said, straining hard to hide his ire.

      “But that was for food and supplies, and we always left you people some. What would you suggest then, that we bow down to you and follow your lead?”

      “That we work together, we share our resources. You don't necessarily have to join us. You can stay where you are--”

      “And live like we do? Come on Mr. Bossman, you've seen how we live, and I don't think it's a suitable thing for you. I think you're put off by the way we do things. We can't very well change our ways now. Are we supposed to not raid other communities? We surely can't trade with all of them. What you're asking us to do is go against our basic nature. We're humans, we need to live. This world finally has given us the opportunity to be free. That's what you don't get.

      “I don't know what you were in the previous world, but I bet you had a nice house, a pretty wife, and were living the American dream. That's not what it was like for us. We were looked at like we were monsters, like we didn't belong. We didn't have the same opportunities or the same chances. We were left behind by everyone else. You think that now we want to go back to the way things were? That we all want to play nice with the other little people who are trying to make it in this world? Fuck you and fuck everyone else. We're here to party! And that's what we're going to do.”

      As he said that, his followers whooped and hollered in delight. Mack looked at them and was horrified by what he was seeing. These people had not turned to these savage ways out of a grim necessity, but rather because they had wanted to do so. They wanted to act like barbarians and surrender any pretense of civility because they had been denied power in the previous world. Mack wanted to talk to each of them and shake them out of the stupor; to tell them they had another chance; that this could be a new beginning for them all; that they didn't have to make the same mistakes as before. But they were drunk with power. They saw themselves as untouchable, invincible, and nothing Mack could said would convince them otherwise. He saw then he had made a grievous error in bringing them here because there was nothing on their mind but death.

      “Now let me tell you what's going to happen, because you have had some interesting things to say, even if I don't agree with them. But you're right, too many people have died because of this little fight. I would rather keep all my friends alive because they're fun to be around, and a party is always better with more people. Which is why, eventually, we're going to invite the people in your settlement to join us.”

      “They'll never do it,” Mack said.

      “Then they'll die!” the leader said, and laughed maniacally again.

      “But I have a way to avoid that. You seem like a well-bred man, I think you'll appreciate this. I think we should settle this dispute like they did in the olden days, you know, when armies would meet on the battlefield and their leaders would talk, like we're doing now. We should have a fight, between ourselves, and the winner gets to dictate terms to the loser.”

      Mack studied him carefully. The man was a brute, but that meant he was probably overconfident and would underestimate Mack due to the size difference. It didn't seem as though he had much of a choice either; if he didn't accept the challenge, then the enemy just would kill him and try making it toward the settlement. At least this way he had a chance to avert disaster. Thankfully, Grace and the others still remained hidden. So, there was a chance for them to strike even if Mack failed.

      “There is one stipulation I must insist upon, and this is non-negotiable,” he said. Mack listened intently. “This fight must be a fight to the death.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Mack and the others left the settlement the people left there began to worry. They knew this was something of a do-or-die mission, and while they appreciated that Mack was willing to put himself in danger for their sake, they didn't enjoy the idea that he might never return. Bob clapped his hands and tried shaking them out of their stupor, reminding them they still had a lot of work to do. However, many of them hadn't slept before the attack and were exhausted. Their body movements were slow, their eyelids were drooping, and they looked as though they were moments from collapse. So, Bob instigated a new order. People were told to sleep, even though there still was much work to be done to repair the settlement.

      The order was met with little protest as people organized shifts in which they could sleep. They were glad to have some respite from the horror, even though their slumber would not be restful because they were haunted by nightmares. The pyre still was burning fiercely and it would do so until it died out naturally. People still were mourning, but most of them had focused their attention on other things.

      As Bob walked through the settlement, he could hear the worried tones of people around him. Many of them wondered if Mack's plan would work, but even if it did they still were concerned about the future. Many of them realized it was practically a matter of chance they had succeeded thus far while some of their friends already had fallen, and none of them knew how many chances the whims of fate would grant them. Bob didn't much enjoy hearing this talk. He was always a man who rather would deal with the problem than gnashing his teeth over it, but he recognized that sometimes people needed to complain and vent their frustrations. However, he was well aware that, in this current state, there was no way they could survive another attack.

      The people of the community were lethargic; their movements were slow and their bodies were weak due to the stress. It was as though they had been thrust into a war without any kind of training or forewarning. In his heart, Bob, too, hoped Mack's plan would work for the sake of everyone in the community.

      Eventually, he came to a group of people who were clearing out a lot of the debris, and Bob was surprised to see Saul was still at it. He had been there all day, and Bob was mightily impressed that the big man showed no signs of fatigue. He was perhaps the one member of Mack's group Bob hadn't gotten to know properly. He seemed to be the type of man who kept himself to himself, and that was just fine with Bob. He walked up to him and overheard Saul chatting with some people expressing their concerns about the future.

      “I know it's scary right now, but Mack has everything under control. I know to you he's just some guy who has a good tactical brain, but he's more than that. He saved my life, more than once, probably. But when we first met, I thought I was done for. I had been thrown into a river. I was ready to give up. Then I felt these arms around me, dragging me back to shore, and then I was alive again. For the longest time, I didn't know why he saved me, why he would put himself in such danger just for my sake. I even felt a little guilty, especially after what happened later when we were captured by my brother. But I never have seen Mack waver. He's always made the right choice, the choice that's best for everyone, and he's never shied away from putting himself in the way. I've always been happy with my own company, but I can't speak highly enough of him. If he were here, he wouldn't believe I was telling you guys this because we've had our arguments in the past. So, keep it to yourself,” he said with a wry smile that brought a chuckle from his audience.

      Bob was glad to hear the sound of laughter. It had been a long time since he last had heard it. The crowd broke away and Bob caught Saul's attention. Saul walked over to him. His bare chest was glistening with sweat and his calloused hands stroked his beard.

      “What can I do for you, Bob?” he asked as he bent down and picked up a huge chunk of concrete, placing it in a pile with all the others. Bob watched with interest.

      “Not much, I'm just checking out things. Surprised to see you still standing. You've been at this all day.”

      “Yeah, well, you know what they say, ‘No rest for the wicked’.”

      “So, that's why it's so hard to sleep nowadays. Seriously though, are you okay? You are allowed to take a rest. If we are attacked again, we're going to need everyone at their sharpest.”

      “Oh yeah, I'm fine,” Saul said, drawing his forearm across his head to wipe the sweat away.

      “Sad truth is that I'm used to this kind of thing. Working with my hands was all I knew, but it's good to actually feel like I'm working for a good cause. It sounds stupid, but I've never really done anything like it before. I didn't know how good it could feel.”

      “I don't know what we're going to do with all this stuff, though,” Bob said with a concerned tone in his voice.

      “I figured we could add it to the barrier to give us that extra level of protection, or we could build a forge so we can reshape all the metal we don't need into weapons. They aren't going to be pretty, but they'll do the job.”

      “That's a good idea,” Bob said, and Saul smiled at the praise. “Well, I'll leave you to it...” he said, although before he left he paused, and then asked, “Did you mean what you said then about Mack, or were you just saying it to lift those people's spirits?”

      “I meant every word. He'll come back, you'll see,” Saul said, and as he looked into his eyes Bob believed him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hank and Freddie were in the infirmary, talking with the patients and trying to keep their spirits up. They had managed to stabilize the worst cases, and after a long night and day they finally were able to rest. Freddie was looking the most haggard out of all of them, and basically was falling asleep in his chair. Hank was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, in somewhat good spirits considering all that had happened.

      When Luis commented on his good mood, Hank chuckled softly and replied, “I know, it may seem strange, but I would rather look at all the things God has blessed us with rather than what He has taken away. There are still many people who survived the attack, and Mack is out there with the opportunity to finish things. The community has been brought closer together and the more strife we can survive the more we can appreciate every day. The fact that this settlement still stands is a matter for celebration, and I think that's going to be the theme of my next sermon.”

      When he mentioned the sermon, Luis looked concerned. “What's wrong?” Hank asked. At first, Luis was reluctant to say, but after Hank urged him, he pushed himself up, wincing as he did so, and spoke what was on his mind.

      “I just don't see how you still can believe in a world like this. I mean, I'm not trying to be disrespectful or anything, but all the horrors of the world...does it not give you doubt?”

      To Luis' surprise Hank answered in the affirmative. “Of course it does. I do wonder how God can put His children through all of this suffering, but I must trust in His infinite wisdom. I see it as an opportunity for us to rediscover our core values and find ourselves. I must try to stay true to myself and trust in His way. I've been following that for a good few years now, and it's served me well. The other thing to remember is that He did give us free will, and I think we create the world in which we want to live. Hopefully, we can create a better one than the one that went before,” he said. At this point, Freddie snored softly, breaking up the discussion. Both Luis and Hank laughed.

      “Can't blame him for resting, though. He deserves it after everything he did last night. I saw him in here working like a madman, him and Mindy, and all the others. They didn't stop. They were covered in blood, the screams of the patients were deafening, but they weren't daunted or scared, they just did what they had to do.”

      “He's a good man. He's really come into his own since we've been here. I think it's better for all of us to have a place we can call home. It makes things feel more settled.”

      “Hmm, and speaking of that, you seem to have been getting rather settled with Mindy,” Luis said with a playful smile. Hank blushed and looked away.

      “She is a great asset to the community...”

      “Yeah, she's got a great asset alright. It's okay, preacher, there's no shame in it. We're all human, and one thing I've learned is you've gotta take the happiness when it comes to you. Life is too short to do anything else.”

      “You're probably right. Speaking of someone who is looking for happiness,” Hank said, turning his attention to Tristan, who entered the ward with a worried look on his face.

      His eyes searched the room and he seemed distracted as he made his way to the three men. Hank and Luis had been talking quietly, allowing Freddie to sleep, but Tristan didn't notice that Freddie was asleep. He rushed up to them and, in a panicked tone, asked if any of them had seen Sharon. It was clear he was concerned and Hank had to put a hand on his shoulder to try reassuring him.

      “No, she hasn't been this way. Is everything alright?” the preacher asked. Tristan closed his eyes and exhaled deeply.

      “I don't know, I just can't find her anywhere. I'm sure she's around somewhere, though,” he said, and excused himself as he moved off.

      Freddie awoke and wiped some drool from his mouth as the men shared a smile at the way Tristan was acting, each of them having experienced exactly the same feelings when they were his age. Freddie added that he probably was worried about his mom as well, and the smiles fell from their faces.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan left the infirmary with a knotted brow. He had looked almost everywhere in the settlement, but still there was no sign of Sharon. He was worried, not only for her safety, but also because his mom may have been right. He didn't want to believe that everything Sharon said had been a lie, and tried telling himself he just was being stupid. She probably just was exploring. She always had been a curious person, and she most likely wanted to get to know her new surroundings, but after having been so close with her, being apart felt as though he was missing a part of himself.

      All Tristan wanted was to be by her side every minute of every day, to hold her close to him and breathe in the scent of her hair, to taste the sweet nectar of her kiss, and to fall in love every time he looked at her, for he was sure he was in love. He knew that his mom and the other adults looked at him with amusement, but they didn't know the power of the feelings within his heart. They didn't know what he had lived through, and how he had become a man long before his time. He knew with absolute certainty that he loved Sharon, and the only thing he wanted in this life was to keep her safe.

      Eventually, he saw her by one of the barriers. He walked up to her, puzzled as to why she was there. He was about to call out to her as he neared when he saw what she was doing; opening the barrier to let someone else in. Fear seized his heart as he quickened his pace toward her.

      “Sharon, what are you doing?” he called out.

      She turned to stare at him and he didn't see a trace of recognition in her eyes. He stopped, speechless, and his face went white as Peter emerged through the hole. He smirked as he saw Tristan standing there and stretched out his body.

      “Oh, look, it's the boy who got away. Bet you didn't think you'd see me again, did you?” Peter said, sneering at Tristan.

      Peter then wrapped his arms around Sharon and kissed her deeply, and she kissed him back. Nausea rose within Tristan as his heart broke. Tears stung his eyes as he saw the truth and realized he had been played. In that moment, he hated himself, hated them, and hated his mother for being right. All he wanted to do was smash open the world with his fists, but before he could do anything, Peter broke off the kiss and walked up to Tristan, then punched him in the jaw, sending him to the ground. Once he had fallen, Peter kicked him in the stomach and Tristan doubled up, clenching his stomach. Peter spat at him.

      “That's what you get for leaving us,” he said.

      “Was there any need for that?” Sharon asked as she came up beside Peter and draped her arms around his shoulders, kissing him on the cheek. Tristan could see them through his blurred vision, and the pain in his heart was far more devastating than his physical pain.

      “I won't tolerate betrayal,” Peter said stonily.

      Tristan heard them move off, and as he writhed on the ground, he could see the rest of the Lost Children swarming through the opening. He groaned in pain and wished he had enough strength to get somebody's attention, but all he could do was lie on the ground and whimper helplessly. In the distance, he could hear the chaos that ensued, and he knew that it would not be long before Peter was in complete control, and it was all his fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      The words of his enemy lingered in Mack's ears. A fight to the death. He stared at the brutish man standing opposite him, waiting expectantly for an answer. Mack knew there was only one he could give. For the sake of the others in the settlement he had to accept, and had to hope he won because he didn't dare wonder about the terms this man would dictate to Mack's people if he emerged victorious.

      “I accept your offer,” Mack said, speaking loud and clear so everyone could hear.

      The enemy smiled wickedly. A few moments later they heard a door swing open and Grace ran out, calling for Mack to change his mind. The enemy smirked.

      “I see you weren't stupid enough to come alone,” he said. Mack glared at him then turned to face Grace. The others didn't see any point in hiding, so they revealed themselves as well and stood in the doorway, their guns trained on the enemy force that was standing before them.

      “This is the best way to prevent the loss of lives, and this is the way it has to be,” he told Grace in a low voice, so low that nobody else could hear.

      “But whatever happens, you can't let them win. Even if I fall, you must make sure they don't make it out of here alive. You take out as many as you possibly can, and then get back to the settlement. Make sure it stays standing. You'll have to take over, Grace, you and the others. You can do it. I believe in you. I trust you, and you must trust me now. This is the way it has to be.” Grace's heart was in her throat as Mack turned away from her and strode back out to stand before the enemy.

      “I think we should establish a few ground rules. No weapons, just fists. No help from anyone else. It's just you and me. The best man wins.”

      “I accept your terms,” he said, and handed his bat and gun over to one of his minions.

      Mack relieved himself of his weapons as well and stretched out his muscles. His eyes passed over those who had accompanied him on his journey and he smiled at each of them in turn, thanking them with his eyes. Then he turned, and the fight began.

      At first it was a cagey affair. It had been a long time since Mack had been in this type of fight with someone and he tried keeping his distance to take stock of his opponent. The enemy was tall and had a long reach. His entire body was sinewy and packed with muscle. He jabbed out at Mack, but Mack kept his head low and his body tight, using his speed to duck away from the punches.

      The leader's crowd grew restless, and started to boo and chant. This radiated through to his enemy as well, but Mack blocked it out. He blocked it all out, and focused on him and his opponent, looking for any sign of weakness. He knew that in a straight match of strength the other man would win, so Mack had to be clever and observant; he had to identify his opponent's weaknesses then use them against him. As long as he could survive long enough, he fancied his chances, as every man had a weakness.

      The two men circled each other like animals. Mack felt the adrenalin pumping through his system, but he kept his breathing steady and remained in control. His opponent's eyes were wide and frantic, his movements were sloppy, and he kept flinging his arms wildly in Mack's direction. Mack was able to dodge the wild swings. However, because of the other man's reach, Mack was reluctant to get in close, so he didn't manage to land any punches either. What he did notice was the enemy favored his right foot. He used this knowledge to stay in a position that was on the opposite side, trying to make sure the other man stayed off-balance. He bided his time until eventually he saw an opening. He rushed in and jabbed at the man's stomach, then brought his left fist up to meet the man's chin. His head snapped back, but it only served to enrage Mack's opponent, who then wrapped his arms around Mack's neck, the grip growing ever tighter. Mack clawed at his arms but there was no joy there. He twisted his head in an effort to draw a breath. Then Mack kicked out and his boots connected with the other man's kneecaps. The man cried out in pain and Mack was able to wrestle away, although as he did so he caught a sharp blow to the back of the head, which made him stagger forward.

      Fueled with a new rage and sensing that the battle truly had begun, the leader of the other faction lunged forward and tried grabbing Mack again, but this time Mack was too quick for him. He evaded the blow and used the other man's momentum against him, sending him flying over his shoulder, crashing to the ground. Mack stood up and shook his head, trying to rid himself of the ringing in his ears. The other man rose to his feet quicker than he expected, though, and stalked toward Mack. Before he knew it, Mack's head was subjected to rapid punches and, in the background, he heard the rising cheer of the other man’s group. He could taste blood in his mouth, and everything was going hazy in his head, but through it all he heard one voice above all others, and for a moment he swore that it was Anna, but that was impossible.

      Using a surge of energy, he blocked the next blow and moved around the other man, jabbing him in the side with both his fists. The other man swung his arm around, hoping to smash Mack with his forearm, but Mack noted the move from earlier, and this time he was able to duck down. He brought his foot crashing down at the back of the other man’s knee. He noticed a scar there that looked very much like it had come from an operation, so Mack assumed that knee would be weaker and an ideal point of attack. The other man howled in pain as he clutched his knee. Mack jumped off the ground and did a high kick into the other man's face, rattling his jaw. He looked groggy now, but he had stamina, and he was still strong.

      The anger of a lifetime rose up inside him and he staggered toward Mack with hatred in his eyes. Mack stepped back slowly, before he rushed in and smashed his elbow into the man's neck, sending him to the ground. Mack just was coming around for another flurry of blows when the other man scraped up some dust with his fingers and threw it at Mack's face. The grit blinded him and gave the other man an opportunity to rain down blows on Mack's head and back, sending him to the ground.

      Mack was blinking heavily, trying to get the dirt out of his eyes, all the while trying to ignore the quakes that were being sent through his body by the man’s mighty blows. Yet he also could hear the other man's wheezing, and was able to tell when he was drawing back for a punch. Mack used one of these openings to launch himself forward and head-butt the man in the chest, sending him reeling backward. Mack quickly rubbed his eyes so he could see again, just in time as the enemy was racing toward him again. Mack swept his foot down and tripped up the man, sending him face-first to the ground with an almighty crash.

      His face was bloodied as he rose to his knees. Mack spat out blood and blew out some breath. His clothes were in tatters and his face was covered in dirt.

      “Stay down,” Mack said, but his demand was met with a toothy grin.

      The man went to stand, but again Mack attacked the weakened knee and heard a crack as the bone broke. The man howled in pain but still kept on at Mack. Mack punched him in the throat and hauled him back down to the ground, wrenching his arm from the socket with a sickening pop.

      “It's over. Let's end it now.”

      “Then end it,” the other man said, his voice ragged. "It's to the death. That's the way it has to be.”

      He lunged forward with his one good arm and tried striking Mack again, but Mack wheeled away and grabbed the man's head with both hands. In an instant, he twisted with all his strength. The crack echoed through the street, and suddenly everything went silent. Mack let go and the enemy fell to the ground with a dull thud, his eyes staring into oblivion. For a moment, everything stopped, then chaos broke out. The enemies did not honor the terms of the deal and sprinted forward, but Grace, Maggie, and the others were sharper. They filled the area with bullets and watched as the enemy fell before them like dominoes. Mack watched it all, as the world turned red, and tears fell from his face.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, at the settlement, nobody had expected an attack from within. The Lost Children swarmed through the settlement. Many of the people had been sent to sleep, and others were occupied with their own tasks, so they were away from their weapons. Even those who could have put up a fight were hesitant to shoot children. They moved in one long line, marching through the settlement. Peter was at their head, walking tall and proud with his head held high. On one side of him stood Sharon, on the other was his trusty guard. The other children laughed and giggled and waved their guns about.

      The people of the settlement watched with murmurs of horror, wondering exactly what was happening. When any of them made a threatening move, or tried to raising the alarm, they had guns pointed at them, so none of them made a move to defend themselves. Instead, they watched grimly as these children strode through the settlement. They all had been so focused on rebuilding it and preparing for another attack that they never had imagined the Lost Children could waltz in like this, or that a group of children could be so terrifying.

      Hank and Freddie emerged from the infirmary and gasped. Saul put down a chunk of debris and stared at them as they walked by, wondering what fresh hell was going to come upon them now. They stopped for a moment in front of the pyre, then moved onto City Hall. By now, there was a crowd following them. Everyone wondered what they should do, so they looked at their leader for guidance. Bob stood in front of the entrance to City Hall with his feet placed firmly on the ground and his hands on his hips. Peter stood in front of him and smiled slyly, then turned to face the crowd. The Lost Children all had their guns pointed at the rest of the community, forming a semi-circle around their king.

      “My name is Peter. I am king of the Lost Children, and I am here to tell you that I am in charge of this community now,” he said, and enjoyed seeing the mixture of fear and confusion on those looking up at him.

      “As long as you obey me, there will be no problems. You adults are the reason the world is this way, and now we are taking it back for ourselves. We are the future of the world, and you are merely means to help us get there. Work hard, and you will be rewarded. Rebel, and you will be punished accordingly. I am a fair king, but there are a few things I will not tolerate--”

      “You're a jumped-up brat,” Bob said from behind him. Peter turned around, nostrils flaring.

      “You think you can run this world? You're just a typical teenager, nothing but a cliché,” Bob spat, which only served to enrage Peter. The king pointed at Bob and shook his head.

      “This is an example of something I will not tolerate!” he yelled. Bob was about to speak again when Peter punched him hard in the face, so hard that the older man fell to his knees.

      “You will not speak back to me, you will not disobey my orders. I am the ruler now, and it seems as though I have to make an example of you to show the others.” He promptly pulled out his gun.

      Gasps rippled through the crowd. Without hesitation Peter pressed it against Bob's head and pulled the trigger. Blood splattered over the king and Bob fell to the side, not even granted the dignity of any last words. Saul turned to Freddie and Hank, the color draining from his face. This threat was more serious than they had imagined. In the background, Tristan ran up and saw Bob die, and bore the burden of the guilt. It was all his fault that Peter had managed to come in, and now Bob, a man he had known since he was a child, had died because of it. He wept then, for everything in the world that had gone wrong.

      Peter, though, was feeling a surge of power as he watched the fear in people's eyes. As he spoke, he thrust his gun into the air, emphasizing the message he was delivering. “This man was just the first. I will do the same to everyone who defies me, beginning with Mack. That is the new law,” he said, and his words were met with cheers from the Lost Children, but a hushed silence from everyone else.

      The adults looked at each other and wondered how it ever got that way. Bob was now just another body that needed to be placed on the pyre, which finally was starting to burn out.  Yet, somehow they all realized it was going to be an eternal flame as there would be no end to the death, no end to the misery. Every day was just another day in which they had to cling to life as hard as they could, and once again their hopes lay with Mack. He still was out there, they hoped, if he hadn't already been killed by the leader he had gone to meet. But as long as he still was alive, they all harbored a dream that he would deliver them from this evil, and wipe the smug grin off the false king's face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      The urban jungle surrounded her. What once had been lustrous blonde hair had been savagely cut off, leaving a jagged, uneven edge. What remained of her hair clung to her scalp and forehead, matted there with sweat and dirt. Her clothes were barely recognizable; torn and stained with blood and a hundred other substances, each one reminding her of some part of the arduous journey she had undertaken. Most of it by herself. When the world ended, she had two choices; to live or to die. She chose the former. She knew her husband would, too, wherever he was. Immediately, she set out to find him.

      Flashes of pain seared her mind as she thought of the things she had been through. Too many things. Things she didn't want to have to think about. Things she wished she could forget. Most of the arduous journey had been undertaken alone, and there was a point when she had spent so much time in isolation she had forgotten her own name for a while. But now she remembered it. She could remember him whispering it in her ear. It seemed a lifetime ago now, almost like a dream, but it was real, and she clung to that reality, for it was the only shred of sanity she had left.

      Now there were others. She had made friends and allies in this fallen city. She was part of something else, even though she never truly would be whole until she found him again. She had no picture, nothing to remember him by except her memories, and those had stayed strong despite the rigors of this post-apocalyptic world. Nobody knew exactly what had happened. If anyone did, her husband might, if...no, when she found him. But it didn't matter anymore why it had happened. All that mattered was that it did happen, and what came afterward. And she would find her husband. That was the only thing that kept her going. It was her one purpose in this world. The promise of the life they were going to start together had been ripped away from them, but there was still some kind of a life out there for them, either in this broken city or elsewhere. She had to believe that. She gripped it as tightly as she gripped her knife, her knuckles white and muscles tensed, for she was on a hunt. The area was alive with all manner of animals because her camp was close to the city zoo, and she had become an able hunter.

      She also liked to work alone.

      They had urged her to take somebody else, but she was a lone wolf, and wanted to do things her way. She could trust herself, and as yet, she wasn't able to trust the others. Not completely. In some ways, she always wanted to prove to them that she was worthy. She saw the way they looked at her; disheveled and malnourished, thin and exhausted, but she was strong, stronger than any of them, and she would bring back a feast for them all.

      Her senses were alive as she carefully made her way through the debris of the city. There were a hundred stories here, of lost loves and lost lives, of redemption and sacrifice, and she would know none of them. This whole city was a tomb, and eventually it would house all of them, before crumbling into dust thousands of years in the future. Would the human race still be alive then? Would there even be any records of these days? She often wondered about that, but then her mind inevitably returned to the present, where it was needed. There were far too many important things to worry about than the fate of her imaginary descendants.

      Sniffing the air, she caught a whiff of something animal. Something that didn't belong. She crawled over fallen blocks of concrete and kept to the shadows, treading carefully in case her prey was near. Food was a hard thing to come by in the city. The community she found herself in had a supply of canned food, but it wasn't the same as tasting real meat. It still was early enough since the apocalypse had begun that they had concerns about eating rats and dogs, cats and mice, concerns that the hunter long ago had banished when she had been on the cusp of death. When she heard about the escaped animals from the zoo, she knew they still likely would be in the city and wanted to haul one back to camp so the people could taste real, cooked meat. She didn't know exactly which animal she was going to come across, but it was going to be hers.

      She came to a park and there was an antelope grazing. Its head dipped as it chewed the grass, looking as though this was its natural environment. Like most other things, it was thin and its ribs were visible through its hide, but it still had plenty of meat to serve the small camp. It was a miracle the antelope had survived this long, and the hunter pitied it for a moment, and lamented the fact that she would have to put an end to that miracle.

      A gun was lodged against the small of her back. That was a last resort, as she didn't want to alert any other enemies to her presence. She only had a few bullets left anyway, and wanted to save them until she really needed them. Resources were thin on the ground, and each bullet had to be rationed carefully. There was always one saved for herself. Just in case. Her main weapon, one that had served her well, was a long machete. Its once gleaming blade was now dim, but it still was sharp and had dealt many a crushing blow to her adversaries. She gripped it tightly, feeling the leather against her fingers, and kept her eyes focused on the antelope. If it became frightened, it would flee and she would have no chance of catching it.

      Between her and it lay the park, with swings and a merry-go-round, other reminders of the way things used to be, and the things she never would have. She shook her head and reminded herself to focus. There was a small path around the park and she would have to use that to sneak up on her prey. Beyond the antelope was a thicket of trees without a fence. That was one possible escape route for the antelope, but she thought it more likely just to gallop away through the city, where it would be unencumbered by trees and foliage. The hunter steadied her breath and moved forward, making sure to keep low and quiet. She reached the edge of the park and crept forward. Each step was tense as she didn't want to scare off the animal. She was sure her heartbeat could be heard.

      The antelope twitched and looked around. The hunter stopped and held her breath, waiting for the antelope to go about its business again, which it soon did She carried on, getting ever closer. She planned the attack in her mind. She would raise the machete and bring it down on the animal's throat, then attack the legs so it was unable to run away. Another swift slash at the throat would see it dead, and then she could drag it back to the camp. Her breaths became deeper as she readied for action and tapped into the knowledge that had been stored in her DNA since the very earliest forms of her ancestors. She counted to three silently, and as she got to two she lifted the machete and poised herself, ready to strike, when she heard something else.

      There was a faint rustling in the thicket, which was followed by a mighty roar as a golden lion leaped out and attacked the antelope. The prey barely had time to react before the lion had its teeth sinking into the antelope’s flesh and subduing it, holding it down with its big paws. The hunter knew she should run as quickly as she could while the lion still was preoccupied with its game, but this was a matter of personal pride. The lion had stolen her kill, and she wasn't about to spend more hours tracking something else. She was going to take something back to her camp, and if it was a lion, then so be it. Her fingers flexed around the machete, but she wasn't foolish enough to think that could do the job. With her other hand, she reached around her back and drew the gun, pointing it directly at the lion's head. Somehow it sensed the movement and turned to face her. Part of the antelope was dripping from its teeth, staining them red. Its eyes showed no hint of sympathy or malice, just pure instinct.

      The hunter felt fear--pure, unbridled fear--and in her heart, she knew she had made a mistake. The lion roared. A gust of hot breath almost knocked her off her feet, and the deafening volume of the roar almost took her hearing. The lion, which looked in surprisingly good health and evidently was doing better in this world than most people, lunged at her and slashed with his sharp claws. The hunter only just managed to dodge out of the way and fired off a shot, but it only managed to graze the lion's side and didn't slow down the beast at all.

      Another swipe came, faster than she expected, and this one she did not manage to evade. Searing pain flooded her body as she felt the flesh being torn from her side. The lion was relentless as it moved forward. The hunter was off-balance now, and her feet caught on each other, sending her to the ground. Her mind was screaming at her to flee, but it was impossible. She never would be able to out run the beast. She still had a hold of her weapons, though. There still was a chance. She lifted the gun, thinking this was a time to use all the bullets if need be, and got the lion in her sights again. She pulled the trigger, but at the last minute the lion slammed its paws on the ground. Her body was rocked, and her aim lost. The bullet went flying harmlessly into the air.

      The lion swiped at her hand with its paw and the gun was flung from her grasp. She screamed as the beast came upon her, breathing hot and heavily, hungry with rage and the will to survive, seeking to assert its dominance as king of everything. The hunter stared into its gaping maw, at the sharp teeth that wanted to tear her apart, at the saliva wanting to devour her. This was a beast made for killing, but she wasn't ready to give up yet. With only moments to live, she swung the machete up with all her remaining strength and swiped at the lion's throat. Blood gushed out and the lion went to roar in pain, although it came out as a gurgled yelp, the animal choking on its own blood. The hunter stabbed and sliced and slashed again and again, as much as she could, her arms and body being coated in the warm scarlet blood that flooded out of the lion, until the light finally went out of its eyes and it collapsed. Then the hunter howled in pain as the huge beast fell upon her, cracking her leg.

      Drenched in blood, with a broken leg, and a side still throbbing with pain due to the lion’s claws, the hunter heaved in air. The battle was over and she had emerged triumphant, but she was trapped under the lion. She strained to get her gun, but it was too far away. She still had a hold of her machete, but she was weak, and all she wanted to do was sleep. Her eyelids were drooping, and it seemed so easy just to give into the beckoning darkness. Then, she heard his voice again, as clear in her mind as though he were standing directly over her, speaking her name. Anna. Her eyes snapped open. She looked at the empty world around her. She was all alone. But he always would be with her in her heart, mind and soul. She reached out a hand and clawed the dirt, pulling herself up, not willing to die just yet.
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      Tristan's head still was reeling. He pushed himself up, wishing that what just had happened had been a dream. He'd been trying to find Sharon, worried about her well-being, but now he knew why she had disappeared. All this time his mother had been right. Sharon had been lying to him, and he had been a lovesick fool. His gut twisted with pain and his head throbbed. After a few halting steps, he leaned against a building and closed his eyes, trying to quell the pain that was surging through his entire body. He wanted to cry. He wanted to lash out. He was filled with guilt and anger and hatred. He coughed, and for a moment he thought he was going to vomit, but it stayed down for he was too angry.

      Sharon had looked into his eyes and told him she loved him and wanted to be with him. She had kissed him passionately, and Tristan didn't understand how somebody could lie about those things. Part of him still wanted to believe she was genuine and only was working with Peter out of fear, but deep down he knew she was as bad as the king. The soil around him was trampled with the footsteps of the Lost Children, and Tristan's eyes went wet with tears as he knew it was his fault that they were here. He had let Sharon in. He had defended her and asked the others to give her a chance, and now they all would pay the price for his folly. He curled his hand into a ball and hit the side of the building again and again, screaming with increasing rage as he did so. With a morose look on his face Tristan dragged himself away and followed the tracks, walking toward the source of the commotion.

      Tristan knew how Peter worked, and whatever happened was not going to be pretty. He dreaded to think what Peter would do, as the king would want to punish Tristan by hurting those he cared about, all because Tristan dared to leave. As he drew closer to City Hall he could hear cheering, and the loud sound of Peter's voice reverberating. Tristan stood at the back of the crowd, hating to see the scared look on people's faces. They already had been through so much, what with the attack, and after all their hard work, after all those people had died defending this place, their home had been taken over all because Tristan had fallen in love. He wished he was more like his mom and could harden his heart, he wished he was strong like Mack or Saul, and could march up to Peter and just beat him down. In a flash a fiction swept through Tristan's mind, a thought of him standing triumphant over Peter's body, declaring himself the new king. The Lost Children would pledge themselves to him and Sharon would realize the mistake she had made. But as quickly as it came the thought passed, and whatever courage Tristan felt dissipated quickly because he knew any effort would be futile. Peter was bigger, stronger, and meaner. If Tristan challenged Peter, there was a good chance he wouldn't come out alive.

      At least Bob was there, Tristan thought. If anyone could stand up to Peter, then it was Bob. Tristan remembered being around Bob when he was younger. Bob and his mom always had been close friends, but Bob had a strict side and Tristan always was scared he was going to do something wrong. He had a face like thunder and Tristan always behaved as best as he could around Bob. But then Peter cracked Bob's jaw and the older man fell to the ground. Tristan winced, and color drained from his face because he knew what was coming next. Peter wanted to show the adults that their time as guardians of the world had passed, that their place should be subservient, and what better way to do that than to overthrow the man in charge. Tristan stepped forward, wishing that he could say or do anything to stop this, but he couldn't. He watched with horror as Peter's gun rose, a shot blasted out, and then Bob's limp body fell to the ground. Tristan could feel the terror sweep through the crowd, and he almost collapsed to his knees himself, knowing it was his fault Bob was dead. How many more were going to die because of him? He stared up at Peter, not knowing whether the king saw him, but Tristan knew he couldn't stay there. He was responsible for too much pain already, and he didn't want to have to go through it again. He stumbled away, trying to wipe the tears from his eyes as he thought about Bob, a man who had seemed invincible when Tristan was younger, a man his mom had looked up to, a man who was now dead.

      Peter was in charge of the community now, and it only spelled trouble. Mack, his mom, and a few others were still out in the city, but nobody knew if they even would return. Tristan's world became dark, just as it had after his father died and he had been alone. The only salvation then had been Peter, but now Tristan knew there was no salvation in this world, no hope, and he didn't want to be a part of it anymore. Everyone else was preoccupied with their own pain and anguish, so nobody tried stopping Tristan as he made his way to the barrier and walked out of the settlement into the city. He walked a few steps, his heels dragging against the street. Everywhere he looked there was death and destruction, and the burden that weighed on his heart just wouldn't go away. He could have gone any way he wanted, but the world was going to be the same anywhere he went. There always would be people like Peter, trying to take what they wanted by force, and in that moment, Tristan knew he had to decide what kind of person he wanted to be.

      Before he died, his father had tried talking to him about these matters, and at the time, Tristan hadn't properly understood what his father had been trying to say. He listened to the words, but didn't quite grasp the meaning until now.

      'Tristan,' his father had said, 'the world has turned into a dark and dangerous place. You're going to have to grow up a little more quickly than you maybe would have liked, and you're going to have to make some tough decisions. You're at that age now where you're starting to turn into the man you're going to be for the rest of your life. Your mother and I have tried to do our best in guiding you, and I know we've made our mistakes, but I hope you know that whatever you choose we'll love you. If your mother is still out there, which I'm sure she is, she'll find some way to get back to you. Things haven't been easy for the three of us, and if I could go back I would have done a lot of things differently, but I'm proud of you, and I know your mom would say the same if she were here.'

      Tristan easily could have disappeared into the city and tried making his own way in the world, leaving all the misery and mistakes behind him, but also the people he loved and cared about, and the new friends he had made. Yes, there always would be people like Peter in the world, but there also would be people like his mom and Mack. Although Tristan was scared right down to the tips of his toes, he knew he wanted to be one of those people. So, with a determined look on his face, he walked in the direction his mom and the others had gone, intending to find them and warn them before they walked into a trap. At least then they and the settlement would stand a fighting chance against Peter, who was out for blood. Tristan heard the malice in the king's voice as he vowed to punish Mack, and the only one who could save them was Tristan himself. He thought about his mom and how she had gone through so much to get back to him. He couldn't disappear on her now, that would have been unforgivable. So, he fought his fear and kept moving, trying to take his cue from the heroes around him; Mack, his mother, Saul, Grace, and Freddie. All of them had shown him how to make it in this world, and now it was his chance to prove to them he belonged with them...and to make up for the mistakes he had made.
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        * * *

      

      “I hope they're back soon. I hate thinking of them out there while I'm stuck here, helpless,” Luis bemoaned as he lay in bed, talking with Freddie.

      “I'm sure you'll be back out there soon enough. You're healing pretty fast, I have to say,” Freddie replied, impressed.

      “Must be the good care I've been receiving,” Luis said.

      Freddie smiled coyly. “I don't know about that, I'm just trying to do what I can. It's a shame we don't have a proper doctor really. I think if we did, we might have been able to save more people.”

      “Hey, don't beat yourself up, you did great. You did more than any of us could have asked. We're lucky to have you and Mindy, and all the rest,” Luis said, giving Freddie a reassuring smile.

      “Personally, I hope this is the last time I ever have to put these skills to use. When we found this place, I thought we finally would be able to relax, but it seems as though there are always people out for blood.”

      “Hopefully, Mack can smack some sense into this guy, and we all can get on with our lives,” Luis said. Then, they heard a commotion outside. Freddie and Luis glanced at each other, puzzled, before Freddie went to the entrance of the infirmary.

      There he saw Hank, who had been on his way to the church, and walking through the camp were a group of children, waving their guns about wildly. Freddie looked over at Saul, who placed a piece of debris he had been carrying on the ground. The kids were led by a teenager on the cusp of adulthood, and beside him was Sharon, the girl who Tristan had been so in love with. There was no sign of Tristan, but instantly Freddie felt bad for him, as he knew the kind of heartbreak that came from betrayal.

      Freddie saw a few people try approaching the children, only to be met with a gun pointed at them, so they slowly backed away. Hank made his way up to Freddie, a solemn look on his face. The children passed and made their way to City Hall, so Hank, Freddie, and Saul followed in their wake. There they watched as Peter orated before them and executed Bob before their eyes, declaring he would do the same to anybody else who defied him, beginning with Mack. Hank and Freddie walked away with heavy hearts and returned to the infirmary. Freddie cast a despairing look at the children, who never should have been in such a world as this. To see them with guns and anger on their faces was incongruous, and he was angry at Peter for turning them into warriors when they needed to be looked after.

      Luis knew something was wrong when they returned.

      “What happened? I heard a commotion outside, and there was a gunshot. Are we being attacked again?”

      “In a way,” Hank groaned.

      “It's the Lost Children. They're here. Sharon was walking with their king. She must have let them in. I didn't see any sign of Tristan. I hope he's okay...but they shot Bob. Right in front of everybody, just killed him to make a point. It's all so damned stupid,” Freddie said. The usually composed man let go of his emotions for a second and kicked at a table, sending it crashing to the floor. Hank came up to him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “What are we going to do?” Luis asked.

      “There's not much we can do right now. They have the weapons, and if we make a move they'll just shoot us. They're not like regular kids. You can see it on their faces. They're treating it like a game. I don't think they really understand what it means to kill someone,” Freddie said.

      “Peter does,” Hank said. “The devil is working through that boy. He's turned the others into demons, and it will take a lot to bring him back. We're going to have to be patient and try to find a weakness.”

      “But how can we fight children? I don't know about anyone else in this settlement, but I don't think I have it in me to even strike a child, let alone shoot one,” Freddie said.

      “But they have no problems doing that to us,” Luis interjected. Some of the other patients were listening in on their conversation and were beginning to get anxious. Hank and Freddie looked around at them and lowered their voices, trying not to cause them any undue worry or stress.

      “We'll be okay. We must keep our heads down and, for the moment, just try doing what Peter says. Eventually, we'll find a way to deal with him. And, hopefully, Mack and the others are on their way back now,” Freddie said.

      “Yeah, on their way walking right into a trap,” Luis replied.

      A grim look appeared on each of their faces. It was a worrisome time, and none of them knew how they were going to combat the threat of the Lost Children. Bob was another soul that had to be mourned, and each of them wondered when the misery would end.

      Hank turned away from the other two and exhaled deeply. He tried to composing himself, but it weighed on his soul to see these children, these innocent beings, corrupted and turned into an instrument of evil. He had seen many horrible things in his time, many things that tested his faith and caused him to look up at God and plead with Him for answers and guidance, but this was perhaps the most troubling. He knew he was being tested. He closed his eyes in silent communion with the Lord, praying for guidance and patience, hoping there was going to be some way to deliver those children back into the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Saul watched the events unfolding before him with a grim resolve. There wasn't much that could surprise him anymore, but this was pushing it. He had to restrain himself from acting because he knew it only would get him killed, and the rest of the community needed him, especially in Mack's absence. This Peter seemed like an upstart and needed to be taken down a peg or two but, as was common in this world, might made right and, at the moment, Peter had all the weapons. Saul felt annoyed that this had completely blindsided them, and that they had been so focused on other things they hadn't defended themselves properly. However, he wasn't sure it would have made a difference since he couldn't imagine many people would have been able to defend against an attack by children. Saul himself never really had considered himself a kid person, but even he didn't want to bring himself to fighting with them.

      

      He saw the look of worry on Hank and Freddie's faces, and when Bob died, Saul hung his head in sorrow. Nobody deserved to go out like that. Peter reminded Saul too much of his brother; cruel and vindictive. From the look of it he was just about old enough to be able to fight, and Saul looked forward to the day when he got what was coming to him. Unlike the others, Saul didn't tremble with fear or let out frightened murmurs. Instead, he remained resolute and stood in silence. It was important for him to stay alive, at least until Mack got back, and he was sure Mack was coming back. Saul picked up his shirt and pulled it over his body, which was slick with sweat. He looked over at the pyre, which was dying out, and pressed his lips together. It felt as though there was change in the air, and he doubted Bob's death would be the last.
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        * * *

      

      Peter left the Lost Children on guard, positioning them in areas of importance around the settlement, such as the armory, and also told them to find Tristan. His actions had ensured the community's obedience since they were in no shape to mount a counter-offensive, and all had been shaken by his killing Bob. Peter could see it in their faces, and enjoyed the fact he had been able to subdue them so easily. With Sharon, he marched into City Hall and walked up the stairs, a smug grin permanently etched on his face. He passed the portraits of the old mayors and spat at them. It was time for the young people to take control and finally he was in a position where he could forge the world into the way he wanted it to be. Once he had taken care of Mack he would be in complete control, and there would be nobody to stop him. He waltzed into the office and took a seat in the chair, placing his feet upon the desk and his hands behind his head. He looked at Sharon and beckoned her over with his hand. She rested on his lap and they kissed passionately.

      “How does it feel being king of this place?” she asked.

      “Pretty damned good,” he replied, “although I'm not so blind as to see I couldn't have done it without you. Sharon, you are as worthy a queen as any, and I am glad to have you by my side. Together we shall rule this community, and gradually take over the city.” With this he stood up and went to the window, looking out over the entire city.

      “Look at it, all of it is there for the taking, just waiting for me...for us.” He took Sharon's hand. “This was so easy. It just proves to me that we are superior to them. I think we have been able to adapt to this world much more quickly than anyone else, and they don't stand a chance against us. We'll add to our ranks and nobody will be able to stand in our way!”

      “Everything is working out as you promised,” Sharon said, gazing at him with absolute worship and adoration.

      “I have a vision, and I intend to fulfill that vision. I want people to give us respect. I want them to admit we know best. Right now, we have to work by force, but it's not enough to make them obey us out of fear. I want them to admit to me that I was right all along, that's a true victory. And I won't rest until that happens.” Sharon linked her arm in with his and kissed him on the cheek softly.

      With the city as a backdrop, he turned to her and cupped her face in his hands, kissing her again, deeply. The raging teenage hormones crashed through their bodies, although the fire was diminished as there was a knock on the door. Peter scowled as he broke away from the kiss and turned to see his guard standing there.

      “Well, come in! If you have something to say don't just stand there,” he said as he took his seat. Sharon stood behind him with her hands on his shoulders. The guard had an anxious look on his face.

      “We've been doing as you asked. All the main areas have been secured, and there has been no trouble so far.”

      “And?” Peter asked, sensing that there was something else on the guard's mind. The guard shifted his weight between his feet and chewed his bottom lip. “Spit it out!” Peter urged.

      “It's Tristan, your grace, nobody has been able to find him.” Peter threw up his hand and rolled his eyes.

      “I don't care about him anymore. We have what we wanted. He probably ran off somewhere crying. He was never exactly the bravest sort of person. He can rot and starve in the city for all I care. There's nothing he can do to stop me,” Peter said arrogantly.

      “What if he's gone to find his mom? If they get warned, they'll know that we're waiting for them. I've met her. She's not the type of person you want to mess around with,” Sharon said.

      “You worry too much. What are they going to do, come in all guns blazing? I highly doubt it. There's nothing that's going to stop us now. We've won, Sharon, let's just enjoy our victory,” he said, the arrogance overwhelming him. Sharon looked at him worriedly, but didn't say anything, knowing he didn't deal well with criticism.

      For the rest of the day Peter continued in the same vein, waxing lyrical about how he had proved himself right, and in the face of this desperate new world, when so many had died, he had figured out how to prosper. He walked like a king as he strode out into the settlement, and enjoyed the look of hatred on the faces of the people he had subjugated. They could hate him. It wasn't going to change anything. He was in control, and that was his rightful place, he had known that the moment the new world had begun. There were fewer people around than he had expected, however, so he asked one of his minions where everyone was. He was directed to the church service. As soon as Peter heard this was going on he smiled malevolently and walked toward the service. As he grew closer he could hear the rumbling baritone of the preacher talking about hope and peace, spewing out platitudes to try easing the people’s suffering.

      When he stepped into the room tension filled the air as all eyes turned upon him. Peter placed his hands on his hips and looked around at all of them, not at all daunted by the way they stared. He was untouchable, because if he died, then the Lost Children would riot and fight back, and Peter knew these adults never would be able to fight children. That was their weakness. The people parted before him as he made his way to the front of the hall, where Hank was standing.

      “Don't let me interrupt you,” Peter said.

      “Are you here to share your worship of the Lord?” Hank asked, looking down on him. Peter blew out his cheeks and made a derisive noise.

      “This is just another thing you adults cling to from the old world. You're so fixated on trying to put things back together that you can't see how many things have changed. Your world is dead. There's no place for any of this anymore. There's no place for you.”

      “There's always a place for religion, and for love.”

      “Where has that gotten you? Is God coming down here to save you from me? Did he save all those people from being thrown on that pyre? Love won't get you anywhere. I remember how it used to be. People always talked about love. People always told me I should learn how to love other people, but it didn't make sense. Love is just...it's a weakness, and if you're going to stand up there and tell me that God loves me, then you're just lying to everyone. If he did love me, then he's got a funny way of showing it, but that doesn't matter now, because I see the truth. There's no place for love in this world, only power. I've come in here without faith, without God, and I've managed to take over this community. Where's your God now?”

      “He's in us,” Hank said, “and you may think you're stronger and smarter than us, but it's easy to be seduced by the devil.”

      “Oh, no, mister preacher man, you've got it all wrong. There's no devil in me. I haven't been corrupted or anything. This is just one hundred per cent genuine Peter. But you know what? I am a product of your world. Whatever I am, you made me this. Your failures brought this world upon us, and it just so happens I have been able to see a way forward while all of you have been trying to put it back together. It can't be put back together, so you should stop praying to God because he's not going to listen. The only thing that will help you now is to listen to me.”

      Hank sighed. “I pity you, Peter. I wish you could feel the warmth of the Lord's touch, and let him into your heart. It saddens me to hear you speak that way because the truth of it is there have been other men like you. You're not a revolutionary, and while the amount of faith you place in yourself is admirable, I feel it would be better placed elsewhere. We are not deluding ourselves in trying to repair the world. The thing about faith is that it binds us, and makes us stronger as a community. You can live whatever way you want, but the path you choose is to live alone, and that is not a path I wish to walk.”

      “You dare pity me?” Peter said, his voice rising as he became more incensed. “I should be the one pitying you, preacher, for believing in the things you do, for standing up there and spouting your lies to all these other fools.”

      “They're not lies!” Mindy said, rushing forward to Hank's defense.

      But the moment she approached Peter his hand whirled around and slapped her hard. The crack echoed through the hall, and everyone was stunned. Hank leaped down from the stage and stood in between Peter and Mindy, who was cradling her stinging cheek. Peter quickly drew his gun, pointed it at Hank, and cackled.

      “You see? God has no place here. You all need to get with the times and let go of the world you used to know. There's no place for it anymore. You're in my world now, and the sooner you accept that the better off you'll be.” With that he holstered his gun and turned away, laughing to himself as he walked through the crowd and back out into the open air. As soon as he was gone Hank turned to Mindy and checked that she was okay. She nodded.

      “It's more the shock than anything. He's a monster, Hank, what are we going to do?”

      Hank clenched his jaw. “We're going to trust in our Lord, and we're going to have faith. Peter can shoot his mouth off all he wants, but he's never going to make me believe that there's nothing more out there for us. I know in my heart that what I say is true, and he is not going to shake my convictions,” he said loudly, and his words resonated with all of them. Unlike Mack and Maggie and some of the others, Hank was not the first to take up arms; his weapon was his faith in the Lord, and he would use that to the best of his ability. He would see Peter taken down from his pedestal before his time was through.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the infirmary, Freddie was tending to the wounded. There was a gloom about the place as they all had heard what had happened. In the intervening time, there had been some Lost Children who came to investigate and make sure nobody was hiding any weapons. It was a surreal experience as they all acted far older than they actually were. Freddie had tried talking to some of them, but they ignored him, treating him as though he wasn't even there.

      “I hate this,” Luis said, hitting the pillow with his head. “I should be out there helping, not lying in here helpless.”

      “I understand what you're saying, but what do you think you really would be able to do? We can't fight back, so all you'd be doing is getting yourself in trouble,” Freddie replied.

      “I know, but it still doesn't make it any easier.”

      “The best thing you can do right now is focus on getting better. Then, when the time comes, you'll be ready to help. Right now, things are looking bad, but we'll find a way out of this.”

      “We always do,” Luis said, and the two of them grew silent.

      Both their minds were on their companions. They knew that the other times they had been in difficult situations Mack, Maggie, and Grace had been with them. Without them they felt lost, and hoped that soon they would return with some kind of a plan, for those three were their last hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 34

        

      

    

    
      Mack gasped for breath as he wiped the blood from his mouth and licked his bruised lips. He ached all over and all he wanted to do was collapse on the ground and sleep for a thousand years. The echo of bullets still careened in his ears, and the stench of death filled his nostrils. Before him lay the limp, dead bodies of the enemy. The man he had defeated in combat lay on the ground at his feet. Mack hadn't wanted to kill, but the man had insisted, and when it came down to the choice between him or Mack, there was no choice. Mack had gained no satisfaction from it, though, nor from the massacre that they had carried out, although, again, they had had really had no choice.

      The deal had been for the victor to dictate terms to the people of the loser, but the enemies had not heeded that deal and had charged toward them as soon as their leader had fallen. They were bloodthirsty and wanted to tear apart Mack and his companions. However, because of the way they had been packed so tightly into the narrow street, they hadn't been able to fire their guns without risking their allies. So, it had been easy for Grace, Maggie, and the others to unload a volley of bullets into the crowd, until none of them were left standing.

      Some would have said that these people didn't deserve to be mourned for all the suffering they had caused, yet Mack couldn't help but be filled with grief for them. If only they had been willing to talk about things this bloodshed could have been avoided. Lifeless eyes stared back at him, while hands still clutched their weapons as though, even in death, they were beholden to the way they had lived.

      Mack breathed heavily as Grace came up to him and wrapped her arm around his waist. She pulled out some water and lifted the bottle to his lips. He coughed, for his throat was sore, but he gulped down the water.

      “I was worried about you for a while there,” she said.

      “I was, too,” Mack replied, trying to smile, but it turned into a wince.

      The man he fought had been a formidable opponent with great strength, and it had taken everything Mack had to emerge victorious. The mood among them was somber, for although they had dealt with this threat, they all knew there were others out there, and none of them were glad to have taken this many lives. The small group gathered around Mack and supported him as they made their way back to the horses. The bodies had been gathered into one pile and already was attracting rats and other scavengers. The small animals swarmed over the dead flesh, and soon the pile looked as though it was moving as the animals burrowed in between the bodies, moving below the surface. In Mack's mind the fight flashed before him, every blow he suffered, every punch he threw, and that final moment when he had snapped the other man's neck, pulling the life out of his body.

      He closed his eyes, physically and mentally exhausted. He wondered what Anna would think if she could see him now. This world was changing him, forcing him to tread the line between justice and unwarranted violence. Was killing that man the right thing to do? It certainly saved more lives, but Mack never would feel good about killing anyone. It was a weight that he had to bear, not something to be joyful about. This day would live long in his memory for it reminded him of the war. He had tried leaving that life behind, but perhaps it was impossible. Perhaps he was destined never to see Anna again, and he should become a man of war. Perhaps that was his destiny. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out the photo of Anna. It was so scratched and faded by now he barely could make her out, but his love for her still burned in his heart. How he wished she was close by, to touch her, and feel her close to him.

      “Things on your mind?” Grace asked.

      “Nothing good,” Mack said. “I just was wondering that if I even did find Anna again, would we be able to love one another? So much has happened...would we still be able to recognize each other? Would we be the same people we fell in love with?”

      Grace reached out a hand and squeezed his arm. “I don't know her, but I do know you, and I don't think you've changed as much as you think you have. You're still compassionate, you still look out for other people's lives ahead of yours. I imagine that was the man she fell in love with, and that's who she's going to see when the two of you meet again.”

      “Remember when you used to be a pessimist?” he said, laughing softly. Grace laughed, too.

      “Yeah, well, I guess some of us change for the better,” she said as he helped Mack get on his horse.

      He, Grace, and Maggie rode out in front as the others followed behind, each of them looking warily out at the city as they all knew that any kind of danger could be waiting for them. Thankfully, none of them had lost their lives, but all of them had lost a little part of themselves. It had been so easy to gun down the onrushing enemy; there was no challenge to it. Each of them had to remember the sight of bodies falling down in front of them. It was something that never was going to leave them.

      They saw a colorful bird fly overhead. It wasn't common, and Mack and Grace looked at it, puzzled. “Where did that come from?” Grace asked.

      “Must be from the zoo,” Maggie said after a few moments, a sudden realization coming over her. “I'd completely forgotten about that. Yeah, the animals must have escaped.”

      “Great, so we're going to have be dealing with lions as well?” Grace asked.

      “It was on the outskirts of downtown, but I guess they could have found their way to this area. Just another thing to deal with, I guess,” Maggie said.

      “This place really has turned into a jungle,” Grace said.

      “We'd better make it back to the settlement as quickly as possible. We're vulnerable while we're out here,” Mack said.

      The group increased their pace as they returned to the settlement. Mack's head was throbbing, but he tried pushing away the pain, knowing it was only temporary. The wounds he suffered were mostly superficial and would heal on their own, but he would be glad for some medical assistance from Freddie or Mindy. The horses trotted through the streets, their hooves echoing as they clopped against the asphalt. With that threat dealt with, Mack could breathe a sigh of relief. At least the settlement wasn't going to be attacked again, and hopefully by the time they returned the place had been cleaned up. Overhead, the bird disappeared from view, becoming a small black dot as it flew further away and then moved out of sight completely. Mack envied that creature, able to go wherever it wanted. He wished he could feel the freedom of the sky.

      After a time, Grace and Maggie rode closer to him to talk about certain matters.

      “Are you sure you're okay, Mack?” Maggie asked.

      “Yeah, I imagine it looks worse than it is. It's not the first fight I've been in, and I doubt it will be the last. I'm just glad we can put all that behind us and focus on the future,” he said.

      “But what is the future going to mean? Do you have any plans? We've been so focused on dealing with those people we haven't really given much thought about what to do after tomorrow. I have to admit I'm kinda getting tired of living day by day,” Grace said.

      “I am, too,” Mack said, “Which is why I've been giving it some thought. As much as I hate to admit it that group isn't going to be the last threat we encounter. The Lost Children are still out there, and who knows what else. The settlement lost a lot of people, so we're weakened, and that means there are fewer people to take care of the community as well.”

      “And what have you been thinking?” Maggie asked.

      “Before we left I asked Bob about the rest of the city. He said there were a few other communities out there, and I think we should make an effort to introduce ourselves. There have to be other people out there suffering like us, wondering when there's going to be any sign of relief. I think it's about time we tried finding some people who are going to be our allies rather than our enemies.”

      “Aren’t you afraid we're just going to run into more people who are going to give us trouble?” Maggie asked.

      “That's always a risk, but we can't continue on our own. We need to make allies, and welcome new people into the settlement. The people left in this city are divided and scared. If we're to have any hope of making it through this world, we're going to have to unite them and bring them into the fold. It's not going to be easy because they'll probably be as skeptical as us, but at some point, we're going to have to start trusting other groups, just like we trusted each other when we first met.”

      Maggie blushed a little as she thought back to that day in the forest when she had come upon Mack wrestling with a bear, and how she hadn't exactly been the quickest to trust Mack and the others. Yet, in time she had grown to think of them as family, and perhaps the same would be true of people who, at the moment, were strangers.

      “I've been thinking as well,” Grace said. Mack and Maggie looked at her with interest. Although she was far younger than the other two, they had come to see her as an equal, and she really had flourished as she had been given more responsibility.

      “I think people could use a bit more guidance. At the moment, we're so focused on rebuilding things there hasn't been a time for people to explore the way they can live in this world. I mean, think about it. There's no economy, so we don't have to think about taxes or anything. There's plenty of room for people, and as long as we can keep growing and gathering food, we don't have to worry about providing for people. So, for once, we're actually free. I'm thinking about people making art, singing, writing stories, and the things that have been lost since we all have been so focused on surviving. I think we need to stop that and start living again.”

      Maggie and Mack raised their eyebrows at each other, impressed. “I think that's a great idea,” Mack said.

      “We are going to have to think about all these things. And we're going to have to put together a formal council as well, so we can talk about what's best for the community and make decisions as a group. The last thing I want is for people to think that I'm running a dictatorship and, well, at some point in the future I'm going to have to leave,” he said, and a tense silence enveloped them.

      With all that had been going on they hadn't really spoken about the future beyond the city. Mack never had made a secret of his desire to be on his way and find Anna, and Grace always had said she always would be by his side, but they had spent so much effort and time getting to know the people in the settlement it was beginning to feel like home. The thought of leaving it was hard to imagine.

      However, Maggie and Grace didn't have a chance to respond as they heard someone approaching them; frantic footsteps pounding the pavement. Mack held up his hand and they all stopped, drawing their weapons. The figure rounded some buildings and came up to them. Instantly their weapons dropped as they saw Tristan come up to them, looking completely exhausted. Maggie jumped down from her horse and went to embrace him. As soon as her arms wrapped around his body he collapsed in tears. Maggie held his shaking body close to her, making soothing noises and stroking his head to try calming him down.

      Mack and Grace shared worried glances as they assumed something had happened back at the settlement. After a few moments, Tristan calmed down and looked at Mack and the others. He told them everything that happened, about how Sharon had betrayed him and let the other Lost Children in and how Peter had taken control and threatened everyone. Then he told them how he had killed Bob and vowed that he would kill Mack and his mom as well. Then he collapsed in tears again as he apologized and said it was all his fault, and that he should have listened to Maggie.

      Maggie tried comforting him, but concern was etched on her face and she glanced back at Mack. He leaned forward, trying to process all that Tristan had said. He exhaled deeply and wished that for once they could get a moment of respite before being thrust into another dangerous situation. He thought about Bob, too, and how it was a shame the man had survived so much only to be killed so unceremoniously. Tristan hadn't mentioned anyone else being killed, so Mack assumed that his other friends were still safe, but with a boy like Peter in control that was not going to last. The Lost Children were, in some ways, more dangerous than the enemy that just had been defeated. It was going to take more than brute force to defeat the Lost Children, but Mack was tired from fighting and couldn't think as clearly as usual. He leaned forward and rested against his horse as he tried turning over different stratagems in his mind.

      “What are we going to do?” Grace said. Mack did not know. He found his gaze drifting toward the sky in the hope he saw that same colorful bird again, or some other omen of good fortune. But there was nothing to look at, just an endless blue haze that seemed to stretch on for an infinity.
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      “We have to go back and stop him,” Maggie said, her eyes burning with anger.

      She continued holding Tristan close to her. The boy had buried his head in the nape of her neck, not daring to look up at anyone. So far nobody had chastised him for falling for Sharon's trap, but the way Tristan had said her name, and the way he was acting now told Mack he felt responsible for everything that had happened. At least he was with his mother, and hopefully Maggie could convince him otherwise. It wasn't Tristan's fault at all, and Mack never would place the burden of responsibility of another person's actions on himself. Nobody should be held responsible for the actions of another person. They were just about ready to gallop back to the settlement and rush in like the cavalry, guns blazing, ready to kill the interloper who had taken control of their home. However, Mack had some reservations.

      “I appreciate the way you feel, but we have to be cautious about this,” he said.

      “Cautious?! You know better than most people what he's like,” Maggie said, her nostrils flaring. “We've been held prisoner by him, and if it wasn't for my son he would have killed us. Goodness knows what he's doing to our friends. He's already killed Bob; do you really think that he's going to stop there? He's a monster and we can't let him get away with this.”

      Mack remembered Maggie had been good friends with Bob, and had considered him her mentor. That, as well as seeing her son in this state, was taking a great toll on her. Mack could understand her readiness to fly into battle. He would have to choose his words carefully if he was to talk her down. She was a hot-blooded woman and there was no telling if she would listen to him, even if he made sense.

      “I understand, and you're right. I do know what it's like to be kept prisoner by him, which is why I know we can't just go rushing in there. You know it, too, deep down. I'm sorry that Bob is dead. We had our differences, but I think by the end we learned to respect each other. I don't want to see him die in vain. But think about it. How many of us are going to be willing to shoot children? There are some who are no more than four or five years old. It's all well and good in theory, but when you have them in your sights are you going to be able to pull the trigger? I've been in war zones. I've interrogated people. I've seen and done so many things I wouldn't wish on anyone, but I never could bring myself to do that. I think if I did, I'd lose my soul. These are kids. They don't really know what they're doing. But we know well enough they don't have any problems doing it. They won't hesitate to shoot us, and we can't say the same for ourselves. Peter has presented himself as this king to give them guidance and make them do things they're not aware are very, very wrong. Some of them may even have forgotten about the old world. So, we have to lead by example, and we're going to have to do something different than just fighting them.”

      “What do you suggest?” Grace said. She herself was only five or so years older than Peter and she couldn't imagine doing the things he had done.

      The fire that had blazed in Maggie's eyes had diminished and she was more focused on taking care of Tristan. She led him to her horse and pulled some water out of the pack that was slung over the horse's back, letting her son drink from it. He calmed down a little and was breathing more normally. She looked up at Mack and waited for what he had to say. During their initial days together, she hadn't been sure about him. She had thought he was a typical alpha male who had assumed control of the group because nobody else had wanted to do so. Yet, in time, she had begun seeing he was a thoughtful man with a sharp mind and an ability to put the needs of other people ahead of himself, something that Maggie had struggled with herself. In the beginning, she had been terrified to let him have authority over the group because she had been so used to having it. She also had seen it as a mark of her failure in keeping her first group safe at the prison. However, gradually she saw that she had to let it go, and, indeed, she wanted to let it go because she was tired of the responsibility. Right now, she had Tristan and she was happy to make him her priority. But she wanted to get back at Peter and Sharon for breaking her little boy's heart.

      “Yeah, what's the plan, Mack?” she asked, deferring to his judgment.

      Mack, his face bloodied and bruised, looked at all those around him and stayed silent for a few moments as his mind whirred. He was a master tactician and always seemed to have a way out of these situations. In this world, Grace and Maggie were both indebted to him and knew he was one of the main reasons they were still alive. He had their unconditional trust and support. Eventually, his eyes drifted toward Tristan. The young boy was standing next to his mother, lost in his own thoughts, and when Mack spoke to him he was startled. He looked ashamed and his cheeks burned with embarrassment, but Mack waited for his answer. Maggie's hand rested against the small of his back and she nodded toward him, offering encouragement. Tristan hadn't expected this. He felt so guilty he thought he would have been punished, but he remembered now what it was like to be a family. He realized all these people were his family, as were the people of the settlement, and he had to do everything he could to help them.

      “Tristan,” Mack said with a pensive look in his eyes, “I've heard you speak before about how the Lost Children used to recruit new members. Were they taken randomly as you came across them, or did you go into other communities to lure them away?”

      “Mostly we would see them when they were alone or struggling to survive with their families,” he said, and then looked up at his mother before he revealed the rest of the truth. She urged him to continue, and Mack waited for him to complete his answer.

      “But, yes, other times we would go into communities, pretending to be lost. They would take us in and treat us well, while we would gather their children and tell them about us. Most of the time they were ready to join. Sometimes we took them even when they didn't want to go,” he said, looking away.

      But Mack and the others did not judge him. The time for judgment long since had passed. Everyone had done things they weren't proud of, and nobody blamed Tristan because they knew he had been working at the behest of Peter. Besides, Tristan still was a kid himself, and had done what he had done because he had nowhere else to turn. But when it mattered, he had done the right thing, and had proven he was an adult.

      “Okay,” Mack said, “and do you know where these communities are?”

      Tristan tossed his head from side to side. “It was a while ago but, yeah, I think I still can remember, although I don't think they'll be happy to see me,” he said.

      “That's okay. We'll tell them what happened and I'm sure they'll understand,” he said, before explaining his plan properly.

      “We already know there are other people out there, suffering just like us. We can't go back to the settlement like this, so we're going to have to ask for help. If we can get some allies we can get shelter and prepare a proper plan. I'm sure those people will jump at the chance to try getting their lost children back. I know it's a risk because making contact with new people always is going to have some element of danger, but it's the only way I can see us getting out of it.

      “We will go to these people and tell them what happened, and hopefully they will be willing to help us. We won't win this fight with guns and weapons, but we just might stand a chance with love. If we can remind those children of the lives they used to lead with their families, if we can show them what it is to love each other, then maybe we can draw them away from Peter. Without them he's nothing, and I don't think he offers them anything special. Agreed?”

      The others nodded and looked at Tristan to point them in the right direction. He jumped on his mother's horse and they changed direction, moving away from the settlement to the unknown. Mack hoped this was the right thing to do, but it was fraught with danger as he had no idea what the other people were like. He wasn't even sure if the children could be reminded of their old lives. But still, he was glad for the chance to gather his strength as they rode on.

      Maggie had enjoyed the feeling of her son's arms around her, and she wished she could repair his shattered heart. It was clear he was suffering greatly from what happened, and there was only so much she could do to soothe his soul.

      “I'm waiting for you to tell me 'I told you so',” he said after a time. She twisted her head back, but was unable to look at him properly.

      “I wouldn't be so cruel. I am sorry this happened, but hopefully you can learn from the experience and use it in the future.”

      “I feel like such an idiot. Of course she wouldn't like me in that way, especially not with Peter around.”

      “Hey,” Maggie said sharply, “that's enough of that. One thing you must know is self-pity is not an attractive quality. It's okay to wallow in it for a little while, but you can't drown yourself in it. Sharon is a shallow girl, and I know this is hard to believe, but you're better off without her. You want somebody who can appreciate you for what you are. I know it hurts right now, but it will get better. I promise you that.”

      “Did it hurt like this when you and dad broke up?” he asked. The question took Maggie by surprise, so much so she almost fell from her horse. She and Tristan hadn't really spoken about his father since they had been reunited, and Maggie usually didn't like to think about it too often.

      “That was a different circumstance. We were together for years, and we had you as well. Of course it hurt, but, you know, we had been through a lot together. Sometimes, as adults, you can look at each other and admit to yourself you're not making each other happy anymore. When that happens, you decide if you want to try making things work, or if you should end things and limit the damage that it does. We chose the latter. It was never an easy decision, and we talked about it a lot before we finally went through with it but, yeah it hurt and, as long as we're being honest with each other, it still does. But by the time we ended things we both had changed from the people we had been when we first met. Sometimes that just happens in life, and it's okay. It's always difficult when you open yourself up to love someone because it makes you vulnerable, but I don't want you to be afraid to take that chance. If you feel something, then go for it, and as you get older hopefully you'll be able to see the signs of when other people reciprocate those feelings genuinely.”

      Tristan nodded and pressed his head against her back, hugging her. “I'm so glad you found me again, Mom. I don't know what I would have done without you.”

      “I'm glad I found you too, Tristan,” she said, taking one hand of the rein so she could squeeze his hand, and brought it to her lips to kiss.

      On the other horse, Grace watched this interaction with interest. She never had known the love of a parent and it was at times like these when she was reminded of what she had missed. She had a lot in common with the Lost Children as she too had been lost for a long time. She often wondered how she would have turned out if she had been part of a family. She could understand why the Lost Children were acting like they did, and why they had obeyed Peter. When she was younger she had looked to various authority figures for guidance, but they always had let her down. Her heart went out to those kids, and she hoped they would be able to help these them. There was no way they would be able to make it in this world alone, and it was even sadder they had been taken from their actual parents to live as part of this isolated group. She knew what it was to feel the unique loneliness of having no parents and wanted to do her best to reunite these children with theirs.

      As the journey continued, Mack checked in with Tristan. They were careful, as always, moving slowly through the city, just in case anyone was lying in wait for them. Occasionally, they came across a rat's nest, but the horses were quick enough to move past it without incident. Tristan guided them through the winding streets until they approached the first little community. Unlike their own settlement there were no barriers, merely signs that said for people to turn away. It wasn't a good start, and Mack hoped these people were friendly. They proceeded carefully, moving through the buildings until they could hear voices. The others drew their weapons, but Mack told them to put them away; he didn't want to appear threatening. They were in a residential area, and most of it seemed to be deserted; the doors of houses swung open and there weren't many signs of life. Mack and the others continued until they found a group of people standing outside a building who froze and stared upon seeing them.
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      Mack stopped and looked down at them from atop his horse. The people he saw standing before him were malnourished, tired, and downtrodden. It was a look he had come to know well in this world. They were wearing old clothes that were turning into rags, and their eyes were sunken into their heads. They didn't seem to be carrying any weapons, and if Mack had been an aggressor he would have been able to take over this community in minutes. Some of them moved toward each other for safety, and most of them had fear in their eyes. Some of them had curiosity. They glanced at each other frantically, but made no sudden movements.

      Mack held open his hands and alighted from his horse. He walked forward slowly and spoke loudly and clearly, announcing himself and that he wasn't there to hurt anyone, he only wanted to speak to the leader of the community. At first, nobody responded, so he walked up to the nearest person, a lean man whose eyes darted about frantically, and asked him directly. Mack's heart went out to them. Sometimes it was easy to forget there were so many people like this out there, people who weren't hardened enough to face the world head-on, and just were scrapping for survival any way they could. The man raised a skeletal arm and pointed to a building with an open door. Mack nodded at him and thanked him, then went back to his group.

      “I think it's better if I go in alone. I don't want them to think we're trying taking over,” he said.

      “They look like ghosts,” Grace said in a hollow voice.

      Mack turned back around and looked at the people. If there was one word he would use to sum them up, ghosts would be suitable. They seemed devoid of joy or happiness, and were only alive because they hadn't yet died. There were so many people in this world he wanted to help, yet he felt so powerless. There was only so much one man could do, and he hated how his time had to be spent fighting off threats rather than helping these people with their lives. Even though he didn't know their story yet, he could well imagine it, as it was a story shared by many in this new world. Mack glanced at Tristan and noticed how the boy was looking away. Mack only could imagine the guilt Tristan was feeling, and how he likely felt partly responsible for causing the people to be this way, as losing their children must have been a catalyst for this ennui.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Maggie asked, looking skeptical.

      “It's the only one I have. Besides, don't you think these people could use a little hope?” Mack replied. “I doubt there's going to be any trouble, but if there is you know what to do. I'll be back in a little while. Try to stay quiet and keep your distance. I don't want these people to get spooked.”

      With that, he turned his back on them and walked through the small cluster of people. He felt his eyes on them as he walked but none of them made any threatening moves. He tried to look at them and smile, but they all eyed him suspiciously. From what he could see from a quick scan of the area they didn't have much in the way of supplies, which explained why they were so malnourished. It was certainly a contrast to his own community, but in some ways, he felt guilty that they had plenty of supplies while these people were struggling to make it through the days.

      He reached the building to which the man had pointed. Mack cleared his throat before he went in. The building was an old house, and the reason the door was open was simple; there was no door. Darkness loomed before him as he knocked on the side of the house and announced his presence. A soft voice called back to him, so he entered the house. The floor was a mess, with debris scattered around it.

      “In the kitchen,” the voice said. Mack worked his way through the living room to the source of the voice.

      The kitchen was far lighter than the rest of the house, but this was mainly due to a huge hole in the wall. The kitchen was just as much a mess as the rest of the house; dust lay upon the counters, cupboards hung open, pots and pans rested on the floor. In the middle of the room was a table, and at the end of it sat a woman with gray hair, dark skin, and dark eyes that crinkled around the edges. She smiled gently at Mack and gestured for him to take a seat.

      “I'm Mack,” he said, “and, first of all, I'd like to apologize for my appearance,” he said with a smile as he sat next to her.

      “I'm Tash, and I'm sure there's a story there,” she said.

      Unlike the other people he had seen, there was a twinkle in her eyes that suggested she hadn't lost a youthful spark. Mack imagined that before the world ended she was the type of person to be involved in every facet of the community, hosting events and eager to be a part of people's lives.

      “There is, but I'm not sure it's one you want to hear.”

      “Perhaps not,” Tash said, the smile fading from her face. “So, Mack, what is it you want? I must say that if you are here to steal from us, you've come to the wrong place. We have nothing.”

      “I know a lot of people are only in this world to take things, but I can assure you I'm not one of them. I can see your people are finding it hard to make it through this world, and you have my sympathies. We've had things stolen from us as well, and I don't want my people to turn into that.”

      “Well, this conversation is already going better than what I expected. What is it that you came here for?”

      Mack inhaled before he spoke. “I come from a settlement not too far from here. We've managed to do well so far, even though we have suffered from a number of attacks. My aim is to try rebuilding some sort of civilization and uniting people through our common need to survive, and avoid descending into anarchy like so many seem to want. However, at the moment, my community has been overrun by the Lost Children.” A look of recognition flashed across Tash's face at the mention of the Lost Children. “We know you had some children stolen from you--”

      Tash raised her hand and closed her eyes. “Let me stop you right there, Mack. I admire what you are trying to do with your community, and I am glad there are people out there who are managing to prosper, or at least what counts as prospering in this world, but I can see already,” she gestured to his face, “that you are accustomed to violence and that I cannot take part in. After we came together, we all made a vow that we would not become animals. We wanted to uphold our principles. We are not violent. We simply don't have it in our characters to be so. Sometimes it has meant we have been subject to theft and attack, but we think it is important to stay true to who we are and, yes, it was a sad day when the children were taken from us. We had many lengthy discussions about what to do in the aftermath, but even then, we decided we could not go after them, because we could not bring ourselves to attack anyone else, especially not the children. We mourned their loss, as we mourn the loss of those who died, but we have made a promise of peace and I will not see us break that vow.”

      Mack looked at her with admiration. Despite her calm demeanor, she was a fierce character and someone whose principles meant a lot to her, which was something Mack could well understand. He bowed his head slightly.

      “You misunderstand my meaning. Yes, I have faced violence, but I do not consider myself a violent man. I want peace above all else. I only resort to violence when there is no other choice--”

      “There is always a choice Mack,” she said, and Mack decided to not argue with her on that point.

      “--I have absolutely no intention of fighting with the Lost Children,” he continued.

      “In fact, I want to do completely the opposite. I think this is a conflict that only can be won with love. I want to remind them of their homes, their families. I want to bring them all back together and repair the damage that has been done.” He spoke earnestly and hoped his words would inspire her, for his plan would work only if those he approached accepted his offer. Her face was unreadable as she considered his words, but then the corners of her mouth turned upward and her eyes danced.

      “I think that is a wonderful idea, and my people would be glad to help. It has been a long time since we have felt any kind of hope. So, thank you, Mack, for bringing us some today.”

      “You're very welcome,” he said, and they made arrangements for how it would work.

      At first, he suggested only the parents would come with them, but Tash said she didn't want to miss out on the reunion. She said the children were a part of the community and everyone would want to see them, and the more familiar faces, the better the chance the children would come back to them. Mack couldn't argue with that logic. Tash then revealed that she had a good relationship with another community that had been hit hard by the Lost Children. So, Mack made that his next destination.

      The journey moved at a slower pace because there wasn't enough room on the horses for everyone. Mack, Grace, Maggie, and the others from the settlement descended from their horses and allowed the other people to ride, as they were weaker and were not able to move quickly on foot. Tash, however, walked beside Mack and convinced him to tell her the story of how his face had been wounded. She listened intently and sighed at the end of it, lamenting that there had to be so much violence in the world.

      Many of the others looked at Tristan, and he shied away from them, hiding behind his mother. None of them approached him, but Mack knew Tristan had to be careful with these people because many of them would blame him for what happened to their children. He remembered the isolated man they had come across shortly after escaping from the Lost Children, and didn't want a repeat of the incident.

      Tash led them through the winding streets. “We'd better be careful here, there are wild animals about,” she said.

      “The zoo?” Mack asked, and Tash gave him a confirming nod.

      They were wary as they walked. Occasionally, they heard the scurrying of feet that came with small animals, but they didn't see anything big or scary, much to Mack's relief. He didn't much like the idea of getting into another wrestling match with something like a bear.

      Soon enough they came to the community. This one was much like Mack's own, although smaller. The barrier was low enough that they could look over it, and there was only one guard on duty. He called for them to stop, but Tash walked up and announced her presence, and they all were allowed in.

      “These people have been kind to us and shared their supplies when we have been in need, and we have done what we can for them,” Tash said.

      Mack was relieved there were some people left in the world who saw the benefit of cooperation, and this kind of thinking was exactly what Mack wanted. The idea of a network of communities all linked together, sharing supplies, was what Mack saw as he envisioned the future, but present matters pressed him.

      This group looked to be in better shape than Tash's, and everyone looked with curiosity at the large force of people entering their camp. It was a rare sight to see this many people at one time. Unlike most of the communities Mack had encountered, this one was run by a council, so he was taken to them. The council was made up of five people, three women and two men. Introductions were made by Tash, while Mack held his tongue and waited for his moment to speak.

      Alison was a large woman with curly hair, and her eyes never wavered from Mack. Deborah was around Tash's age and her thin lips were pressed closely together. Hugo had his hands placed on his large belly and looked as though he had a permanent smile underneath his mustache. Gary was a lean man with swept back hair, and clearly the youngest member of the council. The last member was Daisy, who stood with her arms folded across her chest. Once Tash had introduced Mack she let him tell them his plan, and he laid out exactly what he had told Tash. As he spoke there were mixed reactions from the council, but most of them were positive. Tears of relief especially were apparent in Deborah's eyes.

      “Is it really true?” she asked.

      Mack nodded.

      “We have to tell the others,” Deborah said.

      “We shouldn't get their hopes up. They've already been through too much,” Daisy replied.

      “That's exactly why!” Hugo said boisterously. “Good news is all too rare nowadays. We shouldn't be trying to hold it back!” and with that he took it upon himself to announce the news to everyone.

      Daisy held her face in her palm as he marched out into the open air and, in a booming voice, told everyone the news. Hope seized them and their faces lit up at the thought of their children coming home. The rest of the council filtered out and saw how happy the people were. But they also saw Mack's group, too.

      “That's him!” Gary said. He marched up to Tristan, who backed away. Gary's fists were clenched and he snarled toward Tristan.

      “It's a trap. They must be working with the Lost Children. They have one of them with them!” he cried out.

      Instantly, panic seized the members of this new community, and they rushed to defend themselves. Mack tried calming them down, but to no avail. Gary continued walking toward Tristan and tried pushing past Maggie to get to him, but Maggie grabbed his arm and punched him across the jaw, sending him to the ground.

      “Stay away from my son,” she said. Seeing this gave everyone pause, and Mack seized upon the hesitation.

      “Stop! Please! We're not working with the Lost Children,” and then he proceeded to tell them how he and Maggie, in an effort to find her son, had been captured by them, but ultimately saved by Tristan.

      “This is what I want for all of you, to see you back with your children. All we need to do is work together,” he said.

      They all turned their faces toward each other and talked among themselves. Gary pushed himself up and looked at Maggie and Tristan with great indignation. He wiped the spittle from his mouth and turned back to the council.

      Mack heard a lot of murmuring around him as he waited for the council to make their decision, but he could see the hope on their faces. Something inside him told him they wouldn't be able to resist the chance to be reunited with their children. But as he watched them, he saw how close they were. He realized he shouldn't be looking to form a network of communities just yet. He should be working toward getting as many like-minded people together as he could. So, when the council turned and said  they gladly would join Mack and help bring about the safe return of the Lost Children (although Gary still was glowering in the background), Mack made another announcement, one that took Grace and Maggie by surprise.

      “After visiting with Tash, and now you, I realize something. We shouldn't be separated. It's hard to make it in this world, so we should be working together. We have plenty of supplies in our settlement, and secure barriers, and there are people there who already are working hard to ensure a better tomorrow. I'd like for you all to join us when this is over. We have plenty of room and we could see that you're all fed well. It's my goal to survive, and to survive well, but to do that I'm going to need people who are willing to work with me. I can see in your eyes that you are peaceful people who want to make it in this world, and I think we can help each other out. I'll understand if you don't want to leave your homes, but I'd like for you at least to consider it. Maybe as well as being reunited with your children, you'll be able to find a new family as well.”

      A moment of stark silence fell upon them after Mack's drastic proposal but, soon enough, conversation flowed among them, excited conversation at that. The council was deep in discussion and Daisy was the one who finally spoke to the group.

      “I don't see any reason why not, as long as we feel comfortable in your community. In truth, this place has been rather dangerous. The animals from the zoo have been getting closer and closer to us. But you'll have to give us time to relocate our stuff, and there are some people out on patrol who wouldn't like coming back to find us having deserted them.”

      “That's if they're still out there,” Gary muttered.

      “She'll come back,” Daisy said, snapping her head around to glare at Gary.

      “If anyone can survive out there, it's Anna,” Alison said.

      Mack's ears pricked up at the sound of the name, and his heart skipped a beat, only wishing that it was his wife they meant. But there was no way she could have been in the same city as him...no way at all.
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      There was one final camp nearby that Tristan had told them about. So they continued toward it. A few people stayed behind in case the patrols came back. They were told they would be sent for when things had been settled with the Lost Children. While the latest community did not have horses, they did have plenty of bicycles and they shared these, so the journey went much more quickly. As Mack looked around, he realized he now had so many people following him that he could make a real difference in the world, as long as the community still was standing by the time he got back. He thought about the havoc that Peter could wreak in his absence, but hoped he would hold off. Peter wanted to prove he was better than Mack and the other adults, and the only way to do that was actually to be better. He wouldn't gain anything by massacring people or destroying the place, or so Mack hoped.

      They made their way to the last camp, but what greeted them there sank all their hearts. They came to a barrier and there didn't seem to be anyone around. It was all so quiet, too quiet. When they had approached, Tash and the council said there hadn't been much word from them lately, and when they came upon the community they could see why. Littered all around were dead bodies. The stench of death rose in the air and gasps of horror rippled through the crowd. Although all of them were acquainted with death, but not everyone was as familiar with it on this scale. Mack went with a few others to examine the bodies.

      They called out, in case there were any survivors, but they were met only with a grim silence. Flies buzzed about the decaying bodies, which had been dead for a good while. Some of them clearly had been killed with gunshots, and at first Mack assumed the barbaric group had been responsible. It seemed to make sense, but then he started to see bodies that had been slashed, and not by knives or machetes. It was the work of animals and, indeed, as they looked further, they could see huge paw prints on the ground. It seemed someone had tamed the animals of the zoo and had used them as weapons in battle.

      Mack hung his head and mourned the loss of life. Someone suggested they should bury the bodies, but they already had spent too much time there. There was nothing for them, and they had to move on, back to the settlement. The hope they had been feeling almost instantly had been replaced by a reminder of the darkness of the world, and that it was a foolhardy thing to see anything other than a bleak future.

      With a heavy collective sigh, they made their way back to the settlement and hoped the plan would work. During the journey, Mack was able to talk with members of the other communities about their stories. Tash always was eager to talk, as were most of the council, aside from Daisy and Gary, but Mack assumed that was for different reasons. Daisy seemed to be taking stock of everyone, much like what Mack would have done in the same circumstances. However, Gary continued glaring at Tristan and Maggie, and kept nursing his aching jaw. Mack sensed he could prove to be trouble in the future, and made a note to keep an eye on him. But in the meantime, he listened to their story.

      Tash told of how she and the other people looked at the violence around them and made a promise that they would not descend into such chaos, and they took it upon themselves to be the last bastion of peace. It hadn't been easy, especially when scavengers had sought to take what they had. Since they offered no resistance, it meant they managed to avoid fighting, and thus death from combat, although people had died from other causes. They hadn't made any great strides, but they still were alive. They only had managed to forage for food, rather than grow their own, for there weren't many of them who knew the art of growing vegetables successfully.

      The other community had a much different story. Disparate groups of people had found their way together and, after a period of hostility, decided it was much better to work together. They put aside their differences and formed a council so any major decision would be discussed thoroughly, rather than leaving it to one person, who may have their own agenda or not be suited to the role of leader. From what they had told Mack, it had worked out well for them. Of course, there had been tragedies; losing the children was just one example, but it was the council's decision not to go after them because they couldn't face the possibility of shooting and killing children. Sometimes decisions weren't easy to come by, and the council became locked in arguments, but so far it seemed to be working. Mack asked them how they had decided who was going to be on the council, and they told him it was on a rotating basis. So, every couple of months some of the members would be replaced, and that way everyone had a chance to know what it was like. It was based on an old Roman system, Deborah explained, for she used to be a history teacher and came up with the idea when they were talking about it.

      “The whole idea was to not let any one person be in power for too long, as they would start getting ideas about their station. So, they had a system of three people, and after a certain period of time, one would be replaced, and thus it cycled out. This way you had a consistent presence, because I think one of the problems with our system of government is that by the time policies get put into place by one regime, the new regime wants to change things completely. So, there's no consistency. Whereas, in this example, there are people on the council for a good length of time and they can carry things over. Plus, it also means everyone gets a chance to know what it's like to be in that position of power, and they won't be so quick to judge when decisions are made that they don't agree with.” As she said this she shot a quick look at Gary. It sounded fascinating to Mack, and he replied that he had had something similar with his closest advisers, although he tended to take the lead in most matters.

      “But what about when people don't want to be on the council?” he asked.

      “We don't make it a requirement. I mean, we're not going to force anyone to do something they don't want to do, but we encourage it. Some people I've seen, though, they're just not made for living in groups.”

      When Mack asked what she meant, Deborah sighed and raised her eyebrows. “There just are some people who are meant to be out there, in the wild. You see them and you think they were born for this, and you wonder how they ever managed to make it in the world that came before. We usually send those ones out on patrols, as they're the ones best suited to staying safe and looking after themselves. I sometimes wonder why they stayed with us in the first place, when they were so intent on keeping themselves distant from us, but we're not going to turn anyone away from shelter, especially when they can offer us a valuable skill.”

      “It sounds as though you're talking about someone in particular,” Mack said.

      “I am. Nobody knows where she came from, she just said “far away”. She came to us one day, close to death, and we nursed her back to health. She barely would say anything, and heaven knows the kin d of things she had been through. We told her about the community and offered her a place to stay. She would eat with us and live with us, and she would go hunt for us. Yet, it never really felt as though she was a part of our community, almost like her life was somewhere else. I tried talking to her, we all did, but she never told us anything about who she was or where she came from, only her name. Anna. So, we let her do her own thing. Sometimes she'd be gone for days, and then turn up. Other times, she'd hang around the camp and listen to us talking about things. I always wanted to get her to talk to me, you know? Just once, I wanted to get through to her, and whatever pain she had been through, but who knows? I guess in this world you never know if you're even going to see anyone again.”

      That name again. The name that haunted him, that plagued him. Mack tried hiding his heartache from Deborah as she continued talking, but he stopped listening to her. His mind dragged him back to his past and his loving, beautiful wife. In some ways, he felt guilty about being here and helping these people. He should have moved on a long time ago and continued his quest for her, but there was always some new danger, some new threat that he had to deal with to protect innocent people, because that's who he was.

      That's why Anna had fallen in love with him in the first place. So, he couldn't turn his back on that, because when he found her again he would feel great shame at having sacrificed so many people in the name of their love. But it had been so long now. The chances she still was alive were small. He had started planning for a future at this community, but could he really live knowing he hadn't done all he could to find her again? He wished in some way that this “Anna” was his Anna, but even if it was, he wouldn't have any idea what to say to her or what to do if they met again. It was funny. For so long it had been the only thing he dreamed of, yet now the prospect of seeing her again filled him with fear. They had changed so much. Had their love for each other changed, too?
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      “You? Why are you just standing there? I told you to watch these people closely! You can't give them an inch because they'll take a mile. We can't trust them and you need to be on your guard. You don't want to be the reason this whole plan fails, do you?” Peter asked one of the other children with a sneer. He was doing his rounds throughout the camp and finding fault with almost everything the other Lost Children were doing. Nothing was good enough for him, and they had all done something wrong.

      “You know,” he said after he had checked in with a few people, “I really thought things would be different. I thought I could trust you with these assignments, but maybe my faith was misplaced. I had a big dream for this world. I assumed you all shared that dream with me but, apparently, you're all content to be lazy and not bother doing your jobs properly!”

      He kicked at some nearby debris and watched it scatter across the ground. His voice became high-pitched and his face reddened. The Lost Children hadn't seen him like this on many occasions. The most recent time was when he discovered Tristan had escaped with his mother and Mack, but Peter never had turned his ire onto those he led and it was disconcerting to many of them.

      They shifted their weight between their feet and looked down at the ground, afraid of being singled out by their king. Peter stalked the area around them and his eyes were like daggers, stabbing into their fragile little souls. This all had been a lark, but ever since they had taken over this community Peter had been stricter. Suddenly things didn't seem so fun. It was also different being around adults again. Although they had been subjugated and controlled, the mere sight of them brought fragments of memories back to the surface, memories of love and safety, of warmth and closeness, but those warred with the strict doctrine Peter had made them believe. So they tried pushing away these memories as though they were simply bad dreams. It was easier said than done, especially when Peter was shouting at all of them, unhappy with their work, even though they had been doing their best. He shook his head and clasped his hands behind his back, muttering to himself.

      Sharon stood beside him, still loyal and devoted, but even she flinched when he berated the others. Starting to see his true colors did not sway her feelings for him, but it did make her concerned. She knew events were taking their toll on him, and a kingdom was only as strong as its king. Being older than the others, she could see things and understand things that they could not. She knew Peter was not mad at them, but he was frustrated that Mack still hadn't returned. He had spoken to some of the adults of the community, and they told Peter about how Mack had gone to meet the leader of another camp. It wasn't certain he would return, but Peter was convinced he would. He said he could smell it in the air. Mack was out there, and he was planning something, of that he was sure. Sharon didn't know if Peter was right to be concerned, or if he was showing signs of paranoia.

      When they first took over this community she didn't entirely know what to expect, but it wasn't this. So far, the adults hadn't openly rebelled, but they hadn't been happy about the presence of the Lost Children either. They did their duties, but it was clear they didn't respect Peter's authority, and only were deferring to his rule because he had taken over by force. Sharon was well aware that without the advantage of being children this invasion most likely would have failed at the first hurdle, and this was what troubled Peter the most. She was the closest to him, and knew he wanted the adults to show him respect, and even come around to his way of thinking. When he had been talking passionately to her about his dream, she had been intoxicated by his enthusiasm and silver tongue, but now, in the cold light of day, she could see the truth of the matter. She never would reveal this to Peter, for she was far too scared of the consequences, but it seemed obvious to her that these adults never would follow him willingly and his dream was more of a delusion.

      It was more work to run a community as well. Since Peter wanted to prove to the adults he could do what they did, but better, he was far stricter with duties than he had been previously. Before, the Lost Children had had a lot of freedom and were basically allowed to do as they wanted. Now, however, they all had their tasks and Peter wanted to make sure they all were done impeccably, which mostly wasn't the case. Sharon had seen more than one young child break down in tears after Peter had lectured them, and for all her love for him, she had to admit he wasn't that good at talking to the younger children. A king wasn't just there to lead, he also was there to care for his subjects. Yet, at the moment, it only seemed as though he cared about himself, and the way the adults viewed him.

      “Peter,” she said softly, reaching out a hand to him. He turned and glowered at her. The look in his eyes made fear trickle down her spine. Before she could say anything else, he ordered her to go see the prisoner. By his demeanor, she knew it was no use to try arguing, or shifting his mind from the gloom that had seized it. She sighed and turned away, offering a sympathetic smile to those children Peter had been shouting at.

      Sharon went by the food storage and asked for a few pieces of fruit for the prisoner, knowing Peter wouldn't like that she had fed him a feast. As she walked through the settlement, she could feel the eyes of the adults upon her. She held her head high, trying to ignore them. She knew they hated her, and blamed her for all this. They saw her as the one who had betrayed them all. Their conversations hushed when she drew near, and rose again as she passed. They were polite to her, but that was all, and Sharon found herself to be quite lonely. Peter had been getting more and more distant, and he rarely was affectionate toward her anymore. There were times when she almost missed Tristan. While she had feigned her attraction toward him, there was something to be said for having someone there who actually was devoted to you, and he had been good company. It certainly was different than Peter at least.

      At first, she had been behind him completely and thought he could do no wrong, but as time had gone by, he had made some decisions she had found questionable, one of them being making a prisoner of Hank. At first, Peter had tried debating Hank in  matters of faith and philosophy, but Hank wouldn't stop preaching what he wanted and stood up to Peter when the young king demanded Hank convince people to follow him. Sharon was surprised Peter didn't kill him on the spot, but he said he wanted to break the preacher and convince him to come around. There was no use killing people every time they disagreed with him, Peter said, but Sharon thought it had been too long now. The preacher always had seemed like a reasonable person to her, and she didn't enjoy seeing him tortured like this.

      She walked up to City Hall, where the box was kept. It was slightly shorter than a coffin, but taller, so the preacher was forced to curl his body up to fit inside. There were small holes to allow air to pass and the weather still had a warm breeze outside. The heat must have been stifling in there. Hank had been in there for a few days and only was allowed out once a day for a few minutes to stretch his muscles and relieve himself. It was on these occasions when Peter offered him the chance to pledge his loyalty but, as yet, Hank had done no such thing, and this was another reason for Peter's bad mood. There was a Lost Child guarding the prisoner at all times, just in case anyone tried rescuing him, and the rule was that nobody was allowed to talk to Hank. Sharon nodded to the guard and went up to the box and crouched down.

      “I have some food for you,” she said, and fed the pieces of fruit through the box one at a time.

      Through the openings, she could see the preacher's dark face glistening with beads of sweat. The whites of his eyes seemed to glow, and his breathing was haggard. It filled her with shame to be that close. As soon as the last piece of fruit had left her hands she turned away to leave him behind, to try ignoring the grim reality of which she was a part. However, Hank called out to her in a voice that was barely a whisper.

      “Stay,” he pleaded. Sharon turned around and saw the tips of his fingers clinging to the holes in the box, trying to form some connection with the outside world.

      “I'm not supposed to,” she said, glancing back at the guard, aware that if Peter found out there would be trouble ahead.

      “Take pity on an old man. I'd just like someone to talk to, even for a few minutes,” Hank said.

      Sharon felt his words tug at his heart, and she nodded, saying that she would be back in a second. She walked up to the guard and told him to take a break for a few moments, that he had been doing a good job and deserved a chance to get a snack. Without hesitation, he strutted off and said he would be back soon. Sharon watched him go and then turned back to the box.

      “So, what would you like to talk about?” she asked.

      “Is there anything on your mind?” he said as he crunched into an apple. Sharon's eyelids flickered as her head tilted to the side, but she declined to answer. Hank made a noise.

      “Then indulge me for a little while as I preach. You know, eating this apple reminds me of the story of Eden, which I'm sure you're familiar with.” Sharon nodded and looked around worriedly, afraid Peter would discover her there.

      “That fruit was going to be the tastiest thing in the world, the serpent promised them that, but sometimes the things that seem most beautiful actually are rotten at the core. Sometimes we're promised things and they seem so good when we dream about them, but the reality is not the same. When that dream becomes real we start seeing people as they truly are, and sometimes they are not as beautiful as we once thought. But then the question becomes; was the promise ever beautiful, or was it just our perception of it?”

      “I should go...” Sharon said, and at that moment the guard came back with a satisfied look on his face.

      “Think about it, child,” the preacher said, and Sharon wished she never had talked to him.

      She knew things weren't turning out the way any of them wanted. Life was much simpler when they merely talked about expanding into the city. Now that they had, things had changed dramatically, and Sharon didn't like where they were heading. She knew she had to talk to Peter, but things weren't as simple as that. He was a prideful young man, and didn't take advice from others, especially not when it contradicted something he thought was right. She made her way back to him and found him in solitude, looking up at the sky as the world turned around him.

      “I'm sorry for snapping at you earlier,” he said, taking his eyes off the sky to look at her. He held out his hand to her and drew her in close. “I am just so passionate about forging the world in the image I want that sometimes I lose sight of what is closest to me.”

      “I know,” Sharon said demurely, “but do you think it's the best thing to get angry at the children? They are trying their best, you know. Sometimes I think it would be better to offer some encouragement rather than criticize them.” As soon as the words left her mouth Peter began glowering and she pulled away, frightened. The fear was all over her face, and upon seeing this the anger in Peter subsided.

      “I never want you to be afraid to come to me with these thoughts. You are the queen to my throne and I want you to be able to speak your mind openly. I know I am not perfect, but I will try to be, for you,” he said, and kissed her again. She smiled at him and returned the affection, but she looked at him differently now. When they were together she often found herself thinking of Tristan, and how sad she was that she betrayed him.
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        * * *

      

      Freddie, Luis, and Saul were in the infirmary. Luis almost had healed completely, and if everything had been right in the community, he would have been put back on light duties. But since the Lost Children were in control, Freddie had lied to them so that he, Luis, and the others had a convenient meeting place.

      “How's Hank doing?” Luis asked. Freddie's face was drawn.

      “Not good. He's been in there too long now. I don't know how long he's going to be able to hold out. He should just be smart and tell Peter what he wants to hear,” Saul said.

      “He won't do that, not Hank,” Freddie said, sighing.

      “What are we going to do? We can't just wait for Mack to return. I feel so helpless here,” Luis said, the anguish plain on his face.

      “I've been trying to talk to some of the children, but they won't listen to me. I want to try thinking of some kind of plan because Mack and the others will be walking into a trap when they come back, but I don't have a mind for these strategic things. I just worry too much. I worry about the children and the lives they are leading. I worry about this settlement. And I worry about Tristan, too. Nobody has heard from him. I'm afraid he might have been killed.”

      “I doubt it,” Saul said gruffly. “That Peter likes to make a show of things. If he killed Tristan, we would have known about it.”

      “Do you have any ideas of what to do?” Luis asked. Saul stroked his long beard and pressed his lips together.

      “I'm trying to think, but Mack was always the clever one. My ideas usually just involve bashing heads together, and that's not going to work here. But I have noticed things getting frayed between them. Maybe that's something we can work with, if we bide our time,” he said.

      Luis laughed a little. “I never thought I'd hear you advocating patience,” he said.

      “People change.” Saul shrugged, and all three of them looked at each other and reflected upon how true that statement was.
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      Prior to reaching the settlement, Mack told them all to slow down. During the ride they had decided that, as these matters concerned Mack's community most of all, he should take the lead and, for the time being at least, they would defer to him. While having such great numbers was an advantage to them, it was going to make a clandestine approach difficult. Mack called Tristan over and asked him how the Lost Children had entered the settlement, for they were going to do it the same way. He ordered everyone to go through that section of the barrier while he approached from the front, alone, to provide a distraction. Maggie and Grace both protested, claiming that was suicide. Mack smiled wryly, as though he knew both of them would have found something wrong with his plan.

      “I've thought about this a lot, and we're going to need as many people as possible to take back the settlement. I don't want to risk any more lives than mine, and if anything does happen then I want you two alive so you can lead everyone into the future.” Grace gave him a pleading look, almost annoyed that, after all this time together, he wanted to do this by himself, but there was no arguing with him. So, they all prepared to split up. There was much discussion among everyone, for not all of them were convinced this was the best way to go, but Mack assured them he would be alright.

      “I'll create the distraction. Peter thinks he's smarter than me, but I know what he wants. He wants to make an example of me, and show me off to the entire community. He won't do anything to me until everyone is watching. I want you to sneak in and wait until that moment, then come up and reveal yourselves. He won't expect it, and he won't know what to do. You should have weapons to make any of the children think twice about firing at you, but hopefully when they see you, they'll be reminded of everything they were taken away from.”

      “But what if Peter sees us and figures that he may as well kill you? I get that you don't want to put our lives at risk, but we don't want to put your life at risk either,” Grace said. Mack reached out and clasped her hand.

      “I'll take care of myself, you just get these people reunited with their children, and I'll deal with Peter. The king needs to be dethroned,” and with that they all set the plan in motion.

      Tristan led the group with his mother around to the back of the community, making as little noise as possible. Upon seeing it, the new allies they had gained were impressed with what had been built, and the idea of joining them permanently was much more attractive. They were fortunate this area of the settlement was not active, thus they were able to move around the barrier without being noticed. Tristan and Grace sneaked in through the barrier and made their way through the settlement, taking care not to be noticed. It felt strange having to hide in this place that had become a home to them. As they hid behind a building, they had a straight line of sight to City Hall, and waited patiently for the opportunity to strike. While they waited, they watched people go about their business, looking subdued. Even the children seemed dispirited.

      “Are they always like this?” Grace asked. Tristan shook his head, and he knew that something was wrong.

      Meanwhile, Mack had made his way to the entrance of the community, riding up by himself, holding the reins in one hand as the horse sauntered up. As he approached, he set his face into a grim expression and prepared himself for what was to come. While he had been confident in what he had said to Grace, he wasn't one hundred percent sure that Peter would not execute him on sight. He knew he may very well be riding to his death. However, giving up his life so that others may live wasn't a bad way to die, and he had prepared for that eventuality a long time ago when he first had signed up with the army.

      He rode up the street and as he did so heard the familiar low whistle of the Lost Children echo all around him. It still unsettled him, even though he knew they were waiting for him. At the entrance of the settlement he saw guns being pointed at him, and a few heads poked up over the barrier. The whistling ceased.

      “Stop there,” a shrill voice called out, “the king has been awaiting your return. We would kill you ourselves, but the king wants that glory for himself. Get off your horse and don't make any threatening movements. We'll take you inside. You are our prisoner.”

      If the situation wasn't so serious Mack would have been amused by how they were playing at being soldiers, except this was no game. He was at their mercy and he hoped his plan would work. If it didn't, then they all would be enthralled by their king. The guards came down and escorted him into the settlement, making sure he couldn’t reach any of his weapons. They sneered at him and told him how glad the king was that he had returned. Mack stayed silent, knowing that any words he spoke wouldn't have helped, but these were the children he worried the most about. They had committed fully to this world, and to being soldiers, so to wrest them from this reality and send them back to one where they were subservient to their parents was going to be an ordeal. As he looked at them, he tried to piecing together whose children they were, and although he had his ideas, he did not voice them as now was not the right time.

      As Mack was taken through the settlement and led to City Hall, he saw his friends and companions. They beamed as they saw him. First, they were glad he was alive. Second, they were sure he had a plan to get them through this. He winked at some of them, and they returned knowing smiles. This good feeling rippled through the camp and, slowly but surely, everyone stopped what they were doing to watch their leader return. Aside from his bruised face, he was looking well. On the way, however, Mindy ran out and shouted that Peter had killed Bob, and that he had Hank captive. Mack looked at her and noted her black eye. Although Peter was so young, Mack was filled with rage toward him that he would treat people in this manner, people who Mack cared about.

      He didn't have a chance to respond, however, as he was pushed and prodded toward City Hall. The large building towered above him, and he breathed in deeply, hoping that soon his leadership would be re-established. His eyes then shifted to the ground and his heart sank as he saw the box that had been placed there, and the fingertips that were gripping the holes to get even the slightest touch of freedom. The guards called out to the king, loud and clear, and Mack took the opportunity to go to the box.

      “Hank, Hank, are you okay?” he said.

      “Getting better all the time,” he said, and then coughed. From what Mack could see, the man was in great distress and wouldn't last much longer if he was left in there. Anger knotted inside him.

      “I'll get you out of there,” Mack said through gritted teeth.

      “It's good to see you again, Mack. Just remember what you promised, love, not hate.”

      Mack felt a small hand on his shoulder as he was pulled away. Every instinct inside him was telling him to fight, that although Peter was young he still was a threat and had to be dealt with, but Hank was right. Mack had promised he would find another way out of this that didn't involve violence. Although it wouldn't be easy, he wanted to stay true to that. However, then he saw Peter stride out of City Hall with that smug, contented look on his face and all Mack wanted to do was disrobe the king and show his subjects that he was nothing but a scared little boy. But it was Peter who held the power for the time being.

      “Let's have less of that, please,” Peter said. “The dear old preacher is being punished, and visits from his friends are not allowed. Besides, I have waited for this reunion for a long time, and I wish to have your undivided attention. After all, last time you left so abruptly, without even saying goodbye. I thought you had better manners than that, Mack, but I see I was mistaken.”

      “I wasn't about to wait around to be killed,” Mack spat back.

      “Well, it was always inevitable and it's going to happen now. I'm still deciding whether I want it to be over quickly or if I want it to be nice and slow.”

      “It's not going to happen, Peter. There's still a way out of this for you. If you surrender now, I'll see that the other children are taken care of. We'll figure out a deal. You've had your fun now, but you can't really be serious in wanting to run this place. You must have seen by now how much stress and work it actually is. Are you really enjoying yourself?”

      “More than you can know,” he snarled, positioning his face so close to Mack's that Mack could feel the heat of his breath.

      “The thing is, Mack, you've never really understood me, even though you keep saying you do. You don't understand the dream I have for the world, or what I'm trying to do here. Maybe it's best that you do die here and move out of the way for the rest of us. To be honest, I have been toying with the idea of killing you all, but the simple fact is I need the labor. Your death will have to suffice, I suppose. Where are the friends you took with you, by the way?” Peter said with a suspicious look on his face.

      “Didn't you hear? I went to fight an impossible battle, and I won...although it came at a great cost,” Mack lied, trying to sell the sorrow as much as possible. It wasn't difficult, since things so easily could have turned out that way.

      “There were so many of them, so many it was overwhelming. We fought so hard and for so long and, in the end, I was the only one left standing. How do you think I got this face? I was standing on a pile of dead bodies, but I was standing,” his voice turned into a growl, “and what you don't understand is that I'm a survivor, and it's not going to be as easy to kill me as you think. While I live there's hope, and I plan to be living for a very long time.”

      If Peter was scared or intimidated by these words he didn't show it, and Mack had to admire his fortitude if nothing else.

      “All your hopes, all their hopes,” Peter said, gesturing to the crowd that had gathered around them, “will end when I execute you, and your followers finally will have to accept the new world order. Your death will bring about a great change, and I hope that brings you some comfort. You're a part of the old world, Mack, and your time is over. It's time for you to stand aside and let me have my day in the sun. But don't worry, you have my assurances I will take care of the people you have lead. Your death shall be the last, and as long as they pledge their loyalty to me, I shall protect them along with all of my Lost Children.”

      “Like how you're treating Hank?” Mack spat back, not allowing Peter to appear magnanimous for a second. Peter scowled.

      “I have my reasons for why he's being punished. Now, Mack, there are ways to meet death with dignity and I hope you have the awareness to remain calm. It would be distressing to those you leave behind to see you struggle for nothing.”

      Peter left to call out his queen. Mack saw Sharon come out and he shot her a look of disappointment, but also noticed how ashamed she looked. Perhaps there was hope for her yet. Mack had his head held high and looked out toward the sea of people before him, a mixture of children and adults. They all had one thing in common; they all were survivors, and whatever happened today he had faith that those he trusted would stop Peter and make the community flourish. Peter gave a speech, but Mack had closed his mind to the young king's words, and was thinking about all he had done with his life. Given how ardent Peter was about killing Mack, he didn't think the others would be able to save him in time. He thought about Anna and how, at some point, he may be reunited with her in the afterlife, and a strange sense of calm permeated his entire body as he accepted his fate. The world would go on without him, and it would be a good world because of people like Grace, Maggie, Saul, and the others. Then he heard Peter load his gun and walk inexorably toward him. The king was ready to carry out the promise that had been made so many moons ago.
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      “I think everyone should be able to watch this,” Peter said, and directed Sharon to open Hank's box.

      The preacher staggered out and fell down. His muscles had been so used to being cramped in the box that it was a shock to his system to be free again. His lips were dry and cracked, and he had a dazed look in his eyes as he lay on the ground and floundered like a fish out of water. Sharon rushed to help him, but she would not meet his eyes for she was afraid of how it would make her feel. Peter then ordered her to return to his side, and she obeyed.

      “He'll get better,” Peter said, “and maybe he's learned his lesson. If not, then this soon will teach him.” Then he raised his voice and addressed the crowd, Lost Children and adults alike. All of them watched with horror as Peter held them in this terrible captivation.

      “I have promised you this moment for a long time, and I want this to show you that I am a man of my word. I do not take this matter lightly, and I hope that these matters will end with this. I am going to kill Mack because he defied me once before, and because he is a symbol of the old world, a world which you all need to let go. It's not coming back, no matter how much effort you put toward bringing it back. Instead of creating some kind of hollow clone of the world, you knew we should be looking to the future, and with Mack's death we finally can put everything behind us. You can accept me as your king, and be content in your roles beneath the Lost Children. Each of you need to look into your hearts and ask yourself if it's really worth fighting the inevitable. I already have won, and all you're doing is making a nuisance of yourselves. It has to stop, for the sake of everyone.”

      He spoke with great passion and zeal, and many of the adults had to wonder if he didn't have a point. After all, they had spent so much of their lives fighting, and where had it gotten them? Perhaps it was easier to lay down their weapons and accept the new regime. But then their eyes found Mack and saw how defiant he looked. They saw the wounds on his face, wounds he had suffered for them, and knew that they could not allow him to die in vain. He was a model to them all, an inspiration, and he was the one who showed them how to live properly in this world. He had put his life on the line many times over for them, and he was the one they looked to for guidance. He was on his knees below Peter, but he was twice the man of the pretender king. They steeled their resolve and, in their eyes, they promised Mack they never would give up the fight, and that as long as there was one person standing they always would stay true to his ideals and remember what it means to live, to be human. And Mack saw it in their eyes, and it soothed his soul to know that he was leaving a legacy behind. No matter what happened, he had made a difference in the world, even if it was just to this small collection of people who, had the world not ended, would have remained strangers.

      In his final moments, he thought about Anna and the life they could have had if the world hadn’t ended. He thought of getting off that plane and reuniting with her, of losing himself in her warmth, her beauty, of staying in bed for days as they created and nurtured a new life, borne from their love. Because of those thoughts he had a contented smile on his face, and would face death without regret or fear.

      Peter lowered the gun at Mack and everyone in the crowd was holding their breath as the moment seemed to stretch out for an eternity. Hank whispered a prayer to the Lord. All it would take was one squeeze of the trigger and everything would change, but death had not marked Mack yet. Grace and Tristan had been watching carefully, and as soon as Peter had the gun in his hand Grace told Tristan to get the others, and to hurry. Grace watched with horror as her best friend, her mentor, her hero, was standing on that stage and she wouldn't even get a chance to say goodbye.

      Then it all happened in a flash. Peter was just about to pull the trigger and fulfill his promise when he heard a loud commotion. His face twisted in confusion as he saw a small army running through the settlement, their weapons raised. The Lost Children assumed a defensive posture, and the adults didn't know what to think. At first, they were afraid this was yet another attack by another hostile party, but then they saw Grace and other people they recognized. Before a firefight could commence, the onrushing army stopped a few feet away from the crowd.

      Peter looked up, annoyed that his ceremony had been interrupted, and when he looked back down, he saw Mack was wearing a sly smile.

      “This won't make a difference,” Peter said.

      “Won't it?” Mack asked. “Why don't you take a look at what's happening?”

      Peter turned around and saw the two armies looking at each other. Their weapons still were raised but, as yet, nobody had made a hostile move. The tension was palpable, for one errant shot could have sparked a deadly war, but on the faces of some of the children were looks of recognition. Suddenly, weapons began falling from hands, or were pointed to the ground instead of each other. There were cries of names from the people Mack had gathered. They pushed to the front of the line, tears streaming down their faces as they uttered the names of their children, of those beloved offspring they had assumed they never would see again. They opened their arms and their hearts, pleading with the children to come back to them. This was the moment of truth.

      Mack and Peter both watched with interest, one with hope, one with fear. Peter was arrogant, but he wasn't a fool. He knew if he lost the loyalty of the Lost Children, his vision of a new world order would crumble, because without that loyalty he was just one boy, and he didn't believe one person could make a difference. But Mack knew differently, and he watched with delight as, one by one, the children walked up and embraced their parents. Many tears were wept as the families were reunited. This was the world Mack had wanted to build, and he was glad that his instincts had been right.

      The other adults looked on with joy as more people pushed forward and called out names, and yet more children were reunited with their parents. Some of them looked back at Peter, torn between the past and the present, but in the end love won out over fear, and Mack hammered home the point.

      “The thing is, Peter, your reign was based on fear. You took these kids in when they were scared, and they trusted you because you were the only one offering them a way out. But you never loved them, and they never loved you, certainly not in the way a parent can love a child. There only ever was going to be one way this ended, and part of me suspects you knew that from the beginning. Fear always will lose to love.”

      Peter stood by Mack, trembling with anger as he watched everything he had worked so hard for fall away. There were still some children who were left without parents, and some parents who had not managed to find their children, but such was the sheer joy of the moment that there was support and comfort for everyone. All eyes had turned away from Peter and Mack and were wholly focused on the love that was blossoming among them all. Tristan and Maggie hugged, as it brought back memories of their reunion. Grace was filled with delight as well, although it was mixed with some sadness as she knew that she never would know her parents, and she never would experience a reunion like this. Yet, in this world, good things were hard to come by, and this was one of the most beautiful sights she ever had seen. She looked up at Mack, for he had emerged triumphant yet again against impossible odds, and Peter had been defeated. But her face fell as she saw that Peter had an angry look on his face, and the gun still was in his hand, and she was too far away to do anything. She cried out as Peter turned back toward Mack with fury in his eyes...

      Sharon had watched everything unfold. Never had she imagined the children finding their parents again, and it reminded her of everything she had lost as well. She envied the younger children for knowing what it was like to feel the embrace of their parents again. Then, across the crowd, her eyes met with her mother’s, and Sharon's heart melted. In that look was all the sadness and love and happiness and worry of a lifetime, and she hated herself for what she had done. She first had run away because she had wanted to be free and, unlike some of the other children, she had chosen to join Peter on his quest, and left her mother without saying a word. Ever since then she had buried those memories and her feelings, and let a dark snake coil around her soul. Now that she saw her mother again, though, everything came back to her, and she was overwhelmed with guilt and shame.

      Then she caught sight of Peter out of the corner of her eye turning the gun on Mack, and she knew that for once she had to do the right thing, and that the preacher had been right, the dream was nothing like what she had been promised. Just as Peter was about to fire, Sharon leaped forward and pushed the gun away. The shot fired harmlessly into the ground, kicking up some dirt. Peter roared and turned on Sharon, slapping her across the face with his free hand. She screamed and fell to the ground. Mack was about to take on Peter, but because of Sharon’s scream everyone had seen what had happened. Tristan was first to the scene, especially when he saw that Sharon had been attacked. Even though she had betrayed him, there still was a place in his heart for her, and it wasn't easy to be rid of those feelings.

      Mack held back when he saw Tristan approach, knowing that it was good for Tristan's character to overcome Peter and work through some of his anger and guilt. Mack watched carefully, though, ready to step in just in case Peter got the upper hand.

      Peter was in the middle of raising his arms to throttle Sharon when Tristan ran up and tackled him to the ground. The gun fell away from Peter's hand and landed near Hank, who picked it up. Tristan pushed himself up and looked back to check that Sharon was okay, but Peter took advantage of this and kicked him in the back of the leg. Tristan yelped in pain as he fell to the ground. Peter wrapped his strong arms around Tristan's neck. There was only a couple of years between the two boys, yet it may as well have been a lifetime. Peter was bigger and stronger than Tristan by a mile, and Tristan only could flail his hands against Peter's arms as he tried wrestling himself free.

      Tristan felt the air leave his lungs and his head go dizzy and light as the air was squeezed from his chest. Peter had him in a grip from which he didn't think he could ever escape. He felt Peter's heavy breathing in his ear and through blurred eyes he could see Mack and Sharon close to him. All the hatred built up inside Tristan and threatened to explode like a volcano. He thought about Mack, and how he never gave up, and about his mother, too, and the lessons she had taught him as a child. His mind flashed back to when she told him that he always had to know how to defend himself, and that it didn't matter if the enemy was bigger than him, what mattered was the will to survive.

      Tristan reached down deep inside himself to summon up extra strength. His muscles bulged as he strained them to their limits and pushed back against Peter, trying to force him away. The two boys rocked back and forth and, eventually, Tristan knew he wasn't going to free himself that way. So instead, he flung himself forward and watched Peter get thrown over top of him, rolling until he lay sprawled on the ground. Tristan pushed himself up and gasped for air. His throat was raw and sore and pain throbbed everywhere. Sweat poured from his skin and he ached all over, but he wasn't about to give up. Peter had lied to him and betrayed him and threatened to kill his mom, he needed to be dealt with. Tristan took hold of the rage inside him and roared like an animal as he and Peter ran toward each other and traded blows. It was a vicious fight, each of them clawing at the other, scratching and kicking. It was a brawl rather than measured combat, and at any other time it would have been broken up by an adult. But things were different now. Tristan saw nothing but red as he lashed out with everything he had, pummeling Peter until he felt a squelch of blood and a crack of bone. The wind was driven from him as Peter fought back, but Tristan was relentless in his onslaught. He lost sense of everything and became disembodied, giving himself over to all the guilt and shame that Peter had made him feel, and he delivered his vengeance.

      He still was screaming when Mack placed a hand on his shoulder and hauled him away. Breathing heavily, Tristan looked down at Peter's bloodied face, and then down at his own hands, stained scarlet. Mack was saying something, but Tristan only could hear the furious beating of his own heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 41

        

      

    

    
      After that fight things became more settled. The Lost Children were no longer lost, and had found a safe home. Mack walked over and spoke with Tash and the council. Their people were happier than they had been in a long time, and being reunited with their children made them look better. The other members of the community had a reunion of their own and greeted Mack with great gusto, hugging him and slapping him on the back. A great feast was planned later for everyone to celebrate as they had been through a great deal, and now that it was over it was time for them to relax. Maggie comforted Tristan, who was watching from across the crowd as Sharon spoke with her mother, who then hugged her.

      Mack took Grace and Maggie up to Peter, who was whimpering and coughing up blood. Hank was standing over him.

      “I'm no doctor, but I think he'll be okay. What are we going to do with him?” he asked. Mack glanced at Maggie and Grace.

      “I've been thinking about that. Maggie, you remember when I asked you to think about the ways we can implement the law? I think we need to take that seriously. For now, we need to keep Peter confined, and we'll talk with the others about him later,” Mack said. Maggie and Grace nodded.

      “There's going to be a lot to do, but I know we can do this together. But Grace, first of all, I think there's someone you need to go see,” he said.

      Grace nodded and a wide smile adorned her face. She ran to the infirmary, while Mack followed behind, being slowed by many people who wished to talk to him, and he wasn't going to refuse anyone an audience. Maggie went back to Tristan, and the two of them went off together to talk.

      As Mack walked by, he noticed many of the children didn't have any parents, and his heart went out to them. He arrived at the infirmary to see Luis and Grace locked in a tight embrace on the bed. He was about to greet Luis, but then saw his condition and raised an eyebrow. Freddie drew a makeshift curtain in front of the bed to give them some privacy.

      “It's good to see you, Mack,” he said, and shook Mack's hand warmly. Saul was there, too, and he gave Mack a strong hug.

      “It was touch and go there for a moment,” Mack said.

      “Listen, we've managed to reunite a lot of families, but there are some kids out there who don't have anyone. I wondered if you'd be able to go out there and talk with them, maybe schedule some regular therapy sessions. I'm sure the rest will need them as well, but right now I don't want those kids feeling like they don't belong.” Freddie nodded and left immediately, while Saul went with him, too, saying he wanted to help.

      Mack left the infirmary and watched them. The kids seemed to be transfixed by Saul, and Saul later would joke that it was because he reminded them of Santa Claus. Mack was pleased to see that Saul had found some kind of happiness. It wasn't the exact way Mack had imagined Saul's time here working out, but many of the younger kids curled up against Saul as Freddie spoke with them earnestly, and Mack knew everything was going to be alright.

      In just a few short hours, things were looking up for the community. Mindy was tending to Hank's wounds, and as Mack caught his eye, he gave the preacher a knowing smile. There still was much to work on, but Mack was optimistic about the future of the community, especially as the new allies seemed to be enthusiastic about joining them permanently. Tash and her people already had promised they would stay. They were making friends eagerly, and while the council still was on the fence, Mack sensed that they, too, would make a new home in this community. As he walked through the park, he noticed the leaves were turning from a deep green to brown. It was a reminder that, no matter what happened to them, the world would keep on turning, and it brought Mack a sense of comfort. It had been a long summer, but fall was approaching, and following that would be winter. There still was much to do as winter would provide its own challenges, and there still were more threats out in the city, of that he was sure. But for now, he was able to revel in the fact that they all were safe and happy and healthy, and long may it continue.

      That evening, after they all had had a chance to reflect on the events of the day, they gathered outside City Hall for the great feast. Mack was glad to have had the opportunity to change his clothes and wash the grime off himself, but he found he didn't like spending too much time alone. As he walked out he enjoyed seeing everyone together. Hank and Mindy were standing near each other, entertaining Tash with some stories. Saul was sitting around playing with the young kids. From what Mack could see, he was a bear and they were trying to take him down.

      It pleased Mack to know that, despite everything they had been through, the kids still were able to play, although in some ways the whole thing was a game to them. It would be harder on the older children, and they all had despondent looks on their faces as they sat with their parents. It would be hard for them to get back to a place where they all could understand and trust each another, and it would take time, but ultimately it would be good for everyone. He nodded to Sharon, and walked over to her, thanking her for saving his life. She was sitting with Deborah in silence. Mack placed a hand on Deborah's shoulder and saw a flash of relief in her misty eyes. Freddie was chatting with some people from the other communities and looked to be in his element, while Grace and Luis were sitting apart from everyone, looking up at the stars. Mack couldn't help but smile at how happy they all looked. Maggie and Tristan were talking with some of the other reunited families, no doubt giving them advice from their own experience. They all were eating and drinking happily, and Mack got himself a plate of food, feeling lucky that he was a part of this.

      As more people became aware of his presence, they started to applaud him. It wasn't something Mack was used to, or had expected, and he was somewhat sheepish. They started to call for a toast, and this request was met with whoops of delight and encouragement. Mack could not refuse them.

      “Thank you all for that lovely welcome. It's been a hell of day,” he said, and laughter rippled through the crowd.

      “First of all, I'd like to welcome those of you who are new here. I'm sure word has spread anyway because it's impossible to keep a secret here,” Mack said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      “I have extended an invitation for our new friends to stay with us permanently, and I'm sure I speak for everyone when I say that I hope they all accept. We've been through a lot, each and every one of us, and the world has changed us in so many ways. I know there are some times when it's difficult to go on and to see a way out of the darkness, but I hope that today proves why we have to fight. My time in this world started with one person, Grace, and as time has gone by all of you have come into my life, and I consider you a family. We have faced a great deal together, and we have lost many people because of it.” Then his tone and expression turned solemn. “But I want to make sure they did not die in vain. They all died because they believed in us, and believed in a better tomorrow. We are here to make that tomorrow a reality. It's going to be a lot of hard work, and it won't be easy. There will be challenges, some of which we can't even imagine, but I know we can make it as long as we stick together.

      “I hope this is the last blood spilled, although I'm pragmatic enough to know that it probably won't be. But today we saw that love can triumph over everything, and even when we feel as though we've lost everything, we still have each other. So, I would like to propose a toast to us.” He raised his glass and everyone raised theirs in turn, echoing the sentiment as they drank. Mack then slipped back into the crowd, and Maggie sauntered up to him.

      “So, looks like you're the leader here, whether you like it or not,” she teased. He smiled at her and asked how Tristan was doing.

      “He's okay,” she replied, “but how are you? I mean, with all these reunions going on does it make you want to move on and look for Anna?”

      “I've been thinking about it, but how can I leave these people like this?” he said, and the conflict was evident on his face. Maggie offered him a sympathetic smile. Mack pulled out the photo and looked at it, just as Deborah was coming up to talk to Maggie, but she was distracted by the picture. She asked who it was.

      “My wife,” Mack said, “but she's a long way from here,” as he showed her the picture. A strange look came upon Deborah's face, and she staggered back.

      “This can't be possible,” she said, and called over Hugo and Alison. Mack wondered what was happening but they all wore the same shocked faces.

      “This is Anna,” Deborah said, “our Anna, the one who has been out on patrol.” In an instant, Mack was racing toward a horse.
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        * * *

      

      The thought of his wife being so close filled him with so many mixed feelings, including guilt that he hadn't sensed her before. Everyone told him to wait and that it was too dangerous to go out into the city at night, but nothing was going to stop him. Daisy offered to escort him back to the camp where, hopefully, Anna was waiting for them. They rode at top speed, Mack with his eyes forward, never taking his mind off his wife, who had been so close all this time. His heart beat furiously, almost as quickly as the horses thundering through the streets. Beady eyes of predators gleamed in the dim light, but Mack did not care about anything other than Anna. Daisy tried talking with him, but she had to spend all her effort just keeping up with Mack. They rode at breakneck speed until they reached the other camp. Mack called out her name, but the only people there were the ones who had been left behind.

      “Boy, are we glad to see you,” they said, picking themselves up, but Mack had no time for pleasantries. He grabbed them by the scruff of their necks and asked about Anna with a wild look in his eyes. They were about to fight back when Daisy calmed them down and explained the situation.

      “No, she hasn't been back, nobody has,” they said. Mack was distraught and paced the ground.

      “Where did she go?” he yelled. “Tell me!”

      “We don't know. She never said where she went, she just...went. That was part of her charm, I guess. All I know is she went that way,” Daisy said, and Mack jumped on his horse to find her.

      “Mack, wait! You can't go out there now, not in this darkness. Even if she's out there, you'll never find her,” but he already was gone. Daisy shook her head and jumped on her horse as well. Then she told the men to wait there in case Anna did come back, and that as soon as she and Mack returned, they all would be heading back to the settlement.

      Mack strained his eyes through the darkness, looking everywhere for her, even sniffing the air to see if he could trace her scent. He called out her name, not caring that it alerted predators to his presence. For the first time since the apocalypse began he had lost his focus and control. If there was one weakness he had it was Anna, and he didn't care about anything other than finding her. Given that he had no idea where she was, he went by sheer instinct alone. He hoped that would lead him to her, but for a seemingly endless period of time he looked for her to no avail. Whenever he heard a noise that could have been her it was just some rodent, and he ended up chasing shadows. Tears filled his eyes as the thought that he had come so close only to miss her broke his heart. What if she had been here and she had died alone, all because he was too late? He wasn't sure if he could handle that. So, he kept on searching and praying, turning the horse this way and that as they flew through the city, trying to hold onto that last shred of hope that had carried him through this world so far.

      Then he saw her. He wasn't sure at first, but he peered into the darkness, and some instinct told him it was Anna. He had spent so much time being close with her, looking at her, thinking about her, that her form had been etched into his soul and he knew it even though it was cloaked in darkness. He jumped down from his horse and made his way over the grass to where she was lying, buried in a bush, only her face and blonde hair visible. She was coated in dirt, and as he drew closer he could see that she had forged a splint out of some wood, but blood had stained her clothes and she looked weak.

      There were claw marks near her where she had dragged herself. His gaze followed them to see the lion’s carcass. Mack’s heart was filled with pride and fear and shame that his wife had been able to take down such a mighty beast by herself, but that he hadn’t been there to fight alongside her. Somehow, she had managed to hold on to life thus far, and now he was here to bring her back from the brink of death. He leaned down and cradled her body in his, drew her close to him. It almost still seemed like a dream, but the undeniable reality was that he was holding his wife.

      “Oh, Anna,” he said, burying his face into her chest, breathing in her scent.

      She stirred and her eyes cracked open. They looked at each other and then he saw the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. She smiled. Then her eyes closed and her body went limp as she lost consciousness. Mack carried her back to the horse, vowing they never would be apart again.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The sun streamed through the open windows. It had been too hot to close them, but the heat wasn't a stifling one, it was more like a comforting heat, like a mother's kiss. The sky was clear blue and the sea shimmered, reflecting the golden light. The white sandy beaches hosted early morning swimmers, couples who wanted to take advantage of their time on the secluded island, and sunbathers who wanted to work on their tan before the sun grew too hot and too dangerous for their skin. A fresh smell wafted into Mack and Anna's room. They were lying in bed together. He had his back on the bed, one arm propped behind the pillow, looking out at the paradise before them. She was nestled against his broad chest, her hair as golden as the sun splayed out over him, her milky flesh wrapped up close against his body.

      It had cost him a lot of money to bring Anna here, but it was worth every penny. They both were active people, but on this vacation, they had decided to take it easy, enjoying the atmosphere at the resort bar where it was always happy hour, or exploring the depths of the island and losing themselves in the verdant expanse of the forest, stealing secret kisses, and often stealing more than that. Although there were other people staying at the island, they only had eyes for each other, and it was as though they had their own private resort.

      Mack tilted his head down and kissed Anna on the forehead. She murmured in contentment, but did not open her eyes. As beautiful as the world outside was, to Mack she was the most beautiful thing in existence, and every time he looked at her his heart swelled with love. In truth, he had known that from the moment he first had met her. Their eyes met, and something changed within him, and from the first word she had uttered an unbreakable spell had been cast upon him. Some people saw love as a curse, but to him it always would be a blessing. Being with Anna strengthened him, she brought out the best in him, and it gave his life a purpose that he otherwise lacked. He only wished that everyone in the world could be as happy as he was in that moment.

      Time had no meaning for them, and Mack wished it could last forever. The morning breeze that came into the room kissed his skin, and eventually Anna began to stir. She looked up at him with eyes as deep as the ocean, and skin as flawless as the smooth sand of the beach. Even in the morning she was glorious, and Mack couldn't help himself from kissing her, and slowly she emerged from her sleepy state.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she said, kissing him on the chest as she ran her hand over his stomach and idly played with his chest hair. His arm wrapped around her body. His fingers stroked the small of her back. The thin cover of the bed barely covered their bodies.

      Mack sighed happily. “I wish we could stay here forever,” he said.

      “Places like these are only meant to be temporary. We have to get back to our real lives,” she said.

      Even though she was the more artistic one, she was the pragmatist between the two of them as well.

      “Funny you should use that expression; this place does feel like a dream.”

      “It's all real to me,” she said, and kissed him deeply, making sure he knew she meant it. They spoke a little more and, eventually, Mack guided the conversation to the future.

      “You always like your plans, don't you? I keep telling you that you need to go with the flow,” she said, prodding a finger into his side, gently teasing him.

      “I know, and I am working on it. I couldn't live any other way with a free spirit like you. But I've been thinking a lot recently. I'll be able to retire from the army in a few years, and I wanted to start thinking about it now.”

      “You'd really leave that life behind? I thought you were army through and through.”

      “I am, and I love what I do, but it does take me away from you too much. I've paid my dues. I think it's time I'm allowed to enjoy life properly.”

      “You know I've never had a problem with the way things work between us,” she said, worried that she was partly the cause of this change of heart. Mack gave her a reassuring smile and stroked her arm.

      “I know, and I love you for that. The army has taken up enough of my life and I've always said that when I have a kid I want to be around for them, to be a proper father. It's not fair to them if they only see me a few months at a time.”

      “Mack, do you have something to tell me? Are you...are you pregnant?!” Anna said, a look of mock horror on her face. Mack laughed and shook his head at her terrible sense of humor.

      “No, I'm not, but I was hoping that eventually you would be someday. I know we haven't really talked about it seriously, but I think it's something we could start thinking about, if that's alright with you.”

      “Of course it is!” she said, leaning in to kiss him again, getting as close to him as two people can.

      “I'd love to have a family with you.”

      “Good, because if you didn't, this vacation could have been a little awkward.” She laughed. That soft, melodic laugh that he loved so much. A secret smile formed on his face.

      “Could you pass me a glass of water, please?”

      Anna huffed as she extricated herself from his grasp and turned her body around. Her eyes widened and she spoke his name, for on the bedside table, next to the jug of water, was a small black box he had placed there while she slept. Picking it up, she turned back around and sat up, not bothering to pull the covers up to cover her modesty. Her face had a look of surprise. She opened the box and her mouth dropped open as the sparkling diamond winked at her.

      “Speaking of the future...” he said, and left the question unspoken.

      Speechless, she flung her arms around him and crystal tears of happiness rolled down her cheeks, and her body trembled. Mack took the box from her, plucked out the ring, and slid it on her finger, and then the two of them drowned in their love, their future as golden as the sun that streamed in the window.
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        * * *

      

      That memory was about as far from their new reality as it could be, but their love still remained as strong as ever. Even after months apart, Mack's heart still swelled when he saw her. Although now, instead of sunlight pouring in through a wide-open window and the sounds of an idyllic paradise reaching their ears, the sky was gloomy and the city was broken and dirty around them. In some ways, they were broken, too.

      As soon as Mack heard Anna was in the city, he had left the settlement and marched to her, determined not to lose this opportunity. Emotions ran riot inside him. He felt guilty that she had been in the city this whole time and he had been too busy to look for her; fear that he would lose his chance; that he was too late to save her; happiness that she still was alive.

      Nothing was going to stop him from getting to her.

      Daisy trailed in his wake. They had passed through the other camp and told the people who were waiting there to wait a little longer, in case Anna returned. Daisy briefly passed on the good news, that the Lost Children had been defeated, and they had a new home waiting for them, but they noted the look on Mack's face as he continued walking, and Daisy told them.

      Daisy didn't believe he was going to find Anna alive, and wasn't looking forward to what was going to happen when Mack found his wife had died without him by her side, but Mack wouldn't allow that thought to enter his head. His will was strong and he would bend the world to it, make the impossible possible. That's how he had survived so long, and that's how she had survived, too. She was going to live, because this wasn't the end of their story. He would see to that.

      He rode his horse onward, each step pushing into the world, as though it was due to the force of his will that the world was spinning. His eyes were locked forward in an unflinching stare and his jaw was clenched. He hadn't said a word to Daisy, nor did he speak to the others they had left waiting in the camp. He was separate from them, on a mission of his own, the impact of which they could not comprehend.

      Then he had found her, lying next to a bush, having pulled herself away, with the corpse of a lion close by. She was barely conscious. He gathered her in his arms, her frail body so familiar, and yet so strange, all at once. He whispered her name and a murmur escaped her dry throat, but her eyes remained closed. Her pulse was weak. Her skin pale. A limb broken. But she was his wife. She was the woman he loved, and now she was in his arms again.

      Mack wasn't going to ride his horse back to the camp. He was going to hold Anna in his arms until he made it back to the settlement. Straining to the limits of her strength Daisy helped Mack put the lion's corpse onto the back of his horse. He carried Anna back to the camp, returning to collect the others who were waiting for their return, while Daisy followed behind with the lion. The flesh hadn't rotted yet and would make a good feast. Upon their return, the others were stunned to see Mack carrying his wife. And as the group journeyed to the settlement, no one spoke. They walked on in silence, knowing that it wasn't proper to talk in the presence of a man carrying his wife like that. Any conversation seemed trivial compared to what Mack was going through.

      The people they had collected from the camp didn't know Mack that well, and neither did Daisy, in truth, but she had seen the way he fought, and the way he spoke, and the way he led those around him and inspired them. He was a born leader with a forceful personality and wanted to rebuild the world, but Daisy knew human nature. Everyone had their breaking point. Ever since the electronics had gone out and people had been pushed to their limits, she had seen more than one person lose their mind as they simply weren't able to handle it anymore. Mack was stronger than most, but she suspected that if Anna didn't make it through this, then he would be changed, and perhaps the world would be as bleak for him as it was for most people.

      The small group made their way as quickly as they could through the city. Creatures skittered by, and often there were the sounds of crumbling rubble being disturbed. Sometimes they even saw beady eyes peering at them from the darkness, but nothing came toward them. Two major threats had been dealt with, and while the city was by no means a safe place, for the time being it seemed as though the immediate area was settled.

      Mack had a grim look on his face as the barrier of the settlement approached. The guards on the wall saw them and opened the gates. Their allies poured out, helping Daisy carry the lion in, but each of them stared at Mack and the woman he was holding, although none of them said anything. But as he entered the settlement, people began gathering around him. There were shocked whispers but he blocked them all out because his mind was focused on one thing; making sure she was going to survive.

      “I can't believe it,” Grace said. Saul was close by, and nodded in agreement.

      Grace was seeing Mack as she never had seen him before. They'd been through so much together; a plane crash, being held at gunpoint, captured by a madman, the mental asylum, all the drama that had occurred while they had been in the city, but never had she seen him this scared. She'd heard a lot about Anna, and over the course of the post-apocalyptic world she often had wondered what kind of woman it took to capture Mack's heart, to be worthy of him, but now she saw in his eyes that it was he who was worthy of her. Sweat stained his brow and his biceps bulged for he had carried her a long way. Without saying anything, he took her to the infirmary, where those who knew him best followed. The others crowded around Daisy, who told them the circumstances in which they had found Mack's wife.

      In the infirmary, people were shocked when Mack entered. For a moment there was silence, then Mindy approached him and directed him to an empty bed. From his bed, Luis watched in amazement and shared a silent look with Grace.

      “I'll take care of her,” Mindy said, as Mack found it hard to let go of his wife. Eventually, he sank into a nearby chair, and the exhaustion took hold.

      Mindy and Freddie began examining Anna and started cleaning her wounds. They had limited medical supplies, but they were going to use anything and everything they could to save Anna. People were beginning to crowd the area as those from outside let their curiosity get the better of them.

      “Give me some space!” Mindy shouted, the petite women had a loud voice and it took a brave soul to disobey her.

      Slowly the people filtered out, but Grace said she was staying. Mindy was about to argue, then took one look in her eyes and knew the young girl wasn't going anywhere. So she nodded, and then got to work on Anna, trying to repair the ugly gashes inflicted by the lion’s sharp claws and repair her broken limb.

      Grace pulled up a chair beside Mack. For a long time neither of them said anything. Mack didn't even look at her or acknowledge her presence, for he was so focused on his wife. Indeed, Grace never had seen him look so devoted before. Mindy and Freddie worked hard. They had to create a makeshift cast from the supplies they had in the settlement. It wasn’t perfect, but Mindy was a woman blessed with great ingenuity. So, she ordered a supply of flour and eggs to be brought to her. Freddie asked in a quiet voice if she was sure she wanted to use food supplies for this, but she took one look at Mack and knew it had to be done. Wrapping bandages around Anna's leg, she then covered them with the mixture of egg whites and flour, telling Mack it would harden as it dried and form a makeshift cast. After that, all she could do was let Anna rest and hope for the best.

      While they sat there, Mack's friends popped in to wish him well, but he never said a word. Grace was the only one who stayed with him through the whole thing. Mack's eyes glistened, his face was drawn, and Grace knew she had to do or say something. He always had been there when she needed him, and now it was her turn.

      “It's kinda funny, I guess. I mean, I've never met her before, but from everything you've told me about her, I feel as though I do, and if she's as half as strong as you say, then she'll make it through this. She survived a fight with a lion! This isn't going to kill her, we just need to give her time.”

      She reached over and squeezed his hand, but still he stayed just looking at Anna, willing her to heal. Silence descended upon them again. Grace knew Mack had other things to worry about, but there were issues in the settlement that had to be taken care of. She hoped that by talking about them she could at least give his mind something else to focus on.

      “We've mostly been cleaning up since you left, and trying to deal with the aftermath of what happened. We've already got people working on repairing the barriers, because who knows what else is out there, and we need to decide what we're going to do with Peter. People have a lot of different ideas, and I know there's a bunch you're not going to agree with. And then--” she was going to continue, but Mack raised his head and looked at her.

      “I know there's a lot to take care of, but right now I can't think of anything else other than my wife, and for as long as she's in here, I'm not going to leave her side. I should have been there, should have known somehow that she was in the city, and I'm not going to let her be alone again.”

      “You couldn't have known, Mack, and you can't blame yourself for taking care of problems here,” she said, although it seemed like her words fell on deaf ears.

      “I know you can handle things in my absence,” he said.

      Grace was about to protest, but she knew it wouldn't do any good, and figured she just needed to give him some time. He was visibly exhausted, and that wasn't even taking into account the emotional toll that had ravaged his heart and soul.

      “Okay, but I'm not going to be leaving your side because you need me just as much as she needs you,” Grace said. Mack was about to say something else when Anna woke up.
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      Anna's eyes fluttered open and her lips parted. A soft exhalation emanated from her mouth, a gasp of pain. Mack was astonished to see her alive. Although he had hoped and prayed and wanted to believe she was going to be okay, a niggling doubt had gnawed at him, and the fear that he never would get to speak to her again was palpable. But now she was awake, and he could look into her eyes. The eyes that he had been dreaming about for so long, and to his dismay, he realized he hadn't remembered her perfectly, but she was here, in front of him, and he barely could believe it. The emotion was overwhelming, and his eyes welled up with tears. He reached out to touch her, almost afraid she would shatter under his touch, but as soon as he found her warmth he kissed her and hugged her and promised he never was going to let her go again.

      “Anna, I'm so glad to see you. I love you and I've missed you so much,” he said, choking with tears but with a broad smile on his face.

      A smile tugged at her lips as well, but she still was pale and tired. Her head rested against the pillow and her eyes barely were open. She reached up a hand and stroked Mack's face. To feel her touch upon him again was heaven, and for a moment he closed his eyes and he was back in paradise, away from the ugliness of the world.

      “Water,” she gasped in a hoarse whisper.

      Grace rose and went to get some water, which she handed to Anna. Anna sipped it gingerly, her throat still raw. She winced in pain, then Mack took the cup from her.

      “It'll take a while to get back to your best, but we've got a good set-up here and there are talented people looking after you. You're going to be fine Anna, and we can catch up. There are so many things I need to tell you, and so many things I want to hear. I just...it's been so hard without you, and now that you're here, I realize how much I've needed you all this time,” he said, clasping her hand, pressing his forehead against them as his body shuddered while the tears poured out.

      Grace stood aside, letting them have this private moment. Anna still was weak, but she managed to utter Mack's name, and it was the sweetest sound he had heard in a long time. Her lips were dry, but he placed his lips upon them tenderly, and the kiss seemed to strengthen both of them.

      “For a moment, I thought I was dreaming,” Anna said, and leaned her head back into the pillow.

      Mack brushed the hair out of her face and stroked the back of her cheek with his hand, unable to wipe the smile from his face.

      “Right,” Mindy said, interrupting, “now that you've said your hellos, I'm going to have to ask you to leave, Mack.” When he began protesting, she held up her hand.

      “Anna needs to rest. Right now, the last thing she needs is the conversation you two are going to have. She's stable, and that's good. She's out of danger, so you don't have to worry about that. But I want to get her some food and water and make sure her body recovers. And, in my amateur medical opinion, you could use some rest as well. She's going to need you to be strong. So, the best thing you can do is take a break, go freshen up, and come back later when the two of you can talk properly.”

      Mack smirked. “Okay, doc,” he said, and then leaned down to kiss Anna on the forehead.

      “Sleep well, my darling. I'll be back soon. I love you.” She smiled, and looked at him with love-light in her eyes.

      Grace escorted Mack out. Although hours had passed, people still were waiting outside the infirmary and Mack told them the good news.

      “Wait for me,” Luis called out from behind.

      Grace looked with delight to see him back on his feet, although he was hobbling along with the help of a cane.

      “Why didn't you tell me?” she exclaimed, giving him a hug.

      “I wanted it to be a surprise, and I wanted to make sure that I could go a few steps without falling over.”

      “It's good to see you back on your feet,” Mack said, offering Luis his hand. Luis took it and shook it heartily.

      “And I'm happy to see that your wife is recovering. I can't believe after all this time she was in the city. You must be so happy.”

      “I am now that she's out of the woods. I just can't wait until she's well enough to have a conversation. There are so many things we have to say to each other I don't know where to start.”

      “I'm sure you'll find your way through,” Grace said.

      “Now, didn't Mindy say that you had to go get some rest?” Mack scratched the stubble that peppered his jaw.

      “I don't know about that. I don't think I could sleep even if I wanted to. Like you said, there's a lot to discuss and we should get to that right away. Would you mind gathering everyone up so we can have a meeting at City Hall? There's no time like the present,” Mack said.

      Grace nodded and went off. Mack and Luis walked toward City Hall, going at a slow pace to accommodate Luis, for he still was getting used to walking with a cane.

      “I'm sorry about this,” he said, embarrassed.

      “No need to be. Sometimes it's nice to take a slow stroll. Back in my old life I served with a lot of men recovering from gunshot wounds. You'll get used to it eventually. Did Mindy say how long you have to use the cane for?”

      “She couldn't give me a certain time. It would be easier if we were in a proper hospital, but Mindy did the best she could and I'm glad for it. I wasn't sure I'd actually be up again. I lost so much blood and things were uncertain for a while. I'm just glad to be up on my feet, and she said I can do some light duty, so I actually can help instead of being useless.”

      “It's good to have you back, but you never were useless,” Mack said.

      “I get what you mean, but it sure felt like it. While there was so much going on out here I was left in there and couldn't do anything. I was sick of being stuck on the sidelines, although I hope nothing like that happens again. I'd be quite happy if we just lived in peace for the rest of our lives.”

      “That would be the dream,” Mack said.

      As they walked through the settlement a few people came up to him to talk about his wife, and he thanked them for their kind words.

      He and Luis walked on toward City Hall until Mack said, “Luis, look around, what do you see?”

      Luis, furrowing his brow, cast his gaze around the immediate area trying to look for what Mack was hinting at; but nothing seemed amiss, aside from a few wary glances from Gary, one of the council members of the other community. Luis shrugged and turned back to Mack.

      “I just see people hanging about talking, making repairs. It's just life as usual.”

      “But look closer. Look at the types of people that are clustered together. They're all from the same kind of groups. Even though we're together we're still separate. People are keeping to who they know.”

      “That is natural. It's going to take a while for everyone to get used to each other.”

      “But we have to be mindful of it and think of ways to bring everyone together, to become one whole community instead of these fractured pockets of people that are so afraid to trust again because they've been burned too many times.”

      The two men made their way into City Hall, and halfway up the stairs Luis did end up taking the help that Mack had offered, even though it made him feel ashamed. Mack reminded him there was no shame in accepting help when it was offered, and that everything would run more smoothly if people let go of their pride. Both men let out a sigh of relief as they took their seats in the large office, and Mack felt better for being back here. So far, in the new world, this office had seen a turbulent time and Mack hoped that for the foreseeable future things would be a great deal calmer.

      It didn't take long for the others to arrive. Grace, Maggie, Saul, Hank, and Freddie joined Mack and Luis, each one of them offering their congratulations to Mack for finding Anna, especially Maggie, who knew what it was like to be reunited with a loved one after so much time apart. Saul, too, knew the same feeling, but it had been different for him since he had not shared much affection for his brother, and even now he would rather not think about him. Mack made a point to thank Freddie for all he had done in helping Anna in the infirmary, and then thanked the rest of them for being able to count on them in these times of adversity.

      “Grace told us that she was awake,” Hank said.

      “Has she been able to tell you what happened to her, and how she made her way to the city?”

      “Not yet,” Mack said, “Mindy wanted her to rest, but as soon as she's able I want to hear her story, and to tell her all about what has happened here and what we're trying to build. That's why I called you all in here. Grace reminded me there's still a lot to do. I had a chance to think while I was sitting with Anna. I realized we all should all be proud of everything we've accomplished and everything we've built here, but that doesn't mean we can rest on our laurels. We've suffered some devastating attacks and I'm sure there are other dangers lurking out in the city.”

      At this point he rose from his seat and looked out of the high window at the city below, and all the secrets it contained within it. It looked so quiet from that vantage point, but they still only had explored a small percentage of the city and there was yet more to discover.

      “Are you saying we should prepare for another attack?” Saul asked.

      “Yes, but more than that,” Mack said, turning back around to look each of them in the eye, clasping his hands behind his back.

      “We need to start thinking about the future; not just our own future, but the future of this place as well. So far, we've been so focused on merely surviving, because that's what we had to do, but now we can look to other things. We can make this settlement a real, living, breathing place. A place that has the best of humanity. We all know the world isn't perfect. It wasn't perfect before that EMP struck, and it sure as hell isn't perfect now, but we have the opportunity to build something here.” He spoke with great passion and zeal, which touched the others, but then he quieted somewhat.

      “When the plane went down right at the beginning of this I only had two goals in mind. One was to survive, and the other was to find my wife. Everything I did was in service to those two things. I wanted to get to the city because I figured it'd be safer than the woods, and because I hoped there would be some way to make it back home, or at least a greater chance that I'd meet someone who would be able to help me. Instead, we found this place and we saw that the people here needed our help. We could have left them and carried on our way. I could have left them. I didn't know them, didn't owe them anything, but I put my own goals aside for the greater good of this place.

      I saw something here that appealed to me, and I knew that if Anna could speak to me, she would have told me to put my skills to good use in protecting this place. And now Anna and I have been reunited. I don't have to go looking for her anymore. As I was sitting by her bedside, I was faced with the question of what to do now. What is my new purpose in life? And I must admit I'm actually a little glad Anna is here, because I've come to think of this place as home, and you all as family. There are going to be many challenges ahead, but I know we can face them together.”

      As he stared around at all his friends he saw the same thing reflected in their eyes, and then they in turn looked at each other, smiling at the bonds that had formed between them, sometimes in surprising ways.

      “While walking here with Luis we noticed that many of the new people still are keeping separate from the rest of the community. I'm aware this is natural and that it will take time, but I want us to look at ourselves as an example. None of us knew each other before this new world began, and even when our two groups first met there was some distrust.” At this he glanced at Maggie and flashed her a teasing smile.

      “But we spent time together, and gradually we trusted each other, and I would trust each of you with my life. I want that same feeling with these new people. They're still going to be scared, and they're going to look to us for leadership and to set examples. So I want us all to be mindful of the way they feel right now. I want this place to be inclusive and welcoming, and I really believe that it can happen.”

      “It's all well and good saying this Mack, but you can't just conjure all this out of thin air and hope for the best. It's going to take time and everyone is going to need to be willing to take part. We can't just make them all feel comfortable,” Saul said.

      “I know, and that's why I called this meeting. I would like us to discuss the future, both for ourselves and for this settlement. I feel we have an opportunity now to settle down after the attacks. I have a few ideas already, but I'd like to hear what you think as well.” And with that he sat down and waited for someone else to speak.
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      “You really do have a gift, Mack,” Maggie said, sounding appreciative for the speech.

      “With regards to our future, well, I can't speak for anyone else, but I don't have any plans to go anywhere. I think it's suicidal to go out into the wider world, especially with winter approaching. There's strength in numbers,” she said, and her words were met with nods from the others.

      “I've always said that I'm by your side no matter what,” Grace said.

      Mack then looked at Luis, for he knew the younger man always had had a wanderlust.

      “I didn't think I could settle down anywhere. I thought the best way to live was to move from place to place and never get attached, but I'm happy here with all you people. We had enough time on the road, and I wouldn't want to go back out there. Besides, it's not like I can walk that fast,” he said, and his joke was met with polite laughter.

      “I'm glad you all feel that way,” Mack said.

      “Regarding what you said about the other communities not feeling a part of this one yet,” Freddie said, placing his hands together in the form of a steeple, “it's safe to say some of them may change their minds. After all, they joined us in the heat of a fight and, as Maggie said, there is strength in numbers. But now that fight is over, and it's quite possible they don't like the reality of living here. But I think that's okay. We can't force anyone to stay or dictate the way they have to live. So, maybe it's worth giving them the choice again now that things have settled down. At least that way if they stay, then it's their choice, and they don't have to feel as though they're obligated or anything.”

      “It also could help to have a celebration, too,” Hank chimed in. Mack nodded slowly.

      “Those are both good ideas. You know, maybe we can combine the two. We should have a feast. After all, we have a freshly killed lion waiting to be eaten, and that would give everyone a chance to get to know each other. Then I can give the people a choice. I've also been thinking we should give this place a name. That would help, too, to properly cement the idea that we're improving our lives. For too long we've lived in the shadow of the apocalypse. I know winter is coming, but I want people to see there is hope,” Mack said.

      “Do you have any ideas?” Saul asked.

      “I've been throwing a few around in my head, but none of them sound quite right yet. I want you all to think about it, that can be the first task,” he replied.

      “Now, the second thing on my agenda is what to do with Peter. Maggie, I know I've talked to you briefly about what we're going to do regarding law and order around here. I don't know if you've had a chance to give it any serious thought with all that's been happening, but we need to decide what we're going to do with him.”

      “At the moment, he's locked up, so he's not doing anyone any harm, and we have a guard on him at all times, even at night. At first, he made some noise, but he mostly seems resigned to his fate now,” Maggie said.

      “I'm inclined to let him rot there, if it wasn't for the fact that every prisoner is a drain on resources.”

      “And that there are plenty of people around who don't think he's been punished enough,” Saul said, “They want something much worse than imprisonment.”

      “We need to make sure people know they can't go taking the law into their own hands,” Mack said.

      “And while I appreciate that he is a drain on resources, I don't want to just exile him out in the city. He's too dangerous to be let loose.”

      “I can talk to him. Maybe over time I can rehabilitate him,” Freddie offered.

      While this offer was well-received, the topic led to a wider discussion about how to deal with crime. So far, they only had had to deal with threats from outside the group. Yet, Maggie was sure it wouldn't be long until there were threats from within, especially with a lot of new people having to adjust to each other.

      “It seems to me there's only one way we can keep this town in line, and that's to have a sheriff in place, someone tough, who can't be messed with. Maggie, are you up for it?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, smiling with glee, “but every sheriff needs a deputy.”

      Almost as soon as she put the request out there, Luis volunteered. A look of surprise came upon Grace's face, but Maggie seemed happy with the option and welcomed Luis to the ranks.

      “I think most of the laws we should have are self-evident,” Maggie said, “but it does beg the question of what we're going to do if someone does get out of line. I hope it never happens, but if we end up having too many people breaking the law, we're not going to have enough able bodies to keep the place running. To be honest, I don't know how else we're going to punish people.”

      There were a few moments of silence as the group ruminated on this problem, but it was Freddie who spoke up first.

      “You know, I'm reminded of something I read about an African tribe who had a unique way of dealing with members who broke the law. They believed that deep down everyone was a good person, and that instead of punishing them, they should remind them of all the good things they had done. So, they would gather in a circle around the guilty person, and each one of them would say something good about the person, to remind them their existence is not defined by the bad things they have done. I know this won't work for every crime, but for petty things it could work, if people are willing to try it. We have a chance to build something new here, and to avoid the mistakes of the old world. I think we should consider things that may seem unorthodox at first.”

      “It'll take some getting used to, but I think the idea has merit,” Maggie said.

      “I think you, me, and Luis should sit down at some point and work out how you're going to patrol the city and what things should be considered laws. We're going to have to tell people what they can and can't get away with, but I trust you and am willing to give you a lot of leeway.”

      “I appreciate that,” Maggie said.

      She and Mack hadn't gotten off to the best start. She was more than willing to admit that was mostly her own fault for being so cold upon meeting them. But now she saw him as a true friend, and was glad all of them were in this together.

      “Speaking of rehabilitation,” Freddie continued, “we need to talk about the Lost Children. Many of them have been reunited with their parents, but some are orphans. Either way, they have been through a lot, and it's going to be a difficult process for them to adjust to being a part of this settlement. The early signs have been encouraging, but we’ll have to watch them closely. They've lived without adult authority for a long time, and it could be a while before they properly accept it again. I'd like to start counseling sessions, both for the kids and the parents. They'll need to have some support as well.”

      Mack gave him a nod.

      “I'll help you with that,” Saul said.

      “I always can use more help. They can be like my apprentices. We're going to need a lot of help with manual labor in the future, and giving them something to do will distract them. Besides, some of them seem to have taken a shine to me, and I must admit that they're alright, too.”

      “I'll be glad for the help,” Freddie said, smiling warmly towards Saul.

      “Is there anything specific you'd like me to do, Mack?” Hank asked.

      Mack looked at the solemn preacher and was glad to see he was the type of man who wanted to do something, who wanted to help rather than sit on the sidelines and takes things easy. All in all, Mack couldn't have asked for a better group of people to have around him and he wanted to let them know it.

      “I'm glad you asked that. I've been thinking about things a lot lately. There have been times when we've been separated or we've gone off on our own agendas, and there have been times when we've been threatened and close to death, and maybe we haven't been sure we'd ever see each other again. In those times, at least for me, I've come to realize how much you all mean to me. We've been through a lot together, and these hard times forge bonds that are not easily broken. I couldn't make it through all this without you, and I think we all have our roles to play in the coming days.

      So far, I've been taking the lead, and I'm glad you trust me enough to give me that responsibility. I hope I won't let you down, and I also trust you'll come to me if you think I'm making mistakes. But we all know the reality of this world, and that any of us could die at any moment. It's a sad thing to face, but it's true, and we're all fortunate we have managed to survive together for this long.” He paused.

      “That's why I want to create a hierarchy. So, if something does happen to me, there are people who can step up and maintain the chain of command, as it were. I liked the idea of the council, but I do not think it best to have a revolving door policy when it comes to people in charge. I believe it's better to have more of a singular vision to get things done. But I do believe in democracy and cooperation, and to that end, I would like you and Grace to be my deputies, and to help me make the decisions and the policies that will affect us all. There's a lot to take care of. I know not everyone always is going to have time for meetings such as this. So, I think it's best if the three of us can have regular meetings to deal with any problems that arise. We can save the bigger meetings for when everyone is available.” He continued.

      “I would be honored,” Hank said, and Grace was beaming.

      With that settled, everyone had a job to do. They were glad to have these plans in place as it gave them goals on which to focus, and a purpose, which was always good for the soul.

      “There is another thing that we haven't discussed yet, and that's patrols,” Grace said.

      “We still have to send people out for supplies, especially with winter coming up fast. The sooner we plan for that, the better. With more mouths to feed, we're going to need as much as we can get, but it's not just food, either. We're going to need warm clothes, medical supplies, tools, and pretty much whatever else we can get.”

      “Can I trust you to get on with that?” Mack asked. Grace nodded, and all were happy.

      The group left and Mack once again turned his back to look out at the city. He exhaled as he tried thinking of exactly how much time had passed since all this began. There had been so much happening he hadn't kept track of the days. The only indication he had was the changing of the weather, and how much they had changed.

      Most of them now sported beards, or at least stubble, and hair mostly was chopped off with knives rather than cut by experts. When he first had met Grace, her hair had been dyed like a rainbow, but that slowly had disappeared, and now her natural dark color showed through. It just proved that time was in some ways meaningless. It was either a predator stalking you or a companion, reminding you to take heed of every moment. But as the days bled into weeks that bled into months, Mack started realizing life was just one unending string of moments that didn't need to be defined by an arbitrary measure of time. Animals didn't have a sense of time, and they seemed perfectly happy.

      In his mind, he could choose any moment in which to live from his past, whether it be first laying eyes on Anna, the night they first made love, or the time when he proposed. It was all out there, and there were many more moments waiting for him, although those he was not aware of. Beyond the city lay the rest of the state, then the country, then the world. When he tried thinking of what was happening across the globe, he was engulfed by the vastness of it all. There surely must have been other people like him, who were trying to rebuild humanity, and he wished there was some way to communicate with them to see how successful they were and to offer support. But it wasn't only people on land he was thinking of there. There had been people at sea, no doubt, and some in submarines, who were destined for watery graves. It was a sobering thought.

      The only thing that separated Mack from them was the sheer fortune of circumstance. No matter how bleak things looked, they all were the luckiest people in the world because they were living when so many others had lost their lives. Mack wanted to keep that thought close to his heart. So, he didn't become complacent or lose sight of how dangerous the world was.

      Mack knew that, no matter how successful this settlement became, there always would be threats out there, always a group of people wanting to take it away from them. He knew one day death would catch up to him as well, but he wanted to go out on his own terms. He intended to live a long life yet, because there was much he wanted to fulfill. So, he turned away from the window and made his way out of his office, following the others down the steps. He was ready to meet the next challenge, even though he was tired, and the energy he had expended was beginning to catch up to him.
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      “I was surprised when you volunteered,” Grace said.

      She was walking beside Luis, who exhaled with every breath as he pressed his cane into the floor and hobbled along slowly. She reached over and held his hand, linking her fingers in with his. Luis smiled at her as they made their way through the park and sat down on an empty bench. The air was warm, although a little cooler than they had been used to. Sweat prickled on Luis' brow and he wiped it with his sleeve, somewhat embarrassed by his physical ailment. He leaned his cane against the bench and winced as he relaxed.

      “It's still giving you trouble?” she asked.

      Luis nodded, pulling up his shirt to look at the wound caused by the bullet.

      “You're going to have a nasty scar,” Grace said, lightly touching his skin with her fingers.

      “It'll make for a good story, I guess, and I'll be alright eventually. Just gotta get used to the pain,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Are you sure that volunteering to be Maggie's deputy was the best idea? You should be taking it easy. There's no shame in recovering. We're going to need everyone at their best, and there's no sense in you overdoing it for no reason,” she said, trying to remain more affectionate than nagging.

      Luis' gaze wandered over the surrounding area at all the people walking around, on their way to doing some good for the settlement. In the distance, he could see men and women hauling debris up to strengthen the barriers around the settlement.

      “I've spent too long taking it easy. You don't know what it was like to be bedridden while everything else was happening out here. I wanted so badly to help, but I couldn't. I felt so useless and guilty. People died while I was in bed.”

      “You can't blame yourself for that. You were wounded. It's not as though you were hiding.”

      “No, but it felt like I was. All the time I was lying there I just wanted to be out here with you and the others, making a difference, just like we used to when it was just the three of us. Things have changed, you know, we have more responsibility now. We have to change, too.”

      “Are you alright with what Mack said, about staying here? I know that you get restless sometimes, I just want to make sure you didn't say that for the benefit of everyone else...or for me.”

      “I think before I wanted to keep moving because I didn't have any reason to stay anywhere, but now I do. You guys are the first people ever to treat me with respect, to make me feel like I'm not just a waste of space, and I want to repay you and prove to you that you were right in trusting me. I want to do something that I can be proud of, and to really matter to this place. I feel like we're creating a new type of history here, and I want to be a part of it. I don't know if I'll be any good as a deputy, but I want to try, and at least I can learn something along the way.”

      Grace smiled, leaned in, and kissed him deeply. Then she nuzzled into his neck and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tightly, glad that she had him back by her side and that he wasn't confined to a bed any longer. She was also glad that he showed such spirit in wanting to get back out there and seize life. There were many people who, after suffering the trauma of being shot, would have recoiled and retreated into the shadows, too afraid to brave the sun once again, but Luis was different than that.

      Grace hadn't seen it when they had first met, but over time Luis had proven himself to her and she was glad the two of them had come together, sharing something deep and real. She sighed contentedly. With Luis back beside her, and Anna in the infirmary, and a plan forming for the future of the settlement, things seemed to be looking up and hope was in the air.
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        * * *

      

      As they left City Hall, Freddie and Saul were in deep discussion, talking about their plans to handle the integration of the Lost Children. Maggie skipped up behind them, smiling a little before she approached as they seemed like an odd pairing. Freddie the slight, diminutive man who was soft-spoken and didn't look like he would be able to harm a fly; and Saul, the tall giant with long white hair and a bushy beard, with a muscular physique and tattoos that told the story of a hard life lived in a hard way, calloused hands and eyes that had seen the true side of human nature; both of them coming together for a common goal.

      “Wait up,” she called out, and fell into step with them.

      The men paused their conversation and greeted their new sheriff. She inclined her head, proud of her new position.

      “I'll have to see if I can find a star lying around,” she said.

      “What can we do for you?” Freddie asked.

      “Well, I think it's great what you're doing with the kids. I remember how good you were with Tristan, and with me. They couldn't be in better hands. I was thinking, actually, if you don't mind, that I could ask Tristan to help you as well. It might help them to see that someone they know already has adjusted to things here, and that you have his trust. And it'll give him something to do, save him moping around.”

      “Yeah, of course, Tristan is a great kid, and we'd love his help,” Freddie said, glancing to Saul quickly to make sure it was alright with the big man too, and indeed it was.

      “How is he doing?” Freddie asked.

      Maggie raised her eyebrows, indicating that he wasn't doing as well as he could have been.

      “He's still pretty shaken up about everything that happened with Peter. I've tried explaining to him that sometimes it's okay to use violence, but I think it scared him to see just how far he can go when pushed. He's already seen more than most kids his age. Well, they all have, so I can just hope that it doesn't affect him too badly.”

      “He couldn't ask for a better mom to help him,” Freddie said. Maggie smiled at the compliment.

      “I'm still mad at Sharon, though. I'd love to give her a piece of my mind, but Deborah seems so nice, and I remember what it was like when Tristan and I reunited. I don't want to get in the way of that. Whatever Sharon has done, she deserves time with her mother.”

      “That's very mature of you,” Freddie said, teasing his old friend, “but seriously, you've offered Tristan's help but have you thought about offering your own? The other parents could benefit from your experience, I'm sure.”

      Maggie looked uneasy. “I'll think about it. I'm not sure I have your tact, though,” she said, “and if I have to face Deborah, I'm not sure I could be nice about her daughter.”

      “It's going to take a while for us all to get used to each other,” Saul said, “but we need to put the past behind us and look to the future. I know all too well how anyone can change, if they're willing.”

      Maggie nodded at these sage words and bid them farewell, telling them that she would send Tristan to them when he's ready.

      The two men said goodbye as well and resumed talking about how they were going to help the children. Saul would handle teaching them valuable skills to channel their energy, while Freddie would have sessions with them to talk through their feelings, and the two of them would come together to talk about any issues that arose. Saul still was puzzled as to why the children seemed drawn to him. Freddie punched him on the arm and said it was because he was a big teddy bear.

      “And anyway, speaking of how people are doing, how are things with you? We haven't had a conversation for a while,” Freddie said, broaching a topic that was a sensitive one for Saul, and one that he only had told Freddie about. Freddie, of course, had kept it in the strictest confidence.

      “I've been having a good time of it, actually, although I'm aware that, eventually, it's going to come crashing down again. I'm just trying to take each day as it comes. I think it's actually helping that I feel important, and I'm glad to be working with my hands again. All that time walking through the woods with no direction only made me frustrated. I feel like I'm doing what I'm good at again, it's therapeutic.”

      “I'm glad to hear that. But, you know, if you ever need to talk, my door is always open,” Freddie offered, and the two men continued walking.
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        * * *

      

      Hank was waiting for Mack at the entrance of City Hall.

      “Something I can do for you?” Mack asked, stepping outside into the fresh air. Hank smiled at him, his white teeth contrasting against his black skin.

      “No, actually, I was wondering if there was anything I can do for you. I know this is more Freddie's area, but I thought you might want to talk about how you're feeling with the return of your wife.”

      Mack leaned against the gray wall, digging a hand into his pocket.

      “It's amazing. I can't believe she had been in the city the whole time. I'm overjoyed, I'm happy, I'm delirious, and I'm overwhelmed. The truth is I have so many things going on in my head right now that I'm not sure how I'm doing. I think once I'm alone in bed it'll all hit me like a thunderbolt, and everything will come out, but just knowing that she's in that building over there,” he directed his gaze toward the infirmary, “it’s unbelievable. I'm almost afraid to go back in there in case it turns out there was some big mistake and that's not my wife at all. I know that sounds stupid, but I spent so long trying to believe that we'd find each other again, knowing that the odds were truly against us...”

      “I am praying she's okay, and this is really happening, Mack. You have your wife back. But I sense there's something you're not telling me,” Hank said.

      “I guess even though I'm an expert at reading body language, I still give off signs myself,” Mack said, chuckling at himself.

      “I guess it’s that I'm a little worried. I've spent all this time wishing I could see her again, and now it's actually going to happen. I'm...I'm scared. We've both been through so much. We're not the same people as when we last saw each other, and I don't know what she's going to say to me. I mean, she killed a lion for goodness sake! I just hope the woman in that bed is still the Anna I know.”

      Hank reached out a hand and placed it on Mack's shoulder, squeezing it gently. The preacher had a kind face and an aura of serenity about him, a calmness that seemed to transfer from himself to Mack. Mack felt the sensation spread through his body and instantly was relaxed. Hank spoke in his deep, soothing baritone.

      “Mack, love is eternal, and it can survive many more things than mere flesh. Your and Anna's story will be one that will be passed down through the ages, but do not try forcing it to be exactly like it was, because that will not be the case. Take it slow and give yourselves a chance to get used to each other again, and everything will be fine.”

      Mack smiled at him and nodded, and stifled a yawn. He wanted to talk about something else to take his mind off worrying about Anna.

      “I didn't get a chance to ask anyone in there, but has anyone actually seen Peter yet?”

      Hank rubbed his jaw. “I think Freddie may have gone in for a quick word, but other than that, no. There's been too much going on, in all honesty, and I don't think anyone of us thought that talking to him was a good use of our time.”

      “How do you feel about it? He did some horrible things to you.”

      Hank stretched out his back as he remembered the box and how painful it was, how his joints still were recovering from being bent and squashed in that tiny space, how dry his throat had been, and how he had been plunged into darkness.

      “I feel like I need to pray to the Lord to give me strength. It's a lot harder to live by my values when people do those kinds of things, but I must rise above my instincts and be better than them. He's just a child, and if he has a long life ahead of him, then there is a chance that he can be reformed into a productive member of this settlement, but it will not be an easy thing to do. He is of a singular mind, and he will not take his defeat lightly. Even if we do try rehabilitating him, he will put up resistance and try causing as much trouble as he can. I'm not sure we can afford that. Perhaps you should have a word with him and see for yourself,” he said.

      “Maybe I will, if I can find the time after the long list of things of things I have to check off. I've got some more people to go to now. Thanks for the advice. I'll speak with you later,” he said, and gave the preacher a nod as he walked off.
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      Directly after leaving Hank, Mack finally allowed himself the chance to yawn. His jaw stretched and his eyes closed as a rush of air left his mouth, and a warm sensation flooded through his body. He'd been up for...he didn't know how long, and now that things were calming down and the adrenalin was leaving his system he was beginning to feel the effects, but he couldn't surrender to sleep just yet. There were still things he had to do, things he didn't want to leave until later in case he didn't get a chance to do them.

      He shook his head quickly and slapped himself across the face. He forced himself to wake up as he strode across the park to talk with some other people, and all the while Hank's words remained on his mind. Love was eternal, that was the entire point of their wedding vows, was it not? They had promised to love each other no matter what, and although neither of them could have foreseen this future for themselves, it didn't negate their marriage. He still was wearing his wedding ring, and she still was wearing hers. It just would take time, like Hank said, although in Mack's sleep-deprived state, worry still was present. He had to make a sincere effort to ignore it. And he didn't even want to try thinking about Peter. That boy was a thorn in his side and still was causing problems, even after he had been captured.

      He walked across the square and went to the gardens, where he found Tash. He intended to speak to the council as well, but he wanted to start with Tash. He felt more of a connection with her, and was more certain she would be willing to stay. She was standing with a group of people, examining the plants. There was dirt caught in her fingernails; she evidently had been helping to plant more seeds and pick some vegetables. The gardens were looking in good shape, which was a miracle considering everything the settlement had been through, and from the expression on Tash's face, it seemed as though this was her natural habitat.

      “Mack,” she said in her lilting accent, smiling warmly as she noticed his presence, “congratulations on your most wonderful news. How is your wife?”

      It shouldn't have surprised him that word traveled this fast around the settlement. “She's doing well, thank you, just resting at the moment. So, I'm going to go back there soon when she's stronger.”

      “That will be exciting. We must make sure to seize these moments of joy because they are too few and far between,” she said, her smile filling up her round face.

      Her black hair was pulled back into a ponytail and Mack wished he had her sense of contentment. Nothing seemed to faze her, and despite the state of the world, she didn't allow herself to fall into depression or anything like that. Her obsidian eyes were filled with wonder at the world, and everything was a new adventure.

      “I see you've found something to do,” he said, gesturing to her fingers. Her smile widened with excitement.

      “Yes! I've been making friends with these good people, and they have been kind enough to allow me to help. This takes me back to when I was younger, helping my grandmother in India tend to the gardens. I always missed that when I came over here. Funny how the world can change so much but put you right back exactly where you started.”

      “Well, we're sure grateful to have any help we can get. That's what I wanted to talk to you about, actually. I know you said you'd like to stay, but I just wanted to make sure it's what you really want now that you've had a chance to see what the place and the people are like. Don't worry, we won't be offended if you'd rather move on and find somewhere else.”

      Tash inclined her head and raised an eyebrow, indicating to Mack that the question he had asked was a stupid one.

      “We were barely struggling to survive as it was. This place is something we dreamed of finding and we would be fools to turn away from it now. I am humbled by your kind offer in letting us stay, and I want us to be a part of this settlement. In fact, I already consider myself a part of it, if that is not too forward.”

      “Of course not,” Mack said, chuckling, “I'm glad to hear it. I just wanted to make sure. I'm glad we found you and your people. It's nice to have some fresh faces. I'm going to address everyone later because I have some plans for this place, but I just wanted to touch base before that. I know after what happened some people may not be so sure they want to stay.”

      “You're thinking of the council, aren't you?” the older woman said, her eyes twinkling.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “What's obvious is that you need some hot tea and a good night's sleep, but yes, it is.”

      “I've noticed them while I've been walking around, and I must admit that I don't like the way they've been looking at me. I know they're probably just adjusting to things like everyone else, but I'm worried it's more than that. They have their own way of doing things and I'm not sure they'll be willing to change that and accept new leadership. What do you think?”

      Tash tilted her head to the side and fell to her knees, massaging the soil with her fingers.

      “I don't know them all that well. We only had brief dealings with them to trade goods, but you're right. They do have a system in place. However, they're also intelligent people and they can see this place is going to benefit us all. Just be patient with them, and be honest. Even if it takes them a while they will come around.”

      It seemed like everyone was telling Mack to be patient, but that didn't stop the doubts from creeping in. Still, he was glad Tash and her people were adjusting to life in the settlement, and it was good to see that she at least had rediscovered a part of herself. It occurred to him the apocalypse had enabled those who survived to find the core of their beings and pursue what they really wanted to do. In some ways, it was the absolute ideal of the American dream. It was just saddening that civilization had to fall and millions, perhaps billions, of people all over the world had to die because of it.

      He spent some time lingering at the gardens, catching up with those there. They were in good spirits and declared they had a good yield for the time being, and long may it continue. Mack was pleased at this, and he tried to focus on the joy in the world rather than worry about things to come. After this he walked away and meandered through the settlement, speaking with various people on his way to finding the council. Everyone offered their best wishes to him and this made him feel better, as it showed the community was working and people were looking out for each other. He remembered when he first had entered this settlement, and how people had looked at him with suspicion, but now they looked at him with complete trust. He had earned it, and now he had to do right by them for the future.

      On the way across the settlement Mack spotted the building where Peter was being held. It was away from the main accommodation and a single guard stood outside. Part of Mack was tempted to go talk to the young man, but he had neither the mental strength nor energy to face the deposed king. However, the time soon would come when he would have to talk with Peter, and Mack was not looking forward to it with great anticipation.

      He yawned again, and made his way outside where, across the park where the remains of the great pyre rested, he saw the members of the council standing in a closed circle, with their feet pointing inward. He knew this meant that, as a group, they were not willing to let a new person join in the conversation, but Mack needed to speak with them. Indeed, their bodies stiffened as Mack approached.

      All of them were present aside from Deborah, whom Mack assumed was with her daughter. Daisy smiled at him, evidently feeling a connection with him due to their shared experience of going through the city together. Hugo was hard to read. He was a boisterous man whose mood could swing either way. Alison had seemed nice, but now she was quiet. Gary, although the most obvious with his dislike of Mack, was actually Mack's favorite as he knew exactly what the young man was thinking. He didn't know the others yet to be sure, and that made him feel uneasy. He tried not to feel trepidation at the inclusion of these people but it was natural considering everything they had been through with threats from other groups. That was another reason why he wanted to assimilate them into the community, so that fear was no longer a factor.

      “How's your wife doing?” Daisy asked, the first one to speak up.

      Mack wasn't sure what he had interrupted, but they definitely had been talking about something, although he tried to show no signs that anything was amiss. He repeated what he had told everyone else, that she was resting and he was feeling tired, too, but that he wanted to talk to people to see how they were doing. Then he repeated the same question he had asked to Tash, but these people were not as responsive. They glanced at each other surreptitiously.

      “Mack! The one and only Mack,” Hugo began in his booming voice, stepping forward.

      “You have a good set-up here, and it's quite admirable what you have done with the place, but we must admit that we have our reservations,” he said, and then looked to the rest of the group, hoping one of them would take up the baton that he was offering.

      However, it was at this point that Hank joined them. The preacher had been wandering around, doing much the same thing as Mack, although in his own quiet way of offering solace and spiritual advice to those who needed it. He flashed a glance at Mack, and Mack was glad to have an ally beside him.

      Gary was about to speak, but a glare from Alison prevented him from doing so, and he hung his head in anger, drilling the point of his boot into the ground as he muttered to himself. And it was Alison who continued to speak.

      “Like Hugo said, we do admire everything you've built here and it seems like people really are buying into it, but we have our reservations. We've seen what things can be like when they're ruled by one man. In our opinion, that's one of the things that was wrong with the country before this ever happened. We all came together as a community and we decided we wanted another model of leadership. It's going to be difficult for us to return to that.”

      Mack did admire the way they went about things, and perhaps in the future he would wish to try their way of a rotating council. In his opinion, it was a good idea for a small group of people, but not the big settlement he wanted to build. It showed a great maturity on their part, though, as he had seen with many of his superiors that sometimes power was intoxicating and it led good men down dark paths. To agree to share the responsibility and the power was true democracy. Perhaps it did have a place in this world at a later date, but in his heart Mack knew people needed a decisive leader to make the hard decisions for them.

      Mack was seeing the effects of power now, because for all their proclamations he suspected they secretly were afraid of giving up the power they held. In a small community such as theirs it wouldn't be long before the council rotated all the way around, and they would soon have their seat again. In one the size of the settlement that Mack led it could be a year or more before the same person sat on the council. But, in his opinion, not everyone was suitable to be in charge, especially not in times as dangerous as these.

      But, of course, he did not say these things to the people standing before him as he didn't want to insult them, nor did he want to get involved in a great ideological debate.

      “I understand the way you feel, but I would hope that what we can offer would offset the qualms you have, and that you'd see that I am in no way a dictator. My door always is open to listen to ideas, and I want to encourage people to come forward with anything they have that they think will benefit this settlement. I want people to truly feel like they belong and have a say in how they live. We all are in this together and my main goal is to see us all working together and cooperating to ensure a future for ourselves and the children who are under our care.”

      “And don't forget that Mack has a small council of his own,” Hank said, smiling, “and we're not going to let him get away with anything that we don't agree with.”

      The words of Mack and Hank didn't cause any great reaction, either positive or negative, and the council still seemed undecided.

      “I hope you'll think about it since winter is approaching and we're going to need all the help we can get,” Mack said in a soft voice, although the warning was implied in what was left unsaid.

      Leaving the settlement now would be hard, and a potentially bad decision given the safety and security Mack offered, but still it wasn't enough for the council to agree there and then to stay. They thanked Mack for coming to talk to them and said they would be thinking about it long and hard, but Mack was left to wonder how many of them already had made up their minds.

      As he turned to walk away from them, finally ready to accept that he needed some rest, someone from the infirmary ran up to him and told him that Anna was alive. Suddenly, the tiredness vanished from Mack's body. He raced to his wife's bedside.
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      Without taking a second look toward Hank or the others, or anyone else for that matter, Mack rushed toward the infirmary with the same vigor he had experienced when he first heard she was out in the city. The surrounding area was a blur and nobody he passed had any doubt about what had happened. Since many of them had lost people they loved, they were thrilled that somebody had the chance to reunite with their wife.

      Grace and Luis watched with smiles, glad their friend could find some happiness, as did Freddie and Saul. The members of the settlement all spoke about Mack and how they were glad that, after he had given so much to them, he finally was able to  get something for himself. Even the members of the council, still undecided whether they were going to stay, spared a moment to think about Mack reuniting with his wife. Although they had mixed feelings about the man and the way he ran the settlement, they all were happy for him, and only could hope everyone got to experience something like it sooner or later.

      When Mack entered the infirmary, there was much on his mind. Anna was awake, but he still was worried there had been some kind of complication. There had been so many bad things happening to people in the world since this all began that it was difficult to imagine something good could happen without there being a price to pay. But Mindy smiled at him and pointed him toward the bed where his wife was sitting up with her eyes open. She still looked tired and pale. Her skin was missing that glow it used to have, although he was sure it would reappear sooner rather than later. Mindy had been at work cleaning Anna up, so she looked more like the wife he remembered rather than the wild hunter who had been found in the bushes, covered in dirt and bracken. When she saw him her eyes lit up, and a weak smile appeared on her face.

      Just as Mindy had promised, the cast had dried and the lumpy thing was wrapped around her leg. Her wounds had been covered up as best they could be, but she would be left with scars. The mighty beast had left its mark, but Anna was alive. She had won, defeated the king of the jungle and lived to tell the tale.

      “I know it's going to be hard, but try not to get too emotional. She's still weak. There was only so much I could do with the supplies I had, but she's stable and she just needs a lot of rest. She was asking about you, but don't be surprised if she starts lapsing into unconsciousness. I've already told her not to put any weight on her bad leg, but make sure she doesn't, when the time comes for her to leave. She's going to need some form of crutches as well while the leg heals, and I'll see to those. This is going to be a strain on both of you, so if you need any help, just call me. I'll be right over there,” Mindy said with a kind look in her eyes.

      Mack gave her an appreciative smile as he walked over to the bed, taking Anna's hand in his own. He sat down and brought her hand to his lips, pressing them against her skin, closing his eyes as he remembered her taste. He opened them again, and with his other hand he stroked her forehead, then leaned into kiss it, then moved down, gently placing his lips against hers. Her lips broadened into a smile.

      It was strange to see her in a hospital bed like this. The two of them never had suffered any medical trauma and had avoided these scenes. Mack always had been afraid she wouldn't look the same, but even in this weakened state she still was his wife and his heart swelled just by being near her. Suddenly the world seemed a little brighter, and among all the chaos things were starting to make sense.

      Tears began stinging his eyes as he was overwhelmed with emotion again, and the lack of sleep didn't help. He bowed his head and buried it in her chest, his powerful body shaking as everything poured out of him. Her hand rested against the back of his head, playing with his dark hair, fingers reaching across the bottom of his neck, the two of them finding each other again. Mack's head rose and he sniffed, wiping the tears from his eyes.

      “I'm sorry,” he said, and his blurred vision cleared as he blinked frantically.

      Now he was looking at his wife clearly. He was so near her he could see the haunted look in her eyes, but he shouldn't have expected to see anything different. He was sure that she saw something similar in his own eyes. So much had happened to the both of them it was hard to know where to start. This was the woman he had pledged himself to, and he had stayed true to her even when there was no evidence she was alive. There were times when he had to face the possibility that even if she was alive he never would see her again.

      Now all those fears and worries were excised from his mind, replaced with new ones, like how their dynamic would be changed after spending so many moons apart, and if they had changed so much that the parts they had loved about each other would change, too. Mack wasn't a fool. He knew people changed through life and to commit to someone was a big decision that required a lot from both parties. It would take time for them to get used to being with each other again, but now that he was holding her hand, and actually could touch her, he knew nothing was going to stop them from trying.

      The world had taken so much from him, but it couldn't take her.

      The hospital was quiet around them. There were still some people who were recovering from the various attacks on the settlement, but they mostly were resting or reading, minding their own business and allowing Mack and Anna to talk in private. Mindy stood off in the distance, keeping one eye on her patients while also taking an inventory of the supplies, and a few assistants wandered about, tending to the beds and to the patients. Mack wasn't focused on any of this. His gaze was solely for his wife, and he was unable to look anywhere else.

      “I missed you,” she said, reaching out to stroke his arm, her fingers running through the hair that sprouted from his forearm, then up to his shoulders and chest, then all over his body.

      A warm tingle spread through him, the kind that he almost had forgotten existed. There were so many things that seemed like a distant memory, but now were returning to the forefront of his mind, like the way she smelled. He had tried holding onto that for as long as possible, but eventually the memory faded as he made his way through this new world.

      “I missed you, too,” he said, trying to summon the words to encapsulate his feelings, but they were so complicated and far-reaching that he found it an impossible task.

      Although many people in the settlement would have told anyone that Mack was capable of doing the impossible, this was something that even he could not do. He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, then rested his head on the pillow beside her, so that he was nestled right beside her neck and could breathe in her scent. He hated seeing his wife so weak and hurt like this, but he was glad she was alive and knew it was only a matter of time before she was back on her feet. Hopefully, she would be back to her old self, back to the woman he knew, if that was possible. This position was uncomfortable for him. He still was sitting on the chair, with his body positioned at a right angle as he lay on the bed, but he remained there for a while as he wanted to be as close to Anna as logistics allowed.

      “Do you remember anything from when you were awake before, from when I brought you here?” he asked.

      Anna's brow creased and she shook her head lightly. “Not really. I remember hearing your voice, although I don't know if it was a dream or not. I remember the lion.” At this point, she looked down at her body and gently touched her wounds.

      “And then I don't know. I think I remember being carried through the city, but it's all a mess in my head.”

      “I'm sure it will be for a long time. I found you. After I heard you were in the city, I went looking. You had been attacked by a lion, but you had killed it, then moved to the bushes to keep warm. You were almost gone, but I brought you back here and now you're going to be okay. You're going to be okay, Anna. We're back together again,” he said, unable to stop himself from smiling. She smiled, too.

      “I remember you saying sorry,” she said.

      Pangs of guilt stabbed at Mack, for he still was ashamed that he hadn't throw aside everything to get back to her.

      “I am. I'm so, so sorry for not coming to find you. I shouldn't have let everything else get in the way. I should have tried to make it back to you from the first moment I was able. Part of me was afraid I'd never see you again. Maybe in my heart I wanted to put it off because at least then there always would be the chance that you were still out there, but now I'm with you. I'm just so, so sorry and I wish there was more I could say.”

      “That's the beauty of us, Mack, we've never needed to say anything to know what the other was thinking. There's nothing we can take for granted in this world, and I know the type of man you are. I'm sure you've been doing whatever you can to make this world a better place. The doctor was talking about everything you've done here, and I'm so proud of you. The rest of the world is falling apart and you're trying to put a small piece of it back together. That's why I fell in love with you in the first place. Don't apologize for being yourself.”

      Her words were a relief to him, yet the guilt still resided in his soul, and would remain there for the foreseeable future. Exhausted, and emotionally drained, all he wanted to do was fall asleep next to his wife, but at the same time he didn't want to waste any more time with her. They already had spent so long apart he didn't want to fall asleep now and have to wait even longer to be with her properly.

      “I had to face the same thoughts myself, you know,” she said, her voice still low and hoarse. Every word was a struggle to speak although there was water on hand to relieve her aching throat.

      “But I'm glad to see you're alive. When I came to the city I didn't think I'd find you. It was so big. I guess we're just lucky.”

      “I guess we are,” he said, squeezing her hand. She squeezed back.

      It had been so long since he had held those hands and he wondered just what they had been through. She's already claimed the life of a lion, what other preposterous things had his wife accomplished? She was always someone who could do anything she set her mind to and it wasn't a surprise to him that she had flourished in this world. She had such a strong will that it would have taken a titan to slow her down. He was proud of her for having made it through the world because he knew just how tough it was to survive this long, and in turn, she was proud of him as well.

      For a while they laid there, not saying anything, simply enjoying being in the presence of each other again after so long apart. Both of them had spent countless hours dreaming and hoping for this exact moment, and they wanted to bask in its glory while they could. However, there was a lot to talk about. There were many questions that both of them had for each other, although in some ways they were scared of what the other had to say. They had both been pushed to their limits of morality and endurance, but they were husband and wife, and there could be no secrets between them.

      By lying down next to Anna and breathing in her scent, by listening to the rhythm of her breathing, Mack was being lulled to sleep. As he realized this he jerked himself up and forced himself awake. He was getting a crick in his back as well, so the change in posture did him a world of good.

      “So, how long is it going to take you to tell me just what you've been up to?” he asked, trying to keep the mood upbeat, but both of them were worn out and not in the mood for laughter.

      “About the same time as it's going to take for you to tell me.”

      “Ladies first,” Mack said, smirking.

      Anna pushed herself up and winced, but waved Mack back as he moved to support her. She reached over and brought the glass of water to her lips, which she would do intermittently as she told her story to Mack. She looked him in the eyes, then looked away. The blond hair fell over her face as she breathed deeply and prepared to tell her story. Mack adjusted his position in his chair as he listened, rapt with attention, finally about to know just how his wife had managed to traverse the country to find him after months of being apart.

      Outside, the people of the settlement went about their business. Although Mack cared for them deeply and wanted the best for them he shut them from his mind. The only thing he wanted to pay attention to at that moment was his wife, his one true love.
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      Anna stared at the blank wall in front of her, then looked at Mack. Their hands were still together but she was afraid that once she was done he would pull them away and nothing would be the same again. As she looked into his blue eyes she remembered all those nights had spent together, talking about the future and the life they were building together, and how that had been taken away from them. She'd fought so hard to get back to him, and now she was paralyzed inside, almost afraid to tell him the truth.

      Her body ached all over, and all she wanted to do was sleep, but her husband was beside her. After all this time, they finally had a chance to talk, and she could share her story. He would be the first one she told as well, the first one to hear it in its entirety at least. He looked at her earnestly, this man to whom she had given her heart. Being by his side again made her feel complete in a way that she hadn't felt since this whole thing began, but she had to wonder if he felt the same doubts as she did, if he, too, was afraid things wouldn't be the same.

      But her story had been burning inside her for a long time, and when the words began spilling from her mouth Anna found she was glad for the opportunity to tell. And, as all the best stories did, she started at the beginning.

      “I remember the day it happened so clearly, even though it feels like it was a lifetime ago. I was making a plan for the day and emailing some clients, as well as preparing a surprise dinner for you when you returned.” As she said this she smiled sheepishly. Those kinds of things seemed alien now.

      Then the computer died, as did everything else. I tried to switch on the television to see what had happened, tried my phone, but nothing. I left the house. The neighbors were frightened but, at first, we all thought it was just a power outage. Then more people started coming out, panicked. We tried to stick together and wait it out, but the power wasn't coming on. We tried the fuse boxes, but still there was nothing. Then we saw a plane plummet from the sky and we knew something was wrong. It didn't crash anywhere near us, but it made me think of you, and I knew we were in serious trouble.

      The street was filled with people who didn't know what to do. Kids were crying. People were looking all around for somebody to give them some information. It was like we were cut off from everything. Without the internet, without any way to call people, we were on our own. It was the elderly I felt bad for, like Mrs. Graveson, you remember her? People were rushing by and she was left in quite a state. Then there was Hans and Ivy, they were yelling at people that an invasion was coming and that we all had to get to cover, which only made people get more worked up. I tried to calm them down, but I soon realized it wasn't going to help and I wasn't going to get anywhere with them. People were hysterical, crying out for their loved ones, trying to find some semblance of sense in this chaos. None of the cars would start. Some people grabbed their bikes and left the crowd, with others shouting after them. Others had their bikes wrestled from them, stolen, and these were the first signs that something bad was going to happen.

      I didn't really think things were going to be as bad as they were. I thought that people would see the best things to do were to remain calm and get more information before getting all worked up. But, of course, I had too much faith in my fellow people. I shook my head and left them, going back into the house to get the weapons that you kept in there. I didn't want to get into a fight, but I wasn't going to be left defenseless given what I'd seen out there. These were just our neighbors, people who saw each other every day and said hello, had each other over for barbecues. One crisis and they started to lose their minds, and seemed to forget we knew each other at all.

      When I was in the house I looked around for things to take. I grabbed some food from the fridge and some knives, and then I packed some extra clothes in a bag along with some tablets. I wanted to take more. I would have taken everything if I could because that was our home. It had everything we'd built together and to leave it there almost felt like I was turning my back on us. All those photos we had, all the things we'd bought together, it was just going to be left there, but I knew that I needed to move. If there was any relief effort it was going to be in the city, and I knew the plane you were on would have gone down. I wanted to find you eventually, but first I needed to find out what had happened. If I was going to try getting to you, I was going to have to figure out how to get there, because I didn't fancy having to fight everyone for a bike.

      But as soon as I left the house the looting and fighting already had started. A brawl began, with the wives trying to pull their husbands apart. I thought about going over to try calming them down, but I knew that was going to be futile. I thought about telling some of them to come with me, but as I looked at their faces I knew they had surrendered to the madness and they weren't able to think rationally. It hurt a lot, and I wished things had been different, but I knew I couldn't let sentimentality get in the way of my goals. Maybe that was too cold of me, but I wanted to get to the city and didn't have time to get caught up in other people's bullshit.

      I walked away from them, and a few people noticed I was going. They called out to me but I didn't bother turning around because I didn't have anything to say to them. I knew then that the world had changed. Whatever the world is now, it already had begun, and everyone else was just catching up. Sometimes I think back to all those people. I wonder if I should have been more patient with them and tried working with them, but there's only so much of yourself you can give, especially now, and if I had done that I don't know if I would have been here,” she said.

      She spoke with a hint of remorse in her voice, as though she was trying to justify her decisions to herself. Mack wondered if it wasn't a pointed reference to the way he had conducted himself, always putting others' needs before his own. But he didn't say anything to interrupt, merely listened to Anna's story as he could tell she had a great deal to say.

      “As I walked through the suburbs I saw the same things everywhere. People were scared, looking to anyone for direction. They were banging on a bus, trying to get the driver to drive them away, but they wouldn't listen when he told them it wasn't working. A cop was swamped with people begging him to call for backup. He ended up throwing his radio at them because they wouldn't believe him when he said it wouldn't work. I don't know what it was like for you when this began, and I really want to know how you survived a plane crash and how many people were with you. Those in the city started clustering together in restaurants and bars for some word that everything was going to be okay. People were staring at the sky, almost expecting to see bombs dropped on us. But I figured that if there was going to be an attack like that you would have heard something about it and warned me.

      It took me a while, and I had to trade a kid a knife for his bike, but I went into the city. I tried to stay to the side streets and alleys, because by this point there hadn't been any word about the authorities and everyone was going crazy. Looters started smashing windows and the store owners were fighting back with baseball bats and guns. The police were trying to keep order, but there just weren't enough of them, and without their cars and their radios they weren't able to coordinate their efforts. At the time, I didn't understand why everyone went so crazy and tried looting the stores when nothing was working. Now I'm starting to think it was just because they didn't know what else to do. Nobody ever had faced anything like this and their first reaction was to descend into anarchy, lashing out at the world because that was the only thing that made sense to them.

      I stayed away from all that as much as I could, and encountered a few people, but they were scared and didn't say anything to me. I went to the middle of town, trying to make it to the library. On the way there I heard a speech from the mayor, trying to tell everyone to stay calm. He bellowed at the top of his voice, but nobody seemed to be paying any attention to him. It was in that moment when I realized how absurd society was. It was fine and worked when we all agreed to the social contract, but as soon as it fell away there was nothing left. We all were equal.

      I thought about trying to make it to the army base. I figured if anyone knew what to do it would be the military, but it was too far away and they'd have their hands full anyway. Besides, I didn't think they'd take kindly to civilians going down there, even if I was your wife. While everyone was busy losing their mind, I walked into the library. A few people had taken refuge there, but it was a lot quieter than outside. I remember thinking that if you had been in there when the whole thing started you might never have known that anything had happened. I made my way to the archive section where I pulled out a map of the country. I knew the time of your flight and where you flew from, so I managed to estimate where you landed and this was the nearest city. I figured the best chance of finding you was to make my way here and hope for the best.”

      She had taken a break to drink some water and catch her breath. Mack squeezed her hand.

      “I don't want to sound ungrateful or anything because I know I'd have done the same in your position, and I'm so glad you made your way to me, but why did you come all this way when, for all you knew, I could have been dead? Surely it would have been easier to stay at home?”

      “When have I ever taken the easy route?” she said, and a flash of the old Anna came through, before she turned serious again.

      “We made vows to each other, and if we didn't uphold them, then they meant nothing. I gave you my word that I would be by your side, and I wasn't going to let anything stand in my way. I had to know for sure what had happened to you. If I didn't, then I wouldn't have been able to live with myself. We talked about the future together. We were going to start the rest of our lives when you got back and I wasn't going to let anything take that away from me,” she said, her voice sonorous with determination.

      “I folded up the map and left the library, after having a little snack. I foraged food where I could as I made my way out of the city. With the riots going on I figured it was best to stay away from the large pockets of civilization. I still had the bike, so I rode it out of the city. I passed people on the freeway, many of them camping out in their cars, praying for someone to save them rather than saving themselves. I had hardened my heart because it killed me to hear all the kids trying to get some kind of answers from their parents when they had none to give.

      “We all looked to something greater for guidance, but the only answers I could find were in myself. I wasn't sorry to leave the city behind, which I found strange at first because it had been my home for so long, but I knew if I was going to survive I was going to have to learn to let go of the things that meant the most to me. But the one thing I couldn't let go of was you.

      “I followed the freeway as far as I could go. Eventually, the people began to get fewer and fewer, although the cars remained blocking the road. As I moved out of the city I saw the traffic helicopter wedged against the side of the freeway as well. I tried not to think of the state of your plane. I moved out farther and eventually met up with some other survivors. Funny enough, they were people who had made it through a plane crash. The pilot had managed to land in a lake, and a few passengers had survived. They'd been camping out for a while, living off the land. When I met them, they looked at me with hope, thinking I was part of a search party that had been sent from the city to find them. I try not to think of the disappointment on their faces when I told them what had happened, and that the city was as good as lost.

      “I stayed with them for a while, and told them where I was heading. Many of them said that it was good to have a plan. Some of them left to go to the city despite what I had said because they had loved ones they wanted to try seeing, or just because they couldn't face going anywhere new. Others decided to travel with me and explore the new world. We scavenged to survive. Some days it didn't seem as though we were going to make it, while other days we thought we had enough food to last a lifetime. We got to know each other, in some ways better than I knew the friends I'd left in the city. Without anything else to talk about we had to get into the deep issues. But mostly I talked about you and how much you meant to me. They all admired my determination. What they didn't know was that I was trying to convince myself that it was all worth it, that at the end of it I'd find you standing there waiting for me, because I couldn't conceive of any other possibility. If I found out you were dead I didn't know what I would do.”

      “I know exactly how you felt,” Mack said.

      “Anyway, we carried on, and as time went by we started to lose people. Sometimes it was just dumb luck and they found a trap, other times we were attacked by wild animals, and sometimes it was other people, bad people. We all wondered how everything could turn so quickly, but it was clear to me that we hadn't really been all that civilized in the first place. It was like our society was a mask that covered up the parts of us we didn't want to face, and now, without the threat of punishment, people were able to be their base selves.

      “It never got easier either, losing people. Sometimes we fought back, other times we ran, until eventually there was only me and one other person left, a guy named Doug. He had been on the plane. He was a doctor. Came in handy. But when it was just the two of us, something changed. We'd seen so many people die it seemed like a waste of time to get attached, like we only were causing ourselves more pain. We continued on because there was nothing else to do, but suddenly we were talking less and less. Our days were filled with silence. But we were still there for each other when we needed to hunt or gather food.

      “And, in time, as we cycled through the country we encountered other people as well. Some of them had prepared for a situation like this. They were happy for the company, mostly so they could brag about their own foresight, but we were happy for the food and the shelter, and sometimes even the hot baths. Other people filled in the blanks for us and told us that it had been an EMP, although none of them knew the source. We made new friends, then left them almost as quickly.

      “Most people were scared and didn't know what to do. I wished I had an answer for them. All I could tell them was to stay safe, but I didn't know what that meant anymore. There didn't seem to be any plan or rhyme or reason to this. I had seen religious people die, atheists die, kids, elderly people, good people, bad people, none of it made any sense. The longer this went on the more I knew I had to find you because it was the only way I could stay sane. We offered for some of them to come with us, but they had their own plans. So, it was just me and Doug, riding down that freeway all by ourselves.”

      There was more than a hint of sadness in her voice. Mack thought about her riding down the empty freeway all by herself and he too felt sad, but he also got the sense that she was reaching an important part of her story. He noticed all the familiar signs, how her eyebrows were flattened and the fingers of her left hand were tapping her side.

      “What happened to him?” he asked, feeling as though her sadness had something to do with Doug.

      By the fact that he wasn't here with her Mack assumed he had died along the way, and after spending that much time with someone it would be difficult to talk about. Mack knew he would be the same way if their roles were reversed and he had to say the same thing about Grace.

      Anna continued her story, telling Mack about the wild woods she had to cut through, and the savage people that roamed the wilds, threatening them with unholy cries and never letting them sleep for fear they would strike in the night. She told him how they were chased by coyotes and wolves; and how she had been pushed to the brink of her endurance; how there were nights when she wasn't sure that she could go on; how her muscles ached and her arms and legs were so heavy she thought they were going to drop off; and how sometimes she was so hungry she almost gnawed on her own flesh. Mack once again found himself apologizing for not coming to find her sooner, but she knew he was thinking of her.

      “Doug began to doubt me. He tried to tell me that even if the plane had managed to land safely something else would have got to you, and there was nothing to say that you would have made it to the city anyway. I didn't care. I'd have searched the whole country until I found you, and I told Doug that he could either shut up and help me or go on his own way. He chose to shut up. By this point our bicycle tires had been punctured and the bikes weren't suitable for going through the forests, so we were hiking most of the way, trying to use the map where we could, but it wasn't very clear.

      Eventually, we managed to find a river along with an old boat. It was covered with a tarpaulin and had an infestation of spiders living in it, which we had to clear out. Didn't know why nobody had taken it out, but we weren't going to complain. We checked it for holes and it seemed seaworthy. So, we pushed it out and made our way downstream, letting the current take us when it was strong enough. Otherwise, we rowed and caught fish as we went along. Sometimes we heard the shouting of people as we went along, and occasionally we saw them signaling to us. Doug wanted to stop, but I kept plowing ahead, knowing that any of them could be dangerous. I wasn't about to give up our boat when this river led straight to the city.

      Other than that, it was a peaceful way to travel, and I was able to relax for the first time since I'd left our home. I thought about everyone I'd left behind there, and whether they had survived, even though I knew it likely was that most people wouldn't have. If they weren't killed by other people, starvation would have got them, or infection. There were too many things to take us down, but that only made me think of you. If anyone could survive I knew you could, and somehow you would have made it to the city. I just knew in my heart. Maybe it was because I couldn't face believing anything else.

      Then, one day, our dream turned to a nightmare as the water became rocky and we started to be thrown from side to side. The waves crashed around us, almost so strong as to throw us out of the boat. We grabbed what we could and leaped out moments before the boat was dashed against the rocks, wood splintering, floating downstream. We gasped for breath and were caught in the current, only surviving because of dumb luck. The water stung my skin as it bit me. I felt myself being buffeted this way and that, but I narrowly managed to avoid hitting the rocks. Then I felt something push against me. As I coughed up water and tried to breath in air I looked and saw Doug pushing me to the edge. I tried to fight him. He was spending so much time trying to save me that he wasn't going to save himself.

      I made it to the edge when a piece of our boat plunged into him, and his howl of pain only was silenced by the water that filled his lungs. Then it took him, the water stained red. I scrambled to the edge, trying to reach out to find just a hand but there was nothing. As I looked downstream I saw his body being carried away, engulfed by the water. At that moment, everything seemed hopeless and I didn't know how much more I could take. I looked down and saw that I was bleeding, too, from my leg. I tore away a piece of my shirt and tied it around, then hobbled off, always moving, because I couldn't do anything else.

      After that I knew I couldn't handle being close to anyone again, not until I found you. I didn't want that kind of pain. I followed the river and saw the city in the distance. I kept to myself. Didn't encounter anyone else, even though I heard plenty of noises at night that could have been others. I had the map with me, and everything else, but I'd changed so much since I'd left home. The journey had taken months, but it felt like a lifetime, and all in pursuit of a man I didn't know was alive. When I got to the city I was too tired to do anything, too tired to speak, to make friends, too tired to even sleep.

      I found a few people doing a patrol. They offered to tend to my wound and had taken me back to the camp, but I'd been burned too many times. I knew these people would die, just like everybody else died, and I wasn't going to open my hearts up to them. So, I made them a deal. I'd go out and hunt for them if they let me stay there, but I wouldn't be a part of their group. I'd go off into the city, trying to find you. I asked people I met, but none of them knew. Guess I forgot how big cities were. Then I started to think that maybe you didn't make it to the city at all, maybe you made a camp in the woods. But I started working through it systematically, not willing to give up at all, figuring that while I looked for you I could help these people survive, and now here I am,” she said. After the effort it took to tell her story, her head sank back in the pillow.

      Mack let her words sink in and continued to hold her hand, promising never to let it go. She'd been through so much all he wanted to do was hold her and promise her that everything was going to be alright, but he knew that was something he couldn't promise. Despite what she said he saw that she had lost hope. He was going to have to show her she could find a home among others again, and that it wasn't the worst thing in the world to care about people.

      But all that could wait. He gently took hold of her chin and tilted her face toward him, searching her eyes. “I love you more than anything,” he said, then leaned in to kiss her sweetly, hoping it would take away a small portion of the pain she had suffered. She returned the kiss, and in that moment the two of them began to recapture a semblance of all they had lost, all the world had threatened to take away from them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      When Anna finally finished speaking Mack looked at her for a few moments without saying a word. While she had been telling her story, he had walked over beside her, and experienced all that she had. Yet, in reality that was a period of her life that he would never truly know, and there was something saddening about that. He thought about how scared she must have been, how lonely, how hopeless, and wished he had been there to quell her fears or just hold her when she needed to be held. There were few parallels with his own journey as he had tried to surround himself with as many trusted people as possible rather than forge his own path by himself. They both had been through experiences that changed them, yet now that he was with her, he could tell that there still was a lot of his wife left in her.

      Mack leaned in and hugged her tightly, pulling her body close to him, enveloping her in his warmth, this time paying little attention to whether he was hurting her or not. If she felt any pain she hid it well, for she clung onto him and enjoyed the feeling of belonging to him once again. Her arms wrapped around his back and she nestled her head into the nape of his neck while he caressed her head in his hands, her blond hair spilling over his fingers. He held his eyes open as he tried forcing all of her pain away.

      “I'm glad you found me, and I'm sorry about what happened to Doug. I wish that he were here so I could thank him for helping you on your journey,” Mack said as he gently lowered Anna back down to the bed.

      He stroked some of the hair away from her face as he leaned back, still holding her hand, not wanting to break contact with her completely. She smiled, too.

      “He said the same thing, said you must have been a hell of a guy to make a woman like me travel halfway across the country.”

      Part of Mack felt a flash of jealousy, that this man had been able to spend time with Anna through all this while Mack had been parted from her. He almost asked Anna if anything romantic had happened between the two of them, but he quickly pushed the thought away from his mind. It wasn't his place to ask, and he just should be grateful that Anna still was alive and with him now. He knew she loved him, and he loved her, and if anything had happened it was only a matter of survival. It didn't change the way they felt about each other, and it seemed such a non-issue in the grand scheme of things. So, the thought floated from Mack's mind and he never even considered it again.

      “Now it's your turn,” Anna said, locking eyes with Mack.

      This time it was he who took a sip of water and breathed deeply as he told his story. He started at the beginning with Grace and the plane crash and how the two of them had been the only survivors, and that they had decided to make their way to the city to find some kind of help to get back home. He told her about the family who tried to kill them, but as a result they met Luis, and he talked about how much Grace and Luis had changed. He smirked as he remembered how Grace had been dismissive of Luis at first, but now the two of them were together.

      “They mean a lot to you, don't they?” Anna said, noticing the way Mack lit up when he spoke of them.

      He nodded. “Especially Grace. I'm so proud of her for how much she's grown. I must admit that when we first started out I wasn't sure she would survive in this world. Gradually, she learned and applied herself and she's a valuable member of this settlement. I can't wait for you to meet her.”

      And just as Mack did with Doug, Anna didn't bother to ask him if anything had happened between him and Grace, or any of the other women he mentioned across his journey, because nothing was stronger than the bond they shared.

      Mack continued his story, telling Anna about the kind family on the farm who had taken them in, and the nasty group who demanded tribute from them. Then he told how they had found Saul, left for dead in the river, and subsequently made their way to the edge of the woods. He spoke of how the city about to be in sight when they were captured and taken back to a settlement in the forest, kept as prisoners by Saul's brother, and how they inspired a rebellion to overthrow those in control.

      “I haven't heard from them since we left. I hope that settlement still is thriving,” Mack said, sparing a thought for those he had left behind. He went on to speak about the horrors at the mental asylum, and then the attack by the bear, and showed her his scar.

      “That's impressive, but not as impressive as a lion,” Anna teased. Mack laughed a little.

      Then he told her about Maggie, Hank, and Freddie, and how the three of them had joined the group and had become trusted advisers, too. He talked about coming to the city and hearing about the Lost Children; about joining Maggie on her quest to find her son; about the other group who were only interested in violence; about the attacks on the settlement and the people who had died; about the battle in the city where Mack had to kill the other leader, which led to the extinguishing of that group. As he retold the grim violence his voice began to get hollow, and his mind returned to those dark places where horrors resided. Anna squeezed his hand, bringing him back into the present, reminding him that he still was there, and there was no judgment in her eyes. He finished by speaking about the recent events that had led him to find her, about the Lost Children and the other groups he had brought to the city.

      “No wonder you didn't have time to come and look for me, you've been busy!” Anna said. Her tone was light, but there was pride in her eyes, and concern for all that Mack had been through. Mack smiled wryly.

      “Tell me about it,” he said, “but hopefully things are going to be calming down for the time being and we can start concentrating on building this settlement, if people want to stay. I want this place to be safe for them, and for us to remember what it's like to live. We've spent so long focused on survival that I don't want us to lose sight of the things that make us human. In my eyes that means that we all work together in peace to create a better future for ourselves. So far, the rest of the people here buy into that, and long may it continue.”

      “I like the sound of that, a new haven for people,” Anna said, and as she uttered those words a spark lit up in Mack's mind.

      “That's it,” he said, his face a picture of wonder. Anna looked at him quizzically, and Mack explained that he had been trying to think of a name for this place, and now he had found it.

      With their stories told a comfortable silence descended upon them again, but there was yet much more to speak about. There had been many things on Mack's mind since before he had found Anna, but now that she was lying in front of him he found it difficult to bring up the subjects they needed to discuss. She was so tired, as was he, and all he wanted was to slip beside her and rest, and leave all the serious subjects for later. Yet, he also knew that the longer he left them, the more they would fester and prove even more difficult to speak about. So, with these thoughts in mind he asked her what happened now.

      “So much has happened in our lives,” he began, “and I'm no fool. I know that we've both changed, and we must be mature about this. Is there still going to be a future for us?” he asked.

      He knew what he felt, but he wanted to see her opinion on the matter, too. Anna pulled a face and quickly replied.

      “Well, I didn't just come here to catch up.”

      They both laughed, and for a moment it was as though the world hadn't changed at all, and they both were sitting at home, none of this having happened. And Mack realized that even though they both had changed, there still was something constant between them, something that couldn't be easily denied.

      “Seriously, though,” Anna said, “I think we both know that it's going to take us a little bit of time to get used to each other again, but we've always talked about having choice in our lives, and I'm still choosing you.”

      “I'm still choosing you, too,” he said, and leaned in for another kiss.

      Then, instead of drawing his body back to his chair, he left himself lingering against her, feeling the warm comfort of her body underneath him, hearing the echoes of her heartbeat.

      “I missed you so much,” he said, then dug into his back pocket, pulling out the tattered, faded photograph he had kept with him all this time. Anna threw her head back and laughed when she saw it, then pushed it away.

      “I always hated that photo,” she said.

      “I've been looking at this every night before I slept,” he said.

      “You old romantic,” she replied, then took the picture from his hands and looked at it properly, tracing the creases with her slender finger, regretting that she hadn't had a picture of Mack with her.

      “I wish I still was so beautiful,” she said, almost not recognizing the person she saw in the picture, the girl who had been elated and filled with happiness. Mack took the picture back.

      “You've never been more beautiful than you are now,” he said, cupping his hand against her cheek, leaning in for another kiss.

      “I've been thinking a lot lately about my place in the world. While I was helping the people here I knew what I had to do, and my plan after this place was settled was to get back out there and look for you. Since you've shown up I've been trying to think about what it means to live in this world, and I've figured it out. I want to build a home for us, a place where we can be safe and have all that we've ever wanted. We've spent enough time on the run, trying to find each other. Here we can settle down and this place can be the beginning of a new world.”

      “You always were a dreamer,” Anna said, smiling widely.

      “What do you say? You want to go on this adventure with me?” he asked.

      “Hell, yeah,” she said, and they kissed again.

      When Mack rose Anna yawned, and Mack did, too. They both laughed at each other and found it difficult to break contact.

      “I'll leave you to rest,” Mack said, but it still was a while before he could bring himself to leave her side.

      They had spent so long apart he wanted to be with her as much as possible, especially since now he was sure they were going to be together for the rest of their lives. He watched as she fell asleep, her chest rising and falling with every breath, and he was astounded at how fortunate he was to have found her again. He felt himself beginning to get overwhelmed with emotion once more, so he rose, cleared this throat, and composed himself before he left.

      “How was it?” Mindy said softly, walking across from the other side of the room to speak with Mack. She took away Anna's water and glass to rinse them out, and checked the dressings on Anna's wounds.

      “Good, but draining. She's been through a hell of a lot,” Mack said.

      “I'm sure it's all been worth it to get back to you.”

      “I hope I can live up to that.”

      “I'm sure you'll be able to,” she said.

      “Mack, you should really get at least an hour of sleep. You look like you're dead on your feet.”

      “I know, I want to, but there are so many things to do.”

      “Mack,” Mindy said, this time with a sterner tone in her voice, “as the closest thing to a doctor around here I'm insisting that you get some sleep. I know you feel like you must do everything, but you've done enough, and nobody is going to think you're slacking off. You deserve to rest. And if you're going to take care of us, then you're going to have to take care of yourself, too. Do you really think a sleep-deprived leader is going to make the best decisions?”

      “You're tougher than some drill sergeants I've known.”

      “Damn straight, so go and sleep for an hour or two. It'll do you a world of good.”

      Mack yawned again and found it difficult to argue with Mindy. He took one last look at Anna before he left the infirmary and returned to his apartment, where he laid his head on the bed. In the few moments before he went to sleep Mack thought about everything that had happened in his life since the plane had gone down. This hadn't been how it was supposed to be, but looking back now he wasn't sure that he would have changed it even if he could. He'd met so many wonderful people, and so many lives had touched his own that he couldn't turn his back on them.

      Now that he had Anna back, things seemed to be looking up. They had faced many challenges and there surely would be more in the future, but for now everything was as it should be. He could rest without anything worrying his mind. Sleep came easily to his exhausted body and the community allowed him to rest, knowing that they needed him fresh if he was to lead them in whatever was to come.
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      Dusk settled on the settlement like a warm blanket. The sun gave way to the darkness. It came more suddenly than anyone expected, and soon they were lighting fires to provide additional light by which they could see. When Mack rose, he thought he had been sleeping for much longer than he actually had been. He pulled out a clean shirt and liked the feeling of something fresh upon his skin. He took a few moments to compose himself, already feeling better from just the short rest, then ventured outside.

      People still were working hard to finish off cleaning up the fallen bits of debris. It had taken a huge effort, but finally the settlement was looking clean and tidy again, like a real and proper place to live. Mack was surprised that people still were working this late, but he shouldn't have been since everyone in the settlement had a good work ethic and gave their all to each other. He couldn't have asked for a better group of people, and only hoped he was going to be able to be the leader they deserved.

      As he walked to the main park, turning over words in his mind for his speech, the smell of cooked meat greeted him. Treats like this were few and far between and his stomach grumbled and roared, and his mouth watered at the thought of a succulent piece of meat that his wife had killed. There were plenty of vegetables, too, and while some people may have thought this was a waste of resources, Mack knew that coming together as a community was worth sparing this amount of food.

      People slowly were making their way to the park, drawn in by the smell of meat and the lure of other people's company. Soon the area was alive with the chatter of people sharing thoughts and opinions, and simply talking about their day. It was pleasant, Mack thought, and he smiled as he looked around at them. They all had been through a lot, but if they could build this settlement then it will all have been worth it.

      While he stood there, watching the world go by around him, eyes burning as he looked at the fire, his body enjoying its warmth, he saw the council approach him. He braced himself for bad news, as he knew they were quite stubborn in thinking that their way was the best way. In all honesty, he couldn't really blame them? It had worked for them, and who was he to judge? He hoped they could see what he was trying to do here and put their own philosophies aside. But if they chose to leave and follow their own path, then, while he would be disappointed, he would have no choice but to wish them well and see them on their way.

      This time all of them were present, although Sharon was not with Deborah. They were acting mostly as Mack had come to expect them to act, with Gary scowling and the rest of them a little shifty and suspicious. It was Daisy who responded when Mack asked them what decision they had reached.

      “While we weren't all agreed,” Daisy said, glancing at the other members of the council, “the majority have voted in favor of staying. We feel greater numbers means a greater chance of survival. We've also been impressed with how your people work. They share the same general ethics as us, and it's clear that you want the best for everyone here. So, for the time being at least, we are willing to stay and help you, but we will be keeping a close eye on things and making sure you stay true to your word. If we ever feel like this is turning into a dictatorship, we can't promise we'll stick around. We must do what's best for us, but for the time being we're here, and while we're here we will give you everything we have.” This last comment seemed directed toward Gary more than anyone else.

      Mack smiled and said that he was glad to hear that, and that he hoped they enjoyed the feast. The council moved along and talked among themselves, and Mack's curiosity was piqued by the split decision. Given that Daisy had gone with him, and been there when he'd found Anna, he assumed she was one of the people who wanted to stay. Deborah was another likely candidate as she would not want more upheaval just as she was getting to know her daughter again. Gary clearly was against staying. So, that left Alison and Hugo to figure out, and Mack couldn't tell which one of them voted for which option. Although he was glad they had decided to stay, and he was sure they would be a boon to the settlement, he was also aware that if they became dissatisfied with life they could prove to be the source of some dissension. He made a note to get to know them better, just in case he needed to know how they thought.

      He saw his friends dotted about the park as more people came to join them. He spoke to them, updating them about what he had learned from Anna and how glad he was that she was back in his life. They all marveled at her story and expressed great delight that her recovery was going well. They also said they couldn't wait to meet her properly after all this time. Mack smiled as a few of the children were trailing in Saul's wake, and while the older man was gruff, Mack could tell he was enjoying the attention. Sharon and Deborah were sitting away from everyone else, and people were giving them a wide berth. From what he was seeing, it seemed as though most of the Lost Children had been forgiven, but people knew Sharon had been the one to let them in, and that was not so easily forgotten.

      The lion had been set up on a spit roast. Its large body was hanging off a pole, being rotated regularly by those in charge of the food. The meat sizzled and the heavy aroma filled the air. It was a huge creature, and now that Mack was face to face with it, he realized just how impressive it was that Anna had managed to kill it. This was the world in which they lived, where mighty beasts were slain to feed those who needed fed. As the lion cooked, Mack thought back to the great beast who he had slain, the leader of the other group, and hoped the threats to this settlement would be few and far between.

      However, just as he was thinking about this he remembered the remains of those other communities they had come across, where it looked as though the combined forces of men and beasts had ransacked the place. His gaze drifted toward the barriers and then to the night sky, with the stars twinkling above. It was so easy in these moments to have the illusion of peace, but as homely as this night would be, Mack knew they never could allow themselves to rest on their laurels. They had to fight every day to make it in this world, and it was going to cost them dearly. More people were going to die, and they were going to have to work their fingers to the bone, but he had faith that they could do it.

      After speaking individually with people, he went over to the cooks and asked them how long it was going to take for the lion to be ready. When they told him that it was almost done he smiled and said that he'd try to keep his speech short. With that he walked up and stood in front of City Hall, taking the place of many people throughout history who had addressed the people. He wondered if any of them had been in a similar position to him. Perhaps the founders of this city would have known what it was like to have to fight every day. Yet, in more recent years a great deal of humanity had lost the knowledge of what it was like to struggle to get food on the table, of having to know how to hunt and forage for food instead of simply going to the store and buying it from a shelf. But they had adapted, and they were creating a new breed of humanity, one that was perfectly suited to this new world.

      The fires around the park flickered and bathed Mack in an orange glow. He held up his hands to catch everyone's attention. Murmurs spread through the crowd as the chatter died down, and people waited for him to speak. The fires crackled, and there were small coughs from his audience, but everyone looked up at him, their attention solely on him (although as the speech went on, some of the hungrier members of the audience shifted their gaze to the food awaiting them).

      “Thank you for coming tonight,” he began, “and thank you for all your efforts in clearing up the rubble and debris, and generally making the place look tidy. I know we've been through a lot, and all anyone wants to do is sleep for a week, but I think we all can  agree that it's better to get the work done rather than leave it until later.”

      Mack paused, and took a moment to look at the faces before him. “I've been thinking a lot about this place, and the people inside it. There are still those of you who I do not know well, and I want that to change in the coming days. I want everyone here to consider each other a friend,” he said, and people started looking at those around them.

      “We all have been thrown together, but I like to think that we've found each other because we are of like minds. We all want to survive and we're all willing to put in the hard work for the benefit of the whole group. And we have seen much suffering, but we have emerged stronger, and with every tragedy it only steels us more, and reminds us of what we're fighting for. Now, personally, I hope we never get into another battle with someone else again, but I think we all know that there are people out there who will see what we've got and want to take it by force. I will not let that happen, not in the coming days, weeks, months, or even years. Yes, I said years. I know, so far, it's been difficult to think anything past the current day, and if any of you are like me, you've probably even lost track of what day it is,.” which was met with a wave of laughter.

      “But I really mean it. I think that together we can be here for a long time. Life, especially in this world, can be so fragile, but that doesn't mean that we can't plan for the future. And with that in mind, I have a few pieces of news to tell you, which is the main reason why I wanted to address you today.”

      He stopped again to breathe and let the words sink in, wishing he had brought some water with him, but carrying on nonetheless. He also had to ignore the rumbling of his stomach as the smell of the cooking meat became stronger and more alluring.

      “While there are still dangers out there, it's important to remember there are new friends as well. I'm happy to announce we have new friends joining this settlement. So, use this opportunity to mingle and get to know each other. I want us to be welcoming to new people. There are going to be others out there who are scared and tired of being alone, and they might need reminding of what it's like to live in a settlement. So, we must lead by example and treat each other with respect. And that leads me nicely to my next announcement. To ensure that you all do treat each other with respect, I'm pleased to announce that Maggie and Luis are going to be your new sheriff and deputy. So, if you have any problems, then bother them and not me,” he said, and again the crowd laughed.

      “We're going to be sitting down and talking about some laws for this place, because we're going to need some kind of order. For the most part, I'd like to think you all can be trusted to act in a responsible manner, but we will work on providing a structure to help the settlement run efficiently. And that brings me to the next thing I wanted to talk to you about, which is giving a name to this place. I'm getting tired of calling it the settlement. It sounds so generic, and I want something with more meaning. I was wracking my brain trying to come up with something when my wife made a comment, and I thought it sounded perfect. With your permission, I'd like to call the place New Haven, because that's what I want to offer people who come here.”

      People tried out the name, and it began to echo. Soon the crowd began cheering, and Mack was applauded.

      “That's all I have to say, apart from thank you again. I know this isn't the life we chose, but we can choose to make the best of it. The end of the world does not mean the end of us. Now go and enjoy the feast!” he said.

      Taking a look at the people below him, he realized for the first time in a long time, he felt like he was at home, and he knew he was where he belonged.

      He watched as people made their way to the lion, ready to enjoy their portion of the inevitably delicious meat, and smiled. He wished that Anna could be by his side. It would only be a matter of time before she was walking among them as well, and with her with him, he knew anything was possible. The fires rose high into the sky and he craned his neck back, looking up at the heavens. For the first time in a long time he actually had hope for the future. However, he also noticed the change in temperature, and knew the weather was going to turn soon, but that was a problem for another day. For now, he simply walked down into the crowd and lined up for his own piece of meat, carrying another plate for his wife. Then he left the crowd and went to the infirmary, setting the plate down, enjoying dinner with his wife.
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      Mack woke up with a stretch and a yawn, feeling that today was going to be unlike any other. He glanced over and saw Anna beside him, and a wide smile broadened on his face. She still was asleep, her body turned away from him, curled up in a tight ball. Her blond hair flowed across her face. Mack gently pulled it back and leaned over her, pressing his warm body against hers while he planted a soft kiss on her cheek. He held his face close to hers for a few moments, lingering against her to properly breathe in her scent and her warmth. She was so beautiful, like an angel, and waking up beside her was something he didn't think ever would happen again.

      The previous night was the first night they had spent together. After almost a week in the infirmary, Anna was allowed to return home, although ordered to take it easy. Thankfully, she always had been a fast healer, and the gashes on her body were coming together. The broken leg would take longer to heal, and in the absence of crutches, Saul had carved her wooden replacements, which she was ordered to use until she could put weight on her foot without causing it damage. For Mack, it was the beginning of a return to normalcy in their lives. He looked forward to spending more days and nights such as this. His hand rubbed her shoulder and he kissed her again, nuzzling into her neck, her body so supple and beautiful.

      “I don't think this is what Mindy had in mind when she told me to get some rest, Mr. Mackenzie,” Anna whispered, still with her eyes closed.

      “You can't blame me,” he said, and didn't stop kissing.

      Anna pretended to resist his love, but she was in need of it just as much as he was. So, as the morning sun streamed through the window, their bodies came together and they made love. It was passionate and deep, slow and tender and, when it was over, they basked in the glow for a few moments as they gazed out the window and thought about everything that had brought them to this moment. Anna ran her hand over Mack's broad chest and played with the thick bed of hair, then moved her hand up to find his, their fingers dancing together.

      “I feel better than I have in a long time,” he said contentedly. Anna looked up at him with sparkling eyes and they kissed again.

      “But I'm guessing you can't just stay in this bed with me all day,” she said.

      Mack stroked her face. “Unfortunately not, although I wish I could. It still feels like we've got so much catching up to do,” he said, as his eyes roved down her naked body suggestively.

      “We have all the time in the world,” Anna said, kissing him his chest, then urging him to get up.

      New Haven needed its leader, and Mack needed to lead. Reluctantly, he pulled himself out of bed and pulled on some clothes, the sunlight casting him in a golden glow as he stood by the window. Anna languished in bed, looking at the impressive figure of her husband. It was almost as though they were living in the old world; he was going off to work in the morning while she lingered in bed for a while until it was time for her to get up as well. But this time, instead of going to a military base, Mack was in charge of an entire settlement of people and had to form plans to ensure its progress in the days to come.

      “I'll catch up with you later,” he said, kissing her goodbye, then leaving their apartment.

      As he walked outside the air was fresh, and seemed to be getting cooler every day. People were in good spirits and were going about their tasks with great vigor. People had integrated nicely and all were friendly. Mack waved to them and engaged in some brief conversations. The size of the settlement was such that everyone knew everyone else, and it fostered a warm feeling of safety and belonging among the population.

      People were getting used to their roles and places in the settlement, including the newcomers. As far as Mack was concerned, it couldn't have been going any better. It felt like a new dawn after everything they had been through, and Mack was hopeful this period could continue and New Haven could flourish. There was always a fear that another threat would spring up, but Mack was confident that by working together they could face anything and emerge triumphant.

      After the feast, Mack had begun putting policies in place to make the settlement run more smoothly. He was on his way to meet with Grace and Hank, who had been appointed to a small council that he oversaw that made most of the decisions about running of New Haven. The others were off doing their own tasks. Mack was filled with hope, and he couldn't hide the smile on his face as he walked into his office to find Grace and Hank waiting for him.

      “You're in a good mood,” Grace said.

      “I'm assuming the reunion with your wife is finally complete,” Hank said with a twinkle in his eye. Grace blushed a little.

      “You could say that,” Mack said, smiling widely as he swung around the desk and slid into his seat, placing his hands on the large, wide desk. The sun streamed in behind him, pouring through the wide window, illuminating the entire room.

      “So, what's on the agenda for today? I'm pleased to see everyone is working hard out there,” Mack began.

      “Yes, people are in good spirits and that's no doubt due to the speech you gave at the feast. Since then people have shown a real togetherness,” Hank said.

      “I can't take all the credit for that. We're all responsible. Everyone here has given themselves to this vision, and we're all reaping the benefits. And long may it continue,” he said heartily. Then it was time to get down to business. It was Grace who spoke first, and she sighed heavily.

      “I am really worried about the state of our supplies. The city already has been ransacked, and I know we've lost a lot of people, but we've also taken more in. I'm not sure we're self-sufficient enough to survive, especially not with winter coming, when the ground will harden and it'll be impossible to grow vegetables.”

      “Our ancestors were foragers and hunter-gatherers. I'm sure we'll be able to survive,” Hank said.

      “It's all well and good saying that, but I think we need to put plans in place. I've noticed it is getting colder. The sooner we prepare for this the better. I don't want to get into a situation where we're freezing to death and we can't get any food. I know what it's like to never know where your next meal is coming from. I would prefer not to return to that state,” Grace said, giving a glimpse into her old life.

      Sometimes Mack forgot about the type of life she had led. He had become so used to her being an inspiring young woman with a strong personality who rose to a position of power within New Haven thanks to her own ingenuity. Mack took a breath and pressed his lips together in a thin smile.

      “Thank you for your concern, and we'll definitely look into this. There are some advantages to the cold, though. It will act as natural refrigeration, so we'll be able to store meat. But you're right, it would be good to create a stockpile of food so everyone won't have to be distracted by worrying about eating. What do you suggest?” Mack said.

      “I think the only thing to do,” Grace said, “is to send out more patrols, search the city far and wide for additional food and supplies. I know most of the places already have been salvaged, but I'd rather it be us who found whatever is left in the city than somebody else. And it's not just food we need, but blankets and warm clothing as well. I don't know how much we're going to find out there, but we're going to need as much as possible. I'm just worried there's not going to be much for us to find.”

      “There will be enough,” Mack said.

      “This city took care of hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people. There still will be enough supplies out there, we'll just have to send the patrols out farther and wider if necessary. It'll be more dangerous, as they will be going into unknown territory, but like you said, we need to do it.”

      “Perhaps we could create small groups and send them out to different areas, groups of, say, three or four people that could pose a formidable threat to anyone who means to do them harm,” Hank suggested.

      “Do we have enough horses for that?” Grace said.

      “We should be able to make it work. I'm going to put you in charge of these patrols, Grace. I'd like for you to gather the people you think are most suited to spending days, perhaps weeks, away from New Haven, and make a list of things we need. We'll come together and discuss it so they won't ever get overloaded with things they don't really need,” Mack said.

      Grace rolled her eyes. “I could tell you that right now. Food, blankets, warm clothes, medical supplies, books, condoms.” At this Hank and Mack glanced at each other.

      “Don't look like that, do you really want a load of babies springing up?”

      “I wasn't aware that it was a big concern,” Mack said. Grace narrowed her eyes at him.

      “For someone so smart, you're sometimes really naive. There's a group of men and women who have a lot of free time now, and who have seen a hell of a lot of misery. What do you think they're going to do? I'm surprised you haven't noticed all the people getting together.”

      “I guess I've just been focused on other things,” Mack said, although he wasn't surprised at what Grace had said.

      Humans were a sexual species, but she made a good point with babies, one that nobody really had discussed yet. He hoped that, at some point in the future, New Haven would see babies being born, and legacies starting to be passed down. However, raising a baby in this new world was a risky proposition, and he didn't envy the first couple who tried it. He and Anna always had planned to have children. As yet, they hadn't spoken about the way they felt about it now, but Mack wanted the settlement to be established before they decided to bring another life into this world. It now was a dangerous and cruel world.

      Although Mack always had thought life was precious, and really the only thing in the universe that mattered, in some ways it felt like giving birth was condemning someone to life rather than giving them a gift, and he was sure that others felt that way. But the world wasn't going to have such a dramatic change again anytime soon. So, at some point, new life would have to be born, and they would have to face that challenge as a community. For any children born would not just have two parents, but an entire legion of people ready to care for and raise them as their own.

      “Well, we're going to need them anyway. But sure, I'll go make a list and bring it back to you for the next meeting. I have some people in mind for the patrols as well,” Grace said, satisfied with the task she had been given.

      “We also should consider sending people into the Lost Children’s territory. If I recall, they had warehouses filled with supplies. I very much doubt they managed to get through all of them in their time there,” Hank said.

      “That's a good idea,” Mack said, and nodded to Grace to ensure she made a note of it.

      “I'd also like to make a general comment about the mood of the settlement,” Hank said.

      “I've been trying to keep a watch on how the new members are integrating and I'm pleased to say the merger has been seamless. I think people still tend to stick with the people they already know, but it's difficult to avoid meeting new people. So far, everyone is getting along nicely. I think the settlement is at a good size now. I remember reading a book, I can't remember the name of it now, but it was a fascinating book. It talked about the size of communities and how a community of about 150 people was the largest where everyone knew everyone else. When they started getting bigger than that the groups started to splinter. So, I think that's something we should keep an eye on as well.

      “We live in a time of great self-awareness and knowledge. We should use that to our benefit. I particularly would like to see books being brought into New Haven. I think we should remember to educate ourselves. There should be plenty of books left in the library as I doubt people would have been desperate for them when food is such a big priority.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly,” Mack said.

      “I think we need to educate others on the skills we have as well. Would you be able to oversee that? Perhaps find out anyone who has a specialist skill and are willing to teach it. We could set up various classes open to anyone who wants to learn, and that also will foster a better community spirit.”

      “Of course,” Hank replied.

      “In fact, if there's nothing more, I'll get started on that now.” Mack gave him an assenting nod and the preacher rose from his chair, leaving the room.

      “So, how's Anna doing?” Grace said, lowering her voice and wearing a wicked smile.

      “She's fine,” Mack said, shaking his head with amusement.

      “I bet she is. So, what does the future hold for you now that you don't have to find her anymore?”

      “Oh, I'm sure there are many challenges ahead,” he said, and looked out the window.

      For the moment he only could think about how happy he was to be reunited with his wife, and that New Haven was growing into more than just a place where survivors came to make it through the world. It was growing into a place that people could call home.
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      Maggie was sitting in her apartment when there was a knock on the door. She opened it to find Luis standing there, and welcomed him in. He still was using a cane for the time being, and moved to the couch, where he leaned in against the arm. He nodded to Tristan, who excused himself and went to his room. Maggie took a seat at the other end of the couch.

      “How are you doing?” she asked.

      “I'm getting there,” he said, “I'm still a bit sore, but I don't know how much of that is actually there and how much is just in my mind.”

      “Yeah. I never got shot myself, but I know plenty of people who did. Some of them dealt with it better than others, but either way they all recovered. It was brave of you to take up the offer of being my deputy. Not having any regrets, are you?”

      “Not so far, ma'am,” Luis said, putting on a faux Southern drawl. Maggie look unimpressed.

      “Just calling me Maggie will be fine,” she said. Luis looked suitably chastised.

      “Have you had any experience with law enforcement before?”

      “Nope, I wasn't even a hall monitor,” he said, and again Maggie didn't even crack a smile.

      She and Luis hadn't spent too much time together, and barely any when it just had been the two of them. So, this was new territory for them both as they tried getting used to how the other worked. She leaned forward and had a serious look on her face.

      “Luis, I appreciate that you want to help out, but if you're not going to be fully into this then it's not going to work out. This isn't going to be some adventure or a lark, this is serious business. I've been a cop my whole life and it took away everything I had. This isn't a decision you can make on a whim, you must really want it. Furthermore, if you're not sure that you're ready for that dedication or commitment, then it's best if we stop this before it starts. There won't be any judgment on my part, because I know the toll it takes.”

      Luis hadn't been expecting that when he first stepped into the apartment. He looked at the floor and thoughts ran through his mind. He started doubting whether he did really want it or not. He hadn't really given much serious thought to it. The opportunity had arisen and he'd volunteered because he had wanted to make a difference, but he hadn't thought about the realities of it. He looked down at his body, at the wound he had suffered, and wondered if he really could endure being shot again, giving his life to this solemn duty.

      “You know,” he finally said, “it would be easy for me to walk out of that door and be like everyone else, but throughout my life I've taken the easy option. I've never really pushed myself. Even walking away from home was easy for me because it meant I didn't have to face life and make the hard decisions about what I wanted to be. Honestly, even here I've struggled to fit in sometimes. Everyone else seems to know their role and what they're supposed to do, but it feels like I've just been floating. When you needed someone to be your deputy, there was something inside me that told me it was the right thing to do. I'm sorry if I seem too laid back, that's just the way I am. I want to make a difference, and I want to feel as though I matter to this place. I can assure you I am taking this seriously, and it means a lot to me.”

      “I'm glad to hear it, because this is my life's work, and I'm not going to tolerate anyone who is just going to fool around. We must get to know each other extremely well, so it's better we get these things out of the way now. I'm sure there are things about me that are going to annoy you as well, but I'm the sheriff. So I get to get away with them,” she said.

      At first Luis thought she was being serious, but then he saw the twinkling in her eyes, and he smiled, too.

      “So, how are we going to tackle law enforcement in New Haven? I'm assuming Mack would like us to come up with a plan pretty quickly,” Luis said.

      “Maggie sighed a little, “I'm sure he does, but he can get it when we're ready with one. I've been thinking about it a lot, and I'm trying to get out of the mindset of a cop a little bit because I know it's going to be different.”

      “In what way?”

      “Well, there's only two of us, for starters, and we don't have a whole justice system to fall back on. There isn't a judge, and we couldn't have a trial because everybody knows everyone else.”

      “Do you really think it would come to that?” Luis asked, a look of surprise on his face.

      “Nothing would surprise me when it comes to human nature. I know Mack likes to believe in the best of humanity, but I've seen the worst. As much as things are good now, it won't surprise me if people start pushing the boundaries of what's allowed. We need to be prepared for that.”

      “Do you think the threat of punishment is going to be enough? Maybe the fact that the settlement is small is going to make crime a lesser thing. After all, who is going to want to steal from their neighbor when they have to work with them on a project the next day?”

      “I'm sure it will help to some extent, but eventually there will be some people who will want to break the law. That's just the way humans are built. I mean, look around you, the whole world is this way because of us. We destroy the world only to rebuild it, and then it'll get destroyed again. It's one of the few constants in the universe. But while we're here we get to try stemming the tide, for a little while at least. I think we should have a cell building where we can hold people if needed, and while they're there they'll be on slim rations.”

      “Didn't they hang people in the Old West as well?” Luis asked, although by the sound of his voice it was clear he didn't see that as a desirable prospect.

      “They did, but I don't think Mack is going to go for that. No, I think the worst punishment in this world is being exiled. Having to live out there on your own, struggling to survive, that would be the punishment only the worst crimes deserve. Even then, I'm not sure Mack will go for it.”

      “You think he's soft, don't you?”

      “I wouldn't say that exactly, but he's an idealist. That's great, the world needs them, but it also needs people like me who are practical and see what needs to be done. Which side of the line do you sit on Luis?”

      Luis started to feel as though he was being asked to choose between two parents. He fidgeted in his seat and looked down at the floor.

      “I guess I'm with you sheriff, all the way,” he said.

      “Good. That's what I need from a deputy. Unquestioning loyalty. I think we should go around New Haven and introduce ourselves, let people know that we're around if they have any problems.”

      Luis nodded and rose, but he had a sinking feeling in his stomach. The way Maggie spoke it was as though she had her own ideas about how New Haven should be run. While, for the moment, she was happy for Mack to take the lead, Luis wondered if there ever would be a point when the two of them would clash. They both were strong personalities, so it wasn't beyond the realm of possibility, but if so then which side would he choose? Would he be the loyal deputy, or would he stay true to the man who had saved his life and given him a new direction? He could only hope it was a decision he never would have to make.

      Maggie grabbed a jacket and swung it around her arms, then holstered a pistol in the small of her back. “We're going to have to get you a gun as well, and get ourselves some holsters. I really want a badge, too,” she said, seeming to relish this new role.

      For Maggie, this was a chance to reclaim some normalcy in her life. She had been through a great deal since the world had changed, but now she was doing something that she knew. She was back to fulfilling what she always had seen as her grand purpose in life; dispensing justice and protecting the innocent.

      Before they left, Maggie called out to Tristan, who bid them farewell, but just as Maggie opened the door she found Freddie there, his hand raised ready to knock. They both laughed at the opportune timing, and Maggie told Freddie about how she and Luis were just about to leave. Freddie said he was hoping to have a word with Tristan.

      “Be my guest,” Maggie said, and left the two of them to it.

      Freddie smiled at Luis as the deputy followed the sheriff out, and then Freddie and Tristan were alone.

      “How are you doing? I haven't had the chance to speak to you for a while, what with everything going on,” Freddie began. Tristan shrugged.

      “I'm okay, I guess, about as good as anyone can be.”

      “How do you feel about your mom becoming sheriff?”

      “It's cool, it makes her happy. She was always at her best when she was able to do something. I don't think she liked sitting around here day after day. But Freddie, I must be honest with you, I'm not really in the mood for a counseling session right now. I'd just prefer to be alone.”

      “I get that. How are your fists, by the way?” Freddie asked.

      Tristan looked down at his knuckles, the ones he had used to beat down Peter, and his cheeks flushed red.

      “It's okay,” Freddie said, “I'm not always going to condone violence, but it is a part of human nature and it can be very cathartic. For what it's worth, I think you did the right thing.”

      “I thought I'd feel better afterward, like it would make up for everything he'd put me through, but I just feel empty.”

      “That's the thing about violence and destruction, you just tear things down rather than building them up. In my opinion, it's a much better thing to create something new, to be able to look out and see the fruits of your labor. I think Mack is of the same mind, and that's why he's trying to build New Haven into a place that we all can be proud of.”

      Tristan pondered the words for a few moments, and then sighed. “Is there anything in particular you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked.

      “We're all trying to move past what happened. Saul and I are trying to help the Lost Children acclimatize themselves to their new surroundings. I thought you might like to help, considering you've already completed the journey they're just starting. I wouldn't ask too much of you, just to be there to talk to them, and help me and Saul get to know them as well, as you lived with them for a while.”

      “I don't know if I'd be much good. I think they all see me as a traitor.”

      “Really?”

      “I turned my back on them first. If it wasn't for me, they would have stayed in their territory, and wouldn't be here in the first place.”

      “I think you know that's not true. You said Peter was hell-bent on moving into the city. I've heard some of them speaking. Maybe when you left they saw you as a traitor because that's what Peter told them to think, but now they look at you as someone who saw the truth before they did. They've all seen Peter's true nature now, and they're all dealing with their own guilt and shame. I think it really would help them if you would come with me. It might even help you as well.”

      Freddie could sense Tristan still was uncertain, and the young man tossed the idea around in his head, again and again, eventually agreeing. Freddie beamed and clapped the young man on the shoulders. Leading him out into the heart of New Haven, they saw Saul teaching children how to build walls properly, so they would withstand a force crashing against them. He was using the way the barrier was built to underscore the points he was making. When Freddie and Tristan approached some of them waved. Tristan was glad for this, although some of them, the older ones especially, looked at him with wary eyes, suspicion clear on their faces. It would take some time for them to reconcile their differences.

      While they stood there, Freddie noticed Tristan was scanning the group, and the counselor enjoyed a secret smile.

      “Looking for someone in particular?” he asked. Tristan scowled, annoyed that Freddie seemed to know what was on his mind.

      “How is she?” he asked, referring to Sharon.

      Tristan hadn't spoken to her ever since he had defeated Peter, but he had seen her around, and she was on his mind often. He hated the way he felt about her, but he didn't seem to be able to stop himself.

      “I think she's doing okay, for the most part, although she obviously has a lot to deal with. She's been spending time with her mother and getting used to being with her again. Of course, if you did want to know for sure then you could ask her.”

      “I'm not going to speak to her again,” Tristan said with a clenched jaw, and for a moment he even believed himself.

      Freddie nodded his head. “I need to go speak to Peter now. Would you like to accompany me?” he asked, and the two of them left Saul and the other children to go to where Peter was being held.
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      “You know you could have stayed with Saul and the others if you wanted to,” Freddie said as they approached the small building that served as a makeshift jail.

      Freddie was concerned about Tristan's well-being, and wondered if it had been a mistake to invite him along as he talked to their prisoner.

      “No, it's okay. I think I'd prefer to give them some time to adjust without me. I'll just wait out here, if it's all the same to you. I'm kind of interested in seeing how he's doing.”

      “I suppose the two of you were quite close.”

      “He was my king,” Tristan said dispassionately, but Freddie suspected there was more to it than that.

      These children had been a tight group, looking out for each other, and they had been led by the charismatic Peter. From what Freddie knew, Tristan had been one of Peter's trusted guards and he wouldn't have risen to that position had he not been close with the king. So many people had been through so much in this world, but Freddie thought Tristan had gone through more than most. He hoped the young man could move past his demons eventually, even though it would take time.

      He didn't blame Tristan for not wanting to see Peter. In truth, Freddie didn't want to spend any time with the boy either, for he was a cruel and brutal person. If the world hadn't changed, Freddie assumed that, by now, Peter would have been in prison for violent crimes. The end of the world they knew had afforded him an opportunity for his vile desires to flourish. But still he had ended up in prison, although too many people had lost their lives for it to seem worth it.

      While Freddie had suggested a treatment for criminals, he wasn't sure it applied in Peter's case, since the boy showed no remorse. Freddie wished they didn't have to deal with this ugly side of human nature, but they would have to find a way to deal with Peter eventually. He knew he was going to have an important part to play since he would have to talk with Peter a lot and try to understand what had caused him to be this way.

      Freddie greeted the guard, who nodded at the counselor.

      “How's he been today?” Freddie asked.

      “Quiet, as usual,” the guard replied.

      “I'll only be quick. I think you know Tristan,” Freddie said. The guard nodded.

      Freddie left the two of them standing awkwardly beside each other as he opened the door to the dark room. There were only a couple of windows that let the light shine through. There was a bed, but nothing else. Freddie closed the door behind him, safe in the knowledge that all he had to do was shout and the guard would come in to stop Peter if he tried anything violent. Although given how vicious Peter had seemed, Freddie tried not to think of all the things the violent boy could do in that short time between Freddie's scream and the guard's reaction.

      Peter scowled at Freddie as the counselor entered. The soft light cast the boy in a silhouette, but his wounds were still visible. His skin was swollen and his eyes were bruised after the brutal attack by Tristan. Freddie never would have condoned violence as a proper punishment because it only caused more damage instead of helping. Yet, a part of him thought about Bob; thought about how Hank had been crammed into a small box; thought about all the other people who had suffered at the hands of this boy. As much as he tried not to feel it, there was a sense of satisfaction at knowing Peter had been hurt by someone he had wronged. Freddie stayed against the far wall, giving him the opportunity to reach for the door if Peter did lunge toward him. Peter was sitting with his shoulders slumped forward and didn't seem to be making any threatening moves.

      Since the Lost Children had been disbanded, Peter had been at a loose end. In his sessions with the young boy, Freddie had noted how he seemed to be without purpose or agency. He had lived for the Lost Children. The Lost Children had been his way to make sense of the world and prove that he could live in it. When they chose to return to their parents, everything he believed in crumbled, and he found that what he thought to be true was an illusion. He believed the Lost Children had followed him because they too believed in his vision, but really they only had been scared. They would have followed anyone who had promised them safety.

      Even his most ardent followers, like Sharon, had turned on Peter. In the end, he had been left standing alone, king of nothing, but that's what happens when you chose to rule based upon fear. It was something that Mack understood, and it was why he championed respect, trust, and cooperation. That was something Peter never would understand.

      “Why do you keep coming here? I have nothing to say to you,” Peter said in a sullen tone.

      “I know,” Freddie said, “Maybe I'm just a glutton for punishment. But it's my job to try getting you to talk. So, I'm going to keep trying until you finally do. Could be a waste of my time, but then again, I have a lot of time to waste. So, if there's anything you'd like to talk about, I'm here.”

      “You've told me that before, and I'll tell you again, you're nothing to me. Why would I want to talk to you? What can you offer me?”

      “Maybe more than you think,” Freddie replied calmly.

      “You're just another adult who thinks they have everything worked out, but you don't. You're not any smarter than me, you're just older. So, you think you know what's going on.”

      “I am curious why you have such a grudge against adults. What were your parents like?”

      At this point, Peter threw back his head and laughed. He turned his battered face to look at Freddie, and pure hatred and disdain were in his eyes.

      “Is that really what you're going to lead with? Isn't that the most basic thing they teach you in psychology? Sure, it all comes down to the parents. I could talk about them. Oh, I could talk about them a lot, but what's the point? They're dead now, like so many other people are dead.

      “There's no point in dwelling on the past, only the future, and I'm not going to give you anything you can use against me. You're just trying to get in my head and I'm not going to let you. I don't have anything to say to you. So, you might as well leave and do whatever you people are doing out there.”

      “We're building a new home for ourselves,” Freddie said.

      Peter blew out his cheeks and scoffed, shaking his head as he sat back on the bed, his back against the wall. One leg was pulled up and his arm leaned against his knee, the other leg was straight and his foot hung off the bed.

      “What's so funny about that?”

      “You people think you can rebuild what was torn down but you can't. You're deluded, and you're wasting all this time. You should have let the new order take control when you had the chance. That was your biggest mistake.”

      “You know that you could be a part of New Haven if you wanted to be.”

      “Is that what you're calling it? Who thought of that? Stupid name. Hardly going to inspire fear in anyone else, is it?”

      “It's not meant to inspire fear, it's meant to inspire hope. Did you hear what I said?”

      “Of course, I heard. I'm not deaf. And I don't believe you. After what I did, nobody is going to want me around them, and they'd be smart to think that, because at the first opportunity I would take what I was destined to take. The dumbest thing you could do is to let me out, but I wouldn't be surprised if you did. You're all stupid, all of you.”

      “Wouldn't you like to try being a part of something again, rather than just on your own in here?”

      “I have you for company, don't I?” Peter said pointedly.

      “I'm just trying to make you aware of all your options, because you do have them, even if you think you don't. If, over time, you could prove that you regretted what you did, and wanted to become a productive member of the settlement, that is something we could work toward. I'm not saying it would be easy, but I'm willing to help, if you were going to commit yourself to that aim.”

      “You really are a fool, aren't you? I can't believe the rest of my kingdom was so quick to bow down to you. They're all fools. I could so easily play you if I wanted to do so, pretend to be a good little boy, and work hard to be a part of your new paradise, but it makes me sick just thinking about it. The moment I get out of here is the moment you all must start looking over your shoulders. This place you're building is just a sham, and you'll soon see that I'm right. One day I'm going to get out of here and I'm going to be a king again. You can't take that away from me. I'm never going to join you. You are the ones who have to join me.”

      His voice rose and spittle flew from his mouth. Freddie bowed his head and left, met with loud shouts from Peter, who demanded that he stay.

      “You can't leave unless I give you permission!” he said, and then Freddie closed the door, and the shouts were muffled.

      “Another productive session,” the guard said dryly. Freddie cocked an eyebrow, then looked at Tristan, who didn't seem to react to the ravings of Peter.

      “Are you going to make me talk to him at some point?” Tristan said as he and Freddie moved off.

      “Not if you don't want to do so,” Freddie asked.

      “I'd rather never see him again. It's bad enough that he's still here. Part of me wishes I had killed him. Maybe it would have been easier.”

      “Do you really believe that?” Freddie asked. Tristan shrugged.

      Freddie found it hard to know what to say. In the old world, he had been used to counseling middle class people about depression and anxiety, regular problems that were easier to advise about. The new world brought with it new challenges and more complicated issues, and Freddie was trying to figure his way through the new tangled morality so he could help others. However, most of all, he wanted to offer people a sounding board. Yet, because Tristan was Maggie's son, he felt more of a responsibility toward him, and Freddie hoped he was doing right by the boy.

      Across the settlement, they saw Sharon and Deborah. Tristan froze in place and gave Sharon a stony look. Sharon held her mother's arm and looked away.

      “Why don't you go and see if Saul needs any help,” Freddie suggested. Tristan nodded and walked away.

      Teenage love still was complicated in the new world it seemed, Freddie mused as he approached Sharon and Deborah. He hadn't spoken to Deborah much, but she seemed like a nice woman. Sharon and Deborah mostly had kept to themselves as they had reunited. Freddie didn't blame them for that, especially since many people still held a grudge against Sharon for letting the Lost Children into the settlement.

      “How are the two of you doing?” he asked.

      “We're okay,” Deborah replied.

      Sharon didn't say anything, and Freddie noticed how her eyes always were cast to the ground, and how she stayed a little bit behind her mother, using Deborah as a protective shield.

      “Just going for a walk, trying to see if there's anything we can help with.”

      “There always will be something,” Freddie replied cheerily.

      “Grace is probably the person you want to see about that, or maybe Hank. They're the ones sorting out who can do what.” Deborah nodded.

      “Would you mind if I had a private word with Sharon?” he asked. Deborah looked at Sharon, who inclined her head, then Deborah walked away.

      “I haven't had the opportunity to talk to you for a while. I can understand why you've been keeping to yourself, and I noticed the way you were looking at Tristan just then.”

      “He hates me,” she said, her tremulous voice filled with emotion.

      “Yes, he does, for the moment at least. But in time that will pass if you give him some space.”

      “I'm not sure about that. I really hurt him. I'm responsible for a lot of people getting hurt.”

      Freddie drew in some breath. “What you did will stay with you, and you'll have to deal with that for a while, but you can't hold yourself responsible for what Peter did. He was in control of himself and he didn't have to do what he did. It’s just like now. You're responsible for what you do next.”

      “How is he?” she asked.

      “Tristan, or Peter?”

      “Both,” she said after a time.

      Freddie's heart went out to her as he saw how much she had been affected by the ordeal. So, he told her about them both.

      “I've noticed people looking at me,” she said, “people here hate me.”

      “They don't. But I am going to tell you that we are keeping an eye on you, just in case you go to help free Peter.”

      “I won't. I promise I won't,” she said in a hurried breath.

      “I know you won't, but we must be careful. The thing is, Sharon, there is a place for you in New Haven, but you're going to have to work to earn the trust of us here. You're also going to have to work to earn Tristan's forgiveness, if you want it. It's going to take time, and it's not going to be easy, but the opportunity is there.”

      Sharon nodded as her nose started to run and tears filled her eyes. She wiped her nose on her sleeve and returned to her mother's side. Although she was distraught at the moment, Freddie was sure there was a future for her in New Haven. Whether there was a future for her and Tristan remained to be seen, however.
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      Grace had spent a long time thinking about the people she thought were well-suited for being members of a patrol. It took a particular mindset, since anyone who went out into the city had to be willing to put themselves in danger. It was one thing to fight and defend New Haven from inside the walls, but quite another to venture actively outside the relative safety of the barriers into the unknown.

      Grace knew almost everyone in New Haven, at least everyone who had been there when she first had arrived. She had to acquaint herself with the newcomers. So, she went around and spoke with many of them to find out how they felt about being a part of a patrol, and was glad to find many of them were quick to volunteer. By the end of it, she had more people involved than she thought. She had the numbers to make up a range of different patrols, some smaller groups that could go out into the immediate area to scavenge for anything that people may have missed, then larger groups that could go out for days or perhaps weeks, roving the city for large bounties of supplies that would provide the main source of what they needed to survive.

      It was at times such as these when she remembered traveling through the forest, living day by day, foraging and hunting for their meals, trying not to think of the days ahead because everything was so uncertain. In some ways, she missed those days because things were simpler. Now she had a list of names that she had to divide into groups and send out into different areas of the city. Her life now had responsibility. While that was a good thing, it also made her nostalgic for the things that had been lost. For example, her relationship with Mack was much different now. While they still shared their special bond, they rarely got to see each other. She understood that, because he was spending as much time with Anna as possible while she recovered from her wounds and tried to acclimatize to the new group. As yet, Grace only had met her in passing, but she was sure the time would come when they would talk properly. Yet, she was apprehensive because she hoped she would meet with Anna's approval.

      But there was time enough to think of that in the future. For now, she had the survival of New Haven on her mind. She was glad when Mack had asked her to be part of his council. Although she found being the leader of the settlement stressful, she did enjoy playing a part in its well-being, and was happy to take on the role of an important member. She, Mack, and the others had worked together for so long that it only seemed natural they still should work together now. Although this time, instead of moving through the world for themselves, they were helping other people, and the people of New Haven had so far opened their arms and welcomed them for it. The people there had been through a lot, and Grace was pleased that they weren't making things difficult.

      After she had completed the list, she took it to Mack, who was in his office, and allowed him to look over it. He read through each name, and the groups that Grace had suggested, and nodded. He only had one change to make, and that was to mix up the groups so people who didn't quite know each other that well yet had the chance to do so while they were out foraging. Mack emphasized the need for New Haven to integrate and stop thinking of themselves as separate groups of people who all had come together in one place. They needed to think of themselves as one fist, one mind, and one heart. Grace understood what he was saying, and made the necessary adjustments. Then the two of them were ready to officially send out the patrols.

      The two of them split up around the settlement and gathered up the men and women who had accepted the invitation to be a part of this task force. They met outside of the building in which they had stored most of the food. When they first got there, Mack and Grace divided them into groups. Some people were annoyed that they were split up from the people they already knew, but the grumbling was kept to a minimum. Once that was done, Mack and Grace addressed them.

      “We've brought you here,” Mack began, “because this is going to be your primary goal. We need that building to be filled with as much food as possible, because that's what we need to survive, and we're never ever going to have enough. We need to be careful with what we get because it can spoil. So, look for canned goods where possible. Winter is coming and it's going to be difficult, if not impossible, to grow anything. However, the colder temperatures will mean meat can be frozen. So, if you come across any animals, take that into account.”

      “And speaking of winter,” Grace continued, “let's not forget the other things we're going to need, like warm clothes, blankets, anything that will help us get warm.”

      Mack pulled out a map of the city, upon which there were thick lines marking various zones.

      “We've taken the time to mark the areas you'll patrol. Some of you will be focused on food, others focused on medical supplies, and some of you just will be out there to gather anything you can find. Some of you will be going out for a long time, so we hope you're prepared for that, but we want to make one thing clear. If any of you get into any trouble, come back here and report it. We don't want any of you taking any undue risks while you're out there. Yes, we need supplies, but we also need all of you to return safely. If we're going to turn New Haven into the place that we all want it to be, then we're going to need as many bodies as possible. Safety first, always.”

      “And with that in mind,” Grace said, pacing along the line of the patrols as people looked with curiosity at the map Mack was holding, “if you do come across any other survivors out there, you should approach them with caution. Observe first and stay hidden. See if you can get a sense of who they are and if they're a threat. WE are going to trust your judgment. If you find new people out there, bring them here. New Haven isn't just a place for us. It's a place for all of those who are struggling out there. How many already have died because they haven't found enough food? How many people are going to die through the winter because they don't have a way to keep warm? Again, don't be reckless with it, but there are people out there who need our help, and we're going to give it to them.”

      “You're not just patrols. In a way, you're ambassadors as well, and I have faith in each and every one of you that you'll give a good account of New Haven. Tell people about us, let the truth move through the world that there is a place where people can be safe. People need hope more than almost anything right now, and if they knew there's a place out there where people are building toward a better future, that might just give them the impetus they need to survive.”

      The patrols looked at Mack and nodded toward him and Grace. Some of them seemed unsure, but those who did show those signs quickly were buoyed by their colleagues who bought fully into Mack's way of looking at life. After this was done, Grace and Mack went through the various territories and wished people luck as they walked out of New Haven. Some of them they would see soon, others not for a while, and given the dangers of the world, they couldn't be sure they would see some of them again.

      “Let's hope this works,” Mack said.

      “The city is a big place,” Grace replied.

      “There are bound to be more supplies out there. Every one of them can handle themselves. I have faith that they'll be back,” and she truly did.

      She smiled at Mack and then made her way to the place of worship as she had neglected her prayers for a while, leaving Mack to himself, although he had other places to be. He cast a gaze at the patrols who had disappeared from view, and silently wished them well, hoping they would be able to bring back enough supplies for everyone in New Haven to enjoy a full belly after every meal.

      After this was done, he met with Maggie and Luis, who had their plans for law enforcement. Mack was glad to see the two of them were working well together. He had been unsure about how well the partnership was going to go when Luis had first volunteered, for they were two different characters. So far, the plans they had seemed sensible, as he had expected. Mack had learned a long time ago that the best way to lead wasn't through a dictatorship, but to surround yourself with intelligent, talented people and trust them to do what they knew was right. So far, it was working well. Luis mostly remained quiet as Maggie outlined the plans, only offering a few comments here and there, but Mack noticed they all were in support of the sheriff.

      “It seems you have everything in order here, sheriff,” Mack said, smiling approvingly.

      “I think so, although we'll see how it actually works out once we're up and going. I think the first test will be the first crime.”

      “Hopefully, we'll have to wait a while for that to happen, but I think just seeing the two of you around will give people a sense of calm.”

      “There is one more thing I wanted to talk with the two of you about, though,” Mack said, just as Maggie and Luis had been motioning to leave, “and that's guns.”

      “What about them? I'm keeping mine. I think it's best if the sheriff and deputy have a way to defend ourselves.”

      “I'm not suggesting otherwise. I'm more thinking about the general population. So far, everyone has their own ways of defending themselves, especially the other people who have been living in the city. I was thinking about an alternative. What about creating an armory where we could store all the guns, keep an inventory, and distribute them as and when we need to do so? I want to keep people safe, and with the children around I don't think we should have guns where they can get their hands on them, especially since they know how to use them now.”

      Maggie's brow creased and Mack knew even before she opened her mouth that she was not in favor of the idea. “People have a right to defend themselves.”

      “I'm not saying they don't, but do you not think it's a little dangerous to have them all over New Haven so that anyone could pick up one and start shooting? So far, people have been responsible, but if we get more and more people into New Haven, that may not be the case.”

      “I think if we're going to have more people coming into this settlement there has to be a level of trust, and people aren't going to like it if we start taking their guns and hoarding them. Think about it, if you've been struggling through the world, day by day, with your gun as your last protection, will you really want to give it up for some common goal? It's just going to cause a lot more trouble than it's worth. And what if there's a surprise attack? Are you going to want to waste time with people getting to the armory? How many lives are going to be lost then? We only managed to repel the earlier attacks because everyone was armed. I'm not saying it's ideal, and I appreciate what you're saying with regards to the kids, but that's going to be on us to keep an eye on them, which we should be doing anyway.”

      Mack stroked his chin. “I also was thinking it would make your job harder if people had guns. What if you accuse someone and they don't like it? It's going to be harder to arrest people who can shoot back.”

      “Given what we gain from having guns around, I think I'd rather take that chance. I fancy my chances in a duel over anyone, anytime.”

      “What do you think, Luis?” Mack asked.

      Luis so far had remained quiet, happy to let the two of them argue it out. However, he knew he wouldn't be allowed to stay silent over this, and that this question had larger repercussions than this singular issue. He believed if he backed Mack, then Maggie would feel like she couldn't trust him, but if he backed Maggie, then he ran the risk of alienating Mack. He glanced between the two of them, and thought a long time before he answered, eventually siding with Maggie, who wore a smug smile.

      “I'm still not sure about the whole thing,” Mack said, “perhaps we can come to a compromise.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “How about we still take a register of the guns that are in New Haven? Then we can be aware of what's out there, and add to the list whenever someone new joins us. The more dangerous weapons be kept in an armory, to be used only when they are needed.”

      Maggie pondered the suggestion for a while, then looked at Luis, who shrugged noncommittally.

      “I think that will work,” Maggie said.

      “Glad we could come to an agreement,” Mack said.

      “Now you can start keeping this place safe. Meanwhile, I have a date with my wife,” he said, rising from the table, showing Maggie and Luis out.

      All three of them were glad they had been able to discuss the issue civilly, but Luis still had doubts in his mind, worried that at one point he would have to make a choice between the two that had greater ramifications.

      “You did the right thing in there,” Maggie said when they were out of earshot of Mack. Luis thanked her, although he wasn't so sure.
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      After the meeting with Maggie and Luis, Mack decided to return home for a break. His head was starting to ache and his eyes were hurting. It had been a while since he had been in charge of any sort of department, and he was starting to remember the pain that came with administrative duty. That's why he always liked to be out in the field where he could feel as though he was really making a difference.

      He liked Maggie and Luis, of course, but could tell that now that people were starting to get defined roles, things were going to change. They each had their own priorities, and it was up to Mack to try managing them so they all were pulling in the same direction. It was funny how people could cling to a role so quickly, as Luis had with being a deputy to Maggie. Mack wasn't blind. He had seen how Luis glanced at Maggie before answering, and Mack was sure he had sided with Maggie purely because she was his direct superior. He didn't mind it so much, after all the two of them only would be effective if they had each other’s complete trust as a team, but Mack hoped there wouldn't come a point where Luis was forced to choose between him and Maggie.

      Mack wasn't a fool. He was aware of human nature, and wasn't going to delude himself with the notion that everyone was going to be happy all the time. There would be rivalries, and people would have arguments. It was up to all of them to ensure these conflicts were resolved and didn't escalate into something more serious. There would be teething problems as well, he was sure, as New Haven found its feet, but so far things were going even better than he had expected. He was looking forward to seeing how it would grow. He only hoped he could keep his hair from falling out with the stress that he was under.

      To give himself a moment to relax and let his mind rest he returned home to spend time with Anna. Along the way he still was stopped by a number of people who either wanted a quick word with him or wanted his opinion on an important matter. Mack was perturbed by this, since all he wanted to do was see his wife, but he put on a friendly smile and listened to what they had to say, offering advice as best he could. As the leader, New Haven was going to reflect how he acted, and he had to lead by example at all times, even when he didn't particularly feel up to it.

      And, in a way, he was glad he felt annoyed at being kept away from Anna. When his wife first had returned, part of him was afraid something had changed between the two of them. He was afraid the end of the world had robbed them both of what they had that was so special, but things were back to normal, and he couldn't wait to see her and spend more time with her again. Yet, part of him was worried as well. He replayed the harrowing tale of her survival in his mind, and hoped the time alone wouldn't affect her too badly. In some ways, he was amazed people weren't suffering from PTSD, but perhaps the human brain knew that it needed to survive, and collectively they were able to continue without suffering. Or maybe the whole bunch of them were in deep denial, and it all would hit them eventually.

      So far, Anna mostly had been like Mack remembered, if a little distant at times, which was to be expected. Things never were going to go back to the way they were. Her wounds were healing nicely. She always had been blessed with a good metabolism and the ability to heal quickly, and she also was integrating herself into New Haven. She'd met Mack's friends briefly. He was looking forward to her getting to know them better, but there was plenty of time for that. Right now, Mack just was pleased he was getting to fall asleep with his wife beside him every night, rather than having to stare at a picture and wonder if she was even still alive.

      He approached home, expecting to find Anna sitting inside, whiling away the day. His heart swelled when he saw she was sitting outside with a canvas, painting. She had dragged a chair outside and was sitting with a brush in her hand and a few paint pots around her. Mack smiled widely, and she beamed when she saw him.

      “Where did you get all this stuff?” he asked, astonished.

      He walked around beside her, leaning down to give her a quick kiss that turned into a longer one. His hand rested on her back, then came up to play with her long hair, a little gesture that he hadn't realized how much he had missed. Then, his eyes turned to the canvas. The painting still was very much in its early stages, but the splashes of color already were starting to form patterns. Mack enjoyed watching her work as creative endeavors often escaped him. His mind was focused, and he didn't have it in him to let it drift away and come up with weird and wonderful things.

      “While you were in your meetings, I decided to wander and explore a bit. I got talking to some people, and I thought I'd ask if anyone had any art supplies. Figured it was a long shot, but it's been a long time and I wanted to feel my hand around a paintbrush again. Since I've come here I've been feeling more like myself, and I don't want to lose this part of me. They said they thought they saw some art supplies somewhere, in one of the houses they'd been looking in when they first got here and wanted food. I went on a little hunt and found these. There are probably lots more here. I bet it's a real treasure trove. Things like this weren't exactly a priority when the world ended.”

      “No, they weren't,” Mack said as he watched her paint.

      She had long brush strokes of gray and green, letting the paint seep into the canvas. She deftly moved the brush around, dipping it in water before getting another color and adding to the painting, bringing the image to life. Mack soon recognized it as the surrounding area.

      “It looks good,” he added. She smiled with thanks.

      “I really think it's important that we don't lose our soul. We've already lost so much in this new world. I've been thinking about it a lot. Not so much in the early days, because I had other things to think about. But when I got to the city, I had more time to spare since I wasn't spending every waking moment trying to survive. There were times when I was out there that I saw so many things, but it was too easy to forget the beauty in the world when everything else was so ugly. I think it's important we remember the world is still here, and we should make sure we remember that.”

      “We should, and it looks as though you're going to do a good job of that, although I think there are more beautiful sights you could paint than this place.”

      “It has a charm of its own, and there's something beautiful about seeing it in this state. It's the beginning of something, and I wanted to capture that hope.”

      Mack looked down at her, and his heart swelled with love. She placed the brush over one of the paint pots and turned to look at him.

      “You look tired, is everything okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, dragging his hand across his jaw, “it's just that I have so many things to take care of in this settlement and I'm trying not to let it overwhelm me. There are days when I just want to go away with you for a while and forget about everything,” he admitted, feeling a little shame at putting his own needs before the needs of New Haven. Anna just chuckled.

      “You would last about two hours, maybe three, and then you'd get bored. Face it, Mack, doing nothing just isn't in your nature. Soon, you'd soon be wishing you were back out there, helping out. I don't think you could look at everyone else doing something and be content relaxing. It would drive you crazy.”

      “Maybe you have a point,” he said, laughing.

      “It's going to be strange having you around again. You know me better than I know myself.”

      “And don't you forget it,” she said, smiling wryly.

      It was in moments such as these when the couple could forget all the distance and time that had passed between them and remember their eternal love. Even though the apocalypse had taken away a great many things, there were some that never could be taken away. With Anna back in his life, Mack felt complete again and stronger, with a renewed vigor and hope that they really could make it through this world. If he and his wife could reunite, then anything was possible, even the human race prospering after having their world decimated.

      “Do you know what you'd like to do once you've recovered fully?” he asked.

      “I've been thinking about that a lot. Even when I first started surviving, that question was in my mind. I tried not to think about it, you know. I didn't want to jinx it because I knew I could die at any moment. So, thinking about the future seemed a waste of energy, but now I'm here I really want to contribute. I see all these people working together toward a common goal and it's inspiring, and humbling. But there's something that I've seen that perhaps you haven't, because you're so involved with it all.”

      This caught Mack's attention and he cocked an eyebrow. Anna always seemed to find a way to surprise him.

      “But I've been an observer and outside the main group, and I realized that this is human history. We're literally making history as we speak, and it's important to recognize that and think about it. We need to document this so our descendants and other people can see what we're building. This is too important to let fall into the cracks of the history. People here deserve to be remembered, and so do you,” she said. Mack was buoyed by her words and admired her passion.

      “So, I thought I'd see if there are any other creative people who would want to do the same thing as me and get back to what we're doing. I know it doesn't seem like creativity has a place in this world when there are so many other survival skills that are paramount, but humans are storytellers and there is a need to interpret the world around us in different ways. I feel like we can have that, too.”

      “In that case, I'll give you control of the creative department. See what you can do.”

      “You mean it?” she asked, her face lighting up.

      “Of course, it sounds like a wonderful idea. It'll help keep people's minds fresh as well, and it would be good to have some reminders now and then of what's happened in the world.”

      By this point, a few people had noticed Anna's painting and had wandered over out of curiosity, although they hadn't overheard her and Mack's conversation. The painting caused quite a stir and people began offering their own judgments, some of them sounding more educated than others. Anna walked into the crowd and began discussing the techniques she was using. People were interested, and she then repeated to them the sentiment of what she had expressed to Mack, that it was time for the human spirit to reclaim its place in the world. She said that though things seemed ugly, there was beauty to be found, and it was their job to shine a light on it.

      People became more and more excited and they started sharing stories of how they used to be creative. Some, like Anna, were very talented and had worked in the field. Others merely dabbled, but all of them shared the same spark, and as soon as the dialogue had begun, ideas stared springing forth. Some were ambitious, but there were no limits on the ideas. There were talks about novels and memoirs focusing on how people had survived, speculative fiction about how the world had ended in the first place and the motives behind whatever caused the EMP. People began sharing stories that they had not told anyone before, thinking that they would make a good play. Anna and Mack smiled as they saw the bubbling energy seize the crowd. Mack placed his arm around Anna's waist and squeezed it affectionately.

      “I think you've found your place,” he said, and kissed her on the cheek. She smiled as she raised her hands and tried to calm down the crowd.

      “From what I've heard you all have some great ideas and I can't wait to discuss them with you. But we shouldn't do it out here. Go and spread the word and get anyone you think is interested. We'll meet back here and discuss our ideas properly. It'll be like a think tank. We'll go look for more supplies, such as paints and pens and paper. Then we'll start talking about what projects we can work on before we present them to anyone else.”

      Anna continued speaking and Mack listened with wry amusement. He was happy his wife had found her place in New Haven, and that she would help others to find their own place as well. The thought of writing stories and inspiring the creative spirit hadn't even occurred to him. So, he was glad Anna had found a way to contribute. It sounded like fun as well. He made a note to drop by later to see how the creative group was flourishing. He wished he could take part, but he didn't have the mindset for it, and he had too many other things to take of as it was. He had been looking forward to spending a couple of hours with Anna, but he couldn't begrudge her this group. So, he smiled at her and waved goodbye as he returned to his own duties, taking one last look at the painting his wife was working on. Like New Haven itself it was unfinished, but he knew that by the end it would be a beautiful thing.
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      Elsewhere in New Haven, Saul was overseeing a small group of children. He smiled wryly to himself for there was a time when he didn't think he ever would be comfortable around this many children. He never had been a father, never been the type to want kids at all, and he didn't even mind that as he grew older he wasn't going to leave a legacy behind. The traditional family structure wasn't something for Saul. He knew what a family was like and didn't want to inflict that pain on anyone else. It was easier for him to be alone. It was probably easier for everyone else as well.

      Saul still wasn't sure what it was about him that drew the children toward him, but he was glad for it. He was enjoying this new role as a mentor to the kids. He knew something about having a troubled childhood, although what these kids had been through put his own experiences to shame. When he looked at them his heart swelled with pity as he thought about all the things that had been robbed from them. These kids should have been growing up in warm, loving homes, shielded from the realities of the world to actually enjoy their childhood. Instead they had been torn from that, a gun thrust in their hand, forced to grow up far more quickly than was natural.

      So far, they seemed to be okay, but Saul wondered what the long-term effects were going to be. Eventually as they grew up they would realize the ramifications of what happened to them, and it all would come crashing back down. He wanted to try making a difference in their lives, wanted to show them you could start again, even after doing bad things. Saul knew that better than most, and while he didn't have the calm reassurance of Freddie or the kindness of Grace, he did have his own experience to draw upon. He didn't believe in sugarcoating anything, and wanted to be honest with the kids. He wanted to treat them as people rather than try lying to them about the state of the world, which wasn't going to help them at all.

      Things had changed, and the kids would have to learn to grow up in a different way. Their education wasn't going to be in mathematics and literature any longer, it was going to be in hunting and gathering, in keeping things running in New Haven, in making weapons and forming battle strategies. Eventually, these were the kids who were going to take over New Haven, if it survived that long, and it was Saul's role to help prepare them.

      The kids ranged in age and moods. Some of them still were having problems adjusting to the settlement, while others showed no signs of any problems. Many had been reunited with their families and were spending time with their parents, but others had no one. These kids were grouped together, and Saul could sense the unease in some of them as they saw others go away with their own parents. The orphans stayed with Saul, and he had taken it upon himself to take care of them. He saw them to bed each night and during the day he made sure they were fed and enjoyed their time in New Haven. He wanted to show them that just because they didn't have their parents it didn't make their lives any less enjoyable than the ones who did.

      However, even though he was focusing on those who had no parents, the ones who did still came and joined Saul when he gave his lessons. He didn't mind, since the more children who knew these skills, the better. He also believed many of them stayed together as they had been a group for so long that it had simply had become comfortable.

      At first it was difficult to get some of the kids to listen. The younger ones easily were distracted, and the older ones were used to doing what they wanted, and thought they knew better than Saul. It was a challenge to get past that, but Saul had managed to do it by splitting them up into smaller groups and having them work on different things at various times. They also had come to know his stern look well. He gave the older kids responsibility by making them the leaders of their little groups, and their jobs were to look after the littler ones. In turn, the little ones had the attention they needed, and it was all running as smoothly as possible.

      Their help had made the job of cleaning New Haven of debris and reinforcing the wall a much quicker task than it otherwise would have been. Then Saul could move onto more important lessons. He taught them how to make weapons such as spears and bows and arrows first. When he introduced them, some of the kids scoffed. They said they had guns and didn’t need weapons like that. Saul just smiled and asked them what they were going to do if they ran out of bullets, use the gun like a club? The kids looked at each other. Then Saul hurled a javelin into a target he had made. The powerful throw caused the javelin to lodge in its target and the kids were amazed. He taught them the difference between wood that would be strong and wood that would be brittle and rotting. He showed them how to bend the bow and latch some string to it. Then he taught them how to use them. He promised that one day he would take them to practice their hunting, although he would have to get Mack's approval first.

      He often had talks with Freddie as well, and they shared stories about the children and how they were doing. Freddie told Saul that most of them were reluctant to talk about what happened, but that he was making progress with most of them. While Freddie focused on the mental side of things, Saul wanted to give them something to occupy their time so they had limited opportunities to dwell on the past. However, sometimes the kids asked them what had happened to their parents and Saul wasn't sure how to answer. He tried to be diplomatic about it and be honest with them without being cruel. He wasn't sure how much their inexperienced minds could comprehend all the complexities of this new world, but when they were sad he gathered them around for story time. He told them stories from his own childhood, and this lifted their spirits. He was quite a wild child, and often was found running away from school and home. To them he was like a cowboy, and when they looked at him it was with great admiration.

      It was the first time Saul had been looked at like that, and he found that he liked it. Not only had he had a positive effect on the kids, but the kids had had a similar effect on him. He didn't want to disappoint them, and wanted to continue to take care of them and see them grow. There had been times when he had been difficult with Mack and fought against his wishes, but those days were long behind him. At first, Saul had shunned the thought of getting close to people. He expected that, at some point, he would leave New Haven. He would go back out in the world to find a small corner he could call his own, and live out his days in peaceful solitude, but things had changed. It had taken him a while to get used to it, but he enjoyed being a part of the community.

      “They look as though they're getting used to this,” a voice said.

      Saul looked up as the kids were examining different pieces of wood Saul had collected, trying to pick which would be most suitable for various weapons. Alison came up to him. She was a larger lady, and Saul found it hard not to stare at her curves. There was a great hunger in him, and Alison was exactly the type of lady that he went for. The corner of her lips tugged into a smile.

      “Yeah, although I've been getting a few glances from people who don't think it's good to be teaching them these things.”

      “Screw them. These kids need to know how to survive. I think it's good, and I've always admired a man who can take care of himself. There weren't too many of them back in the old world.”

      “I guess one of the good things about the apocalypse is that it's brought a lot of people together who never would have met.”

      “Yeah, I mean, if we had passed each other on the street before you probably wouldn't have given me a second look.”

      “Oh, I'd have given you a second look alright,” Saul said.

      Alison blushed a little and caught her bottom lip between her teeth. Saul stroked his bushy beard as wild thoughts ran through his mind.

      “Mind if I stay a while and help out with the kids?” Alison asked in a light voice. Saul didn't mind at all, and welcomed her company.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tristan was sitting by himself at the edge of the settlement, in the shadows. He was tossing a few pebbles in between his hands, feeling their coarse texture against his fingers. He glanced around. In the distance, he could see Anna painting away with a few other people around her, and on the other side of the settlement Saul was with the kids. Freddie had asked Tristan to help out, but Tristan wasn't in the mood. He wanted to put the Lost Children behind him. New Haven wasn't the same anymore. He thought he could run away from his past, but there were constant reminders. Everyone seemed able to carry on as though nothing had happened. Tristan didn't understand this. He always had been taught that violence was bad. After he beat Peter, he expected to be punished, but there had been no consequences other than his own shame. The new world was complicated, and while the adults like Freddie and his mom meant well, he couldn't talk to them. All he wanted to do was disappear.

      It didn't help that Sharon still was around. When Mack had offered the other people a chance to leave New Haven and go back to their old lives Tristan had hoped Sharon and her mom were going to be ones who left, but they stayed. He'd seen her a handful of times around the settlement, and every time it felt as though he was stabbed in the heart again. He remembered the way they shared intimate secrets, and then that moment he had caught her allowing Peter and the other Lost Children into the settlement, then kissing Peter right in front of him. There hadn't been any punishment for her either. As far as Tristan was concerned, Sharon was just as much to blame as Peter for what happened. But while Peter was locked up, Sharon was allowed to roam free, and Tristan didn't see how that was fair.

      He heard footsteps approaching from another direction. He knew the walk before he even looked up to see who it was. Sharon stood there, cast in shadow, her head hanging by her shoulders. She had one arm crossed over her chest, rubbing the other, and she was standing awkwardly. Tristan looked to the ground and threw down the pebbles he was holding. He stood up, meaning to leave, but Sharon asked him to wait.

      “Please, just let me speak,” she said.

      Tristan still didn't look at her, for it was too painful, but he waited all the same. Sharon spoke in a small, trembling voice, continually running her hand along the end strands of her blond hair, chewing her lip until it was all chapped.

      “I know you've been avoiding me, and I really hate it. I've been talking with my mom a lot. I told her what happened, all of it, and she helped me see that what I did was wrong. I knew it that moment when Peter was going crazy. I only wished I had seen it sooner. I never should have let myself be blinded by him, but you can't blame me completely. We all were! Even you, until your mom found you. Do you not think that if your mom hadn't come to our settlement that you would have stayed by Peter's side and marched with him into this place? I know what I did was wrong, and I'm truly sorry from the bottom of my heart. I did enjoy our time together, and I felt as though we got to know each other in a special way. I really miss our conversations Tristan. I miss hanging out with you. I miss you.”

      When she finished speaking Tristan let her words linger in the air. In truth, he had thought about that a lot as well, about what he would have done if his mom hadn't found him, and he didn't like the answer that was present in his mind. However, he didn't want to dwell on that anymore. He missed Sharon as well. Missed the way his heart raced whenever she sat beside him, or the way her fragrance lingered on his clothes after they had spent time together. He missed the way she could make him feel special, but he knew all those feelings were lies. She had manipulated him for Peter, and not only had she hurt him, but she had trampled on his feelings. She had made everything that seemed so happy seem so hollow and empty, and he wasn't sure how he was going to trust anyone again.

      Tristan looked at her, and didn't see the same girl he saw before. No longer did he tingle all over just by looking at her. No longer did he see an angelic glow around her. She was just a girl. Tristan looked at her with cold, unforgiving eyes. When he spoke, his voice was raspy with emotion.

      “I accept your apology, but the two of us never can be friends again,” he said.

      As he turned away his eyes were stinging with tears. He heard a small choking sob come from behind him, but he told himself he didn't care. He was alone now and that was alright. Nobody ever would have that kind of power over him again, and he never would be hurt that much again. Love was something that had burned him and he wasn't ever going to indulge it. He was going to be like a stone. Yet, even as he told himself this, his eyes watered and he had to force himself not to let the tears run down his cheeks.
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      A few days went by and some of the patrols started returning. Mack was watching out for them and went with Grace to see what they had brought back. Many other members of New Haven were curious as well. The patrols often were met with something akin to a parade when they returned, making them feel like celebrities. While everyone valued their own roles in New Haven, and saw themselves as an important cog in the machinery, almost everyone agreed that those who went out on patrols had the most important job. Without them, New Haven would not have the supplies it needed to flourish. This meant that when the patrols came back with food, they were cheered and treated with adulation, but when they had nothing to show for their efforts, a gloom spread throughout the settlement. People were forced to wonder if they could make it through the winter, and the future beyond that.

      It was up to Mack and Grace to keep their spirits up. It was natural for people to get scared, but they tried to remind everyone to keep a positive mindset. Instead of focusing on what people didn't get, they told people to think instead of everything other patrols found, and that there still was much of the city left to explore. Somewhat surprisingly, food was not met with the biggest cheer. That was reserved for new clothes. Whenever this happened, the clothes were arranged in a big pile and people searched through them to find new things to wear. Most people wore the same things every day, and were glad for the change. It made for an odd sight, however, as people doing menial tasks while were wearing clothes that would have cost around a hundred dollars. But it gave people an opportunity to own things they never could have afforded otherwise.

      The mentality of New Haven was far different than that of the city as it had been before the EMP had caused the downfall of civilization. Back then, humans had been in a possessive mindset, keeping things for themselves. A measure of success was based on looking at how many things a person owned, but that model simply didn't work now. Sharing was a necessity, as food would go bad if it wasn't eaten quickly enough. There also was no guarantee the patrols who came back with something always would find a bountiful supply of goods. It was better to let everyone have a share of everything, then everyone benefited.

      It made Mack wonder what the old world would have been like had they adopted such a mindset. However, it would have been hard to implement because the idea of owning things was so ingrained into the collective consciousness. People only had been able to adapt to this new model because survival depended on it. If they ever got to the point where there was an abundance of resources again, they all would have to watch themselves to ensure they did not fall into the trappings of the old society. They did not want to be doomed to repeating the same mistakes of those who went before them.

      Overall, the patrols that returned had enough food to settle the concerns of the people in New Haven. The food in the Lost Children's territory still was there, although there were more people in New Haven than the children, so the food wasn't going to last as long. Hank talked with the people in charge of the supplies. They made a comprehensive inventory of everything that came in, and then made a list of how to ration out everything. Mealtimes were mostly a communal thing. Everyone was allotted three meals a day, with extra snacks such as fruit and things available to those who wanted them. People took their meals at different times. Some preferred to keep to themselves in their own homes, but mostly people ate together.

      There was a real sense of familiarity spreading through the settlement, which pleased Mack immensely. His plan to mix up the patrols had worked as well. When the first few had begun to return, he noticed how they had changed since they first had left. Then, they had been strangers forced to work together, but now they were old friends, teasing each other and slapping each other’s backs. It was good to see.

      When they returned, they were taken to the office and gave a report of what they had found, of how the area looked, and if it seemed as though there would be any more resources there, or if it was barren. Then Grace or Mack would mark the map to show where they had explored, and the patrols would be given new assignments. After a day's rest back in the settlement, they would be sent out again. The system was working well so far, and already the map of the city was being marked, showing their progress. There were still areas far away that had yet to be heard from. Mack hoped that by the time they had explored all of the city they would have enough of a set-up that New Haven could be self-sufficient.

      But the patrols didn't only talk about the state of the resources in the city, they also spoke of the general area. Mack wanted to know if there were any other camps around. Knowledge was power, and at the moment, when it came to the city, they were powerless. However, a few of the patrols started telling him disconcerting things, things that made him gaze out at the city with a concerned look in his eyes. The concrete jungle seemed so quiet, but there was much out there that would come and find them eventually, he was sure of that. The patrols said similar things, each of them with fear in their voice, but to their credit they were not too afraid to go out on patrol again. Mack was proud of them for that. Their accounts all were quite similar to the first report he had heard, given by the third patrol to come back.

      “We thought there were going to be other people there. There were a lot of footprints and signs of life. We did what you said and approached, but when we couldn't hear anything we investigated. We found only dead bodies littered around the place, and their camps had been ransacked. At first, we just thought it was a normal kind of attack, but when we looked closer there were some bodies that had claw marks on them, as though an animal had attacked. Whatever it was, it must have been a huge animal. We haven't seen any sign of a large group, but they've gotta be out there somewhere,” they said.

      Mack replied that he had seen similar things before. He told them they should be careful, and if they got any hint that these people were nearby they were to return to the settlement immediately, no matter what. After their reports, Mack marked off where they had seen these fallen camps, and soon a pattern emerged. Mack was relieved since, if they followed this pattern, it would not lead them to New Haven. But whoever or whatever this group was, he didn't know anything about them and couldn't predict how they were going to act. It wouldn't be surprising for them to start learning about New Haven, and if that happened they were sure to come there. Mack had to be ready. New Haven had defended itself once, and it would do so again. He wanted it to be a modern-day Troy, being able to withstand almost a decade of an enemy’s siege. But he needed time to get that implemented, and time was their greatest enemy.

      To prepare Mack and Grace organized a group of people to go outside and form a blockade of cars. They pushed the cars into position, which meant that nobody could storm the entrance of New Haven. It had taken a lot of effort since they had to push the cars by hand. Many of them were powered by electronics, which now were useless. Mack knew that somewhere out in the world there were cars still able to be driven, at least until they ran out of gas. They moved the cars as much as possible outside New Haven, on all the roads that split through the settlement. When it was over, they at least were satisfied that they were going to make life harder for any large force who tried to come in.

      After it was over, everyone who had taken part was sweaty and tired, but felt as though they had done a good piece of work. It was perhaps something they should have done a while ago, but everyone had been focused on creating the walls and making sure the inside of New Haven was as good as it could be. The cars also had formed part of the barrier, but now other materials had been used to make that stronger, they were able to use the cars to block the roads. It hopefully would give them an advantage and allow a few more moments for them to get ready.

      Mack also made sure to post lookouts at key points across the walls. It was a lonely job, but one that was vital in case anyone approached New Haven, not even anyone hostile. It was possible that survivors would come upon them, but the lookouts would have to make sure they did not pose a threat before they would be allowed into New Haven. Once it was done, Mack felt safer, and he wiped the sweat from his brow. Grace was beside him, his loyal and able deputy. He trusted her completely.

      “Is it worth us sending word to the mental hospital and the settlement in the forest to see if they want to join? Winter is going to be harder for them since they're out in the forest, without the same shelter as us, and we have room for them.”

      Mack liked that she still thought about the people their lives had touched over the course of this journey. Sometimes, with everything going on, it was easy to forget about those in the past. Although he was curious about how their old friends, were faring he didn't think it was the best idea, though.

      “Perhaps in the future,” he said, “but for now we need everyone working together to make sure New Haven is safe. We can't afford to let anyone leave long enough to trek that far out. Anyway, I'm sure the doctors and patients in the mental hospital are in the best place for them. They were set up for years. As for the people in the forest settlement, well, they were a resourceful bunch and they've been doing this for much longer than we have. They've known winter is coming, and I'm sure they're prepared for it. They'll be okay, just as we will,” he said, and flashed her a reassuring smile. After this, they returned into New Haven.

      Although they had to be careful with rationing food, Mack was aware of the importance of morale. He wanted to ensure there were community events that brought people together. So, since they had a good store of food, he checked with Hank if they could have another feast. Hank checked the inventory and made a list of what food they could spare. Then later in the evening, people were brought together for a celebration of the future. People were in a joyous mood and Mack was glad to see everyone was happy. Yet, he couldn't help noticing Tristan still was detached from the community. Mack imagined he was at the feast only because Maggie told him he had to attend.

      Mack mingled with his friends and others as the food was passed around, and everyone had a full belly afterwards, except for perhaps Saul, who seemed to have an unending appetite. He was standing close to Alison, and Mack noticed the two of them sneaking off before the festivities were over. Mack smirked, and silently raised a toast to Saul. The fire in the middle of the town square crackled brightly and people had fallen into a comfortable mood, enjoying each other’s company. Then Anna caught everyone's attention.

      “I'm sure most, if not all, of you have heard about the little group I've put together to preserve the human spirit. We've only been meeting for a few days, but I'm proud to say New Haven has some really talented people. We've all been feeling so inspired. We thought we'd do some readings and perform some of the things we've created. Please forgive us if they seem rough because, as I said, we've only had a short time to work on them, but hopefully you'll enjoy them!”

      Then she surrendered the stage to other members of her group. Some people read poems they wrote that summed up the sorrow and loneliness people felt. Mack noticed how others grew closer together as they were reminded of some of the hard feelings they had experienced. Others read through short stories about their experiences, and others nodded as they had experienced similar things. Sometimes a group of people acted out a short scene or two from a play, but the one that Mack most enjoyed was a comedy sketch that poked fun at Mack and the others, and reduced the audience to tears. It had been a long time since people had had a good laugh.

      “Thank you for doing this, the people really needed it,” Mack told his wife.

      “I'm just glad it's worked out,” she said.

      Then she noticed there was something on his mind, as they always was. She asked him about it as she wrapped an arm around his neck.

      “I'm just worried about the future. There are still threats in the city, and I want this place to stay safe.”

      She kissed him on the cheek. “If there are threats, then we'll deal with them when they come. For now, just try to enjoy yourself, and look at what you've built.”

      Mack looked around at all the happy faces coming together to share these times, and he smiled. New Haven was blossoming. The food stores were healthy. People had their roles and Mack couldn't have been happier. So, why did he have such a nagging feeling that it all was going to come apart? Perhaps it was just because he had been trained always to be suspicious, but he was sure it was something more. He only stopped thinking about it when Anna pulled him away from the feast and the lingering embers of the fire to return to their bed, where they made love.
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      The work on the barricades and blockades was an ongoing thing. New Haven had a lot of moving parts, and it was important to keep the place clean to prevent people from feeling like they lived in squalor. Some houses still had not been explored to their fullest extent, and the same was true of some stores that had been caught in the New Haven area. So, people chipped in and helped do that. The physical labor was extensive. It was fortunate there was plenty of food in the stores as people were beginning to get strong appetites.

      As Mack looked at the barriers he also looked at the area outside New Haven and thought to himself that one day they could expand New Haven to encompass more of the preexisting city. He hoped that eventually they would welcome more people into the fold and that they would need to expand, although he doubted the city ever would be its own full entity again. While everyone who was free helped with the barriers, others went about their business, like Freddie, who had his hands full trying to help as many people as he could.

      In his opinion, everyone needed therapy. It was good to talk to a qualified professional about issues, and even just things that lingered on the mind, but sadly there still was something of a stigma when it came to going to see a counselor. It was as if it was a sign of weakness that you had to go talk to someone about your problems. In some ways, Freddie resented Hank. People were more willing to go to a religious leader to speak about confidential matters rather than himself. But he tried not to be jealous and focused on trying to do the best for the people who did come to see him and welcomed his help.

      When the Lost Children had been accepted into the settlement and reunited with their parents, Freddie had offered to help them through the process, as it was going to be tough on both parties. The children were not the same as what their parents remembered, and it would take time for them to adjust to the new situation. So far, things seemed to be going well. Freddie was making the rounds to check in on them, just in case they needed to chat.

      There had been some difficulties, especially with the younger kids since they weren't used to being disciplined. Peter had let them run rampant without any thought of consequences. So, they acted out and screamed loudly, throwing tantrums, which only made the parents think they were doing something wrong. In their minds, their children should have been as glad to see them as they were to have them back. But Freddie had to remind them that the kids had been through a lot, too, and it was going to take time to remind them what it was like to have parents. He gave them some exercises to work on, and that seemed to help. The more he checked on them, the more progress they had made, and they seemed to be in better spirits. It pleased Freddie to see them so happy, although it filled his heart with a little sadness as he thought about his own life and how lonely he was.

      Although Freddie specialized in human emotion, there was something about him that made him never fully able to connect with other people. There had been relationships, but never one that felt like the relationship. Despite all the new people he was meeting in New Haven, there hadn't been anyone he felt like embarking on a romantic relationship with. In some ways, it felt as though he still was in a state of limbo. Maggie had Tristan, Hank was getting close to Mindy, and now even Saul was getting close to Alison. Mack had his wife back, and Luis and Grace were together. Almost everyone he had been traveling with had paired up.

      While Freddie tried not to compare his own life to that of other people, it still made him feel a little strange for all that he was missing. He did want to be close with someone, but it didn't seem as though it was going to happen any time soon. There was also a sense of detachment as well. Although he talked to many people, it was always as counselor to patient, which meant they weren't technically friends. Sometimes Freddie felt entirely lonely, but it wasn't a strange feeling for him. It just struck him that so much had changed since the world ended, but so much had remained the same.

      Even the city still was familiar. He had lived there his entire life, although his neighborhood had been on the other side of the city. Perhaps one day he would be able to make it back there, although he wasn't that bothered about it either way. Life moved on, and he had to move on with it. He moved from family to family, talking with them about their problems. Some still were struggling, especially those who had lost spouses and had to explain that to the children who now were reunited with them. Sometimes he spoke with them as a group, and other times he spoke to the parents alone. He always made sure to have some time with the children alone, though, because there were some things they wanted to talk about that they couldn't share with their parents.

      Maggie and Tristan were still the example he pointed to when he tried illustrating that it could work, but he was pleased with the progress that Deborah and Sharon were making as well. Deborah had been shocked at first to discover what Sharon had done, and there had been many tears as the two women came to an understanding. From what Freddie saw, the two of them hadn't been that close. Later, Deborah confessed her husband had been a strong, imposing figure bordering on abusive, and it had caused a strain between her and Sharon as Deborah often had surrendered to her husband.

      Freddie asked her what happened to her husband. Deborah told him she hadn't heard anything from him since the apocalypse happened, and that for all she knew he was dead. She said the words dispassionately, and Freddie made a particular note of that. It explained a lot. Even though the experiences had been harrowing, it brought them closer together, as Sharon now realized how easy it was to fall for an unsuitable man.

      Deborah felt great sympathy for her daughter as well as she knew what it was like to have a sense of self eroded by an abusive husband. She hated Peter for what he had done to her daughter, but they both agreed it was time to put all that behind them and try focusing on the future. The two of them had spent a lot of time together by themselves, which he encouraged all the people he talked with to do. Yet, gradually they were getting more and more involved in New Haven, and discovering what it meant to be a part of the settlement.

      It was good to see people sharing laughs, and the traditional family unit was adjusting. Freddie noticed how parents trusted others to look after their kids and, and how Saul, someone completely unrelated, had taken the responsibility of looking after the kids. Everyone was helping everyone else, and to Freddie this was amazing to see. It provided a good example to the kids who still were learning about the new world. Many of them were struggling with the hierarchy as they were so used to Peter being their king. Freddie had to explain to them that Mack was the leader, not a king, and that everyone had a say in what happened in New Haven. They also asked if they were going to hell, or if they were going to be punished for what they had done. Many of them were reduced to tears frequently as they relived all the bad things they had done.

      Freddie tried telling the children that they only had done what they did because of circumstance, and that punishing them really wasn’t going to make much difference. He said that living with what had happened was punishment enough, but that it didn't change their future or who they were inside. They still could choose the kind of people they became, and they still could add to the value of New Haven and the world. This seemed to reassure them, but it would take a while before they truly believed it. It was difficult for Freddie to see so many children lost in sorrow. Although Saul helped distract them by teaching the children practical skills, Freddie still could see they were haunted by everything that had gone before. And yet, for all that he could talk to them, there still was one of the Lost Children he couldn't reach.

      Peter.

      Freddie saw him as something of a challenge. The counselor believed in rehabilitation. While he didn't condone what Peter had done, he hoped that, at some point, Peter would show remorse and still could enter New Haven and contribute, but Peter was not being cooperative. Freddie had tried getting him to talk about his past as he was sure Peter had suffered when he was younger, but he was getting nothing. So, Freddie decided to go to Mack and ask if he would talk to Peter as nothing Freddie said was getting through to him. Mack wasn't convinced it was worth the effort, but Freddie pleaded with him. He said it was better to try getting Peter back out into the world rather than just keeping him under lock and key. Not only did it mean they had to feed Peter, but it also meant that someone had to guard him instead of doing something else that could be more productive.

      “Whatever you think, you're the professional,” Mack said, and went to speak to Peter. Freddie allowed him to go inside on his own.

      When Mack entered Peter first sighed, as the young man assumed it was Freddie. When he saw that it was Mack who was coming to see him, he regarded him skeptically.

      “Finally, someone who I can have a proper conversation with,” Peter said, his voice dripping with venom. Mack pursed his lips and sat on a chair opposite Peter.

      “Freddie was telling me you weren't being very cooperative. I'd have thought you'd have liked someone to talk to, that it would break up the monotony of your day.”

      “There's no point talking to him. He's just one of your minions. He can't change anything. Not like you can.”

      “And what am I going to change?”

      “The way you run this place. You must know by now it's not going to work. I bet my Lost Children are running rampant, protesting against you holding me here. I can't imagine the lengths you've gone to keeping them quiet.”

      “I'd have thought Freddie told you. They've actually been adjusting quite nicely.”

      “I expected better from you than to lie to me like he did. I know you're keeping them. They all were loyal to me!”

      “Because they were afraid of you. They're not afraid of you any longer. You're alone now, Peter. You're not a king anymore.”

      “I am, and I'll always be a king. One day, I'll get out of here, and I'll take back what is mine. I don't know what you've done to my loyal subjects, but they'll remember what it was like to serve me; how I dragged them up to glory and promised them a future that you can't deliver to them. This place you're creating isn't going to work. It can't work. You're doing it all wrong. Only I've seen the light. Only I know what to do.”

      “I've heard men like you before. Men who think they know what is better for everyone else. They never worked out either. What makes you think you're so special?”

      “Aren't you doing the same? Why are you so special?”

      “I'm not, I just listen to people and trust them. They've rewarded that trust by placing their trust in me to lead them, but I don't tell them what to do. We work together so everyone is happy, including the children. Right now, they're learning valuable skills to help them live in this world. They have structure and focus, something they never had with you. I'm sure Freddie has told you that if you work at it, you could be a part of New Haven, but between you and me, I think that's just because he believes in everyone.

      “I'm a little more pragmatic than him. I don't think you're the type of person to contribute. I think you're selfish, and you don't care about anyone else other than yourself. You became a king to help those children, but you saw a chance for power and you wanted to grab it. You don't want to take the time to care for the people you rule over. For you, ruling is enough, and I'm not sure anything is going to change that.”

      “So, what, you're going to keep me locked up in here forever?”

      “If that's what it takes,” Mack said, and the words seemed to stun Peter.

      He didn't know what to say after that. Mack left him and returned outside to where Freddie was talking with the guard.

      “How did it go?” Freddie asked. Mack's face glowered.

      “You can talk with him some more if you like,” Mack said, “but I think your faith in him is misplaced. I don't think he has any intention of changing, no matter what you tell him.”

      “Are you sure there's nothing more that can be done?” the guard asked.

      “Not for the moment,” Mack said, then walked off.

      Freddie smiled at the guard and sighed as he walked away as well, deciding it wasn't best to talk to Peter at the moment. For all of Mack's wonderful qualities there were times when he could be stubborn, but Freddie wouldn't stop believing that everyone had it in them to be good. He was determined that one day he would get to the root of Peter's problems and bring him back into the fold. The counselor had his job to do, and he was going to do it to the best of his abilities.
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      Grace just had finished her prayers. She pushed herself up and stretched out, yawning a little. The place of worship was quiet. She and Hank were there, and a few others were involved in their own private communions with the deities they worshiped and loved, and there was a comfortable silence in the hall. Unlike other places in New Haven that always were bustling with activity, this place was serene. Grace was thankful for it, since it proved a welcome respite from the rest of New Haven. She rubbed her eyes and smiled when Hank noticed her yawning. The preacher was making notes on a sermon he was going to deliver. Grace wandered over to him.

      “Keeping you up?” he said cheerily.

      She chuckled a little and pulled up a seat, peering over his arm to look at the sermon, but making no comment about it.

      “Kinda. I don't realize how tired I am until I stop.”

      “We are taking on a lot of work, but it's all worth it,” Hank said.

      “Most definitely. How are you getting on with things?”

      “Everything seems to be going fine. We've made a good inventory of the stock and everything is accounted for. It looks like we don't have anything to worry about. Hopefully, the other patrols will return with more food and we can have enough to last us through the winter. How about yourself?”

      “Yeah, I'm okay, although I have a few things on my mind.”

      “Do you need to go talk to Freddie about them?”

      Grace shot him a look. Hank shrugged. “No, I do not,” she said, “just a friend,” she added, and playfully nudged him.

      “Well, you know I'm always here for that. What's on your mind?”

      “I don't know, I'm just trying to process everything that's happening, I guess. Things are changing quickly.”

      “For the better, though. How's Luis doing in his new role?”

      “Fine, I think. We've both been so busy that we really haven't had a good chance to talk. We spoke a little at the feast, and we meant to have a long conversation when we got back home, but we both were exhausted, so we fell asleep. As soon as we woke up, we both realized we had to be somewhere else.”

      “It can be difficult when life is pulling you in different directions. It's easy to take things for granted, especially people. You're going to have to make an effort to spend time with each other, but I'm sure it'll be worth it.”

      “Are you making an effort to spend time with Mindy?” she said, a playful look in her eyes. Hank set down his pen and blushed a little, running his hand around the back of his neck. Grace never had seen him embarrassed before and was enjoying it.

      “We've been spending some time together.”

      “I'm glad. She's a nice lady, and she's had her eye on you since the start.”

      “She has?” Hank said with surprise. Grace rolled her eyes.

      “Yes. So, it's good that the two of you finally are doing something about it. I've even heard that Saul has been getting close with that Alison,” Grace said, leaning into Hank and lowering her voice.

      “You know gossiping is a sin?” Hank said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Are you sure about that?” Grace said, leaning back, unsure if he was teasing her or not. He only offered a smirk in reply before he changed the topic of conversation.

      “What else is bothering you?” he asked, sensing that relationship matters were not the extent of her problems.

      Grace sighed and glanced around, then played with the ends of her hair as she often would do when she spoke about things that she was uncomfortable with.

      “I guess it's just putting up the blockades today, and hearing about the other camps that were attacked. It made me realize that, despite everything we've been through, we're still not safe. There are still people out there who want to hurt us, even though all we're trying to do is make something good in this world.”

      “Many things have changed, but human nature isn't one of them. Sadly, there always are going to be people who want to destroy rather than create.”

      “Don't you ever get scared?” she asked.

      “I mean, I know you have faith in God, and you believe He is going to protect us and is watching over us. Does that mean you don't get scared when you think about the future? I'm just wondering if maybe my faith isn't strong enough, that if I truly trusted God then I wouldn't be feeling this way.”

      “I've never known any sane person to not be scared,” Hank said in a reassuring tone.

      “Having faith in God doesn't mean we're invincible. It just means we trust in Him to protect us and nurture us. People see fear as a bad and negative thing, but it's just another emotion like anything else, and we can use it for good. It teaches us to be careful and examine things before rushing in. It allows us to prepare for various outcomes. And it also allows us to appreciate what we have, and what we want to preserve. But, like everything, it needs to be tempered and controlled, and we cannot let it overwhelm us.”

      “You always make so much sense,” Grace said, impressed by the wisdom of the preacher.

      “It's a gift,” he replied, smiling widely.

      Grace laughed and then sighed again, for there were still worries troubling her mind. Hank waited until she spoke again, sensing that there was much she needed to talk about.

      “What do you think about it all? Like what we're trying to do here? Do you think it's going to work?” she asked.

      “I don't see why it won’t, as long as we work together and keep ourselves aware of what this place means to everyone. Do you not think it will?”

      “I don't know. I've been thinking about the people we met along the way and, in some ways, I feel guilty that we're in this safe space, but we can't tell the others we've met. There are a lot of people who would benefit from them. I asked Mack if we should send someone to go talk to them, but he said we couldn't spare anyone.”

      “Probably not, if they're back in the forest...I assume you're talking about people you met before the three of us came upon you?”

      “Yeah...I just don't want to lose track of people.”

      “I'm sure there will be time in the future to reunite with them. Why are you so worried about the future? It may not happen the way you think it will, and it is just wasted energy to get worried about something that may not come to pass. Enjoy life, enjoy the moment, that's the way to happiness.”

      “It's just so hard...have you not sensed the mood around the settlement?”

      “People seem happy. They're working together, and they seemed to be buoyed by the feast and all the performances. I must admit that their impression of me was rather more accurate than I'd like, but it was all in good fun.”

      “No, I don't mean that. It's like there's been this underlying tension ever since we took New Haven back from the Lost Children. I know everyone has been working together and it seems as though people are happy, and I'm sure they are, but there's just this feeling I get. Maybe I'm paranoid, I don't know, but I'm not sure people really are trusting of some of the decisions we've made, like taking in the Lost Children. I know the reunited families are happy, but for everyone else it's like we've just opened our doors to the invaders. Like you said, it's impossible to change human nature, and I just worry that it's going to get the better of some of us. And I know there are more people unhappy with what we've done with Peter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You haven't heard the grumblings? Maybe they don't like speaking about it when you're around, but there are a lot of people who think we should have done something other than keep him locked up.”

      “Like killing him? We're not savages.”

      “I know, and I don't think people necessarily would like that. Although I think you'd be surprised at how many people wouldn't protest if that's what we decided to do. After all, he did execute Bob in cold blood in front of everyone to make a point, and Bob was the leader here before any of us arrived. A lot of people owed him their lives, and they just want to see justice done. I don't think they feel it's fair for him to be sitting in a room all day, eating our food that we have to go out into the city to find, and contribute nothing, and since nothing else has been said about it, it seems as though he's going to be there forever. It's not like the old world, where we can give him 50 years’ imprisonment, then see if he's rehabilitated.”

      “Freddie still thinks there's a chance for him to get better. I'd have thought you'd be the first person to believe people can change if they're given a second chance.”

      “There's a difference between hacking and murdering people,” Grace said, shooting him a look.

      “I don't know how I feel about it. I don't think Mack could have done anything differently. I'm just telling you there are people out there who rather would see something else go down. Such as exiling him, even though that's basically just freeing him to come back and haunt us later on down the road. I think people are scared as well that we're keeping a murderer in our midst. What happens if there is an attack and he gets free? I have to agree with them on that point after Luis was shot.”

      “Thank you for bringing it to my attention. Have you told Mack?”

      “Not yet. I think he knows anyway. There's not much any of us can do about it. I think that's what I hate, you know, that sense of not being in control? It's what I hated about the old world. When I was younger, I bounced between orphanages and foster homes. It always felt as though other people were making decisions about my life.”

      “We're all in the same boat, Grace. Focus on handling what you can control, and forget about everything else.”

      “Maybe. Maybe I just need a break from all of this. I might see if I can join one of the patrols and get out of New Haven for a few days. It might do me good to have a break.”

      “Just make sure you spend some time with Luis before you do,” Hank said.

      “Oh, I will,” Grace replied, and smiled.

      She always felt better after talking to Hank and was glad she had found a good friend in him. Yet, she could not silence the disquiet that swelled in the pit of her stomach. There was an uneasiness inside her that worried her, and she only was able to push it to the back of her mind, not rid herself of it completely.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Night fell in New Haven. Darkness descended over the city. Everyone had worked hard and most were resting. Some in the arms of another. Mack with his wife. Saul with Alison. Grace with Luis. Others were on their own, dreaming troubled dreams. The day had been hard, and most people slept deeply. They did not realize there was one person fully awake, lurking in the shadows of the settlement. Lit only by moonlight, the ground was cast in an ethereal glow, and this person had to tread carefully to not make any noise. They knew what they were doing would be seen as wrong, even though, in their own heart, they were convinced it was right. Frustration and anger had been festering in the person’s heart, and now it was time to take matters into their own hands. Once it was done, justice would be served.

      They crept through New Haven, keeping close to the sides of the buildings as they made their way to where Peter was being held, the young man who had caused so much misery for the people who lived in New Haven. The mystery person had observed the guard on duty and knew that late at night tiredness overcame him. Indeed, he was sitting on a chair with his head against the door, deep in slumber. This disgusted the mystery person. Peter was dangerous and needed to be guarded at all times. If he escaped, then who knew what havoc he would wreak. It was much better for it to end this way. Then he never would trouble anyone again.

      The person shuffled forward, taking careful measures to not disturb the guard. The keys were beside the sleeping guard. So, the person carefully picked them up and unlocked the door. The key made an uncomfortably loud noise and the person froze, but the guard was undisturbed. The door cracked open, then was left ajar with just a slit of silver light allowed through.

      Peter looked so peaceful as he slept, the moonlight shining on him through the window. He looked like just a normal boy, but he wasn't. He was a murderer, a psychopath, and it wasn't fair that he had lived while so many other good people had died. Like Bob, who had been murdered after he had given everything to save this place. The person was filled with fury as they slipped a knife from under their clothes and gripped it tightly, their knuckles turning white. They moved forward until they were over Peter's bed, looking at him, so vulnerable.

      They lowered the knife to Peter's throat, feeling the way the flesh yielded to the blade. The cool sensation disturbed Peter. His eyes shot open in shock as he saw someone standing over him. He barely could gurgle out anything, but the killer enjoyed the look of surprise in Peter's eyes, and smiled as they drew the knife across his throat in one swift motion. Dark liquid spilled out. Peter's hands rose to his throat as he tried to stem the flow of blood, but it came out fast and relentless. The killer felt some on their hands. They stepped back, trying not to let their clothes get stained, but watched as the life slipped from Peter's eyes. The blood in his throat choked him and silenced him, and soon his hands fell limply away. The killer left the room and walked back to their bed, smiling, confident that the world now was a better place.
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      There was a thumping at the door. Mack stirred. Anna was beside him, looking beautiful, but Mack didn't have time to reflect on her beauty or to enjoy the feeling of how their bodies had crashed together the previous night. The door thumped again, and someone was calling his name. He threw on some clothes and rushed to the door, knowing that nobody would be doing this unless something dramatic had happened. Mack flung the door open to see Freddie standing there, his face drawn and pale.

      “It's Peter,” he began, and the fear in Mack rose.

      If Peter had escaped, there was no telling what he could do to the settlement, or how many lives were in danger. If anyone else had died because Mack had been too lax in keeping guard on him--but he didn't have time to finish the thought as Freddie kept talking.

      “He's dead, someone killed him in the night.”

      Mack took a step back and breathed deeply as he tried processing this latest piece of news. Anna emerged from the bedroom, her brow knotted. Freddie repeated the news to her, and she voiced her surprise.

      “Let's go,” Mack growled. He barely said anything as the two of them made their way to where Peter was being held.

      This hadn't been on the agenda. The people of New Haven were supposed to be moving past petty things like revenge, and the whole point of keeping Peter alive was to show there was another way to punish him rather than killing. Freddie was babbling by his side as they walked, saying it was a shame and that Peter could have been rehabilitated. Mack blocked him out.

      “Who else knows?” he asked abruptly.

      Freddie sighed and glanced around at New Haven. Mack followed his gaze, and what he saw troubled him, for many people were talking among themselves, and it was clear what was on their minds.

      “I think most people. Soon everyone will. I just was making the morning rounds when I heard it. I came straight to you in case you hadn't heard it already.”

      Mack was at a loss as to how this could have happened. He thought they had been so careful with everything, but it hadn't been enough. They made their way to the prison, where people already were crowding around. Mack had to tell them to stand aside and to stay back because it was a crime scene, not a tourist spot. People listened, but he could hear some of their comments, asking if it really had happened. Some even were expressing thoughts that it wasn't the worst thing in the world. Mack's eyes met the guard's, who was trying to control the crowd. He turned his eyes away, ashamed of looking at Mack. Mack would have words for him in a minute, but first he wanted to see the body.

      “Oh my God,” Freddie said, his hand rising to his mouth as he saw the victim in the cold light of day.

      Mack had a grim look on his face as he walked toward the body. Peter's eyes lolled open. His head hung back. A deep gash was upon his neck, and the blood had dried over his skin, trailing down to the bed sheets and the floor. Dark crimson stains of a dark deed. Peter had done some vile things, but he didn't deserve this, and Mack's hand balled into a fist. He marched outside and walked up to the guard, who bowed his head.

      “How the hell did this happen?!” he thundered. Everyone was silenced.

      The guard cowered before Mack. Freddie was behind him, wondering if he should step in, but he didn't think anything would calm down Mack. Mack's eyes were so filled with rage that the guard could see the whites in them. Mack seemed to tower above him like a giant. Mack's voice was loud and rumbled like an earthquake, and drew even more attention. The guard was remorseful. He wrung his hands and stammered out an apology.

      “I'm so sorry, Mack. It's just that with the seasons changing, the nights are a little colder and it's hard to stay awake. I tried, I really did, but when nobody is around, and it's all quiet, it's hard not to just close your eyes for a minute, and then the minute becomes an hour. Besides, I didn't really think anything such as this would happen. I mean, you can't blame me for that. The door was nice and locked and I really didn't think anyone would do something like this. Not here.”

      Mack slammed his fist against the wall of the building so hard that the dust from bricks crumbled out and fell to the floor.

      “That's not the point!” he yelled.

      “Your job was to keep guard. You failed, and now someone is dead.”

      “Mack,” Freddie said quietly, pulling his shoulder. Mack's nostrils were flared and he glared at Freddie, who didn't say anything else.

      Mack turned back to the guard and told him to go. The guard didn't need telling twice, and was soon out of there. People were whispering to each other again, none of them having seen this side of Mack before. They weren't sure what to make of it. Maggie and Luis arrived on the scene, and Freddie gave them a quick update.

      Mack still was seething and needed a few moments to try calming down. This was the exact thing that he didn't want to happen in New Haven. It wasn't just a threat to the safety of the people living there, but to the future of the place itself. Everything had been going so well Mack had been worried about threats from outside the settlement walls. He had forgotten about the threats from within.

      He walked back into the room where Maggie and Luis were examining the crime scene, Freddie still there, standing against the far wall. Luis was standing over Maggie, who was crouched beside the bed.

      “I'd guess the killer stood here and slit his throat. The blade probably woke him up, but it was too late for Peter to do anything. Nice and quiet.”

      “Why didn't he scream or make any noise?” Luis asked.

      “You see here?” she said, pointing to the throat, “The blood would have choked him and blocked any noise from coming out. Maybe there would have been a muffled moan, but not anything to draw attention.”

      “So, the killer could have had medical expertise,” Luis suggested, his eyes lighting up as his mind worked through the various possibilities of what could have happened.

      “Or they just got lucky,” Maggie said, and Luis' enthusiasm took a dive. Maggie rose on her haunches and ran her hands through her hair.

      “You have to solve this crime,” Mack said in a desperate tone.

      “That is my job,” Maggie replied dryly.

      “I'm aware of that. But what I mean is we can't let this crime go unpunished. It was bad enough what Peter did, but we can't have anyone going around taking matters in their own hands. We can't have a killer in our midst. That's not something that can happen. You need to find them as quickly as possible.”

      “And then what?” Maggie asked.

      “You do your job, I'll do mine,” Mack said, storming out of the room before either Freddie or Luis could say a word.

      The three of them glanced at each other and shrugged, worried about Mack, but they each understood his frustration. Freddie left them to examining the crime scene, while he tried settling down the crowd outside.

      Mack already had pushed through that crowd. People tried asking him what had happened, and what was going to happen, but he didn't have any answers for them. He went back to his home, and even Anna couldn't console him. He ranted and raved, angered that somebody would try sabotaging everything they had been working toward.

      “Do you have any idea who could have done it?” she asked, trying to settle him down, trying to calm him and get him to look at things rationally.

      So often Mack was the calm head reminding everyone to take a step back and look at things from a dispassionate point of view. But there were times when Mack forgot his own teachings because, like anyone else, he was human and prone to the same failings as everyone else. He wanted New Haven to succeed so badly that it wasn't as though someone only had killed Peter. It was as though they deliberately were trying to go against everything he was working toward.

      “I have no idea. It could be anyone. Nobody seemed to think imprisoning him was enough, but what was I to do? I couldn't kill him. That's not the kind of society I want to build, and I couldn't exile him, and I couldn't let him roam free in the settlement. What do they want from me? We're going to find out who did this and then...”

      “And then what...?” Anna asked. Maggie had asked him the same question.

      He didn't have an answer for either of them yet, but he knew that murder wasn't going to go unpunished. People had to know there were consequences for their actions, and this was the most heinous of actions. Yet, in many ways, he understood why they had done what they did. Peter was a vicious boy who had done many terrible things, and people had been used to taking care of business themselves in this new world. That had to change. People couldn't go around taking matters into their own hands, and that went for Mack as well. They needed rules and they needed laws if New Haven was going to become the place that he wanted it to become. There were so many visions in his head of what he wanted that place to be, and he didn't want to let go of them yet.

      Anna took him into his arms and he enjoyed the feeling of her embrace, but it still wasn't enough to console him properly. She kissed him, and still that wasn't enough. He couldn't get the image out of his head of someone standing over Peter's body, taking his life. But who was it? Anyone in the settlement could have had a motive, but every time he thought of that image the face was blurred. It was going to be a test of Maggie and Luis' aptitude to solve this crime as Mack couldn't allow a killer to wander around unpunished. Nobody would be able to trust anyone again, or get any work done if they knew there was a killer among them.

      Another dark thought crossed Mack's mind, one he hoped wouldn't come to pass. What if this wasn't an isolated incident? What if somebody likes the taste of killing and wants more blood? His blood turned to ice as he thought about the possibility of a serial killer and pulled away from Anna. He needed to be alone, needed to think, needed to try helping Maggie and Luis with the case himself. He was an expert at body language, he should have been able to spot the signs before this. How had they slipped past him? Was he losing his skills? Was he so distracted with establishing New Haven that he'd forgotten actually to take care of its needs in the present moment?

      As he made his way to City Hall, he looked around at everyone with suspicion and paranoia. It was the antithesis of what he wanted New Haven to be. It was supposed to be a place where people could trust each other and not have to worry about anything else; where they could share everything with their fellow humans and know that they would be looked after and protected.

      Mack looked in their eyes, but it was hard to discern anything. Many of them had killed in this new world. Sometimes that's what it had taken to survive, and as much as he wanted the people of New Haven to change and trust each other implicitly, he knew it would be hard to shake the trappings of the old world, where everyone was out to look after themselves. There still was a lot of work to be done in that respect, and he was frustrated because he didn't want to let human nature destroy New Haven before it even had had a chance to begin properly.

      People murmured among themselves. It could have been any of them. The people who had been here from the beginning would have been angry at Bob's death. The parents of the kids would have been angry that Peter had taken them in the first place. Even those who had no stake in it may just have disagreed with the idea of keeping him prisoner rather than punishing him more severely. Even the former Lost Children had an ax to grind against Peter.

      Maggie and Luis were going to have their work cut out for them, but so was Mack. He was going to have to try holding New Haven together even when this threatened to rip it apart. He still had to convince people that it was going to be a safe place and that they still could work together, but he wasn't sure how he was going to do that when one of them had gone against them all.

      “Maybe this place isn't as safe as we were promised,” Gary pointedly said as Mack walked past him.

      The newcomers still were more like strangers than friends. Mack threw him a scowl, but didn't indulge him in an argument. Maybe somebody wanted to make a point against Mack. There were so many reasons, and Mack's mind was awash with the possibilities. He was afraid that he, too, would become paranoid and end up not being able to trust anyone. He had to fight against that and had to hope that other people would fight against it, too. He trudged up the stairs to his office, where he gazed out at the settlement below him. Though New Haven had come a long way, there were still many challenges to face and many hurdles to overcome. Winter was coming, and with it would come a change of mood.

      Mack clasped his hands behind his back as he sighed and closed his eyes, trying to compose himself and steel himself for what was to come.

      Mack loved everyone in New Haven, without exception, but one of them was a murderer. It could have been anyone, even someone he trusted. But who was the killer?
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      Maggie was sitting in a small building that used to be a store. She was sitting behind the counter, using it as a makeshift desk while Luis was sitting on the other side. The shelves had been depleted, giving the store a barren look, and Maggie wanted to clean it out as soon as possible so it would look more like a sheriff's office rather than what it was; a depressing reminder of everything they had lost. She had no idea who had owned the store or what it was like before the end of the world, but she was sure whoever owned it never had imagined it would be used for this purpose.

      Behind her were more stacks of empty shelves where cigarettes would have been displayed. How she would have killed for one now. If there was one benefit to the end of the world, it was that she had managed to kick that habit. It never had been a major addiction for her, she never had been a chain smoker, but there were times when she just needed one to deal with the stress. This was one of those times.

      She'd known a woman who had been on at least two packs a day at the start, and she had to deal with the withdrawal effects while they were walking through the forest. Even at the prison, which she didn't like to think about given what had happened there, the prisoners worked their way through the bounty of cigarettes quite quickly. She wondered how many other people had struggled with those things taken away from them. Perhaps in some ways it was good, she thought, for the drug trade was all but extinguished and those who were addicted finally had a chance to escape their demons. However, she knew well enough that it wasn't as easy as that. Some people just had self-destructive personalities and would find another way to teeter on the brink of death.

      Behind Maggie was a security camera, turned off, obviously. A reminder that nobody was watching them now aside from themselves, and God. Maggie knew what people could do when they thought nobody was watching. Even the threat of being seen was enough to deter criminals, and many stores had had cameras installed that didn't work. Of course, that didn't help when there was actually a crime, and there were many times during her career when she felt like she did now, utterly hopeless. Her fingers were tapping on the counter as she held a pen in her hand and a blank piece of paper stared back at her. Her head rested in the other hand, with her fingers entwined with her hair, twirling a few locks around, a nervous habit she never had been able to shake.

      The mood around the settlement was solemn. Word had spread quickly about Peter's death. As they had walked back from the crime scene to their office, Maggie and Luis had had heard whispers circulating about Peter’s murder and had been inundated with questions about what had happened. Public relations never had been her strong suit, so she brushed them off abruptly, leaving the diplomacy to Mack as that was his area of expertise. It did annoy her, though, and made her see how dealing with crime was going to be far different in New Haven than it ever was in the city.

      Never did she have to investigate a crime that involved someone she knew, but this time it was different. The murderer was someone she knew, someone she had trusted, someone she had worked beside. Even though she didn't know who it was exactly, the sense of betrayal was palpable. It left an uneasy feeling in her gut, since there wasn't anyone who was a prime suspect. The sense of dread was only made worse as there was someone who Maggie knew had a strong motive to kill Peter, her own son Tristan.

      As a mother, she never could imagine he would go that far to kill someone in cold blood. As a sheriff, however, it was easy to see how someone like Tristan may have wanted to finish the job he had started back when Peter first got captured. Tristan had been sullen recently, and hadn't quite adjusted to things in the way Maggie would have wanted. But they only just had found each other again, and she didn't know what she would do if it turned out he was guilty. She closed her eyes and had taken a deep breath, trying to push the thought away from her mind as it wasn't going to do her any good.

      “You okay?” Luis asked.

      “Yeah, just still trying to get over all this. I didn't think we'd have to be dealing with something so dreadful. I figured that at some point somebody probably would try stealing something from the stores, or there would be a disagreement that turned into a fight. I never thought we'd have to deal with murder.”

      “Maybe we should have expected it. Living in this world we've all had to access a darker part of ourselves to survive. Maybe it's harder for some people to control that part of themselves now that we're living in a proper settlement. Still, it's not like it's hard to understand. I've been trying to think of suspects but it's a long list,” Luis said, smiling as though he just had made a joke.

      Maggie had to temper her words and hide her glare. She was going to have to get used to Luis' easygoing attitude, but at the moment, she found it annoying.

      “I don't want to be the type of person who tells someone else how they should feel, but I think you should be a little more upset than you are.”

      “Why? I mean, it's not like I wanted him to die or anything, but you saw what he was like. Remember what he did, not only to all those kids, but to the people here as well? He killed Bob, he hit Mindy, and he put Hank in a box for goodness sake!”

      “I know all that,” Maggie said, keeping her tone even, “and it's not the fact that Peter was murdered necessarily, but that anyone was murdered. We're trying to build something new here, and this just shows us how far we've got to go. We're going to have to ask a lot of questions about ourselves as well whenever we find out who did it. There was a reason why murder had the most severe punishment in the old world. We need to make sure people know they can't just get away with doing things like this just because there's a new world.”

      “So, who do you think did it?” Luis asked after a few moments.

      Maggie was relieved it hadn't turned into more of an argument. She and her deputy had a long way to go to forge a partnership, but so far, the signs were encouraging. Luis wasn't who she would have picked if she had had the choice, but he had shown a willingness to learn and to adapt his behavior, which Maggie appreciated. He also didn't treat being a deputy as a game either.

      “Honestly? I have no idea. I'm trying to keep my personal opinions out of it, but it's difficult when we know everyone, and pretty much everyone here has a motive.”

      “Even you and me,” Luis said.

      Maggie's eyes shot up at him, and for a moment wondered whether he was trying to hint at something deeper, but she brushed it off. She couldn't start being paranoid and suspect everyone around her. That way lay madness. She had to keep to the evidence and work from there.

      “My initial suspicions fall onto the new people because they are unknown quantities, and they're made up of a lot of people who had their children stolen from them,” Maggie said, ignoring his comment.

      “But we must be careful not to let our own biases influence us. We're not getting anything done here. Let's go back to the crime scene and see if there's anything we may have missed.”

      They walked through New Haven back to where Peter had been held. There still was a crowd gathered outside. Mindy and a few others were there with some material to wrap up the body and deposit it elsewhere away from wild animals wanting to feast on it. Maggie was glad for this, as she didn't think the sight of a corpse being paraded around New Haven would be good for anyone, especially not the children, some of whom were looking with curiosity at the crowd. Maggie wondered how they would react. Although a lot of them had seen Peter's true nature, he had been their king for a long time, and they would mourn him.

      “I wonder where Mack's gone?” Luis said.

      “Probably somewhere to get a break,” Maggie replied.

      Mack had looked like he was going to explode when Maggie first had arrived at the crime scene, and she didn't blame him. He'd put so much of himself into making New Haven a good place that to see this type of a crime was like being punched in the gut. He'd had to deal with a lot, and Maggie wondered if a man like Mack could take on everything, or if, at some point, he would reach his breaking point. Maggie hoped that wouldn't happen as New Haven needed Mack, and, in a way, she thought he needed New Haven as well.

      Maggie and Luis nodded at Mindy and the others as they stepped in. Mindy made a few comments about how sad it was, and Maggie had to tell her that she and Luis would do everything to find out who did it. Maggie was unable to turn off her suspicion, though, and whenever she looked at anyone, her first thought was, 'Were they the killer?'. It was a hard habit to break and she pulled Luis aside, speaking in a low voice.

      “I need to tell you something, something about the job. Things are going to be different for us than they were. We're going to have to poke around in people's business, and we're going to have to ask people questions they're not going to like. It's going to set us apart from them. We're going to have to keep some distance between us and the rest of New Haven because we need to be objective. I just wanted to tell you to prepare you, because people are going to look at us differently, and they'll probably act differently, too. It's just part of the job.”

      Luis nodded and said he understood. Maggie knew he didn't, it was one of those things you only started to understand once you experienced it. She thought back to when she had been a rookie and all the things that Bob had told her. Those first few months on the job had carved up everything she'd been taught at the academy. She'd discovered the job wasn't anything like she'd thought it was going to be, and Luis would have to come to terms with that as well in his own time.

      Maggie cast her eyes across the crime scene, examining it again carefully, hoping that something would leap out at her, although nothing did. Mindy and the others carried the body out, leaving only the blood stains on the sheets as a reminder that Peter ever had been there.

      “I don't want to be a downer,” Luis said, “but do you think this could be the beginning of a serial killer?”

      Maggie had thrown around the idea in her mind, but dismissed it quickly. It was a possibility, but there was no reason to think it was a serial killer until another murder happened. Sadly, there was no surefire way to prevent that from happening, aside from solving this crime.

      “Right now, there's been one murder and only one. We should focus on figuring out who killed Peter rather than speculating about crimes that haven't happened yet. So far, all we know is that someone sneaked in here to kill Peter. Since he was under guard, it was Peter specifically they were after, so I'm not inclined to think this is a serial killer. Sadly though, given that the weapon was a knife, and pretty much everyone has a knife, or at least access to one, it could be anyone.”

      The crowd outside had dissipated, preferring instead to follow the body that was being carried out. Maggie wondered if the killer had been among them, gazing upon the results of their handiwork.
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        * * *

      

      Mack was with Anna in their apartment, removed for the moment from New Haven. He needed a break, and still was bristling with anger and frustration. He hated to be this flustered in front of Anna as it still was soon after their reunion. He only wanted to remind them that he still was the man she loved, but Peter's murder had thrown him completely off track. It was as though the world had crumbled under his feet and he didn't know what to think.

      “I just don't know what I'm going to do when I find out who did it and why,” he said.

      “I'm angry right now, but I don't have anything to be angry at. I can't shout at anyone. I can't punish anyone. I can't do anything, and you know there's nothing I hate more than feeling helpless.”

      “You're not entirely helpless, though, are you?” she said, and he looked at her to elaborate on her meaning.

      “You're still in charge here, and part of your job is reassuring people and keeping them safe. They're going to need you to be a leader.”

      “I just hate that there's someone out there laughing at me, laughing at all of us. I really hope Maggie and Luis get the son of a bitch soon.”

      “You think they're capable?”

      “Oh yeah, Maggie's one of the toughest people I know. She won't let them get away. It's just a matter of time, and I hope we don't run out of time.”

      “Is there anything you need from me?”

      “Just to be your beautiful, wonderful self,” Mack said, wrapping his arms around his wife and embracing her, closing his eyes as he nuzzled into the nape of her neck and breathed in her scent, feeling instantly better. Although New Haven had begun to feel like home, nothing ever would replace the sense of belonging that he had when he was in his wife's arms.

      “I think I can just about manage that,” she said, and he could feel her smile.

      “I'll keep my ear to the ground as well. Sometimes people hear things or see things. Something will turn up,” she said.

      Mack was calmed for a moment, although anger still simmered within him. New Haven was supposed to a beacon of hope for everyone, and he didn't want it dimmed by the darkness of murder.
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      Hank stood on the stage, looking out upon his congregation. The number of people in attendance shifted, but he had a core group of people that were always there, and they were looking to him now for guidance. The news of Peter's murder had shocked the preacher, just as it had everyone else, and he struggled with the idea that someone in New Haven could have been responsible.

      He hadn't been able to speak to Mack yet, although he had seen how Mack was taking the news. He'd also seen Maggie and Luis moving around the settlement, and had every faith that the two of them would be able to solve the crime. However, he was more concerned with the spiritual well-being of his congregation and how the killing would affect them.

      There were already too many evil things in the world, and it was hard enough for people to cling to their faith as it was. Now they were being presented with the devil in their own home, and he could see the fear and uncertainty in their eyes. He had planned another sermon for that service, but he quickly jotted down some notes and then spoke mostly from the heart, his voice low and solemn, reaching into the souls of everybody present.

      “It is a sad day today, as we have known throughout human history that murder is wrong. If we are to grow as a group and a settlement we cannot allow this to stand. Without trust there is nothing here, so I implore anyone who knows anything, even the killer themself, to come forward and confess. Forgiveness can begin when the truth is known, but cloaking it in the shadow of lies only will foster resentment and fear.

      “I have been with Maggie since the beginning of this new world, and I know how tenacious she is. She will not give up until she finds out who killed Peter, and with Luis helping her, I know she will succeed. It is only a matter of time. But the killer can save everyone a lot of trouble by confessing now, and we can move past this horrible crime and focus on the more positive aspects of life.

      “I wanted to talk to you all today about what it means to be human. None of us are perfect. Although we have been made in the Lord's image, we are fallible beings, and we make mistakes. Whoever killed Peter made one of the worst mistakes it is possible to make, but I am sure they have their reasons and it is important that we remember that. This world has taken a toll on us all, and I am sure that many of us have done things for which we are ashamed, things that we never dreamed we were capable of doing. It doesn't make us a monster, and it doesn't mean we are any less deserving of being treated with dignity and respect.

      “I believe that there is time for everyone to be listened to, and whoever killed Peter obviously feels strongly that something else should have been done with him. Killing him was not right, and if anyone has any problems with our choices as leaders of New Haven, I encourage you to come up and talk to us about it. Do not be afraid of ruffling any feathers because Mack, Grace and I all are here to help you.”

      He paused for a moment and flexed his hands, then paced around the stage with them clasped behind his back. He let his words sink in and then spoke in a more conversational tone.

      “I know this has shaken all of us, as it makes us look at each other with suspicion. We cannot allow that to overshadow the good work we've done, and the progress we've made. I do not want us to look at each other and only see a potential murderer. Think about the friendships we've made, the love we have engendered in each other. We are the people of New Haven, and we all are friends. We trust each other, and respect each other, and that is something we cannot let the killer take away.

      “They already have taken a young man's life. Whatever you may think of Peter, he was a young man, and if he had been allowed to live, there was always the chance that he would see the error of his ways and find some peace. That chance, that choice, was taken away from him. I know,” he said, noticing some of the surprised looks on the faces of those around him, “that this may shock you, for he locked me in a box and left me to starve and thirst in the heat. But it is not for me to pass judgment on him. I must find it in myself to forgive him for what he did because letting any frustration or hatred fester only will lead to evil. I like to think that I'm better than that. We all are better than that, if only we can remember that we are a part of something bigger than ourselves.

      “This place we are building hopefully is going to be one where we can raise our children, a place that will be home for generations of people to come. And they will look back at us for inspiration. We all need to be aware of our actions and think about the type of people we want to be, and the type of people we want to be remembered as. Do we want our descendants to look back with admiration at a group of people who treated each other with compassion and kindness, or for them to be ashamed when they learn of how scared and paranoid we were? I know which option I would prefer, and I believe you all do, too.”

      Hank nodded to signify that he had ended his sermon. He breathed a sigh of relief, and ran his hand across his salt and pepper beard, noting that he needed a shave. He also needed some sleep as well, because the events of New Haven were taking their toll on him. He knew that human nature was a difficult thing, but he didn't want it to sabotage everything they were trying to accomplish in New Haven. Delivering his sermon, he saw many people who were inspired by his words and were drawn to them. Yet, he also could see that some were unconvinced, and he was sure many of them would have liked to thank the killer for what they had done.

      Hank thought back to those days spent in the box, how his throat was scratchy and dry, his lips cracked, his joints cramped and aching, screaming out for relief after being hunched together in the same position. He thought about how sleep rarely came to him and how his dreams were haunted by pain. He had endured a lot, but that almost had been too much. He had been pushed almost to his breaking point. It was a struggle for him to find forgiveness in his heart, but he had to try staying true to his faith and the lessons that the Lord had imparted to him. He hoped others would hear the same call, but faith was not that easy.
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        * * *

      

      Grace had been listening to Hank's sermon with interest, although most of her attention was focused on the people in the congregation, wondering if any of them were the killer. She tried to look at each of them to see any signs, but mostly they looked scared. Some of them caught her stare and glared back, almost as though they knew what she was thinking. She cast her eyes away from them, and returned her gaze to the preacher. His words were strong and she agreed with them wholeheartedly, although she was impressed he had managed to forgive Peter for what he had done. She didn't know if she was strong enough to do that.

      While she hadn't spoken it yet, she secretly harbored almost an admiration for the killer. She didn't agree with it, and certainly didn't condone it, but she understood why they had done what they did. It reminded her of the way she had been in the old world. She had been convinced she was doing the right thing.  Even though it was breaking the law, she still had felt righteous in what she had done and had no regrets. She imagined the same was true of the person who killed Peter.

      As soon as the service was over, Grace went up to Mack, who had been standing at the back. He tended to keep his beliefs to himself, but he made a point to come to as many of the services as possible. Even looking at him, she could see how tense he was, with his arms folded across his broad chest and his brow furrowed into a permanent scowl. He turned to leave and Grace had to skip ahead to catch up with him.

      “Mack, wait up!” she said. He paused and stopped, turning to face her.

      “I just wanted to talk to you.”

      “I'd love to Grace, but I've already made plans with Anna. We'll chat later in the office,” he said abruptly, and walked off quickly.

      Grace was perturbed and knew him well enough that following him wasn't going to do any good. Yet, it still irked her that they had lost something while they had been busy trying to establish New Haven, and since Anna had returned. Ever since this had begun, Grace had counted on Mack as her best friend and mentor, and in some ways, he was the first true friend she ever had had. For most of her life she had kept to herself, and the people she trusted most she never had met since they all were online, but she and Mack had been inseparable since the plane crash.

      It was understandable that he wanted to spend more time with his wife, and Grace felt awful for being envious of that, but she didn't like the way things were changing. It felt as though she was losing something, and the one thing she had been able to depend upon in this new world was her friendship with Mack. That was one thing she couldn't afford to lose.

      She returned home to Luis and asked him how the investigation was going. He shrugged and said that he couldn't really talk about it, but that they weren't making much progress.

      “How was the service?” he asked.

      “It was okay. This may sound crazy, and I know you've probably got your own suspects, but do you think Anna could be the murderer?”

      “Anna? As in Mack's wife?” Luis said, a look of confusion on his face.

      “Yeah, I mean, we don't really know her, and she's new...” Grace said, her voice trailing off.

      Luis looked at her for a moment and then burst out laughing, but that settled and he came beside her, putting a comforting arm around her shoulder.

      “Is there something going on?” he asked.

      Grace shook her head, but Luis asked again. She sighed and leaned against him, then explained that ever since Anna had come back it felt as though she and Mack hadn't really had much time together.

      “And I know what you're going to say. Yes, I understand it's perfectly reasonable for them to want to spend time together after not having seen each other for so long, but I just miss hanging out with him, you know? I guess I got so used to him just being Mack that seeing him as Mack and Anna is different, and difficult.”

      “Have you tried talking to him about it?”

      “Oh yeah, and say what? 'Sorry Mack but do you mind if you spend a bit less time with your wife and bit more time with me?' I'm sure that will go down well.”

      “I didn't think exactly that phrasing. But you know what he's like, he's pretty good at all this emotional stuff and I'm sure he'd understand.”

      Grace considered it for a moment or two, but then shook her head. “No, he's already got so much on his plate already, and I don't want to make things awkward between us. I'm sure I'll get used to it. It's just the process of change that I don't like. I'd been used to having things a certain way, and I don't like it when they change without warning.”

      “Well, there is another option,” Luis said.

      “I'm listening,” Grace said, tilting her head up to look at him.

      “You could always get to know Anna. Have you spoken to her much?”

      “Not really, I thought I'd let her and Mack have some space.”

      “Well, think about it from her point of view. She hasn't seen her husband for a long time and they're finally back together, but he has all these experiences with me, you, Saul and the others and we haven't really shared that with her. We've kinda had a part of her husband that she never has seen, so she's probably quite jealous of us as well. Plus, she's in this new place where a lot of people have shared history. I know she's doing that creative group thing, but she's probably quite lonely, too. Maybe you should try getting to know her properly. We could even go on a double at some point.”

      “That's not actually the worst idea.”

      “I'm not just a pretty face,” he said, kissing her once on the lips, then the forehead.

      He wrapped his arms around her as she did with him. The two of them snuggled together for the night, trying to forget about the stresses of their lives, although Grace did feel better. She realized that while she had heard Mack talk about Anna often, she didn't actually know the woman herself. It was time to rectify that. So, she made plans to go see her soon, and hopefully it wouldn't be awkward.

      As she nuzzled into Luis she noticed the lines of worry etched upon his face. She didn't ask him about it because she knew he couldn't talk too much about the case, as parts of it had to be confidential, but she hoped he wasn't taking on too much to try proving himself. She caressed his cheek and rose up to kiss it softly, then moved around to his mouth where their kisses grew deeper and more passionate. Then they moved to their bed and stripped each other of their clothing, and made love, trying to forget about everything that worried them.
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      In the days that followed, Maggie and Luis began questioning people. Perusing the crime scene had given them no additional information. Maggie had been trying to piece together a portrait of the killer from the information they had been given, but as yet it had been challenging. Luis had been trying to help as best he could, but he still was new to the job and hadn't been given any actual training. Although he liked to joke that he had seen enough crime dramas to be able to give a good impression of a cop, it was up to Maggie to do most of the legwork.

      They had worked through all the facts of the case and attempted to whittle down the characteristics of the killer. Unfortunately, most of the people in the settlement fit the criteria they had laid out. Whoever had killed Peter knew the guard rotation, and were able to sneak out in the middle of the night without being seen.

      “Surely that means it's likely to be someone who lives on their own, so they wouldn't disturb anyone?” Luis suggested, but Maggie wasn't convinced.

      “Whoever it was managed to creep through the settlement without anyone noticing. If they can do that, then it shouldn't have been a challenge to slip away from anyone close to them.”

      The blade had been drawn across Peter's throat. There were no hack marks, and the body didn't have any other wounds. It had been a quick stroke, one that the killer had planned. It wasn't something that was performed on the spur of the moment, and the fact that it was only a single wound gave Maggie the impression that whoever did the killing managed to detach themselves from the crime to some extent.

      If they had been lost in anger, there most likely would have been more stab wounds all over Peter's body. It was clear the intent was to kill him as there was no way Peter could have survived the cut. In fact, he most likely choked on his own blood, as Mindy had speculated after examining the body. Maggie found this intriguing as it meant whoever killed Peter didn't want to talk with him or hear a confession, they just wanted to see him dead.

      So far, there hadn't been anyone who presented themselves as the prime suspect, and Luis didn't have enough honed instincts to properly consider anyone. Maggie had to tell him there was no use suggesting anyone based on the way they were acting when everyone was acting so similarly. It had been a long time since anyone had had to deal with the law, and they were naturally skittish. Many of them also had given so much to New Haven that they were incensed they were being questioned regarding the crime. Maggie and Luis had to deal with some unfavorable glares, and more than a few doors slammed in their faces.

      “How dare you accuse me of this? Sure, I've done things I'm not proud of, we all have, but that doesn't mean I'm just going to go kill a kid in cold blood, even if he deserved it, if you ask me. Hell, he probably deserved more of a punishment than that for what he did. But I'm not going to stand here and have you talk to me like that because I've done nothing wrong. So, go and bother someone else.”

      This was the gist of what most people said to them. At first Luis tried to argue back and ranted about it to Maggie, but Maggie was used to it.

      “Most people don't like being suspected of things they didn't do, which is perfectly reasonable,” she explained and, soon enough, Luis came to tolerate it, and even expect it.

      When someone reacted differently it made him raise his eyebrows, but it still wasn't enough for Maggie to think she knew who the killer was. It also was incredibly difficult to rule out anyone. Most people's alibis were from the people they were sleeping with, which easily could have been lies to protect the person. Maggie wanted to believe the best in people, but a career as a cop in the city had given her more of a cynical edge. She wasn't quite ready to follow Mack's lead in being optimistic. Saying that, she had ruled out a few people, and told Luis that.

      “Mack didn't do it, not least because there are fewer places he'd rather be than in bed with his wife. But if he did it, there wouldn't have been any signs of foul play. Hank is a man of religion, and I don't think he'd be able to walk upright if he had done it, even though he had more reason than anyone.”

      “I'll have to take your word for that. You know him better than I do.”

      “I'm ruling you out, because you know what kind of world of pain you'd be in if I found out you were trying to play me. Grace has spent enough time with Mack to follow his lead. She wouldn't want to jeopardize what he's trying to build here.”

      “What about Saul and Freddie?” Luis asked.

      “Those two...well, I'm not as sure about them,” she said, and Luis began realizing that he would have to look at his friends, people he trusted, with new eyes.

      There was one person they didn't talk about, however, and that was Tristan. Maggie could sense that Luis was refraining from bringing him up as a suspect, and she appreciated his respect for her. She would deal with Tristan in her own time. She tried to think back to that night, but she had slept through it. She didn't want to think that her own son was capable of murder, but he had changed and grown so much, in some ways he was almost unrecognizable. But she wasn't ready to talk to him yet. Instead, they went to Saul.

      The big man was outside, as usual, wearing just a tank top, seeming impervious to the cooler temperatures that were blowing through New Haven. His long hair was tied back in a ponytail and he looked to have given his beard a trim since the last time Maggie had seen him. Evidently, having a woman was doing him some good.

      “I thought it wouldn't be long until you two came around,” he said, letting his ax drop to the floor.

      He gestured to a bench he was in the process of making. Maggie and Luis sat down. Luis had filled Maggie in on some of Saul's history. She hadn't been surprised to find out he'd had his run-ins with the law, but that didn't necessarily make him the killer now.

      “We're trying to get to everyone. Unfortunately, the suspect pool for this crime is rather large,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, can't say I envy you. Regretting volunteering yet, Luis? You could have been out here in the sun like me, working with your hands. There's nothing more rewarding.”

      “I'm good where I am,” Luis replied.

      “So, what can I help you with? And before you ask, no, I didn't kill him. Thought about it, but I'm trying to turn over a new leaf.”

      Saul's words left Luis taken aback, but Maggie continued, undeterred by his frank way of speaking. In fact, she preferred it, since she didn't have to try looking for the subtext of what he was trying to say.

      “Did you agree with his imprisonment?” she asked, crossing her legs and leaning forward slightly. She had a notepad, but she preferred to listen and observe what Saul said.

      He shrugged. “It's not like I wanted him running around here, but I always thought that keeping him around was going to be trouble. Still, it's hard to know what to do with him. If you send him out there, either he's going to die or he's gonna come back and make you regret what you did. Mack isn't one to consider death an option, so he didn't have much of an alternative, really.”

      “Did you think Peter should have been killed?”

      “It's not for me to say, really. I'm just a simple man trying to have a simple life, but where I'm from people weren't afraid to punish others properly. In this world, maybe we need to have some harsher rules in place.”

      “You've been spending a lot of time with the kids. Do you think any of them would have been capable of it?”

      “Capable? Sure, whether they would have or not I can't tell you. I don't think so, though, not from what I've seen.”

      “How have they been since they found out that Peter died?”

      “Subdued mostly, but not changed too much. I don't think the younger ones really grasp what happened. The older ones mourn him. They still liked him, even after what he did, but they haven't spoken about it much, and I haven't really encouraged them. I prefer to keep them occupied so they don't start getting depressed. Freddie says it's good therapy. If you want to know how they really feel deep inside, then you'd be better off talking to him.”

      “Thank you,” Maggie said. Luis rose slightly as he thought they were leaving, but Maggie wasn't done just yet.

      “And one more thing, can you tell me anything about Alison? She knew a lot of the people who Peter hurt and--”

      “Now look here,” Saul said, shifting his body to look more intimidating. His brow darted down and his eyes narrowed. His biceps bulged and his voice lowered to a rasp.

      “You can ask questions about me, about the kids, but don't you go digging around a good woman like Alison. She's an angel and she's not capable of hurting anyone. So, don't you even go and try to disturb her. I have a lot of respect for you two given all that we've been through, but that woman is special to me, and things change pretty damn quickly in this world, including friendships.”

      The underlying threat in his words was clear. Luis gulped, and couldn't believe that Maggie wasn't affected by it. When they scurried away he asked Maggie how she could remain so calm. She merely tilted her head and brushed it off, saying that she got used to it being a cop.

      “When I was a rookie, nobody really had taken me seriously. I was lucky enough to come through in a time when being a female cop wasn't just a pipe dream, but we still weren't that common and a lot of men thought they could scare me and boss me around. I quickly learned that either I had to stand up to them and not let it get to me, or I wouldn't make it six months. Guys like Saul, you just gotta know how to handle them. They're quick to anger, so you must remain calm, and try not to show any fear. They don't want to get into a fight, they're just ready to end one if the need arises.”

      Then it was onto Freddie. He was looking stressed, and Maggie regretted that she hadn't spent much time with him recently. They both had been so busy, although it looked as though he had aged about ten years. His face was sallow and his eyes bloodshot. His hair was unkempt and his attention kept wandering. Maggie asked him mostly the same questions she had asked Saul and Freddie. He gave them a little more insight into the minds of the children.

      “They are traumatized and some of them do harbor hostility toward Peter, but I wouldn't say they would have killed him. I think they wanted an explanation more than anything, and killing him wouldn't have done that. In their eyes, he betrayed them and they don't understand why. I'd say the parents were more likely to do it, given how Peter kidnapped their children and then made them into something that they probably don't recognize.”

      Maggie took his words under advisement, but she still was more than a little frustrated since she and Luis were no closer to finding out who killed Peter than they had been before.

      They spoke to the new arrivals as well as some of the parents. Gary, in particular, reacted with hostility. “You're only coming to us because we're new. I haven't seen you question other people you know this much. We came here under the promise of a new beginning, but I'm wondering if that was all just false pretenses. Are any of us safe here? I'm starting to think we would have been better staying where we were.”

      His reaction instantly put Luis on the defensive and made him suspect Gary. He suggested that Gary could have killed Peter to try causing a schism between the two groups, but Maggie wasn't convinced. She didn't really like Gary all that much, but he was more of a troublemaker than anything else. She didn't think he would go to the length of killing someone just to make a point. No, it was someone else, someone who was eluding her, and the investigation continued.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan hadn't been able to sleep that well ever since Peter had died. He'd wrestled with a number of conflicting feelings. He knew he shouldn't have been happy that Peter was dead, but he couldn't stop the wave of relief that filled his heart. The world had been rid of one more monster, and to him that wasn't a bad thing. He had stayed away from his mom, knowing that she was investigating the crime. He didn't want to be around that because it reminded him of what life was like before, when she never had any time for him because she was always on a case. But Tristan knew something his mother didn't.

      He knew who did it.

      He marched across town and paid a visit to Sharon, who was on her own. She looked surprised to see Tristan, and wasn't comforted by the dark scowl that seemed permanently etched on his face.

      “I know you did it,” he said bitterly, “but this doesn't change anything. I can see why you thought killing him would change my opinion of you, but it doesn't. I never can trust you again. I won't say anything, but my mom will figure it out soon enough. So, it's just another thing you've done that's been a mistake. Quit while you're ahead and go turn yourself in,” he said.

      As he turned away, he heard her pleas for innocence mixed in with the tears that were streaming down her face. Tristan hardened his heart and closed his ears to her, even as part of him tugged back as he thought of the sad expression on her face.
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      After Grace had done her duties for the morning, she found herself at a loose end. There were still plenty of things to do, and yet nothing that required her immediate attention. It was times like these when she could almost forget the hectic rush of life. Time seemed to have little meaning anymore as there were an abundance of hours in the day in which she could do anything she wanted. But there was another reason for her restlessness on this particular day. She was filled with anxiety about getting to know Anna.

      When she had been speaking to Luis it had seemed natural, but her mind was playing tricks on her. She was so scared that she and Mack's wife weren't going to get along that Grace wanted to delay the experience for as long as possible. It was completely irrational, and she was aware of this fact, but it didn't stop it from being true. She went to the entrance of New Haven and spoke with the guards, looking out to the rows of cars they had placed to make it more difficult for anyone to enter. She went to the dark patchy grass where the pyre had stood, where people still came to pay their respects to the dead. She wandered all over the settlement, her anxiety growing more and more, until she told herself to stop being silly and just get it over and done with.

      There was no reason why she and Anna shouldn't have gotten along. Since the end of the world, Grace had found herself bonding with a lot of different people, which still shocked her considering how she had spent most of her life alone. And yet, there was a fear that if she and Anna didn't hit it off, her friendship with Mack would dissolve, adding more pressure to the encounter.

      When she couldn't find any more excuses she made her way, slowly, over to where Anna was with her creative group. These people had been meeting regularly ever since Anna had had the idea. The group's size fluctuated depending on the days. Sometimes it seemed as though most of New Haven was in attendance, while other times there were only a few people. Some people only came to watch and be around as the creative energy flowed and people told their stories. On this occasion, Anna and a few others were painting, while another few people seemed to be working on a collaborative story, which Grace was sure would be performed soon. They had no shortage of material. That was for certain.

      Grace kept her distance for a while, just observing the group. She wished she had the opportunity to explore her creativity, but all her ideas had to do with code, and without electronics she was left without an avenue. She often thought about whether there would be a time when electrical devices would work again, but as she looked around New Haven she didn't know if that would be a good thing or a bad thing. The last thing they wanted to do was repeat the mistakes of the previous world. She actually liked belonging to a community of people, rather than distancing herself by creating an online profile.

      Growing ever closer, she heard snippets of the story. She smiled to herself at the arguments they were making to each other, about whether the story was too funny or too tragic. One of them thought people needed a bit of humor to lighten their mood, another said they wanted the story to reflect reality. It made Grace smile because there were so many other things to worry about, yet these two people only were concerned with their story. It was humbling, in a way.

      Anna caught Grace's eye and smiled. Grace returned the gesture after a moment, and knew there was no turning back now. She walked up to Anna and looked at the painting, which was another landscape of New Haven. Anna already had worked on one piece that was hanging in Mack's office, having replaced one stuffy portrait, but this one showed New Haven in a different light. It was bathed in sunshine and it seemed idyllic, like a vision of the future. She wondered if this is the picture Mack had in his head. She felt a little envious that Anna easily could peek into Mack's mind and pluck his thoughts from it when he was often so inscrutable to anyone else.

      “How are you doing?” Anna said, glancing away from her painting momentarily before returning her eyes to the brushstroke she was performing with her hand.

      “I'm okay, just taking a little break,” Grace said. She and Anna had been introduced already, but they never had been on their own, and as such the initial forays into conversation were rather labored.

      “That looks good,” she added. Anna thanked her and, indeed, confirmed that it was a picture of what New Haven could be in the future.

      “I wanted to put down on paper what I think Mack has in his head, and remind people of what we're trying to work toward. He's been finding it difficult lately.”

      “Yeah, and he can get quite cranky when things don't go the way he wants them to,” Grace said.

      The words slipped out of her mouth before she even could think about them, and she hoped she hadn't crossed a boundary. To her relief, Anna laughed and sat back on her stool, letting the brush rest against her leg.

      “That he can. You probably know him almost as well as I do now, given all the time you spent together.”

      “I don't know about that, but yeah, we shared a lot. I assume he told you how we met?”

      “Yeah, you two were the only survivors from the plane crash. I can't imagine what that must have been like.”

      “I only survived because of Mack. He told me to get into position on the plane, and when it was over he helped me learn how to hunt and things. Without him I wouldn't be here today, and I'm not just talking about New Haven. There are a lot of people who can say the same thing.”

      “Kinda funny how things work out, isn't it?” Anna said.

      “We were supposed to be enjoying the quiet life after he retired, but now he has even more responsibility than he did back then. Still, he's enjoying himself, even though he's stressed at the moment.”

      “Yeah, it always surprised me when he used to talk about the quiet life because it never seemed like he was built for that. He always wanted to be moving, accomplishing something. There were other places we could have stayed, safe places, but he wanted to get to the city just in case there was a way of making it back to you. If you hadn't have turned up, we probably would be making plans to leave now, rather than staying here. He was wrestling with the choice because he knew people needed him here, and he didn't want to just abandon them, but he felt guilty for not putting more effort into searching for you.”

      “He did mention something along those lines. So, you would have gone with him rather than stayed here?”

      Grace rolled her bottom lip under her teeth before she answered. “I think so. I promised him a long time ago that I'd follow wherever he went, and as much as I like it here, I think I like life with Mack a lot better. I owed him my life, so the least I could do was make sure he found you again. But we don't have to worry about making that choice anymore.”

      “Yeah, I guess I should say ‘thank you,’ really, for all you did for him.”

      “I think he did more for me to be honest.”

      “No, the way he speaks about you I know you're important to him I'm glad he had someone like you to make it through this, and I'm glad you both made it through together. I had someone as well, someone I trusted, but he wasn't so lucky,” she said.

      As she spoke her face blanched as she went back in her mind to that terrible moment when her friend had been swept away down the river, dashed against the rocks.

      The initial awkwardness was over and there was a lull in conversation. Grace stared at the painting, and idly remarked that she wished she could paint. Anna immediately rose from the stool and forced Grace to sit, then gave her some rudimentary lessons on a fresh sheet of canvas. It was relaxing to put brush to canvas, although Grace was more than a little self-conscious at her basic work compared to Anna's.

      However, Anna seemed to sense this and said, “I remember when I started out I was like that. It just takes practice, and I think we all can use a few hobbies now.”

      Grace thanked her for the lesson and stayed for a while to hear other people tell their stories. She enjoyed hearing them talk about their different experiences, and sometimes it was hard to see where the line between reality and fiction blurred. Although there were some people who she only had spoken to briefly, they had shared things so personal it drew her closer to them. It was then that Grace realized the true value of what Anna was doing.

      Getting people to share stories was a way for them to get to know each other better and bring the community closer together. This provided people a venue where they could share intimate parts of themselves without feeling like they were burdening others with selfish stories. It was also a way for people to unburden themselves and work through emotions that were hard to process, for many of the stories were harrowing accounts. When it was over, Grace and Anna were left alone.

      “Is it always as intense as that?” Grace asked.

      “Sometimes, but not always. It's good for people to get it off their chest. Some of the things that people talk about, though...I tell them they should go talk to Freddie if they want more help. Not everyone wants to do that. There's something more palatable about telling a story to a group of people than there is about talking to a counselor, even though I don't see anything wrong with getting help when you need it.”

      “What do you think about everything that's going on with the murder?”

      “Nothing surprises me anymore, I'm afraid. I don't really agree with it, but from what Mack said there were a lot of people angry with this Peter. Although it's one subject he hasn't told me everything about.”

      “It affected him a lot.”

      “Care to fill me in?”

      “I'm sure you've heard most of it from other people. Mack and Maggie went after the Lost Children because Maggie found out her son was there. Peter captured them and was going to execute them until Tristan helped them escape. Since then, Peter swore an oath to get revenge on Mack. We were out dealing with another group when Peter managed to get into the settlement and took over. We came back, found that he had beat up people, used these children as weapons, locked Hank in a box, and then tried to undo everything Mack had done. It was personal to him. I mean, this city is big enough for most people to live, but Peter wanted to send Mack a message.”

      “It's a shame people waste their lives like that,” Anna said, looking far away.

      “Have you killed anyone?” Grace asked.

      In the old world that question would have been taboo, and would have been met with incredulity. However, now the world was different, and it was a typical question asked by people who were trying to get to know each other better.

      “Haven't we all?” Anna said, with a haunted look in her eyes.

      There didn't seem to be anywhere else for the conversation to go. Night had fallen across New Haven and the temperature had dropped dramatically. Goosebumps had risen on Grace's bare arms and she was looking forward to getting back into the comforting warmth.

      She was glad to have spoken to Anna, but there was something about Anna that made her uneasy. It wasn’t in a way that made Grace suspicious of her, but just something that told her there was more to Anna than what met the eye. She hoped Mack was blinded to it purely due to love. Anna certainly was haunted by something and there were moments when she didn't appear to be in the present moment, like she had been whisked away somewhere new. Grace didn't know what Anna had seen or done in the months following the EMP, but given the nature of the world they couldn’t have been pretty. She felt more content, though, and was glad she had taken the time to speak with Anna.

      She was about to excuse herself when, in the darkness, she saw a figure running toward her, calling out her name. Inwardly she groaned, wondering what was going to happen now. The worst thought plagued her mind, that there had been another killing. She had been afraid of this since Peter had died. What if it wasn't an isolated incident and somebody had gotten the taste for blood? Anger and fear rose up within her as she braced herself for the bad news.

      A man by the name of Lee was in front of her, panting, red-faced and sweating. He wiped his arm across his brow, mopping away the perspiration, but it soon came back again. It was clear from his eyes that something bad had happened. Grace quickly searched her memory and knew he was stationed with the food supplies.

      “What's wrong?” she said, instantly forgetting the chill of the night as an even deeper chill ran down her spine, and made the fine hairs on the back of her neck rise.

      “You've gotta come to the food supplies and see for yourself. It's really bad, it's rats,” he said.

      For a moment, Grace froze as the grim reality of his words focused in her mind. Then she was off, sprinting as fast as she could through New Haven. Lee followed, staggering behind her, already exhausted after having made one journey. Grace's feet pounded against the ground in fear of the food. If they lost that, then morale would drop, and fear for the future would seize New Haven.
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      Grace's lungs were burning even though the distance to the food supplies was not that great. They weren’t burning from fatigue, but from the fear that everything they had been working toward was going to come crashing down on their heads. Already things were precarious as people were looking over their shoulders, wondering if the person standing near them had killed Peter, or the person who served them breakfast, or the person who smiled at them in a way that didn't seem odd at the time, but now that they thought about it there was something amiss...

      And now the settlement had been invaded again. Not by a hostile force, but by a force of nature, one that was unrelenting and focused on its goal. The rats wanted only one thing, and they would get it, for it was in their nature. This wasn't a choice they made, nor was it a matter of ethics. They couldn't be reasoned with, and peace couldn't be negotiated. They couldn't be intimidated or frightened either. They were of a singular mind, and if any of their brethren were slaughtered, the rest would continue, feeling fortunate that there now was more for them.

      As she ran, Grace thought back to the beginnings of this new world when she barely had been able to keep up with Mack. She had had to take frequent breaks, since her body had ached and screamed after years of physical inactivity. She hadn't realized just how unfit she was until she was forced to test her body, and it had taken her a while to get used to the rigors of the new world. In those early days, sweat had stained her clothes regularly and she was always out of breath. Now she was a lean machine with a tight body and muscles where there were none before, but she would be leaner still if the rats got at the food.

      Lee was in hot pursuit, but because he already had sprinted from the food supplies to find Grace, he was laboring behind. When Grace arrived at the food supplies, there were only a few other people around. Because it had been nighttime there weren't many people there. They hadn't thought they would need anyone other than a guard or two, just to make sure nothing was stolen.

      The double doors were wide open and candles were lit inside, illuminating the horrific sight that greeted Grace upon her arrival. Color drained from her face as she stood in the doorway, looking upon the carnage. A swarm of rats was pouring through the food, gnawing at anything they could find. Their black and brown bodies cascaded through the building like a dark, oily sludge, undulating inhumanly, as though they were a single monster risen from hell to plague humanity again.

      Their beady eyes caught the light and gleamed in an unsettling manner. The noise that came from their masticating was like a thousand clicks, all at different pitches and tones, and Grace found it deafening. It was a cacophony of horror. For a moment, all she could do was stand there. It was as though all the misery of the world had found them once again and was pouring over all their hard work, overwhelming them, ruining any sign of progress they had made. It was awful, and in that moment Grace's heart was not filled with anger, she only felt sadness for herself and all the people around here.

      All they were trying to do was live, but there were too many obstacles put in their way. It was a struggle, and the world seemed hell-bent on making sure they never would get back to where they were. Perhaps some of the outlandish theories were right, she thought to herself. Perhaps the EMP wasn't caused by another government, but was something from nature meant to diminish humanity's capacity to ruin the planet. The species had been given dominion over the Earth and had ravaged it. Perhaps it now was nature's turn to wrestle back control and show humanity what it was like to be abused.

      By now the commotion had gathered more attention. Lee hadn't been alone at the food supplies, and the other guard had run off to find more people. They had much the same reaction as Grace, although they were more vocal. They were cursing at the rats, spewing venomous bile at them, but it did no good. The rats went about their business, not caring about the people who were staring at them, not caring that the patrols of New Haven had put their lives on the line to go out into the city and claim this food as their own, not caring about the work talented people had done to grow the fresh fruits and vegetables. None of that mattered anymore, and it was just a reminder of how dark the world was.

      A shot was fired. Grace turned her head. There was a splat as it hit its target and one of the mass was destroyed, although in the dim light Grace couldn't see which rat it was. Not that it mattered, since there were still hundreds, perhaps thousands, of them moving through the food supplies. Another few shots rang out as people were scared and reacted to the threat the only way they knew how, with violence. There were more splats, but also dings and clangs and thuds as the bullets did not always meet their intended targets. Grace had to shout to be heard and she raised her hands.

      “Stop! Don't fire! There are too many of them and we can't afford to waste the bullets. You might shoot the food, too, or each other.”

      No, there was only one way to deal with this, short of burning the food supplies down with all the food in it, and she wasn't prepared to do that. She pulled out her knife and brandished it in her hand.

      “Those of you who don't have knives on you grab as much food as you can and get it out of here. The rest of you are with me. It's hunting season,” she said, gripping the knife tightly as she waded into the ocean of rodents, ignoring their vicious stink.

      Grace stepped forward into the pit that held the stench of these potentially disease-ridden creatures. It was even a risk just to be so near them, for one bite could bring with it any number of bacteria, but they had to take measures to protect the food. Winter was coming, and Grace didn't want that feeling of gloom to pervade the settlement more than it already had. There were high-pitched squeals from the rats as they scurried about, beginning to realize that something was wrong as the people of New Haven, the proud warriors, bent down and slashed at them.

      Grace leaned in and stabbed here and there, poking at will. There were no shortage of targets and her knife found them easily, the sharp blade penetrating the rats’ soft flesh, blood oozing out, sometimes spurting, along with it the life that was contained in the small body. It all happened in a moment, the ending of a life. Yes, just a rat's life, but a life nonetheless.

      While she was lost in the fury of the moment Grace thought back to a time when killing had been something completely anathema to her. In the old world, everything was sanitized. Other people did all the dirty work so you could delude yourself and live an illusion where you didn't have to be responsible or push your conscience to its limits. When this all began, Grace didn't want to hurt anything or anyone, but gradually she had changed. She'd met people who needed to be punished, and met threats that needed to be dealt with, like these rats. She had taken no joy in killing all these animals. However, it was something necessary for New Haven’s survival.

      Her arm began to ache from the constant jabbing motions and as she looked to take a break, wiping the sweat off her brow, she looked around. It didn't seem as though she and her comrades had made any headway at all. The rats still were swarming around the food supplies. Her feet dragged against a mound of lifeless bodies, a sign at least that she was having some impact. The tide had not turned yet, though, and all the while, the rat's teeth were gnashing at the food, spoiling it, feasting on it without thought of the future. They only knew they needed it now.

      The city evidently was barren. It was unlikely they would have come across a place like this recently, so they must have been crazed. However, from the yells of the people around her Grace could tell the rats had become aware of the threat to them and had begun fighting back, biting at feet and ankles. Grace could feel it, too, an unsettling writhing against her ankles. She slashed down, swiping with her knife, tossing a rat to the far side, blood spraying through the air. A guttural yell emanated from her throat, raw and primal, as she surrendered to her savage nature. She wondered how thin the line was being a human and an animal. She was the predator and they were her prey.

      With a moment of respite, she tucked her pants into her shoes, creating a barrier to the rats. She screamed at others to do the same, and those who weren't already preoccupied by the rats followed her orders. However, in the maelstrom, as Grace looked at how her allies were faring, she saw that some of them already had succumbed to the rats. They were reaching to their backs, bending their arms as far as they could go as lumps ran under their clothes, the rats scuttling over their skin. Grace winced as she imagined what their little feet must have felt like, their claws digging into skin. It made her own skin crawl with revulsion and it inspired her to carry on with her duty.

      In a fury, she fell into the pack of rats, screaming as she slashed and sliced, feeling their little bodies crumple under the force of her blade, which soon was dripping with their blood. The dull ache in her arm was ignored. A red haze enveloped her and she was blind to everything else as the rats kept coming, forming a pile, then a mountain at her feet. With every step she squelched, stepping on dead rats and live rats, wanting to protect her food, protect her settlement.

      In some ways, she was like the rats. They just were doing what they needed to survive, to protect themselves, and so was she. And though her determination was more fierce, the rats had the numerical advantage. Though Grace and the others had been stabbing and killing them, there were still so many. It seemed as though they hadn't made any progress at all. There was more of a commotion outside. Grace turned and saw that the rats were escaping into the settlement, going to feast on everything else, everything they had.

      “Close those doors!” Grace yelled. She ran toward them, but it was too late.

      The rats already had escaped and were running amok around the settlement. Grace wanted to go help, but there were still so many in the food supplies. She clenched her jaw and continued stabbing, taking out more of the rats until the breath was driven from her lungs and her muscles were pushed to their limits.

      Outside, the people of New Haven were becoming more aware of the threat. Those who saw the rats quickly drew their knives, while others used shovels to beat them to death. But the rats were tricky and managed to burrow their way into the buildings, into holes, into the shadows. Even when the people of New Haven thought they all were gone, they couldn't be sure how far the rats had burrowed into the settlement.

      Eventually, it was over. Although it was a while before Grace and the others could tell, since there were so many rats it was difficult to see which ones were dead and which were still alive. Grace looked drained, and staggered outside with a sorrowful look on her face. The night was filled with people who had been roused from their sleep, some even thinking there had been another murder. Indeed, one of the knives that was used to defend New Haven from the rats could have been the same knife that killed Peter.

      When Grace emerged from the food supplies she saw Mack waiting, looking tired. She was quite a sight, face red and flustered, hair clinging to her scalp, rat entrails covering her clothes. The smell was something else as well, and Mack had to stop himself from gagging. Grace had become used to it. Behind her the candles flickered, illuminating the mound of rat corpses. Despite her best efforts, she had not been successful.

      “Most of the food is gone,” she said, her voice croaking, her throat sore from the anguished screaming.

      “We're going to need a full inventory, but it's not looking good. They got everything. We took out all of them in there, at least I think so, but I don't know how many more made it elsewhere. It's a fucking travesty, Mack. There were so many of them, and all that food, just wasted. What are we going to do?”

      She stood with her hands on her hips and could tell Mack was angry. There was always something else that happened, always another obstacle to chip away at their hope. Mack wasn't the only one around who heard her news. The others all looked disheartened as well. Grace nodded with appreciation and respect to the others who were trudging out of the food supplies. They would have to gather up the rats and burn the bodies, but that could be left to someone else. Grace was done for the evening. She'd been through an ordeal and wanted to get the grime off her. It would take more than a hearty scrub to clean away the rats’ guts and blood. The clothes she wore would have to be burned, too. Another day was going to dawn in New Haven, and they would have to start gathering food again, would have to steel themselves for another setback, because these rats weren't going to be the last. They had to fight for every day they lived, and Grace knew their fight wasn't over.
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      For a long time, they had had hope in their hearts, but now despair was the prevailing mood in New Haven. The day following the attack by the rats was misty, and the bleak weather only accentuated the feelings in their hearts. A gloom had set upon them and everything was lethargic and solemn. Not only were they scared because a murderer was in their midst, but now they realized they were in even more danger. They had spent so long being worried about the threats of other humans they had forgotten about the natural world. They had been reminded in such a devastating way.

      They moved slowly, feeling a lack of motivation because everything seemed futile. What was the point in doing anything if it only was going to get destroyed? The horrors of the world came back to them in full force. Sometimes it was easy to forget that the world had ended while they were with each other, enjoying feasts, putting their hands and minds to work to keep them occupied. They could look around at New Haven and all they were building and feel proud, but on that day, everyone's heart was heavy, not the least Mack's.

      After seeing Grace, he had gone to inspect the food supplies himself. The others who had helped fight off the rats were in a similar state to Grace; tired and covered in disgusting material. They swiftly made their exits to try cleaning themselves up. Mack and a few others helped gather up the rats and cast them into a fire. It wasn't as big as the pyre they had built to dispose of the bodies after the big battle, but it reminded Mack that little separated them from the animals. They all would die eventually, even him. The only thing that mattered now was how they lived in between that moment when their eyes first met the light, and then the last time they closed.

      Each step was heavy and that day was a day when he wondered if it all had been worth it; if it was worth struggling against everything to try dragging humanity up from its knees back to where it could stand tall and proud. It was a day in which everyone in New Haven had to look inside themselves and find that spark of inspiration that had brought them all together, the spark that Mack was struggling to see. He'd given so much to get to this place. Sometimes he wondered how much more he was willing to give, how much more was inside him. Would there ever come a day when he would turn his back on New Haven and slip out into the world, find a small corner of it for him and Anna and live out their days without having to worry about everything that plagued New Haven?

      All he wanted to do was sleep, and perhaps even enjoy a sweet dream that could prove a tonic to the melancholy he was feeling. He tried not to look at the food supplies. A proper inventory of them would not be taken until the morning after. He was depressed enough already without knowing how far their food supplies had been depleted.

      He returned to his apartment to try getting a few hours rest before the new day began and new challenges emerged, but as he lay his head against the pillow his mind was alive and he could not rest. Anna had been disturbed by what had happened outside, and she stayed awake with her husband.

      “What was it?” she asked, relieved to see him return without any wounds, although from the way he was standing and the way the shadows cloaked his body she could tell  something had happened.

      “Rats got into the food,” he said, sparing no extra energy for words as he climbed into bed and pulled the sheets over him.

      “How much?”

      “Don't know yet. Will have to find out in the morning. Grace was there, she led the charge against them. Some of the rats got into the settlement, though. Think we got them all, but there's no way to be sure.”

      “I spoke with her today. She seems quite capable.”

      “She is. This place wouldn't be the same without her, but I don't even know what this place is anymore. How are we supposed to build a future for ourselves when things like these keep happening? I try to believe, and try to inspire others to believe, but I don't blame them if they think it's hopeless. If it's not someone else trying to kill us, then it’s rats, and who knows what else is next? We try and we try to give it everything we have, but what if that isn't enough? What if we're fighting a losing battle?”

      “So what if we are?” Anna said, shifting her position to look directly in his eyes.

      “Isn't the whole point of life that we fight? That we have the strength to keep going even when everything seems hopeless? To dream the impossible dream?”

      “To fight the unbeatable foe. To bear with unbearable sorrow. To run where the brave dare not go. This is my quest, to follow that star, no matter how hopeless, no matter how far. To fight for the right without question or pause, to be willing to march into hell for a heavenly cause,” Mack said, quoting the lyrics to one of his favorite songs.

      It was one of the songs that had defined him ever since he first had heard it, as though it had been written for him. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Anna placed her hand on his chest and felt the soft rise and fall as he tried to calm himself.

      “I know you're right, but it doesn't make it any easier to deal with.”

      “That's why you have me, and Grace, and everyone else here. That's part of what you're trying to build, isn't it? We're stronger together. I've been on my own out there, but already I'm feeling it. I see it in the people who tell me their stories. Stories filled with heartbreak and loneliness and the sense that nothing was ever going to get better until they started working with other people, started to believe in each other, and then themselves. That's what's important. I know this is a setback, and you feel crappy right now, but it's just a setback, that's all.”

      “It's a hell of a setback, though. It's not going to be easy to replace all that food. And it's so hard because I know I must be strong for everyone else. But I look in their eyes and I see the same sense of despair that I feel inside. How can I inspire them if I'm not feeling it at all?”

      “No, it isn't, but it wasn't easy to get all these people working together. It wasn't easy to build this place. Hell, it wasn't easy to get to the city in the first place, and it wasn't easy to find each other again, but we did all those things and we can do so much more.” She had taken his hand and gripped it tightly, linking her fingers in with his.

      “We're in this together, Mack, not just me and you, but all of us. But as for me and you, we're here to support each other. So, if you need to rant and rave and be moody, then you can be. But out there you're their leader and you need to be whatever the hell they need you to be. That's what being a leader is about, and you're the best one there is.”

      Mack looked over at his wife and instead of saying anything he gave her a kiss, which said more than words. Then he wrapped her in his arms and held her tightly as he tried to get some sleep.

      Waking in the gloom he ventured out into the bleak day to find that Hank was busy with Mindy and others taking stock of everything the rats had damaged. Grace was nowhere to be seen, which was understandable. Mack hoped she had managed to get some rest after everything she had done the previous night. From the look on Hank's face Mack knew it wasn't good news.

      “We're going to have to throw most of it away,” Hank said.

      Mack had to put a lot of effort into not showing how frustrated he was, because Anna's words rang in his head. If he let his head drop, then it would be harder for everyone else to keep working and keep moving. There were some people who had been out on the patrols, ones who had gathered much of the food supplies, and they were looking even more disheartened. It was their efforts that had been undermined by the invading rodents. Mack felt great sympathy for them. There were patrols out in the city, but there was no guarantee they would find more food. The city was like a graveyard now, and most of the food had come from the territory of the Lost Children. All that food, ruined because of rats.

      Mack felt he should have seen this coming, should have thought of a way to prevent it, but he had been so preoccupied with guarding against human threats he had forgotten about the natural world. Perhaps he also had been caught in the mode of thinking as he had in the old world, where he never had to worry about rats getting into their kitchen. Life was all too easy, and it hadn't prepared them enough for this situation. However, as he looked at all the dead rats that still were being carried away, he knew there was not much that separated them. They all just were trying to survive in the harshest of environments.

      “What do you need from me?” Mack asked.

      “I don't think there's anything right now. We're going to salvage what we can. I think we'll have enough to see us through the next week or two, if we can tighten our belts a little,” Hank said.

      “But that's just a rough estimate. We'll do everything we can to make it last as long as possible. When are the next patrols due back?”

      “There should be some in a few days. Hopefully, they'll have some better news.”

      Mack didn't want to think about how the mood in New Haven would be if the other patrols came back empty-handed, but he didn't want to pin all their hopes on the patrols as well. Sadly, the weather was changing and there wasn't anything they could do about that. He left the food supplies, not knowing where to go next. He didn't want to be in his office, though, of that much he was certain. He wanted to be on the ground with the other people of New Haven, to show them he still was with them and they still were united against whatever came their way. He was stopped by one of the Lost Children, a name that was lost in the back of his mind for the moment. The child was about twelve and looked tired, and his voice trembled with nerves.

      “Excuse me,” he stammered, “Saul wanted to see you.”

      Mack followed the boy to where Saul was standing. They didn't exchange words on the journey for Mack didn't feel much like talking.

      “What's up?” Mack asked.

      Saul tilted his head to the side and took Mack to the barrier. The kids he was teaching stayed off to the side and looked at Mack with awe, and a little bit of fear. They remembered Mack from when he had been held prisoner by the Lost Children and still were expecting the older man at some point to punish them for what they had done to him. Yet, that punishment was not forthcoming.

      “Look at that, the rats didn't just get at the food, they've also chewed their way through the barriers,” Saul said, pointing down at small holes that weakened the barrier at its foundation. If they didn't see to it soon, then there was a danger the barrier would collapse and they would have to rebuild the whole thing.

      “Get a team gathered up and go around the whole barrier. I want it all examined. I don't want us to miss anything and risk making New Haven vulnerable. We've already lost a lot of food to these rats, I'm not going to have them responsible for the downfall of this place,” Mack said. Then he stormed off and went to gather some more people to examine the barriers on the other sides of New Haven.

      It was almost easy to forget there had been a murder in New Haven, but it was just another thing that was on people's minds. As Mack moved through the settlement he tried reminding himself of Anna's words, but it was difficult for him to summon the strength to be optimistic on such a dreary day when everyone seemed glum. He spoke to a few people who were scared and worried about the food. He tried to tell them it was going to be okay and they had plans in place to make up for everything they had lost. Still, it wasn't enough. He could tell from their sad smiles, and even he knew he was lacking conviction in his voice.

      He went to the fire where the rats were being burned. Dark smoke rose into the air, mixing with the layer of mist that lay over the land. The day was cool, not quite cold, but the elements of winter were present and it wouldn't be long before summer was just a distant memory. Oh, how Mack wished he still was strolling through the forest by the river, the sun beating down on his body, alone with his companions. Life was simpler.

      He wished he could give one of his inspirational speeches to galvanize the people of New Haven, but he couldn't bring himself to do so. The toil of leading New Haven was taking its toll on him, and even men such as Mack needed to rest and regroup. Elsewhere in the settlement, he knew Maggie and Luis were working hard to catch Peter's killer. He hoped they would make some progress soon that would quell the anxiety rising throughout the population. He ended by going to the gates, peeking into the mist at the outlying city. Out there were his patrols. Would they bring back a bountiful supply of food or would they only bring with them disappointment and sadness?
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      “I'm guessing you heard about the rats?” Luis said as he entered the sheriff's office. Maggie already was there, sitting at the counter, slumped forward.

      “How could I not? How bad is it?” she said. Luis sighed heavily, and that was all she needed to know.

      “I also heard that Grace had a big part to play,” she added.

      “Yeah. She came back in a right mood, and she stank of rat guts. They were all over her. She really loved that top as well, but she's gone off to burn it. She was really pissed. From the sounds of it most of the food has been ruined.”

      “That tracks with what I've heard. I always did hear that bad things happened in threes.”

      “I didn't think you'd be one for superstition.”

      “I don't know what to believe in anymore. Even the law isn't helping me right now. But at least there haven't been any more murders. So, I think we can say for sure that it isn't a serial killer on the loose.”

      “At least that's one good thing. Unless the rats were a part of it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if the whole point was to sabotage New Haven? The murder was done to knock everyone off guard, then somehow whoever is behind this lured the rats here.”

      “I admire your creative thinking, but I think you're mistaking coincidence for correlation. Just because the two events happened at the same time doesn't mean they're connected. This would be so much easier if I had all my old equipment.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like a UV torch so I could look at all the knives in the settlement to see which ones had blood on them. Not that that would help us now, since most of them are covered in rat guts. Makes me wonder how many people through history have gone unpunished simply because there was no way to track their crimes.”

      “Probably more than we'd like to think. Is there anyone you're suspicious of?”

      Maggie leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms behind her. She moved her head from side to side, and Luis heard a sickening crack.

      “I'm almost a hundred percent certain this is an isolated incident, which means somebody killed Peter because they wanted to kill him specifically. Freddie is right in that the parents have the best motive. Both he and Saul have spent time with the children and don't think they are capable. So, I think our next step should be to question some more of the parents. Although I think we're going to get the same attitude as before.”

      “You mean where they shout in our faces and say that it's good riddance to him, but that they had nothing to do with it?”

      “Precisely. I see you're learning fast,” Maggie said, and Luis raised his eyebrows.

      “I did want to say, though,” she added, “that you're doing well. I know you've been thrown in on the deep end with this, but I'm glad to have you by my side. But if you find that it's not what you expected, I don't mind if you want to step down and take on another role here.”

      “It's not what I expected at all, but I'm fine where I am. I like working with you. I just hope we can catch whoever did this. What do we have to go on if we have no evidence?”

      “We have our guts, we have our determination. The thing with criminals is that most of them make a mistake eventually. They'll do something or say something that gives them away. It's just a matter of time. But the longer this goes on, the more people are going to lose faith in us and they're not going to feel protected. So, we must make sure to do our jobs properly, and look out for any unusual behavior. Which means we're not going to get anything done in here,” she said, pushing herself up and moving toward the door, walking out into the misty morning.

      They barely could see a few feet in front of their faces as they roamed about New Haven. Most of the conversation had turned from the murder to the rat attack, although as people saw Maggie and Luis they were reminded that a killer was on the loose, and the mood was stark.

      The two of them went around and spoke to more of the parents, and as Luis had predicted, they were met with the same attitude as they had been before. Given that the rats had attacked, people were even more on edge and had less patience for them. Maggie and Luis found it difficult to get traction in the case, and it seemed the only people willing to talk with them properly were their friends, the ones they thought were least likely to have committed the murder.

      They found Mindy with the food supplies, standing beside Hank, and felt awkward about having to ask him to let them be alone. Maggie smiled apologetically to Hank, but he understood. Mindy looked ragged from helping out at the food supplies, and her eyes were drooping, with dark circles underneath. She offered them a smile, but it was weak.

      “I hate to interrupt what you're doing, but we have to try talking to everyone,” Maggie began.

      “It's okay. I could use a break anyway.”

      “We're just trying to talk to people who we think had the most motive to kill Peter. We know he hit you, and then he put Hank in a box, and we can see that the two you have become close...”

      “Yeah, he did,” Mindy said.

      Her hand instinctively rose to the side of the face that had been hit, and Maggie hated that she had to make Mindy relive the memory.

      “But I don't know what else I can say other than I didn't kill him. I don't believe we have the right to judge people like that. I know that in this world we've had to do things that we're not proud of, and we've had to kill to protect our home, but that's different than taking the law into your own hands and punishing someone. Mack already had decided how to handle the situation and that was good enough for me. I don't know what the killer was thinking but they can't have been in their right mind.”

      Maggie and Luis thanked her for her time, then thanked her again for what she was doing for New Haven. They left her to go back to Hank and the food supplies, although from the looks on their faces there wasn't any good news. Maggie and Luis went around the settlement some more to talk to more people, but still didn't get the scent of a suspect. The only thing new was the all-pervading gloom that was cast over the settlement. Eventually, they found their way to Mack, who clearly was suffering from everything that was going on. Usually he would have been in his office, but this time he was out in the open, staring solemnly into nothingness. By now it was mid-afternoon and the mist had cleared somewhat, although it still was difficult to see out to the horizon.

      “Please tell me you have some good news,” Mack said.

      Maggie and Luis glanced at each other, and shook their heads slightly. Mack placed his hand across his forehead.

      “I really wish one thing would go right.”

      “We've been talking to a lot of people, but if anyone knows anything they're being quiet. We still have a few people we can talk to, but it's not looking good.”

      “Are you telling me you may not find out who did this?”

      “I don't want to make that commitment yet, but it may be something we have to think about.”

      “Failure is not an option, guys. You've seen what the mood is like out here today. These people need some good news to lift them.”

      “We're trying, Mack,” Luis said.

      “Well, try harder,” he snapped, then instantly pinched the bridge of his nose and apologized. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean that. I know you're trying your best. It's just that things are getting to me.”

      “Oh, it's good to see you're finally questioning your friends,” Gary said as he sauntered toward them.

      Mack, Maggie, and Luis turned around to face Gary, who was scowling as he always seemed to be. He had a vicious smirk on his face, and he spoke so loudly that he caught the attention of others in the area.

      “What do you mean?” Luis asked, turning to face Gary, ready to defend his friends.

      “I mean that the rest of us are feeling victimized. We know that you don't really think your friends did anything wrong, you think it's one of us because we're new. You've said that you're bringing us here to be a part of New Haven, but you treat us as though we're criminals. I've seen the way you've looked at us, and I'm not going to stand for it any longer. This is just a token effort to try making us feel better, but I know what's really going on. You're going to pin this on one of us and send us out there into the city, especially now the rats have got at the food and there's less for us. The math doesn't lie. There are so many mouths to feed and only so much food.”

      “That's enough, Gary,” Hugo said, trying to stop the younger man, but Gary's blood simmered. He evidently had had these things on his mind for a long time.

      “Speaking of that, this place is not the paradise you've promised. We've had a murder, we've had rats, what was the point of coming here? We were promised safety and that the wise leader Mack would see us through the apocalypse, but that isn't true, is it? You're no better than anyone else. I don't know what you did to delude these people into following you, but it hasn't worked with me. I see this place for what it is, just another failed experiment and another example of how one man can't run a settlement. We never should have come here.”

      “You're welcome to leave,” Maggie said dryly.

      Mack had yet to say anything, but Maggie could feel him tensing up. She only hoped he could maintain his self-control and not do anything stupid, because attacking Gary now would be the worst thing he could do. Gary's friends were arguing with Gary and trying to get him to shut up. Maggie was grateful for this as it showed that not all of them felt the same as Gary, although some of them were less emphatic as others. She wondered if Mack noticed this as well, but he was so focused on Gary that it was likely his powers of observation had deserted him for the moment. Maggie walked over to Gary and held out her palms, trying to calm him down.

      “I know you have your frustrations, but this isn't the time or place to air them. Perhaps at the next meeting you can go to Mack, Grace, and Hank to discuss the problems you are having. But you have to see that this really isn't helping anyone.”

      “What are you going to do, lock me up?” Gary snarled.

      “I don't have to. You're entitled to your opinion. So far, all you've done is share it, but there's a fine line between that and disturbing the peace. We're all trying to do our bit for New Haven, and I'm sure there are more constructive things you can do with your time.”

      Gary was about to say something in reply when his friends pulled him back and apologized to Mack and Maggie, then dragged him away. Mack shook his head and pressed his lips together.

      “Sorry about that,” Maggie said.

      “Without a threat from outside to unite people their natural instinct for conflict is going to arise and drive them apart. We're all going to have to work extra hard to make New Haven the place we want it to be,” he said. “Continue with your investigation.”

      Maggie and Luis then went to a place that she had been dreading. She didn't want to talk to Sharon at all, but she perhaps even more than anyone else had a strong motive to get revenge on Peter. The sheriff and deputy were welcomed in. Deborah offered them a place to sit. Sharon glanced at Maggie, but seemed on edge. Maggie didn't know whether to interpret this as guilt or if it was just because Sharon was afraid of her. Perhaps it was a mixture of both.

      “I'm sure you're aware, but we're just talking to everyone about the murder to try figuring out who was responsible,” Maggie said.

      “Yes, yes, it was a terrible thing,” Deborah replied. Yet, all the time Maggie's eyes were locked on Sharon. She seemed more shaken about it than her mother.

      “Do you have anything to say, Sharon? I know that you and Peter were close.”

      “I just want it all to be over.”

      “Why is that?” Maggie asked, glancing at Luis.

      “Because I hate the way that everyone stares at me as though I'm a traitor. Nobody here likes me. Nobody trusts me.”

      “There, there,” Deborah said as she enveloped Sharon in her arms.

      “As you can imagine, it's been a tough time for Sharon, for all of us, really.”

      “We are sorry to intrude like this, but we must explore every avenue available to us. We'd just like to ask you a few more questions, if that's alright, Sharon? If there's anything more you want to tell us?”

      Sharon turned her tear-stained face toward them and sniffed back the sadness. She reached up with one arm and wiped her eyes, then looked at her mother.

      “No, no, I don't have anything else to say.”

      “I think it's best if you leave now,” Deborah said. Maggie and Luis rose and were shown out. They stepped outside.

      “Guess we're still no better off than before then,” Luis said.

      “Not necessarily,” Maggie said.

      She looked back at the apartment. Her instinct was telling her something, although she wasn't sure exactly what yet. But there was something about Sharon that made Maggie feel as though the young woman wasn't telling her everything she knew. She made a mental note to try speaking to her again. The sheriff and the deputy walked into the fading mist with much on their minds.
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      Mack gathered Grace and Hank for an emergency meeting. In the wake of the attack by the rats he knew he had to do something to try showing the people of New Haven that plans were being put into place to repair the damage that had been done. Gary's comments hadn't helped, and had made Mack question what he was trying to do. The dissenting voice was just one at the moment, but it could be joined by others if they thought Mack wasn't up to the job. It was easier to voice frustration than it was to try changing things for the better. Although most of New Haven still was united, Mack feared it was only a matter of time until more people voiced their displeasure and New Haven began to splinter.

      Mack first met with Hank and Grace outside, still wanting to show the people of New Haven that they were working hard to make up for the shortfall of food. People stood close by and watched the three of them discuss recent events. They all looked tired. Hank had been with the food supplies and had completed the inventory. He and his team had managed to salvage more food than they expected, but it wasn't enough to make a difference in their situation. If they didn't get more food soon, then there would be a shortage through the winter, and it wasn't guaranteed everyone would survive. Grace was looking better than the last time Mack had seen her. She wasn't covered in rat entrails any longer, but she still was tired and it seemed as though she hadn't had any sleep after she had returned to bed.

      The first decision they agreed upon was to send the patrols back out into the city. It wasn't particularly fair to them since, at first, there had been a schedule so people wouldn't have to be away from New Haven for too long. So, they called back the patrols and first asked for any volunteers willing to go back out. They were met with reluctant glances and Mack was getting a little frustrated. After he had put so much on the line for New Haven, it was galling to see that other people weren't as forthcoming as him.

      However, eventually people agreed to go out. They geared up, and left with slumped shoulders for they didn't expect to find much else out there. They already had been out once, and it had been a struggle to find anything of value. So, to go looking in the same regions for a quick fix didn't show great potential, but it was all Mack could do. There was another danger as well. If they sent out the killer unknowingly, that person could slip away into the city and never would be seen again. Yet, in lieu of any suspects, Mack couldn't afford to not give anyone his trust.

      Grace and Hank remarked upon this and Mack said Maggie and Luis were trying their best, but that no progress had been made yet. Again, they were faced with the possibility that the murder wouldn't be solved. Hank asked Mack what they were going to do if they couldn't find the killer.

      “I wish I had an answer for you,” he said, and then mentioned that he'd rather focus on the more immediate problems.

      “Are there any other ways that we can get food, apart from relying on patrols?” he asked, hoping that one of them would have a moment of inspiration that would solve all their problems. Such a moment was not likely to come, however, as Grace and Hank looked uncertainly at each other.

      “I don't really see what else we can do,” Hank said.

      “The ground already is beginning to harden, and we can't store the crops for much longer. I suppose we could go out and try hunting for food. Although I don't know how palatable that is going to be for people when most of the animals in the city are going to be abandoned pets such as dogs, cats, and the rats that already have plagued us.”

      “You'd be surprised at what people will eat when they're hungry,” Mack said.

      “I’ve heard survival stories of how the brain actually makes things more appealing to you. There was a case of a man who was lost at sea, and he became so hungry that when he came across a fish he actually found eating their eyes appealing. He actually wanted to eat them, rather than just forcing them down out of desperation. But I agree, people have already lost a lot of themselves already. Still, I don't know how they're going to feel about roasting a cat or a dog, and I wouldn't like to eat those rats given where they go. Although I suppose there would be a poetic justice about it.”

      “I know I mentioned it before, but what about sending a patrol to go back to the settlement in the forest to trade? Last time we were there they had plenty of food, and I doubt they've let things deteriorate. Plus, there are other animals in the forest that are a little easier to stomach,” she said, half-intending the pun.

      “I understand what you're saying,” Mack said, “but I really don't want to spare that many people to go out. There's a risk that they will get hurt or injured on the way back. If we're going to do that, we'd have to send them out now so that they'd make it back before winter hit. But we already have patrols out there and other people are helping to strengthen the barriers after the rats weakened them. I just feel like it's a long shot at the moment, and we don't even know if the settlement has any food to spare.”

      “I thought a long shot was all we had right now?” Grace said, getting annoyed that her ideas continually were being shot down. The fact that she still was tired and irritable didn't help.

      “Something that's still feasible, though. I'd love to be able to send people out there and reconnect with the people we once knew, but there's no guarantee it would work. I don't think we can spare the amount of people we'd need to go out there. And even then, it's a long journey back and the food might spoil, since most of what they have is going to be fresh. But look, I asked you two to lead New Haven with me, and this is an example of something that I wanted to avoid. I don't want to have to make these unilateral decisions all the time. There are going to be times when I'm wrong, and times, like now, when my judgment is impaired by everything else that's going on. So, if Hank agrees with you, then I'm willing to put the plan in place.”

      Both Grace and Mack then turned to Hank. He didn't much like being placed in the position of having to decide between the two of them, but he thought about it for a moment and then gave his response.

      “I'm sorry, Grace,” he said, “but I think Mack's right. We need to focus on New Haven first and foremost I wouldn't want to risk sending anyone out into the forest this close to winter when there's a chance of them being caught in the elements. The weather already has turned. It's risky enough sending people out into the city.”

      Grace didn't argue and meekly accepted their decision, grateful at least that they had listened to her. While more patrols had left, another was scheduled to return, so they waited patiently in hope that this patrol would bring with it some good news, and some food. They waited all day by the entrance to New Haven. As the hours dragged on, they became fearful that something had happened to the patrol and they would not return. However, eventually they heard the braying of horses and the echo of their hooves against the ground, and through the mist the patrol came, and New Haven rejoiced. The gates were swung open in welcome, and the leader of the patrol, Daisy, jumped down from her horse and gave a report to Mack. She looked haggard. It evidently had been a long trek, and by the looks of it, they weren't carrying much food.

      “We found an area with a few stores that still had stuff left, but it's mostly lower-priority items. We found a few cans of food, but not as much as we would have liked. It's all there for you to go through,” she said as a few bags and sacks were unloaded from the horses and dumped on the ground. People of New Haven came up to them and started poking around out of curiosity.

      “What's happened here?” Daisy said after noticing the grim mood of those around her. Mack filled her in on everything, and Daisy was shocked.

      “We've sent more patrols out to try replenishing the supplies. We were hoping you would be bringing back some food,” Grace said.

      “I wish we were. I'm sorry,” Daisy said.

      “I don't suppose you came across any other camps that we could trade with?” Mack asked. A strange look came upon Daisy's face.

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that,” she said, moving in closer and lowering her voice.

      She shifted her gaze across to the other people who were surrounding them and then suggested they go somewhere a bit more private. While everyone else was preoccupied with looking at all the supplies the patrol had brought back, Mack and the others left and went to City Hall, where they shut themselves away in Mack's office.

      “What did you want to say? Did you find anyone else?” Mack asked, his voice trembling with hope that there were other people out there.

      His dream was that there were more places like New Haven that they could trade with and use as support. Yet, from the look on Daisy's face, he knew those hopes were forlorn.

      “We did, but not alive. We found a big camp, probably about the same size as our old one, and again the evidence suggests it's the same group with the animals. The bodies that remained looked as though they had been mauled, and it wasn't too far from here either. Whoever they are, they're getting closer,” Daisy said.

      “Did you see any of them?” Hank asked.

      “No, there weren't any traces of them, which I found strange since they seemed to have some large animals. We camped out in the city and kept to ourselves. Some of the others wanted to follow the tracks, but I thought we'd better come back here to warn you before we did anything else. It seems as though they aren't content with just looting either, but total destruction. There was nothing left in these camps, nothing at all.”

      “Can you tell me exactly where you found this camp?” Mack asked.

      Then he moved over to the large map that had been pinned on the wall. It had various pieces of string marking the zones where the patrols were going, and other marks where various landmarks had been spotted, like the mall, the territory of the Lost Children, and the other camps they had seen destroyed. Daisy studied the map for a few moments, trying to get her bearings, then pointed to a specific area. Mack pulled out a pin and stuck it into the map where Daisy had indicated, and when he stood back to examine the map, his face fell.

      “Are you seeing what I'm seeing?” he asked, hoping he was mistaken, but Grace, Hank, and Daisy all saw the same thing.

      The pins that marked where this group had attacked formed a pattern, a pattern that was leading right to New Haven, like an arrow that was slowly and inexorably making its way toward its target.

      “Then it's only a matter of time before they get here,” Mack said, clenching his jaw.

      He continued looking at the map and imagined the enemy out in the city, gradually getting closer and closer to New Haven.

      “Do you think they actually know we're here?” Grace asked.

      “It's possible. We've had the big pyre that may have attracted some attention, and we've sent a lot of patrols out. They probably know that something is here, even if they don't know the strength of our numbers exactly,” Mack said.

      “I hope none of the other patrols have engaged them,” Daisy said. Although by what they saw on the map it seemed as though the other patrols were far away from the path this group was heading in.

      “I just wish the fighting would be over,” Hank lamented.

      “There always seems to be someone else out there who wants to resort to violence. If they just saw the light, things would be far easier, and I'm worried about the state of this place if it undergoes another attack. We already have put up with a lot. I do not want all of it to take its toll on the people here. You've seen how they are. How much more do you think they can take?” Hank said, the anxiety etched on his face.

      Mack turned back to the desk and placed his palms on the surface, leaning over to talk directly to Hank. All the misery that had plagued them in recent times, with the murder and the rat attack, had seemed to galvanize Mack. It had given him something else to focus on, something on which he could spend his anger and frustration, for those currencies were otherwise worthless.

      “I wish it was, too, and I wish that we didn't have to live in fear of the people out there, but in this world life is a fight and we can't surrender. We have to keep going, because even if this dream seems impossible we must try making it a reality,” he said, more for himself than anyone else.

      He looked at the map again, and knew that whoever was going to try taking New Haven was going to be in for a shock. Its residents weren't going to let anyone take their settlement from them, not this group, not a murderer, and most definitely not rats. With a renewed energy, Mack had rediscovered the spark that made him such a gifted leader. Just as the mist was lifting outside, so too, it felt as though the fog was moving away from his mind. He was feeling stronger to face the challenges that were going to present themselves.
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      Maggie and Luis had seen the patrol return, but they didn't spend any time talking about it as they had to focus on the investigation. There still wasn't a clear suspect presenting themself but Maggie and Luis felt like a breakthrough was around the corner. Maggie truly believed that patience would see the criminal make a mistake and that it was just a matter of time. They were preparing a list of people who didn't convince them of their innocence, ready to question them again. Some of these were people who had slammed the door in their faces, or ones who had seemed slightly off.

      “They're not going to like us coming around again,” Luis said.

      “It's not our job to be liked,” Maggie reminded him, “it's our job to find out who killed Peter, no matter what.”

      The list had about ten to fifteen names on it. Maggie hoped that as more time had passed, people's feelings would have settled and they would be more willing to talk with her and Luis. However, as they were about to leave, the door to the store opened. Both of them were surprised when Tristan came in. He had a troubled look on his face and looked tired, as though he hadn't slept for days. Maggie came from behind the counter, and she looked worried because of the guilty look on her son's face. Luis glanced toward her, but she was focused on her son. She reached out to touch him, but he shirked away. His shoulders were slumped forward and his face was cast toward the ground. He shuffled in as the door closed by its own momentum.

      “Tristan, are you okay?” Maggie asked. The young boy breathed in deeply and pressed his lips together, raising his head to look at his mom before he spoke.

      “I know who did it, Mom. I know who killed Peter.”

      The words dropped like anvils. This time when Maggie touched him, Tristan didn't flinch. She had taken hold of his elbow and led him to the chair that Luis had vacated. Luis, sensing that this was a moment that needed to be shared between mother and son, stepped back. He realized how difficult it must have been for Maggie to be in the position of both sheriff and mother.

      Maggie sank to her knees as she placed her hands on Tristan's legs and looked up at him, speaking slowly and evenly. “You need to tell me exactly what you know and how you know it.”

      “I'm sorry for not telling you before. I thought she'd come forward herself, but she hasn't. I didn't want to tell you, but I had to, I just had to. I can't let her get away with it. Not again.”

      “What do you mean? Who are you talking about, Tristan?” Maggie said, her eyes wide.

      She was angry with him for not coming to her about this before, but she pushed that to the back of her mind for it was more important to find out what he knew.

      “It's Sharon,” Tristan said in a broken voice.

      Maggie quickly glanced at Luis, who looked solemn, as she shifted her position to get a little closer to Tristan. Her son was being overwhelmed with emotion, and Maggie knew it was going to be difficult to keep him on an even keel. His lower lip was trembling, and his eyes were moving furtively. His leg was shaking, too, which Maggie could feel under her hand. She knew this was a sign that he was agitated.

      “Slow down, Tristan, and tell me what happened. How do you know it's her? Did she tell you? Did you see it?”

      “It's her! It's her! Who else could it be? It has to be her, Mom! It has to be! She did it! She killed Peter because she was trying to make it up to me, but she can't. I won't forgive her for what she did, Mom, and I won't forget it either. She killed him, and now she's trying to hide it from everyone, but I won't let it happen. We all need to see the truth, to see what a monster she is.”

      “Okay, Tristan, please, you must try to calm down and tell me exactly what you know.”

      “I know she did it, Mom! You must believe me! At least go question her again. You have to do that at least,” he said, his voice rising and falling as he spoke, his leg jerking wildly.

      His eyes went wide as he grew more and more agitated, and Maggie had no choice but to relent to his wishes. She cupped her hands around his cheeks and pulled him close into her. He'd been through so much, and now it all was pouring out. She felt horrible in that moment, and she had flashes of the past. She'd been a bad mother then, putting her job before Tristan, but at least he'd had his father to pick up the slack.

      Now there wasn't anyone but her to look after him, and she'd been negligent in her duties. She had spent so much time trying to figure out who killed Peter that she hadn't taken the time to notice the toll it had taken on her own son, or if she had noticed, she hadn't done anything about it. She buried her face into his neck and clung to him tightly, closing her eyes to stop the stinging tears from coming out, wishing that she could make up for all the mistakes she had made, and all the mistakes she would make in the future.

      She wondered if it was possible to be a sheriff and a mother at the same time. She knew that it must be, but she would have to work at not letting her job consume her, and she would need Luis' help with that. Making a mental note to talk about it later, she continued holding onto Tristan for as long as he needed, hoping that it showed her son that she still was there when he needed her.

      “Okay, Tristan, okay,” she finally said, pulling away from him. His cheeks were red and his breaths were heavy and hard. She wiped his eyes and stroked his cheek, smiling at him.

      “We'll go talk to her again. It'll all be okay. Thank you for coming to me with this,” she said, trying to speak in a soothing manner, even though inside her heart was in turmoil at seeing her son in such a state.

      She took a moment to compose herself and then pushed herself up to a standing position. Before turning to face Luis, she wiped her own eyes.

      “Are you going to be okay?” she asked her son. He nodded and smiled weakly at her.

      “If you need anything from me,” she continued, “just come and find me. You know that you're my priority, always,” she said, with conviction.

      She was going to make a concerted effort to be there for her son whenever he needed her, and to not let herself get taken over by the job. Tristan nodded and smiled, and he stayed there to recover from the emotional turmoil as Maggie gave Luis the signal to get ready. Then the two of them left the building, walking at a steady pace to Sharon's house.

      “So, I feel like I must bring this up, even if it's awkward. I hope you don't hate me for it, but is it possible that Tristan did it, and is so worked up because he's trying to pin it on someone else?” Luis said in a quiet tone, almost ashamed to ask the question.

      Maggie's first instinct was to react with an angry glare. She almost let a few vicious words escape her lips, especially since she was in a protective mother mode because of how Tristan had been when he had come to see her. However, she managed to bite her tongue and take a moment to reflect on Luis' questions before she reacted.

      “Thank you for doing your job. I don't want you to feel afraid to bring up these awkward subjects. I always had trouble balancing my work and home life.  I guess that's only going to be harder now that we're a smaller community, but I'm glad I can count on you to help me through it.”

      “Of course.”

      “All I can say is I know my son didn't do it. I know that's not satisfying, and you don't have to believe me if you don't want to, but that's all I have to offer,” she said, shrugging. It was clear by Luis' expression that he wasn't convinced, but he didn't push the issue.

      “So, you think he's right about Sharon?”

      “I'm not sure about that either. He didn't actually offer any proof for what he thinks, but he seems convinced of it. There was definitely something off about her when we spoke to her, like she was hiding something. Something convinced him that she did it, and I think it's worth having another conversation with her.”

      They walked with intent through New Haven to Sharon's home. Maggie rapped her knuckles on the door, creating a crisp, clear sound. They heard footsteps behind the door and then it opened. When Sharon saw them her face dropped and sadness came over her.

      “We'd like to have a few more words with you, if you don't mind?” Maggie said. Sharon reluctantly held the door open and let them in.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Anna was having another meeting of the creative group. She'd been insistent that people come and continue the good work they had been doing as her way of perking up the people of New Haven, rather than let them wallow in sadness. She felt for Mack, and the burden he was placing on himself to lead these people, and she wanted to do her part to help. Grace was there, too, and the two women were sitting together, listening to more stories that people wanted to share.

      Anna had shared her admiration of Grace and urged Grace to tell the story of the great rat hunt. At first Grace had been reluctant, but eventually she was cajoled by the rest of the group to stand up. Then she began telling the story, which took on a humorous tone. Soon enough, everyone was howling with laughter at the thought of these brave warriors engaging in the fight of their lives with small rodents. The release was palpable as the tension rose through the air and left them. When Grace sat back down she wore a smile on her face and felt much better, and had to nod her thanks to Anna for urging her to get up there.

      But not every story had the same effect. Deborah, Sharon's mother, was there as well and she took the stage. She was a small woman, but like so many others, she had been through so much, and there was an inner strength to her that made her seem more intimidating. She spoke quietly but clearly, and everyone else fell silent so they could listen to her story.

      “I remember the day when my daughter disappeared. We'd been having a rough time of it, after everything that had happened. I think she blamed me, in a way, blamed all the adults, for letting the world get into the state that it did, but we were trying. I was trying at least...then she was gone, and I knew who had taken her. That boy I'd seen around. I knew there was something wrong with him, but I hadn't acted on my suspicions, and it was too late. My little girl was gone.

      “She wasn't perfect, none of us were, but we were going to make it through the world together. She was the only thing I had left and she had been taken from me. And when we were reunited it should have been the happiest day of our lives, but she had changed. He had changed her. I was her mother, but how was I supposed to repair the damage that he'd done? She looked in the mirror and couldn't see anything but the thing he had created. I thought back to those moments after she first had been taken, the anger and fear I had felt. That horrible need to want to do something about it but not being able to do anything. That feeling that I had failed her, and that there wasn't anything I could do to make up for it.

      “I think, in a way, we all failed our children because so many of them died, but this was even worse. Sharon hadn't been killed. She had been taken from me. She had wanted to leave me because I wasn't good enough to take care of her and she thought this other boy could. I was her mother! I loved her! I was the one she should have trusted with her safety, but she couldn't. So, she left me alone, and our family wasn't anything anymore, it didn't mean anything to her. I tried to carry on, but every day it felt as though a piece of me was missing. There were moments when I wished that I had died so I didn't have to feel the sadness and despair any longer. I didn't think I'd ever see her again. And I wish that this was the type of story with a happy ending, but I don't think we get happy endings in this world anymore. I've been trying to remind her of who she is, but she was lost, and I don't know if she can be found. I've done everything I can, but she's never going to be the same girl she used to be. And I'm not going to be the same mother either.”

      The longer the story went on, the more Deborah trembled with anger. Grace and Anna weren't the only ones glancing at each other, worried by the way the woman was carrying herself. But she didn't get a chance to complete her story because Freddie came up to Grace and pulled her aside. Anna was near her and heard what Freddie had to say as well.

      “You need to come with me. We know who the murderer is,” he said with an urgent tone in his voice.

      Grace looked shocked and wondered who it could be. The others in the group still were dumbfounded by Deborah's story and were left in an eerie silence, not knowing what to say to this blunt outpouring of emotion. Sometimes silence was the best response, since words were inadequate when faced with such emotional agony.
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      Maggie and Luis were standing outside Sharon's house, standing on either side of the young girl. People had rushed toward them as they saw Sharon in tears and drew only one conclusion, that Sharon had indeed been the one to kill Peter. It was something of a shock, but for more than a few people, the knowledge actually redeemed Sharon in their eyes, although it was clear it had taken a heavy toll on the girl. Maggie had sent a runner to fetch Mack, and he approached them with a stern, yet relieved look on his face.

      “She confessed to everything,” Maggie said, and seemed confident that Tristan had been right.

      Mack looked at Sharon and considered her for a moment. She was tired, her blonde hair was tousled, and her eyes were bloodshot, which he assumed was from all the crying.

      “What do you want to do with her? Do you want to give Freddie's idea a try?” Mack asked.

      “I don't know. It doesn't seem enough. I like the idea of it, but she killed someone. Surely there has to be some other punishment?”

      “I've been thinking about that, and about how people didn't like that we just let Peter rot in a cell. There's still a lot of work to be done to maintain New Haven. Maybe hard labor is a good way to go. That way she actually can contribute to the place while she serves her punishment,” Mack said without a hint of cruelty in his voice. Yet, it was clear he was looking at Sharon differently, more with pity than anything else.

      It was a shame the world had changed so much to drive someone to these lengths, and he wished there had been a better way to handle things. Maggie agreed with his suggestion. She said she would help sort it out, but that she would take Sharon back to a holding cell first before they performed the ritual that Freddie had suggested, reminding the guilty party of the good they had done. Mack hoped that someone could think of something, because his mind was blank.

      At that point, Deborah ran up, almost in tears herself. Luis stepped in the way, but Maggie shook her head at him, giving him the signal to let the woman through to her daughter. Deborah flung her arms around Sharon and held her tightly, but Sharon struggled and fought to push her mother aside. It was a difficult scene to watch as Sharon yelled and screamed at Deborah to leave her alone. Maggie eventually intervened and pulled Sharon aside.

      “We're going to take Sharon away now, and hopefully it will give everyone the chance to calm down. I know this is a shock, and nothing seems normal right now, but you'll get a chance to see her later,” Maggie said.

      “No, you don't understand. I just need to speak with her alone,” Deborah wailed.

      “Go away, Mom! I don't want to speak with you!” Sharon screamed.

      Maggie gave Deborah a sympathetic look, imagining what it would be like if Tristan had reacted the same way, and she hated seeing the pain etched on Deborah's face. Maggie tried to give her a silent message of understanding, but Deborah was lost in her own world. Maggie turned her back to escort Sharon away when Deborah's voice rang out.

      “Stop,” she said, and there was something about her tone that made Maggie pause.

      “I did it.”

      Sharon wailed in frustration and her eyes shot daggers at her mother, but she couldn't do anything to stop Deborah from talking. “I did it all. I stayed up the nights before and saw which guard went to sleep. I waited until the perfect moment. The night was calm, and all the time I was walking toward Peter I thought someone would come out and stop me, but nobody did, and I knew that it was my destiny. He'd caused so much misery that I couldn't just let him sit in there. What he did to my daughter, to all our children, I couldn't let him get away with it all. I opened the door and I remember the look on his face, utter shock that it would be me, just a middle-aged woman. I didn't even give him the chance to speak. Before I knew it, I'd already cut his throat, and the life was falling from his eyes. I stayed there and watched him as he died, and then I returned home. This was the knife that killed him,” she said, and reached into her boot, pulling out the knife and throwing it down at Maggie's feet.

      “How do I know you're not just saying this to cover for your daughter?” Maggie asked, even though she could tell by the way Deborah was speaking that there was truth in her words.

      “It's the other way around. Sharon was trying to protect me. She's felt guilty for everything she's done, not just to me, but to New Haven as well. I hated seeing her living with that burden when it wasn't her fault. It was all him, all Peter, and I had to make him pay. I didn't want her to find out it was me, but she heard me come back and pray for forgiveness. It's alright, Sharon, you can tell them the truth. It's all going to be alright.”

      “No, Mom,” Sharon said, eyes bleary with tears and words lost to sobs, “it's not alright. You don't deserve to be punished for this. It's all my fault. I never should have let him into the settlement, and everything that's happened is my fault. I deserve the punishment. You did what you had to do to protect me, I get that. Please,” she said, turning to the others, “Mom isn't a bad person. You don't have to do this. It's me that you have to punish because I've done so many terrible things.” Sharon finally collapsed in tears. Deborah hung her head in shame.

      “Do what you want with me,” she said, “I made peace that I shall be punished for what I have done.”

      “And you will be,” Mack said.

      “You'll have to do hard labor for a long time to make up for what you've done, but before that there's something else we have planned.” He raised his head and ordered everyone to form a circle around Deborah, explaining what they were going to do.

      “Everyone in this world has done bad things, but that doesn't mean we are bad people. I do not condone what Deborah did, none of us should, and she will pay for her crimes with a fitting punishment of hard manual labor in a way that also will benefit New Haven. But before that, it is important that we reflect on the good that Deborah has done, and the type of person she is. We will not let this one moment define her, or any of us. We are too complicated for that, and the same goes for any one of you who will make a mistake in the future. This is going to be a new ritual for New Haven, a way to bring us together as a community, when there is so much out there that wants to tear us apart. So, let us share stories about Deborah now, and remind her of the type of person she is.”

      Mack stepped back in the circle. Sharon still was beside Maggie, using the sheriff as support. Deborah was standing in the middle of all the people with a hesitant look on her face, not entirely sure what was happening or if she liked it. Mack's booming voice had captured the attention of other people around the settlement. They all came to see what was happening, including Tristan, who stood behind his mother.

      There was a moment of silence as they waited for someone to speak up and, for a moment, Mack was afraid nobody would. But soon there were no shortage of voices willing to pay tribute to Deborah and all the things she had done in the past.

      “I remember in the lean times, when we were struggling to find food, you managed to cobble together some ingredients and made the nicest stew I have ever tasted!” Hugo said, flashing Deborah a beaming smile.

      “I remember how when I was in my loneliest moments you were there to talk. It was just after the kids had left, and we all were feeling the pain. It would have been easy to shut ourselves away and be alone with our grief, but you made the effort to come talk to us all. You thought it was important to share the sadness, and I always appreciated that because it was a great help. I'm not sure if I could have made it through those days without you, and now we have our kids back. Yeah, it's not perfect, but it's better to have them back than never to have seen them again. You're a good woman, Deborah, and we're going to help you through this just like you helped us,” a woman from Deborah's camp said.

      “You've been on the council with me, and you've always been a wise voice,” Alison said.

      She was standing with Saul, his strong hand wrapping around her body to rest on her stomach, and he nodded as she spoke.

      “You've always been able to defuse arguments before they begin, and you've always had the capacity to listen to ideas, even when you don't think they're good ones. I've loved being on the council with you, and I know that everyone else feels the same way. None of us were made for this world, and we've all had to step into new roles, but you were a natural fit, and you always put other people’s interests ahead of your own.”

      “I don't know you that well,” Saul said, “but I can see you're a woman of conviction, and you're willing to do whatever it takes to take care of your family. Those are things that I can admire.”

      “It's been tough on everyone to adjust to the changing fortunes of the world, but I've spoken with many people, and you've shown a great self-awareness,” Freddie said, pleased that his idea was being put into action.

      “And I'm willing to devote more time in talking with you about anything you want.”

      “The Lord sets challenges for us all,” Hank said in a solemn tone, “and sometimes we make mistakes and sin, but we must remember the power of forgiveness, not only to forgive others, but also to forgive ourselves.”

      More people spoke, some of whom knew Deborah better than others. They spoke of her compassion and her creativity with food. They spoke of her patience and kindness, and how they always were able to trust in her if they needed some advice, or just a friendly ear. Eventually, it came back round to Sharon, who was a mess of emotions and barely could speak coherently. Yet, as she spoke, Deborah, too, was overwhelmed with emotion. She had been pushed to the limit by the support she had been given by the people around her, but hearing her daughter speak brought tears to her eyes.

      “Mom, I don't know how I ever can thank you for everything you've done for me, or apologize for everything I've done to you. I never should have left you. I was angry and scared and just a stupid kid. I didn't know what I was doing, not really, but now I do, and I am so, so sorry. I couldn't have asked for a better mom. You've kept me safe all my life, and I know that you've only wanted the best for me. I wish there was more that I could do for you. I wish that I could go back in time and not put you through all this, but I want you to know that I'll be doing everything I can to make the future better for us both.”

      Mack let her words linger in the air, and allowed the mother and daughter to have a private moment on this most public of occasions before he spoke again. Deborah wiped her eyes and cleared her throat as she stood tall, buoyed by the words of her friends and her peers.

      “We all are going to have to live with what's happened here, and we must not forget that it was wrong But as Hank said, forgiveness is important, and if we are going to make New Haven work, then we are going to have live by those ideals. It's not going to be easy, but I have faith in all of us that we can do it. Deborah, I hope this has been enough to remind you that you are more than one single action, and now you will be taken away to discuss your punishment,” Mack said.

      Deborah nodded. This act of forming a circle and sharing stories actually had brought the people of New Haven together. Mack could see in their eyes that they felt closer, and this was something they all needed, given what had happened, and what was coming. But his words of forgiveness had a special meaning for two of the younger members of the crowd as well. Both Sharon and Tristan needed to forgive themselves, and each other.

      Tristan had held onto his anger as though it was as precious as gold. He was scared to let it go because he didn't know what that would mean for the future. Yet, as he watched Deborah in the middle of the circle, he realized how hard it must have been for Sharon. He thought about the state he would be in if it was Maggie in Deborah's place. He didn't say anything because he didn't think it was his place to speak, so he sidled beside Sharon and placed his arm around her shoulder. She looked up at him, surprised, and saw the remorse in his face because he realized that his actions had been monstrous. He and Sharon both needed some tenderness, and they could get it from each other rather than pushing each other away. These were the first steps to that end.

      Mack felt more positive than he had in days, even though their food supplies still were lacking food, and there was another powerful group out there on a collision course with New Haven. But Mack had seen the people of New Haven come together, and he knew there was no force on the planet that could beat them. He watched Deborah being taken away, then walked away himself, planning for the next challenge.
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      “You know, I'm beginning to like you with this thing,” Anna said, sliding her hand across the side of Mack's face and the thick beard that had grown there.

      “I wasn't sure how I felt about it when I first saw you, but it's grown on me.”

      “Took me a while to get used to it as well,” Mack said, turning toward her in the bed, kissing her softly. She winced.

      “You are going to have to keep it under control, though. It's starting to give me a rash from kissing you.”

      “Maybe you just need to get used to it,” Mack said, leaping on her and kissing her fervently.

      She squealed and tried playfully to beat him away for fear that the beard would scratch her too much. He broke off the kiss and spent a few moments staring into her eyes, those eyes he had spent so many nights dreaming of, and so many moments fearing he never would see again.

      “Have I told you how lucky I am?”

      “A few times, but I never get tired of hearing it. And we've both been lucky,” Anna replied, caressing his face as she kissed him lovingly.

      “This is the beginning of the rest of our lives, you know that, right?”

      “I hope so, as long as we can keep New Haven and the people within its walls safe.”

      “If anyone can, you can,” she said.

      He kissed her again, and felt the old stirrings that had been absent from his life for so many long months while he had been lost in the wilderness.

      “I really missed you,” he said, breathing into her ear as he nuzzled into her. Anna smiled.

      “I'm sure there are many things you missed,” she said, “but I think you have an important meeting to get to.”

      “No rest for the wicked,” Mack said as he hung his head and gave her a weak smile. “Later?”

      “It's a date,” she said, and smiled as she wrapped the covers of the bed around her and sighed with contentment.

      Mack got dressed and left her, taking a moment before he stepped out the door to admire his wife and that she was there with him. Sometimes it still felt as though the world was some strange dream, or a nightmare; a nightmare he knew he never would wake up from, although the world which now existed would keep on turning. He stepped out of his apartment on this crisp morning, feeling the chilled air biting at his skin. It was getting colder every day, and soon they would be fully into winter. Already people were changing their clothing to have thicker layers, and they always were glad when a patrol returned with more blankets to offer warmth through the night.

      He walked up to City Hall where he was meeting the council. On the way he met Freddie, Luis, and Grace, the latter two walking hand in hand. He nodded at them and they chatted a little bit as they walked up to Mack's office, ready to start the day and a new chapter in the lives of this growing colony.

      It didn't take too long for everyone else to arrive. Once again, they were huddled together in this office, with the city as a backdrop. A map of a town, with scribbles and pins on it to keep track of various things such as the patrols, and the movements of the dangerous group, sat on the desk. The morning had a pale light to it, and Mack thought to himself that, at some point, he would need to get a lantern or candles just to see things he needed to read.

      As he looked at his friends and colleagues, he realized how much he had come to enjoy the time he spent with them, and how much he had come to rely on them. While he knew that some of them, Grace and Luis especially, thought they owed him their lives, he knew that he owed them as well. They all had taken care of each other. Now he was glad they had a chance to build something together, and that, hopefully, they would be able to stay together for the foreseeable future.

      Mack always had enjoyed a tight-knit group of friends, which came from his time in the military. He had fond memories of serving in the lower ranks and forging bonds that he thought would last a lifetime. Although, sadly, for some of his friends a lifetime was never as long as they thought it was going to be. As he rose through the ranks, he still had friends, but they drifted apart, partly due to the simple nature of time and life, and partly due to his position in military intelligence. He was privy to secrets that he could not share with anyone else, and secrets made it difficult to share trusting bonds.

      He greeted his friends, and they greeted each other back, and he allowed them a few moments to catch up before he sat down at his desk and cleared his throat, indicating  the meeting was about to begin. He clasped his hands together in front of himself and looked at each of them in turn as he raised the matters that were going to be discussed that day.

      “First on the agenda is the general mood of the settlement. We've had a rough time of it, what with the rat attack and the hunt for the murderer. How are people holding up?” he said.

      It was an open question that anyone could answer, although he looked to Hank and Freddie in particular, since they were the people who had the most familiarity with the way people were feeling.

      “People are feeling the strain,” Freddie said, “but I think they're coming around, and things like this help to bring the community together. There always are going to be differences of opinion, and some people are going to be more vocal about it than others. However, I think, for the most part, people are glad to have shelter and food. While the rats getting into the food stores was devastating, it wasn't anyone's fault, and I think they're proud of Grace for leading the attack,” he said, nodding to the young woman.

      “I can't say that it was particularly heroic of me. They were only rats, after all,” Grace said, but the others disagreed with her and said that she did well.

      “But what about Deborah? How is she feeling? And how are people feeling about her?”

      “That's a little more difficult,” Freddie said.

      “I think a lot of people still agree with what she did, but it's clear that you've shown things like that won't be tolerated.”

      “Yes,” Mack said, “and I wanted to say a personal ‘thank you’ to Maggie and Luis for all the work you did on the case. You two did a great job, and I know that New Haven is going to be safe with you looking after the law.”

      This was met with soft applause from the rest present, although Maggie and Luis squirmed in their seats.

      “I'm not sure we really did anything. She only came forward to protect her daughter,” Maggie said.

      “But you put the pressure on her. Without you chasing the crime, she would have gotten away with it. We never would have known who did it, and always would be looking over our shoulders for fear that there was a killer on the loose. Freddie, do you think that people are going to be comfortable with having Deborah continue living with us?”

      Freddie placed his hands together as he sat back in his chair, wearing a thoughtful expression on his face. “To be honest with you, I think the fact that a lot of people can understand why Deborah did what she did makes it more likely that she will be assimilated back into the social structure. It's going to take some time, and I'd like to have a few sessions with her to make sure this was an isolated incident. I'm glad we're able to forgive her as well, and that we're not just sending her out into the cold.”

      “That wouldn't be very humane of us,” Mack said, “but she does have to pay her price, and we'll have to watch her carefully for a while. Are there any other issues that anyone wants to bring up about the mood of the settlement? I'd like for us all to keep an eye on things as we get closer to winter. I think we're going to see a shift, because life is going to get harder, and people are going to start doubting whether we can make it through the season or not. We've faced tough challenges before, but this is going to be perhaps the toughest one yet, since there is no enemy to rally against, just the forces of nature.

      “I'm sure that most, if not all, of us never really had to struggle against the environment before. We had our central heating and our comfortable beds, with plenty of warm food to keep our bellies filled and to ease away the cold. There was a romanticism about the winter, and I even would have classified it as my favorite season. I loved snuggling up with Anna and a couple of hot chocolates to watch a movie. I liked seeing the mist fall, with Christmas approaching and seeing how people looked so happy. But that isn't what we're going to get this year. We're going to have to fight tooth and nail to survive, and we're all going to have to push ourselves to our limits.

      “The rats depleted our food supplies. So, we must send out more patrols and go even farther into the city to try finding more food so we can make it through the winter. I know we can do it, as long as we stick together. Keep the community spirit up. If you see someone who looks as though they're going through a hard time, talk to them. Offer them a shoulder to lean on if they need it. We must change beyond the way we used to live and look to share everything we have. We're all equal and we're all in this together and... I'm sorry,” he said, hanging his head and smiling to himself, “I think sometimes I tend to get carried away with my speeches.”

      “We don't hold it against you. Frankly, I was waiting to see how long you were going to go on for,” Luis said, and there were a few chuckles that followed his comment.

      “Alright, alright,” Mack said, holding out his hands to quieten them down.

      “My point is that, as the leaders of this settlement, we must take it upon ourselves to look to everyone else and be mindful of what they're going through, and that goes for us as well. I want you all to know that you can come to me with any kind of problems, and I hope that the same goes for the rest of you as well.” His words were met with nods.

      “Now,” he said, standing up to lean over the map. The others craned their necks so they could have a good vantage point of the map as well.

      “I've been looking at other areas we can send patrols out to, areas that might have food. It's going to be a bit of a trek, but I think we could make it to the docks. There could be fish there, and maybe even food in boats. If we're lucky, there even could be boats that work. If that's the case, then we could start sending out teams to fish, and perhaps even scout out other areas up the coast to see if there are other survivors. That being said, the docks are a likely place for other survivors to hunker down. So, I wanted to bring this to you to see if you all think it's worth the risk. I don't want to send our people into a potentially dangerous zone if I can help it.”

      “I think anywhere you send them is going to be dangerous. We must take risks in this world if we're going to survive, and I think the benefits outweigh them. Having boats would give us plenty more options when it comes to transportation. I know we need to focus on survival right now, but I think we also need to keep one eye on the future,” Hank said.

      “I'd like to lead that patrol,” Grace said. Mack was a little surprised.

      “Are you sure? I could use your help here. You are a part of the council, after all.”

      “I know, but I don't think that means we never should go out there again. I want to help, and I think it'll be good to have an ambassador if we do meet any survivors at the docks. At least then I can evaluate the situation and see if it's worth us taking the risk.”

      Mack nodded in quick agreement, although he also noticed the glare that Luis was giving Grace and knew the two of them would have an awkward conversation later.

      “Saul, I've noticed that you've been doing good work with the barriers. If our fears are right, and this other group is on its way to us, then we're going to need to defend New Haven. I don't want to scare people, but I also want to make sure we're ready to defend ourselves again. So, all of you make sure that people know the procedure if we do come under attack. Grace, when you're out on patrol, and I want you to tell the other patrols this, too, make a note that we're going to need wood for fire. We're going to need multiple sources to keep us warm. It's going to add to the weight of everything we have to carry but it's necessary.”

      With that settled Mack introduced another few points to discuss, and the others had their issues to raise as well. Although there were some disagreements, they worked well as a team and the distinct personalities all brought something to the table. Mack watched them closely and knew he couldn't have asked for a better group of people to begin a new world with. However, his gaze moved to the map and along the path of the mysterious group. They knew nothing about them other than they used animals as well as weapons, and left a vicious trail of destruction and death in their wake.
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      Once the meeting was over Mack said goodbye to them as they all went about their duties. Before she left Grace offered to stay for the next meeting. “I think you could use an ally,” she said. Mack laughed off her comment.

      “It'll be fine. I think it'll be good to get their input. Sometimes all people want is to be heard, and I should have given them the opportunity a while ago. Besides,” he said, nodding towards Luis, “I think you're going to have to have a conversation yourself.”

      Grace raised an eyebrow and didn't seem to be looking forward to that as she moved away. Mack found it strange that Grace would volunteer to go out on patrol, but he assumed she was wanting to be out of New Haven again. He got the impression that Grace was the type of person to feel stifled if she stayed in one place for too long, and he could understand the need to get out and experience new surroundings now and then. He just hoped it didn't put her in any undue danger because he didn't know what he would do if she died.

      Thankfully, he didn't have long to let his thoughts linger on that dark subject as the other council arrived, along with Tash. These people had been the leaders of their respective communities, and Mack wanted to involve them because he could understand their egos were bruised by being assimilated into New Haven. Because of everything that had occurred in recent weeks, Mack hadn't gotten to know them as much as he would have liked, and had been irked by Gary's constant sniping at any decision Mack or the others made.

      As far as he knew there hadn't been any trouble from the others, with the obvious exception of Deborah, who was not present at this meeting. In fact, some of them had adapted quite nicely. Mack knew, for example, that Alison and Saul had become quite close, and Daisy had been out on patrols and was proving a valuable member of New Haven. Still, it didn't hurt to give them the opportunity to share their ideas and their feelings, not least because they were still newcomers to New Haven and it may help them settle in.

      “I'm glad you all are able to join me today. I was hoping to do this a while ago after you first arrived, but you know how hectic things have been. Perhaps it's better this way since you've had a chance to settle in now, and see the way we do things around here. I wanted to talk with you about New Haven and if you have any ideas of what we can do to make it a good place to live. You all have had a part to play in leading communities, and I know that I'm not perfect, so I'd love to hear any ideas you have.”

      As he said this Gary snorted, and was met with a stern look from the others. He folded his arms and exhaled angrily. Mack thought about taking him aside to talk and asking him directly what his problem was, but Tash started to speak in her light accent.

      “I've really enjoyed it here. You have a good set up, much better than we did, and all of my people have felt welcomed and included. I can't thank you enough for what you've done, Mack. I'm not sure that if we stayed where we were we would have made it through the winter, but here in New Haven I'm sure we have a chance. I want you to know I will do anything I can to help you, and I want you to know that, although I am glad you called me here, I do not think of myself as the leader of a community any more. I am fully a part of New Haven, as are the people who I once lived with, and I do not really have anything to add. I think this place is a blessing to us all, and we all are fortunate to have come together in this place.”

      Mack was thankful for her words and gave her an appreciative smile, but he knew the other people present would not be so kind. He expected Gary to speak first, but for now he was remaining quiet. It was Hugo who first opened his mouth. The large man, who barely fit in the chair, stroked his thick beard with his sausage fingers and spoke in his rumbling voice.

      “I have a great respect for what you've built here, but you must start thinking about the future. Now, Mack, I know you are an admirable man, and you've been through a lot, but we found it wasn't any good to have one person in charge. The pressure inevitably got to them, and it was a burden that we all had to share.”

      “I understand that,” Mack said, “and I hope you have noticed I have formed a council of my own. There are no decisions made that aren't approved by the majority between myself, Grace, and Hank.”

      “I know that, and it's a good start, but you must think long-term. You know what they say about power, and I'm not saying that it's going to happen to you,” Hugo said, raising his hands defensively.

      “But I don't think it hurts to implement the same system we had. Then everyone gets a chance to know what it's like to run the settlement and nobody,” at this he glared at Gary, “can complain that they don't have a say in how things are run. I don't think it's the worst idea to consider having the same set up that we had. After all, we're all on an equal footing here.”

      “I hear what you're saying, and I'm willing to consider that in the future. However, I think right now we should keep with the same structure given that we must make it through winter. I think it's good to have a singular vision driving us.”

      “Figures that the man in power doesn't want to let it go,” Gary muttered.

      He was met with glares again. Mack knew he either could let the comment pass, or he could react to it, but doing so could bring the ire of the others if he was too harsh with Gary. However, Mack was getting tired of the way Gary was acting and wanted to put him in his place.

      “Gary, you haven't seemed to like it here since the moment you arrived. If there's something productive that you want to talk about, then I'm happy to hear you out, but all I've heard from you is grumbling, and that serves no useful purpose. I never ordered you to come to New Haven, and I didn't make you stay. You chose to remain here out of your own volition, and I am happy to call you a part of this settlement. Although I would hope that by now you would see that we're not the enemy.

      “I don't know where you got the idea that I'm some power-crazy man, but I'm really not. I just want the best for everyone who lives here. If that's not acceptable to you, then I don't really know what we can do about it. I want everyone here to be as happy as possible, and it's clear you're not. Perhaps we can find a solution?”

      “Are you threatening to throw me out? To exile me into the city?” Gary said.

      “I'm doing nothing of the sort. I'm simply trying to present you with options so we can find what's best for you. I'm not going to hold anyone against their will, so if you don't want to live here you don't have to do so. On the other hand, if you do want to live here, there are going to be certain things that you have to accept. Now, I don't mind that you don't seem to like me because, quite frankly, I don't particularly like you. However, to make it through this world we must work together and put aside our personal differences. I'm willing to do that. Are you?”

      The question hung in the air as everyone looked toward Gary, waiting for an answer, but none was forthcoming. Instead, Alison broke the silence.

      “We're supposed to be here to help make this a better place, not to have some kind of group bonding therapy. Now, I'm not going to come in here and tell you how to do your jobs, but I have been noticing something that could help, a school for the children. There are quite a number of them now, and as much as it's good to use them to help maintain the settlement, I don't think we should forget our responsibilities as adults to help educate them. Their futures are in our hands, literally, and we must teach them how to live and how to survive in the world. It's a wonder they're able to cope with it as well as they have, but they still need structure. We can teach everyone useful skills, skills they're going to need to survive.”

      “That's a great idea,” Mack said, “would you be willing to take the lead on this and see who is able to take some classes, and work with them to devise a curriculum?”

      “I'd be happy to,” Alison said, smiling.

      “I've been thinking about more practical matters, like how to stay warm,” Daisy said, flicking a few drooping locks of dark hair away from her eyes.

      “I've noticed there aren't enough blankets to go around. We had to learn how to stay warm. You can use old newspapers, dry leaves, and plastic bags as insulation to keep in the heat. It's not perfect, but you should tell the patrols to look out for those things. I brought some back from when I went out. The people I was with didn't seem to be aware of this, but it's good to make use of things that you don't think could be useful.”

      “That's great,” Mack said.

      After a few more minutes discussion, the meeting ended, and most of the people went away happy, although Mack still was annoyed he hadn't resolved things with Gary. He hoped things wouldn't become a problem in the future, but he had enough things to worry about without having to force a resolution from somebody who wasn't willing to deal with him.

      After they all had left, Mack went back to see Anna, who now was up, but still in the apartment, working on a painting. She was surprised to see him back so soon and kissed him delightedly.

      “There's something I want to talk to you about,” he said, and sat on the couch. Anna got the sense this was something serious, so she put down her brush and joined him.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      “I think so,” he replied.

      “I'm just worried about being the leader of New Haven. I feel as though I haven't been giving enough time to you, to us, really. I feel as though we're still getting used to being with each other again, and there are things we should talk about that we really haven't had the opportunity to do because other things keep coming up that I have to deal with. I've seen it happen to people around me, and I always swore to myself that if I was in a position of authority, I wouldn't let it affect my home life. I know this isn't exactly the same, but I don't want that to happen here. I want to make time for us.”

      “I know you do, Mack, but New Haven is important, and I love that you're leading these people. It's what you were born to do.”

      “But this is important, too,” he said, and took hold of her hand, linking their fingers together to make one fist.

      “Yes, it is,” she said, smiling. She tilted her head down to kiss his hand, then shook her head, sending her blonde hair away from her heart-shaped face.

      “So, what is it you would like to talk about?” she said.

      Mack inhaled deeply and shifted his position on the couch, tensing up a little. This subject had been on his mind for a while, even before Anna had returned. He had known that once they were reunited they would have to have the conversation again, but now that the moment was upon him he found it difficult.

      “I'm not sure we're quite back in the place where this is even an issue, but I wanted to bring up the subject with you just so we can get on the same page. Now, obviously before this whole thing happened, I was coming home and we were going to try starting a family. Is that something that's still on the table for you? Is it even right for us to think about bringing a child into the world? The first thought I had when the plane went down and all this started was that I wasn't ever going to see you again. But then it was that I may never have a child, not the child that you and I were planning to have anyway. Part of me hoped that by some miracle you already were pregnant and my child would be alive, but then I wondered if I'd even want one to live in this world.

      “I've seen so much darkness, and so much fear, and I've already seen how it can affect some children. I've seen the haunted looks in their faces, and even if they don't quite understand what happened, they still know it's not right. There isn't any proper healthcare, and we're not even sure if we have enough food for everyone to make it through winter. I can't guarantee a baby is going to be safe. So, is it responsible for us to try bringing a child into the world? But then again, I think about what we had before, and what we have now, and part of me wants to bring that part of us into this life. I don't know, what do you think?”

      But before Anna could answer, there was a rumbling above them. Then suddenly, torrential rain blasted down, screaming like a banshee. It slashed through the air and crashed against the windows like bullets, rattling against the walls and the roofs. Mack rushed to the window and saw the swirling black clouds of doom overhead, but he barely could see through the window as the rain was thick and unrelenting.
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      As soon as the meeting was over Grace caught up with Luis, who was waiting for her with a grim look on his face.

      “When were you going to tell me about it?” he said as they turned. They continued the conversation as they walked down the stairs and left City Hall.

      “I wasn't aware I had to.”

      “Are you serious? You can't just do something like this without talking to me about it first.”

      “Like how you volunteered to be the deputy without talking to me?”

      “That's different.”

      “I don't see how.”

      “That doesn't involve me going out into the city, putting myself in danger when we don't need to do so,” Luis said with desperation in his eyes.

      Grace scoffed and shook her head, increasing her pace to try getting away from him, but Luis reached out a hand and pulled her back.

      “We've been through so much on the road, why do you want to put yourself in danger again? Didn't you have enough of it? We can stay behind the barriers now. We actually have responsibilities here. Why do you want to go back out there?” he asked. Grace stared at him for a few moments, but could offer him no answer.

      “I don't know,” she said.

      “I just don't know. I need some time to think, some time to be alone. I'm sorry. I'll catch up with you later,” she said.

      Luis thought about going after her, but he knew better. All he could do was turn away himself and get on with his day, much like everyone else. And like everyone else, neither of them saw the rain coming. The sky seemed to open up without any warning and pour out its heart and soul. During the summer, there had been little rain, so in some ways it was a blessing, but it was also a portent that the world would not allow them a moment's peace. The rain battered down upon New Haven. It poured so hard everyone dropped what they were doing and rushed inside. The storm even stirred the horses, who whinnied and stamped their hooves dramatically while their handlers tried calming them down. Those who knew the people out on patrol prayed they would find shelter out in the city. Everyone else just hoped the storm would abate soon so they could resume their duties.

      Luis had gone to find Maggie, but she hadn't been there, and was forced to stay with Tristan. The two of them were closer in age than Luis would have liked to admit, but their experiences were a world apart. Both of them had been forced to grow up faster than they had anticipated, and both looked out the window at the deluge.

      “It's really coming down out there,” Luis said.

      “Yeah, hope Mom's okay,” Tristan said.

      Then an awkward silence descended upon them as neither of them knew what to say to each other. The only sounds were those of the rain battering against the building. It was soon clear that this was no mere rain shower. At one point Luis opened the door to try seeing how strong the rain was, but when he held out his hand he instantly drew it back. He winced as he looked at red welts that had appeared on his skin. They were going to be there for a while, and knew they would have to make the best of the situation.

      “How is it working with Mom?” Tristan asked.

      “It's okay. She's a good cop, and she's teaching me a lot.”

      “She always was good at her job,” Tristan said.

      Luis knew something of their history, and was aware Maggie must have spent many nights away from her son.

      “Did you ever think about following in her footsteps?” he asked.

      “No, I didn't really know what I wanted to be. Guess I don't have to worry about that now.”

      “I was the same. All my family were trying to get me to decide on my future, but I didn't feel ready for it. I barely knew myself. How was I going to figure out what I wanted to do for the rest of my life? In the end, I turned my back on them and went walking. Thought I'd find myself. Then the world ended, and now I'm a deputy. Did not think that would happen in a million years.”

      Tristan laughed. “I don't think I ever could turn my back on my family. My mom would kill me.”

      “Yes, she would,” Luis said in a deadpan tone, then they erupted in laughter again.

      “Do you ever miss them?” Tristan asked sincerely.

      “If you had asked me that at the beginning of the end of the world, I would have said no. I know that sounds harsh. I mean, you're supposed to love your family more than anything, right? But I never felt as though I belonged with them. Frankly, I'm surprised they never told me I was adopted. But now, with everything we've been through, I would like to know that they're okay. Guess it's a moot point, though. I'm not going to see them again. Not everyone gets a happy reunion.”

      A moment of solemnity passed between them, and the rain outside only served to accentuate the mood.

      “Can I ask you a personal question?” Tristan said.

      “Sure thing. To be honest, I think those are the only kind left.”

      “Were you and Grace always together?”

      “God, no,” Luis said, chuckling to himself.

      “She hated me when we first met. She'd barely give me the time of day.”

      “What changed?”

      Luis shrugged. “I don't know. I guess we spent more time together, got to know each other a bit more. We saw each other for who we really were, and then it just happened.”

      “How did you know that it was something you both wanted?”

      “Is this about you and Sharon?” Luis asked.

      “Maybe,” Tristan said, blushing.

      “It's okay. Dating is always confusing, especially in a world like this. It's funny, really, because when all this happened, I thought that everyone was going to change. I mean, the world ended, right? But the longer this has gone on I think a lot has stayed the same, probably more than we realize. Shortly after I met Mack and Grace we came across a farmhouse. There was a girl who lived there, a really beautiful girl. The kind of girl who would have been way out of my league in any other circumstance, but we got to know each other and something happened. Then we had to move on, and I had the choice to either stay with her at the farm or continue with Mack and Grace.

      “There was so much uncertainty, but I didn't think it was a good idea to put down roots just yet. I'd gone out on my own to see the world, and there still was so much to explore. At the time, I didn't think I ever could have a relationship with anyone in this world because we'd always be moving, and there always would be a new place. But it's not about the places, it's about the people. I had a crush on Grace from the moment I saw her, but it wasn't until later that I fell in love with her. I'm just lucky enough that she feels the same way about me.”

      “But what about Sharon? She betrayed all of us,” Tristan said in a small voice.

      “Yes, she did, but we've all done things we're not proud of. We've all made mistakes. You must decide if you're willing to accept her for what she is. Nobody is perfect, and you can't expect anyone to be perfect for you. We're all in the same boat. If you like her, then you shouldn't let it stop you because there's so much to gain and so little to lose. Hopefully, we all have long lives ahead of us, and there's plenty of time to make up for mistakes. I know a lot has happened between you and Sharon, but I think you still must have some feelings for her despite what she's done. Maybe you should give her the chance to make it up to you. You don't have to promise her anything, and nobody is going to think less of you for it.”

      Tristan nodded and smiled. He seemed reassured by Luis' advice. “Now,” Luis continued, “if you can tell me how to deal with a girl who wants to run into danger, you let me know.”
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        * * *

      

      Across New Haven, Saul and Freddie had ushered the kids into a building. Most of the kids looked frightened. Freddie and Saul tried reassuring them, but their attention kept being drawn to the storm. They were huddled together, shaking with fright. Their clothes were wet as they had been caught in the initial downpour, and though they only had been out in it for a few moments, the rain was so torrential that their clothes were soaked through. Freddie had managed to find some blankets to help dry them, and Saul said he would tell them a story, which he hoped would distract them.

      “When I was younger, I used to be frightened of the storms. At first, my mom told me it was just God moving the furniture around, but that didn't seem to help. Whenever I heard the rumble of thunder and saw the crackle of lightning outside I ran to hide anywhere I could. Then one day my father came to me and pulled me up on his knee so I could see outside the window. He pointed to the sky and spoke in a low, gentle tone. 'Saul,' he said, 'that's not anything to be frightened of. In fact, it's something to be celebrated. It means the world is alive, that it exists, and the fact that you're there to experience it means that you exist too, that you matter. It's a hell of a thing to witness a storm in its full fury. Yes, it's loud and it makes you feel so small, but you're witnessing nature's emotions. It's like the world is crying before your eyes and it's not a monster, it's beautiful.’ And since then, whenever I am around a storm I try to remember that,” he said, and the children seemed to calm down, and began telling stories of their own. Freddie leaned toward Saul and spoke in a low voice that the children couldn't hear.

      “Was that a true story?” the counselor asked.

      “It had truth to it. But instead of sitting me on his lap my dad threw me out into the storm. He said it would drown out my screaming, and it did,” Saul said. Freddie didn't have anything to say in response.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie and Grace found themselves in the same building, retreating from the storm. Like the others, they talked about how strong the storm was. Then their conversation turned to other matters. Maggie was interested in why Grace had volunteered to go on patrol.

      “Luis asked me the same thing,” Grace said.

      “He's probably worried about you.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “That's not the point, and you know it.”

      Grace sighed. “I guess I just want to feel that thrill of being out there again. It's all well and good sitting here in New Haven, but I don't feel like I really matter. I hate seeing all those people going out into the city when I should be one of them. I want them to know we're putting our lives on the line as well.”

      “I think they know everything we've done. But you are helping. You can't do everything.”

      “I think I just don't want to risk losing these skills I've learned. I wasn't trained in any of this, and I'm worried that if I don't keep my instincts sharp, I'm going to lose them. That could be bad if we're attacked again.”

      “I don't think that will happen. In my opinion, it's good you still want to be involved, but you shouldn't get angry at Luis for being concerned about your well-being. He probably just was shocked. You two are in a relationship now, you must talk to each other about these things. Learn from my mistakes. I used to be headstrong and always did things without telling my husband. Thought I was being an independent woman, but I soon realized I was only being an asshole.”

      “I'll keep that in mind,” Grace said, and both women laughed.

      “I would like to ask you a favor, though. Would you mind asking Tristan to go along with you? It's just that he's been so listless recently, and he doesn't seem to want to get involved in anything. I get why he's finding it hard to adjust, but I was hoping he'd find his niche at some point. I think it'd be good for him to get away from New Haven for a few days and see more of the city. Maybe a bit of space would help him get over everything that happened.”

      “Sure, I'll ask him” Grace said, smiling.
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        * * *

      

      In the church, Hank was with Mindy, Tash, and many others who sought shelter from the storm. Hank was filled with rapture as he waxed lyrical about the cleansing properties of the storm, and retold famous stories from the Bible that involved storms. Someone wondered if this was God cleansing the Earth, and if the rain ever would cease. They all had to look into their hearts to see if they were pure of soul and worthy to be saved, but Hank reassured each and every one of them.

      “God is not vengeful, and we are not the heathens who lived in Noah's time. This storm is a sign that the world is ready to begin again. Do not forget that birth comes with pain,” he said. Those in the church looked out on the storm with wonder at the power of the Lord.

      All across New Haven, people stared in amazement at the power of the storm as the dark clouds rolled across the sky and lighting crackled against the ground. The world seemed to shake with the thunder. It was a raw and visceral experience that seemed as though it never was going to end.

      Then, it did, and the sky was clear again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      When the rain finally relented people ventured out of their shelters into the cleansed world. Their steps were tentative at first for they were afraid the rain would come down again, but it had stopped completely. The ground was sodden and the air smelled heavy and musky. Where the ground was unpaved, it had become muddy and clung to their boots, but there was a feeling that everything was refreshed as well.

      Everyone emerged grateful that they had been able to find shelter and now were able to go back out into New Haven and resume their duties. Some of them had been changed by the conversations they had had while with their friends, although for some the issues on their minds had not been resolved. For Anna and Mack, it was unfortunately the latter. Mack didn't know what he wanted out of the conversation, but they hadn't ended up talking about children at all. Instead Anna spoke of how she isolated herself when she was in the other community, how she didn't think she wanted to open herself up to that kind of hurt again after she'd already lost so many people she cared about.

      Mack understood entirely where she was coming from and, in that moment, he realized just how fragile she still was. No matter how much she seemed like the old Anna, she had changed, and he had to remember that.

      When Grace first stepped out she went to find Luis and told him everything she had told Maggie. It was a difficult conversation at first. The two of them were still young and still getting used to opening up fully about their feelings and their desires, especially when those desires conflicted with the other person's. By the end of it, Luis had a better understanding of why she wanted to go out on a patrol. While he wasn't exactly happy about it, he wasn't about to stand there and try forbidding her from going because that wasn't a part of his character. He knew it wouldn't do any good anyway. All he said was that he hoped she would be careful and safe, and that he would see her soon. They hugged and kissed, and everything was right between them again. Then Grace sought out Tristan and asked him to come with her.

      “Me?” he asked, surprised she would handpick him out of everyone else.

      “I don't see anyone else standing there. It'd be good to get you out there. What do you say?” she asked.

      Tristan didn't have to think long about the choice. He jumped at the chance and grinned eagerly. Behind him Maggie smiled, proud that her son finally had found some enthusiasm for helping with something around New Haven. She mouthed a silent ‘thank you’ to Grace, who nodded and smiled in return. Grace and Tristan went off, along with a few others, to prepare for the patrol. Grace slung her gun over her shoulder and explained to them where they were going and what their mission was. They all were excited to be going to a new area of the city, and Grace felt the tingle of excitement as well. She hated hurting Luis and hoped he wouldn't worry about her too much, but deep inside she was glad to be going out into the city again, riding on horseback into the unknown.

      The gates swung open for them and they maneuvered through the blockade of cars. Grace turned back toward New Haven and promised she would bring back some good news. The thought that they wouldn't make it through the winter, that all of their hard work would have been for nothing, pained Grace. She wanted to see New Haven thrive, wanted it to be a place that people would speak of, and offer as hope to those lost miles away. She wanted word of it to spread across the country, to offer hope to even the bleakest souls. But that wouldn't happen unless they made it through the winter. She knew that some of them would survive no matter what, it was just in their blood. They would make do with the scarce supply of food and manage to move on, but it wasn't just about their survival anymore, it was about the survival of New Haven.

      If most of the people died, due to starvation or other causes, it would be hard for the survivors to live there with the ghosts of those who passed still haunting them. How could hope live in a place like that? And though Grace wanted to be out in the city to maintain the skills she had learned, she did not want to go back to living day by day again. She did not want to forage for food, having to hope they were lucky enough to find shelter, never knowing if there was some wild animal or wild person lurking nearby, ready to steal their food, their weapons, or their lives.

      Meanwhile, back in New Haven, Mack was feeling reinvigorated by the storm and wanted to make up for lost time. He gathered everyone around and tried developing a social structure. First, he tried gauging people by their skills. He wanted to find out who had the aptitude for being teachers, medical volunteers, chefs, etc.

      “It's my feeling that everyone should contribute to New Haven in some way. We all are in this together, and while I don't want to throw anyone out if they're helpless or weak, I think everyone has something to offer, even though it may be just a small thing, or not even readily apparent. As far as I'm concerned, everyone is equal and nobody is any more privileged than anyone else. Nobody should be able to coast and enjoy the benefits of living in New Haven without giving something back. I think it will help us strengthen our bonds as we move further into the future. We will suffer together, and we will prosper together. I hope you all can see the value in that.”

      As he looked around at the sea of faces surrounding him, Mack saw understanding in all of them, all except one. Gary was scowling again, and Mack was getting irritated with the way he was acting. Mack was used to people being hostile and not agreeing with him, but Gary didn't seem to have a plan of his own or any kind of philosophy. All he wanted was to cause trouble, and that was something Mack had no kind of patience for.

      “And what if we don't see the value in it?” Gary said, his voice rising above all the other noises around them.

      Some of the people around him rolled their eyes and sighed. Mack was glad Gary seemed to be the lone voice among the others, although he was aware that sometimes a lone voice was that was necessary to cause instability.

      “It seems the logical thing to me,” Mack said, “but if you have an alternative idea, I'm sure we'd all be eager to hear it.”

      Gary strode forward a few steps. “I hate this talk that everyone is equal. The plain fact of the matter is we're not equal and we never will be. Some of us have better breeding and are more equipped to be in positions of power. I was the son of a wealthy family, and I moved in the upper echelons of society. I should not be made to get my hands dirty just because some things have changed. I was important, more important than most of the people here, and I know a thing or two about how to get things done. We should be looking to people who have a good pedigree first, and work from there. People who had menial jobs before should have the same type of duties now. They're used to it, after all, so it won't be such a step down for them. I mean, really, how can anyone expect someone like me to get my hands dirty?”

      Mack raised an eyebrow and studied Gary for a moment. He was surprised that he hadn't seen it sooner, but then again, he had been distracted with other things. He'd always assumed Gary was a power-hungry man who was annoyed Mack had waltzed in and usurped control. But now he saw that Gary just was scared that without his wealth he was nothing, and any protection that afforded him in the old world was now gone. Money had no value, and all his family's history had been wiped away in one brief flash of an EMP. Now he was struggling to find his place in the world like so many others. That didn't give him an excuse for being an asshole, though.

      “We all had different lives before this happened, but do you really expect people to bend over to help you when you give them nothing back? That's not how the world works. It may have been how your world worked back when this city was an actual city, but things have changed and the only way we're going to survive is if we change with it.”

      “I've had enough of your speeches,” Gary said.

      “I hate how you've just taken this role of leader and expect everyone to follow you. That's not what I signed up for, and the thing I hate is there's no alternative. Sure, you tell me I can leave any time I like, but what's waiting for me out there? Nothing but an empty city, and I'd be a fool to leave now when winter is coming. There surely has to be other people who feel like me?” he said, but he was met by silence.

      “There's no one else like you because everyone here had to work hard in their lives,” a man shouted from the crowd.

      “We had to make a living for ourselves and actually try to better ourselves. We couldn't rely on our money or our trust funds. I don't know how you can stand there and try paint that as a good thing. Look around you, what happened before means shit now. You aren't rich anymore. There isn't such a thing as rich. Money is worthless. There's no government other than the one we make for ourselves. You might not like Mack, but I think I can speak for everyone here when I say we'd choose him over you any day of the week. Hell, I'd probably choose everyone else here over you. Mack's saved us more times than I can count. What have you ever done for us? You're quick to complain, but that isn't going to help us. I'm not even sure I've seen you do anything except shoot your mouth off.”

      The man's words riled the others. Gary was quick to strike back with words of his own, words that only served to incense the crowd and soon they came to blows. Mack tried calming them down, but he wasn't quick enough to stop people from piling on Gary, who flailed his arms around in an effort to get them off. Mack and a few others ran in and pulled the others off Gary, who looked exhausted, with tousled hair, and blood dripping from a cut lip. Daisy grabbed him and pulled him away, even though he was seething with anger.

      “Whether you like it or not, we're a part of this settlement now, and the sooner you get that into your head, the better,” she said sharply.

      “Mack's taken us in and given us shelter. The least we can do is pay him back by putting some effort into keep this place running. Get your stupid ideas out of your head because nobody is listening to you and nobody feels the same way. I'm sure Mack won't kick you out, but you won't really be a part of this settlement unless you start pulling your weight. Is the feeling of being superior to everyone else really worth all of this?” she asked.

      Perhaps it was because the words came from someone he had known for a long time and trusted, but Gary actually seemed to listen to Daisy. His head hung in shame and the outward rage subsided. He wiped the blood from his lip and turned away from everyone else. Mack nodded to Daisy in thanks. He was glad the different communities were coming together as one.

      However, just as he was about to speak again, there was a noise in the distance, a strange noise that seemed familiar, and yet was hard to pinpoint. Mack wasn't the only one to have heard it. Others turned their heads and looked at each other in confusion, trying to figure out what the noise was. Mack turned fully to face the barrier of New Haven, for the noise was coming from outside the settlement. As the noise came closer, he grew more aware of what it was. It had been hard to identify at first because it wasn't just one noise, it was a cacophony of them all joined together in one great tornado of sound. The longer he listened the more Mack knew what those noises were, and they filled him with dread. A grim expression fell upon his face as he realized what this meant. The same expression found the others who knew what it meant as well. Many of the people who were standing around Mack had been to their camps in the city and seen the devastation wrought by the animals. Now the cry of the beasts rang loudly through the air, a portent of doom.

      It was time to fight again, and it filled Mack's heart with sorrow. He had spent too much time fighting. He knew once again he would have to rally his followers to the cause. They would have to defend their home from this new threat, because it meant to much to them to surrender meekly. He looked at the people around him and wondered how many of them would die because of this battle. How many of them would be mauled to death by the animals that these other men had yoked and tamed to do their bidding? In some ways, he was eager to meet the leader of this other group because the use of animals was ingenious. So, he breathed in deeply and steeled himself, then gave the word to prepare for battle. People scattered all around him as he made his way to the gate of New Haven, ready to greet those who threatened his home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Mack was flanked by the people he trusted most, while others ran to get guns. They'd been through drills about how to handle an invasion, so everyone knew where they were supposed to be and what they were supposed to do. Guards were stationed at key points around New Haven, protecting both important areas of the settlement as well as vulnerable points around the barriers. Others ran to the armory to bring back the more powerful weapons, while handguns were drawn, ready to fire in case they needed to drive away the enemy. Mack left his holstered, hoping that some way he could find a peaceful way out of the situation if that was possible. He always looked for the peaceful solution, even if violence had to be dealt out in the end. And given that he had seen what these people were capable of, he sensed that violence was going to be the order of the day.

      He walked up the steps to the level where the watchmen sat, protecting the entrance to New Haven, joined by Maggie and Saul. Then his eyes widened and he blew out his breath as he saw what was approaching.

      “That's a hell of a thing,” Saul said, and that was an understatement.

      Mack placed his hands on his hips and shook his head as he looked out to the narrow road where the parade of men and animals came forward. He hoped Grace and the others had managed to avoid them. They'd plotted a route that should have taken them away from this group, but Mack knew that nothing was for certain. The cars slowed the group down, but didn't stop them completely. They poured through the gaps in the blockade. It was quite a sight to see men and animals coming together like this. It reminded Mack of the parades that used to accompany the circus whenever it was in town. Although a feeling of dread accompanied this one rather than the feeling of joy that had been present when he had seen the circus parades.

      He folded his arms across his broad chest and took stock of everything he was seeing. The people in the group either were walking or riding animals, and they didn't seem to mind that they were moving slowly. Aside from the exotic animals from the zoo there were also horses and dogs, which snarled savagely as they approached the settlement, obviously trained to be vicious. But there were lions and tigers, panthers, hawks and other birds of prey soaring overhead. Even an elephant was stomping behind them. Mack’s only regret was that, if necessary, he would harm these innocent beasts if they threatened New Haven.

      It was such a strange sight to see these animals coming toward them, but Mack knew this was probably part of the group’s tactics. It would give them an early advantage to make the enemy awestruck, but Mack was not going to fall for it. New Haven was a stronghold. He knew they could drive back the enemy, even though they were an imposing sight, and deafening, too. The sounds of the beasts were almost as loud as the storm that had raged down upon them, and the stench of them was powerful, too, rising up and making Mack gag.

      The leader approached, riding on horseback, his followers remaining dutifully behind. They seemed to be fairly well-armed, although Mack thought that New Haven had the advantage when it came to weapons. However, he wasn't surprised that these animals had been able to cause so much devastation in the other settlements. The leader had his hair slashed off, and a colorful tattoo over his scalp. He wore a loose shirt that had been ripped, showing off his chest, which had a scar upon it. It was clear that either the cold didn't bother him, or he did not want to give the impression that it did. Mack himself tried projecting a calm demeanor to try showing he wasn't scared. He didn't think it wise to provoke this other leader, as he thought that any sign of action would be seen as a sign of war. It wouldn't take much for this other man to order an attack since war was the only life he knew.

      Mack leaned against the barrier with his hands, looking down at the man who led this army of humans and beasts, wondering what circumstances had forged the alliance. It was a smart idea, to use nature as a means of survival, and it was an inspired choice to build an army of animals, which took its own set of skills.

      “Quite an impressive band of soldiers you have there,” Mack called out. The other leader smirked and steadied his horse.

      “And it's quite an impressive place you have here. These barriers look sturdy.”

      “We've built them that way. I'm sure you know that there are dangers lurking in the city.”

      “All too well, I'm afraid,” the leader said, and flashed an unsettling smile.

      “But then again, there always were dangers, some more easily dealt with than others.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “I'm not sure that you do. I was talking about something more philosophical, something that can't be settled by a mere show of force.”

      “And what would that be?” Mack asked.

      “We just should mow them all down now while we have a chance,” Saul said, leaning into Mack's ear and speaking quietly, wanting to press the advantage they had, but Mack shook his head.

      He didn't know what would happen with the animals. They were unpredictable, and for now the barriers would hold. They had the advantage and Mack wasn't going to slaughter a group of men without hearing them out.

      “You know, all this,” he gestured to the broken city around him, “happened for a reason. We had become too reliant on technology and had forgotten our roots. But what happened wasn't enough. There still are people who cling to that world, who cannot accept the new order of things, people like yourself. You want to rebuild the world in an image that long ago was long rendered obsolete, that was proven not to work.

      “We are moving toward the future by looking back to the past, by choosing to return to our natural world order where humans and beasts work together. We must accept nature, and monstrosities like these need to be razed to the ground. You do humanity a disservice by hiding in your buildings. We are stronger than that, we are better than that.

      “We once walked this planet freely, and that is what we can do again, but you need to embrace it and let go of all we have learned. I do not blame you for holding on to what you know, but it is time for you to let go and leave this place. Return to your true nature and embrace what the world is trying to tell you! These animals do not deserve to be kept as pets. We are equals, and they have just as much right to be here as us.”

      “Is that why you're riding on the horse's back?”

      The leader smiled a little. “We are just using each other for our unique skills. You'll come to understand when you accept the truth.”

      “Quite frankly, I'm tired of hearing everyone else spout off about their truths and the new order of the world. You're not the first fanatic I've come across who thinks that all this happened for some grand reason, and I doubt you'll be the last. I'm not going to tell you what to believe, but there is no greater meaning or purpose behind the end of the world. The only meaning is the one we make. You've chosen to go down your path, and we've chosen to go down ours, but that doesn't mean you get to impose your beliefs on us. We don't want to hurt you, but we'll defend ourselves if necessary. You'll find that we will put up more of a fight than the others you've come across. You speak of your new world order, but from what I've seen of your handiwork there hasn't been much order about it.”

      “If you've seen our work, then you should know not to resist us. The others felt much the same as you. They didn't want to go down a violent path, even though that is the inexorable conclusion, and completely unavoidable. I understand why you are so reluctant to give up everything you know, but this is the new way of the world. It does not matter whether you accept the new order or not. It is simply the way things are now, and you must deal with that.”

      “We know you've been coming for a while. We've seen the path you've been on.”

      “Yes, we have known about your group for a long time, but we had...other targets we needed to deal with first. The pyre you lit was not a smart move. It showed us that there was a big group of people here, people who needed to be shown the new way of the world. There will be many people after you as well. We are going to straddle the world and gather more people. I am sure there are some of you who will want to join us. We have taken in others, too, ones who have been able to see the light. For those who cannot, we simply extinguish the fire of their lives, as that is the merciful thing to do. Why let someone live in a world that has no place for them?”

      “That sounds cruel to me, about the furthest thing from mercy as I can imagine.”

      “That is because you still are tied to an erroneous way of thinking. We seek to release you from the shackles of your cultural programming. Embrace the new world, do not cling to something that is decaying and dying.”

      “We've taken on people such as you before. We're not afraid of you. We're going to defend ourselves, and what we believe in. This place is called New Haven for a reason. We don't judge people. We don't tell other people how to live their lives. We just want to build a settlement and live with each other in peace and harmony. I'm not going to give that up without a fight. You can believe what you want, but is it really worth all of this? Do you really want to get into a fight and sacrifice a lot of innocent lives, both human and animal, just for the sake of making a point?”

      “I serve a higher purpose, and it is not for me to choose the time of my death. I only can seek to deliver the message. That is my duty, and that is what I am choosing to do. Any life that is not in service to this ideology is one that must be slain. It is the way of nature, and the way we should be doing things. Animals do not care for all this philosophical talk, they just act and do whatever they need to survive. That is what needs to be done, and I will vanquish every remnant left of the old world to bring about the new.”

      “And I will stand firm and resist you. You cannot win here. We have the advantage. All you're going to do is get a lot of your people killed.”

      “Dying for what you believe in is a worthy death, but I know my cause is just and I shall not fail. You are not the first ones to resist the will of the world, and you shall not be the last.”

      Behind him, Mack could feel the tension of the people in New Haven. He heard them readying their weapons to fire. He had faith that they would emerge triumphant, but at what cost? So many lives had been lost already, and Mack was growing tired of these endless fights. There always seemed to be someone else out there who wanted to take away what they were working toward, and he wondered if it ever would come to an end. He was becoming jaded.

      Although he would fight until his dying breath, he wished he could walk down there and shake some sense into the group’s leader. He cast his gaze around the city. The city was bigger than both of them, so was the country and the world. There was plenty of room for them all to live in peace, so why could so few people see it?

      Mack was getting ready to give the order to fire when he heard a noise behind him. Then he heard the creaking of the gate and wondered what the hell was going on. He looked over and saw Tash sliding through the gate, walking out onto the open road. Mack was filled with confusion. He'd always thought Tash was on his side. She seemed so trustworthy and kind. Had he missed the signs that she was going to betray them? There were shouts of confusion behind him as the people of New Haven debated whether to go out after Tash, or just close the gates behind her and protect themselves. Saul and Maggie cursed as they raised their weapons at her, locking her in their sights.

      “What the hell is she doing?” Saul asked.

      Mack wished he had an answer for him, but all his hopes began to vanish. For if he was betrayed again, and New Haven fell victim to another attack, it would be more difficult to galvanize everyone. He wasn't sure there was a way back for them. Tash had seen what these people had done. Was it possible she could sympathize with them? There didn't seem to be any sign of movement from the other group. The dogs still were snarling. The leader still was sitting on his horse. Mack waited with bated breath as Tash took her small steps out onto the road. Her hands were folded in her robe, held together in front of her. She said nothing and she didn't even look at Mack, or anyone else. Nobody knew what was going on in her head aside from herself, and nobody knew what was going to happen next.

      Mack, his jaw clenched, reached around and drew his weapon, feeling the weight of it in his hands as he pointed it out toward the army that was waiting there, ready to attack. Whatever Tash did next could determine the future of New Haven, but either way, Mack and all the others were sure it would precipitate a conflict.
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      “Tash, what are you doing?” Mack said, not wanting to threaten her in case she wasn't betraying them, but wanting to make it clear to her that if she was going to endanger New Haven, then he would do whatever it took to protect the settlement.

      When she didn't respond, he called out again, urging her to get back inside. Not in the least because, if she still was loyal, which he hoped with all his heart, then she was putting herself in danger and Mack didn't understand why. She wasn't able to fight the approaching group on her own, and Mack doubted she would be able to convince the other leader to stop his attack. Whatever she was doing, it was a bad idea, and Mack wished he could get down there and drag her back to safety.

      Tash didn't obey any of his commands. She walked forward, and it became clear the other group were just as taken aback as the people of New Haven. So, it didn't seem as though Tash had been secretly working with them. But without that motivation, it was difficult for anyone to understand her true goal. All they could do was watch her walk toward the approaching group and hope she didn't get killed.

      It only would have taken one bullet, one shot, to end her life. The moments in which she moved forward were fraught with tension. Mack, who was used to pressure, felt beads of sweat form on his temples for he was afraid Tash would be gunned down and left as a bloodied corpse. He swallowed, trying to get rid of the lump in his throat, but that didn't help. All he could do was watch forlornly.

      As she drew closer to the leader, the group members raised their weapons. There was the sound of guns being readied to fire, an echo of violence accompanying the sounds of the beasts. They could sense the tension, too, and were becoming more agitated. Mack hoped that Tash knew what she was doing because the only end he could see for them was for the animals to be released.

      “Don't shoot her!” the leader called out, seemingly curious as to what Tash was doing, “if she wants to get mauled to death, then that's her problem.”

      Tash, however, was undeterred by the man's proclamations. She had a calm look on her face and didn't seem to be scared at all. Her steps were taken deliberately and her path did not waver. Though everyone tried imagining what was going on in her mind, nobody could fathom the thoughts going through her head. But she knew. She had an overarching serenity about her. She had listened to everything the leader had said, and knew it to be false. She also knew that nothing would drive them from the task other than being shown how wrong they were.

      Like Mack, she was tired of violence, too, and had been tired of it even before the end of the world. She always had tried living her life as simply as possible, with as little conflict as she could manage. She even tried to avoid disagreements at the store where she bought her groceries, and tried to speak calmly at all times. There was no room for violence in her life. To her it seemed like a lot of wasted energy, as wasted as needless worry or stress. To manage her feelings she meditated, and in her meditation, she connected with what she interpreted as the energy of the world. In those moments, she felt as though she was in communion with whatever cosmic force bound them to the Earth, and she saw that it was beautiful and harmonious. In the old world, there had been others who had shared her philosophy, and while it had been difficult to deal with the harsh realities of life, at least she could enjoy her community. But that all had fallen apart, and in this world, might seemed to make right.

      She had enjoyed meeting Mack because he had a similar soul, even though he had lived through a lifetime of violence and was well-acquainted with the worst aspects of humanity. However, in New Haven she saw a chance for a fresh start and a way for everyone to turn their backs on resorting to violence. She did not hate this new group, for hatred was not part of Tash's vocabulary. She pitied them. She wanted them to change and feel the love that she felt inside her because that was far more fulfilling than the visceral feeling of pain and hatred, and the need to control others. Yet, she knew, too, that everyone had their own personal journey to embark upon, and that each had to come to an understanding in their own time.

      For herself, it felt as though she had lived on the planet for thousands of years and was deeply connected to the fabric of the universe. She was a perceptive person, and could see things to which others were blind. Even now, she knew that if she was not successful in this endeavor it likely would cost her life, and New Haven would be coated in blood. She also knew that the people of New Haven needed to be shown that there was another way. That just because the world had ended didn't mean it was inevitable the world would descend into chaos and anarchy.

      Mack had shown them all that it was possible. With the resources of New Haven and the people within it they could build a peaceful society, and they could prove the myth of violence being a central part of the human condition as just that, a myth. Tash had many times shaken her head in disbelief as people put forward the idea that humans were inherently destructive. If that was the case, then the species never would have reached a point where it could build vast cities and sprawl across the globe as the dominant force on the planet. Yes, aggression was a natural part of humanity but, like everything else, it could be moderated and controlled.

      Tash continued walking past the leader into the main pack, where the animals were located. Dangerous beasts were there, and as she walked, all of her friends watched with bated breath. Some quickly turned their sights away in case the scene turned tragic and they were forced to witness something they did not want to see. But Tash had the strength of her convictions. She knew in her heart what was right, and she knew the animals would not hurt her. Just like everyone else, the world had changed for them, and they were hurting because of it.

      Tash was irritated that this group had taken these animals, cast in confusion, and used them for their own mission. She had heard the leader speak about the new world order, but found it abhorrent that he would corrupt innocent animals. It was hypocritical of him to use them in such a way that made it clear they certainly weren't equal, and she wanted to show him how far wrong he was.

      She walked up to the main group and stopped in front of the animals. They were growling at her, some of them even were foaming at the mouth. Tash knew that one mistake would cost her life, but she was calm and kept her breathing steady. She looked at all the animals in turn, and tried peering into their souls. She reached out and tried feeling their hearts, the hearts of warriors. They had been caged in zoos for so long, but none of them had forgotten their true nature, that of roaming free throughout the world, not tethered to any person or any other purpose than that which they made for themselves. In turn, she revealed her own soul to them and bowed her head with respect, for although they were in a city men had built, it was important to show deference to the animals as well. The leader of the group was right in that they deserved the respect of humans, and that their lives were valuable, too.

      Then Tash moved forward again, getting even closer to the animals. She went up to a lion, the king of the jungle. She got so close she could feel its hot breath against her arm as she wrapped it around its thick neck. She felt the coarse mane, and then the strong muscles underneath. She was small, so small compared to it, and the lion was a picture of raw strength. Tash slowed her breathing and placed her forehead against the animal, nuzzled into it, and repeated the process with many of the other animals there. After they had shared in this silent communion with Tash, they lowered themselves to the ground and seemed relaxed. It was at this point that many of the other people shouted at Tash and tried to rouse the animals, but they were settled and nothing would do the trick. With a smile on her face Tash returned, walking back in the same manner to New Haven, stopping to look up at Mack.

      “The animals will not attack. They are creatures of peace, and it is not right that they should be ordered to war.”

      The group leader looked stunned and turned back to his men, none of them able to comprehend what Tash just had accomplished. Mack smiled and ordered the weapons to be raised. As the gates opened for Tash to return, others ran out and pointed their guns, training them on those who would threaten New Haven's safety.

      “You've carved a trail of destruction through the city, but you haven't met a group like New Haven yet,” Mack said, feeling smug after Tash's astounding feat, although even he was a little confused about how exactly she had accomplished it.

      “We do not take kindly to being threatened. You may not like it, but this is how we choose to live. We're going to rebuild society in the best way we see fit, and you're free to disagree with us, but that doesn't give you the right to try stopping us. We have you outnumbered and outgunned, so any move you make against us will be futile. It's a big city out there. I suggest you leave us in peace and go find a piece of it for yourselves. Try to enjoy your own lives rather than taking other people’s.”

      The leader was fuming. He paced around on his horse, looking back to his men and the animals that now were lying down. It was clear he had lost all advantage that he once had had. Mack's wishes were fulfilled as the leader begrudgingly retreated with his forces. They tried ordering the animals to leave, and some did, for they were used to being trained, but others were rooted to the spot and wandered off later, ready to fend for themselves. Mack breathed a sigh of relief as the group moved away into the distance. He knew because of the humiliation that they were unlikely to return. They had seen what New Haven could bring to bear to defend itself, and they would think twice about attacking again.

      It pleased Mack that New Haven could be intimidating. It meant future fights could be over before they even had begun, and it meant that not everything was going to end in a firefight. However, he had to speak to Tash as well. He told Maggie and Saul to wait there just in case anybody returned. Then he skipped down to the ground, where people already were gathering around Tash, congratulating her for her bold move, and asking where she got the courage. She replied mysteriously, and gave Mack a coy smile, made all the more mysterious by her obsidian eyes and her exotic skin.

      “That was an impressive talent, but please don't do anything like that again, at least not without consulting me first,” Mack said.

      “I'm sorry, but it seemed like the only thing to do that wouldn't end up in a violent conflict.”

      “How did you do that anyway? Did you used to work with animals in the old world?”

      “Ah, Mack,” Tash said, placing a hand on his shoulder, “all it takes is a little bit of practice. No, I did not work with animals. I only worked on myself. But, you see, all things in this world are connected, and it is more a state of mind that allows communion with them. I really cannot explain how it works. I only can tell you that it is what it is. It is one of those things that you will understand when you experience it, but not before. All I can tell you is I had faith that it would work, and then it did. The animals, they are a part of this world, too, and it was not right that they were being used like that. I think deep down they knew it, too, but they do not have our level of consciousness to process it.”

      “Well, I don't really care how you did it, just that it got done. I wasn't looking forward to another fight.”

      “Me neither. There already has been too much bloodshed in this world. I am with you all the way in creating a new world of peace, and I think others are as well.”

      “I'm not sure about everyone,” he said dryly.

      “You are talking about Gary. Yes, well, sometimes people need to fight because that is all they know, and it's all they can do. I think he will come around, with the help of his friends. They all will, eventually. What we are building here is valuable and precious, and it will last for a long time after we are gone.”

      “You sound awfully sure about that,” Mack said.

      “I am. And I know you can feel it, too. I am very sensitive to the world, Mack, and I know that what we leave behind is almost as important as who we leave behind.”

      “What do you mean by that?” he asked, but Tash only gave him a wink, and then she walked off.

      It made him think about the conversation he'd had with Anna, and how they felt about bringing a child into the world. Tash had a sense of mystique about her, but Mack shook the feeling away. Despite what he just had seen her do, he was sure she only was playing with him, and that she didn't have any real insight into the future. Yet, still there was a niggling feeling in the back of his mind that she meant something more.
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      After that incident, Mack resumed his efforts to prepare New Haven for the winter. He still needed to discuss with various people how to proceed, but it was time to implement some of the plans they had for New Haven. While the others were taking care of their own duties, he enlisted Anna's help in teaching a class on hunting. While a lot of people knew how to forage for food and were adept at firing a weapon, hunting was a different thing entirely. Without proper training, any attempt at hunting would end in failure. Since people were a finite resource, Mack had to gather up those who didn't have any particular skills who could be used in other areas, and that included Gary.

      “Are you sure about that?” Anna asked when Mack told her he was planning to invite Gary along.

      “It has to be done. If he doesn't start contributing, then he's just going to be a drain on resources. Eventually, people are going to see him as such, and aren't going to be too happy. What happened before was only the beginning. If he continues in this vein, he's going to get himself in trouble, and Maggie and Luis are going to have another crime to solve.”

      The invitation had not been met with enthusiasm, but after being caught in a brawl, Gary was willing to at least try making an effort, which is all Mack needed.

      He and Anna had gathered the prospects in a quiet area of New Haven, away from the center of social activities. They had brought a number of bows, arrows, and spears, and these had been handed out to each of the participants. Mack hoped that taking this class would bring the two of them closer together, and allow them to spend more time together. Now that they were in the same place again, he didn't want to let his duties as the leader of New Haven get in the way of his relationship. While he was aware that they both were independent people, he felt it important that they have shared interests again, and try to reclaim the relationship they had before the end of the world. He was also very aware that she hadn't directly confronted the issue of children. He hoped to have a resolution to that discussion soon as well.

      “I've brought you all to this class because winter is coming and, quite frankly, we may have to go looking for other sources of food. The rat attack left our food stores looking bare, and while we're still looking for food, it's important we have as many alternatives as possible. We eventually may have to send some parties out into the forest to hunt. Many people in New Haven, including myself and Anna, learned these skills during our time surviving in the woods. It may seem daunting at first, but anyone can learn these skills as long as you put your mind to it.” He directed those final words at Gary.

      “The reason why we have these weapons is because any gunshots will scare away any other animals in the area. We'll also be instructing you how to build your own weapons like these, although a lot of the spare wood we're going to be saving for firewood.”

      At this, he picked up a spear and launched it through the crowd. It plunged into the ground beyond them, kicking up dirt.

      “The things you learn here might be strange at first,” Anna said, giving Mack an approving nod regarding his throw.

      “Especially to those of you who have been used to consuming food rather than catching it yourself. You're going to learn how to skin animals and prepare the meat, but don't worry. It's important to remember that our ancestors lived like this. It's in our DNA to survive, we just have to relearn it.”

      Over the course of the class Mack and Anna showed the students how to track prey along the paths it had made, and stalk it, while moving through the terrain as quietly as possible. It was difficult to do, since that they didn't have any actual examples to use. So, they had to make do with Mack and Anna digging their heels into the mud and creating different patterns. If they had had more time, they would have taken the group out into the forest for an actual hunt. That simply wasn't feasible, and this large number of people would have made it impossible for them to move stealthily through the forest anyway.

      “The most important thing to remember when you're hunting an animal is that you are in control,” Mack said.

      “As far as they're aware, you don't even exist, and it's not a matter of if they're going to die, but when. You already know that they're going to die, and it's up to you to choose the right moment and the precise angle of attack. You need to think about not only where they are, but where they're going to go next, and adjust your attack accordingly. You don't want to wait too long, but you don't want to be too hasty either. It's all about the timing.

      “It’s important to practice enough with these weapons so you're comfortable with them in your hands. Feel the weight of the spear in your palm as you grasp your hands around it. Make it so that it's an extension of yourself, and then mentally picture how it's going to fly from your hand before you've even thrown it. And don't just concentrate on your hand. Be aware of your entire body, of the way you're standing, of how your hips are going to twist and the strength is going to surge through you. Then hurl the spear out of your hand as you launch your weight forward. All the momentum is with the spear, and then it's over.”

      “A similar thing will happen for those of you who prefer the bow and arrow,” Anna said, “and, yes, I know that a gun would be simpler. However, this is also good preparation for the future in case anything happens, and you find yourself having to survive in the wilderness. Take the bow and, instead of pulling the string, push the bow out. Make sure the tip of the arrow is resting against your hand, with no fingers over the top of it. Take aim, and breathe calmly. As you have more practice, you'll be able to judge the wind more, but for now just aim as best you can and let the arrow fly. Unlike the spear, the bow and arrow is an elegant weapon, one that doesn't rely on brute strength for its success,” she said, teasing Mack.

      Then she took her stance, raised the bow and arrow, pointed out a target, and hit it expertly. She and Mack made it look so easy that their students were left despondent when they didn't show the same level of skill. However, Mack and Anna reassured them it all would come with practice.

      After demonstrating how to use the weapons, Mack and Anna gave a quick lesson in how to care for them. At one point, Mack stopped to look at his wife and knew she was in her element. She always had been a people person. It was good to see her back to her best, talking and laughing with people, even Gary, who was showing signs of being quite capable with the bow and arrow. Mack walked up to him, and Gary looked down at the ground, feeling awkward in the presence of the man he so often had derided, both publicly and privately. Mack nodded to him as Gary took another shot, and despite the pressure of being observed by Mack, Gary still could hit the designated target.

      “Looks like you're doing pretty well at this,” Mack said. Gary smiled sheepishly and shrugged.

      “I guess it's not as bad as I thought it was going to be,” he said. Mack smiled at him.

      “You know, sometimes we lash out because we're scared, but embracing something new actually can allow us to discover new skills we never would have realized in our old lives. Things have changed for everyone here, but that doesn't necessarily make it a bad thing. I'm sure some people would love to put the world back to the way it was, while others are enjoying a new lease on life. Either way, all we can do is accept the world as it is and make the best of the situation. I'm sure you'll agree that learning something new is much more productive than complaining.”

      “Yeah, although I'm not sure how good I'll be when I'm confronted with an actual animal out there,” he said.

      When he wasn't complaining, Gary was actually a good sport about things. Mack was glad to see him involved in something to help the settlement, rather than just moaning about things that weren't doing anyone any good. Mack slapped Gary on the back. Then he tossed his head to the side, indicating for Anna to have a moment in private.

      “How do you think it's going?” he asked.

      “Pretty well. Some are better than others, but that's to be expected. There's real potential here, though. If we do have to send people out to the forest, they'll be able to bring back some food, as long as they have a bit more training before it happens,” she said.

      “That's good. Listen,” he said after a brief pause, “I know this isn't the right time to talk about it, but I don't think there's ever going to be a good time. I'd really like to return to our discussion about kids,” he said.

      Anna's posture changed. She folded her arms and her head hung to the side, a few strands of hair falling over her face.

      “Mack, I don't know how to talk about it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I've told you before how I lost all sense of what it meant to be a part of civilization. I was out there for a long time with only one other person for company, and then I was alone. When I came back, I didn't know how to function, didn't even know if I wanted to function. I thought I could just close myself off to all my feelings and be done with that, but now I'm here, and this all seems wonderful and amazing--”

      “And it could be exactly the type of place to raise a child,” Mack said, his voice filled with hope, but in Anna's eyes he only saw despondency.

      “That it may be, but I don't know how long this place is going to stand. None of us do. We don't know how many other groups are out there, waiting to attack us. We don't even know if we're going to make it through winter. At least when we were going to try before, we had a plan. We knew what we were getting ourselves into, and we knew what kind of life we were going to give our child. Do you want to bring someone into this world, even though all you can promise them is that it's going to be a struggle?”

      “Yes, I do,” Mack said with utter conviction.

      Until he was asked that question, until he said those words, he had not been certain about it. But now the truth revealed itself, and he was more sure about that than he had been about anything else in his entire life.

      “I haven't been convinced before, but the more I think about it, the more I do want to bring a child into the world. That's what I wanted before the world ended, and it's what I want now. I want to raise a child with you, and with everyone else. I want to see them grow with New Haven. I want them to be surrounded by the best of humanity, by love and care, and the support of all the community. I want to share my love with you and create a life with you. It's so easy to get lost in the sadness and misery of this world, and you're right in that I can't promise it much, but I can promise that the child will be loved. I can promise that I will love it, and take care of it until my dying breath.

      “I spoke with Tash after she went out there and did...whatever she did to those animals. She told me that who we leave behind is just as important as what we leave behind. I think I've been so focused on making New Haven into a stable settlement that I've forgotten what I really want, what I've always wanted, and that's to raise a family with you. Before all this I was leaving my career, a job I loved, so that I could be there with you and the baby.

      “Now we have the chance to do that again. I know it's not going to be easy. Hell, it never was going to be easy, but the best way to get on with living life is to live life. This is the place, Anna. I'm not saying we must start trying right away, but I want to raise a family here. I want to see them grow up within these barriers and tell them our story, about how we found each other across hundreds of miles, and how you even killed a lion. I want all of that and more.”

      When he finished, he took Anna's hand. She burst into tears and he took her trembling body into his, holding her tightly.

      “I want that, too,” she said, although her words were muffled by sobs.

      Mack kissed her on the head and looked toward the sky, feeling the cold air around him. Promising a family to the world was a commitment to hope, and to trust that they would make it through the winter. He knew it was a big promise, and perhaps it would be challenging to live up to, but New Haven never would be enough to fulfill him, not really. He needed to have a family with Anna, and he was just glad she wanted the same thing. He told her that he loved her, and she kissed him. He tasted her salty tears and tried wiping them away from her eyes. There still was so much that haunted her, that haunted them both, but they would create a better future for each other, and for all the other people of New Haven.
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      Grace and the patrol she was leading had made it through the city unscathed. There had been no encounters with anyone else, and no attacks by wild animals either. There had been little evidence that anyone was even alive in the areas through which they had passed, although they had not gone out of their way to check. Of utmost importance to them was getting to the docks and bringing back some sort of good news.

      It had been quite a trek, but Grace enjoyed being out of New Haven, which she found amusing. In the old world, she practically had been a hermit, hunkered down in front of her computer. She looked down at her fingers. They were more calloused now, and used to working. Before, all they were good at was dancing over a keyboard. Now she had learned so many new skills and so much about herself that even if she was presented with a working computer, she knew she wouldn't want to go back to that old life.

      The air of the city was stale, and venturing into it was a reminder of how lucky they were having New Haven as a place to live. The buildings of the city were rubble, and there was trash all over the place. Rats crawled underneath the skin of the city, along with other disgusting creatures, and anger filled Grace's stomach for she knew they were nothing but carriers of pestilence. Some areas of the city made their stomachs churn as they were basically mass graves. The corpses gave off a stench that seemed to creep down their throats so they could taste the death. Some people were better able to endure it than others, but many of them gagged, throwing up what was left in their stomachs.

      Eventually they reached the docks and began smelling a different odor, the smell of water and dampness, of seaweed and rotting fish. It was almost worse than anything else they had smelled, and the stench of death pervaded the area. So far, New Haven was just in a small pocket of the city. Although Grace knew Mack, and knew he would want to expand and involve more people, to create another network of communities that actually would see the city rebuilt. Yet, to do so they would have to move through the city and clean up all the mess and the death, and that was a task she did not anticipate with enthusiasm.

      When they approached the docks, Grace waved them into formation and told them to crouch down. Aside from the smell, this would have been a good place for people to live. Big warehouses offered shelter and, presumably, they would have been filled with food and other supplies. There were also fish around and access to boats and ships. Tactically, it was a good area in that it was easy to defend, with lots of places to hide to launch a sneak attack. Grace was all too aware that someone could have been watching them at that very moment, ready to defend themselves and their territory. So, she would have to be careful and hope anyone they encountered were the talk-first-and-shoot-later type.

      As yet, they had not seen anyone, so Grace sent a few people forward to explore the area. There were warehouses and large shipping containers that would have been loaded onto the ships with cranes. Slowly, but surely, the patrol fanned out and explored these things, hoping they would be able to fill their sacks with whatever they found in there, but alas, they were empty and had been ransacked a long time ago. The warehouses were old buildings, and at one time these docks would have been a busy source of trade and commerce. Although now, like so much of the old world, they were useless and in decay.

      Grace holstered her weapon and a few of the others did the same.

      “Doesn't look like anyone's here. I think we should keep looking for some food. Split into teams of two. Be careful, you never know who's going to be around, although I think we're alone here. It sucks that these warehouses aren't filled with food, but that was always a long shot. It's been months since the world changed, we never were going to be the first to get here,” she said.

      The patrol split up into pairs and moved around the docks, keeping an eye out for any threats, but as Grace had surmised, they were alone. Grace herself went to the edge of the docks and leaned against the metal barriers, looking into the wine-dark sea. All along the harbor were yachts moored to the pier, and for a moment, her heart lit up with hope that they could sail away. Then she realized that most of the yachts were modern and used electric motors. So, like all the cars on land, these expensive vehicles had no utility other than to be used as shelter, and they bobbed on the water helplessly.

      Tristan came up to her. He had been wandering around, kicking stones. During the ride through the city he mostly had kept to himself, although Grace assumed this was because he felt daunted by the company of all the adults. Now it was just the two of them, and he seemed to relax more.

      “Makes you think, doesn't it? All these yachts must have been worth millions, but now they're not good for anything.”

      “Yeah,” he said, “I wonder if anybody tried to get back to them and make them work?”

      “Probably. You ever come here before?”

      “Yeah. They sometimes had boat shows and warships come in. My dad used to bring me here. It was fun. You got to go on board the old ships. They actually were restoring one. I kept meaning to come see it with him, but it was one of those things we never got around to doing.”

      “An old ship? You mean one that doesn't rely on anything electric to make it work?”

      “Yeah, it's over there,” he said, pointing to a long gray warehouse.

      “But don't get your hopes up. They were only in the middle of restoring it, so it still has a load of holes in it.”

      “That’s a shame. It would have been nice to go sailing around,” she said.

      “Did you ever want to do something like that?”

      “Doesn't every kid? My dad used to tell me stories about pirates and treasure, and I loved the idea of it. Don't know if I'd like the reality so much, especially not now. Can you imagine all those people who would have been stuck out there when the EMP hit? Stranded on the sea with no way to call for help.”

      Grace's mood turned solemn as she looked out at the horizon, at the endless sea that lay beyond them and beyond that, the rest of the world. Sometimes it was easy to forget that there was a whole world out there, that there was something more than New Haven. Her thoughts turned to all those billions of people who were going through the same struggles.

      “I never had any docks like this where I used to live, but I've always liked looking out at the sea whenever I have a chance. I like the idea of just floating away and going to find a new life somewhere, being able to leave everything behind.”

      “Is that what you want to do now?”

      “Oh no, I'm with New Haven until the end. Although, hopefully, the end won't come for a very long time. No, I always thought I'd be alone and that my life would be a lonely one. Everything changed when the world ended and, for me, it changed for the better.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I was a hacker. I spent my days hacking into corporations, trying to help out the little people, and stop corruption. Thought of myself as a modern-day Robin Hood, but I wasn't doing anything noble. I wasn't really making a difference like I always told myself I was doing.”

      “So, you're glad the world ended?”

      “I don't know if I'd go that far, but I'm in a much better position now than I was then. What about you? What would you be doing right now if things had stayed the same?”

      Tristan shrugged. “What day is it?” he asked.

      “You know, I don't actually know,” Grace said, and both of them chuckled.

      “Either I'd be in school or, if it was the weekend, I'd be with Mom or Dad. I'd probably still be hoping that by some miracle they'd get back together. Other than that, I'd just be playing computer games or something. I guess life hasn't turned out that bad for me either, really. At least I have my mom back.”

      “There's going to be good shit and bad shit that happens to all of us, and you just have to roll with it. Think about all the other people out there who haven't been as lucky as us. Think of those people who were lost on a boat.”

      “Or, even worse, those who were on a submarine,” Tristan said.

      For a moment, the two of them stared out to the sea and thought about the dreadful fate of being stuck in a submarine that didn't work. They thought about all those men and women who were lost to a watery tomb, and who likely never would be found again as their submarine sank to the bottom of the sea and rested on the seabed. Grace took a deep breath and shook herself out of those morbid thoughts as they were too depressing. She gazed out at the sea, as did a few other people from the patrol who were dotted along the harbor. They all shouted when they saw fish swimming about. Grace clapped her hands with delight and a wide smile broke out on her face.

      “Looks as though we might have to make regular trips back here. If there are more of these fish, we'll have to use them as another source of food,” she said, although Tristan looked at her with a strange expression on his face.

      “What's wrong?” Grace asked.

      “Why did you ask me to come here with you?” he said. Grace debated with herself whether to argue with him but, in the end, she decided to tell him the truth.

      “Your mom asked me. She thought it would do you good to get out of New Haven for a bit, to give you some space. Does that bother you?”

      “Yes. No. I don't know. I don't know how I'm supposed to be feeling. I want to feel happy that we have this source of food, but I just...I'm not sure I feel anything inside.”

      “Yeah, I've been there,” Grace said, looking at him with empathy.

      “Tristan, you've been through a lot, we all have, and one thing I've learned is that there's no correct way for us to feel. There's no manual for this, we're all just trying to muddle through it together. The first thing you need to do is stop being so hard on yourself for feeling as though you're not measuring up to some arbitrary timescale. Then take each day as it comes and go with the flow. It's not exactly wise advice, and I'm sure Mack or your mom could put it in better terms than I could. Let’s face it, barely any of us started off knowing what we were doing. Hell, I never thought I'd be able to make it through the first week! I was unfit, I had no experience of anything real, I was just lucky that I ended up with Mack. But now look at me.”

      “I can't believe that you never had any idea of what to do,” Tristan said, giving her a disbelieving look.

      “We all had lives before this,” Grace offered, “even though the longer this goes on, the more like a dream that life all seems. I mean, even looking around here again, it's a reminder that nothing we thought mattered matters anymore. Imagine all the wealth it must have taken to own those yachts. Yet, the people who owned them aren't anywhere to be seen.”

      “I wonder what happened to them? If they ever tried to come here for them?”

      “Who knows, but look at the empty spaces in the harbor. Maybe there were some boats that didn't need electric motors to work. They could have been taken out. Kinda funny, isn't it? When it comes down to it, sometimes what you need instead of a fancy yacht that's worth a million dollars is an old wooden boat with a couple of oars.”

      “And what about that one?” Tristan said, his eyes widening in awe.

      Grace had been looking along the harbor at the various yachts moored there, but upon hearing Tristan's words, she saw the other members of the patrol pointing out to sea and gesticulating wildly. She turned to see for herself, and then knew why they had been so amazed. Out on the horizon, where the sea met the sky, she saw a hulking shape drift forward, led by the current. It was gray, and long, with a pointed bow, and although it looked small from where they were standing, Grace knew it was bigger than any of them. It was on course for the harbor, and although it moved slowly, for it had no forward momentum of its own, it loomed larger all the time. The clouds began disappearing behind it. The patrol rallied around Grace, and all their voices mixed into one. Grace didn't know if there was anyone alive on that ship, or if it was just a ghost ship, but the sight of it left her awestruck, and she found a smile playing upon her face. She turned to Tristan.

      “Looks like someone survived out there,” she said, and her mind began turning as she thought about the possibility of people living on that ship, of them having survived through these months, cast out at sea without being able to live off the land.

      Then she wondered if they had guided their ship toward shore because they had seen the patrol. Even if there was nobody guiding it, the ship was on a collision course with them. So, Grace had to shake herself from her awestruck state as they all were in imminent danger, from the last thing they expected.
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      “Everybody hide. Get to safety and draw your weapons. Prepare to fire in case they’re hostile. We're not done with these docks yet, so I'm not going to run away. It's a big ship, so they could have a lot of people on board if there is anyone still alive on there. If there are too many of them, don't be stupid and try to be a hero. Get back to New Haven as quickly as you can and tell them what happened here. Hopefully, it won't come to that, but it's always best to be prepared. If the worst happens, and we get captured, don't anyone tell them where New Haven is. Our first duty is protecting the settlement,” she barked, feeling tension rise within her chest as the ship approached the shore, lifted across the waves by the current.

      Grace and the others peered out as far as they could to see if there were any people on the deck, but as far as they could tell, there were none. If there were any, they were hiding, which didn't bode well. Grace didn't want to get involved in a fight if she could help it, but she also didn't want to see the harbor get torn up by a ship. All she and the others could do was wait patiently for the ship to arrive.

      The hulking gray cargo vessel was an imposing sight as it loomed larger and larger into view. The hull was dirty and it groaned like an old man easing into a chair as it slid through the water. The windows were dim, but as it came closer, Grace could indeed see the form of men upon the deck. They were scouring the shore, trying to see Grace and her patrol, but they were hidden too well. Grace still had yet to determine if these men were friend or foe. The ship was an impressive sight, and all around her Grace heard the sound of her companions giving voice to their reverence.

      As it came closer, Grace could see it was carrying huge crates of cargo. Although if there were men on board, then anything valuable would have been used up already. From the size of it, there could have been hundreds of people on there, perhaps even up to a thousand. There was no way to tell exactly how many until it reached shore, which it did shortly. The ship dropped anchor and came to a halt near the edge of the harbor, expertly positioned by the crew. Water lapping against the hull, the enormous ship cast a shadow over Grace and her patrol, blotting out the sun completely.

      Then rope ladders were thrown over the side, since the ship was too far from shore to use a gangway. Then the crew began appearing. It seemed to consist only of men, and Grace watched with interest as they climbed down the rope ladders, which twisted and turned. They still were wearing their uniforms, white shirts that had been stained from living in a post-apocalyptic world. When they reached the bottom of the rope ladders, they jumped into the water, landing with a splash, then swam to shore.

      Grace noticed they weren't armed, so she took the initiative to take control of the situation. She stood up, and gestured for her patrol to do the same. They wielded their guns in a threatening manner to show the sailors, in no uncertain terms, that they were not to be trifled with. The first man to clamber up on shore pushed himself up with his strong biceps. His dark hair was matted to his scalp and water dripped off him. He was an impressive physical specimen, and soon was joined by others from his crew. His soaked shoes made squelching noises as he walked and he tried shaking off some of the excess water.

      “Ahoy there!” he said, waving his arms and smiling in a friendly manner, seemingly undeterred by the fact that he had multiple guns trained on him.

      This made Grace suspicious. Either he was confident in his ability to talk them down, or he had guns trained on them, too. Grace looked up at the ship to see if she could spot any weapons trained on them, but if there were any, she could not see them. The man spoke in a clipped accent, which sounded English. For a moment, Grace wondered if they actually had sailed all the way from England.

      “Hey,” she replied curtly, not moving her gun.

      “Is that any way to greet us? We're hardly in a position to attack,” he said, holding his hands up.

      When Grace made no move in response, the man pointed to his chest and looked back at the other sailors who had lined up behind him, all dripping water onto the docks.

      “My name is Flint, and these are my men. We were adrift at sea when this whole thing happened, and we've only just managed to make it back to land. We didn't know if we'd find anyone here waiting for us, but we're glad we have. We're just about sick of one another,” and as he said this his men chuckled. Grace's grip on the gun tensed.

      “Look,” Flint continued, “we don't have any idea what's been going on in the world. All our equipment went dead, and we've been out at sea all this time. It's taken that long for the current to bring us back. We've been using telescopes to look at the shore, so we know you haven't been here for long. We don't want to fight, we just want to know what's going on.”

      “Is that all your crew?” Grace asked, nodding to the men behind him. There were thirteen of them in total, including Flint.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Flint said, his friendly demeanor giving way to something more sorrowful, and the same mood rippled through his crew as well.

      Flint put down his hands and made the move to step closer, slowly but surely, hoping Grace wouldn't shoot him. Now that he was closer, Grace could look at him in more detail. He was a tall man with an imposing figure, with bulging biceps and a barrel chest. He, and almost all his men, had thick bushy beards sprouting from their jaws, and wild hair. Their clothes were in disarray. Some of them wore rings and necklaces, while others had no accessories at all.

      Grace tried to remember all that Mack had told her about body language to gauge whether Flint was indeed friendly. So far, he seemed to be exactly as he said. The other sailors weren't saying anything. Then again, she couldn't blame them for that since she had guns pointed at them. The longer she looked at them, the more she thought they were haunted, and as tough as life had been on land, she couldn't imagine what it had been like out at sea.

      “What happened to the rest of them?” she asked.

      “Life at sea. It's a dangerous world out there. We numbered in the hundreds, but this is all that's left. When this all started, we thought we'd all make it back, even though we didn't know what we'd find when we got here. Weren't sure what had happened, whether it was just our ship or the whole world. I'll tell you about what happened out there if you really want, but I'd rather not relive it. We've been through hell, and as much as I love being at sea, it's good to be back home. Please, we just want to find some friendly faces. Can we come ashore?” he said.

      Grace noticed how, as he looked back at his men, he also cast his gaze toward his ship, but it wasn't a loving gaze. The men were haunted, and Grace's heart swelled with pity for them. They looked tired, and she believed Flint when he said that all they wanted was to come ashore. So, she told the others to put down their guns, and the sailors rejoiced. They slapped each other on the back. Some of them fell to their knees and kissed the ground. Grace found it hard not to be swept up in their enthusiasm.

      After that was over, the sailors came up to Grace and introduced themselves, and Grace introduced her team.

      “I think we should have a talk,” Grace said to Flint. “What are your plans after this? Are you going to go back on the ship?”

      “Hopefully not for a while. There's still some stuff of use on it, though. Your people are welcome to go on and have a look, along with my men.”

      Grace eyed him suspiciously, worried it was a trap. She glanced toward Tristan and the others, and they all were eyeing her excitedly, wanting to go on the ship and see what it was like.

      “Sure thing,” Grace said, although she made sure Flint's men didn't outnumber them on either the ship or land, and also made sure the guns stayed with them.

      “Sure you don't want to have a look yourself?” Flint offered.

      “I'm good. I don't much fancy swimming over there,” she said.

      “That won't be a problem,” he said, and barked out an order.

      The sailors scampered around the dock and picked up ropes. They quickly tied knots and then threw the ropes like lassoes toward the ship. When they all had been attached, the sailors heaved with all their might to pull the ship closer to the pier. The ship heaved and groaned under the stress and Grace couldn't believe her eyes. Never in a million years would she have thought that a small number of men could pull a ship of that size toward them. When it was over, they ran to one of the warehouses and pulled out a set of stairs, which they placed in position to lead up to the rope ladders, thus providing access to the ship.

      “Now, I believe you wanted to talk,” Flint said.

      Grace smiled at him and the two of them moved away, leaving the rest to explore the ship, while Grace kept a couple of people on land just in case.

      Grace and Flint walked away to stand at the entrance to one of the warehouses. The opening dwarfed them, just as Flint dwarfed Grace. Yet, she knew that if he tried anything, she would be able to deal with it.

      “So, what's your plan now?” Grace asked.

      “We didn't really have one. We hoped it was just our ship, and that when we got back to land, we'd find everything working just as it always had. We kinda thought that something had gone wrong when nobody came looking for us. We were carrying a lot of cargo, so if we went missing a lot of people would have lost a lot of money. We started to give up hope, but I'm glad to see that at least we aren't the last people alive.”

      “Not just yet,” Grace said, “but yeah, it's been a hell of a time. You've missed out on a lot. I can't tell you much of what happened around the world, because I don't know, but a lot has changed. There's plenty of time to fill you in on that later, and I know someone much better at it than I. He'll want to meet you.”

      “Oh really?”

      “We have a settlement, a place called New Haven. We're trying to rebuild society and put the world back together. Our leader, Mack, encouraged us to look for new people who may want to join. We're still new and getting back on our feet, but it seems like you have some skills that could be useful, and it seems as though you and your men could use a place to stay. There aren't that many safe places in the city anymore.”

      “Seems that way. But how do you know I can trust you?” he said. Grace cocked an eyebrow.

      “I could have shot you when you first came ashore. Nobody really has any reason to trust anyone in this world, other than it's the way we all can get the most benefit. I have no reason to kill you just yet. It wouldn't do me or New Haven any good, and if you threaten us, then we have plenty of guns and ammo to come and send you back to sea. Except this time without a boat. The best way out of this is for us both to trust each other a little bit and see what happens.”

      Flint sized her up for a few moments, then rubbed his thick beard as he pondered her words. “I guess it's better than staying here. I'd like to see this New Haven, see what people have been up to in my absence. It'd be nice to see people actually prospering rather than falling apart.”

      “You can bring a few of your men with you as well, if it makes you feel safer.”

      Flint nodded, and the two of them went to work at separating their groups to create a fair exchange. Grace was pleased with the way it was going, but she still wasn't entirely convinced Flint was as noble as he claimed. These men had been lost at sea for months, and Grace was well aware how much that could change people. So, she kept a close eye on Flint and his men, and her hand never drifted far from her gun.

      When she called up to the ship for Tristan, he sighed when he came down the rope ladder.

      “We're going back to New Haven,” she said. Tristan's look was a picture of disappointment.

      “No, not yet, why?!” he said.

      “Because your mom will kill me if I leave you out here,” she explained, but that wasn't good enough for Tristan. He pleaded with her to let him stay on the ship and, despite her better judgment, Grace relented.

      “I promise that if Mom gets mad, I'll square it with her. I promise, you won't be to blame at all,” he said, although Grace didn't think Maggie would see it that way.

      But Tristan had had too much sorrow in recent times, and if this made him happy and excited, then perhaps it was worth it in the long run. Besides, Grace trusted the other people she left behind, and knew they would keep Tristan safe. With that settled, she moved out with Flint, along with some things they had managed to scavenge from the warehouses.
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      Mack was surprised when he was told about Grace's return, and that she had brought with her some sailors. They had come through the front entrance, and when Mack arrived they were roaring with glee at meeting new people, especially at the sight of plenty of women. Grace and Luis were standing together, but when she saw Mack she came over to talk to him. She brought with her one of the men, who, from the way he was standing, Mack took to be the captain.

      “Mack, this is Flint,” Grace said.

      Mack held out his hand and noted how strongly Flint shook it. Mack looked in the captain's eyes and saw a grim determination. Judging from the man’s appearance, it was clear he and his men had been through a lot. From simple observation, Mack assumed they had been lost at sea, although he didn't let on that he knew until Grace gave him the update.

      “And where is the rest of the patrol?” Mack asked.

      “They stayed behind, along with some of Flint's men, to go aboard the ship. Flint said some things aboard could prove useful. So, it seemed like the best idea, and I wanted to bring him back here to meet you.”

      “She's certainly a big fan of yours. It's a pleasure to meet you. She said you could fill me in on everything that's been happening since we were lost at sea. I'm looking forward to hearing about it.”

      “And I'm looking forward to hearing more about you. You must have a few stories to tell,” Mack said.

      “That I do, although I'm not sure you'll want to be hearing most of them,” he said.

      In the background, there was some squealing as one of the sailors had been a bit too enthusiastic when it came to being happy to see women. Mack looked on disapprovingly.

      “Would you mind asking your men to control themselves while we have a talk? I understand you've been away for a long time, but we do still have rules here, and I don't like any of my people to feel uncomfortable.”

      “Of course, my apologies,” Flint said.

      He walked over to his men and told them to stop. Meanwhile, Mack was glad to be left alone for a moment with Grace.

      “What do you think about him?” he asked.

      “Seems genuine. I wasn't sure what to do at first, but there were only a handful of them left out of a crew of hundreds. I didn't have the heart to turn them away, but I've made sure that we keep the guns and the numerical advantage. I told the ones I left there to be careful. I'm not taking any chances, but they've been lost at sea for so long. I couldn't just leave them to fend for themselves. Besides, I figured they'd have some useful skills if we wanted to involve them in New Haven. I hate to think of what they went through out there, all alone with nowhere to go,” she said, glancing across at the sailors.

      Flint returned to them and Mack smiled. Grace bid her farewell, leaving them to it. Mack led Flint up to his office in City Hall, and Flint was suitably impressed. While on the way there they spoke idly about certain matters. Flint expressed his admiration for everything Mack had built, but when they reached his office it was all down to business. Mack was well aware that Flint was an unpredictable man. He had been lost at sea for months, and that could do strange things to a person. So, he had to be on his guard.

      “I've been wanting to know exactly what's been happening since this all first happened. Grace has told me bits here and there, but she said you'd fill me in,” Flint said. Mack took a seat and told the story that was becoming all too familiar to him.

      “An EMP went off. The world went dark. We don't know who did it or why. At first, I thought it may have been an attack on America, but there hasn't been an invasion, at least not that I've seen. Figured it must be the whole world, but I haven't been able to get any confirmation. We've focused on trying to put society back together. This place already existed when I got here. We've been through a lot. There are other groups that want what we have, and we've fought them all off.”

      “If you're trying to intimidate me, I can assure you it's not necessary. We're tired, and all we want to do is find a good place to settle down and relax. I don't want to start a war. Frankly, I don't have the energy for it.”

      “I was just giving you the facts, telling you what the world is like now. I'm trying to make people see that we can work together to make a good future for us all, but some people only want to take what they can get for themselves.”

      “But what happened to the city? Why is it so deserted? There were hundreds of thousands of people here. If the country wasn't attacked, then what happened to them all?”

      Mack shrugged. “I wish I could answer your questions. I wasn't in the city when the EMP hit. From what I've heard, there were huge riots. Other people tried to leave the city and find safety somewhere else. When I got here, the place was like this. When I saw you, I was hoping you'd have some information for me. Have you sailed from England?”

      “No,” Flint said, chuckling.

      “We just did a short run, but were caught out at sea. We've barely seen another soul. The sea is a big place.”

      “Barely? You mean you did meet other people?”

      “Yeah, people who sound a lot like the ones you met. That's how we lost a lot of our crew. They attacked us in the night, tried to take over our ship. They were nothing but bones, really. They caught us by surprise and took a lot of us out, but we managed to fight them off. They didn't know what had happened. Seems as though nobody does. Maybe it's not important, maybe the only thing that matters is that it happened.”

      “What matters is how we react to it and what we do next,” Mack said.

      “I thought if anything happened the government would at least have a handle on it,” Flint said.

      “I don't even know if there is a government anymore,” Mack replied.

      “There are only citizens left. I'm hoping that, in the future, we'll be able to establish communication with other settlements like New Haven and start building a brighter future, but for now, I'm just focused on getting us through the winter.”

      “Aye, it's gotta be a tough thing to face. We were almost on our last legs there. It was lucky we managed to get back to shore when we did. Much longer on that ship and we'd have been in serious trouble.”

      “How did you survive for that long?”

      “We're resourceful men. There were fish in the sea, and some of the cargo crates had food. When you must survive, you always find a way to do it,” Flint said, and there was a dark gleam in his eye that set Mack's senses tingling.

      “Let me ask you, Flint, what is it you want?” Mack said, leaning back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest.

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “What is your plan? Where would you like life to take you?”

      Flint puffed out his cheeks. “I'm not sure, really. I think right now we'd just like a sanctuary, a safe place to regroup and get used to being around people again. I don't have to tell you that it was difficult to keep morale up when there were so few of us. Even though it was a big ship, we still kept running into each other and getting on each others' nerves. I think a break from each other would do us some good, and a change of clothes, and a shave,” he said, laughing heartily. Mack joined in the laughter, too, but then it subsided as Flint became more serious.

      “But thinking long-term, I don't know. We all became sailors because there was something about the sea that called to us. I don't think we could give that up, and even now I don't know if we could stay on land, even though it is the safest place to be. We all are men of the sea.”

      “I envy you. Perhaps when the time comes you will be the ones to go exploring the world again and find out what's happening in other countries.”

      “Perhaps, but I'm envious of you as well. While I may well indeed explore the world again, you are rebuilding it, and will get to see it come to fruition. It seems as though the future for both of us is going to be filled with adventure.”

      “It seems that way indeed. Well, I would be happy if you and your men would like to stay in New Haven while you settle back into life and decide what you want to do in the future. We do like everyone to contribute, though. So, I'd appreciate it if you would speak to Grace and find ways in which you can help us while you’re here. We always can use more ‘hands on deck,’ so to speak,” Mack said, flashing him a smile.

      Flint took the joke with good humor and shook Mack's hand again, thanking him for the warm welcome. He said, indeed, he and his men would be more than willing to help out wherever they could.

      The sailors threw themselves into the settlement of New Haven, meeting as many people as they could, injecting a lot of life and noise into the settlement. However, not everyone in New Haven was amenable to their presence. When Mack met with Maggie later that day, she had a lot to get off her mind.

      “I've been trying to keep an eye on them, but it's hard when there are so many of them. I've had a lot of complaints about the noise. I've spoken to them a few times, but they don't seem to be getting the message,” she said.

      “You have to give them a bit of leeway. They have been lost at sea for a long time.”

      “I understand that, but I have to keep some kind of order. I think Grace should have checked with us before bringing them back here.”

      “You're annoyed with her for leaving Tristan behind, aren't you?”

      “He's just a kid! He doesn't know how to handle himself. What if these sailors aren't what they seem?”

      “We can't go around assuming the worst of people all the time. What if they are exactly what they seem?”

      “I just don't like it, that's all. I have a bad feeling about all of this. I don't think they fit into New Haven, and they seem only to be interested in causing mayhem.”

      “Spoken like a true sheriff,” Mack said, his eyes twinkling, but Maggie didn't see the humor in it.

      “I don't know why you're finding this so amusing. If they're dangerous, you've not only let them into New Haven, but you've left our people down at the docks with them as well. What better way for them to infiltrate this place than to act as our friends? I'm telling you, Mack, I've got a bad feeling about this. There's a fine line between sailors and pirates, and I don't think we should be as trusting as we are.”

      “I appreciate your concern,” Mack said, in a more even tone, “and I know you're worried about Tristan. Grace is a good judge of character, and you know she wouldn't have left him there if she thought it was going to be dangerous. If they do try anything, we're more than capable of handling it. So, let's see how it goes. We may just have made some new friends, and they might be able to show us how to sail properly so we can move up and down the coast.” Mack's words seemed to placate Maggie, but he took her concerns to heart.
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        * * *

      

      Back on the ship, which Tristan had been told was called the USS Southampton, the young man was having a great time. He was being shown so many things on the ship, and his face was almost permanently set in a wondrous expression. The sailors were friendly, despite their gruff appearance. They were happy to teach him and the rest of the patrol about the ship, giving them a tour of the bridge and the deck. Tristan was eager to learn as much as he could, engaged by a thirst for knowledge and something new. In fact, he felt so comfortable with the sailors that he let his grip on his weapon slacken, and soon almost forgot he had it with him at all. On a few occasions, he had to be reminded of his duty, and he sheepishly took hold of it again. However, soon enough, something else distracted him, and he let his rifle fall to his side. Before he was led away from the main party, he failed to notice a glance that passed between two of the sailors.

      One of them offered to show him something down below. He was so distracted by the ship, and disarmed by the friendly nature of the sailors, that he didn't think anything untoward was happening. So, he chatted happily as he descended into the bowels of the ship with his rifle hung loosely from his waist. He didn't notice how silent the sailor behind him was, or how the sailor's face was plotting Tristan's downfall. Neither did the young man notice the man's clubbed fists come up. However, he did notice the striking blow that rained down on his head, and the dull thud that came from him falling to the floor.

      His mind was dazed and the metal was hard against his body as he fell to the floor. Two heavy boots stepped around him, then another blow struck his head. His eyes closed and everything went black. The last thing he felt was the rifle being taken, and the last thing he thought was how he had failed to do his duty.
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        * * *

      

      Find out what happens in part eight here: http://amzn.to/2gxkKkR

      

      To find out when Kip Nelson has new books available and  to get exclusive free ebooks sign up here: http://bit.ly/2f5vcyN

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Rifts From The Sea]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      The contingent of sailors who arrived in New Haven settled in right away and took great delight in experiencing all the settlement had to offer. They had been stranded at sea for months, and appeared to be very happy to be on land again, and to be with other people. They weren't shy, and didn't seem to have any compunction about manners or politeness. It was impossible not to be aware of the sailors’ presence in New Haven, although the people who welcomed them had mixed feelings. They were loud, and some would say obnoxious, not really caring about standard protocol. They had lost a sense of manners in the time they were at sea, and were now gruff and blunt, not afraid to take what they wanted when they wanted it. At first, Mack had urged the people of New Haven to be welcoming and inclusive, and indeed it was the way everyone wanted to be. However, it was difficult to control in the face of these brutish men who lacked social decorum.

      They threw themselves into life, and made no secret of the fact they had missed the comforts of society while being lost at sea. Everyone in New Haven wanted to allow them the freedom to explore after their ordeal, although given the sailors’ behavior, there was a limit to what the people of New Haven could tolerate. The sailors took great pleasure in food and the company of women, leering at them and making lewd remarks. Both of these behaviors were unacceptable. The food situation already was untenable without the additional appetites of the sailors, who seemed to fill their bellies with little thought of the need to ration for the months to come, or reduce their ravenous appetites. They all gazed at women as well, and made approaches whether they were unwanted or not, even to women who already were attached.

      Mack had received a number of complaints, and had talked directly to the sailors during meal time, stressing the importance of maintaining the food through winter. The season’s chill now was around them, and everyone had to wrap up to keep warm. It was a sad thought to look at the food supplies and think about the months to come, and if they would be able to survive. Mack was determined to overcome the odds, although he knew not everyone in the settlement had the same resolve as him, and he couldn't control their willpower. Their bodies needed fuel, and if there wasn't enough, he was powerless to prevent the inevitable.

      The thought burdened him and weighed on his soul. He questioned his ability as a leader, for it was only his fault that they were not better prepared. They had trusted him with their lives, and it was his decisions that had led them to this point in their lives. Seeing the sailors gorge themselves on food was frustrating. On the one hand, he wanted to be hospitable and accommodating, but he had to think of the overall well-being of New Haven as well. The sailors said they understood, and that they would try to change their behavior. However, he knew he would have to talk to Flint directly to make his concerns clear.

      As for the problem with the women, he was afraid there was little he could do about that. The sailors’ reputation was well-earned and, again, all he could do was talk to Flint about trying to keep his men in line, for Mack could not give them orders. They were guests, and Mack wanted to make them feel at home. He didn't like the way they were acting, but he didn't want to take such drastic measures as to turn them away from New Haven, and lose any chance of a potential alliance with Flint and his crew. Other members of New Haven weren't concerned with being so diplomatic, however, especially when they were being harassed.

      It was during one of the meals when the incident happened. People were sitting around in their various groups, chatting while they ate, and Anna happened to be sitting with Grace and Luis. A few sailors came up and, ignoring Luis, sat down with the women. Luis immediately was incensed, but didn't say anything. The sailors were not so kind. They stared at the women as though they were pieces of meat, and made lewd comments about taking care of their needs after they had been lost at sea for so long. Their eyes were greedy, but food was the last thing on their minds, and the lascivious energy radiating from them was palpable. They made no secret of their desire, and one even went so far as to place a hand on Anna's thigh.

      Grace was unsure how to handle this, for she never had been in this particular situation. She never had thought of herself as a particularly desirable woman, and since she had shut herself away in a virtual world, she never had learned how to rebuff unwanted advances. She also was acutely aware of Luis sitting beside her, and he bristled with tension. If she didn't do something soon, then he would cause a scene. While she loved him, she didn't want to see him try to defend her honor against a bunch of sailors, because it only would lead to a brawl, and New Haven didn't need that at all.

      She glanced at him warily, trying to warn Luis not to react. However, she could see his mind had clouded over with a red mist, and he was about to surrender to his anger. Before he could, however, Anna spoke up. Unlike Grace, she had moved in various social circles over the years, and always had known she was attractive to the opposite sex. Her natural beauty was accentuated by her confidence, and a sparkle that drew many men into her aura, although she only had allowed a few into her heart.

      To her, the whole thing was a game. She smiled slyly at them, and carefully plucked a finger from the hand that was weighing down on her thigh, then lifted it up. She narrowed her eyes, while still wearing the smile and looked at the men around them. Some of them had qualities that could have been considered handsome. However, even though they had tidied themselves up shortly after arriving at New Haven, they still were rough and brutish, and were not suave at all.

      “Now, now, gentlemen, let's remember that even though this is the end of the world, it doesn't mean that anything goes. I've seen you move around here the past couple of nights, and you seem to be under the impression that this is one of those ports you would have sailed into. It's not. We're not here for your amusement, and while there may be some single women around, my friend and I are not two of them. I also would suggest you take a more reserved approach when trying to get to know a member of the opposite sex.”

      “I'm sure you must be bored of the men around here,” one of the sailors said.

      “Yeah, they don't seem to have as much energy as we do. I think we could show plenty of women here a damned good time,” another one added.

      “I'm glad you have confidence in your own abilities, but the two of us are not interested at all. I'd prefer it if you leave us in peace now so we can dine with our friends. If you can respect our boundaries, then, of course, you would be welcome to join us, but until then it's best if you move away.”

      The sailors were somewhat taken aback by the way Anna spoke so assuredly, and they reluctantly moved away, grumbling as they did so. Grace thanked Anna for the way she handled the situation, but Anna shrugged.

      “You just have to know how to handle them. Those type of men, especially given what they've been through, would probably push the limits of anyone until somebody told them no. It'll take them a while to adjust to being back among people. Unfortunately, we have to put up with that until then.” For the rest of the meal they were left alone, but Luis let his frustrations fester. It wasn't until later that he was able to express his anger.

      “Why aren't we doing more to control the sailors?” he said as he burst into the sheriff's office.

      He hung his jacket on the back of the door, and went to pour himself a drink. Maggie was sitting at her desk reading a book. She barely looked up as Luis stomped through the office and huffed his way through his morning routine. The two of them had become used to working together, and used to each others' presence, and had formed a strong bond. Maggie was the wiser one who tried to teach Luis not only about the law, but also about the way to live. While Luis tried his best to remind Maggie that she could afford to have fun and balance the different aspects of her life. When the two of them had started working together neither of them were sure it was going to work out. But now they were glad for it, and each of them valued the time they spent together.

      “Something bothering you?” Maggie replied dryly.

      “They come in here, and we're supposed to just let them run riot over the place, doing whatever they want, all because we're supposed to be friendly? I know we're trying to be inclusive, but that doesn't mean we should just let them get away with whatever they want. I like what Mack is trying to do, but they just seem to be taking liberties. I don't think they should be given special treatment just because they were stranded on a ship. We've all been through a lot, and none of us are special. I don't trust them one bit.”

      “I agree with you,” Maggie said. Luis looked at her, shocked, since he didn't expect her response.

      “Pardon?”

      “I think you're right,” she said, closing her book.

      “I wish Mack would be firmer with them, but until they actually do anything that's illegal, we can't do anything. So far, they've annoyed people and probably eaten more than their fair share, but they haven't done anything that pushes any serious boundaries.”

      “I still think we should lock up a few of them. Just for a night. Just to remind them that their actions have consequences. I don't like the way they just saunter around and think they can take whatever they want, or just go after any woman they like.”

      Maggie studied him for a moment, and correctly guessed that one of them had made an advance on Grace. She had to hide her smile, for it was cute to see Luis get so worked up like that, especially when everyone knew that Grace wouldn't have done anything to hurt Luis.

      “I know your pain, but you shouldn’t let emotions control you. You need to calm down and take a step back, because going after them is not going to do any good. Let’s show them a little understanding, and if they do end up stepping over the line, then we'll be there to take them down.”

      “I hope they do,” Luis said, gritting his teeth. Maggie didn't have anything to say in response to that, and decided to try letting him work through his anger by himself.
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        * * *

      

      In the couple of days that the sailors had been in New Haven, Mack had spent quite a lot of time with Flint, and the two of them found they were cut from the same cloth. Both of them knew what it was like to have to lead a ragtag group of survivors to safety, and the pressures that came with it. Flint was a hard man, but he had a good sense of humor about him, which was surprising considering the hardships he and his men had endured. In those first couple of days, Mack spent a lot of time talking with Flint as they shared tales of their previous lives, and also of their lives during the apocalypse.

      “It was hell, it really was,” Flint said, running a hand across his beard.

      “I tell you, Mack, there were times when I really thought we were done for it. I used to stand on that deck, and look all around us, and see nothing but the sea. Our throats were dry, our stomachs were rumbling, and there didn't seem to be any hope at all. For all we knew we were the last people alive on Earth, and it seemed like an ignominious end. I know it couldn’t have been easy for you, but at least you had the land to nurture you.”

      “We did, but with that came its own dangers. Not in the least were other people. I'm sure you know as well as I do how dangerous other people can be. We had to tread carefully. There were more than a few times when our lives hung in the balance, and we only just managed to pull through. Then there were wild animals as well, and now the changing seasons. It's going to be a tough winter, and we must make sure we have enough food to last,” he said, trying to hint at the concerns of the settlement. Flint caught his tone, and gave him a knowing smile.

      “I know, my friend, my men have shown some more exuberance than what you may have been prepared for. I shall talk to them, and make sure they know to calm down a bit, but they're tired of fish, and it's nice to have some variety in our diet again. And you can be sure we will help out in any way we can.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “But what of after the winter? Do your plans stretch that far ahead? Beyond survival?”

      “I have plenty of plans,” Mack said, looking wistfully out the window.

      “I want this place to grow, maybe not to the size of the city that came before it, but just big enough so that we're strong enough to defend ourselves and anyone who comes here looking for sanctuary. I want word to spread about New Haven so people can know there are people out there who have made it through the end of the world, and also to show an example of what others can do if they set their minds to it.”

      “That's an admirable goal.”

      “There's a place for you and your men here, if you want it. I'm aware that we have a food problem, but we're going to need able-bodied people to help us grow, especially ones who know how to survive.”

      “We certainly know that,” Flint said, his teeth gleaming as he smiled. “I'll certainly take the offer under consideration.”
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        * * *

      

      Tristan awoke in a darkened room, head throbbing. He tried to move his arms, but found that his wrists and legs were tied to the chair that he was sitting on. His throat was dry, and when he cried out his voice was raspy and raw. The last thing he remembered was the pain. Instantly, he was filled with a sense of guilt and shame at having let everyone down. He should have seen it coming. He should have done better. He was convinced that Grace or another one of the adults wouldn't have been caught so unaware, but he was also sure that nobody else knew he was there, or else they surely would have come after him.

      He was afraid for himself, and for New Haven. The last thing he wanted was to play a part in another enemy making their way to the settlement and threatening the safety of the people who lived there. He had come to feel safe in New Haven, and didn't want anything to happen to the people there, people who had taken the time to care for him after everything that had happened. His cry was met with more muffled moans, and he knew that some of his companions were with him. Although he didn't get a chance to know all of them, as shortly after he made a noise the door opened and a brutish sailor strode in.

      Tristan wasn't sure how long it had been since he had been knocked out. All he knew were the echoes of pain that traveled through his body, and the hunger and thirst that ached within. The man stood above him and grabbed Tristan's neck. He yanked it back and put a metal cup to Tristan's lips. The water trickled in and around his mouth. Tristan gulped eagerly, and in his thirst for water he probably missed more than he actually would drank, and was left wanting more when the sailor had taken the cup away.

      “What do you want?” Tristan gasped.

      The sailor smirked. Tristan was sure he was going to get beaten as his eyes roved across the man's muscular physique with dread. But instead the sailor merely spoke, and his hands left Tristan's body untouched.

      “Just some assurances, and patience. Don't worry, things will become clear soon.”

      “But you said we could be friends. We were going to help you!” Tristan wailed.

      The sailor chuckled dryly. “That was your mistake,” he said, then turned and walked away, leaving Tristan wondering how he was going to get out of the situation, and what was going on with the people he had left in New Haven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Back in New Haven only a few days had passed. The people were unaware of the fate that had befallen Tristan and the others who had volunteered to stay at the dock, and none of them were worried, for there had seemed to be no rush to bring them back. The exchange program had been welcomed by both parties and the sailors were happy to stay in New Haven and experience everything it had to offer. However, they were just a few days in, and already they were beginning to overstay their welcome. The signs from the first day were ominous, and hadn't been dealt with at all. Although Mack had had a word with Flint it, seemed the sailors still were unconcerned with the issues that had been raised. They ate with abandon, and although some of them did try scaling back the amount of food they ate, they were so hungry for the things they had missed that they were eager to fill their bellies until they were fit to burst.

      They also hadn't backed away from the women either. Anna's attempt to dissuade them had caused them to move onto other targets, but they were quick to make lewd offers and cheap attempts at flattery. Some women drew their attention more than others, and a division began growing between the people of New Haven and their guests. All of them wanted to try making the effort to help the sailors acclimatize to New Haven's way of living, but they needed the sailors to meet them halfway, and they simply weren't doing that. The women who were subjected to the sailors' attractions were perturbed at being seen in that way, and the men who were involved with these women felt as though they were being disrespected, too.

      Unfortunately, Grace was one of those people who felt as though they were being disrespected along with the women. She had admired how Anna had dealt with the situation before, and afterward she had sought out the older woman's advice. Now that they had come to know each other a bit, the two of them had become firm friends and were happy to share tips and advice about certain things. Anna regaled her with tales of her youth, and told her the best thing to do was try ignoring the sailors. That the men were looking for a reaction more than anything, and the worst thing she could do was play into their hands. Although it was difficult Grace had taken this advice to heart, and only responded when she felt she absolutely had to, and even then, she replied with the bare minimum.

      However, Luis did not follow the same advice, and could not control himself to the same extent. His anger and jealousy burned within him, and he found himself unable to let it go. Grace and Maggie separately had told him that he shouldn't let it bother him so much, and that he was only playing into their hands.

      “Part of the reason why they start in on me is probably because they know it bothers you so much,” Grace had told him one evening.

      Luis rolled his eyes and accused her of blaming him, but that was not what she was saying at all. The whole thing was beginning to put a strain on their relationship, and that put Luis into an even more bitter mood. He already had been spending a lot of time walking around the settlement, keeping an eye on the behavior of the sailors, but it was obvious he was trying to catch them doing something worthy of locking them up.

      Maggie had warned him not to keep going near them because it only was antagonizing them and making the situation worse, but Luis was convinced their presence was detrimental to the settlement and he was going to figure out what they were doing. Maggie knew she couldn't argue with his paranoia, she just had to let it play out, even though she could see exactly what was going to happen.

      “Back again? If you want to join in, all you have to do is ask,” one of the sailors said, a man named Jerome.

      He was tall and tattooed, and had a gold tooth on the bottom row of his jaw. He was the only who had flirted with Grace, and one to whom Luis had taken an instant dislike. Luis grimaced and stood above the small group of sailors, who were sitting around a table playing cards. A low fire burned near them, crackling soothingly, and it cast them in an orange hue. Most of the other sailors were sitting nearby and looked upon this exchange with interest. They didn't have much respect for Luis, even though he was a deputy, because they didn't see him as having any real authority. The card game was suspended while the scene played out.

      “No, I'm good, but just make sure you keep it down. There a lot of things to be done around here, and people need to be at their freshest. So, don't make too much noise,” Luis said.

      “I'm sure we won't. Besides, we have you here to keep an eye on us. It's like we have our very own nanny,” Jerome said, and his comment was met with a loud cackling laughter.

      Luis bristled with anger again, and if looks could kill, Jerome would have dropped dead instantly. Luis' fists clenched by his side, impotent. For all the authority that his role as deputy sheriff gave him, he still was beholden to the law and the guidelines that Mack and Maggie had set out for him. He couldn't just wipe the grin off Jerome's face, or tell him to stay away from Grace, even though that's exactly what he wanted to do. Instead, he had to try setting an example, and be better than what his instincts told him to be. Yet, everything inside was telling him to defend the woman he loved and show these men they couldn't treat the people of New Haven in this manner.

      “You'd better watch your tone. I know you're used to setting your own laws out there at sea, but you're not at sea any longer. This isn't your ship, and you don't get to tell us how to live our lives. You're here at our discretion, and you're lucky Mack is so forgiving, because you could be kicked out at any time. We don't have to keep you here, you know, and with the way you're acting you're on own borrowed time,” Luis said, voice trembling with anger.

      “Please,” another sailor said, a smaller black man with a deep voice named Kevin, “from what we've heard, Mack just would let people walk all over him. We're here to stay. This place is pretty nice, a paradise compared to what we're used to. You people have done all the work, and we can enjoy the benefits. I just hope you can find enough food for us to last through winter, because I'm not going to starve myself. I had enough of that out at sea.”

      If Luis had been more conscious of his environment, or more experienced in observing people, he would have noticed an uneasy shift in the posture of the sailors around him, and the glances that were exchanged, and the eyes that fell to the floor as if in shame. But Luis was focused solely on his own anger, and in later nights he would chastise himself for being so inwardly focused that he had forgotten the job, and his mission.

      That was to come, however, for now he was tired of the sailors treating New Haven as a resort. He and the others had suffered and bled to build New Haven into what it was. People had died for the cause, and these sailors were trampling on the memory of all of them, and Luis had had enough. The final straw came when one of them referenced the fact that Luis being with them meant that Grace was alone, and perhaps a few of them should go to pay her a visit.

      “Obviously, things are getting bad in this world if a girl like that is going out with a guy like him. We should have no trouble there,” one of them said, and this was enough to make Luis fly into a rage.

      He yelled with frustration and threw himself across the table, bringing his fist back and driving it into the face of the sailor who said the offending words. The movement was so quick that Luis was able to bloody the sailor's nose. But the other sailors reacted quickly, and soon enough, Luis felt strong arms coiling around his body, dragging him off.

      The laughter had died down and a foreboding silence descended upon them as Luis was held down, struggling in vain. Jerome walked up to him. “You've made a mistake now. This was all fun and games, but it's clear you want a fight. So, I'm going to give it to you. You think you're so tough because of what you've built here, but you're all just ordinary people, and you're going to learn just how ordinary you are.”

      With that Jerome punched Luis in the stomach, winding him and making him double over in pain, but the other sailors held him up. One by one, the sailors took turn punching him, and soon blood was pouring from his mouth, but his anger only was increasing. It wasn't long before others realized what was going on, and they ran to help him, Saul being first. He was used to a brawl, and threw himself into the middle of the fight, tearing the sailors away from Luis. Saul had taken a few hits, but was tough enough to endure them, and he soon relished the fight, for it took him back to his youth.

      Luis pushed himself up after taking a few moments to regain his composure and spit out the blood. Fueled with anger, he let his fists fly. A red mist descended upon him, and he didn't much care who he hurt, just that he hurt someone. He could have ended the fight easily by drawing his gun and aiming it at them, but he was hungry to release the turbulent emotions inside him. Other residents of New Haven joined as they saw Saul and Luis in need of aid. Soon enough, the whole fight turned into a riot, with punches flying and loud grunts and shouts echoing out, drawing the attention of everyone in the settlement.

      At the center of it all were Luis and Saul, the two men fighting side by side. Despite his age, Saul was giving a good account of himself. Luis was bloodied and bruised, but he kept going as well, even though his fists were aching. He wanted to see every sailor writhing on the ground in pain, and he wasn't going to stop until he did.

      Then a gunshot was heard. Everyone stopped. Mack and Maggie yelled at everyone to stop what they were doing as they made their way through and separated the two sides. When they got to Luis, Maggie gave him a withering, disappointed look.

      “You're all going to have to come back with me and spend the night in lockup,” she said, barely taking her eyes off Luis.

      Luis was sullen as he walked away, and as he did so, Grace caught up with him. He thought she would give him words of support, but instead she told him they would need to talk about this soon. Luis was left feeling empty, and hated the fact he would have to spend a night locked up with the men he hated. Saul was being walked off, too, but seemed unconcerned about it, although had a much better reception from his lady. Alison came up to him and planted a firm kiss on his lips, seemingly proud of how strong Saul was and the display of masculinity, promising him she would give him a surprise when she next saw him.
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        * * *

      

      Mack was furious when he learned of what had happened, and had to use all his self-control not to let his temper fly when he was outside. He worked with Maggie to bring in everyone involved in the brawl somewhere secure and then had to take a few moments to himself. He barely could stomach looking at Luis and Saul, because he thought they should have known better, along with the other members of New Haven. However, he was equally annoyed at the sailors. He had tried to do all he could to make them feel welcome, even going to Flint himself to try smoothing out the disputes that had arisen, all seemingly to no avail. If there was one thing Mack hated, it was being taken advantage of; Flint and his men were doing exactly that.

      They all had been locked in a large room that used to be a storeroom. One thing on the list to build was a proper jailhouse where people could be held for a night or two. However, until that was built this would have to suffice, especially for such a large group. Maggie left Mack to speak with those from New Haven, while Mack went and stood in front of the sailors and paced around, unable to mask his disappointment. The worst thing was that they all looked smug, and didn't seem to care about the havoc they had wrought. To them, nothing had any consequence, and Mack didn't know how to deal with people who had such little regard for authority. There were only two exceptions, the people who weren't involved. One was Flint, and the other was a thin man who barely had said a word to anyone since arriving in New Haven. Even though he was a part of the sailors' group, he didn't seem to fully belong, and had a nervous disposition.

      “You seem to think you can do anything you like here. While the world has ended and you've been used to being masters of your own fates, that doesn't mean anything goes. There are rules, and I think, so far, we've been pretty accommodating, but you can't expect us to let this behavior slide. I have worked hard to make the people here feel safe, and that means no brawls. I will not tolerate any future behavior like this. If something such as this happens again, you all will be shown to the gates, and sent back out into the city.

      “I'd love it if you all could stay here and join us but, New Haven has to come first. If you don't buy into our philosophy, we don't have a place for you. Oh, and from now on, your portions are going to be monitored closely. You've been reminded what life on land is like, so now it's time you remember how to be responsible. This isn't a resort, and we aren't here for your amusement.” Before any of them could respond he strode out and left them to ponder his words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Mack walked back out to where Maggie was standing. Mack glowered. Luis tried to apologize, but Mack raised his hand. Maggie opened her mouth to speak, too, but he glared at her and made it clear he didn't want to speak to them. This was a betrayal. He should have known that things wouldn't have gone smoothly when different groups of people were involved, but he had hoped people would have been able to control themselves. He wasn't perfect, but sometimes he had to remind himself that not everyone was like him, and they couldn't all have the emotional awareness that he shared. There was only one person he wanted to talk to, and that was Flint. New Haven had been through too much to see their peace ruined by these sailors, and they had far more important things to worry about.

      It only had been a short time, but already they were beginning to overstay their welcome, and this was something Mack had not spent much time thinking about. When he thought about New Haven he imagined people coming from all around to enjoy what they had to offer, but he had been so caught up in the shining idealized version of his dream he forgot about the practical realities of it. The truth was that some people just wouldn't be a good fit to stay in New Haven, and would have to be asked to leave. With the world in the state it was, Mack didn't want to turn anyone away, yet it was clear not everyone was going to want to take part in his perfect vision of the world.

      “This has to stop,” Mack said, finding Flint by himself, reading. Flint looked up and cocked an eyebrow. Mack remained calm, but he didn't make any attempts to hide the anger that seethed within him. “Did you hear what happened?”

      “Word travels fast in a place as small as this,” Flint said, unruffled by Mack's demeanor.

      “I've tried to be patient and polite with you, but we will not allow this anymore. You know what I'm trying to build here. When you let your men act like this it just undermines everything we're trying to achieve. I'm trying to give you a lot of slack, but at some point, there will be consequences for their actions. I’ll have to come down hard on you. I like you, Flint, and I really hope we can work this out, but I can't have brawls happening here. It's not good for anyone.”

      “I understand where you're coming from,” Flint said, snapping his book shut, “and I can only apologize for the actions of my men. I've tried telling them to rein in their behavior, but they are all adults, and I can only do so much.”

      “But you understand that I have to be hard with them.”

      “I understand all too well. I am sympathetic with your cause, believe me, but I can do little to change human nature. Life on the sea was...it made us look at the worst reflections of ourselves, and it will take us some time to get used to being with other people again. I don't know what else I can do other than offer my sincerest apologies.”

      Mack grunted and left it at that. Flint was one of the few people who was not intimidated by him, and while he enjoyed spending time with the captain, there was also something about him that unsettled Mack. Flint was quick to placate Mack, and offer him exactly what he wanted, without actually delivering on the promises. Flint only had been in his company for a few days, and Mack knew he still had to be wary as things were unpredictable.

      After seeing Flint, he called on Freddie to try gaining a professional's understanding of the situation.

      “Did you see this coming?” Mack asked.

      “The fight? Let's just say it didn't surprise me. Both New Haven and the sailors have a strong identity that are at odds with each other, and the sailors didn't exactly help their cause by being so headstrong in taking everything they wanted.”

      “What do you think about them?”

      “I've been trying to talk with them to try getting a better understanding of what they went through and how they coped out there, but they tend to stay together. It's typical defensive behavior, really. They're afraid to leave their pack, and they're acting aggressively to prevent others from disrupting their dynamic.”

      “Is that something you'd expect?”

      Freddie stroked his jaw. “I'm not surprised by it. Even before this they would have been a close-knit bunch. I get the impression some of them have served together for years, and being out at sea creates a strong bond. They've seen a lot of their brothers die, and that's only going to make the rest of them grow closer together. I wouldn't be surprised if they were just afraid that by becoming part of New Haven they would be losing themselves.”

      “That's no excuse for the way they've been acting, though.”

      “I try not to offer excuses, only reasons and explanations. But as I said, I haven't been able to talk with them as much as I'd have liked. It would make for a fascinating paper, not that anyone is around to read it...you've spent more time talking with Flint than any of us, what have you managed to glean from him?”

      “Not as much as I'd have liked. He hasn't really provided me with details of their time on the sea, at least not ones that give me a full picture of what they went through. He says it was difficult, and that it tested their measure as men, but he doesn't actually say what he means by that. I haven't pressed either. I thought it was best for them not to relive their experiences.”

      “Maybe you should,” Freddie said, “and I'll try making more of an effort on my end as well.”

      “I don't want to get to the point where we actually have to turn them away. I want to make this work. However, if they're going to carry on such as this, I don't know what else I can do.”

      “I think everyone else feels the same way. People like the idea of opening the gates to New Haven and giving people a safe place to live, but there must be some boundaries, and, at the moment, the sailors aren't respecting them at all. The hospitality we've shown them has been perfectly acceptable, and if you feel you must turn them away, I don't think you'll get any argument from anyone in New Haven.”

      “But at the same time, I don't want to make any more enemies. We've had enough of those recently.”

      “We can't control what they do, only how we react to it. But I think you've been clear about what you expect from them, and what the consequences will be if they don't meet those expectations, just like you have with everyone else who lives here.”

      Mack nodded and closed his eyes. A sluggish tiredness was coming over him. He pinched the bridge of his nose and his mouth opened in a wide yawn. He was well aware that being in this state impaired his judgment and decision making, but sleep didn't come easily to him when he had so much on his mind.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, bruised and feeling sorry for himself, Luis was released. Maggie unlocked the door and gave him a withering stare as he shuffled out. The only solace was that he didn't have to face the sailors. Maggie already had released them, and Luis had heard the catcalls and wolf whistles as she unlocked their door. Their behavior still made him angry, but he no longer was seized by an uncontrollable rage. Seeing how Maggie, Mack, and especially Grace, had reacted filled him with shame. He felt as though he had let everyone down, and he wasn't looking forward to seeing Grace again, or the talk she had promised him.

      “What in the hell did you think you were doing?” Maggie asked when they were alone.

      “I understand you're frustrated with them, but that doesn't give you license to go off like that. I could understand it from Saul, but not from you. If this was the old world, you'd be pulled up for a disciplinary hearing, but now you've just got me.”

      “This badge,” she jabbed a finger into his chest, “means you must hold yourself to a higher standard than everyone else. We are human, but we have extra responsibilities and need to be more mindful of how we act. This badge doesn't give you the right to start fights or harass people you don't like, and if that's all you want it for, then I'm going to have to strip it from you and find myself a new deputy. I told you to try managing your emotions, but you wouldn't listen, and now you've seen what happens. I hope you've learned your lesson, because if you haven't, you won't be wearing that uniform for much longer.”

      Luis gave her a sullen nod and felt the weight of her stare, but he knew worse was going to come from Grace.

      “Take the day off, get yourself cleaned up, and come back tomorrow,” she ordered.

      Luis nodded again, and offered an apology as he left. The morning was crisp and the cold air made his skin ache even more. Stabbing and throbbing pains reverberated throughout his body, although most of them were centered on his stomach and face. It had been a long time since Luis had been in a fight, although that one was more intense than any of the other scrapes he had been involved in during high school. The adrenaline that had been coursing through his system had worn off long ago, replaced by pain. He licked his lips and felt the scab that was forming, and wondered how Saul was looking. Luis and Saul hadn't always had the best relationship, but he made a note to go thank him later. It was good to know that Saul, and others, had his back. He wished he could get their aid now as he dragged his heels on his way home.

      He opened the door. Grace was waiting for him, looking as though she hadn't slept at all. When she saw him her first reaction was one of concern. She hugged him tenderly, mindful of his wounds, then led him to the couch where she kissed him on the cheek and hugged him again. It wasn't what he had been expecting, and was waiting for the yelling to start. However, it did not. Grace had learned a lot from Mack, and one of things she had taken to heart very early on was the art of conflict resolution. She knew that speaking from a place of anger was not going to do either of them any good.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I've been better. I'm aching all over, but there aren't any serious wounds. It'll just take time to heal. Maggie has given me the day off to recover, although I think it's also to protect me in case she tears my head off. She's really disappointed in me. I can see why,” he said, and looked forlornly at his badge. “How are you?”

      “Tired, sad, confused, and worried. That wasn't like you last night. That wasn't the Luis I fell in love with. What happened?”

      “I just hate the way those sailors have come here. They act as though nothing else matters other than what they want. And the way they treat you... it just drove me crazy. They were saying things… and I just lost it.”

      “You know I don't need my honor being defended. You played right into their hands. This is what they wanted.”

      “I know, I know, and I know you're angry with me, and you're right, this isn't me. I'm sorry, they just triggered something inside me.”

      “But why were you jealous in the first place? You know I never would have done anything with them. For one thing, they're not my type. I love you and I'm committed to you. I feel as though your being jealous is a sign you don't really trust me.”

      “It's not that at all,” Luis said, shock appearing on his face. “I mean, yeah, I don't exactly like the thought of other guys hitting on you. It's not that I don't trust you, it's that I just feel as though I should defend you when you're being disrespected.”

      “Okay...” Grace said, and it was clear she was trying to choose her words carefully so they didn't ignite an argument.

      “I understand where you're coming from, and that you think it's from a place of love, but I feel jealousy doesn't come from love at all. It comes from a possessive feeling. I'm my own person, and while it's great that you want to look out for me and protect me, I don't need you going and starting fights with other people. Our relationship is our business, and I thought we were stronger than that. I must be honest with you. I'm still finding my way through this. This is the first proper relationship I've ever had, so I'm still discovering things about myself and about us as a couple. But this... this is something I definitely don't want. I just feel as though all this could have been avoided if you didn't have those jealous feelings.”

      “Maybe.”

      “What made you jealous in the first place, anyway? Was it just the sailors, or was there something more? Did I do anything?”

      “No, it's not you at all,” Luis said, and for a moment he debated whether he should be honest with her. He never liked having intense emotional conversations. “You want us to be honest with each other, right? No matter what?”

      “Yes,” she replied, shifting her position on the couch to prepare herself for whatever he was going to say next.

      “I think I was bothered by you choosing to go out on patrol without talking about it with me first. I get why you want to go, but I can't help thinking it's an unnecessary risk. I can sense you want to go out on a few patrols, and I think I'd rather you stay here where it's safe. We know what the city is like. Hell, we know what the world is like. Let's let some other people take the risk for a change. We've paid our dues. We've earned a little rest, and the right to stay behind these walls. Why do you need to go out there?”

      “I've told you why. I don't just want to stay in New Haven. I want to feel like I'm doing something, and sitting on the council making decisions isn't enough. You have being a deputy, Hank has his services, and Saul and Freddie have the orphans. I'm not just going to sit around and tell everyone what to do when I'm not doing anything constructive or productive.”

      “There's a difference, though. Everything that we're doing is done in the settlement. We're safe here. Out there, you don't know what's going to happen, and I don't want you to get hurt.”

      “I don't want to get hurt either, but I'm not going to stay here because I'm scared, or because you're scared for me. I'm good at going out on patrol. Back when this all started I never would have thought I'd be able to survive out there on my own. But I can, and I've taught other people how to do it, too. I want to explore that side of me, and have the autonomy to patrol the city for weeks on end. I've spent too much of my life staying put and watching everyone else live life around me. Looking back on my life now I don't think I ever truly lived before the end of the world, I just observed life and fooled myself into thinking I was taking part. Now that I'm here I want to do this, and I want you to be supportive and happy that I've found this passion as well.”

      “So I am. I'd just...I'd prefer you to be safe.”

      “And I'd prefer not to feel as though I can't do the things I want to do...” she said, and then silence hung heavily between them.

      The two of them stared at each other and then stared into space, slowly realizing they may want different things from the relationship, and may not be as compatible as they once thought they were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Hank had been watching the proceedings with a careful eye. He had heard about the brawl, of course, and felt saddened that people he loved and respected were driven to such behavior. He could see the toll it had taken on Mack as well. He felt strongly that the sailors should have been welcomed with open arms, but like everyone else, he had seen how difficult it had been to have them in New Haven. By now, days had passed, with the sailors seemingly firmly entrenched in New Haven. It was supposed to have been a trial period, but they didn't want to leave. It surely would be only a matter of time before the rest of them came to New Haven and gave them more mouths to feed.

      None of the sailors had come to see him, although he had made sure to let them know his door always was always open. He had kept a careful watch over them, though, trying to glean any information he could. For the most part, they seemed like regular people; sticking to those with whom they were comfortable. There was one exception however, a thin young man who, as far as Hank could tell, hadn't said a word to anyone since entering New Haven. Unlike most of the other sailors, he hadn't taken the opportunity to tidy his appearance, so his hair was long and tousled. He had thin flecks of a beard, but was so young it hadn't fully taken hold yet. Hank estimated he could have been only a year or two older than Tristan, and he seemed haunted.

      Hank noticed on a few occasions that this sailor gazed longingly at the church, and he was doing so again. Before, Hank had left the ball in the boy's court, but after what had happened, Hank thought he should take the initiative. So, he walked up to him. When the sailor saw Hank approaching he turned to move away, but Hank was too quick, and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. Now that he was so close Hank could see just how young the boy was. He was quite shocked, but he also saw the pain in the boy’s eyes.

      “I'm Hank. I've noticed you around. I've been trying to get to know the new people around here. What's your name, son?”

      “Oliver,” the boy said, stammering a little.

      “How are you finding being back on land? I imagine it must be difficult to be surrounded by so many people again, and to have all these buildings around you rather than the endless sea.”

      “It's a little strange, but it's okay,” he said.

      Oliver had a small voice, and every word was said quickly, as though he was afraid if he didn't get them out of his mouth as quickly as possible the words all would be lost in the ether. His eyes rarely met Hank's, and they darted about furtively. It was clear he wanted leave. However, now that Hank had him he was not going to let him go, for this was clearly a soul in need of help.

      “Are you religious? I only ask because I've seen you looking at the church a few times.”

      Oliver rolled his lower lip under his teeth. “Yes, I mean...I was, but I'm not sure I am anymore.”

      Hank gave him an understanding smile, and placed an arm around Oliver's shoulders. “I've heard that many times before. Let's go inside and have a chat,” the preacher said, leading Oliver into the quiet church.

      Hank could sense Oliver's fear, and told him it would be alright, but what he didn't see was that something had caught Oliver's eye, something that made him tremble. Flint was standing in the shadows, and was looking directly at Oliver. The young sailor felt the weight of the stare, and his eyes sank to the floor. He started to tremble, but when Hank asked him what was wrong, Oliver shook his head. Then he raised his gaze again, and saw that Flint still was there, standing menacingly, but Oliver didn't know what to say to break away.

      When they were inside Hank led him through to a side office where they could have some privacy, just in case anyone else wanted to use the hall to pray. Oliver gazed at the religious artwork on the walls.

      “Some of those we found in houses, others were painted by people of New Haven. They give the place a certain aura, I think. I don't suppose you're creative at all?”

      “Not really,” Oliver said.

      They moved through to a small room and Hank gestured for Oliver to take a seat. Oliver perched on the edge, hands in his lap, looking totally uncomfortable. The preacher sat opposite him, and didn't really know what else to do to set him at ease.

      “There's nothing to be scared of here, Oliver, you're in a safe space. I just wanted to speak with you. It's my job to remind God's flock of his love, and I get the feeling you may have your doubts, or may have strayed from the Lord's light. I want to tell you that it's perfectly fine, and natural, especially with everything that you've been through. We are flawed beings, and we have our doubts. God can give us many challenges in life, but he also gives us the strength to overcome them.

      “Faith isn't something that is always going to stay strong. It is going to be tested, and it is going to waver. Still, what is important is that we take time out of our lives to invest ourselves in our faith and remind ourselves why we believed in the first place. I am sure it may feel as if God has abandoned you, but I hope you can see he was with you all along. He led you to this place, which is filled with good people, and hope for the future.”

      So far there hadn't been any response from Oliver, until Hank mentioned God being with him all through his ordeal. At that point, he finally spoke. “He wasn't there. He couldn't have been, because if he had seen what had happened, he'd know that we weren't worthy of his love or his forgiveness.”

      At this Hank's mood shifted. There was clearly something bothering Oliver, and it seemed like something he and the rest of New Haven should know. He licked his lips and lowered the tone of his voice in an effort to be more soothing, trying to tease out the truth. He leaned forward to get closer to Oliver, and reached out a tentative hand to place on Oliver's arm, although the boy instantly drew away.

      “Tell me more,” Hank said, “what happened out there, Oliver? What is it that God would be so ashamed to see?”

      Hank could see the weight of the burden that had been placed on these young shoulders, and he felt pity for the young sailor. Oliver was twisted up with anguish, and Hank wondered what the other sailors had done to put Oliver's conscience into such chaos. All he could do was wait until Oliver felt ready enough to open up. The moments between them stretched out, and Hank became acutely aware of the sounds of their breathing. It had come to the point where the preacher wondered if Oliver ever was going to speak again. He was about to try prompting him again but instead Oliver spoke.

      “I can't tell you what happened. The Lord knows, and he will make sure our punishment is fitting. I know it's going to come...I'm just waiting...waiting. But I can't say. Nobody ever can know, apart from God. I give myself over to him. He can do whatever he wants with me. I am his servant and I will do whatever he asks of me.”

      “The thing most important to God is the truth,” Hank said. “Please, tell me, I promise that whatever you say here won't leave this room.”

      Oliver's head rose and his bloodshot eyes met Hank's. Hank actually felt a trembling fear creep down his spine. “No, I can't tell you what happened. Only God knows. We did something terrible, something so, so terrible, and if you found out… This place...no… nobody can find out, nobody.”

      At this Oliver drew his legs up into his chest and started to rock back and forth on the chair. He pressed his forehead against his knees, and kept repeating his anguished moans. Hank was filled with concern and fear, trying to think of what could have driven Oliver to feeling like this. He thought about the other sailors, trying to see if he could glean any clues from his memory, but there was nothing that came to mind. It was something that had to be brought to Mack, though, for if the safety of New Haven was being threatened, it needed to be dealt with. And Oliver needed help as well. Hank hated seeing such a young person be so torn with emotion that he was unable to function.
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        * * *

      

      But there was another young man who was having a tough time of his own, although in vastly different circumstances. He had had little opportunity to learn anything of his friends since being taken captive. Although, from what he could gather, there were just a handful of sailors left on the ship. Had the others planned an assault on New Haven? It didn't seem likely, given that they would have been severely outnumbered. Tristan knew Mack would have seen it coming, but then why hadn't anyone been sent to rescue him yet?

      An oil lantern hung from the ceiling, and as the ship gently swayed, this did as well, sending a stream of light across the room. Tristan was scared. He called out, but only one person answered. They had a brief conversation, but neither of them knew what was going on. They had been fed routinely with a small amount of fish that evidently had been caught near the shore, and Tristan was growing tired of having the same thing to eat.

      His body ached from being tied to the chair, and his mind was frazzled. If they wanted to kill him, why didn't they just do it? He hung his head in misery and thought about his mother. Was she still alive? Did she even know he was here? Perhaps the sailors had told everyone else that he and the others had suffered a terrible accident and had drowned. Maybe that's why nobody had come looking for them, and nobody ever would.

      The thought of being at the mercy of the sailors for the rest of his life was a dreadful one, especially since he didn't know how long the rest of his life was going to be. At that point, he was in such anguish that he didn't want to it be long, and almost wished one of his captors would come in and slit his throat to put him out of his misery. There were points when he struggled against the twine that bound him, but he was getting weaker by the day, and it was a futile effort. All he had was the dim light of the lantern for he was locked in the bowels of the ship, without hope or any idea what the sailors were going to do with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Grace was standing at one of the barriers, looking out at the city. She was feeling restless because of what was going on with her and Luis, and couldn't shake the uneasy feeling that had burrowed its way into the pit of her stomach. So far, their relationship had been easy. This was the first time they had encountered a problem, and it was a serious one. It seemed as though the two of them had completely different ideas regarding how things should be, and Grace was left feeling hollow as she tried to think about the future and what it meant for the both of them. For so long, while she had been focused on surviving, the future had been a luxury. What mattered was the here and now, and the just to come. Anything further was tempting fate. She hadn't put much thought into the future, but now that New Haven was established, she could afford to think about the months and years ahead. However, she wasn't sure that it involved her and Luis being involved in a relationship.

      She didn't want to feel like that, and it would have been easier had she felt differently. Being her first relationship, these feelings still were raw, and they took on a greater weight than if she had had boyfriends before Luis. She loved him, she was sure of that, but was love enough?

      As she stood on the barrier she looked out over the bleak city. The buildings looked so lonely. It was funny to think that only the better part of a year ago this place had been teeming with life as people went about their day to day business without a care in the world. They would have been preoccupied with money, with time, with a whole load of other things that simply didn't matter anymore. Now most of them were gone, and the people who were left struggled with survival, and yet there were still some of the same problems as well. She and Luis never would have met if it hadn't been for the end of the world. She was thrilled by how close they had grown, and yet she couldn't shake this feeling that something was wrong, that whatever they had wasn't enough.

      She also knew she wasn't going to find the answers she sought by gazing out into the lost city. She turned and walked back into New Haven to find Maggie and Anna to have a chat. The three of them had grown close over time, and Grace counted on them for good advice. The two women were older and had experienced many more things than Grace. She looked up to them with great respect, for they were also so confident and content in their own skins. Grace was only just beginning to feel comfortable in hers.

      The three of them sat outside. Anna was painting, Grace was trying to sketch, and Maggie was sitting with some cocoa, a rare treat for the sheriff. It was cold, but the chill was not biting, and for once they had some privacy from the sailors.

      “Can I ask you something?” Grace began. Maggie and Anna glanced at each other with knowing smiles. They suspected that something was happening between Grace and Luis, and had been waiting for the young girl to bring it up. They nodded. “How did you know things were going to last between you and the men you ended up with?”

      “You wanna go first?” Anna offered. Maggie shrugged and sipped from her drink before she began to speak.

      “The truth is that I didn't. I've never believed in all that talk about soulmates and true love and destiny. I figure that there are so many people in the world the best you can hope for is to find someone who wants the same things as you and who wants to make you happy. That's what love is, really, wanting to make someone happy more than you want to make yourself happy. Anyway, it didn't happen overnight for the two of us. I was busy with work, and he was busy with his studies. Still, that being the case, he apparently saw something in me that he really liked because he kept on coming back, and eventually he asked me out.

      “At first I just thought it was fun to date. Most of the guys I knew from the academy were all the same, and I didn't want to date anyone in the workplace. So, it was nice to have someone different, and at first, he said he was fine with the demands of the job. We saw each other when we could, and then it became more serious. I don't know if there was a single moment where I can tell you that it became something more, we just fell into it, I suppose. Both of us were happy with what we were doing and where we were going with our relationship. Then we got married and had Tristan, and I got a promotion at work, and that's when the problems started.”

      “But you two still loved each other?” Grace asked.

      “Oh, of course, but other things take their toll on love. That's another thing I think is total bullshit, the saying that love conquers all. It doesn't. There are circumstances and mistakes people make that can conquer love. I know I wasn't the best wife or mother, and I paid the price for that, but I don't think we ever really stopped loving each other. I think we just lost the ability to work out our problems. We became two separate people again instead of a couple. It's sad, and I wish I had done things differently. Yet, what some people don't seem to understand, and I blame movies for this by the way, is that the relationship doesn't just take care of itself after you say you love each other. You have to work at it. Love isn't magic, and it's not going to fix all of your problems.”

      “She's right,” Anna said, “but that's not necessarily a bad thing either. Having one of those really difficult conversations with someone brings you closer together, and actually strengthens the love you have. Although sometimes it also will show you that you really have a different way of thinking, and don't want the same thing at all. For Mack and me, things went pretty quickly. I had had a few serious boyfriends, but none of them worked out, and none of them felt quite right. Until I met Mack, and after just our first date I was sure he was the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.”

      “Wow, that quick?” Maggie said in amazement.

      “Oh yeah, it was a hell of a date,” Anna replied with a knowing smile, “but I wouldn't say I fell in love with him at that point. I just knew he was the kind of man I wanted to be with. He was mature and confident, and he wasn't afraid to talk about things that made him look vulnerable, which was a godsend considering he was in the army. And over the years it was not easy. He was on deployment, and we had to work to stay close through video calls, and because of the nature of his work he had to keep secrets from me. That was difficult as well because honesty is one of the most important qualities for me.

      “Yet, we both knew we had something worth fighting for, so we kept at it, and it worked out. Well, we didn't exactly plan for this, but otherwise it worked out just fine. But it's not like Mack was my first boyfriend. I learned over life that relationships are there to be learned from. When you have one that doesn't work out, you can look to it and see the reasons why it ended, and know that it's not something you want from a relationship. Like, if I hadn't been able to handle the long distance between Mack and me, then I would have made sure not to get involved in something like that in any future relationship. Like Maggie said, love isn’t a guarantee, despite what we're constantly told and everywhere else we look. And relationships are there to help you discover what it is you want and need to make you happy. What is it you want?”

      It had taken a moment for Grace to realize Anna actually was asking her a question. She tapped her lower lip while she thought about an answer. “Well, I guess I want someone who isn't going to start a huge fight,” she chuckled, but then turned more serious, “and I want someone who isn't going to get jealous, and I want someone who is going to be okay with me doing what I want, even if it means I might be putting myself in danger.”

      “Is that the problem between you and Luis?” Maggie asked.

      Grace nodded. “He'd rather I stayed here where it's safe than go out on patrol. I don't mind that he's worried about my safety, but it's like he'd rather me sit and do nothing while everyone else goes out there and puts their lives on the line, and all I'd do is sit here. I don't want that. You've worked with him, I'm sure he's mentioned this to you,” she said, directed at Maggie, who looked down at her coffee. “I guess what I really want right now is just to get out of New Haven and clear my head.”

      “It'll be okay between you two,” Maggie said. “You're still learning who you are and what it's like to be in a relationship with each other. As long as you're honest with yourself and each other you'll be okay. I'm sorry for changing the subject, but I wanted to ask you about Tristan. I haven't really had a chance to talk with you about it since you got back. Was he okay?”

      “Oh yeah, he was fine. I mean, Tristan is Tristan, so he was a little lost in his own thoughts, but he did well. He didn't make any mistakes, and he was super excited when he saw the ship come in. I tried to talk him out of staying there because I knew you'd be worried, but he insisted and I didn't really have the heart to say no, not with all he's been through.”

      “No, it's good, he always did like ships,” Maggie said with a wistful smile.

      “Speaking of that, I need to go talk to Mack about something. Thank you for the talk, it's been really helpful.”

      “We're happy to help,” Anna said, and watched Grace leave before turning back to Maggie.

      “So, what's it like to have a child in this world? I know Tristan is almost grown up, but can you try to give me some sense of it?”

      “It's not easy, I'll tell you that. Even before all this happened I was worried about him all the time, and now that's increased. It's been hard to see the effect the world has had on him. All you want to do is protect him all the time and make sure nothing bad happens, but this world doesn't let that happen. They're going through a harder life than we ever did growing up. I look at him now and the things that have happened have taken such a toll on him. I try to do my best, but I am worried about what he'll be like in the future. Why do you ask? You and Mack thinking about it?”

      “He wants one,” Anna said, with an unsure look on her face, “and the plan was that we were going to start a family once he got back home, but I look at this world and I just don't know if it's the right environment for a child.”

      Maggie shrugged. “I don't think there ever is the perfect time to have a kid, you just have to do the best you can and hope that you can give it enough love so that it's safe and sound.”
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        * * *

      

      Grace felt better after talking to Maggie and Anna, although she hadn't come to any conclusions about her feelings for Luis. She didn't want to hold onto something that wasn't working out, but she didn't want to just run away from her problems either. But she did need to get away from New Haven for a little bit to collect herself and give herself and Luis some space, which she thought would be good for the both of them. She went to Mack, who was walking back from his office, and told him she wanted to go back to the docks.

      “They've had plenty of time on the ship, and I think we should go to pick them back up. I'll take Saul and a few others.”

      “You should take a few of my crew as well, to help you get on the ship,” Flint said.

      His presence had taken Mack and Grace by surprise as they hadn't known he was near. Grace agreed, and with that Flint was gone again, disappearing into the shadows. As he left Hank came up to them, looking haggard.

      “We have a problem,” he said.
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      Mack looked around. Flint had an unerring capacity to sneak up on him without any warning, and from the look on Hank's face Mack knew the problem he referred to was something serious. Without hesitation Grace headed off to gather what was needed to bring back the rest of the patrol left on the ship, while the two men were left to talk.

      “Come into my office,” Mack said, and walked back.

      There were some days when the work never ended, but it was important. Mack knew Hank wouldn't have come to him with such an ominous warning if he hadn't been sure something was truly the matter. When they were safely alone with the door closed behind them, the two men sat down. Then Hank told Mack all about Oliver and what he had said.

      “The kid was in a bad way, Mack. It had taken him forever just to open up to me. I don't know what the other sailors have said to him, but they've put the fear of God into him. He's acting like his life is over. He's convinced he's going to hell, and I don't seem to be able to say anything to persuade him otherwise. You ever seen a soul that's lost? It's the saddest thing in the world. He wouldn't listen to anything I said. I tried to get him to tell me what he actually meant by the secret, but he's so scared of what might happen that he wouldn't tell me anything. He just descended into babbling, and kept saying nobody ever could know.”

      “Do you have any idea what the secret could be?”

      “No idea at all, but it has to be something big to drive him to seem that hopeless. I've had a bad feeling about these sailors, and now I'm worried they're not who they say they are.”

      “I feel the same way,” Mack said, turning his thoughts to the encounters he had had with the sailors. He hadn't wanted to think the worst of them, but perhaps that was a mistake on his part. He wanted to trust them, and look for the best in people, but had that made him overlook suspicious behavior? “We need to know who we've let into New Haven. If they do have a secret, we must find out what it is, especially because we have people out there on that ship.”

      “You don't think they're in danger?”

      “I don't know, but Grace is putting together a patrol right now. Funny, when Flint overheard us speaking he insisted she take some of his men with her. We should try to grab her before she leaves to warn her.”

      “Has Flint said anything to you?”

      “No, nothing that has made be suspicious. Although, now that I think about it, he has mentioned things only in vague terms. He keeps talking about something they had done to survive, but never has told me what it was. Perhaps that has something to do with it. It might explain why the other sailors are so willing to fight as well. But we must find out the truth. We'll have to speak with Oliver again, and try encouraging him to tell us what happened.”

      “It's not going to be easy,” Hank said.

      “I know, these things never are.”

      The two men left Mack's office in a hurry. They asked others if they had seen Grace or knew of her whereabouts, but she had been in such a hurry to leave that she already was gone. Mack blanched in frustration. He would have to hope they were mistaken, and that the sailors didn't pose a threat, even though he was confident in Grace's ability to take care of herself as well. Mack and Hank turned away, then walked through the settlement to try finding Oliver, while also trying to keep their search for him hidden. If he was hiding something, then Mack and Hank didn't want the other sailors to learn that they were looking for him, for they did not want Oliver to be in danger. As they moved through the settlement, they watched the sailors carefully, wondering if they had let a parasite into the settlement. Mack hated the idea that he had made New Haven vulnerable by letting other people in, but he didn't want to have to rethink his policy on making New Haven a place for everyone to come and stay.

      Eventually, they found Oliver by himself, hiding away in one of the buildings. There was nobody else around, and it had taken Mack and Hank a good amount of time to find him. When Oliver heard their presence, he looked frightened and tried to turn away, but there was nowhere to go. The two men approached him. He was standing in dim light, and it wasn't until they drew closer that they saw the bruises on his face. His left eye was swollen, and there were cuts on his lips. Hank and Mack looked at each other worriedly. His eyes once again fell to the floor, and when Hank and Mack tried speaking to him, he wouldn't reply at all.

      “It's going to be okay, son. We're here to help. I'd like to talk more about what we talked about last time. You remember? You're safe here,” Hank said, even though the evidence suggested the contrary.

      His soothing words were not enough to tempt the truth out of Oliver, though. The young man clearly was broken, and whatever secret he held was powerful, and must have proven a threat to the sailors. Mack burned with rage inside, not only at the sailors, but at himself, too. He should have seen there was something suspicious about them, and should have come down on them more harshly when they didn't adhere to New Haven's rules. Now this young man had been beaten severely. Mack knew the way these things tended to go. If things continued, this wouldn't be the end of the injuries. He pulled Hank aside and stood near Oliver.

      “I don't know if you know me, but I'm the leader of New Haven. I was the one who welcomed you and the other sailors here. I want to help you and give you a home, but I can't do that if they're going to pose a threat to New Haven. If you know something that we should know, then you have to tell us. But also, while you live in New Haven, your safety is important to me. I want everyone here to feel as though they belong and that they're safe, and if they are attacked then we must deal with it swiftly to make sure it doesn't happen again. If you tell me what happened, we can help you,” Mack said.

      Oliver swallowed, and this seemed to cause him pain. Then he glanced up at Mack for an instant before his head hung down again. Mack shot a glance at Hank, communicating his understanding that Oliver was broken, which was sad to see happen to someone so young. Unfortunately, Mack had seen a lot of young men and women in a similar condition as a result of serving in war zones. But this was something else. This was due to a bully, and if there was one thing Mack hated above all else, it was bullies.

      “I fell,” Oliver said meekly.

      “You fell,” Mack said.

      “I've always been clumsy,” Oliver replied, his voice as small as a mouse's squeak.

      Mack and Hank looked at each other again. They knew they weren't going to make any progress here. Mack could have interrogated Oliver to get to the truth, but it would have taken more time than they had the luxury of, and he preferred not to put Oliver through more torture. He jerked his head to the side, indicating to Hank to move away from Oliver.

      “He's lying,” Hank said, which was plainly obvious, “But I don't get why?”

      “Because he's protecting his crew,” Mack said grimly.

      That was the only explanation that made sense. The sense of brotherhood among a crew of sailors was strong. Especially when they had been through an experience such as Flint's men had, and Oliver's guilty conscious was conflicted between doing the right thing in telling the truth, and betraying his men. Undoubtedly, Flint and the others would have drummed into him the need for loyalty above everything else. Mack knew he would have to go to the source if he was to learn exactly what happened, and how much danger Flint and the other sailors posed.

      “Stay with him,” Mack said as he stormed off and went to confront Flint.

      Although there still was much speculation, it was clear Oliver had been beaten by Flint’s men. Even if Flint didn't have a hand in it, he still was responsible for the actions of his men, and it was a dereliction of duty to let things get to that state. In some ways, he hoped Flint was unaware of what was going on, because Mack had grown quite close to the man. In Flint, he saw something of a reflection of himself, a strong leader who had done everything he could to lead the people he cared about to safety. Flint was a strong-minded man with hopes and dreams and ideas for the future as well. Mack had enjoyed speaking with someone who had some experience with authority and working within a chain of command, and both men had envied what the other had. Mack had welcomed the idea of Flint and his men sticking around, of having more strong people able to defend the settlement, and of having a friend with whom he could talk about strategy, war, and reminisce about the world that went before.

      He found Flint standing with his men, chatting. They all stopped talking when they saw Mack approach. Flint turned when he noticed their gazes. He greeted Mack with a smile, but Mack was in no mood for pleasantries.

      “I need to talk with you. In private,” he said. The sailors had been given one of the empty buildings to live in while they remained guests and were scattered all about the premises. Flint and Mack walked inside, where they had some privacy.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Mack asked in rushed tones.

      “I don't know what you're talking about.”

      “I'm talking about Oliver having bruises all over his face.”

      “He fell,” Flint said, his face like stone, with no humor, and no trace of any emotion. Mack grunted.

      “So, you are in on it as well. I was hoping it was just your men, and that you wouldn't stoop to such things. I've already talked to you about this, and you don't seem to be doing a thing about it. I want to help you, Flint, but you must meet me halfway, and the safety of New Haven is a priority. If you want to stay here, you must abide by our rules. I cannot in any way condone you beating your own men. If things carry on the way they are, I will have no choice but to exile you.”

      “Like I said, he fell,” Flint replied impassively, then added, “I will deal with my crew in my own manner. That is how I have always done it. That's the way it's done on the sea.”

      “You're not on the sea anymore,” Mack said, and walked away from Flint with anger burning in his heart.

      He knew there was something deeper going on, and hated that Flint wasn't being forthcoming with him. It put Mack in direct opposition with the captain, and Flint would be a formidable foe. However, now that Mack was on his guard, and knew there was definitely something up with the sailors, he was even more concerned with the people he had left on the ship.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan felt as though he was losing his mind. He would fall asleep in the chair, then wake up moments later, wishing this was just a dream and would wake up. Without a way to trace the days, he had no idea if he had been held captive for days or weeks or months. He was groggy and sometimes heard voices, but he couldn't tell what they were saying. He ate his food and drank the water not because he wanted to, but because his body craved it. He was barely conscious for most of the time, and these moments were only broken by short bursts of lucidity. Thoughts of Maggie and Sharon rolled around in his mind. He felt guilty about the way he had treated both of them, especially Sharon. Then he thought about Peter, and his father. His mind was awash with memories and feelings and reminders of what he had done, of what he had lived through, and this seemed like penance to him. Perhaps he deserved this fate, and this was just karma exerting its influence.

      The twine bit into his wrists, chafing his skin. Sometimes his hands went numb, and he wondered if they had fallen off. Other times he moved them just because he could, hoping that by chance he would be able somehow to break free of his bindings, even though it seemed impossible. He heard groans and wailing from somewhere nearby, and knew that it was from his companions, who were suffering the same fate. It was good to know they still were alive, but for how long? Death seemed inevitable. The only company he had were the guards who came in. They said few words, and Tristan didn't have the strength to reply.

      After tying him up, the guards never checked the twine that bound him, and all the stretching and wriggling that Tristan had done slowly and finally worked away at the twine. To him, it didn't feel as though he was making any progress, especially because he could not see his wrists, but in one glorious moment he felt the twine loosen. He stopped, wondering if he just was dreaming again. The line between reality and fantasy had blurred, and he wasn't sure of anything anymore, but when he tested again he felt his wrists shift. His heart began racing with hope as he wriggled free of his restraints and felt a wave of emotion rush over him. He was free! His aching wrists escaped the twine and he drew his hands away, rubbing them together. The release was so painful that tears welled in his eyes, and he sobbed softly. He had the chance to escape now, but would he be able to take it?
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      Tristan had to bite his lip to keep from crying out loudly. The last thing he wanted in that moment was for the guards to come to check on him and find had escaped his restraints. From what he knew of them they just would tighten them even more, so much so it probably would cut off the blood circulation to his hands. The pain in his arms as he moved them was almost unbearable. They had been locked in the same position for days, and only had been loosened a couple of times when a guard allowed him to relieve himself using a bucket left by the door. Although, as far as Tristan knew, it could have been far longer, and now it was hard to move. His muscles screamed in agony as he moved them tentatively, holding them carefully, almost afraid to move them in case they would explode. His hands, wrists, and arms tingled, and sweat beaded on his forehead. He kept glancing at the door, so afraid a guard would come in and ruin his moment of triumph. Surely, they would punish him as well as tying him up again. Perhaps it would have been better if had he put the twine back around his wrists and stayed there, not making a move. At least then he wouldn't be punished.

      No.

      He couldn't do that. His mother would have been ashamed. She wouldn't have put up with this situation. She would have fought, and Tristan was her son. Somewhere inside him he had that quality as well, that little voice that said he never was going to give up. He just wasn't sure how to hear it. A small moan escaped his lips as he stretched out his fingers. The feeling was beginning to return to them and he gasped, slowly getting used to moving them again. The young boy still had a million thoughts echoing around in his head. Some of them were telling him to stay put. Others were telling him to run. But where was he going to run to? He was on a ship docked at the pier. If he leaped over the side, the sailors surely would see him, and still there were other people who needed to be saved.

      All he knew was that he had to free himself first. He told himself to take things step by step. Moment by moment. Everything was going to be okay if he just remembered to breathe and keep calm. He lowered his body and put his trembling hands against the twine around his ankles. Sweat dripped onto his hands and the floor. He was weak and starving and thirsty and exhausted. He tried to blink to focus himself, but every time he closed his eyes all he wanted to do was fall asleep.

      No.

      He gingerly moved his fingers, cursing them when they wouldn't react in the way he wanted. It felt as though they had a mind of their own, and he barely could undo the knot. The light was dim, and he had to go mostly by feeling, only catching a glimpse of his ankles when the oil lantern swung in a certain way. For a time, he thought he never would be able to undo the knot. What fresh torture that would have been, to have his arms free, but be unable to leave, his legs tied to the chair, with no way to escape except dragging the chair behind him. He started to laugh at the thought of the sailors watching him as he scraped through the ship attached to the chair. The exhaustion had made his mind weak, and he couldn't stop the laughs from coming. His entire body shook, which made undoing the knots even more difficult.

      Eventually though, they gave way, and soon his ankles were free. He felt the same pain rush to them as the blood was free to flow, and he began using the muscles that had remained in the same place for days. He doubled over and tried massaging the back of his legs and his thighs, weeping freely at the pain and joy from finally being able to move. He lost his balance and fell off the chair, landing on the floor with a thud. For a terrible moment, he was convinced someone had heard him and would come rushing in, ready to lash him for even daring to leave his chair. Yet nobody came, and he started believing it was possible to escape. He pushed himself up and staggered to the door, slowly getting used to using the full range of his body again. He had to use the wall for support, though.

      However, as he drew closer to the door the adrenaline started flowing through his body and helped his cause, spurring him on. He grabbed a hold of the door handle and took a moment to compose himself before turning it. The handle turned easily. The guards hadn't bothered to lock it because they had been so sure he could not escape. Tristan was in a hall with metal walls and a low ceiling. The ship swayed calmly. He couldn't hear anything, but he knew his companions were near. He moved slowly to the next door and peered through the round window, seeing another dim room. The oil lantern swung and illuminated one of the men from New Haven. Tristan opened the door and rushed in as quickly as he could.

      “It's going to be okay,” he said.

      The man shook his head. “No, save yourself. You need to get back to New Haven and warn them as soon as possible. I'm too weak to move. Let them know what's happened,” he said.

      Tristan was struggling with the knots and was adamant that he wasn't going to leave anyone behind, but then they heard voices approaching in the distance. It was almost time for their food.

      “You must go now,” the man urged through gritted teeth, almost kicking Tristan away.

      Tristan was torn, but the voices were getting louder and, in the end, he took the man's advice and walked away, slipping through the door and around the corner, away from the approaching voices. Fear flowed through Tristan's body, and he felt more alive than ever. It was intoxicating, the cocktail of fear and adrenaline and excitement. He breathed deeply, trying to be as quiet as possible as he started thinking of what he should do next. He wished his mother, or Mack, or anyone else was in this position, because they surely would know what to do, without any doubts, but he was alone.

      The safety of New Haven could depend on his young shoulders. All he knew was that he had to find some way to get off the ship and back to shore. He couldn't take on the sailors himself, and it was too risky to save everyone at that moment. By himself he stood a chance at escaping. He should try getting a weapon. Then if he made it off the ship, he could swim to shore and make it back to New Haven. He was a good swimmer, he could make it back. He tried to remember if any of the sailors had guns. At first, he was confident. Then he remembered they would have taken guns from the people they had captured.

      All these thoughts ran through his head as he made his way through the ship, not knowing where he was going. His footsteps clanged against the metal floors, and he kept his ears peeled for the sounds of anyone else approaching. He was aware of his own breathing as well. To him it sounded as loud as a hurricane, and he was surprised all the sailors hadn't descended upon him already. With every moment that passed he grew more confident. He hadn't been caught yet, but was afraid he was getting closer to the point when they would discover he had escaped, and would send men roving through the ship to find him. They knew it better than him. To him it was a labyrinth, where every corridor and every corner he turned looked the same. Sometimes he went up or down stairs, but it felt as if he was running in circles. At first, he tried having a plan, but in the end, he just picked a direction and ran as quickly as he could, hoping it would lead him to fresh air, and freedom.

      Whenever he passed a door he peered through the window to try gathering more information about where he could be on the ship, but the vast amount of them were empty rooms. He wondered what had happened to all the crew. Math never had been his strong point, but he was sure the ship could hold more sailors than they had met. Then he found a set of huge double doors. He sneaked up to them and raised himself onto his tiptoes to look through the windows. The light was dim, as it was throughout most of the ship, and he found it difficult to tell what lay beyond the doors, although it seemed to be a large room.

      Suddenly, he heard voices behind him. He held his breath just to make sure, although the beating of his heart was strong in his ears, too. He looked around, wondering if there was another place to run, but he was scared that if he turned back on himself, he only would get lost again, or worse, run into those who were pursuing him. He pushed open the doors and went into the room, hoping he could find a sanctuary inside.

      Breathing heavily, he pushed himself against a cupboard in a nearby corner, hiding just in case anyone came in. The voices grew louder, and then they passed. Tristan tilted his head back, leaning it against the cupboard, and blew out his cheeks in relief. He took a few moments to enjoy the sensation of evading capture before he opened his eyes again and pushed himself up to take a look around. Some light spilled in from outside, and he was glad to see the sky again, even though it was barely enough to see. He was careful where he walked, in case he bumped into anything, but his eyes adjusted quickly, and he realized he was in a kitchen, connected to the mess hall. There were pots and pans around, although the cupboards were empty. He looked in vain for a scrap of food or some water, but there was nothing to be found. Then he saw something that sent shivers down his spine.

      Bones. He gulped and moved closer to them to get a better look. He reached out and touched them, picking one up. It was big, and although he wasn't much of an expert, it was clear what kind of bone it was, although he tried convincing himself that anything else was the truth. He looked at a number of them, and then when it was clear there was no other explanation, he threw them down in disgust. These were human bones, and as he explored more in the kitchen, he found the remains of other humans. Nausea twisted in his gut and he staggered back, wanting to vomit, but not being able. These sailors were cannibals, and the mystery of where the other sailors had gone was solved. But now a deep fear ran through Tristan's mind as he wondered if the same fate lay in store for him and the other people in New Haven.

      He didn't have much time to dwell on those thoughts, however, for he heard voices again, and this time they were coming for him. The double doors of the kitchen opened up, and he heard the sailors shouting for him, trying to cajole him to come out. For a moment Tristan was frozen by fear. If he stayed there any longer, he would be discovered, and potentially carved up, with his bones added to the pile. The thought filled him with dread and, in the end, he did the only thing his body knew it needed to do in that moment. He ran.

      He ran as fast as he could, sprinting through the mess hall and out through the doors on the other side of the room. The sailors saw him and started their pursuit, but they had to make their way around obstacles. Tristan ran without any idea where he was going. All he knew was he needed to keep running, and that if he kept running, they couldn't catch him. He heard their footsteps clattering along the floor behind him, and his own heart was beating intensely. Sweat soaked his shirt and skin as he twisted through the ship, and miraculously managed to make his way to the deck.

      The air was cold and it shocked him, but it was good as he felt more alert. The adrenaline still was pouring through his system as he ran across the empty deck. He heard calls up above him, and soon a couple of shots rang out from those sailors standing guard. The bullets pinged off the crates that Tristan was ducking behind. He stopped, but only for a second. He sprinted to the side of the ship and launched himself off, the bullets still flying nearby. The other sailors almost had caught up with him, running across the deck themselves.

      The water was icy-cold when Tristan hit it, and the impact stung. It filled his mouth, and he spat out the salty water, even though his instincts were telling him to drink greedily for he was so thirsty. He felt the cold water surround him, and everything went dark and silent. Then he broke through the surface and gasped in the air. The water splashed around him as he heard the sailors giving the order to shoot. Tristan looked up and saw them peering over the deck at him. He twisted his head until he saw the shore, and then swam as fast as he could toward it. Bullets were let loose, and they hit the water near him. With each one he felt the fear rise within him as he knew he was inches away from death.

      The shore seemed so far away, and his arms were exhausted. Somehow, he managed to fight the instinct to give up and let the current take him away. He continued back, pushing his body to his limits, until he could see Grace. With what was left of his strength, he called out a warning to her and watched as realization came upon her face. However, as he called out the warning the sailor standing closest to her swung a fist at her. Tristan yelled in frustration and continued barreling toward the shore, wanting to help his friends and tell them the terrible truth he had discovered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Grace was shocked to see Tristan in the water. At first, she hadn't realized it was him, but when he started yelling there was no doubt at all. Her mind had to work quickly, and her body even more quickly. She sensed the sailor beside her was going to attack, and she ducked with great agility to avoid the blow. The sailor's fist hit nothing but air, and as Grace rose back up she punched him in the gut, and then let another punch fly across his jaw. The sailor grunted in pain, and Grace pressed her advantage, kicking and punching him until he descended to the ground.

      But the other sailors had joined in as well, and not everyone had been able to react as quickly as Grace. There had been a sailor standing behind Saul, and he had managed to get off a lucky punch, which sent the big man staggering forward. Saul turned, though, and the sailor realized his mistake. Saul strode forward, his eyes wide with insanity. He reached out both hands, clamping them around the sailor's neck, lifting him up. The sailor was slapping at Saul's hands and struggling to get free. Saul freed him by tossing him to the ground, where he landed with a cracking of bones. Saul then turned and, like a human wrecking ball, battered the other sailors, helping his companions. He roared like an animal and brutally beat them into submission, yanking them from their fights, sending them to the ground. The people of New Haven gave a good account of themselves and emerged triumphant.

      By this point, Tristan had reached the water's edge. He was slapping at the docks and calling for help. By now, he was almost on his last legs. Saul and a couple of the others kept watch over the sailors, having now drawn their guns to make sure the sailors didn't do anything rash. Although in some ways Saul wanted them to, because he loved a good fight. Grace had no idea why the sailors would turn on them, or what had happened to Tristan, but she was worried for him, and for New Haven itself.

      She led a couple of people to the edge of the dock and found a rope, which they all took hold of and dangled down to Tristan. He caught it and pulled himself up slowly, and with the help of Grace and the others he was soon on dry land again. His clothes were soaked through. He looked pale and weak. He coughed and spat out sea water, and he shuddered with emotion as he crouched on all fours. The skin on his lips had crusted over, and Grace felt a swell of pity for the boy. He had been through so much, and his time on the ship was supposed to have been a nice treat for him. Instead, it had turned into whatever this was. Grace called to get him some water from the supply they had brought with them, and she took off her jacket, placing it around his shoulders in an effort to warm him up.

      Tristan's lips chattered, and when he spoke his words came out in a vibrato. Grace held him close to her, wanting to warm him up as quickly as possible to prevent any chance of him getting an infection. She had been the one to let him stay on the Southampton, so whatever happened to him was her fault, and she didn't know how she would explain it to Maggie. As soon as he was able, Tristan explained what he saw, although it was in fractured sentences because his mind was hazy and all he wanted to do was sleep. But he was able to communicate the truth.

      “The sick bastards,” Saul said, overhearing him.

      He looked down at the sailors and kicked one of them in the chest. Grace was filled with revulsion as the truth dawned on her. She wondered if they were planning on eating everyone in New Haven.

      There was a huge groan as the Southampton loomed over them, coming even closer to the shore. The shadow enveloped them like an abyss that was about to swallow them up.

      “Surrender!” Grace yelled, but the only reply was a gunshot that hit the water before her, and was too close for her liking.

      As she looked up she could see a few of the sailors peering down at her. She turned to the others and asked them if what Tristan had said was true. They hung their heads in shame, but did not say anything. Although, in some ways, their silence said more than words ever could. Saul was enraged. He started beating them again, going around to them, one by one, kicking them and punching them in the face, letting out his intense anger in one incoherent burst. Grace had to yell multiple times to get him to stop. She needed everyone calm because they were still in the line of sight of the sailors on the ship. She assumed they hadn't continued firing because they were afraid of shooting their shipmates, although she hoped it was because they were out of ammo. At least the ones they had captured weren't going to fight back, Saul had seen to that.

      “We know what you did, and you're going to come with us back to New Haven whether you like it or not,” Grace yelled to the sailors on the ship. “But we're going to leave people here to watch over you, and make sure you don't leave the ship. Then I'm going to come back with more people and more guns, and we're going to pick you off one by one if you stay on the deck. Or you can go below and we'll wait you out. Either way, that ship will turn into your tomb if you don't leave and get down here right now.”

      She saw a slight movement of heads on the deck, but it was a while before they responded by jumping into the water and swimming to shore. Grace and the others had their guns trained on them to make sure they didn't try anything stupid. While all this was going on, Tristan was shaking and holding Grace's coat tightly around him. He stared into the distance. Grace walked up to Saul.

      “What the hell are we going to do about this?” she said.

      “Burn the sick bastards? No wonder they wanted to eat all our food. Probably wanted to get the taste of human flesh out of their mouths,” he said, and aimed another kick toward one of the sailors sitting at his feet.

      “We must get back to New Haven as quickly as possible,” she said, and then turned to the sailors again. “What are you planning in New Haven? Are you going to attack us? Was this all some kind of trick? Is that why Flint insisted that you come with us, because you were going to take us out?”

      Again, the sailors said nothing. They looked at each other, and it was clear they all were going to remain silent.

      “None of them are going to flip, are they?” she said.

      “No. Apparently, they are willing to eat each other, but they won't turn on each other. We'll let Mack handle it, and Flint, although I can't imagine how that conversation is going to go.”

      “With great difficulty, I imagine. Flint doesn't strike me as the type to walk away from something such as this.”

      “And Mack isn't going to approve. I know he's said he always would do whatever it took to survive, but this...” Grace said, barely able to comprehend what she had learned.

      By this point, the sailors from the ship had reached the shore. They were escorted to the other group and held at gunpoint again, stripped of their weapons. They looked sullen and haunted, and now that she knew the truth Grace could see the toll it had taken on them. They weren't just men anymore, they were beasts as well, and she wondered how she hadn't seen it written all over their faces. Perhaps it was because it was such an incomprehensible thing.

      “Get them tied up,” she ordered as she went back to Tristan.

      “What about the others, are they still on there?” she asked. Tristan nodded.

      “We have to go get them. We can't leave them there,” Grace said, turning to Saul.

      It had taken a while for Tristan to speak properly, but he was able to tell them where the rest of the prisoners were being held. Grace told the others to keep a close eye on the sailors and to shoot if they made a single move, but from the looks of them they weren't going to do anything of the sort. Grace and Saul dived into the water and swam to the ship, pulling themselves up the rope ladder that dangled over the side.

      When they stepped foot on the deck they wrung the water out of their clothes and moved with great speed to save their friends.

      “I've heard about people doing that in desperate situations,” Grace said, “but I didn't think I'd ever come across it myself. It always seemed so...surreal.”

      “I don't even want to think about it. The more I do, the more it freaks me out. How do you think they decided who to eat? Can you imagine that situation? To be with a group of people you trust more than anything else in the world, knowing they're going to eat you?”

      “Maybe it became a type of ritual for them, sort of like a sacrifice to the gods.”

      “Only the devil would like that sacrifice. No matter what happens in New Haven that never is going to be us.”

      “I can't imagine anyone even suggesting it, even if we ran out of food. There would have to be other options, even though these men saw no other way. I can't imagine what it was like in here, to be shut off from humanity, not knowing what happened, or even if they were the last people alive,” she said as she traced her hands along the inner walls of the ship, already feeling claustrophobic at being in such a confined space.

      Even after the end of the world, some people had it better than others. They worked their way through the ship and came across the mess hall. They went into the kitchen, saw the same thing Tristan had seen and, like Tristan, were filled with revulsion upon seeing the bones. The sight of them almost made Grace sick, and Saul turned a shade of green. She never thought she'd see anything affect Saul in this way, but it was good to know he was human, too.

      “So, you and Alison,” she said as they left the mess hall. She knew if they didn't talk about something they only would dwell on what they had just seen, and she didn't think her stomach could take that. It was taking all the willpower she could muster to stop herself from vomiting.

      “What about us?” Saul said, somewhat defensively.

      “Just wondering how it's going,” Grace said. “It's good to see you happy.”

      “It's going pretty well. She's a hell of a woman.”

      “She'd have to be, to put up with you,” Grace replied with a twinkle in her eye.

      “I'm not going to argue with that.”

      “Did you ever think back when we were walking through the forest, or sitting outside that mental hospital, that we'd end up here, with problems as mundane as figuring out how to love someone in a world like this?”

      “That's not much of a problem to have. If you want to love someone you just do it, and everything else works itself out.”

      “You really think it's that easy?”

      “I didn't say it was easy. I just mean that if you love someone, then that's something that you can be sure of, that you draw strength from. There's so much uncertainty all around us that it's nice to have something like that, something you can count on. And, no, I didn't think I'd be here at all. Look at me, I'm taking care of orphans and teaching them how to live after an apocalypse, while the woman I'm with is teaching them about math and English and things. My future certainly has changed, along with the world.”

      “Mine, too,” Grace said as she ruminated on Saul's words.

      At one point, she had been sure she loved Luis, but now? She couldn't say. The time away from New Haven hadn't really helped her in the way she had hoped. She wanted the solution to come forward itself, but it didn't seem as though it was going to be that easy.

      “I think they're down here,” she said as the two of them walked down a corridor.

      They opened the doors and found their friends, who looked much as Tristan did, worn down and exhausted. There were cries of relief as Grace and Saul moved from room to room, untying the ropes that had bound them together. Then, as a unit, they all helped each other back off the ship. They managed to make it back to shore, leaving the ship behind, as an empty shell that had housed inhumane horrors.

      When they returned to shore Tristan was looking a little more like himself. Although they wanted to get back to New Haven as quickly as possible, Grace was aware that those who had been imprisoned needed time to get their strength back. While they waited, Grace and Saul spoke to Tristan. He told them all that had happened on the ship, about how the sailors had fed him on the fish that swam close to the pier. And how he never knew why they had captured him, since they hadn't said anything about what they wanted him for. Thankfully, they had managed to retrieve everyone, and none of them had suffered the same fate as those whose remains they had found in the kitchen. Grace hugged Tristan and apologized for what happened, and promised him she would get him home soon. Then she walked over to the sailors, a pitiful lot, but she found that she couldn't say anything to them because she simply didn't know what to say.

      When everyone was ready Grace made sure the sailors were bound together so none of them could run away. She had people keep a close watch on them at all times as she took the lead and started to make their way back to New Haven. Before she left, however, she took one long, last look out at the docks and at the sea. The horizon looked so beautiful, with purple hues cascading across the sky over the shimmering water. Yet, being lost out there at sea had caused these men to do something grotesque, and Grace hoped that nothing had happened at New Haven in their absence.
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      It was a long march back to New Haven, and not many words were exchanged between them. The sailors shuffled along, tied together like a row of prisoners to ensure that none of them could escape. Grace made it clear that if anything had happened to the people she loved in New Haven, then they would pay the price, and that there was no version of that story where they got out alive. Eventually, they returned. By this point, Tristan and the others who had been held prisoner were about to collapse, and only the thought of being back in New Haven had kept them going for this long. The barriers were opened, and all eyes were on this procession as it entered the settlement. People stopped what they were doing and watched as the sailors came back. Grace marched straight up to Flint, who was standing around with his men, and pointed her gun directly at his head.

      People gasped with tension. The other sailors looked at each other, then at their brothers, who already had been captured, and they also bristled. It hadn't taken long for word to spread, and soon everyone was outside. Maggie and Luis rushed up to the scene. Luis had mixed feelings, for he had missed Grace and wanted to talk to her, but now was not the time or the place. Mack was there too, wondering what had happened. He had been concerned for Grace since he hadn't had the chance to warn her. Although he was pleased to see she had handled things, and seemed as though she knew more than him.

      Maggie drew her gun too, although she wasn't sure who to point it at, so she kept it aimed at the ground. She looked at Tristan, and saw the state he was in. It had taken everything she had to maintain her role as sheriff, when all she wanted to do was to go over to her son, give him a hug, and take care of him. He looked as though he was about to drop, and he still was standing only because Saul was letting Tristan lean on him, but he offered his mother a weak smile. Others in New Haven quickly ran up and offered aid to those who needed it, wrapping warm blankets around them. Yet, they had done this in silence because they could see things were tense, and any sudden movements could have proven costly.

      “Arrest this man and all his men,” Grace declared, her voice loud and clear in the evening.

      Her hand didn't waver. Flint raised his hands and wore a clenched smile, his dark gaze moving from Grace to his men. Mack looked on with a furrowed brow, and he shared a look with Hank. Oliver was with the other sailors and looked extremely agitated, especially since he was the recipient of some awful glares. Nobody dared to move.

      “What's going on Grace?” Maggie asked.

      “When we got back to the ship Tristan was swimming toward us. The sailors tried to attack, but we managed to overcome them. It turns out they've been keeping a little secret from us. They're cannibals. That's how they survived out at sea for so long. They ate the other sailors.”

      At the mention of this, more weapons were raised, and the sailors' heads dropped. Loud murmurs also began rippling through the crowd that had gathered. Nobody quite knew how to process the information. They all were as shocked as Grace and Saul had been when they first discovered it.

      “We found human remains in the kitchen,” Grace added, before any of the sailors could defend themselves.

      Mack barely could believe his ears. He knew the sailors were hiding something, but he never expected it to be this. He almost felt betrayed by Flint. He could have taken that man into his confidence,  yet he had harbored that secret. He walked forward and stood beside Maggie.

      “Were you ever going to tell us?” Mack asked. Flint sighed, shook his head, and chuckled in the face of defeat.

      “Would you ever tell anyone? You can see now why I wanted to keep it a secret. Why I was willing to go to any lengths to keep our secret,” he said, his voice getting angrier as he turned his glowering face toward the sailors who had been captured.

      “You should have been more careful. This never should have happened.” His voice was heavy with disappointment. Mack only could stare at him in disbelief.

      “Let's get them locked up,” Maggie said.

      She and Luis, with the help of Saul and a few other people, escorted Flint and the sailors away to be locked up for the time being. Mack scratched at his jaw, then summoned Hank, Freddie, and Grace to go with him so they could discuss what to do. Before he left he told everyone to try getting on with things as normal. Although he knew it was a futile wish, since how could they, when faced with something so unusual?

      The friends walked in silence to Mack's office. When they sat down nobody knew where to begin. Eventually, Mack slammed his hands down on his desk.

      “I don't know what to say.”

      “I guess we know why Oliver was so torn up,” Hank said. Freddie and Grace gave him a questioning glance, and Hank quickly explained how Oliver was torn between his sin and his loyalty to the sailors. Although Oliver never said exactly what the sin was.

      “And now we must decide what to do with them,” Mack said gravely.

      “Can there be any forgiveness for them?” Grace asked, looking at Hank.

      Hank shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “I know we want to try rehabilitating criminals, but we were talking about things like petty theft. I'm not sure what we're supposed to do here. This is almost too big for us to handle. I'd like to say we could forgive them, but the opinion of them is already pretty low, and I'm not sure anyone is going to be comfortable having them around. If they had been model citizens first, I perhaps could make a case for this being an aberration, and over time they could be absorbed into the community. However, given what's already happened, I don't see how anyone in New Haven is going to be in favor of keeping them around here.”

      “And there was absolutely no doubt about what you saw?” Mack asked.

      “None whatsoever. This happened, Mack. I don't know the details. I'm assuming they did it because they had no other choice, but even if I was in that situation I'd like to think I'd do anything before doing that.” The thought still disgusted her, and it was difficult for her to imagine that behavior actually taking place.

      Freddie replied, “I'd like to at least keep a few of them around to explore the psychology of it. There have been similar cases where people have been stranded at sea and resorted to such measures. It's quite fascinating, really, because the brain actually adapts to survive. For example, it will make things seem appetizing. So, you actually want to eat it, rather than just eating it to survive. It's amazing how the brain works, and this would be a unique opportunity to learn more about what happens, and the effect it has. Those men out there must be suffering terribly. It explains why they're so close, I suppose. They were brought together by this great guilt and shame. I'm sure none of them felt proud of it, but they are loyal to each other, and wanted to protect the secret. I wonder how they even can sleep at night, or function in this normal society. What must they have thought when they saw us? I presume they were envious that we had managed to build New Haven into a functioning community, while they had to resort to cannibalism to survive.”

      “I'm sure this would be interesting, but these are men we're talking about, not lab rats, and we can't afford to keep them around just because it would be interesting to talk to them,” Mack said, getting irritated by Freddie's rambling.

      “How would we decide who we keep anyway? This crime is almost too big for us to punish. We're not equipped to deal with it, not on an intellectual level, or a moral level. I'm not going to lie to you, I'm at a loss here, guys. We've already said that we're not going to impose the death penalty on anyone, but sending them back out into the city doesn't seem right, and we can't keep them here. Hank, you're right when you say that never would work. There was a time when I thought they could be valuable additions to New Haven, but we must turn them away. It just doesn't seem right to allow their stay when they've done so many bad things.” Mack added.

      “Whatever you do, I doubt it will be worse than what their consciences already are doing to them. When I confronted them about it, they all hung their heads in shame,” Grace said. “I think now that it's out in the open, they'll have to confront what they've done. They can't hide anymore, or deny that it happened. Don't forget,   Tristan and the others as well, were left behind under false pretenses, and then kept against their will.”

      “I know,” Mack said, but it was clear he was wrestling with this decision. He inhaled deeply as he tried finding some guidance. “I have to go talk to Flint,” he said.

      “Are you sure that's wise?” Hank warned.

      “There are still things I need to know, things I need to understand.” And with that he was off.

      All the sailors were locked up where they had been before. Mack went in and had Flint brought out so they could have a private moment together. To his credit, Flint still walked with his shoulders back and his head held high, still a proud captain, even though his crew's shame had been exposed.

      “I've been trying to work through this, but it's just too much for my mind to grasp. Can you explain this?” Mack said.

      “What is there to explain? We've committed one of the worst crimes any man can commit. I told you we faced the darkest parts of ourselves. We were out there for months. Our ship was dead. There were no communications, no signs of other life. As far as we knew, we were the only souls in the world. We'd worked out how long it was going to take us to get back to land, and it was too long. All the cargo we were transporting was industrial.

      “The food we had wasn't going to last us the whole way, and then we found out that rats were on board and had gotten to the supply. The sea was barren where we were, and we weren't a fishing vessel, so we didn't have any nets to catch fish. We just were on a big hunk of metal, waiting to die. When the food started running out, all of us knew the possibility. It was either all of us died, or some of us had to live with the burden of doing it. It never was easy. We never enjoyed it. We did it because it had to be done so the crew could live.”

      As he spoke, a strange look came across Flint's face, as though he only now was realizing the gravity of what they had done. “How did you decide who was...who was chosen?” Mack choked out.

      “We drew lots. Every man. Even me. We all were equal. It became a ritual. We knew we were turning into monsters, but none of us wanted to die, yet we all were ready to give our lives to save each other. Maybe some of them wanted to be eaten because that was easier than living with the guilt of what we'd done.”

      “And why did you take my people captive? Were you planning an attack here?”

      “No,” Flint said, smiling as he bowed his head. When he raised it again Mack saw that his eyes were glistening with tears.

      “This place is wonderful, Mack, it really is. I only wished that we would have been able to find it sooner. We held them against their will because we couldn't risk anyone finding out what had happened. We were worried and scared, and didn't know what type of people you were. We were going to sort it out, but then Oliver talked to you and we weren't ready. I understand that you need to punish us, but please, just take me. Do whatever you like to me. You can string me up as an example, you can do anything to me. I'm their captain, and I should be punished. I was the one who gave the ultimate order. I did what I could to get the majority of my crew to shore, and I should be the one to face the consequences.”

      Mack looked at him and saw the desperation in the man's eyes, and he was filled with pity. Ever since he first had met Flint, Mack had seen that they had a lot in common, and part of that was a devotion to the people they led. Mack wondered if there was any part of him that could have made the same decision if he was pushed as far as Flint had been. But as much pity as he felt for the captain, he was cold in his reply.

      “I can't let any of you stay in New Haven. I'm going to talk to my council, and I'll come back later with our decision.” Flint was taken back to his cell, while Mack went back to the people he trusted the most.

      They debated for a long time about what to do. Not all of them agreed with the plan that Mack wanted to put in place, but none of them could come up with a good alternative. So, in the end, none of them walked out of Mack's office not entirely satisfied. The sailors were brought out before the people of New Haven as the council stood by them. Mack stepped forward and delivered their sentence.

      “In this world, we are faced with many challenges, and we must choose what we think is best to ensure the safety and survival of the people we love. I cannot in any way condone what these men did to the people they sailed with. I also cannot come up with a fitting punishment, and one that wouldn't be a drain on our resources as well. But I also know that the weight of what they have done is going to stay with them for the rest of their lives. Every time they look at each other, they will have to remember what they have done to the other members of their crew. In some ways, that's the most horrible punishment of all. The council and I have agreed that we have no choice but to exile you from New Haven. You are men of the sea. I suggest you get back on your ship and sail far, far away from here, and never darken this part of the world with your presence again.”

      It was perhaps the most merciful punishment they could have been given. Although some in New Haven would argue they needed a more brutal form of punishment, they couldn't argue with anything that Mack had said. Each person in New Haven had done things they hadn't been proud of, and they could see how the sailors would be haunted by their past. In silence, their restraints were removed and they were shown to the gates of New Haven, where they were escorted out. The sailors walked into the city, never to be heard from again.
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      A little later, in the evening, when the Moon hung high in the sky and the stars sparkled beside it, people were settling down for their evening meal. They were sitting in a circle and a fire crackled in the middle of it. All the couples were together, except Grace and Luis, who were sitting on opposite sides of the fire. Silence was all around them after the events of the day, and each of them had much on their minds. Most of them didn't have much of an appetite given what they had learned, but Saul was eating heartily.

      “I don't know how you can eat at a time like this,” Luis said. Saul paused for a moment to look at Luis and shrugged, then continued eating.

      “They must have been so desperate,” Anna said. “I wonder what it was like on that ship.”

      “I can't even imagine,” Freddie said.

      “I can,” Maggie replied. People were stunned into silence.

      “I think we all can. Think about everything we've been through. Weren't there moments when you were faced with death and you knew you'd give anything to make it through? They were on a ship with nowhere else to go. It couldn’t have been an easy conversation, but it was one they had to have.”

      “I wonder if Flint had to order any of them to be eaten if they resisted,” Mack said.

      “I guess we'll never know now,” Anna said.

      Freddie set down his plate and leaned forward. “It makes you wonder what other people out there are doing, people who weren't as fortunate as us. Sometimes it's easy to forget that billions of people all over the world are trying to survive, and not all of them will make it. I doubt Flint and his men were the only ones to turn to cannibalism. It makes you think about what we'd all be willing to do to survive.”

      “I'd be willing to do a lot, but I don't think I could eat you guys,” Grace said, and this brought a round of laughter. “How's Tristan doing?” she added.

      “He's okay, I think, as okay as he can be, I suppose. He was glad for a change of clothes, and he's warmed up now. I think he's just shaken again. That boy has seen way too many things. It's funny, when he was younger I used to make sure he didn't watch any late movies, but now he's seen things I couldn't even imagine. I just hope he can cope with it all,” Maggie replied.

      “I'm sure he will, he's a strong kid,” Saul said. Maggie smiled, appreciating the comment.

      “I'm really sorry for what happened as well. I never should have left him there,” Grace said.

      “It's okay, you couldn't have known. And he did really like ships, although I'm not sure if he will now,” she said. The group laughed again, and the tension was beginning to be released as they relaxed in each other’s company.

      “Well, no matter what we're pushed to do I'd like to think we all would make the right decisions. That's what's gotten us this far,” Mack said.

      “And what's next for us?” Anna asked.

      “I honestly have no idea, but we're going to have to sort out the food situation. I'm sorry for not being stronger about the sailors. I should have given them more restrictions. I just wanted to make this place a welcoming destination. I got so caught up in what I thought New Haven should be that I lost sight of what it actually is. I need to make sure the people in this settlement come first, and anyone else who comes here will have to understand that or suffer the consequences,” Mack said.

      “I think we all wanted it to work,” Hank said, “but there are two sides to being hospitable. You have to be a good host, but the guest has to make sure they are grateful for the hospitality as well. I can see now why the sailors were so eager to throw themselves into the food that we had to offer. However, in future we'll have to make sure people pull their weight. I'm just sad we had to send Oliver back with them.”

      “That was a hard call,” Mack said, “but I think it was the right one. He'd never forgive himself, and if he was here, other people wouldn't let him forget. At least he's with people who can understand what they're going through. Now that they've had their secret exposed they might actually be able to work through it.”

      “Where do you think they're going to go?” Luis asked.

      “They have to be finding somewhere in the city to stay, surely. If I were them, I'd never go back out to sea,” Anna said.

      “I wouldn't be too sure about that,” Mack replied. “Those men live to be at sea. They'll either go back on the Southampton or find another ship to take out. This time hopefully with a way to get more food, then they'll go out there and explore the world.”

      “You almost sound jealous,” Freddie teased.

      “In a way, I am. I always liked the idea of being a sailor in the exploration age, never knowing when you're going to come across land or what's going to be waiting for you when you do arrive. It's going to be like that now. We've only been in this city, and think of all the things we've seen already. Imagine what else is waiting out there, what other people are doing. One of the great things about the Internet is we could see what was happening all over the world, but now we've been plunged into darkness again. We're probably never going to know what's happening in Europe or Russia. Hell, we may never know what's going on in even Mexico or Canada, but I suppose we'll have plenty of adventures around here,” Mack said.

      “Speak for yourself, I could do with a break from everything that's happening. A nice quiet winter would do me,” Maggie said, and the rest of them cheered in agreement. Alison whispered something in Saul's ear, and a wide grin appeared across his face. He picked up the last morsels of food left on his plate and then set it down.

      “Time for us to call it a night,” he said, and nobody was left in any doubt as to what those two were going to be up to. Grace giggled, and even Mack chuckled as Saul walked away.

      “I never thought I'd see him in love,” Mack said.

      “It's pretty sweet when you think about it,” Grace said. “We were talking earlier about how we never thought we'd end up here. It's been pretty incredible when you think about it. All that time we spent in the forest...I didn't think we'd be staying in one place. We were all ready to travel across the country.”

      “Yeah, and it was just a handful of us. Me, you, Luis, and Saul,” Mack said.

      “The good old days,” Luis joked, and everyone laughed again.

      “You know, my father told me something once that always has stayed with me. I was a teenager, and I didn't really know what I was doing with my life, or what the point of any of it was. I was stuck in high school, and I didn't see much of a future for myself and I think he knew that. Well, parents always tend to know what's going on in their kids' minds, even if you think you're being so mysterious. One day he was talking to me about it, and saying that everybody acts like they have a plan for the future, but nobody really knows what the future holds, and there aren't any guarantees. At first that scared me, but then he explained that it meant every day was an adventure, and that life was about the people you hadn't met yet. There were so many unknowns out there. At the time, I never thought I'd meet someone like Anna, or any of you people. I'm still amazed that we've all managed to come together, and I'm so glad for it because now I can't imagine my life without any of you,” he said, reaching over and squeezing Anna's hand.

      Over the fire, Luis and Grace's eyes met for a brief moment. Luis smiled at her, but Grace looked away. The conversation began to die down, and one by one, people began to slip away. As soon as Grace left Luis rose and followed her, reaching out to pull her back by her shoulder.

      “Can we talk?” Luis asked in a pleading tone.

      “Yes, we can, but not right now. Please Luis, I just need some space right now to figure things out. I'm sorry,” she said.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      Grace merely shrugged, and then walked away. Luis sighed and walked back to the fire, where he sat down next to Maggie. Mack and Anna still were there as well, but everyone else had left.

      “It's going to be okay, you know,” Maggie said.

      “I wish I could believe that.”

      “Hey, even if it isn’t, just remember that you had a life before her, and you'll have a life after her. For what it's worth, I think she'll come around. She's just going through something at the moment. The best thing you can do is give her the space she needs, and when she does come to you, listen to what she has to say,” Mack said.

      “And what if she wants to break up with me?”

      “Then you'll have to respect her wishes,” Anna said, “but don't think that is the only way this is going to play out. Just be patient and focus on yourself. Keep busy and eventually you two will be able to have a discussion, and you know we're all here to help you if you need any advice.”

      “I appreciate that,” Luis said, and was glad to have his friends.
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        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in the settlement, though, someone else was feeling incredibly lonely. After returning to New Haven, Tristan had been taken back to the apartment. Then he changed into some new clothes, was wrapped up in blankets, and he went straight to bed. He still was shivering, long after he had dried, and even though his body was exhausted, he still found it difficult to sleep.

      The images of those bones sitting in the kitchen could not be shaken from his mind. Every time he closed his eyes he saw them, and then he was back in that room again, with the oil lantern swinging above him. His wrists and ankles still ached from the knots, and although the wounds already were healing, he still could feel them cutting deep into his flesh. His dreams were nightmares and he was in a pot, waiting to be eaten by the cackling sailors who were waiting to carve him up.

      Tristan awoke in a cold sweat. He hauled the blankets off himself and dragged himself out of the bed. His mom hadn't returned yet, and he didn't want to be alone, not in the darkness, not on that night. He pulled on a jacket and left the apartment, skulking through the settlement to the only person he thought he could talk to. The only person he wanted to talk to. He knocked on the door, and Sharon answered, surprised to see him. They stood there awkwardly, neither of them saying much, before Sharon invited him in. Deborah was there, too, and upon seeing him she turned away in shame. Tristan said hello to her, but she only mumbled in response.

      “I was wondering if I could talk to you?” he asked.

      They had resolved the tension between them, but still were not on entirely friendly terms. Yet, Sharon wasn't about to turn him away. They walked into her room and sat on her bed. Tristan looked around as if to find anything to do other than talk, but then Sharon asked him what he wanted to talk about. On his way there Tristan thought it was going to be difficult to talk to her about what had happened. Yet, once he started it came out in a flood. He told her everything, about what he found, and how scared he was. In the end, it was all so overwhelming that he started crying.

      “And I didn't know who else I could talk to about this. Nobody else understands what we've been through. You and me, we've done so much together, and I just needed to talk to someone. I just...there's just so much, and I don't know if I can handle it any longer. I'm scared and I'm tired and I don't know what I'm supposed to do. How can I live like this? How can anyone? I don't think I'm strong enough. I just...” and he broke down, inconsolable.

      He stopped speaking and heaved his sadness out as Sharon wrapped her arms around him and drew him into a tight embrace. She rubbed his back, not entirely sure what she was supposed to say or do, but then she was filled with an overwhelming sense of affection for him. She lifted up his head and planted a soft kiss on his lips, tasting the salty tears that ran down Tristan’s face.
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      Since the sailors had departed New Haven things had settled down somewhat. The sailors had been a disruptive influence, what with gorging themselves on food and trying to have their way with as many women as possible. The revelation that they had turned to cannibalism while stranded at sea had shocked New Haven residents. Everyone had to look at it in their own way, wondering if, in the right circumstances, they too would have been pushed to those extremes. It was a difficult thing to consider because the community in New Haven was so tight-knit that nobody could think they would.

      However, nobody could deny that the bond between the sailors had been strong as well, and although everyone liked to think of themselves as different from the sailors, when they looked closely enough they saw too many similarities for their liking. After all, the food supplies were getting dangerously low in New Haven. They barely had enough to make it through the winter as it was, and then the sailors arrived. The patrol that led the sailors back down to the docks had brought back some fish, which was a welcome relief, but other patrols venturing into the city had returned empty-handed, and with the weather turning the way it was the near future looked bleak. Would they all be forced to turn to cannibalism to survive as well?

      It was not a welcome prospect, although the vast majority of them all trusted that Mack would see them through. He had with everything else up to that point anyway.

      Not everyone had agreed with the decision to let Flint and his men simply up and leave, but it was better than having them stay around. None of them could argue with Mack that the crime was almost too big to punish, and they hoped they never would hear from Flint again. Sometimes it was easy to forget that there were still horrors left in the world. In New Haven, they had managed to create an idyllic world, which, while it wasn't perfect, was a utopia compared to what had come before, in the days after the end of the world.

      All of them had dreamed or hoped for something like this. It felt unbelievable, and nobody ever actually thought it would happen, but Mack had made it happen, and they all were eternally grateful to him. He was their leader and everyone trusted him with their lives. They knew that he would do whatever he could to keep them safe, and he never would let them turn to dark deeds like the sailors had. Somehow, he would find a way to keep them alive through winter. Then when the spring came and began thawing the icy chill that spread around the settlement they still would be there, ready to plant new crops and see that New Haven became the home for the hopeful who it was intended to be.

      Speaking of Mack, the leader of New Haven was sitting in his office with Hank, the preacher. Both men had been greatly affected by the sailors’ visit as they had talked to Oliver, and were two of the first people to know there was something unusual going on. Conversations between them were becoming more regular since the main group of survivors had split up and focused on their own tasks throughout the settlement. Mack never really considered himself a truly religious person; he'd always believed there was something bigger than himself, but didn't like to put a label on it. However, he enjoyed talking to Hank, and liked the perspective the preacher brought to Mack’s life. He'd noticed that Hank had been shaken by the sailors’ visit.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Mack asked. They were sitting on either side of his desk. Hank was gazing idly at the wide bookshelves on one side of the room, looking lost in thought.

      “I think so. I just hate the idea that we sent Oliver back there. I feel as though we should have helped him and given him refuge, even though it would have been difficult for him to make the adjustment.”

      “You know that people around here only would have reminded him about what he did with the sailors. Besides, he's spent so much time with them now that I don't think he'd have wanted to leave even if we had offered it to him. I don't like it much myself.”

      “If they turn back to their old ways, he'll be the first to go, after what he did. You saw the beating they gave him. Do you really think he'll be safe with them?”

      “I can't answer that. I hope he will be, and I hope they don't go back to their old ways. Part of me thinks that one of the reasons they lost their humanity is because they thought they were the last people alive. Now they've seen us, so things might be different. I'm hoping they'll sail around the world and find more places like these, and one day they may even make peace with themselves, and be able to settle somewhat and make a new life for themselves.”

      “Just not here?” Hank said in an inquiring tone, raising his eyebrows slightly. Mack leaned forward in his seat and exhaled long and deep.

      “They weren't ready to settle here. You saw how heavily it weighed on them. If they had stayed, they'd only have caused more problems and more trouble as they tried to work through it. I'd have loved to have helped them properly, but our resources are stretched too thin for that. They've had a taste of what life can be like in this world. Hopefully, that's enough to give them a direction toward the future.”

      Hank murmured in agreement, but his gaze drifted again, and he didn't seem comforted by Mack's words. Mack tilted his head and looked at the preacher more closely, at the tight gray hair that knotted over his head, and the dark freckles that speckled his cheeks. His white teeth gleamed, set against his dark skin, and his hooded eyes stared into the depths of the universe.

      “I'm going to ask you again, are you okay?” Mack repeated. Hank smiled at him, but it was a weak smile, and one that Mack knew was just there for appearances.

      “I am, at least as okay as I'll ever be.”

      “Is it something to do with Mindy? Is she okay?” Mack wondered.

      He hadn't pried too much into the preacher's personal life. He knew Hank was quite a private man and liked to be discreet, although Mack knew he'd grown very close to Mindy. Sometimes it was hard for people to talk about their relationships, and Hank and Mack both were from generations where it was uncouth for men to talk about their feelings with others. They were expected to lock them down deep inside, and betray no sign of them to the outer world. Mack wondered how many people's lives had been ruined because of that philosophy.

      “No, no, she's fine, she really is and, honestly, so am I, Mack, but thank you for asking.”

      Mack pressed his lips together and nodded. “But you know you always can come talk to me. Even the preacher is going to need someone to talk to, other than God, I mean.”

      Hank chuckled. “I know, and I appreciate that. It's just a few things, I suppose. Oliver was in such pain and I couldn't help him. I know he committed a grave sin, but I wanted to give him some peace, and I just think about the deception all of them committed. If it wasn't for Oliver, would we ever have found out the truth?”

      “Oh, we'd have found out,” Mack said, “the thing about the truth is that it always has a way of coming out, even when you least expect it. I don't think I've ever heard of a lie that ever has worked out well. Some people think it's necessary to lie, whether it's to protect other people or themselves, but I think honesty is the way to go. Living a lie would be too exhausting anyway, always having to keep track of the fiction you've created, always having to look over your shoulder. I wouldn't wish that on any man, and if Oliver hadn’t broken, then one of the other sailors would have. Something would have slipped, for sure.”

      “I suppose you're right,” Hank said in a grave tone.

      Then he rose and bid his farewell to Mack, shaking his hand before he left. Mack watched him leave and felt bad for Hank, hoping that whatever the preacher was going through wasn't going to have any lasting effects. He was a true asset to New Haven, and Mack didn't know what they would do without him.

      Mack rose as well and stared at the map of the city that hung on the wall. It was peppered with pins from where he had tracked the movement of a threatening group, and different areas were colored where patrols had been. Fortunately, they hadn't come across another dangerous group of people, which was a relief. Mack wanted New Haven to have a chance to flourish without having to resort to bearing arms at regular intervals to defend itself. But most areas of the city had been explored, with little in the way of good news.

      They had found plenty of supplies such as blankets and clothes, but the food had been scarce. A few patrols who had been sent out to the far reaches of the city were due to return soon, though, and Mack hoped they would be bringing back good news with them. After staring at the map for a while, he walked to the corner of the room and spun the globe around, watching the countries blend into a blur. After a few moments of watching this mesmerizing sight he placed his finger firmly onto the globe and it stopped abruptly. He removed his finger and looked at the country he had found, Italy.

      “I wonder what's happening over there,” he said aloud, to nobody in particular.

      For the most part, his mind was focused on New Haven and the people he loved there, but occasionally he let his mind wander and thought about the rest of the world. There were, or had been at least, billions of people. How many of them had survived? Had any of the governments actually been able to remain intact and maintain order, or had every country fallen into chaos? Had anyone even found out the cause of the EMP? In the beginning, Mack had been intensely curious about that, but as time had gone on he realized that it didn't matter. All that mattered was how they lived now.

      “I'm sure something exciting and dangerous, just like we have to deal with. Or they're just sitting on a beach sipping Mai Tais, watching the world go by. Maybe we're the only people in the world who have to deal with all this shit?” Grace said, standing in the door. Mack turned to face her, surprised. He hadn't been expecting to see her until later.

      “Anything I can do for you?” he asked.

      She sighed and tossed back her hair, something Mack had noticed she did whenever she had something on her mind. She flung herself into one of the chairs and put her feet up on the desk, looking entirely too comfortable, but Mack found it amusing.

      “I don't know. This whole thing with the sailors, you know, it stirred up some stuff.”

      “I was just talking with Hank about that very thing. I know that people are shaken by it, but we have to try moving on from thinking about what they did. It's not going to do us any good to dwell on it.”

      “Oh no, I wasn't thinking about that. It's how it stirred up stuff between Luis and me. I thought I needed some space to clear my head, but whenever I see him I still feel weird.”

      “Weird in what way?”

      “I'm not sure exactly, but I feel like I can't be myself, almost like I'm always doing something wrong. I feel like he wants me to be somebody I'm not, and I don't know how to handle that. Before these issues came up we could just hang out and be happy and there were no problems. Now, I don't know what I'm supposed to be feeling or how to deal with it. And I'm sure the last thing you want to hear is our relationship drama, but you've always been able to help me with these things, and you are my best friend. So, I wanted to tell you.”

      “You're my best friend, too, Grace, and of course I want to hear about any problems you're having.  I think this is a natural state for a lot of relationships, especially since you two don't have much experience in previous relationships.”

      “That's an understatement,” Grace said curtly.

      “And you first got together under extreme circumstances. Things are settling down now, and there's more stability around you, so it's natural the two of you are looking at each other a little differently. All I can tell you is to be patient with him and be honest with him, and yourself as well. Keep talking to him about the way you feel, but don't stay in a relationship with him just because you think you have to. At the end of the day that only would lead to both of you resenting each other, because he won't want to be with someone who is only with him out of a sense of obligation. I know it would be much easier if we could simply flick a switch and turn our emotions on and off, but we have to deal with them I'm afraid.”

      “I know,” she sighed.

      She was about to say something else when Freddie came running into the office, saying some of the patrols were back. Grace and Mack put their personal discussion aside and raced down to the barriers where the patrols were standing, getting off their horses and reuniting with those they had missed so much. The leaders of the patrols came up to Mack and Grace when they saw them and gave a brief report. Sadly, they did not have good news. The city was mostly barren. Although they found some food, it would not be enough to see New Haven through winter. Still, they also had a more pertinent question that had plagued them all throughout their patrol. Where had all the people gone?
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      Mack stood there. In truth, the question had plagued him for a while. The city was big, and they should have encountered far more people than they actually had. There had, of course, been riots in which many people had died, and a lot of people had tried leaving the city to find somewhere new, as Maggie, Hank, and Luis had seen when they had been on the highway when the EMP hit. Some of those people tried reaching rural areas to live off the land. While others had migrated to even larger cities, where they hoped their chances of survival would be better. Mack had met some of these people in the first settlement they had come across while in the forest. Although even then he would have assumed most people would have stayed where they were most comfortable. It was as though they all had disappeared.

      “We were on our guard the whole way through, figuring there would be other people around, especially when we got all the way to the other side of the city, but there was nobody there. Somebody must have been there to clear out all the food from the stores and things, but there wasn't any trace. We went in houses as well, and called out to them, but there was nothing,” one of the people who went out on patrol said.

      “Maybe they've all been beamed up by aliens,” someone joked. This brought out a tittering laugh, but it only masked the issue of what actually had happened.

      Mack stayed silent while other people offered various theories. The most common one, and the most sensible one, was that people simply up and left the city when they saw how the state of things were unfolding. The riots would have scared them, and it would have made sense to try making it somewhere safe. While this did make sense, it didn't convince Mack because he didn't think people would so easily abandon their homes.

      Another theory that had some merit was that a safe place had been set up and people had flocked to that. Still, that was only a matter of speculation, since there wasn't any proof at all. It wasn't even that most of the people had died because they still would have found corpses littering the streets. It was as though a big chunk of the population just had disappeared for no reason, and as good as Mack's imagination was, he wasn't about to entertain the possibility of extra-terrestrial interference. No, there had to be a rational explanation. He only hoped it wasn't because of another huge group who wanted to swallow up other people in a frenzy of death and destruction.

      Mack thought there would have been other people with whom they could have pooled resources and traded supplies. In his ideal world, he wanted to set up a network of communities that all could work together to help each other survive. However, at the moment it seemed as though New Haven was the only one in the city, a lonely beacon that would have to rely on itself for survival. While self-reliance was one of the most important qualities Mack considered someone to have, he was not blind to the cons of isolation. Trade and sharing were some of the most fundamental aspects of human society, and it was something necessary for survival. They never were going to have exactly everything they needed, but without anyone to trade with they were going to be left to fend for themselves, and that would not bode well for them if they didn't find food soon.

      But it was more than food that Mack wanted. He wanted to know that there were other survivors who had been able to achieve the same things as New Haven had. He wanted to know that New Haven was not alone in the world, in having overcome the tough circumstances of the post-apocalyptic world. He wanted to share stories and advice on how to flourish in this type of world, and wanted a support network to share not only supplies, but people as well. Mack’s vision was to build a thriving settlement with a new civilization, one founded on mutual trust and co-operation.

      Once the speculation had died down everyone around them looked to Mack for an explanation. They were so used to him knowing exactly what was going on. So, they just naturally assumed he would offer an answer that made sense, one that would give them closure and set their minds at ease before they continued going about their day. Yet, he couldn't give them what they wanted or needed. He didn't understand it himself, since, at the very least, the city offered shelter from the elements.  But the most pressing concern was the need for food, something that Grace brought up.

      “I get that it's weird that there aren't more people out there, but we have to be focused on food. Frankly, this isn't as much as we hoped to get from going so far out. Mack, I really do think we need to take a patrol into the forest. I'm not saying we have to go all the way back to the settlement, but we have to try for other sources of food.”

      “I agree,” Mack said, “go ahead and put together a team,” she left, and while she did so Mack got together another group to go back to the docks for some more fish.

      “I know we're all going to get tired of eating fish pretty quickly, and we don't want to have so many that we end up eating the entire population, but catch as many as you can and bring them back here. Take some guns as well, just in case Flint decided to come back to shore.”

      That patrol left almost immediately. They were nervous about going back to the docks. None of them really wanted to interact with the sailors again, but when they got to the docks there were no signs of Flint or the sailors. The sailors were gone for good, and the people of New Haven were free to fish in peace. It would have been easier if they were able to take a boat out, but the only boats left were those that ran on electric motors. At some point, they would build another one to take out into slightly deeper waters to fish properly with huge nets, but that would take time and manpower they did not have at that moment.

      Back in the settlement, Grace was putting together her patrol. A large group was going to be needed, since they would be trekking for a matter of weeks, and hopefully would be bringing back an abundant supply of food. She wanted people she trusted, because she knew how dangerous the forest could be. In some ways it was funny, because when they left the forest and finally saw the city standing before them, she vowed she never would return and didn't want to even think about setting foot back in the forest. Although now she was looking forward to being back there, hoping the change in environment would offer her some semblance of clarity when it came to her personal difficulties. Along with several other people, she recruited Daisy, Gary, and Saul to accompany her, and then, much to her surprise, Anna volunteered to come along as well.

      “Are you sure?” Grace asked.

      “Yeah, I kinda miss being out there and I think I can help, if you don't mind me tagging along.”

      “No, of course not,” Grace said, and each of them went to make the preparations to leave.

      Privately, Mack followed Anna back to their apartment where she was packing up a few things to take with her.

      “I'm going to ask you the same question that Grace asked. Are you sure about this?” he said.

      Anna stopped what she was doing, pressed her lips together, and then turned to face him. “Definitely,” she said.

      “It's just that you had a rough time of it before when you were out of the city, and it set you on a path where you wanted to isolate yourself from other people.”

      “That won't happen again. I'm with you again, and I've made friends with all these lovely people. I was only in that way because I felt like I was alone, and that I'd lost everything I cared about in the world. I don't feel like that anymore, so you don't have to worry. I just...I want to do something that matters. I mean, don't get me wrong, I love doing the creative stuff and keeping that alive, but I'm not really needed for that, not anymore at least. The group is kind of self-sufficient now, which is great! But also, you know, we can't eat artwork or stories. I truly believe we do need those things to live, but we also need food, and that's the one thing we're really lacking at the moment. I haven't been out on a patrol for New Haven yet, and I don't think it's fair that other people should risk their lives when I'm just sitting here. I don't want people to think I'm taking advantage of being your wife.”

      “I'm sure nobody would ever--” he started to say, but Anna held up a hand to cut him off.

      “I get why you're concerned, but I'm not doing it for any other reason than I want to help. I know I have skills that will come in useful, and I want to do my part for New Haven,” she said. Mack nodded and hugged her, wishing her good hunting.

      In another part of the settlement, however, another couple did not have such a calm and reasonable discussion about it. After Grace had gone around and rounded up enough people for a patrol, she was packing up her supplies. Luis came rushing up to her, his deputy badge shining brightly. Grace tensed up at the sight of him because she knew what was coming, and indeed, within moments of him being by her side Luis was expressing his concerns.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

      “You know you don't always have to be the one to lead the patrols. I mean, I know that's kinda your thing, and you're great at it, and I get that you want to feel like you're contributing to New Haven, but do you not think at the moment it's better for you to stay here so we can sort things out? I don't want to try keeping you here, but you did say you wanted to sort out your head. Yet, we haven't really talked about things since you've been back, and I just, I want to know what's going on with us, you know?”

      “I get that, and I'm sorry that this is so hard for you, but it's not like it's easy for me either. I wish I knew what was going on in my own head. All I know is I need some space, just to figure it out. Please, give me this time. I'd rather go out there knowing that I have your support. You know this is my role here, this is what I'm good at.”

      “I know it is, but I also feel as though you're using it as an excuse to get away from me,” Luis said sullenly.

      “That's not fair. I'm doing it because we need food to survive, and I'm one of the best there is at going out there and finding it. Why can't you just say, 'Good luck, Grace' rather than making it such a big deal?”

      “Oh, I'm sorry that I'm going to miss my girlfriend. Sure, just go out there, take the whole winter if you want. It's nice to know it's so easy for you to leave me.”

      “I'm not leaving you,” Grace said in an exasperated tone, pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “I can't talk to you like this, I just can't. I don't even know what to say. I'm going out on patrol, I'll see you when I get back,” she said, and with that she hauled her bag over her shoulder and stormed out of the apartment, leaving Luis frustrated and angry.

      It only took a few moments before he too stormed out of the apartment. His head and heart burned with turbulent emotions, and he didn't quite know what to think. All he did know was he was afraid of losing Grace for good. In a blind rage, he went to find Maggie and told her in no uncertain terms he was going to go on the patrol as well. Maggie took one look at him and saw that he was in distress. There were some times when she was hard on him, such as the time he had instigated a brawl with the sailors. Yet, in this instance, she could see he needed a little more tenderness. She looked at him and took a deep breath, hoping he would do the same.

      “And why's that?” she asked.

      “Because I need to go, I need to be there with Grace so we can talk properly. She said she wants space, but I know what that means. The longer we're apart the quicker she'll just forget about me, and I don't want to stay here knowing our love is breaking apart. I have to be with her to remind her that I exist.”

      “Okay, first of all, you have your duties as my deputy, and you can't just decide when you want to fulfill them. I told you when this started that it was a solemn oath and a hard job, and that it would take up a lot of time, but that it had to be your priority. You agreed to that, you agreed to all of it. I understand you're in a very emotional place right now and you just want to be with her, but sometimes there are other things that have to come first.” Luis looked as though he was going to explode with frustration, but before he could say anything Maggie continued in her calm, even tone.

      “And on a personal note, I've spoken with Grace about this, and I obviously know how you feel. Speaking as a woman I can tell you the worst thing you can do right now is to smother her. I know the natural instinct is to do everything you can to hold on, but it's not going to do you any good to go after her. Give her the time she needs. Give her a chance to miss you.”
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      It was soon time for the patrol to leave. The ones going out on patrol said goodbye to their loved ones and promised they would stay safe. Saul gave Alison quite a public kiss, bending her over backward, leaving her staggering back, causing everyone else to gawk in awkward amusement. Luis was not present, and Grace wasn't sure if she was happy about that or not. She tried to look for him through the crowd, but didn't see him.

      “It'll be okay,” Anna said. “We'll talk about it later if you want.”

      “Thanks,” Grace said, glad that Anna was so intuitive and knew what was upsetting her without Grace having to tell her anything.

      There were about ten or so of them, all armed with guns, javelins, and bows and arrows. Gary was especially eager to test his mettle out there. As soon as they left the safety of New Haven he was talking about the animals he was going to hunt and trying to cajole the others into a competition.

      “Remember that we're doing this to get food to feed everyone's stomachs, not to feed your egos,” Grace said sternly.

      “That doesn't mean we can't have a little fun at the same time,” Gary replied with a cheeky smile.

      “I think I'm starting to prefer it when he was being difficult,” Grace said quietly to Anna and Saul, who were beside her.

      There were mixed feelings among those who were going out on patrol, especially Grace. On the one hand, she was glad to be going out there again, feeling as though she was making a difference rather than just discussing things and handing down decisions. She decided she liked to be hands-on. Her brief tenure as leader of the settlement, before it had been christened New Haven, had taught her that. But there was trepidation that came with that as well. She knew there were dangers lurking outside the safe walls of New Haven, and going out there meant risking her life as well as the lives of all the other people she had asked to come with her. It also meant they all were cut off from New Haven for a while as well, and would have no idea what was going on there until they returned. Hopefully, they would not get attacked in the meantime. Then there was Luis as well. Although Grace tried not to think about him because it only caused her pain. She lost herself in conversation with Saul and Anna as the patrol drew farther and farther away from New Haven.
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      In the meantime, Mack rallied around the settlement’s main leaders and told them they should make every effort to build up New Haven and make it into the place of their dreams.

      “We've had to endure a lot in our short time here. There have been attacks, people threatening our way of life, and other issues that all have distracted us from what we should be doing, which is taking care of New Haven. While others are out there fishing and looking for food, we should make sure that when they come back they are astounded by what we have done. You've all done well at finding roles for yourselves, and you know I've talked with many of you about plans for New Haven and what you think we should be building here. We're going to have a school to educate the children among us. We're also going to have courses so that even the adults can continue learning new skills because I've always thought it important to keep learning throughout life. We're going to have plays and other creative endeavors, we're actually going to have lives here.

      “So far most of our energy has gone into survival, and with the food needed to get through winter that's still going to be our main goal. Although I'm tired of thinking of myself as a survivor, as I'm sure many of you are as well. We need to remember how to live, how to actually make progress in life, and I'm looking forward to going on this adventure with you. If any of you have any suggestions, please don't hesitate to come to me. I want New Haven to be a place where everyone can reach their full potential, and maybe even do some of the things you never got around to in the old world. Let's make this a place where dreams come true.”

      Mack's speech was met with much admiration, and a good mood rippled through the settlement. Although the winter was looking bleak, they were buoyed by the future beyond the winter, and were looking forward to sunnier days. Each member of New Haven wanted to establish it as a comfortable place to live. The days following the EMP were filled with such uncertainty that none of them knew if they were going to survive this long. Given some of the dangers that had struck New Haven, most of them felt lucky even to be alive, especially when so many good men and women had died around them. It was in tribute to them as well as themselves that the people of New Haven wanted to see the place grow, to be a positive force in the world, rather than one that was hell-bent on stealing from others or killing them without remorse.

      So it was that people soon became busy putting into action all the things they had planned. Alison spearheaded the school and organized people to teach different subjects. They agreed the curriculum would have to be changed from what the children used to learn. So, now alongside math, English, and science, they were taught how to make bows and arrows, how to grow crops, and how to maintain the settlement. Many of them had worked with Saul, and now were used to a strong work ethic. They had been given structure again, which was something many of the parents had been concerned about. The children’s welfare had been at the forefront of their minds and they all were glad that a school had been opened. When they looked at their children they were looking at the future of New Haven. They had to make sure they gave their children the right lessons so they would take care of New Haven in the future and continue the good work.

      Of course, the children didn't much like the idea of school simply because it was school. However, when the classes began and the children realized it wasn't going to be like the school they were used to, their moods changed and they enjoyed learning about the different things. The Lost Children all had been rehabilitated and, aside from a few occasional outbursts, had adjusted well to living in New Haven. Sometimes the adults had to answer awkward questions, like about what had happened to Peter, but all in all they had made much progress.

      This was in large part due to Freddie, who had continued counseling them, as well as their parents. At first, a lot of people looked upon him with suspicion as there was still a stigma about therapy, as though it was a shameful thing to want to talk to a professional to gain advice and guidance. However, the stresses of this world soon had taken their toll. People began flocking to him, at first for a chat, then for proper sessions. Freddie soon found his days were filled with people wanting his advice. He was glad for this because there were times when he felt as though he didn't really have a place in New Haven, and he was pleased to see the children were flourishing as well. He was also glad to report that nobody had any major concerns, and most people just were worried about the future. He spent a lot of time with Hank, who also met with a lot of people who wanted to talk about their problems, since the preacher offered a spiritual avenue, and the two men often found solace and support from each other. However, Freddie noticed Hank was feeling somewhat subdued, and when Freddie was with Mindy he brought up the subject. The two of them were putting together a course to teach other people about medical care.

      “I'm glad we're doing this, but I feel like without a doctor we're still going to be vulnerable, especially in the winter when people's immune systems are more prone to infection. I hope we don't ever get an epidemic on our hands,” Mindy said.

      “I know. I've been worrying about that too, but I'm glad you're around. Everyone knows they're in good hands with you. I heard that one of the patrols came across the library and brought back a load of books, some of them even textbooks, because they thought people would want to learn new skills. I'm sure there's a medical one in there so that we can improve as well,” Freddie replied.

      “That would be good,” Mindy said.

      “Can I ask you a personal question? It's about Hank. I was talking to him earlier, and ever since this business with the sailors, he's been off. I was just wondering if he had talked to you about it, because he seemed reluctant to do so with me. And as much as I know he has God to talk to, sometimes it helps to have someone who can talk back directly.”

      Mindy offered a weak smile. “Hank is a lot more sensitive than people realize. I think learning the truth about the sailors did hit him hard. He's obviously seen people go to great lengths to survive, but that was something else. I've tried to get him to talk to me, but he says he just needs time to work through it.”

      “I hope he's not going through a crisis of faith.”

      “Oh no, I'm sure it's nothing as bad as that. His faith is the thing that keeps him going through all of this. I think everything is just taking its toll. We all have moments like this. I'm sure he'll be alright, especially with friends like you around.”

      Freddie smiled at her as they continued planning the medical course. Elsewhere in the settlement, other people pored through textbooks, enjoying learning new things or even relearning skills that had become rusty. Many people looked at the books that had been brought back and offered to share their love with people. These weren't official courses, but more like casual seminars where people could talk about topics. There were also readings of stories given by people with good voices. Book clubs were formed to complement the creative groups, some of which were busy writing plays, while others were painting the changing scenes of New Haven, and still others were writing the events down in stories, stories that would document the fall of the world and the rise of New Haven.

      The barriers were strong, and as Mack looked around at the settlement he had brought together, he smiled. Yet, there was a nagging feeling that something wasn't quite right. Perhaps he was so used to things going wrong that his instincts were naturally paranoid, but things almost seemed to be going too well. With everything that had happened since his plane went down and the world had changed irrevocably, there always had been some new threat, some new menace that had threatened their way of life. Although, for now, it seemed that peace would reign, and New Haven would be able to find its feet, fully establishing itself.

      “Am I crazy?” he asked, after sharing these thoughts with Maggie.

      “A little bit, yeah. It's all well and good to be on your guard, but at some point, you have to let yourself enjoy life. Otherwise, what's the point of going through all the bad stuff?” the sheriff replied.

      “I know you're right. Maybe I'm just worried about Anna. I know she can take care of herself. Still, after being apart for so long and having found each other again, it's troublesome to think that something could happen.”

      “I'm sure they'll all be good. How's Tristan, by the way?”

      Maggie shrugged. “He's about as well as can be expected. Doesn't really talk to me much, although I'm not sure if that's just due to him being a teenager, or if there's something else going on. I don't know, it feels like I have to learn to be a mom all over again. But he seems to have repaired things with Sharon, which is good, I guess.”

      “Yeah, grudges weren't good in the old world, and they're not good here. So, how is it, having a child in this world?”

      Maggie gave a coy smile. “Anna told me you two were having this conversation. It's different in my case, though. Tristan was already grown up. But look around you, if you're going to wait for the perfect time to have a kid, you're going to be waiting your whole lives.”

      Mack was delighted that Anna had been talking to Maggie about it as he hoped that would make his wife come around to the idea. “That's what I think, but Anna doesn't seem so convinced.”

      “Give her time. If the two of you wanted kids before the end of the world, you'll still want kids now. It's just that there are different things to worry about.”

      They spoke for a little while longer before eventually Maggie returned home to relax for a little while as best she could. She enjoyed talking with Mack, and was glad that he had found Anna. She hoped that if the two of them did have a child, it would not have to go through as much as her own son had. All she wanted to do was protect Tristan, and she felt awful that he had been through so much. She wished she just could wrap him up in her arms and protect him from the rest of the world, but she knew that was impossible.

      She returned to their apartment hoping to spend some time together. Although when she arrived, she found Tristan and Sharon huddled over something, and when Maggie asked to see what it was the two teenagers would not tell her. It made her suspicious. Still, after everything the two of them had been through she was inclined to let them have their little secret if it brought them closer together. As much as she had her issues with Sharon for how she betrayed her son and New Haven, she knew that they needed each other.
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      Maggie poked her head into the room. Sharon and Tristan smiled at her, but it was clear they were hiding something. Her motherly instincts wanted to burst in there and tell him that he had no secrets from her, but she knew that wouldn't do any good. Sometimes it was difficult to juggle the two sides of her. There was the nurturing side that wanted to protect Tristan, then there was the cop side that wanted to get to the truth no matter what. Although she didn't entirely trust Sharon, the girl hadn't done anything recently to cause anyone to be suspicious of her. She also had been through her own trauma, what with her mother having killed Peter. Sharon had tried taking the blame for that, and that had endeared her to Maggie in some ways. Also, she knew Tristan and Sharon needed each other. There weren't too many kids of the same age, most of them were younger, and the next eldest were Grace and Luis. Yet, the two of them had been through enough to make them seem more mature. Tristan and Sharon were in that awkward teen phase where they were too old to be kids, yet too young to be adults. Ordinarily, that wouldn't have been a problem. But with the small population in New Haven, they didn't have a big group their age to mingle with. So it was that they were spending more time together, and Maggie ducked out of the room to give them some space.

      She still was learning how to be a good mother. She hadn't done a good job of it when Tristan was younger, and it was hard to tell if she was doing a good job now, since there were other factors to consider. After what had happened with the sailors, she didn't want to let Tristan out of her sight, but she knew that wouldn't be any good for either of them. So, she had to take a deep breath and give him the space he needed, trying to remember he was his own person and wasn't always going to be her little boy. If he was going to make it in this world, then there was an element of sink or swim to it. Although she hoped he would have a break from all the horrors he'd witnessed, because he had been through so much already.

      Maggie busied herself by reading and tidying up the apartment, until there was movement from the room. The two teenagers emerged.

      “I'm going to walk Sharon home,” he said.

      Maggie nodded and told him not to take too long. Sharon cast her eyes away. Evidently, she still was ashamed and wary of Tristan's mom, which Maggie thought was a good sign. A little fear went a long way; a lesson she had learned from her time as a police officer. At that point, Maggie wasn't sure if Tristan and Sharon were romantically involved, or if they were just friends. Concerned, she wanted to make sure her son was safe. So, as soon as the youngsters left, Maggie slipped into his room to see if she could spot what they had been hiding from her. It was perhaps not the right thing to do, but Maggie thought it was the responsible thing to do. Although Tristan probably wouldn't understand, she was only doing it to protect him.

      Whatever Tristan and Sharon had been hiding wasn't immediately obvious, and for a moment Maggie worried he had taken it with him. She didn't want to upturn the entire room in search of something, although given the state of it, she didn't think Tristan would notice. Then, after another quick scan, she found it poking out of a book. She opened it up and unfolded the piece of paper, seeing her son's handwriting. The title of the list alarmed her, for it said, 'Reasons to Live.’ As Maggie's gaze descended the list, she found it short. Her throat dried and tears began welling in her eyes. At first, she felt anger and frustration, then sadness and shame, for she felt as though she had failed as a mother. Her fingers were white from gripping the list so tightly, and she knew she couldn't simply put it back and ignore it. She thought about going to Mack for objective advice, but then thought better of it. This was something between her and her son, and she was going to need to find a way to be a good mother to take care of him.

      She went back into the front room and placed the list down on the table, waiting for Tristan to return. So many thoughts went through her mind, and she ended up almost tearing her hair out. She'd been on a few suicide calls over the years when she had been on the job, and there was almost always one constant phrase said by those closest to the victim; 'I never even suspected a thing'. Things were tough for Tristan, she knew that, but this just showed how distant she was from him. She had hoped that after she found him and took him back from the Lost Children the two of them would grow closer and make up for all the lost years. Yet, somehow, the opposite had happened. Tristan had withdrawn into himself, and while they shared the same apartment, they didn't talk properly like Maggie wanted. She gave Tristan his space, but now she was thinking that she made a mistake.

      The wait was interminable, but eventually he did return, and when he saw his mother sitting there, in front of the list, he staggered back. Maggie looked up at him, but before she could say a word he exploded in rage at her.

      “You shouldn't have gone into my room! That's private! That's between me and Sharon! And if I'd have wanted to show you, then I would have shown you! Aren't I allowed any secrets at all? Aren't I allowed my own life? You don't have to be a cop in your own home!” he yelled.

      Maggie stayed silent through it all, letting him have his outburst. Tristan was too caught up in his own anger to see the sadness welling up in her eyes, but when she rose he did stop speaking, fearing he would be on the end of a tongue-lashing. Instead, Maggie walked up to him and wrapped her arms around his, holding him tightly, eventually sobbing. It was a shock to see his mother, who was usually as hard as granite, showing so much raw emotion, and it soothed his anger. She took his hand and led him to the couch. When she spoke it was soft and cracked with emotion.

      “I'm sorry for going into your room, but I've been worried that I've not been a good mother, and that there's been some distance between us. I don't want to make the same mistakes as I made all those years ago. I want to be a good mother, and for you to be able to come to me with your problems. I don't want you to be afraid of expressing your feelings. Please, can we have an honest conversation about this, because I'm your mother. I love you, and I want to help.”

      She looked at him with her liquid eyes, and while at first Tristan wanted to pull away, he felt the love she had for him, felt its warmth and its comfort and he couldn't shy away from her. She had given him life, and he owed her the truth. So, he summoned all the strength he could muster, and in a slow, deep voice, he talked about his feelings, the whole chaotic mess of them, trying to put them in some kind of order or sense.

      “When I was younger, I always thought that life had some kind of order to it, which was in part because of you. I knew that your job was to help the good guys and stop the bad guys. But now everything has changed. People can do bad things, and it doesn't matter. Sharon can do bad things, and I still...I still love her,” he said, admitting that to his mother for the first time, “and didn't think I could. I almost feel guilty for loving her, but I can't do anything else. I just...I just feel it, and it's so confusing. And the sailors. They can...they can eat people, and just be allowed to go free. There's so much sadness and destruction in the world, I just don't know how to live with it. There are so many people out there who want to hurt each other, and I don't know if I can live in that type of world. I don't know that I'm cut out for it.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said, placing a hand on her son's arm. He was shuddering, and now he was crying too, which made it harder for her to remain composed.

      “I understand how you can feel like the world is too complicated to understand, but unfortunately, that's what life is like. There are other punishments than being locked up, though. Those sailors are going to have to live with what they did, and they're going to have to face that every day. But I think that, in a way, you're punishing yourself as well, for what you did with the Lost Children.”

      “I did so many bad things, Mom,” he said, crying. She opened her arms and took him in a warm embrace, holding his head to her shoulder, making comforting sounds as she tried soothing him.

      “I know. I know, honey, but we all make mistakes, and we have to try forgiving ourselves because that's the only way we're going to be able to live. You know you can love Sharon despite what she did, and I love you unconditionally. You've been through so much, but you're still my son, and you still know right from wrong. I know that when the world around you is so chaotic, it's hard to figure out what you should do, but you've always had a good heart, and I know that if you look deep inside yourself you'll understand. I wish I could explain it better, or that I could make the world easier, but I can't. I hate that I can't, and I hate that I'm not a better mom to you. God, sometimes I wish that it was your dad that had made it through this instead of me. He was always so much better at this.”

      “I miss him,” Tristan said.

      “I do, too.”

      “Really?” Tristan said, drawing back and sniffing.

      “Of course. Just because your father and I got divorced doesn't mean that we stopped loving each other. It was just...it was just life, you know. I wasn't a good influence on you or him, and it wasn't a happy household. But I'm glad that you got to spend time with him, and I'm glad that he kept you safe and was with you when the world first went to hell. Because look,” she said, and took his hand tightly in hers, “we're in this together. Me and you. We're family, and that's a hell of a reason to live. You can look around you and see that the world is this big old mess, but look closer to home, and you'll see people who love you and care for you and want you in this world, starting with me.

      “The only thing that kept me going in the early days was the thought of finding you and your father. That gave me a purpose, a mission, which is something I sorely needed. It was a long road, and I suffered a lot. I lost a hell of a lot of other people I cared about, but I knew that if I found you, then somehow it all would be worth it. It all would make sense. I haven't spoken much about that period with you because there was a lot of bad stuff that happened, but it led me back to you. I'm sorry that I haven't been around as much as I should. I promised myself that I wasn't going to make the same mistakes again. So, I'm going to resign as sheriff, and we can be a proper family. Just please, please, give it a chance to work, Tristan. I don't want to lose you,” and at this she burst into tears again.

      At first, Tristan smiled and was overjoyed that his mother would make such a sacrifice for him, but the more he thought about it, the more he wasn't convinced. “Mom, I can't let you do that. Being a sheriff is what you're good at. It's what you're meant to do, and I know people around here feel safer knowing you look after them. I don't want to get in the way of that. And you're not a bad mom. You're amazing. You searched through remnants of the end of the world to find me! You've done so much for me, and I love you, I really do. I'm sorry for this list. It wasn't...it wasn't anything serious. We were just talking about it, and we decided to write it. I'm just...it feels like I don't know what's going on. I don't know where my place is, or what I'm supposed to do. I just feel a bit lost...”

      “Believe me,” Maggie said, wiping her eyes as well as those of her son, “that's a sign that you're becoming an adult. When you're young, you look at older people and think they all have it figured out, but the truth is we're all still finding our way, and we all still make mistakes. It'll all be okay, though. We all muddle through somehow.”

      “Yeah, we do,” Tristan said, and they smiled and gave each other a long, tight hug.

      Both of them were glad to have resolved their issues, and they felt better for it. It was the longest hug they had shared since they had been reunited, and eventually Tristan managed to break free of his mother's grip. They chuckled a little as they breathed deeply, trying to recover from the outpouring of emotion.

      “Now then,” Maggie said, with a twinkle in her eyes, “you wanna tell me what's going on with Sharon?” The color drained from Tristan's face as he swallowed hard, almost wishing they would return to the previous subject of conversation. In the end, he told his mom how he loved Sharon, although he wasn't sure what was going to happen.

      “That's the exciting thing about being in love,” Maggie said, and was glad that her son had some usual teenage problems instead of being kidnapped by angry sailors.
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      It was getting late in the evening, and most people in New Haven were winding down for slumber. Life was hard in New Haven, and everyone gave it their all every day. With the nights becoming dark early, and the chill settling in along with it, people were eager to slip into bed and warm themselves up, letting their dreams take them away. A few night owls stayed awake for longer, but mostly, at night, New Haven was a ghost town where little stirred. The stars twinkled overhead, peeking beyond the misty clouds that drifted across the sky, and the pale moon looked down over the settlement, taking its watch as the winter sun rested.

      It had been a hard day for everyone. People were working hard to improve New Haven, and themselves. Freddie and Mindy had been putting plenty of work into learning about medical techniques, and how to teach them. They were just about ready to start the course, and both were a little nervous about having to teach. Hank had been doing his usual thing in helping Mack, and the three of them were sharing a drink before they left for bed. Hank and Mindy were sitting beside each other, Mindy occasionally resting her shoulder against the preacher. The two of them were not like Grace and Luis, or Tristan and Sharon, or even Saul and Alison. They weren't much for public displays of affection, and kept them down to a minimum, but they were able to relax in front of Freddie, who was sitting by himself, feet raised and looking as though he was posing for a painting. He took a sip of his drink and closed his eyes, feeling the warmth slip down all through his body, then let out a contented sigh.

      “There's nothing like the satisfaction of a hard day's work, and a deserved drink after it,” he said.

      “I think we all deserve drinks after today. Everyone's been working hard,” Mindy said.

      “They need to with all that's happened, and with all that's going to happen,” Freddie said. Hank remained quiet.

      “What do you mean?” Mindy asked.

      “Well, just that with winter setting in people are going to have to face the fact that life is going to be hard. Some people may not make it through. I wouldn't say this so bluntly out there, of course, but between us three it's alright. Think about it. The temperature is going to continue going down, and if the patrols don't come back with enough food, we're going to have to come up with a new plan. As much as I love Mack, he's not a miracle worker. He can't conjure up food out of thin air,” Freddie said.

      “I don't know, Mack's done a lot. I think you'll find a lot of people do think he's capable of miracles. It's a miracle that we're still here, and that he's turned our little settlement into New Haven. I think the mood around here is good. I'm glad that people are working hard to lay the foundation for the future. It's better than everyone just moping around, waiting for the inevitable to happen,” the blonde woman said.

      “Oh, I quite agree. I'm just saying that I'm not sure it'll last. Mack is amazing, don't get me wrong, and I very much doubt I still would be alive if it wasn't for him, but we have to look at reality and accept the possibility that this winter is going to be the toughest test we've ever faced. Don't tell anyone else this, but I think Mack is more worried than he's letting on as well. I've gotten to know him quite well since we met, and I've started noticing a few of the ways he behaves. I think he's pinning all his hopes on Grace coming back with our salvation, and I'm just not sure that it's a viable tactic. As much as I love everyone here, they're still human, and all this work we're doing is going to fall by the wayside if they start getting fearful for the future,” the counselor said.

      “I'd like to think that we're stronger as a community than that,” Mindy replied, her milky cheeks flushing with anger, “and that we all would remind each other of what's important if we falter. Isn't that right, Hank?”

      “Hmm?” The preacher was staring into nothingness and gave an apologetic smile to his companions.

      “I'm sorry, I think this has gone a little over my head,” he said, raising a glass filled with golden liquid. Freddie looked at him suspiciously, though, for Hank barely had touched a drop.

      “Sure you're okay?” Freddie asked.

      “Yes, yes, it's like you said, we've all been working hard, haven't we? And, for what it's worth, I agree with Mindy. I think the people of New Haven have shown that they can stick together, even when things look really bad. We all know that winter is going to be a test for us, but as long as we all stick together we'll be able to get through it, just like we've been able to get through everything else.” Hank said.

      “As long as we don't turn to cannibalism like those monsters,” Mindy said, shuddering.

      “I don't think it's very useful to think of them as monsters. They were just a group of people who chose to survive instead of starving to death. It's a fascinating case study. I wish we could have kept some of them around so I could have spoken to them about it. I'd love to have known about the state of mind it took for them to finally turn. Can you imagine how tense it was on that ship? Who was the first one to suggest the idea? Did they all agree quickly, or was it something that many of them had to be forced into? Did they get used to it by the end? Did they like it?” Freddie's eyes gleamed as he asked all these questions, his curiosity burning inside him. But as quickly as it appeared, the light in his eyes dimmed as he sank back into his chair and sighed.

      “But I guess we'll never know now. They were so secretive about it, I never got a chance to ask them.”

      “I can understand why they kept the secret, though,” Mindy said, “not that I generally agree with keeping secrets most of the time.”

      “Oh, I know it's not like they could have come in here and announced that they had eaten people. Can you imagine what would have happened? Yes, they would have had to carry that secret around with them. I don't envy them that. A secret always comes up, especially when it's shared among a group of people that large. The toll that must have taken on them as well...it's a wonder they were able to function as well as they did.”

      At this Hank looked up, although he still didn't say anything.

      “I don't understand why people keep secrets. They never work out well,” Mindy said, “in all my life I've tried to be honest with people. It's far easier to do that than to keep track of lies and secrets, and all the worry that they're going to catch up with you as well. That's stress I don't need.”

      “It has all to do with fear, isn't it? I've counseled a lot of people who have worked themselves up into such a state all because they've done something, and it's gone on for so long that they're scared of finally admitting it to the ones they love. Always sad, really, because it just makes the problem worse. But people get wrapped up in their own minds, and they create their own realities. You must be well acquainted with secrets as well, Hank?”

      “What do you mean?” Hank said brusquely, and his tone surprised the other two.

      “Just that you're a preacher, so you must have seen how keeping secrets takes a toll on people. I bet they've all felt better after they get it off their chest.”

      “Oh...yes,” Hank said, “but sometimes people only have a secret they share with the Lord, and nobody else. The truth, though, the truth will light your way.” In some ways, it seemed as though he was talking more to himself than the other two.

      “It's funny, isn't it? How truth is such a default state for us. Like, look at all of us in this place. We could have told people whatever story we wanted. Nobody really knew each other in the old world, so we can be whoever we want to be, and the rest of us just have to trust that they're not lying,” Mindy said.

      “Yeah,” Freddie said, a wide smile coming across his face, “I was actually a porn star.”

      “Oh, you are terrible,” Mindy said, laughing so hard that tears were filling her eyes.

      “It is interesting, though, isn't it? How people are able to just create lives for themselves and maybe improve on things that they were unhappy with. Nobody can accuse them of lying. It makes you wonder what the truth really is.”

      “It sounds as though you're finding a lot of things interesting lately,” Mindy said.

      Freddie smiled again and nodded. He finished what was in his glass and leaned forward, pouring some more of the dwindling alcohol from the bottle into his glass, then offering it to Mindy, who said she wanted just a little bit. Freddie turned to face Hank, but his glass was still almost full. Freddie creased his brow, but didn't say anything.

      “I am. Obviously, as a counselor, I've always been quite interested in the human condition and what makes people tick. I just wish I had the resources to do a proper paper about the effects an apocalypse has on people. Not that there's much point, because there wouldn't be anyone to read it, not any peers, I mean. I have so many observations and theories to explore, but it all just doesn't really mean anything in the end.”

      “I don't know about that. I think it has meaning if you give it meaning,” Mindy said.

      Freddie gave her an appreciative grin. “Thanks, but I'm not under any delusions about my career. I'm here to help people, and that's about the extent of my purpose.” He sighed heavily.

      “Well, to be honest, I'm still trying to figure out my new purpose.” Freddie added.

      “I thought you were happy being the one everyone went to when they needed to talk? And you did such a good job at helping the children get used to living here, and helping  all the families get used to being close to each other again?”

      “I am, and that's great, but I always felt as though I could do more. When I was focused on my career, you must understand that it was all I really had in my life. My ambition was to publish case studies, and go on the lecture circuit to give talks about my findings, and attend seminars. I was working toward all that when everything hit, and it all started going to hell. Then the adventure began. I didn't think I'd ever be stepping foot in this city again, at least not for a long time, and some of the stuff we went through...I never thought I'd see the likes of it. But instead of exploring the world, the road just led back here.”

      “Do you want to leave?” Hank said abruptly. He'd been so quiet that the sound of his voice startled the other two.

      “I don't know about that. I love it here, but to be honest, I look around at you two, at Mack and Anna, Grace and Luis, Saul and Alison, and all the others. I've become used to being on my own. A lot of people have reinvented themselves for this new world, but I don't feel much different for all of it. I'm still counseling people, I'm still single, and I don't want that to be the rest of my life.”

      “Like you said, you can make your life into whatever you want it to be, even if you are the only one who knows the truth,” he said, and then swallowed every last drop of the drink in the bottle.

      His words seemed to have a deeper meaning and he had been acting strange all night, but Freddie and Mindy both assumed it was just the lingering effects from the sailors visit. Hank was just a man, and like anyone else he was prone to moods, so his friends were inclined to give him some leeway to work through it himself.

      “Well, it's up to you, Freddie, but for what it's worth, I think you're a valuable person to have in this place. I don't know what I would have done without you when we had to take care of all those injured. You know, I only ever had to take that medical course because of work. I hadn't actually put it into practice before. I was surprised that I was able to remember any of it! But it all came back to me.”

      “And a lot of people are glad it did!”

      “But you know you can change,” Mindy continued. “I was a bit like you, really, didn't know what I was doing with my life, and it got to a point where I realized that too many years had gone by for me to actually make a difference now. It was like I woke up one morning, and all my life had gone by, and there was nothing I could do about it. Then this all happened, and I really didn't think I would be able to survive. Maybe I was just lucky that I found the right group of people. Now I feel better than I ever have. It's almost like, in that other life, I was stagnating, and this one gave me a chance to do everything over again.”

      “That's a good way of looking at it,” Freddie said, smiling, and the three of them continued to drink and talk long into the night, long after the bottle had been emptied. Although through it all, Hank remained surly and quiet, only occasionally offering a vague, slurred comment. By the end of it, Freddie and Mindy were beginning to get more concerned.
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      Grace's patrol had moved swiftly out of the city. They knew there was little else to discover in the city, so they didn't worry about searching the abandoned buildings for any food. The patrols sent out before would have found anything of note. They did, however, keep their eyes and ears peeled for any signs of life. It was still strange to all of them that the city was so barren, and given that most of the people they had met lurking in the recesses of the city had been hostile, they were on their guard. They moved in a long line, snaking through the city.

      It was a long trek to the forest, and deep inside Grace wished they had been able to go there sooner, but she understood why Mack had declined to follow that particular course. Like with any hike, there were moments of conversation followed by long periods of silence, and the only sounds were their footsteps thudding against the streets. They were on foot because there weren't enough horses to carry all of them, and they didn't want to split the party. It meant they would have to walk quickly to swallow up the miles and make it back to New Haven in good time. Although it doable, Grace just hoped they would be able to hunt and gather enough food to make the patrol worthwhile.

      Occasionally, as they made their way through the city, they heard the scurrying sounds of rodents and other small animals, and sometimes they even caught sight of them. Grace swelled with anger whenever she saw a rat, wanting to kill it immediately after everything she'd been through with the food supplies and the massacre of the dirty rodents.

      The city was so big they weren't going to be able to make it out there on that first night. So, when darkness began to descend upon them they found a comfortable place to camp. They all hunkered down for the night, setting up their blankets as makeshift tents, for the buildings around them offered much in the way of shelter, although not in the way of warmth. They had brought minimal rations with them and distributed them after the camp was set up. Then people began relaxing their weary legs, resting them for what was sure to be another long hike the following day.

      Grace, Anna, and Saul all gravitated toward each other, while other members of the patrol split up into their own small groups. Gary was by himself, although he hovered near Grace, trying to eavesdrop on their conversation. He still was ashamed of his behavior, and people still were unsure how to treat him since he had been so vocal in his disdain for how Mack was running things. He had proven himself in training and clearly had changed his ways, but it would take time for people to get used to this new version of him.

      “This kinda reminds me of the time we had to sit outside the mental hospital all night,” Grace said. “Although this time it's much colder,” and she rubbed her hands together, blowing into them to try warming them up.

      “That was a strange night. All that waiting. I hated it,” Saul replied.

      “Gave us a chance to bond, though,” Grace said, and nudged him with her elbow, grinning at him. Saul raised an eyebrow, but it was clear he was amused as well.

      “Mack told me you helped those poor people out, although he didn't really tell me what you two had been up to,” Anna said.

      “Well, we were just sitting there waiting. We had a good plan, you see, and didn't expect Mack and Luis to get captured,” Grace began, talking excitedly. ”Anyway, we ended up wondering what we should do because they hadn't come back out and, bear in mind, there were only two of us. We wouldn't have stood a chance if we had gone in there. Then we heard this noise, and there was this guy. He was an escaped patient, and he thought he was a superhero.”

      “Damned fool if you ask me,” Saul said gruffly. Grace shot him a look.

      “He was lovely. He had these moments where he was totally brave, but once he slipped back into his regular personality, he was a coward and couldn't even stand up. All he wanted to do was hide. It was so sad, really. Anyway, he helped us get into the asylum and then it all happened. He died in the end...” Grace said, turning her head away so she could wipe away her tears. That man had meant so much to her, and she now realized that with all that had been going on, she hadn't thought about him for a long time.

      “He meant a lot to you then?” Anna said.

      Grace nodded. “Stupid, really, because I barely knew him, but he was a good man, and he didn't deserve to die. Not that anyone does really...but yeah, that night...I wasn't sure we'd make it out of there alive. I'm telling you guys right now...I know that Mack wouldn't want us to do it, but if we don't get enough food, I'm going to head back there because they had plenty of it, and I'm sure they wouldn't mind helping us out.”

      “You're the leader of the patrol, you know best,” Anna said, smiling, and it meant a lot to Grace that she had Anna's support.

      “Let's just avoid the prison, though,” Saul said.

      “Prison?” Anna looked interested.

      “We never actually went there. It was a little way up from the asylum. Maggie, Hank, and Freddie all were there, though, and, apparently, they went through a rough time. You can ask them about it if you want, but they don't like to talk about it, especially Maggie. I think they lost a lot of people, and since she was the leader, well, she took it on her shoulders. She still was affected by it when we first met. She didn't even want to join us at first, you remember that?” Grace said, turning to Saul.

      “I remember that Mack was being attacked by a bear, and she shot it dead, and she only stayed with us because we were heading in the same direction.”

      “I'll show you where that happened when we pass it,” Grace offered. Anna appreciated it.

      “You guys went through so much together. Did you ever think you'd end up here?”

      Grace and Saul both shook their heads. “I think we both were willing to follow Mack wherever he went. The plan was to get to the city and find a way to communicate with someone else, or to get some idea of what was going on, and then to make our way to find you. It really tore him up, you know, struggling between his duty to help everyone we came across in the city and his need to get back to you.”

      “He made the right decision. One of the reasons I fell in love with him is because he's a hero,” Anna said. It was at this point that Grace noticed Gary craning his head around, trying to be a part of the conversation.

      “What about you, Gary? I don't actually know much about what you were doing before the end of the world,” Grace said, shifting over so there was a place for Gary to sit beside her.

      He had a thankful look on his face as he came up to them and sat down, crossing his legs. He was glad to have been welcomed into the fold, instead of being ostracized as he was before, although he knew it was his own fault.

      “Sorry for listening in,” he began, “but I couldn't help but hear about some of the things you've done. I never realized you had had it so hard. I just thought you hiked here from the forest.”

      “Believe me, we could tell you plenty more stories,” Saul said dryly. Gary's eyes went wide.

      “But we can save those for later. Come on, tell us about you!” Grace said, slapping his leg to get him to open up.

      Gary nodded, and the corners of his mouth tugged open in a slight smile. It had been a long time since he had felt like part of a group, or since he had let himself belong somewhere.

      “I only really stayed at the other settlement. I mean, there was the initial craziness where we all tried to do whatever we could to survive. Once the riots settled down, we came across other people. We formed that settlement, just scavenging for food whenever we could, hoping nothing out there would try to kill us, but I never went out exploring. None of us did, really. We knew the dangers in the city, and we just wanted to stay safe, hoping that if we kept to ourselves, then other people would leave us alone. Then again, I don't think any of us had people we would have crossed a thousand miles to find,” he said, and hung his head. Grace suspected there were at least some people he cared about, so she gently pressed the issue.

      “But what about before the end of the world? What was your life like then? Were you in this city alone, or was there someone else?”

      Gary shrugged. “My story is much like anyone else’s, really. I had a job, I was making plans for my summer vacation. Life was pretty good, all in all.”

      “Nobody special?” Anna asked.

      “I always thought the special stuff came later in life. I figured that I should have as much fun as I possibly could while I was young, and fun is pretty easy to come by when your parents are rich.”

      “What about your parents? Were they not in the city?” Grace asked.

      “They were, but I figured they would have come looking for me if they had survived. They're probably dead, which is weird to say, but even if they are alive, it's unlikely I'll ever see them again. Best to just make my peace with it.”

      “What were they like?” Anna asked softly.

      “Distant,” Gary quipped.

      Even though it was dark, Grace could see the haunting feelings that lay behind Gary's eyes. She felt a little envy and a little pity. It saddened her that there were so many children who had parents, but who either weren't loved properly, or didn't love properly, when all her life she had craved that.

      Saul grunted. “The last thing anyone in this world needs is family,” he said.

      Anna and Gary both were a little shocked at the curtness of his reply, for in the time that they had known Saul they had seen him take care of the kids and show his gentle nature. But out here, in the wild, he let his rough personality shine through, let out a little of the beast that had been tamed by living in New Haven.

      “We had a little problem with his brother way back. He was, well, let's just say that when we first met Saul, he had been thrown into a river because his brother was displeased,” Grace said.

      “Wow. I really want to sit down with you and hear about all of this.. I can't believe the lives you've led!”

      Grace shrugged. “We were just trying to make it to the city, taking each day as it came. There's not much else you can do, other than do your best and try making the decisions that will keep you and the people around you alive.”

      As she said this Anna giggled.

      “What's so funny?” Grace asked.

      “Nothing, it's just that, well, you sound so much like Mack. It's nice.”

      Grace smiled. “He has had a big effect on me. I'm sure he's told you about that.”

      “Yes, he has,” Anna said.

      “I'm still amazed. I really want to hear more stories. What happened with Saul's brother? Is he still around?”

      Grace laughed and, since there was nothing better to do, regaled Gary with the tale of Saul's brother and how they had led a rebellion against him and freed a settlement. She told them all about the early days of the apocalypse and how she, Mack, Luis, and Saul all had met. While she spoke, more people gathered around to listen to her story. As the evening passed, others shared their tales of their lives before and after the end of the world, although only Anna could match Grace's tale in terms of sheer breadth and shock. Daisy and others delved into their own pasts as people started getting to know each other a little better, talking about things they had long-forgotten, feeling a warm surge of nostalgia as they reminded themselves of things past.

      Then it became too late to stay up any longer. Everyone went to their own beds and tried to sleep through the night, resting their aching limbs, preparing for another arduous day's walk. Before they slept Grace set up a watch through the night, feeling that it was best to protect what they had in case there were any predators lurking around. They had hourly watches, switching quickly so everyone had a chance to get some sleep. Grace took the first watch since she was not tired yet, her mind still reeling after recalling all her adventures. Sometimes she forgot how amazing they were, until other people pointed it out to her. She smiled a secret smile, for it was the complete opposite life that had been waiting for her before that plane crashed. And without it she never would have met Luis...

      Thinking about him still brought up conflicting feelings. She almost wished  something would happen while she was on watch to take her mind off it, but the night was quiet, yet when she went to bed she was confident of getting a good night's sleep.

      However, deep in the morning she was awoken by someone shaking her. She rose and rubbed her eyes. It was another member of the patrol.

      “Grace, you have to wake up, it's Daisy,” the man began, and Grace immediately was awoken by the trembling tenor of his voice. “I went to relieve her of her watch and she's gone!”

      Grace pushed herself up, looking at the sleeping bodies around her, and the empty bed that Daisy had made.

      “I'm sure I heard a muffled cry. Then I got up, but she was just gone.” Grace looked up at the stars, now worried for her friend.

      “Let's wake everyone up,” she said.
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      Soon enough, everyone was awake and Grace updated them on what had happened. Although the Moon was large in the sky, the silver light was not conducive to searching, so they quickly found some pieces of wood and lit them as torches, searching through the buildings. Grace hoped that whoever had taken Daisy hadn't gone far. It hadn't been long, and with the numbers that Grace had gathered she was sure they could find Daisy. They called out her name, softly at first. Then their harsh cries began breaking through the silence of the night, growing louder as each call was met with nothing but silence. They listened carefully, trying to hear any kind of sound, but there was nothing.

      Of course, there could have been enemies nearby, but none of the patrol cared about that. They wanted to get Daisy back, and knew time was of the essence. They moved through the nearby area as quickly as they could, wondering if perhaps Daisy hadn't been kidnapped at all, but had fallen injured, or was helping someone. Grace tried thinking of the positive outcomes as well as the negative ones, because she didn't want to get swallowed up by paranoia or worry. She was the leader of the patrol, and whatever happened to anyone was her responsibility, and her fault.

      All of them wondered how it could have happened. They all were there, all in such close quarters that it was supposed to be safe. None of them were supposed to have been in any danger, and the only reason a watch had been placed at all was to be better safe than sorry. Daisy was supposed to have been watching, not being subjected to it. Daisy was more than capable as well. Grace quickly had been impressed by her skills and her abilities, and it wouldn't have been easy for anyone to sneak up on Daisy. Still, that only served to make the disappearance all the more mysterious.

      Grace assumed it would have taken a lot of people to take out Daisy without making a sound. Yet, with that number of people surely they would have made more noise than what was heard? And why was Daisy the only person taken? If they wanted to kill the people there, it would have been easy. So, why would they only want to kidnap one person? None of it made any sense to Grace. She pinched the bridge of her nose in the dark night and thought harder.

      When she thought about Daisy being taken, she realized it could have been any of them. She looked around at all the people she was responsible for and felt a swelling of guilt inside her. She never should have insisted that all these people join her. But then again, they all were adults and responsible for their own choices. But first Tristan had been captured, and now Daisy. It seemed as though Grace had a nasty habit of people being taken while they were out on patrols with her. Perhaps Luis was right and she never should have come out. She should have stayed in New Haven. Other people would be safer for it. She didn't know who had taken Daisy, but given the types of people they had found lurking in the city before it didn't take a genius to work out that she was in danger.

      The searchers’ cries echoed out around the area, but nobody could find any trace of Daisy. The orange light of the torches danced around in the darkness. Grace ordered everyone to stay close to each other in case whoever had taken Daisy was still nearby, but everyone came back disappointed. There was only so much they could do in the dim light of the night, for there were many shadows in which people could hide. Grace looked up at the sky. It wouldn't be long until the morning sun rose anyway, and at least then they would be able to search the surrounding area better. Although by then, Daisy most likely would have been taken far away.

      Grace looked ashen. She already was tired, and this had taken a toll on her. Her mind still was twisted up with thoughts of Luis, and this wasn't helping matters. She could just imagine him telling her that he told her so, and that she should have stayed in New Haven where it was safe, but she didn't want to live that type of life. She had learned so much about herself by being out in the wild, and she didn't want to repeat the patterns of the past, where she was largely useless.

      What had she accomplished by being a hacker, really...nothing. She looked back on her old self with a sense of remorse. All the dye had gone from her hair, and the only remnants of the person she used to be were her tattoos, which now stayed covered up for the most part, with only Luis really privy to them. Back then she thought she was changing the world, but she was only a bug buzzing around the white collars, and the only reason she had lasted as long as she did was because she simply didn't matter. Not until the end, when she finally ruffled enough feathers to be hunted down and arrested. She was so smug, thinking she had made a difference, but nothing she did mattered. The world would have continued to turn. The rich would have got richer, and all she left behind was some code.

      Not any longer. She had friends now, a proper life that had meaning in a tangible way. She was responsible, and had done things that she never had imagined she was capable of, and she wasn't about to let another person get kidnapped.

      Anna came up to her. “What are you thinking about?”

      “A lot,” Grace said grimly. “I can't believe this happened. It just doesn't make any sense.”

      “I agree. But people are worried. Do you know what you're going to do?”

      “We're not leaving here without Daisy,” she said, and then began walking among her patrol, talking to each of them in case they had seen anything that could be of use.

      Although it was also to remind them that she was there and that she had a plan, even if she wasn't entirely convinced herself. But she remembered something Mack had told her once. Always appear as if things are within your control, and that you know what you were doing, even if you don’t, because the people under your command need to have that confidence in you. Confident was the last thing Grace felt, though. Despite all she had done ever since the end of the world, she still felt as though she was failing.

      By the time she had gone around to everyone the morning sun was rising and the golden light slithered over the city, pushing the shadows back. Now that they could see better they scoured the area again, still calling out for Daisy in the vain hope that she was around. However, with each passing moment that hope diminished until it was barely there.

      Grace went up to Saul and asked him to lead the search while she took a few moments for herself to think about things. Saul nodded. The two of them had been through so much together that he trusted her unconditionally, and would do anything she asked. He went around, barking orders like a drill sergeant to try keeping the search going and prevent people from giving up. Meanwhile, Grace stepped aside and went somewhere private where she could be alone with her thoughts. With people around her, though, it was difficult to be alone, and Anna was soon by her side.

      “Grace, is there anything you'd like to talk about?” she asked gently.

      “Not really,” she said.

      “It's just that I've been married to Mack for a long time, and in love with him even longer, so I know something about listening to people who are in charge. I know how difficult it can be for someone to carry that weight on their shoulders.”

      Grace turned to face her. “I was supposed to keep these people safe. I told Luis I was good at this, that this is what I could bring to New Haven, and it was my purpose, but I just keep putting people in harm's way. I shouldn't be out here. I should just go back to New Haven and let you or Saul take over. It's not fair to everyone else. I'll only end up getting someone else hurt.”

      “You know that's not true, and you know you can't put all this on yourself.”

      “Can't I? There's nobody else to put it on.”

      “I know you're hurting right now, and you want to take care of these people, but the simple fact is there are some things out there you can't control. Obviously, with hindsight maybe you'd have done things differently, but in that moment you made the decision you thought was right. None of us questioned it. Hell, we'd have made the same decision in your place.”

      “Isn't it my job to try seeing those consequences before they happen?”

      “Nobody can see the future. Grace, you're human, cut yourself some slack. There wasn't any immediate threat. We set up a watch. We couldn't see this happening, but right now we need your head in the game because you are good at this stuff, and you're the rightful leader. Everyone here trusts you.”

      “Mack would have seen it coming.”

      “You can't compare yourself to him. He's had years of experience and training to get to where he is now, and even he still makes mistakes. I could tell you plenty of stories about him, but they're not mine to tell, and they're not important anyway. What is important is that he was always there for his men, like you're here for yours. And you can't blame yourself for what happened at the docks either. Nobody could have seen that coming. Even Mack didn't see it coming. So, I want you to snap yourself out of this funk right now and get back out here because these people need you, and you need to do it yourself. You're a good leader, Grace, you just need to stop laying so much blame on yourself. Let's find the people who are responsible for this, the ones who actually took Daisy.”

      Anna's words were impassioned, and they had a profound effect on Grace. They were blunt words, but they were exactly what Grace needed to hear in that particular moment. She nodded and pressed her lips firmly together. There still were plenty of thoughts she needed to work through in her mind, but Anna was right. She was the leader, and she was the one who had to show them what to do.

      As she marched back outside she wondered if Mack ever had had doubts such as this. It was strange to think so, for she only knew him as the capable man he was, and didn't even think of him as a younger, unsure man still trying to make his way through life. But she thought about all the things they had been through and how he had conducted himself. Then she summoned forth that appearance as well to try engendering inspiration and strength in the people she was leading now. They had returned from searching the area with no success. There was no sign of anything, no trace at all, and the whole thing was a big mystery.

      “Should some of us go into the forest while everyone stays here to look for Daisy?” Gary asked.

      “No. We're not splitting up, and we're not leaving Daisy behind. There is strength in numbers, and whoever took Daisy is going to have to answer to us. I don't know why or how they did it, but we're going to search this place until we find them. They can't have gone far. We're not going to send word out to New Haven either. I don't want anyone to be left alone. We're going to work as a group and we're going to get through this together. Somewhere close Daisy is waiting for us to rescue her, so let's get to it.”

      But even with the sunlight as their ally, they still were unable to find anything, and as the day dragged on, everyone was getting more frustrated and more confused. It seemed supernatural, the way that Daisy’s captors had entered the camp like a ghost and then made their way out without anyone seeing anything, and there wasn't any sign of another camp nearby. Grace didn't stop searching, though, and she led by example until the darkness fell again, and they were forced to give up the search.

      Grace wiped the sweat off her forehead, hoping the following day would be more successful. She knew people in New Haven were waiting for food as well, and she couldn't spend all their time searching for Daisy. It was a struggle to know which decision was the right one to make. She breathed deeply and tried to clear her mind, remembering that she had people around her she could ask for advice, and that deep down this was who she was now, not that scared girl who hid behind a computer screen, but a leader.

      During the night, they made sure to have two people on watch at any given time, just in case the people who stole Daisy came back. Given that they hadn't found any evidence that people were nearby, it seemed unlikely that anyone would be able to come into the camp, but Grace thought it better to be safe than sorry. The first watch went without incident. However, on the second watch the two men were getting antsy. One of them needed to relieve himself, so he went away, much to the chagrin of his partner, who reminded him what Grace had said about splitting up.

      “I'll just be a minute. Call out if you hear anything,” he said, but when he came back his partner was gone, and he had to bear the shame of his mistake.

      Everyone looked at each other, wondering what kind of creature was able to come into the camp and leave without a trace, for they were sure that no mortal men could have been capable of such an act. No matter what was responsible though, Grace was determined to stop it.
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      “How the hell can this keep happening?” Grace asked in the dead of night.

      Everyone had been roused once again to try finding the person who had been taken, but again there was no trace. It didn't make any sense to Grace because wherever the mysterious kidnappers had appeared from it must have been close. So, there must have been some way to figure out where they were. Before sleeping she had been worried that they had moved away from Daisy and never would be able to find her again. That idea made sense, but now it turned out that the mystery people had been lurking nearby the entire time! There were no footprints left, nor were there any sign of the direction they had headed. It baffled her and the others that someone could have sneaked into their camp without their knowledge and taken someone from right under their noses. Whoever had taken the two people must have had a close watch on the patrol to know when they were most vulnerable.

      “I bet they've been laughing at us this whole time. They're probably watching us now,” Saul said grimly, and everyone felt an unsettling wave of paranoia wash over them.

      Their skin tingled as they cast their eyes about the area, looking toward the barren buildings and suddenly feeling the eerie quiet of the city around them. For most of them, especially those who had been out on regular patrols, they had grown used to the silence of the city, which was a far cry from what it used to be. While it never had been the biggest city in the country, there were hundreds of thousands of residents, and the gap left by them was huge. Wind whistled through the empty buildings, and everyone was aware of the abyss in which they were left. It was different in New Haven, where a settlement was being built, and there was usually someone around to talk to. Out here in the city it was easy to feel alone, and vulnerable.

      Suddenly a supernatural explanation made more sense to some of those on the patrol. It was the only way to explain the inexplicable, but it left them feeling helpless. How could they defend themselves against an enemy that remained a mystery? Fear was starting to seize all of those around Grace, and she could see them crumbling before her eyes. Each of them were panicking.

      “What if tonight I'm the one who’s taken,” they all thought to themselves privately, and a few of them said it out loud as well.

      Unfortunately, Grace didn't have any answers for them, and this was perhaps her greatest test as a leader. Somehow, she had to rally their morale, when all anyone wanted to do was to stay safe and leave this forsaken place. They started thinking of this area as cursed, as if it were some sort of Bermuda Triangle, and the worry was written all over their faces.

      “You're going to have to do something about this, Grace. This isn't good,” Anna said.

      For the most part, the people of New Haven were resolute and sturdy, and they could deal with whatever life threw at them. However, this was a threat unseen and that made the fear grow to an unmanageable degree. Nobody could offer any facts to comfort them, or a plan. Grace stood there in the midst of it all, while people debated among themselves.

      “We should go back to New Haven and get reinforcements. This is going to be another war! They can't just keep taking us without us doing anything about it, and we can't stay here night after night and wait to be picked off. Eventually, we'll get to a point where there are only a handful of us left, and then where will we be? We'll stand less of a chance of making it out of here than we do now, and there won't be anyone to warn New Haven,” one man said.

      “I agree that we shouldn't stay here, but we can't just go to New Haven,” a woman replied. “We came out here to find food, and we can't just go back empty-handed. We all know how important it is to find food on this patrol, and there's nowhere else to look. We have to carry on out here, and do our best to make sure we take care of the people who are left.”

      “And leave the ones who already have been taken?” Gary said incredulously.

      The woman, and a few others who agreed with her position, merely offered a weak shrug in return. It wasn't particularly what anyone wanted to do, but it seemed to make sense. Gary shook his head, unable to believe what he was hearing.

      “We're not going to leave anyone out here,” Saul said gruffly, feeling as though it was his duty to step in and calm things down before they escalated any further. But, of course, given his size and the way he naturally appeared to be aggressive, he was never one to calm down an argument.

      “Do you really want to be the one to go to Mack and tell him we left people out here? I've known him long enough to tell you what his reaction will be.”

      “Well, Mack isn't here, is he?” the woman snapped.

      “We are, and we have to do whatever we can to survive. I'm not saying we must leave them here forever, just until we can figure out what's going on. You can't tell me that it makes sense to stay here, searching aimlessly through the days, and then waiting for someone to be taken at night. I can't believe anyone would think that was a good idea.”

      “This isn't helping anyone,” Anna said, stepping in.

      “Saul is right, and you all know it. Mack has tried to instill his values in all of us, and by living in New Haven you have agreed to live by those values. That includes never leaving anyone behind. How do you think the two of them feel right now, having been taken? Wherever they are, they know we're doing everything we can to find them and bring them back, and you'd be feeling exactly the same way if you were in their position.”

      “I'd love to be able to help them, I'm just saying that we need to prioritize a bit. The entire settlement needs to be fed, and we can't sacrifice their well-being for the sake of just two people. I know that sounds harsh, but we have to be pragmatic in these situations.”

      “You're scared, and you've every right to be, but that doesn't mean we have to  slip back into selfishness, only looking out for ourselves,” Anna continued. “It means we have to be stronger and able to look past our fear to help everyone we care about.”

      However, her calm words did not do anything. People were too frightened to think clearly, and now that the discussion had been started everyone wanted to put forward their two cents. Soon they began talking over each other, and the volume rose to an untenable level. Soon people had to shout to be heard. They yelled at each other, and soon the arguments spilled into other issues besides what to do about the abducted members of their party. Long-held grudges surfaced, and insults were thrown around. Anna and Saul, the other two most senior members of the group, also couldn't calm them down.

      And all the while Grace stood away from them, wondering if she had what it took to quell the anger and fear all of them were feeling. She was lost in her own mind, and the venomous words the rest of the patrol were flinging back and forth like arrows and spears faded into the background. She stared out at the city, wishing she knew exactly what to do, wishing that she had a mind more like Mack’s, trained to think of a plan to deal with any situation. All she wanted was tell them what they should do and how they should do it, to give them guidance, but she couldn't find the words.

      Perhaps Luis was right, she thought. Perhaps she wasn't made for this, and she was supposed to stay away from the patrols and remain in New Haven where she could direct things from behind the scenes. Perhaps she just had been fooling herself into thinking she was anything other than a fraud, and that all her successes up to that point had been nothing but luck. She wasn't anything special, just another person who had been caught up in the whirlwind of the apocalypse. How much had she changed, really? She still had no parents, and for all the things she had accomplished in the apocalypse, there were days when she didn't feel any different than the girl who had been scared of the world.

      Luis knew her better than anyone, and even he had said she should stay where it was safe. Maybe he was right, and this whole endeavor had been doomed from the start. She never should had led the patrol, she should have let someone more capable than her do it.

      But then, a voice whispered in her mind. At first, she barely could hear it, but it soon grew louder and stronger, until it wasn't a whisper at all, but a full-blown thundering shout. It was Mack's voice, reminding her of all she had done, of all the ways she had grown and changed since they first had met. Grace pressed her lips together and closed her eyes. She could picture Mack lecturing her, inspiring her, and she felt a swell of courage rise inside her. A smile played on her lips, and she knew the voice was right. She knew that more than anything. She only had to shed the skin of the past and embrace the fact that she had changed. She had to leave the person she was behind and fully live the life she now owned. She was a leader. She was someone who could take charge and inspire people. She was someone who could find her way out of desperate situations, just as Mack could, and if other people didn't believe in her, then that didn't matter because she believed in herself, and she always would.

      All of a sudden, the noises around her came crashing through. It was as though they all had been muffled while she had been lost in her own mind. Now that she was free of that, the cacophony rose dramatically, and she was caught in the maelstrom.

      “Stop! All of you!” she screamed, whipping herself around to face them. She strode into the middle of them. They were so shocked to hear the ferocity in her voice that they were immediately silenced, and though she was but a petite girl, she had an imposing aura about her.

      “I've listened to you all and you all have to stop this. This isn't getting us anywhere. I know you're frustrated and scared. I am as well. Whoever these people are, they have an advantage over us because we have no idea who they are, where they're hiding, or how many of them there are. But that doesn't mean things are hopeless. We're not going to turn back to New Haven, not now. That's not an option. The longer we leave them out here, the harder it's going to be to find them. We're also not going to continue into the forest to look for food, not yet anyway. We still have a window of time to stay here for a little bit longer and I'm going to use every minute of that to get our people back. Believe me, I'm not going to let everyone in New Haven starve, but every life in New Haven matters, and I know that I wouldn't be able to enjoy one scrap of any food we get if they're still out here.”

      “So, what are we going to do? Just stay here and wait for someone else to be taken and hope that this time whoever these people are will make a mistake? I don't want my life to hinge on that,” one of the dissenting voices said.

      “Oh no, we're not going to go anywhere. We're going to set a trap, but it's not going to work unless we all work together. So, I suggest that we stop arguing and get to work, because it's going to be a long night.”

      Everyone felt better now that there was a plan in place and something on which to focus their minds. Grace outlined the plan to them. It was simple, but one they hoped would prove effective nonetheless. They would lay in wait at night to pounce, and hopefully catch someone before they were able to take another member of the patrol. As soon as darkness fell, Grace and a few others stayed awake all through the night, waiting and waiting. The minutes turned into hours, and they all remained silent. As time went on, Grace began to fear that this was the night when nobody would be taken at all. They couldn't afford to waste the days waiting for the nights to come around. If the enemy was watching them, they may well have known that Grace and the others were laying in wait, and could have changed their plans.

      However, just as Grace was getting ready to call it a night, they heard a sound. In the dim light of the night, they saw a couple of shadowy figures skulking through the camp. Grace and the others jumped up, yelling at them to stop. The mystery figures turned to run, but Grace quickly fired a shot in the air. The bang echoed through the silence of the night and made the mystery figures fall to their knees, holding their hands up in the air. Others went up to them and pointed their guns at the pair, making sure they would make no sudden movements. Torches were lit so Grace and the others could see them properly. She pulled back their hoods and was glad to see that their faces were human after all, and that there was nothing supernatural about them. Grace stared down at them, hating them for what they had done.

      Their thick cloaks stank, and everyone standing around them had to pinch their noses just to stay near them.

      “Who are you? Where have you come from? What have you done with our people?” Grace demanded, the gun never wavering in her hand.

      “We're not ready to tell you yet. We need more time,” one of the prisoners said. But due to the stench that hung around them, there was only one possible place they could have come from; the sewers.
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      “Tie them up and keep a close eye on them. I don't want them sneaking off,” Grace said as she moved away with some of the others. They formed a tight circle and discussed this new revelation, and all the ramifications it entailed.

      “I'm just going to say this now because it needs to be said. They stink,” Saul said, grimacing. Even though they only had been standing next to the sewer-dwellers for a few moments, the foul stench already was lingering and whenever they took a breath, they got a whiff of it.

      “What are we going to do with them?” Gary asked.

      “We'll interrogate them and find out what they know. I don't like the idea of anyone being dragged down into the sewers. It's a grim fate,” Grace said.

      “Although it does explain where everyone in the city went, at least, assuming there are more people down there,” Anna said.

      “It wouldn't surprise me, although how anyone could live down there I do not know. We'll leave them to sweat a little longer. Hopefully they're not used to being around other people and we can scare them into telling us what's going on. We'll have to be careful, though. We don't want to start another war,” Grace said.

      “If there is going to be another war, they started it by taking our people,” Saul said.

      “No, we're not going to react like that. We're going to try handling this diplomatically, and if anything needs to be done, then we'll get back to New Haven and defend it. But while we're out here I don't want anyone turning to violence unless it's absolutely necessary. Spread that message, because those people are now our hostages, and we should treat them in the way that we want our people to be treated,” Grace said.

      “What do you think they want with us?” Gary asked.

      “Could be anything. Maybe they want intel. Maybe they want people to join them. The only way we'll find out is if they talk, even though they don't seem to be the type to talk,” Grace said.

      “I wonder how long they've been down there for,” Anna asked.

      “I'm guessing for a long time,” Saul said. “Gary, you were in the city when this all happened. How long did it take for you to notice the place was empty?”

      Gary blew out his cheeks as he thought about the answer. “It's hard to say, really. Things were so chaotic in the first days. I guess maybe a couple of weeks or so is when we started noticing that everything was abandoned. That's when the riots first started to die down. We just assumed people were staying indoors, and that's why the streets were empty. After that, well, conditions were so bad that either people died, or they left the city to find somewhere new. We were so focused on our own survival that we didn't give too much thought to anyone else.”

      Grace had a thoughtful look on her face as she considered what to do next. She gazed down at the ground and thought about the possibility that there were people directly below her. No wonder they had been able to sneak away without being detected. None of the patrol even had considered the possibility that there were people living in the sewers, but somehow it all made sense. She pitied the ones who had been taken, for she hated the idea of being dragged through the cesspool of the sewers.

      The area was lit by torches, which gave the camp a ghastly glow. The two cloaked figures remained silent while they were held at gunpoint, exchanging a few looks, but otherwise not showing any sign of humanity. As Grace looked at them, she wondered just how much humanity was left in them. Living in the sewers must have taken a toll on their mental state. She'd already seen how being stranded at sea had affected the sailors and, in her opinion, living in the sewers was far worse, being surrounded by all the waste and refuse that got churned under the surface of the city, rivers of excrement and rotten things that were hidden away from the eyes of everyone above. And they could have been below her feet at that very moment, scurrying around, ready to strike. For all she knew this was an ambush, and at any point they could emerge from the sewers, perhaps a countless number of them, ready to overwhelm the patrol. And, thinking about it, since the sewers formed a network under the city, they could strike anywhere at any time. Perhaps even in New Haven itself...

      Grace suddenly was seized by fear, and she knew she had to act quickly. Time was of the essence, not only to retrieve the people they had lost, but also to warn New Haven about this potential new threat. Although she had made it clear that they were not to react with violence, she found it easy to believe that these people were hostile, and would pose a threat to the safety of New Haven if given a chance. The last time she tried to interrogate someone it had not worked out well, and she had been played. The woman who escaped eventually shot Luis, and for a time she thought she was going to lose him for good. That was one of the moments where she realized she truly loved him, and she wasn't going to make the same mistake again. She was going to get information from these men, and she was going to make it count.

      She strode through the darkness and put her gun against the small of her back when she reached the two men on their knees. She told the other guards to move away, and they obeyed her, although they gave her questioning looks. Grace stood before the cloaked figures, and had to make a concerted effort not to gag. But she wanted to show that nothing intimidated her. Not even the nauseating smell.

      “I'm going to ask you again. Where are you from? What have you done with our people? Why are you here?”

      The two men looked at each other, but continued to stare at the ground, not offering Grace anything in the way of a response.

      “Okay,” she continued, “let's do this another way. I'm pretty sure we know where you're from. The smell kinda gives you away, and the sewers are the only rational explanation for how you were able to sneak into this camp without leaving a trace. We should have thought of it sooner, really, but that's our own fault.” The men shot each other a look, and Grace knew she was on the right track.

      “As for what you've done with our people, well, that's another matter entirely. I could assume that you're acting out of fear, that you think we're an aggressive group, so you took a few of our people to determine our true intentions. Maybe you're a small group yourselves, and are afraid of getting into a fight you can't win. But I'm not so sure about that because I'm not sure you'd take the risk of exposing yourselves, especially not night after night.”

      Grace paced back and forth, speaking her thoughts out loud, taking note of any reaction from the people kneeling before her. Their expressions were reserved, though, and they did not betray their inner thoughts, so Grace had to continue.

      “Of course, if the opposite is true, then you have a large number, and you could be aggressive yourselves. That means you've abducted those people to try gauging our strength, to see how we respond, and to interrogate them to learn about where we come from. The fact that you've come for more people could mean that you want to weaken us as well, so that when you do attack we are more vulnerable. Yes, that could be what you are doing. The other possibility is that you're trying to recruit people to increase your numbers, dragging them down to the sewers to work for you, but that doesn't seem to be a good use of your time. You'd have to put guards on them to make sure they didn't try to escape, but I could see it because nobody ever would join you voluntarily. If there's anything I missed, please let me know, but I think I've covered everything,” she said, and then waited expectantly for them to talk again.

      Yet, they did not take the bait. Grace beckoned to one of the members of the patrol, who came forward with a torch. Grace took it from him and leaned down, putting the torch so close to the prisoners' faces that the flames almost licked their flesh.

      This did bring a reaction, the two of them flinching back, trying to avoid the fire. They had no idea of what Grace was like, and for all they knew, she could have been an unpredictable warlord who tortured and maimed whoever she wanted to get to the truth. They looked uneasy as they glanced at each other, their faces cast in an orange hue. Grace also had a better look at them now, and saw their hollowed-out eyes, and their pale skin.

      “You can remain quiet for as long as you like, but I will have my answers. We're not letting you go until you do, and even though those cloaks make me want to vomit, they do look warm. I'm sure they'd come in handy for my people to use. Of course, that does mean you'll be vulnerable to cold. And let me tell you, it does get very cold, especially in the middle of the night. We also don't have enough food to spare, so the days could get quite long for you. I know you're probably thinking that if you just stick together and neither of you say anything you'll be able to wait it out, but that's not going to happen.

      “I think you've become used to the sewers, and the longer you stay out here, the worse you'll feel the chill. It will get right into your bones, and I'll make sure to keep this fire away from you. Oh yes, you won't have the luxury of a shelter or a cloak. You'll just be alone. And the longer you stay with us, the more clothes I'm going to take from your back. Then you might be clean, but you'll be freezing, and after a few nights of that, you'll tell me anything to get these cloaks back,” she snarled.

      Then, to emphasize her point, she drew back and gave the torch back, letting the darkness swallow them. Then she ordered the cloaks to be taken from them, but before that could happen, one of them spoke up.

      “We just wanted to learn about you! That's all! We keep watch over this world, and we saw you coming. We wanted to know what type of people you were.”

      His companion was not too impressed. “It doesn't matter anyway. There are too many of us for you to attempt an attack. You'll be slaughtered. You can do what you like to us, but it won't make any difference.”

      Grace left them to dwell on her words and went back to the others. There was a great debate about what to do with them, whether they should take the captives back to New Haven, or deal with them here. Eventually, Grace decided that with their people in danger, they couldn't afford the time it would take to deliver the prisoners to New Haven. They were going to have to take matters into their own hands, and Grace hoped she could make the same decisions as Mack would have made.

      When she returned to the prisoners they were chuckling smugly, evidently recovering some of their resolve after Grace's initial threats. “I don't know what you're laughing about,” Grace said. “We know where you're from now, and we're going to get our people back. Nothing is going to stop us.”

      “You might have worked out that we live down below, but you don't know where. The place is a labyrinth, and you'll never find where we live, and even if you do, you'll never find your way back!”

      “Well, in that case,” Grace said, equally as smug as her prisoners, “you're just going to have to lead us down there.”

      “And why would we do that?” they asked.

      “Because of everything I've already threatened you with. Because if you don't, I'll take the two of you and find where you hurt the most. I'll make you wish you had died in the end of the world. I'm not usually a violent person, but we protect our own, and we take any threats against each other very seriously. You can either lead us down into the sewers, and you'd better lead us to the right place, otherwise you'll suffer the same fate, just down there, or you can stay up here, and I'll let my people have their way with you. Now, with that being said, you have to ask yourself if this information is really worth all that pain. Is it?”

      The prisoners reluctantly looked at each other. One of them looked as though he was going to crack, and Grace pressed him with more threats until the glares of his companion were not enough to steel his resolve, and he wilted in front of her.

      “You're going to pay for this,” the other sewer dweller said, but he too agreed to be taken along.

      Still allowed to wear their cloaks, they shuffled away to a nearby manhole cover. Hiding in plain sight. Grace and the others shook their heads as they had been so oblivious, and had thought only about what was on the surface, not about what could have been lurking beneath the city streets.

      “So, this is where it was all along. Makes sense, you could just slip out and drag them down here, and once you were underneath the surface, we wouldn't be able to hear their screams or cries for help. We spent so long looking all around the area we didn't even think to check here. How many times did we walk across this thing?” Grace shook her head, frustrated at how close they had been all this time. Without wasting any more time, Saul bent down and strained to lift the manhole cover, and they all peered down into the deep, dark hole.
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      Before the patrol descended into the sewers they had to come up with a plan of action. Grace and Anna led the discussion, for they both had bright minds and thought along similar lines. The prisoners were kept standing away from them, not just so they could not hear the plans being discussed, but also to keep the stink away from Grace and the others as long as possible.

      “We're going to have to be careful while we're down there. Do you think we should keep some people up here just in case, to keep watch?” Anna asked.

      Grace considered the possibility, but eventually shook her head. “I don't want to split up the group any more than it already is. We have no idea where these sewers are going to lead, and I don't want to end up halfway across the city, unable to get word to the people we've left behind.” There was also the fact that the last time she split up a group some of them ended up kidnapped. So, Grace was eager to keep everyone together.

      “We're going to have to pack up all our stuff and bring it with us. I know it's not going to be easy trudging through the sewers carrying all that, but I don't just want to leave it here. We're going to need the food and water, and I’m sure the blankets will come in handy at some point,” she said, and immediately dispatched a few people to start collecting everything from the camp they had made.

      “We still need to figure out what's going to happen when we get down there,” Anna said, while everyone else listened intently, waiting to hear what Grace had to say.

      “We're going to take it slowly and play it smart. From what they've said there are plenty of them down there, so we're going to be at a disadvantage. They also know the terrain much better than us, so we're going to have to be careful. We'll walk in single file, and try to be as quiet as possible. I don't want to alert anyone to our presence until the last possible moment.”

      “If we find anyone down there, do we attack?” Gary asked.

      “Let's try to keep things as friendly as possible. Like Grace mentioned earlier, we don't want to start a war. We might find that we can negotiate with them. Remember, they're just people like you or me and they've been through the same things we have. They're probably just as scared of us. Even though they started this by taking our people, we shouldn't just assume they want a fight,” Anna said.

      “But we'll be ready if they do want a fight,” Saul interjected, and more than a few people nodded at this sentiment.

      “Our main objective is to get our people and get back out here alive as soon as possible so we can continue with our mission to get food. I know it seems as though these people are our biggest enemy, but our main one is time, as it always has been. That's what we're up against. These people in the sewers are just another obstacle for us to overcome. As soon as we find our people, we're going to get them back and get out of there. Don't wait around, don't look for revenge. We'll defend ourselves if need be, but that's what I want us to focus on, and I want everyone to be on the same page. Let's not get distracted by anything else. Stay together, and don't get lost, because I don't want to go walking around the sewers for any longer than necessary. Is that clear?”

      The rest of them nodded as they listened to Grace, and they all thought to themselves that she was a fine leader. She had their undivided attention, and the arguing was over, now that they had something upon which to focus their anger. Saul, however, still was concerned about the two prisoners.

      “How do we know they're going to lead us where we want them to?”

      Grace looked across at them. “They know I won't let them out of my sight, and I don't think they want to find out what I’ll do to them if they intentionally lead us in the wrong direction. They'll want to get home as well. We'll gag them soon to make sure they don't shout out and alert their friends to our presence. We probably should get some cloth as well to hold over our mouths. That might help us stand the smell down there.”

      With that decided everyone moved quickly, gathering up their supplies and ripping up pieces of cloth to offer protection against the stench that awaited them. They had been given a small taste of what that was like from the prisoners, but it would be even worse once they were in the sewers. They all had taken to heart what Grace said about time being of the essence. So, they moved quickly, and soon enough, they all were prepared to descend into the sewers. Grace pulled the cloth over her nose and mouth and descended the ladder first, followed by Anna and Saul, then the prisoners came down, followed by Gary, and then the rest of the patrol.

      Grace's feet landed with a plop, and then she stood knee-deep in the waste of the city. As soon as she took her first breath she almost vomited, and felt the awful taste and smell pervade all of her. It was the most disgusting thing she ever had smelled, and she wished she could race back up the ladder. She pressed the cloth against her mouth and the aid it offered was welcome, even though it wasn't as effective as she had hoped. One by one, they came down the ladder, each of them having the same reaction as Grace, except for the two who were used to living in the sewers.

      Grace never wanted to get to the point where she was used to something like that.

      “Alright, lead the way,” she said once everyone was down.

      They lit torches and the glowing flames lit the way through the old tunnels. The stones overhead curved at the top, and were about eight feet off the ground, which gave people lots of room to move. Still, the going was slow as people had to drag their legs through the sewage, feeling the chunks of waste pass by them. Grace heard a lot of muttering behind her, most of it from Gary.

      “I never thought I'd ever end up walking through a sewer. This is the most disgusting thing I've ever done. I'm going to have to wash for about a week after this. How can people live down here? It doesn't make any sense to me. I'm starting to think we should have left a couple of people at least up top, just in case, and I'd like to be the first volunteer for that mission. I just can't handle this, I really can't. I'd love to, but every breath just gets worse, and I don't know how you're all standing it. Seriously. And it's so dark and damp. We can't stay here for long. We should just go. Come on, we're not too far from the ladder. Let's get back to New Haven. We'll tell Mack all about this, and we can send some other people down here. We're not equipped for this,” he said, rambling on.

      “Shush,” Grace said sharply, “or do I need to gag you like I did them?” she said, tossing her head toward the sewer dwellers, who seemed amused by Gary's rants.

      “None of us want to be here, but it's just another thing we're going to have to do, like so many other things we haven't wanted to in this world. Now be quiet. Who knows how far the sound will travel in these tunnels. We can't let anyone know we're here,” she said, and the group moved forward slowly, with the odd gasp of surprise as something seemed to swim against their legs.

      Grace didn't even want to think about what sort of creatures lived in that environment, but it did make her think about the things that survived the end of the world. Humans always thought they were at the top of the food chain, and had an almost divine right to live, but in the dark depths of the sewers there were all sorts of monstrous creatures who were thriving when so many people had died. It made her think about the future, and what the state of the world would be like in fifty or a hundred years, or even beyond. It would be far after her lifetime, but it still filled her with a sense of sorrow. For all they were trying to accomplish, it was going to be hard for the human race to survive, at least in the dominate position it had enjoyed before the EMP hit and sent them back into the Dark Ages.

      “So, glad you came along?” Grace asked Anna in a quiet voice, so low it was almost a whisper.

      Anna shrugged. “It'll be a good way to test how much Mack loves me after I tell him what we've been through. What about you? Think Luis still will love you?”

      Grace smiled grimly. “I don't think there's anything that could stop him loving me.”

      “You say that like it's a bad thing.”

      “I know...I feel like it is. It's hard to explain. Sometimes it just feels like he loves me because he needs to love me, not because he wants to. Do you get what I mean?”

      “I think so, almost like he's loving you out of habit?”

      “Yes, exactly!” Grace said, a little too enthusiastically, and had to catch herself for speaking too loudly. “But then again,” she continued, lowering her voice, “I'm not even sure how I feel anymore.”

      “Maybe you should figure that out first before you start getting annoyed at him. For him things probably haven't changed, but you've obviously got something going on, and he's not sure how to handle it. I'm sure he feels a little lost as well, as though he can't do anything to help.”

      “I thought I needed space, but I've spent time away from him, and it's still not helping.”

      “Well, have you put your finger on what the problem is?”

      “Not exactly. I just know that I don't feel like I felt when we first got together. I don't feel...I don't feel like I want to feel.”

      “Do you think it's possible you have this idea in your head of how you're supposed to feel, and it's not matching up, so you're working yourself up into this state where you think something is wrong?”

      “That sounds about right.”

      “Then maybe you should take a step back and stop worrying that you don't feel like you're supposed to, and just enjoy feeling like you do. I'm not saying that you should be with Luis because it's easy, or it's what you're used to, but you haven't actually said that you don't love him anymore. Mack told me you were a hacker before this world, so I'm guessing you haven't really had many relationships?”

      “No, Luis is my first one.”

      “Then it's natural that there are going to be some things like this. People don't feel the same way all the time. Just because you love someone doesn't mean you're not going to need your space from them. That's just natural. What matters is that you can be honest about your feelings and that you can trust each other.”

      “The biggest thing that bothers me is how needy he is, and how he's trying to control me by saying that I should stay in New Haven.”

      “Are you sure he's needy, or do you think that, subconsciously, he can sense you pulling away from him, so he's trying harder to get you to stay?”

      Grace didn't have an answer for that. Anna continued. “I think right now you're complicating matters. When we get back home, have an honest conversation with him. Don't let an argument start, just talk about your fears and your worries and you'll feel better, trust me. I know those conversations are hard to start, but once you start having them you'll feel a lot better, and they'll bring you much closer together.”

      Grace felt relieved after having the conversation, even though it wasn't particularly the most appropriate time. There were a few other smatterings of conversation in the background as well, although they died down as the group ventured deeper and deeper into the sewers. The air was muggy, and their skin crawled with every breath of it. Despite the cloths, the smell of the sewer seeped into their noses and mouths and left a horrid taste in the backs of their throats. Grace knew she would have to harden herself against the urge to vomit, because she didn't want to show any weakness, especially in front of her captives. As they came upon a fork in the tunnel, the two prisoners pointed the way. Grace only hoped her instincts were correct, and that the two would lead her to their people, for she didn't want to be damned to walking through the sewers for eternity.

      The patrol continued onward, sloshing quietly as they dragged their legs through the muck. The occasional rat scurried by and squeaked at them, but other than that, there were no noises to startle them. It seemed as though they had been walking for a long time when Grace sensed a change in their captives’ demeanor, but it was too late for her to alert the others. They both raised their hands in unison and pointed down to a tunnel that glowed with the light from wooden torches and oil lamps. Grace gulped as they walked forward, and it was clear they had no chance.

      What she saw astounded her. Lines of people, all in the same hooded cloaks that the two men were wearing, were standing along the tunnel, beckoning them forward. If this was the welcoming party, then Grace was sure the men hadn't been lying about their numbers. Tension ran through the patrol as they realized how outnumbered they were. Grace felt the weight of a gun against her back, but knew it was futile to draw her own. Not yet, not until they knew their people were safe.

      Grace raised her hands and brought the two prisoners forward.

      “We don't want any trouble, just a simple prisoner exchange,” she said, but there was no response.

      Instead, the hooded figures came up and escorted them into their abode. Any resistance was met with a swift kick in the back of the knees, which sent people even closer to the muck. Grace exchanged a worried look with Anna as they were led into a place unknown to them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Against The Depths]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      It was the middle of the afternoon in New Haven and life was good, if not great. The shadow of winter proved to be a foreboding presence, and people were trying to do all they could to forget about the oncoming change in conditions. Though it was difficult to do given how cold it already was, and how aware they were about their rationed supply of food. The people in charge of the food supplies had done a good job at trying to work out a way for everyone to get their fair share, and such was the spirit that Mack had fostered within New Haven. Everyone was willing to share and take care of each other. Selfishness was not something that was prevalent in New Haven, and if it did occur, it was quelled quickly.

      Everyone was optimistic about Grace's patrol, and often conversation turned to the things that people hoped they would bring back, often making their mouths water. Of course, none of them knew the dire situation in which the patrol found themselves. Since the sailors had left New Haven it had been rather peaceful, which made a nice change for those who lived within its barriers.

      The new developments in New Haven were having a great effect on everyone. People enjoyed learning things, and knowing there were reflections of the old world within New Haven. Some of the children were not old enough to understand some of the things that were missing, but the adults often celebrated the absence of taxes and insurance, while lamenting the fact that not everything was readily at their fingertips. Still, a lot of people were feeling the strain of having no electrical equipment, perhaps more at this stage than at any other point of the new world as it took shape.

      Up until now they all had been focused on survival, and anything else didn't seem important. Now that New Haven was established and they had themselves a legitimate settlement, people started missing the more mundane things. However, in contrast, others wondered how they ever found time to do all that as the days moved quickly with all that needed to be done in New Haven. For the vast majority of the people there, they felt more fulfilled than they ever had before. Instead of feeling detached, or like nothing they had done ever mattered in the grand scheme of things, they could see the fruits of their labor immediately, and the friendly atmosphere that had been fostered often left everyone in a good mood.

      Despite this, however, people still were people and suffered from changing moods. One such person was Hank, who had been in a solemn mood ever since the truth about the sailors had been revealed. He had been reflecting on them and their behavior to a great extent, and everyone around him had noticed. His friends all tried different methods to get him to talk about what was bothering him, but none of them had succeeded. Hank was remaining tight-lipped. He had also exiled himself from the settlement to some extent, although perhaps that is overstating it somewhat.

      His behavior was different, though. Usually he was a gregarious person, moving through the settlement with a smile on his face and a willing ear, and he always had his church open for people to come and worship. Since the sailors, however, he had been more taciturn. When the preacher walked through New Haven he often seemed distracted, lost in thought, and whenever anyone tried speaking to him he only gave them curt answers. Even with his friends he often seemed as though his mind was somewhere else, or that he wanted it to be, and they all were growing concerned.

      In this particular moment, he was standing in his church, clutching a Bible close to his chest, looking up at some of the artwork on the walls, as well as the other religious symbols. His eyes had dark bags under them, and red rivers were creeping across the whites of his eyes. They had a sad look about them, almost a defeated one, and he stood there for a long while, lost in thought. The Bible felt heavy in his hand as his fingers squeezed the leather covers, and he thought about the wisdom found within its hallowed pages. All through 2,000 years people had been devoted to truth and love, but where had it led them? Where had it led him?

      He didn't notice Mindy walk up beside him, and it took him a few moments to react when she wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face in his back, breathing in his scent. Then, she tucked herself under his arm and stood up on her tiptoes to give him a kiss. Their lips brushed lightly, but Mindy was more insistent than that, and pressed her lips harder against Hank's. When they broke off the kiss Hank smiled at her, and Mindy nestled herself into him.

      “I'm so lucky to have found a man like you,” she said. It was just the two of them standing in the hall, and her words echoed. The dim afternoon light filled the room, although it still was quite dark.

      “What do you mean?” Hank said, feeling her squeeze his waist even more tightly as she tried to show her affection toward him.

      “A man of God who has room enough in his heart to love a woman as well,” Mindy said, her eyes twinkling brightly, as they had done throughout the end of the world.

      Mindy was one of those rare people who never seemed fazed by anything that came her way, taking everything in stride, effortlessly cool under pressure. She was one of the stalwarts of New Haven, who went about her tasks without complaining or moaning, and who had become one of the most valuable assets that New Haven had. She and Hank had grown close in a surprising way. Surprising to him, at least, as he hadn't thought he'd ever meet a woman like her, someone good and kind in such a forsaken world. Even in himself he felt as though his heart had eroded. Yet, the more time they spent together, the more they found they had in common, and they soon were spending more and more time together, when eventually they realized they were in love.

      Hank leaned down to kiss her again as a response, but there was something off about his kiss that made her think twice. She was concerned about him. “You want to talk to me about anything?” she asked.

      “Nothing I can think of, why?” he said.

      “Because this little mood of yours has been going on for a while now. I know that something's up with you, and that this whole thing with the sailors has made you look at things in a new way, but it's not doing you any good. I wish that you'd talk to me about whatever is going on in your head, or Freddie, Mack, anyone! I just want to know you're okay,” she said, and squeezed his arm affectionately.

      Hank looked down on her and pity filled his heart. He wished he could tell her everything that was bothering him, and everything that was on his mind, but it was simply impossible. The only one with whom he could share the darkest secrets was the Lord, and even that was becoming more difficult. He closed his eyes, smiled at her, and tried to reassure her, even though they both could tell it was nothing but a token gesture. She sighed, and rested her head against him, hoping that soon he would feel ready to share whatever burden he was carrying. In turn, he was wondering how long he was going to be able to hide the truth from her when it just was bursting to get out. How he could stop her feelings from getting hurt, because no matter what else happened, Hank truly cared for Mindy in a way he hadn't done for anyone else in a very long time.
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        * * *

      

      Elsewhere in the settlement, Mack was taking one of his regular walks through New Haven to talk with various people and ensure he was aware of everything going on. He was pleased to see the creative group was continuing without Anna's guidance, and spent some time walking among them, admiring the paintings they were creating. It was clear that some were more talented than others, but it pleased him to see people following their passions. It always had pained him how, in the old world, not everyone had the means to pursue their dreams, and so many hopes and fantasies went unfulfilled. One of his aims with New Haven was to give people a platform upon which they could explore their ambitions and not have to worry about putting food on the table. In some ways, the end of the world had given many people a new lease on life, one that they never would have received otherwise.

      As he talked to the artists, they told him they were working on paintings to be hung in all the various buildings to brighten up the place. Some people were doing very impressive work, and Mack looked admiringly at all of them. He congratulated them on everything they were doing, and they all had kind words to say about his wife. He smiled and thanked them, and said he knew all too well how lucky he was. When he left them, he sighed, for he missed Anna a great deal. He left the artists to their business and looked forward to having some of the artwork hanging up in City Hall, for he was tired of looking at the same old paintings.

      He made his way over to the school, where he watched Alison give a class. It warmed his heart to see the children sitting there patiently, behaving well. It had been only a short while since their lives had been devoid of structure. Everyone had been concerned about how difficult it was going to be for them to adjust to life in New Haven, but it was going well. He smiled as Alison asked a question and three hands shot up simultaneously, then two of them looked disappointed as Alison asked the other for the answer. It was good to see children enjoying the art of learning again, and it made Mack feel happier that New Haven was moving in the right direction. He didn't know what the future held in store for the settlement, but he was feeling optimistic seeing the way things had come to be. The kids who were being taught were one day going to take their places as leaders of New Haven. Perhaps they would be joined by his own child, he hoped, although he needed to speak with Anna when she returned, for their conversation had been left unresolved.

      Alison waved to him, interrupting his thoughts. He waved back and she beckoned for him to enter the classroom, but he shook his head and gestured that he didn't want to distract from her lessons. The kids were intrigued by his presence and craned their necks to try glimpsing him. The way some people talked about him made the kids think he was a legend, and they stared open-mouthed as he walked away.

      His stroll had led him up to the entrance of New Haven, and on one of the benches in the park, he saw Luis sitting alone, staring at the barriers. The young man's shoulders were rounded and he looked despondent. Mack sighed, hating that Luis was in such consternation. He walked up to Luis and sat down on the bench beside him. Luis looked up and smiled weakly, then returned his gaze to the barriers.

      “Worried about her, huh?” Mack said.

      “Yeah, worried that she'll never come back. You know how dangerous it is out there. I just wish I was with her. I feel so useless here.”

      “Focus on your own duties and your own life, try not to let your mind wander to things that you can't control.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “I know,” Mack said simply.

      “How do you deal with it when it comes to Anna? Knowing she's out there again.”

      Mack shifted a little on the bench before he answered. “It's difficult, I'm not going to lie. Especially because she was out there for a long time already, and now she easily could stay within these walls and be safe. Still, we must remember they are their own people, and they can make their own decisions. We can't expect them to do what we want because we're scared something will happen to them. How would you like it if Grace turned around and said you couldn't be a deputy because it's too dangerous? I'm sure you wouldn't like it.”

      “No... I don't suppose I would.”

      “So, we've just got to do what they would do in our position.” Luis looked at him expectantly. “Keep busy, and trust them,” Mack continued.

      Luis nodded slowly, although he didn't seem convinced. He continued looking out toward the barrier, almost expecting them to return home any moment, even though the patrol wasn't due back for a long time.

      “It's not going to do you any good to stay out here and keep watch. The best thing you can do is to keep yourself busy. I know the two of you are going through something at the moment. I always think that if you have space from the person you love you should use that to do all the things you can't do with them. Try exploring what it means to be you. Make sure that when Grace does come back you have a good answer to the question 'What have you been up to?' because you know the last thing she's going to want to hear is that you've just been sitting on this bench waiting for her.”

      Luis laughed a little and sighed. He slapped his thighs and rose from the bench. “You're right. Maggie probably is wondering where I am anyway,” he said, and began moving away.

      Before he did, however, Mack tugged his arm and looked up at Luis. “Don't worry about Grace. You and I both know she can take care of herself.”

      But deep inside, he could understand the younger man's worry. He felt the same thing for Anna. Ever since the two of them had been reunited Mack found it more difficult to think about her out in the world. Especially, after what she had told him had happened on her journey to find him. He knew it wasn't the same thing because now she was with Grace and the others, and she knew where she was coming home to. Yet, it still nagged at him, and he wished he had a way to keep in touch with them. It was a killer not knowing how they were coming along or what, if anything, was waiting for them out there. So, he too had taken a long look at the barriers before he turned away and went about his business, trying to take his own advice to heart and not worry about the woman he loved.
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      Grace had no idea what time it was, or even if it was day or night. No outside light reached them in the sewers, and the only indication of time she had was she was starting to feel hungry. After been greeted by the sewer-dwellers, she and the other members of her patrol realized they were up against something formidable. The two sewer-dwellers they already had captured and who were forced to lead them through the tunnels in order to find Daisy and the rest of the patrol quickly had been released by their allies, and Grace had scowled. At first there was no telling the strength of those who dwelt in the sewers, and she didn't want to start a fight in case they were faced with overwhelming odds. They had yet to say anything substantial to Grace and, although the young woman tried talking to them, they were unresponsive. The hooded figures led them through more tunnels toward dirty cells. Along the way Grace was trying to examine her surroundings to glean any information that could help her, but she only caught a brief glimpse of a camp through one of the passageways.

      The sewers were not a hospitable climate, and she didn't understand how anyone could have stood to live down here for months on end. She thought the people who had captured them were crazy. This made her more scared because they were unpredictable while they were trudging through the muck, which was, admittedly, becoming shallower the more they went on. While Grace and the others in her patrol still were holding cloths over their mouths and noses to try blocking out the smell, the hooded figures didn't seem to be feeling any of the negative effects. Grace knew she didn't ever want to get to a point where she was used to living in a sewer, where living like this was something to be considered normal.

      Occasionally, when the light of the wooden torches passed at just the right angle, she caught a glimpse of their faces, and was utterly surprised to see they all were normal people. Somehow, she expected them to be disfigured, but at first glance there didn't seem to be anything wrong with them, aside from the fact they lived in the sewers. Perhaps the most unsettling thing about them was how they were able to ignore Grace and her allies peppering them incessantly with questions. So many were flung at the sewer-dwellers, on all manner of topics, it seemed they would have to answer, but none of them had taken the bait. The questions bounced off them harmlessly, and they didn't betray one little secret. Soon enough it was the New Haven patrol who tired, and walked on in silence, with only the occasional grumble leaving their lips.

      It wasn't too long before they reached their destination. The sewer-dwellers had been hard at work to maneuver the waste in an effort to create space in which they could build things. Grace wondered what their actual main section of the camp looked like, but for now they had to settle for being placed into dirty cells. One by one, they were shown in, and the only relief they felt was that of knowing the other two people from their patrol, who had been taken were there as well. Their weapons were taken and placed on a table on the other side, and once the doors were locked the hooded figures all left.

      “Am I glad to see you guys,” Daisy said, the relief plain on her face. “They dragged me down here, and I had no idea where I was. Didn't know if you'd ever be able to find us.”

      “It's not like we're a great rescue party,” Saul said.

      “No, but it's better that we're all here together than being separated,” Anna said, knowing it was important for them to keep their morale up. They all had been walking for a while, so even though the floor was disgusting they were aching to rest their weary legs. One by one, they sank to the floor, faces wincing in disgust.

      “What can you tell us about these people?” Grace asked, trying to ignore the squelching sound that followed her as she sat down. The two prisoners who were already there glanced at each other.

      “Not as much as I'd like to tell you. They have guards that come in to feed us, but they don't say much. We've overheard some of their conversations, although nothing I could tell you means anything. They seem like us, they just happen to live in the sewers,” Daisy said.

      “I thought I caught a glimpse of their camp. Do you know anything about it?  How many there are?”

      Daisy shrugged. “Nope, although by the sounds that travel down here there's quite a few. But then again, I don't know if that's just the way the noise travels down here. I'm really sorry, Grace. I've been trying to get some advantage over them, but it all feels useless. I don't even know why they want us here.”

      “Well, they have all of us here now. I'm sure we'll find out what their plans are soon enough. But we must try figuring out how to get out of here. Is there any way we can jimmy the lock here?” Grace said. The cells seemed to be old storage cages that must have been unused for about a century. Saul tried the lock and rattled the cage, but it was too sturdy. Grace sighed, as did a few others.

      “Who even are these people?” Gary asked, the disgust evident in his voice.

      “Whoever they are, they've managed to outwit us,” Anna said, “but I think the more important question is what they want to do with us. I don't much like being trapped down here, and I'm not going to end up like them. We must find some way to get through to them, to find out what they want with us. Otherwise, we'll just be sitting here not knowing anything.”

      “They must have come down here at the start of it all,” Daisy said. “That's the only thing that makes sense, and trust me, I've had a lot of time down here to try figuring it out. From the few things I've heard them say, they're from around here, and although the hooded cloaks give them an air of mystery, I think they wear them more for appearances than anything else. I can't imagine why they've dragged us, of all people, down here. Maybe we were just in the right place at the wrong time. I've been trying to think of a way to escape. If we could make it out of these cells we could have a chance. They don't seem too careful about keeping our weapons from us, whether because it's a trap or a test, or they just don't care. That much I don't know. Still, I'd rather get out of here and have a gun in my hand to find out than sit in here and just wait for them to come to us.”

      “I agree,” Grace said. “We have to figure out a way to get out, but there's a bigger problem. Even if we do manage to get out, how are we going to get back to the surface? Do any of you remember the way we came?”

      “I tried to keep track,” Anna said, “but we had taken so many twists and turns it was impossible. If we tried to make our own way back, we only would be guessing.”

      “But I don't think any of them are going to be volunteering to take us back,” Saul said. “We might have to guess.”

      They spent hours in the cell without any sign of their captors. At one point, food was brought to them, which was surprisingly tasty given the conditions, although the smell of the sewers overwhelmed that of the food. Grace tried getting the attention of the guards, hoping she could annoy and provoke them into talking, but it was to no avail. They left, and Grace was feeling aggrieved. After eating, Grace was getting worked up because usually people came in to talk at this point, and she hated how she had no idea who had captured her.

      Anna tried to gently remind her about some of the techniques Mack knew, but Grace was too angry to listen. She just wanted to let out her frustration and make some noise. She took hold of the bars in between her hands and shook them, rattling the metal as a loud scream escaped from the pit of her stomach. She shrieked and wailed, and in time her companions did so, too. Soon the cacophony of noise was too powerful to ignore, and a guard did indeed come up to them.

      Grace felt a smug smile twitch at her mouth. Any sign that these people could be manipulated like normal people was a good one, and she knew that as soon as she had cracked open the passage to communication she could put her foot in and widen it. All she needed was that one chance, and now she had it. The guard was a burly fellow with, like most of the other people she had caught a glimpse of, a pale, sallow complexion. She couldn't imagine that living down in the sewers was healthy for the skin, and she didn't envy those who had sought refuge underneath the city.

      She wondered what had driven them to come down to these depths, for the city now was peaceful. Of course there had been riots, but they had subsided, and clearly these people had seen the state of the city now and that it was mostly deserted. What was keeping them from returning to the surface? There were definitely more questions than answers, and Grace was curious to know who was their leader, because they had some funny ideas about what survival meant.

      “Stop making that racket!” he said in an English accent, beating his fist against the bars to try driving away Grace's.

      He snarled at the others and slammed his feet on the other bars to try silencing everyone. Despite his attempt, they only responded with more caterwauling and shrieking, until the guard was driven mad and bellowed out a huge roar, cursing them to hell. Upon which Gary said that, given the surroundings, they already were.

      “But at least we're not here by choice, unlike you,” he quipped. The guard walked up to him and flashed a yellow-toothed smile, which made Gary's stomach churn.

      “If you keep up this racket, I'll pull you out here and make you drink from the sewage,” the guard said.

      “There's no need for that,” Grace interrupted. Now that she had achieved what she wanted, she was feeling more calm and in control. She glanced toward Grace and Saul, offering them a grin.

      “All we want to do is talk to whoever is in charge around here. Surely you can understand that? I'm sure you have better things to do than guard us. So, why don't you send somebody else down here, someone who knows what we're doing here?”

      The guard bristled at her words. “I know exactly what's going on, but don't think you just can insult me and get me to tell you what you need to know. The leader will be along when he's good and ready and not a moment before. So, you can just sit pretty there and wait until he decides to grace you with his presence. I'll see you at next mealtime, and if you keep making this racket, I'll bring you some bowls of muck. I'll scoop them up myself.”

      His threat was enough to silence Grace and the others. When he departed, she slumped against the wall and exhaled deeply, trying to forget the depravity of her surroundings. The looks on the faces of the people around her were a mixture of despondency and defiance, and once again her ability as a leader was going to be tested. It was only because of her that they were down here. She had been arrogant to think she simply could waltz into the sewers and find their people, then lucky enough to leave without encountering any danger.

      “We've gotta come up with a plan. I think if we can get back to New Haven, we will have more firepower. We could send a lot of people down here to clear them out, because they seem pretty hostile to me. They're not even talking to us,” Gary said.

      “But we're going to have the same problems as before,” Anna replied. “Even if we get out of here and back to the surface, how are we going to find our way back down here? Every tunnel looks the same, and these people know this terrain far better than we do. Even though we'd have the stronger army, we'd lose to these people, and there are plenty of examples from history that would prove my point.”

      “They're used to the smell as well,” Saul said dryly, with a look of disgust on his face.

      The more Grace tried ignoring the smell, the stronger it became, reaching deep down into her throat, so far she couldn't breathe or swallow without tasting it inside her. Grace looked longingly at the weapons that were so casually tossed on the table on the other side of the room, waiting for them. If she just could get her hands on one, she could press some advantage. Perhaps threaten one of them to lead her to the surface. All they needed to do was get out of there and collect themselves, for there was something else pressing on them as well. The more time that passed with them in the sewers was the more time they were spending away from their mission. They had an entire settlement that was depending on them for food. Grace had to try pushing the thought of failure out of her mind. If she failed in her task to deliver the means for survival, she never ever would forgive herself.

      The conversation soon died down as each of them reflected on the ramifications of their situation, and were alone with their thoughts. They all were looking very sorry for themselves and it painted a pathetic picture. The only thing they could do was wait for this leader and hope he had some sense of rationality or reason about him to which they could appeal, and try to get back on the road to making sure New Haven survived the winter.
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      As the days passed in New Haven people tried remaining upbeat despite the changing weather. Their teeth chattered and their bodies shook as they went about their business, seeing their breath turn into vapor as soon as it left their mouths. Despite the drop in temperature during the day, the sky still had been bright, at least until darkness set in, giving people a sense of comfort. That was until black clouds rolled over New Haven and a gloom set in. A dark mist descended upon the small settlement and darkened their moods. It was easy to cling to hope when the sky was bright, much harder when all anyone could see was the abyss closing in upon them.

      People were starting to get affected by it. They were snapping at each other and bickering over small, inconsequential things. The fear was beginning to set in, and Mack saw it all unfold before his eyes, but he knew a speech wouldn't do any good this time. They all were hungry and scared. Simple words would not be enough to feed them. They needed something tangible, something they could hold in their hands to be assured that everything was going to be okay. How he wished he could give that to them.

      The weather affected his mood as well. He was waking up in a bed by himself, a sore reminder of how Anna was not with him. He had spent too many days without her already, and although he had told Luis they needed to be supportive of their partners, Mack did wish that Anna hadn't chosen to go on that patrol. Life was much easier with her by his side. He also found that he was missing Grace as well. Sometimes it amazed him how much he had come to rely on her for support and counsel, and he wished she was there to speak with as well.

      As it was, he had to rise every morning and look out the window at the darkness. It seemed as though night barely ended. Perhaps there was a sliver of daylight around midday in which they rejoiced, but the lightest the sky ever got was a dim, dreary gray. He couldn't blame people for getting upset, and getting annoyed with each other. It was simply human nature, and what was he going to tell them? He'd only be able to offer a repeat of things he had told them before, and he knew well enough to leave it alone. Freddie was doing all he could...Hank was another matter, but people didn't need to talk about their feelings. Mack was all for sharing emotions and experiences to make things better, but at some point, action was needed.

      Sadly, for once, it was out of his hands. Mack was a man used to holding his own destiny in his hands, but being the leader of New Haven meant he had to rely on other people. In an ideal world, he would have been out there alongside Grace and his wife, looking for food, trying as hard as he could to bring back substantial supplies to see that New Haven made it through the winter. Instead he had to wait, not knowing if they were even still alive. He knew how dangerous it was out there, and he knew how capable everyone in that patrol was, and that fearing the worst was irrational and a complete waste of energy. Still, it didn't stop his mind lingering on those possibilities, for the darkness that pervaded the days only made those possibilities seem all the more likely.

      Mack roused himself and walked through New Haven, but it wasn't like his usual walks. Ordinarily he would greet whoever was around, and they would chat about life. However, if anyone was around, they weren't talking at all, only offering, at the most, grunts and nods of the head before going about their business. Mack had studied how the weather affected people, but for all his skill in reading the human condition and knowing body language and how to communicate with people effectively, there was simply nothing he could say when confronted with the weather.

      It was just weather. Uncontrollable, chaotic, and now without any equipment to measure the conditions of the air around them, they could not predict what the weather was going to be like in the days to come. All they could do was hope they would be able to endure whatever was coming for them. Mack dreaded thunderstorms and tornadoes. Those storms could tear through New Haven and undo all the good work they had done. Still and all, he had to try stopping himself from thinking those bad things. He needed to do something that was actually useful. Taking action always made him feel better rather than dwelling on miserable things.

      He made his way to the food supplies as he hadn't been there for a while. He wanted to know exactly how much food they had, and how long they could wait for Grace's patrol to get back. They weren't scheduled back for a while, but Mack wanted to know anyway, just in case anything was amiss. It was fortunate he checked, because the food supplies were more depleted than he realized. Mindy was taking her shift in there, along with a few other people.

      “Hey, Mack,” she said, forcing a smile. Mack never had seen Mindy anything less than chirpy. So, to see that even she had to feign happiness showed how desperate the situation actually was. “Everything okay?”

      “You tell me,” Mack said, intending it as a joke, but it didn't come out that way at all. Mindy took a look around and shrugged.

      “It's not good. The cold temperatures are helping things a bit, but we had some bad vegetables, and that managed to ruin a good portion before we could catch it. The fish brought back from the docks helped a bit, but I don't know how long that's going to be viable given the drop in temperature. I don't know enough about fish to know if they'll survive the cold, or want to swim somewhere warmer. I spoke to one of the guys who went on the patrol, and they said they only could get the ones near the surface anyway. Unless we made a boat specifically for fishing and then lugged it down there, it's not something we can rely on. The canned food supply is dropping as well, and it's not exactly what I would call appetizing stuff. I'm sorry I don't have better news.”

      “It's okay, it's not as though there's anything anyone can do about it.”

      “Are you sure there's nowhere else in the city we can look?”

      “If there was any other food out there, our other patrols would have found it a long time ago. We just have to wait for Grace to come back and hope they managed to find something.”

      “What if they don't?” Mindy asked, lowering her voice, almost not wanting to ask the question because it seemed like one nobody wanted to ask. It had echoed around Mack's head for a long time, though, and he hadn't yet come up with a satisfactory answer.

      “I've been trying to think about that. I'm working on a few plans, but don't worry. No matter what happens we're all going to make it through this,” he said.

      However, he wondered how long he could go on saying that until people felt his conviction waver, and saw it as merely a hollow platitude rather than a promise. He also wondered how long he would keep believing it himself. “There hasn't been any trouble, has there?” he asked.

      “In what way?”

      “People coming in to try taking food for themselves?”

      “Oh no, nobody has ever been like that. In fact, I don't even think we really need as many people here as we have. I'm glad for it, of course, since it's nice to have people to talk to, but no there's never been any hint of anyone doing anything such as that.”

      Mack was relieved to hear this. The last thing he needed was disruption in the settlement to tear them apart. The most important thing they could do was all stick together. As long as they had that bond, it was going to be easier for them to survive. It was obviously a good thing that Maggie and Luis had been given law enforcement duties in New Haven, for they were doing a good job at it, and reminding people they should behave, for it was in everyone's best interest.

      “Mack, have you talked to Hank recently?” Mindy asked in a small voice, looking away, wringing her hands in front of her. Mack observed all this and turned to her, concerned.

      “Actually, no, I haven't for a while. Why do you ask?”

      “He's not acting like himself at all. He barely talks to me about anything, and I'm always the one carrying the conversation. He'll spend hours just staring at his Bible, or at some picture, but he won't talk to anyone. I've tried getting Freddie to help, but he's just closing himself off. I know that what happened with the sailors affected him. It affected us all. But he must snap out of it. People rely on him, and he relies on other people. It's as though he's trying to cut himself off from the rest of us, and I'm really worried. His sermons have been getting shorter and shorter, and he's even been talking about canceling the services this week. I just don't know what to say to him anymore.” Her lips trembled as she spoke, and her eyes glistened with tears.

      “I'm sorry to hear that. I didn't realize he was struggling that much. Try not to get yourself too worked up about it because everyone is in a funny mood at the moment. The weather is turning and getting worse, people are scared. It's surprising that he's not more forthcoming with his feelings as that is out of character. Just be there for him and remind him that you care. I'll try to find him and have a chat with him, but you know how these things go. Hopefully, he'll snap out of it soon.”

      “I've been telling myself that, but it hasn't happened yet, and I'm afraid that it will go on too long and he won't be able to snap himself out of it. This world is bad enough already. We've all lost so much and I don't want to lose more.”

      “I know,” Mack said, and he found himself hugging her, not just for her benefit but for his own as well. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the comfort it brought for a few moments before they broke away. Mindy wiped her eyes.

      “I'm just being silly. It's this winter. I never liked the winter,” she said, “but at least I used to be able to curl up with a movie and a hot drink with the central heating on. I just can't seem to escape the chill anymore.”

      Mack wished he could offer her words of advice or encouragement, but it felt as though everything he could say he had already, and he knew it wouldn't do any good. Mack bid her farewell and left the food supplies with much on his mind. What she had told him was alarming, and gave him much cause for concern, so much so that he went around New Haven and gathered up his council for a meeting. Maggie, Luis, Hank, and Freddie all joined him in his office where he told them about the state of the food supplies and the overall mood of the settlement.

      “I'd say the only thing we can do is be stricter as we ration food, but that's only going to make people more agitated and grumpier,” Mack said. The others nodded and looked at each other, the worry evident on each of their faces.

      “I've been trying to think of some miracle solution to get out of this, but I'm afraid to say that I just can't see one. Without food, we're not going to make it through the winter, and we can't do anything about that until the patrol comes back. I hate to admit it, but all we can do is sit here and wait.”

      “What if they don't come back? How far are we going to go to survive?” Luis asked. Everyone knew he was referring to the sailors.

      “I won't let us get like them,” Mack said, and this time it was a promise. “We're not going to lose our humanity. I know it's not easy to face the worse possible outcome. Sometimes we have to, but there are lines that we simply can't cross. I don't think I could live with myself after doing something such as that. Anyway, I wanted to call this meeting just in case anyone had any ideas.”

      Mack looked at them hoping that at least one of them would have a spark of inspiration, but all he saw were blank faces staring back at him. They tossed around a few outlandish ideas, but none of them had any merit, and all of them were looking rather dispirited.

      “I know you've founded New Haven on a spirit of determination and hard work, but I'm not sure that’s going to be enough this time,” Maggie said, and the others murmured in agreement. But then something did pop into Mack's mind, just a fleeting thought that raced past but that he was able to grab in time.

      “Does anyone know the date?” he asked.

      “I don't think so...” Freddie said, “Why?”

      “Think about it. It's winter. That means it's going to be Christmas soon. It could be Christmas now for all we know...” Mack said, gazing out of the window.

      “I'd completely forgotten about that,” Maggie said, and the others echoed her words.

      “We'll set a date for Christmas and have a celebration. That might be enough to cheer up people, although we won't be able to have a traditional dinner.”

      That suggestion brought great cheer to them, and they had many ideas of what to do, and when to do it. Although calendars had survived the apocalypse, there had been so many things happening that the people who were keeping track of the days missed some. Eventually, the entire effort went by the wayside, meaning Christmas was going to be on whatever day Mack said.

      However, all through the meeting Hank barely had said a word, and Mack, keeping in mind what Mindy had told him, kept an eye on him. Mack now was as concerned as she was.
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      Grace and the others still were stuck in their cells, waiting for time to go by. They had been fed routinely, but they still were waiting for any sign of why they had been captured. Grace was frustrated. She knew Mack often would remind her of one of his mantras, that she couldn't control what happened to her, only her reaction to it, and that it probably wasn't doing her any good to get frustrated, but her anger was the only thing she had at that moment. It was the only thing that made her feel productive. She didn't want to be calm. She was like an animal, prowling around the cage.

      The others were feeling the strain as well. They all were tired, for it was almost impossible to sleep, and there was no chance for any of them to escape each other’s company. People ended up bickering, and it was left to Grace to try keeping them calm, with the help of Anna and Saul. Whenever the guards came to them Grace always tried to talk to them, but was met with silence. There only had been one who had spoken to her, and whenever he came back he goaded her, but never said anything of worth.

      All in all, their situation seemed hopeless, and no matter how hard they tried the bars of the cells just wouldn’t give. Grace kept trying to think of some kind of plan to get them out, but nothing seemed to present itself. Even if they could get out of the cell, any escape relied on them making their way back out of the labyrinth, and nobody could do that with any kind of certainty. The whole thing was a mess. Any time Grace grew hungry, she thought back to New Haven and all the people there who were relying upon her to come back.

      “Don't worry about the mission,” Anna said, as though she could read Grace's thoughts. “Mack and the others in New Haven are resourceful, and if it comes down to it, they will find some other way to get food. They can take care of themselves, and we must take care of ourselves. There will be an opportunity for us to escape, there always is. All we have to do is have the presence of mind to act upon it when it arrives.”

      Grace thanked her for her words, but they provided little comfort. The entire thing seemed hopeless, and Grace wondered if this was how she was going to live out the rest of her days, locked ignominiously in this cell under the surface of the earth, breathing in a deathly stench until she could take it no longer and died from desperation.

      Then, the guard with yellowed teeth, who spoken to them before, came to them wearing a sneering smile. He tapped the bars of the cells and clapped his hands. “See, it's not nice when people make a lot of noise, is it?” he said.

      This time he wasn't alone. There were two other people standing next to the guns, and Grace wondered what was going to happen, dreading the worst. All they had to do was pick up the weapons and they could slaughter Grace and the others. It would have been a simple act, over in moments. Grace had forgotten what it felt like; knowing there was a real chance of being killed. She strode forward, hoping this would lead to a chance to escape.

      “Are you just here to taunt us again?” Grace asked.

      “Actually, no, it's time for you to meet our leader. I'm sure you've very excited as I know you have been waiting a long time.”

      “Yes, we have,” she said. Anna, Saul, Daisy, and Gary rose as well, but as soon as the guard saw them move, he shook his head and swung a finger like a metronome through the air.

      “Just you,” he said, and pointed the finger at Grace. Grace looked around uneasily at her companions, not wanting to split up the party.

      “No, if we're going to meet your leader I need a few of my people with me. How can I trust that you're not just leading me somewhere to torture me, or to kill me?” Grace said. The guard cackled with laughter.

      “Don't you think that if we had wanted to kill you, we would have done so a long time ago? You and only you are coming to meet our leader. If you'd rather, you can stay here, but the leader is a very busy man, and I'm not sure when you'd get another opportunity. So, you might have to stay in here a while longer, which doesn't worry me. Maybe it doesn't worry you either. Maybe you've taken a liking to the place. It's okay, I'll just go and tell the leader that you're too busy to see him and you'd rather stay down here. I'm sure he'll understand,” the guard said maliciously.

      “Fine,” Grace said, and rolled her eye toward her friends.

      The guard came forward and opened the door, while the two behind him picked up guns. They pointed them at Grace's companions, showing them that whatever they were thinking, they shouldn't make any hostile moves because it would mean the end of their lives. Grace walked out peacefully, with her hands held out by her side, and nobody else made any sudden movements. The guard then locked the door behind her. The rest of the patrol still was locked up, but at least Grace was free, and she finally could do something to help their situation.

      “Now, you're going to follow me, and you're not going to try anything stupid. If anyone else finds that I'm missing, or that I've been hurt, they're going to come in here and use all those guns on your friends, got it?” the guard said. Grace nodded. The guard then pointed to the tunnel that led out of the chamber. The other two stayed behind, still training their guns on the others.

      “But you also should know that if this is some kind of trap and you're planning to kill all my friends, I will end every one of you,” she said through gritted teeth. This only served to amuse the guard, however.

      “The little kitty has claws,” he said, grinning his ugly grin. Laugh all you want, Grace thought. It wasn't the first time somebody had underestimated her based on her appearance, and it wouldn't be the last.

      As they walked through the tunnels, Grace tried remembering the way they had come, trying to keep track of any notable marks on the walls, but everything was nondescript and nothing stood out. “Don't you get bored of living down here? Seeing the same walls, smelling the same smells every day? Aren't you really craving to get back up to the surface and breathe in the fresh air for a change?” she asked.

      The guard merely shrugged. “I never was one for fresh air anyway. Liked my apartment just fine, and since we used to be able to get anything delivered, I barely had to leave the house. It was heaven.”

      Grace thought about his words and realized that not too long ago she would have shared that sentiment. She herself mostly stayed shut inside, glued to the glow of her computer monitors, only straying outside when she needed to go shopping for supplies. It made her think that she and this man were not so much different, and she didn't know how to feel about that. However, it did remind her that whoever these people were, they were just people, ones who had lived in the city above, just as Grace was living there now. And the facts were that they hadn't killed her, so there still was a chance for peace.

      “So, what can you tell me about your leader?” she asked.

      “Fishing again, are we? You should know better than that. I'm not going to tell you anything.”

      “Then I hope this walk isn't long because it's going to be boring. Maybe I should just talk, and you can stop me whenever you feel like joining in. Because I've been thinking a lot, and I just don't understand why all of you would choose to come down here and stay living down here. The place stinks! Please don't tell me you've become used to it, because I don't see how that's even possible. Maybe that's why you haven't come back to the surface, because you don't think you ever can fit in again. Once a sewer-dweller, always a sewer-dweller.” Grace said.

      “I don't really see what you want with us either. It's not like we can help you in any way. We don't have much in the way of supplies. We're not even a threat. All we want to do is get back on our way. How long have you been down here then? We've been talking, and we're guessing that you came down to avoid the riots, although we could be wrong. Someone like you might even have been down here long before the end of the world even happened.” At this comment, Grace saw him bristle, and it amused her.

      “In that case, thank you for letting me into your home. So, how does it work here anyway? Did you always want to be some lowly guard having to escort prisoners through these tunnels to your leader? Why couldn't he come and get me himself? I can't imagine there are very many important things to do down here.”

      “You'd be surprised,” he said.

      “Oh really?”

      The guard was about to speak some more when he shook his head and told Grace to be quiet or he'd hold her head under the muck. Grace looked down at the mucus-green sludge and thought better of it. She'd managed to get under the guard's skin, though, which was something at least. They continued walking in silence and made it out of one tunnel. They took a right turn and walked down another, then went carefully down a slope, which led to yet another tunnel, which finally opened up to a large chamber, and what Grace saw impressed her to some degree. Large blankets and poles formed homes, and the homes formed a small town. The chamber was huge, and there were more people than she could count. It was immediately clear where everyone who had disappeared from the city had gone.

      The noise of the people talking with each other was something she hadn't heard since she last had been in a populated city. Her mouth hung open, for she hadn't been expecting anything like this. In the middle of the chamber was a large pool of waste, but around this was the clear floor and it was upon this surface that these people had built their camp. The guard prodded Grace forward, and they walked through the camp. As they did so, Grace looked at as many of the people as she could, and they in turn looked at her. They didn't seem frightened of her, more curious, and she was surprised to see that most of the people there were women and children, not men like the guard. They didn't strike her as an army, and she didn't feel threatened by any of them.

      A few kids ran up to her and looked as though they wanted to speak, but the guard made it clear that nobody was to come too close. Grace pitied the state of them, though, for they all were wearing old, torn and stained clothes. However, as she looked more closely she realized something astonishing. For all the squalor in which these people lived, and despite the fact their homes were cobbled together with blankets and poles, they had not shown any signs of malnutrition. In fact, aside from their flesh being pale, they looked to be in extremely good health.

      As they walked through this camp, Grace saw them going about their lives and it reminded her of what was happening in New Haven. There was a school, there were people building new homes, and there was somebody leading a religious service. Life down here was not what she expected at all, not when she first learned about them, and not when she saw the procession of hooded figures waiting for them. She expected a handful of people working mysteriously together, but what she saw was just...life.

      She wondered how many of them knew about her and her people. She thought about calling out to them, appealing to their human nature to ask for help, but the guard was close by and she thought better of it. Especially since she didn't want to risk being thrown into the large pool. No, she would wait to meet this leader and see what he had to say for himself. Then from that she could gauge what type of people these were. At the moment, they seemed normal, but she was well aware that appearances could be deceiving.

      Grace and the guard walked a path through the camp toward the other side. There were a number of other tunnels and there were signs with numbers above them. This gave Grace some hope. If she could figure out the system they used, then she might be able to use it to escape, if the opportunity arose. They went down tunnel number three. It twisted and wound down, and the ceiling was so narrow the guard had to bend down. Grace could reach up and touch it. The water was shallow here, and was more like a long puddle. In the distance, Grace could hear something drip. But as they moved down the tunnel she also heard another sound, that of muffled voices. They ended up standing outside the opening to a room.

      “I've got her here for you,” the guard called out.

      The muffled voices were silenced, and Grace was thrust into the room. Before her stood three figures who were sitting around a makeshift table. There were two men and a woman. The woman and one of the men had their backs to her, but the other rose immediately. He had gray hair, was tall, and looked surprisingly friendly. He walked up to Grace and took her hand, shaking it emphatically.

      “Hello, hello,” he said, smiling. “Grace, isn't it?” Grace looked at the other two, who were unmoved, and at the guard.

      “Er, hello,” she said, “who are you?”

      “I'm the mayor.”
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      Grace raised an eyebrow, but otherwise she remained unmoved. There was nothing about him that screamed 'mayor,' and she wasn't about to start believing anyone down here at the drop of a hat. She had seen too many people give themselves grand titles not to know they were just a sham, a way for people to feed their egos when, in the other world, they probably had been nobody important. However, he hadn't been what she had expected. He didn't seem threatening, and there was more of a bumbling presence about him than an intimidating one. In all honesty, Grace wasn't sure what to think of him. She had been prepared to defend herself and her people, and to fight for her freedom, but this man, this mayor, seemed to be friendly more than anything, and she didn't really know what to say in response.

      The other two people leaned in to each other and whispered, but they did not turn around. This whole place seemed strange, and Grace wasn't entirely sure how to play the situation. The guard still was behind her. Although she could hold her own in a fight, she knew there was no point in going up against him when she was so outnumbered. Especially when so many other people were in the camp outside. She thought about running, pushing past the guard and sprinting out into the tunnel and back through the city to quickly rescue her people and lead them out of there before any madness could begin. Yet, she knew that either she would get lost, or she would get caught before she could do anything. All she could do was wait and see what this man had to say for himself, and hope he could be reasoned with.

      “The mayor?” she asked skeptically.

      “Why is that so hard to believe? Do you think that just because I live in the sewer I cannot be mayor? The problem with people nowadays is everyone is so filled with doubt, and nobody ever can take anyone else at face value. It was a problem before the world ended, and it's a problem now, even though I'm trying my hardest to change it. Think about it dear,” he said, his tone patronizing, “why would I even lie about that?”

      “I've known a lot of people to lie about a lot of things. Some people have their reasons. Some do it because they want to, and some are just crazy.”

      A small smile flickered on the mayor's face. “That's a good point.”

      “And you haven't actually given me much reason to believe you. You've abducted people from my settlement and brought them down to this...place. Then you hold us in cells for no reason, and you don't send anyone to come speak with us, or tell us what's going on. If you are a mayor, then you need to work on your diplomacy.”

      “I do apologize for your situation, but surprisingly there's a lot we have to take care of down here. It wasn't meant with any hostility, I assure you, it was just one of those things that had to be done. It was part of the process. You must understand that. Sometimes we must do things we don't want to do to protect the safety of those under our watch. I had to make sure you weren't dangerous. How would you have acted if you had seen a group of armed people marching toward your camp? But let's let that pass under the bridge. My actual name is Alan Williams,” he said, holding out a hand.

      Grace stared at the hand in disbelief. “We only did that because you took our people! You're the ones who started this, not us, so don't act as though you're all innocent and high and mighty.” Alan withdrew his hand and looked disappointed.

      He glanced toward the other two people. While he did so, Grace studied him. He had a thick beard flecked with gray, and his hair was unkempt, but there was something familiar about his face. His name had sparked something within her mind, and she was sure she had heard it before. The only thing she could think was that it was due to the picture by the stairs in City Hall, and the name on the plaque sitting on Mack's desk, but she couldn't be sure. It did give her pause, though. She wasn't completely ready to believe him yet, but it wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that he was the mayor, or had been one. He certainly had the way of a politician about him, talking smoothly, convinced that he was in the right.

      “I understand why you're frustrated. Believe me, I hope we can make it up to you. We just didn't see any other way of doing things. It was like this when I was in City Hall. I always had to do some things differently than the way I wanted to make sure that it got done.”

      “You could have simply talked to us,” Grace said bluntly.

      “And put ourselves at risk? Caution must come before anything else. Trust me, I spent many days standing in that office looking out at the city, wishing that I could take risks and make us prosper, but there was a system in place, and people depended on that system. The same is true now, and I can't just abandon that. I do miss that view, though...it's hardly the same around here,” he said, staring at the wall mournfully.

      “Anyway, I know someone else is in my seat now, but I'm still the mayor,” he added. Grace swallowed, wondering just how much he knew about them. For the first time since she had met him, she felt vulnerable and had to work at maintaining control of the situation, and not let slip any information that could be useful to him.

      “Have they all been checked?” the mayor asked the guard, looking over Grace's shoulder. The guard replied in the affirmative.

      “Ah, good,” the mayor said.

      Then he gestured for Grace to join him at the makeshift table. As she sat down, she realized it was a crate. The chairs didn't match each other either. There was something absurd about the situation that would have made Grace laugh if she didn't feel so scared.

      “What's up with them, are they not going to say anything?” she asked, tossing her head toward the silent pair.

      “They'll speak when they wish. I promise you'll have all the answers you want, but first I have some questions of my own.”

      “And why should I answer you? All you've done is hold us against our will and treat us as though we were prisoners. We've been shown no respect, and right now I don't have much I want to say to you. I'd almost rather be back in that cell.”

      “I'm sorry to hear that you've been treated that way. You were supposed to be taken care of,” he said through clenched teeth, glaring at the guard, who squirmed and tugged at the collar of his cloak.

      The mayor shook his head and sighed, then regained his composure. “Trust me, it will not happen again. But, and not to put too fine a point on it, you're hardly in a position to refuse. You are free to go back into that cell, but I'm sure a conversation with me will prove more profitable in the long run.”

      Grace narrowed her eyes as she studied him. She knew there had to be some ulterior motive here, and it had unsettled her that he knew her name, although he could have known that just from the guards who overheard people calling her name. But she wasn't convinced he wasn't going to prove a threat to New Haven, and she would have to be on her guard. However, her threat of leaving to go to the cell was empty, and he had seen right through it. She had been clamoring to talk to someone, and both of them knew she wasn't going to pass up the opportunity now. She pursed her lips and nodded.

      “Alright then, I'll answer your questions. What do you want to know?”

      The mayor rubbed his hands together with glee and an excited smile flashed wide. He was animated, unlike the other two, who might as well have been statues. As Grace looked at them something about them seemed familiar too, but she couldn't place it, and that feeling would nag at her for a while.

      “I've been wanting to talk to someone who has lived up there for ages! What's it like up there?” he said.

      Grace was taken aback. She had expected an interrogation, not what amounted to a weather update. She tilted her head to the side as she tried processing her thoughts. Perhaps these people had spent too much time in the sewers, and had lost some of their sanity. It wasn't too hard to believe, being stuck down here in the darkness and the stench, but would they really have gone to these lengths just to find out what the world was like?

      “It's not great,” she said, not seeing any reason to lie, “but people are getting by. The city is almost deserted, although it seems as though most of the people came down here, so that explains that. Winter is almost here, so it's cold, and there have been some storms, but people have survived, and now they're trying to live.”

      The mayor seemed surprised at this. “My word, I thought there would have been nuclear fallout by now. I was so sure a bomb was going to drop. And the riots...when did they stop?”

      Grace shrugged. “I'm not from around here. I came to the city long after they stopped, but there were different groups who ran different parts of the city. It was fragmented.”

      “I see, I see. Well, that's good news, I suppose. I must admit I'm surprised to hear people still are surviving. I thought that the surface of the Earth would be burned away, and if not, then people would have destroyed themselves.”

      “Came close to it, I guess, but, no. The world is still turning and people are trying the best they can to keep living.”

      “Amazing, truly incredible. And what is it you're doing, your group I mean? How many of you are there?”

      Grace knew enough not to give away the true strength of New Haven. As pleasant as this man was acting she knew it all could be a ploy to get her into his confidence so she casually would give him information he needed. She wasn't about to be the reason New Haven got attacked, but she had to give him some truth. Through gritted teeth she answered him, without saying anything that could compromise New Haven.

      “You've seen my group. We're out looking for food.”

      “You know I don't mean them. I mean your actual group.”

      “What do you know about my actual group?”

      “I have sent out scouting parties to get the lay of the land. I was scared to open the sewers, but some people just wanted to see if we had been mistaken, and indeed it appeared the air was clear to breathe. A few people looked around, and we have seen the barriers that surround City Hall.”

      “There are enough of us to defend New Haven, and we've had to defend ourselves before. Like I said, all we're trying to do is survive, nothing more, nothing less.”

      “New Haven...what a quaint name,” the mayor said. “It is interesting to see how people band together and try making it through these trying times.”

      “What is it you want?” Grace said, tired of having to answer all the questions, and not liking the tone of his voice when he said the name of her home. There was a gleam in his eyes that shifted from excited to eager, and his voice became a little raspier as he leaned forward.

      “What I want is my office back,” he said.

      Grace rolled her eyes, almost wishing he wanted something more than just a simple power grab. Why was it that with some men it was all about the ego?

      “Things have changed. The world has changed. Someone else is in your office now, and your power doesn't matter anymore.”

      “I disagree. I am the mayor. I was appointed so before the end of the world, and that still holds true. You said it yourself, the city still is standing. I'm sure my picture still hangs on the wall in City Hall, and I'm sure my name was on my desk before you people moved in. It is my office and my city.”

      “If you try taking us on, you will regret it,” Grace said.

      “Oh yes, because of your army. Well, I have an army of my own. Let me explain something to you. We came down here to protect ourselves from an attack. We thought the city was going to be razed to the ground, and that there would be nothing left. We gathered as much food as we could and, believe me, we have plenty of it. But now that we know that it's possible to live on the surface, do you really think we're not going to rise again and go back to our homes? You people are nothing but squatters. Surely you can see the logic in all of this?”

      Grace could understand his position, but she never was going to agree with him. “You all left your homes. You abandoned them because you were scared. Other people didn't. They stayed, and they fought every day to make sure they saw the next one. We've built a place where people can feel safe and be welcomed. We're not about to give that up. Just because you lived there once doesn't give you the right to simply walk back in and claim it as yours. There are people living there, people who have built a life there, and you can't take that away.”

      It dawned on Grace that if he was that determined to get his office back, then New Haven could have another fight on its hands, but with the shortage of food they had enough to worry about. She wished she could get her people and get to Mack, and that she never had encountered these sewer-dwellers in the first place. The mayor wanted to get back to the surface, and she couldn't blame him for that, but the city was big enough for the both of them. Why was his ego so fragile that he needed to get back to City Hall?
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      While Grace was with the mayor, those back in the cell still were trying to find a way to break free. They could do nothing but sit there and wait, and this was driving some of them mad. Occasionally, during moments of impotent anger, some of them would crash against the bars of the cell, hoping that with enough force they would break and everyone could run free. Of course, that meant they still would have to find their way through the sewers, but they were going to take one problem at a time. The cell bars would not budge, though, and there was nothing any of them could do.

      “Where is she? She's been gone for ages,” Gary said.

      “Maybe that's what they're going to do...take us one by one and turn us into one of them,” Daisy said.

      “I hardly think they're going to brainwash us,” Anna said. Without Grace there she had become the voice of reason, and was working hard to keep everyone sane and sensible.

      “She's been taken away, which is what we wanted. We're not getting anywhere in here. So, it's good that she's out there, and actually can get some information. She's going to do whatever she can to help us. We just need to hold on, and when we see the opportunity present itself we're going to seize it and make our escape.”

      However, the more time went by, the more hollow her words seemed. The smell and the darkness were taking their toll upon the group, as was the knowledge that whatever time they spent in the sewers could have been spent going into the forest hunting for food. Their own stomachs ached, but that only reminded them of what New Haven was going to go through if they didn't return successfully, and that perhaps was the most frustrating thing of all. However, it was yet another example of the spirit Mack had fostered within everyone, for they were more worried about the survival of those back in New Haven than they were about their own safety.

      “You seem to be able to handle this well. Didn't think you'd be the type to like being caged up,” Anna said to Saul.

      Saul shrugged. “Not my first time behind bars. Not much we can do until we get out of here. I have every faith in Grace, though. Like you said, all we need to do is wait and then, first chance I get, I'm going to rip as many heads off as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Grace looked across at the mayor, unsure of what to say next.

      “Your people are still free to stay there, but if this world is going to continue, then we need to put the system back in place. Like it or not, I am that system. I am the mayor. I have the experience leading the city. I am the one who led these people to safety, and I am the one who deserves to sit in that chair. We are going to rebuild the world and make sure it gets back to the way it was.” He spoke passionately, but just as he was getting more worked up, the woman placed a hand on his arm and inclined her head slightly. The mayor cleared his throat and ran his hand through his hair, breathing deeply to try calming himself down.

      “I don't mean to be so aggressive. I simply am trying to make it clear to you that we are not going to stay down here if we don't need to do so. We have our place up there, and we have been away for too long. But let us not talk too much of the future. Please, let me show you around the camp we've built, and perhaps then you will understand us a little better.”

      Grace accepted his offer, trying to keep calm. She didn't trust him, though, not when he had shown such a zealous glimmer in his eyes, but she didn't feel as though she had much choice. The two of them rose, leaving the other two people behind. A guard went with them.

      “Are you afraid of me?” Grace asked.

      “One always should be careful,” the mayor replied with a knowing smile.

      Despite his unkempt appearance he had a shrewd mind, and Grace knew she had to be wary of him. One lapse in her judgment, and he could exploit a weakness. The safety of New Haven depended on her in more ways than one, and she didn't want another war, but she also didn't want to see this man sitting in Mack's chair. Mack was the leader, he was the one who had established New Haven when the mayor had been hiding out in the sewers. As far as Grace was concerned, there was only one man who deserved to be in City Hall, and it wasn't the one who was leading her around this camp.

      She already had been through it once, but this time, with the mayor, she was able to take her time and look at things more carefully. The thing that was immediately apparent was that the people truly respected him, even loved him. They greeted him with fawning admiration, and he accepted it all in his stride. He spoke with each of them in turn, even the children, listening to the stories they told him. At first, she had pitied the people who lived in the sewers, but now she saw that, in some ways, they were very similar to those in New Haven. They had a community, and had tried making the best of the situation. Instead of looking at their surroundings with disgust, they had tried making the best of it, and making it into a home. She said as much to the mayor, figuring that if she showed some respect toward him, he may see her as less adversarial.

      “Yes, we have worked hard to make this place somewhere we'd actually want to live. The sewer wasn't necessarily where any of us wanted to end up, but when the EMP hit we knew we had to get somewhere safe. We were sure something more devastating was going to follow,” he said as they walked through the camp.

      “Did you know it was going to happen?” Grace asked.

      “Oh no, of course not. But when it happened, we all acted as quickly as we could. My staff and I had a few ideas, the most likely of which involved an attack on American soil. We thought the EMP was designed to knock out the ability for us to fire our own nukes, so that when we were attacked there would be no retaliation. We got as many people as we could and made our way down here, thinking that at least we would be safe. We gathered as much food as possible. It seemed the right thing to do at the time, especially because the riots started almost immediately after the electricity went down.

      “It seems so long ago now, but I still can remember the sounds and the smells of all those days, all the burning buildings, and the people yelling at each other. I remember looking around and thinking, 'Is this what it really comes down to?' I just couldn't believe people would be so quick to turn on each other. I wanted to try helping them, make them see that what they were doing wasn't going to help anyone, but we had to get to safety. I looked up at the sky and expected to see a mushroom cloud at any moment. I thought for sure it was going to be the end of the world for real, and I didn't even know if the sewers would protect us, but it seemed like the best chance we had.”

      “So, you came down here and hid,” Grace said.

      “It seemed like the right thing to do. The only thing.”

      “But what about all those other people up there? Did they not deserve the same chance as you and all these other people? How many people died because you came down here and chose all these people? Why didn't you try saving everyone?”

      “That would have been an impossible task. Sometimes being in command means you must make some tough choices. I could have stayed up there and tried rallying everyone, but you didn't see them up there. You didn't see how they looked, or how they acted. They were more like animals than people. I had to do what I thought was best for the greatest number of people. Maybe I could have done something differently that day, but when I look back now, I think I did all I could.”

      They walked on in silence for a few moments more, but there were things about the mayor that simply nagged at Grace, and she couldn't stop herself from questioning him. “How could you all live with yourselves down here, thinking that everyone had died? For all you knew, you were the last of the human race.”

      “It was a heavy burden to bear. We all deal with it in our own way. Many of us had survivor's guilt, and living in the sewers seemed to be a penance for that. But we all rather would have lived here than have been killed by a nuclear blast. I did all I could. We made a life here, and tried to do our best to continue. As you can see it's rather humble, but it has been our home. However, our time here is coming to an end. It's only recently that we've been sending people up to the surface. We just wanted to see, wanted to make sure. It was a big risk, but I'm glad we're not the last humans alive, and that we can get back to the surface.”

      “It really doesn't bother you, does it?” Grace asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “That hundreds of thousands of people could have died because you didn't take the time to try looking out for them. Instead of leading them, you turned tail and ran down here, scared.”

      “I did what I had to do to survive, and I had these people to take care of. Was I just supposed to abandon them? I did the right thing, and nothing you can say will make me think otherwise.”

      “The right thing would have been to stay in the city and try holding the place together. That's what a good leader does, not run when things start falling apart.”

      It was clear they never were going to agree on the issue. Instead of arguing it further, the mayor simply waved it away with his hand and continued through the camp. Grace was simmering, wondering how he could live without any remorse. In her mind, he had condemned people to die because he wanted to save his own skin first. He had left the city to suffer and break apart on its own, because there was nobody to rally around. He talked about a system, but the mayor was not devoted to that, he wanted to see himself as the hero. Grace knew he was nothing but a pretender, and never would hold a candle to Mack.

      However, the difficulty was going to be in convincing everyone else of that, because as she walked through the camp she saw how much they liked him, and how they saw him as their savior. Perhaps, in their own minds, they had forgotten how they had left other people in the city to die, and only saw the mayor as leading them to safety and salvation, living in squalor with them through these long months with the thought that they were the last people alive. And now, with the arrival of Grace and the others, and the news that other people were indeed alive, the mayor was going to be the one to lead them back up from the sewers, triumphant and glorious, and they wouldn't be able to see him as anything other than a hero.

      The people around Grace seemed happy with their place in life, and weren't hell-bent on revenge. In fact, she only really had seen a handful of hostile people, and wasn't sure what the mayor meant by an army, although she wasn't going to question him. She didn't want him to put on a display of his force to prove it to her. A few people, such as the guards, could prove useful in a fight. Although aside from the weapons they had taken from the patrol, the sewer-dwellers didn't seem to have too much.

      Grace was quietly confident that New Haven could emerge victorious from a conflict, especially since she had more faith in Mack's strategic mind than fear of the mayor's. But she didn't want a conflict, because none of these people deserved to be in that predicament. They just were trying to live, and Grace knew she would have to try reasoning with the mayor to stop him from doing anything irrational. Still, it was not going to be easy. Then again, nothing ever was in this new world.

      “Look,” she said, “I appreciate what you've done here, and it seems as though you've done right by these people. They're safe and they're happy, and I get that you're just trying to protect them and give them the best life possible.” The mayor beamed a prideful smile, evidently enjoying the praise he was receiving.

      “I'm happy to take you to New Haven, but you can't just expect to go back into your office. You left the world, and the world has changed. New Haven isn't just a little camp, it's a community. We have our own rules, and our own way of doing things. You have to respect that, surely?”

      “Oh, I do respect it, but that is exactly what I expect. You're going to take me to New Haven, and I'm going to walk into that office and sit down at my desk, and you're all going to welcome me with open arms, including whoever is sitting there at the moment.”

      “And why's that?” Grace asked.

      The mayor had a sly smile upon his face as he led her away from the main camp and down another winding tunnel. They weren't walking for too long when the mayor stopped and told Grace to go through another chamber.

      “This is why,” he said, gesturing for her to walk through.

      Grace walked in, not sure whether to trust him, but knowing she had no choice. Then her eyes widened. Sitting before her were enough crates of food to feed New Haven for winter and beyond!
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      Grace looked up and down at the boxes and crates of food. Stacks of cans and boxes and packets and cartons and all manner of things were just sitting there.

      “Go ahead, take a look,” the mayor said smugly.

      Grace walked forward and rifled through the boxes. There were cans of soup and fruit and vegetables, along with candy and chocolate, pretzels, bottles of soda, beef jerky, pretty much everything anyone ever could have dreamed of in such a situation. No wonder they hadn't been able to find any food in the city, she thought to herself, it all had been down here! She spent a long time rifling through the crates and boxes, continually amazed at the things she was finding. There were stacks of packets of M&M’S, her favorite. She turned to the mayor with pleading eyes.

      “Feel free to try some. Think of it as an act of good faith,” he said.

      She tore open a packet and poured out a handful of the shell-covered candy into her palm, feeling the slightly rough texture against her skin. She pressed her thumb to them and felt them sink into her palm, savoring the moment before she tossed them into her mouth and felt the rush of sugar. She closed her eyes and ran her tongue along them, letting them bounce around her mouth before she crushed them with her teeth and felt the taste of chocolate flood out in an almost orgasmic pleasure. It was a taste that she hadn't been sure she ever would taste again. A few packets had been found in the city, but not for a long time, and now there were enough to keep her satisfied for a while. She finished the packet, swallowing them down, and almost was tempted to tear open another one right then and there before she remembered where she was and who she was with, and then started to see the mayor's plan.

      “I'm going to get my office back because of all this. You mentioned you were looking for food, and I can imagine that is rather scarce. Winters always were difficult around here...which is why I made sure to get enough food for us all to survive as long as possible. I will exchange this food for me getting my rightful place back, and for all the people here to be welcomed into New Haven as well,” he said.

      Grace was standing in between him and the food. She still could taste the remnants of chocolate on her tongue and wished it wasn't so alluring, so tempting, because she knew they needed food. But what price were they willing to pay for it?

      The mayor thought he had her in checkmate, but Grace wasn't going to give up so easily. “Mack never will go for this,” she said.

      “Oh, is that the name of the man sitting in my seat? He doesn't exactly sound like a mayor, does he?”

      “It doesn't matter what he sounds like. What matter is the type of man he is, and he's not going to throw away everything we've worked for some food. We're not like that. We don't sacrifice our principles. They are important.”

      “Then you're all fools, and you're signing your own death warrants. I'm just trying to help you out here. I have something you need, and you have something I want. It's a simple barter exchange. It's a fundamental part of human nature.”

      “I'm sure we can find food elsewhere,” Grace said stubbornly.

      “Are you?” the mayor questioned. The force of his reply took Grace by surprise, so she did what she usually did when threatened; replied in kind.

      “Yes. We're not going to take this deal. You're going to set me and my friends free immediately!”

      But the mayor seemed calm, and was not as affected by her as she was by him. He inclined his head and turned swiftly on his heels, walking away from the food. Grace followed him, glad that she finally was going to get the others out of the cell, but as she left the chamber she couldn't help but look over her shoulder toward the food, knowing it was exactly what they had been seeking. Had she reacted too rashly? Had she just blown their chance of getting the food? She didn't want to see the mayor take control of New Haven, but she also didn't want to see people starve. The mayor was right, she wasn't sure if they were going to find food anywhere else, especially since they had taken a detour into the sewers and the clock was ticking. If they didn't get back to New Haven soon, the whole endeavor would be pointless. She tried thinking of what Mack would do, but it was hard to know.

      As they walked back toward the cell, the two silent, mysterious figures who had been with the mayor when Grace first had met him rejoined them. Again, they said nothing, and Grace wasn't sure why they were there. When the mayor was questioned about it, he merely said they had their reasons. There still was something unsettling about the whole camp. Although the mayor seemed to be granting her request she wouldn't have been surprised had there been some strings attached, and kept her wits about her in case there proved to be a trap. She didn't want to get snared in something else, and wasn't about to let the mayor pull the wool over her eyes.

      All she wanted was to get her people and leave the sewers, get back into the fresh air and resume their mission. At least then things would be simpler. She also thought of Luis as well, and realized that with all that had been going on she hadn't thought about him for a while. She didn't think that was a good sign, and again her heart sang a painful song. Yet, the more she thought about him the more she missed him, and wished that he was by her side. She knew that she would feel better then.

      It didn't take long for them to get back to the cells. Now that Grace had been up and down these tunnels a couple of times she was a little more confident at being able to navigate her way through the camp if needed. Although she wasn't entirely sure she would be able to go where she wanted on the first try. She only hoped that the mayor would indeed grant her request and free them all without her having to find her way through the sewers.

      When they reached the cells, Grace was grateful to see everyone else still was there, and in as good condition as could be expected. They were pleased to see her, too, but when the mayor appeared those who had lived in the city gasped, for they recognized him and the truth of his story was confirmed. There were murmurs and whispers between Grace's friends as they explained to outsiders such as Anna and Saul who this man was. Grace was irked that he was right as this only was feeding the mayor's ego, and she hoped the people of New Haven would stay loyal to Mack. Before anyone else could say anything, though, the two mysterious figures came forward and revealed themselves. They had been walking with their hoods drawn over their faces, and as they stepped closer Gary gasped in shock and staggered back, shaking his head. Upon seeing him the two figures rushed to the cell and demanded that the guard open it.

      “Mom! Dad!” Gary cried, clasping his hands around the bars.

      They wept with joy at finding each other again, and then demanded the guard hurry up. The mayor nodded his head, giving the guard permission, and he dug out a key from his belt and unlocked the door. It creaked as it swung open and Gary emerged, embracing his parents, shaking with emotion as they were reunited.

      “I never thought I'd see you again!” Gary said.

      The rest of the group were more suspicious, however, eyeing the mayor and Gary's parents carefully. They also looked at Grace, who tried to give them a look to tell them that not everything was as it seemed, but it was difficult to communicate covertly in such a small space, and with the mayor by her side.

      “How is this even possible?” Gary asked.

      “It's a long story, but we're just glad to have found you again. I'm sorry that you were kept like this, but we had to be sure. There was a procedure in place and certain things had to happen in a certain way. When our people went above they told us descriptions of as many of you as they could see. After hearing one of them we were sure it was you, but we almost didn't want to believe it. It's been so long. We thought you'd died. We thought everyone had.”

      “No, we didn't, everything is fine up there. It's all good, I mean, it hasn't always been and, God, there's so much to tell you about, but I'm fine. I just thought you had died. I figured if you survived, you would have come to find me.”

      “We're sorry, but it's only recently that we've learned people still are living up above. We thought everyone had died. We thought the whole world had ended.”

      “It has, but we're still living,” Gary said, overjoyed at seeing his parents again.

      However, the mayor wasn't one to let the spotlight waver from him for too long. So, he strode forward and cleared his throat, placing his hand upon the shoulder of Gary's father, urging them to step back. The parents nodded and did indeed step back, but the emotion was clear on their face. They were pleased to be in the presence of their son again, to lay eyes upon him, to speak with him and hear him speak back. They now were part of the small group of people who had managed to find those they had lost, and could enjoy growing closer with them again, getting a second chance. Seeing their reactions made Grace want to be with Luis again, and the pang in her heart turned to a need to be with him.

      The mayor, though, was taking center stage and brought Grace up alongside him the two of them standing in front of the cell, with the door still open. At the same time, the guard had moved back to the table of weapons, ready to take action in case the people from New Haven tried anything stupid. However, they weren't rash, and trusted in Grace. If she hadn’t been there, perhaps things would have been different. So, they waited to see what the mayor had to say for himself before rushing out.

      “I'm sure some of you know me, and for those who don't, I am Mayor Alan Williams. Now, I'm sorry for keeping you in here. You understand that sometimes these things must happen. We had to make sure you weren't going to be a threat. To be honest, in some ways it was for your own safety since the worst thing you could have done was try escaping through the tunnels. You surely would have gotten lost.

      “Anyway, I've been having a good chat with Grace, and I made her a proposal, which she's going to talk to you about now. We've been getting along rather well, I must say, and I'm hoping you'll all see the sense of this. I've explained to her the way we've been living, and what we all want to get out of this, and she's been for a walk around the camp. I would have loved to have taken you all, but there are space requirements and I was worried that my people might be a little scared to have so many strangers walking among them. I've spoken enough now, so I'll let Grace take over and she can tell you about everything we discussed.”

      He stepped back and placed a hand on Grace's back. She wondered what would happen if she attacked him by grabbing his arm and flinging him down on the floor. She hated the fact that he'd made it sound as though she was on his side and they were colluding together. She glared at him as she took a step forward and addressed her friends, telling them about everything. She told them about the history of these people and the proposal the mayor had made, and all the food he was offering in exchange for being named mayor again. Everyone in the cell looked at each other as they tried processing the request. They all had their own thoughts, but each of them wanted to see how the others would react. Grace was solemn and delivered the words without any hint of emotion.

      “How much food are we talking here?” Anna asked.

      “Enough for us to feed everyone in New Haven and have some left to see us through spring. I told Alan we can find food somewhere else, and that Mack never would go for this--”

      “But as I reminded Grace,” Alan said, stepping forward again, “I have the food here, ready to go. You don't need to go hunting for it. You don't need to scavenge. You can have everything you need, and the people down here can return to their home after living in this place for such a long time. All it's going to take is the simple matter of giving me my office back. Is that really so much to ask in the grand scheme of things? You all just saw this lovely reunion. Think about how many other reunions we could have if we joined our two groups together? This deal is going to lead us to a prosperous future. I know you may not trust me given your current situation, but I hope I can change your mind. We're going to take you all back to New Haven with a sample of this food as a show of goodwill, and I hope to be able to meet with this Mack fellow to discuss things with him.”

      Grace glanced at Anna and Saul uneasily. She wasn't so afraid that a war was going to happen because neither side seemed to want that eventuality, she was more afraid that Mack would want to take the deal.
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      The people of the patrol murmured among themselves, thinking this was some kind of trap. Tentatively, they left the cell and walked toward Grace.

      “Are we allowed our weapons back?” Grace asked. The guard scowled, but the mayor smiled at her.

      “As long as you promise not to massacre us,” he said, and chuckled. “I have a good feeling about you Grace. You aren't the kind to slaughter innocent people.”

      She almost wished that she was because she had a feeling she wanted to hurt this man. She made it a point to push past the guard and collect their weapons, as did the rest of her patrol, and they all felt a little easier.

      “If you'd like to come with me, we'll collect a sample of food and then be on our way. I can't believe I'm actually going to breathe in fresh air again. It's been so long I've almost forgotten what it tastes like.”

      The mayor led them away to the chamber with the food. The rest of the patrol now saw what Grace already had seen; a group of people who just were trying to survive by any means possible, and that they weren't as scary as they first thought. When they saw the crates of food everyone was amazed and reacted much like Grace had. Although this time the mayor did not offer them any free samples. He told them to take a box or a crate of whatever they liked.

      After spending a few minutes searching through the boxes they decided to take a crate filled with cans that would boost New Haven's food supplies and offer them a little respite from the worry. Some people wanted to take some of the more decadent things because it had been a long time since anyone had indulged themselves, but Grace said it was a priority to get proper food that could sustain them first. After this the mayor, Gary's parents, and a few other sewer-dwellers led the New Haven patrol away from the camp and back through the labyrinth of sewers, through the knee-high muck, and the tunnels that all looked the same.

      “So, tell me, how do you manage to navigate through all these?” Grace asked.

      “We have a system,” the mayor said coyly, not giving Grace any more information than was necessary.

      Grace rolled her eyes and dropped back away from him. She had hoped this little trek would allow her the opportunity to speak with him more and try convincing him that he didn't need to get his office back, but he was so entrenched in his thinking that that would be impossible. She only hoped Mack could make a better effort than she could herself. She fell back into step between Anna and Saul.

      “Everything alright?” Anna asked in a low voice, trying to keep their words hidden from the sewer-dwellers.

      “I don't even know,” Grace began. “He made it sound as though this deal was something both of us conjured up, but it wasn't. He told me what he wanted, and what he had to offer. I said we never would go for it, but he just acts like it's inevitable.”

      “He seems like a pompous ass,” Saul growled.

      “You're a good judge of character,” Grace replied, “but he is a pompous ass with a hell of a lot of food. I don't want to take his deal, but the fact is we need food and we've already spent longer than I'd like down here.”

      “He locked us up and now he's acting as though he's doing us a favor. I don't think we have any reason to trust him. I say we just attack them all once we get back up on the surface, show them that they can't mess with New Haven,” Saul said, his steely blue eyes looking directly ahead at the sewer-dwellers, gleaming with malice.

      “I'm not sure that's such a good idea,” Anna said. “From what I saw, the rest of them didn't look very threatening.”

      “They're really not. I spent a while walking around with the mayor and talking with some of the people in that camp. They're just like us really, trying to make the best of a bad situation. Personally, I'd like to welcome them all back up to the surface and help them either set up a camp there or join New Haven, with the food as well, of course. I don't envy them one bit for having to stay here. They've had a rough time of it. Can you imagine what it's been like for them? They were so sure there would be nuclear fallout from the EMP that all this time they've been thinking they were the last remnants of humanity. The burden that has been on their shoulders...and then to find out that actually the surface has been fine all this time while they've been living down here among all this,” she said, and looked down disdainfully at the thick river of sludge all around them. “I just want to help. It's just the mayor. I don't trust him. I don't trust any man who wants to put his own ego before anything else.”

      “It's a tricky situation. We'll get back to New Haven and discuss it properly. I'm sure once the mayor sees what we've built with New Haven he'll be a little more flexible,” Anna said.

      “You haven't spent as much time with the man as I have,” Grace replied, shaking her head.

      “The worst thing is that all these people treat him as a hero because of what he did. He led them down here to safety when the world was ending. He rallied them and managed to get enough food to last them for a long time. He acted when other people were rioting. To them he's someone who will go down in history as their savior.”

      “Some people have no taste,” Saul said.

      “Did you learn anything else?” Anna asked.

      Grace shrugged. “Not too much that was helpful. Personally, I don't think he's a hero at all. I think he just ran down here at the first sign of trouble when he should have stayed on the surface and tried to keep the city from falling apart. That's what a real leader would have done. The other thing is he made a few references to putting the system of the old world back in place, to rebuilding society the way it was. Mack's been trying to move away from that, to learn from the mistakes of the past. I don't want to take a step backward.”

      “Seems as though the mayor wants a lot of different things. Maybe you should go ask some of the other people about him, the ones who lived in the city before.” Anna said.

      Grace thought that was a good idea. So, she moved through the tunnels and quickly gathered a few opinions from the sewer-dwellers about the man, to see if any of them meshed with her own. Some of them didn't really have an opinion, saying they never really noticed they had a mayor. Grace almost had wished the mayor would have overheard this so his ego could have been bruised and perhaps brought him a little more down to earth. Others said he did a decent job, although he liked the sound of his own voice a little too much, and made some promises upon which he never delivered.

      It gave Grace a more rounded picture of the man and showed her that, indeed, he was a man who liked to pump himself up rather than do what was best for the people around him. It just so happened that, in this situation, what was best for him was also best for the people he had led down here. So, they all were grateful and had played into his own delusion that he was some kind of hero. Grace was about to ask Gary his opinion, but she could see he already was occupied. He was excited to be with his parents again, and talking eagerly with them. Now that Grace knew who they were she could see Gary in them, and was pleased that at least something good had come out of all this.

      “How long have you been down here? What have you been doing all this time? Did you ever not think to go back to the surface?” Gary asked.

      His mother laughed. “I've never known you to be this talkative. We came down a few days after the electricity went out. We saw the state the city was in and we were sure America was going to be attacked. We gathered together with the mayor and the others here and worked to get as much food as we could down here, and then came down ourselves. I still remember that moment when we slid the manhole cover down for the last time, blocking out the sunlight. I wasn't sure I ever would see it again, and I knew I never would see you.”

      “It took us a while to get over that,” his father said.

      “I'm sure you understand why we couldn't come looking for you. The way the city was...it would have been a suicide mission.” Gary nodded, but part of him thought about all the other people who had searched for the ones they loved, about Maggie and Anna, and how they had done everything they could to get back. Part of him wished his parents had been like them.

      “But tell us about you. What have you been doing? You're looking well,” his father said, slapping him on the arm. Gary smiled and thought about all the things he'd been through since the world had ended, and gave them a brief summary.

      “I fell in with a group after it hit. We hid out for a while. I wanted to try finding you, so whenever we went out to get food I tried looking for you, getting any information I could, but there wasn't anything. I couldn't go too far because of the riots. I just assumed you were dead because I thought that if you were alive you'd have come looking for me...but I understand why you didn't. The city was crazy back then. The riots died down, though. I guess everyone realized there wasn't any point in fighting or stealing things that didn't work.

      “People splintered off into their own little groups and tried to survive. I met up with some good people and we had a camp. There were some threats, but mostly we kept to ourselves. Then we met Mack and he urged us to join him in fighting off a nasty enemy, so we did, and we decided to stay in New Haven. You've gotta see this place, what Mack's done, it's amazing to have New Haven in this world. I never thought I'd see anything like it. We all work together and contribute to the community. Yeah, there have been some tough times, but we all get through it together and it's really just...you must experience it yourself. I never thought I could be this happy after what happened with the world. After I lost everything. I thought it all was lost, but these people have shown me there's another way.”

      “You sound like you've changed,” his mother said, although in a tone that said she wasn't entirely pleased by it.

      “I have, so has the world outside. You'll see when you get up there. It's not like it used to be.”

      “For now, at least. It seems as though the world has lost something, and we can be the ones to get it back. You know, we always talked about what we'd like to do with the city, and now we have the chance to rebuild it. We have big plans, and the mayor shares our vision. We're going to remake the world, and it's going to be glorious. We can put it back to the way it was, but with a few tweaks, and now you can be a part of it, too. You can stand alongside us once again, just like you used to do.”

      Gary nodded, but he wasn't sure he liked what he was hearing. Grace tugged him aside and asked him if he was okay.

      “I'm not sure,” he said, looking ahead at his parents, who had gone to speak to the mayor. The reunion hadn't been as he had expected, and he didn't like the way they spoke about rebuilding the city. “I think I've changed more than I thought. I used to worship them, but I'm not sure how to feel now. I don't know if I like the way they're speaking about things.”

      “It'll be okay. You know we're not going to let anything bad happen,” Grace said, placing a reassuring arm on his shoulder. Gary wasn't convinced, though, and in truth neither was Grace.

      They continued walking through the sewers for a while until the mayor told them all to stop. They then watched the guards ascend a ladder and push open the manhole cover, and all of them were overjoyed to see a way out. One by one they all left the sewers and breathed deeply as they entered the fresh air, although the ungodly stench still clung to their clothes. As they emerged, they saw a mist rolling through the city, casting everything in a bleak vision, and it took a while for them to get their bearings.

      “Can you find your way in this?” the mayor asked Grace.

      She nodded, and went to talk with the others as they peered through the misty blanket and tried finding anything they recognized. It wasn't long before they saw a building and realized they actually weren't that far from New Haven, having emerged from a different place than where they initially had been abducted. Grace led them forward reluctantly, carrying the crate of food, too, hoping she wasn't making a mistake and leading the wolf to their door. She kept glancing at the mayor, who seemed invigorated by walking through the streets of his city again, and had a foreboding feeling she was walking with the devil.

      The mist surrounded them as they walked, but soon they saw the barriers of New Haven rising before them, and the moat of cars at the front. “We're here,” Grace said, and there was a mixture of relief and dread within her heart.
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      Mack hated the mist. It had appeared a couple of days ago and seemed to be lingering, overstaying its welcome. He hated it because it cast a bleak cloak over New Haven and kept people from seeing each other. In the mist, everything was dim, and it obscured the view in the distance, making it hard to see anyone who wasn't standing nearby, and this led to people feeling more isolated. Mack had tried keeping people's spirits up, but even he was feeling the strain. There was only so much everyone could take.

      The change in the weather was affecting people's moods, and not for the better. He had been spending time with Maggie, Luis, Hank, and Freddie to try coming up with ideas to distract people, but nothing had worked and everyone was feeling as though they wanted to hibernate. The cold was bitter, and people were falling ill with colds and flu. In the old world, these wouldn't have been too bad, but with the limited medications they had, these illnesses knocked out people for a while. For Mack, it felt as though they took one step forward and two steps back, and the uphill battle only ever would have one winner.

      He wasn't the type to admit defeat, but as every day passed he started considering more and more the idea that things were not going the way he planned, and he and everyone else in New Haven would have to make serious plans about how they were going to make it through the winter. It was a sad thing to face as they had made so much progress. It was a shame they were being brought down by the elements, but Mack was always a firm believer in focusing on the things he could control rather than the things he couldn't, and he certainly couldn't control the weather.

      As he was pondering this, he heard a noise from the watchmen and rushed to the barrier to see what was going on. Peering through the mist, he saw a large group approaching and he started to tense up. The last thing he needed was another conflict, and he didn't like the size of the group. But then, as they moved closer through the mist, he saw Grace, and he started to relax. Perhaps she had found people who could help them.

      “Let's open the gates for them,” Mack said, and went down to welcome Grace and the others back. At the same time, he told a couple of the watchmen to keep their guns ready just in case this was a trap and Grace and the others needed their help.

      Grace walked into the settlement and smiled at Mack, although from the look on her face Mack new something was up, and then he saw why. The mayor, not waiting on ceremony, strode forward and introduced himself to Mack with a firm handshake. Mack had spent enough time in City Hall to recognize him from the picture, and knew him to be the former mayor.

      “You must be Mack, a man I've heard so much about, and the man who has been keeping my seat warm. It's such a pleasure to meet you,” he said. Mack took his hand and returned the pleasantry, trying to gauge the situation. He glanced toward Anna and Saul as well, but only saw worry in their eyes.

      “Come forward!” the mayor announced loudly.

      This call was enough to get the attention of other people in New Haven, and they all clustered around to see what was happening. Things had been so bleak that any distraction was a good one, and they wanted to see if Grace had returned with food. They had been pinning all their hopes on Grace's patrol returning with enough food to see them through the winter, although they hadn't been expecting them back this soon. Mack folded his arms and waited to see what was being brought forward. He wished he had a chance for Grace to fill him in, but he resigned himself to letting the situation play out. However, from the way Grace grimaced toward him, he knew that not everything was as it seemed and he prepared himself for the worst.

      Upon the mayor's command, the crate was brought and set down in front of Mack. “I have brought you an offer of food. Please accept it as a sign of goodwill,” the mayor said, and watched the people of New Haven all come forward and gasp as the crate was opened, revealing all the cans of food. It was something they all had been hoping for, food. Yet Mack knew that gifts such as these always came with a catch.

      “Thank you,” he said, but said nothing more.

      Now that more people had flocked around the mayor and the crate, people began hearing him and recognizing him. Some greeted him warmly and were glad to see he had survived. It didn't seem as though anyone who had lived in the city had anything bad to say about him, or held a grudge toward him. Mack wasn't sure about him, though. There was something about the way the man carried himself, and the way he had made reference to Mack keeping his seat warm, that rubbed Mack the wrong way. There was a brief interlude where the mayor walked through the crowd and greeted everyone.

      “I have much of a story to tell you. There is not time for it now, but I'm sure there will be in the future. Suffice to say there are people who lived in this city who have been through a lot, and it has been an arduous journey, but there is a brighter day ahead, and although the sky is bleak it still promises much! I am pleased to be breathing in this fresh air, and I look forward to speaking with more of you and learning about this place you have built. I have heard much about it from Grace and the others. It is clear you have worked hard to build a sanctuary, and I only hope that I can help you. This is but a small offering of the food we have. If things go the way I hope, then you shall be getting more crates like this, enough to have a feast!”

      His words were met with a great cheer, and Mack saw smiles on people’s faces for the first time in weeks. The mayor certainly had a gift for rhetoric, but the fact that the people Mack knew and trusted weren't acting as exuberantly told him all he needed to know, and he was on his guard. The mayor waved his hand as he walked over to Mack and asked to have a private discussion, which Mack was all too happy to do. Before he left he looked over one last time at Grace and his wife. He knew them both so well that he could tell what was in their eyes. The message he saw was that he shouldn't trust the mayor. So, he didn't.

      “I hope that goes well,” Grace said, turning to Anna, who only offered a sigh in reply.

      Grace was a little annoyed that people were acting so excited about the food, even though she could understand it. People were coming up to her to thank her for delivering all this food, but she didn't feel as though she could take the credit for it, since it was only here along with the mayor. Now that she was back in New Haven she did feel a little better, though. Although she looked around for Luis and couldn't see him. Anna noticed Grace craning her neck.

      “I'm sure he's around somewhere,” Anna said. “Do you know what you're going to say to him?”

      “I have an idea, but I'm sure that will all change when I see him. Being down in the sewers made me think about things. I just want to talk to him, I think, to see him again. I'm finally feeling like I've wanted to feel, at least I think I am.”

      “That's always a good thing.”

      Grace bit her lip. “I also wish that I was with Mack. I wanted to tell him what was going on. I hope the mayor doesn't trick him into anything.”

      “Have you ever known Mack to be tricked?” Anna said.

      Grace smiled and nodded, although she couldn't quell the uncertainty in her heart. She felt as though she should have handled things differently and never let the mayor back into New Haven. Yet, she also couldn't help but feel happy at how relieved everyone looked with the food. Everyone had gathered around the crate and were looking at the cans within, rejoicing when they were told about the abundance of food waiting for them in the sewers. The smell of the sewer-dwellers put people off initially, but it was soon forgotten about as those in New Haven were eager to hear about these new people and everything they had been through. Grace was pleased to see that many of them were getting along, but her gaze drifted towards City Hall, the outline of which she barely could see in the mist, and hoped Mack could change the mayor's mind.

      Among the people who had come forward was Hank. The preacher had isolated himself from his friends and resisted their best efforts to talk about his problems. He had been in communion with the Lord, but even that had not calmed his soul. However, he could not resist seeing what the commotion was about. He walked through the mist and came forward to see new people talking with those he knew well, and also the crate of food, which he was pleased to see. But then he saw something, or more specifically, someone, who gave him pause. Though it was cold, beads of sweat formed on his temples and he felt a wave of anxiety sweep through him. He glanced this way and that, wondering if anyone had seen him. He started to move away, but could not do so before his worst fears were realized.

      “Hank!” one of the sewer-dwellers called out.

      Upon hearing his name, the color drained from Hank's face. He had been in the process of turning away, but stopped and closed his eyes, knowing that one day this would come. The truth had been chasing him even before the world had ended, and he only had just stopped looking over his shoulder. He licked his lips and turned back around to face the man, a man he knew to be called Gus, a man from his past who he hoped never to see again. It was just poor fortune that he should turn up now.

      Gus walked up to Hank. Gus was a short man, walking with a hunched back, his skin the same color as most of the sewer-dwellers, with beady eyes and bony hands. “It is you, isn't it?” he said, almost mystified. Hank thought about denying the truth, but he had denied it for too long. It was about time that he accepted things the way they were.

      “Yes, Gus, it is. It's been a long time.”

      “You can say that again,” he said, with a confused look on his face as he looked at what Hank was wearing.

      “I didn't think I'd ever see you. But what's with all this? Why are you dressed up as a preacher? Did you want to add another sin to the list?” he said with a cackling laugh.

      He spoke loudly and everyone heard. People’s attention was drawn away from the food crate upon hearing this, for Hank was a pillar of the community, and they wanted to know what the story was behind this.
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      Mack and the mayor walked toward City Hall.

      “It's a nice place you've got here, just a shame that it's all covered in mist. It feels like a long time since I was here last, but it's good to be back. I remember what it was like in the summer. It looked so peaceful, and I felt as though everything was going to be alright, like I really could make a difference and the world was going to be a better place.”

      “I can imagine,” Mack said, and asked him why he ever left.

      The mayor told him the same story he had told Grace, and Mack listened intently, giving him a brief history of what had happened to him as well, and the mayor marveled at all he had been through.

      “Grace told me you were an impressive man, and I can see she wasn't wrong,” the mayor said as they entered City Hall. He let out a short laugh as he walked in and took a moment to stop and look around.

      “Something the matter?” Mack asked.

      “Just that I'm used to this place being busy, and never having a chance to think. It's strange to see it like this, but I guess that's the way the world is now. It's strange to walk through the streets as well.”

      “It sure is, but you get used to it.”

      They walked up the stairs, and again the mayor paused as they passed his picture. He sighed again, running his hands through his thinned hair and down his unkempt beard. He looked at the man he used to be when he first took office a few years ago, a younger man who was glowing with pride and the belief that he could change the world, but the stress of running a city had taken its toll.

      “I suppose you didn't really have a chance to get a picture done,” he said, moving on and upward.

      Mack clenched his jaw, not liking the mayor's tone at all, and he wondered what conversation the two of them were going to have. They went into Mack's office, the mayor walking through the door first without holding it open for Mack, and then the mayor walked around the desk to sit in the chair. Mack waited and folded his arms, looking at the mayor expectantly. It had taken a few moments for the mayor to realize his mistake. He held up his arms and apologized, then rose immediately.

      “I'm so sorry, it was just habit,” he said, although from the sly smile that Mack caught a glimpse of, it didn't seem that the mayor was that sorry at all. The mayor walked back around the desk and took a seat, while Mack moved to the rear of the office and sat down in his chair, leaning back, waiting to see what the mayor was going to talk about.

      “Again, I'm sorry for that little mishap there. It's just old habits, you know. It's strange being in this office again. So much has changed, but so much has stayed the same. It's good to be back, though. When I went down into the sewers I was sure this building would crumble. So, it's good to see it's still standing. I think that history is important. So, I'm glad this place remains, because it gives us a link to the past, and we shouldn't forget where we've come from, or where we're going.”

      “I agree,” Mack said, “but it's also important that we learn from what happened, and make the world a better place. I'd like to show you what we've built here, but first I'd like to know what it is you want.”

      “It's quite simple really,” the mayor said, and proceeded to lay out the terms of his deal.

      Mack listened, and when he heard the mayor wanted the office back, he raised an eyebrow in surprise, although really it shouldn't have surprised him at all. Mack pressed his lips together and considered the mayor's words. The offer of food was welcome, of course, but the idea of giving the mayor his position back, and thus surrendering the leadership of New Haven, did not sit easily with Mack.

      “What is the end goal here? Why do you want to be mayor again? You know the world has changed. The city isn't the same anymore. Heck, it isn't even a city. There's no council, no government support, no police department, none of that. We're all just trying to make it through as best we can, and I'm not really sure what you actually hope to achieve.”

      “I want to rebuild the city Mack! I want to bring it back together, and make it into what it used to be. You're not from around here, so you don't know what it was like, but this city was making its way into the future. We had so many good plans, and the infrastructure was in place to make this a real player in the world. I wanted to put us on the map, and I want to do the same thing again.”

      “But there is no map. What you want, it's a plan for the old world, not the new.”

      “You're mistaken. The world will change back again. Humanity will rise up again and the country will reestablish itself, like it always does. Things don't change that much. It'll just take a little longer, and I want this place to be prepared so we won't be left behind. I had plans when I was mayor, and now that I'm back I want to see them through.

      “I've had a lot of time to think while I was down in the sewers, about things that I would have done differently, or what I'd do if I had a second chance. Well, now I have my second chance, and I want to make the most of it. I want to make this city into the vision I once had for it, but I want to help you as well. We have so much food, and it's clear your people are in need of it. This deal makes sense for the both of us, and it can lead to a good future, Mack. All you have to do is say yes.”

      Mack remained silent and unconvinced, tapping his fingers against his lips. He studied the mayor. It was clear the mayor wanted this badly, but Mack had to admit the promise of food was a tempting one. It would alleviate their problems and give them a chance to plan for the future...but this time it wouldn't be Mack's future, it would be the mayor's.

      From the sound of it the mayor wanted a future built on a past that didn't really matter anymore. He wanted to live in a world that had failed, in a world that wasn't coming back, and Mack wasn't sure that he wanted to surrender to that. But Mack wasn't the only one adept at reading people and finding the truth behind their motivations. The mayor had spent his life in politics. During that time, he had learned how to offer people what they wanted, and he saw something in Mack, a rare weakness that he tested.

      “Besides, I have been mayor for a number of years, and I'm used to the way these things work. You have done an admirable job, and I thank you for helping these people get through this, but you don't need to carry the burden of this any longer. Mack, you can live a normal life. Let me take over all the stress. I was elected officially and that still stands.”

      “I'm going to have to think about this,” Mack said, but the last words played on his mind.

      He had been thinking more and more that being the leader of New Haven was taking time away from his own life, a life that he wanted to spend with Anna. He thought perhaps it wouldn't have been the worst thing to give over a little bit of a power to someone who was trained. Then he could enjoy life, for he had been through a lot, and at some point, he wasn't going to be able to take anymore.

      “Of course, please, take your time. There's no hurry, after all. The crate of food we provided should last a few days, and I'm quite eager to have a proper tour of the place and see how it's run. I'm going to need your help with the transition if, of course, you do decide to take this offer. It'll be nice to speak with the people as well. One of my regrets is that when I was mayor before there were almost too many people in the city. I would have liked to have talked with all of them, but with so many I never had the chance. At least here I can listen to them all.”

      Mack rose and showed the mayor out of the office, feeling conflicted as they descended the stairs and walked back out into the mist. People still were standing around, marveling at the crate of food. The mayor lost himself in the crowd and went on a charm offensive, while Mack went up to Anna and asked her if they could talk. The two of them went back to their apartment, not saying a word until they were behind closed doors.

      “So, I guess that deal is why you and Grace had such looks on your faces,” he said.

      “Pretty much. What do you think about it?”

      “I'm not sure yet. Is there anything else you can tell me?”

      Anna shrugged. “Grace doesn't seem to like him, and to be honest, I don't either, but that's because he kept us locked up in a cell for a while.”

      “He what?!” Mack said, turning, his nostrils flaring.

      “There's nothing you can do about it now,” Anna said calmly. “The important thing is that the people he leads do trust him. It's so sad, Mack. They're all living down there in the sewer. It's disgusting and none of them deserve that. But this deal...I don't know about it.”

      “That's why I wanted to talk with you first. I've been thinking a lot, and I know that if the world hadn't ended our lives would be so different. Right now, we'd probably be painting a nursery and going shopping for baby clothes. So much has happened with us, but I still want that future. I want to raise a family with you, just like we always planned. That's one thing that hasn't changed. I know you have mixed feelings about that, and I don't want to pressure you, but if we took this deal...it would give me more time. At the moment, leading New Haven takes up a lot of my time. I don't want to keep putting off time with my family, because I know that things can be left too late. So, I wanted to talk to you first.”

      “I know I've been reluctant about kids, but I've been thinking about it more and I've tried to get back into that place where we first discussed it. I remember how excited and happy we both were, and I want that, too. I want to be with you, but I don't want you to feel as though you must step down as leader to make that a reality. I love you, and I love that you've taken care of these people.”

      “But maybe it's time for me to take a chance and focus on myself for a change. Let someone else have a shot at it. After all, he can give them food when I couldn't, and they already know him. He's been in charge of this city before. Has anyone had a bad word to say about him?”

      “Not from what we heard, not from the people who lived in the city before us. This is a big decision, though, Mack. You're the one who these people trust. You're the one who built New Haven and showed people a better way, inspired them to be a community and join together rather than fall apart. I don't want you to make this decision rashly and end up regretting it, because I don't think it'll be as easy to get that position back as it is to hand it over.”

      “But it's not just about me. I must think about everyone as well, and the food the mayor is offering would solve all our problems.”

      “He wasn't lying about it either. He has practically everything we could want. But is it a price you want to pay?”

      “I don't want to put my own ego ahead of everyone's survival. What kind of man would I be if I didn't let the mayor have his office back, and had to watch everyone around me starve? I think that maybe for the good of the settlement it's time for a change. I'm going to go talk to the council. I love you,” he said, and gave her a warm kiss.

      “I love you, too, and no matter what happens, I'll always support you,” Anna said, and squeezed his hand before he walked away.

      Mack still was conflicted as he walked back to City Hall and gathered up the council on the way. He didn't want to be selfish, but the more he thought about it, the more he just wanted to see New Haven survive. When they were in the office he looked at all of them. He noticed some tension, most notably between Luis and Grace, who he assumed still hadn't managed to get a moment together, and Hank, who was fidgeting uncomfortably and avoiding everyone's gaze. Mack greeted them and filled them in on the deal, which was met with gasps.

      “Now, I haven't had very long to think about this, but the choices are clear. If I step down as leader, New Haven will have enough food to survive, it will have the legitimate mayor of the city in place and, on a personal level, I can enjoy time with my wife and start the family that we always wanted. If I don't step down, there's a chance we might not make it through the winter, and the most important thing to me is that New Haven continues. So, to me it's pretty clear what I must do, even if part of me feels so wrong saying it. But I think I have to step down.”

      The others looked at him in silence for a few moments. “No,” Grace choked, “you can't let him take control here. He doesn't want the same things as you. He wants to change it.”

      “But he has the food,” Freddie said, “we can't just ignore that.” A few moments of bickering followed until Maggie clapped her hands.

      “I hate to be the asshole here, but Mack, you can't just make this decision for everyone. I'm pretty sure you promised everyone would have a say in how New Haven was run. It seems to me that a decision such as this is something that everyone should have a say in. The mayor said that he was elected. Well, let's have another election and see what the people say. At least then it'll be fair.”

      This suggestion was met with approval by everyone. As soon as the meeting was over Hank left, without having said a word. Mack asked after him and the others told him what had happened, but that he hadn't elaborated on what this Gus had meant. Mack shook his head and said that when this was all over he would talk with Hank and get to the bottom of it.

      After meeting with the council, he went up to the mayor and told them their suggestion. The mayor grumbled a little, but since he had been elected in the first place, he couldn't very well refuse another election. So all the people of New Haven were told of the process. A ballot box was made and voting papers were given out, and in the run up to the election New Haven was abuzz with talk about the future. Nobody had been expecting this. The mayor made himself known to all quarters and tried to remind everyone about all the good he had done for the city. Then, when it came time to vote, Mack stood before them all and addressed them.

      “I know this is not what anyone here expected, but it's important that we all consider our options here. The right to vote is one of the fundamental rights that we have, and in a way, I am glad we still have an opportunity to exercise it. I am not going to tell you how to vote, but you all know the terms of the deal. If the mayor is voted back into office, he will bring his people with him, along with the food. I urge you all now to think hard about the future, and what you want this place to be, but above all, I want you to do everything you can to survive.”

      With that everyone came up to cast their vote, and when it was over they were counted, then counted again. The wait was excruciating for everyone, but eventually the results were in. It was a narrow victory, but it seemed as though people had fond memories of the mayor, for there was no doubting the result. New Haven had a new leader, and because of that, enough food to last through the winter.
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      Some people couldn't quite believe what just had happened. Mack himself was a little shocked, and he wasn't sure how to feel. He was no longer the leader of New Haven. Part of him had wanted this, so that he could spend more time with his wife and not have the burden of taking care of these people, and so the food from the sewers could be brought up and everyone could make it through winter without having to worry about starving. Now that the results were in, though, he had a hollow feeling in his stomach, as though he just had given up something precious. Time seemed to stand still for him. The whispering from the crowd was like a distant rumbling in his ears, until it all came crashing down as he saw the mayor standing in front of him, grasping his hand in a tight handshake.

      “Thank you for this opportunity, Mack. This is the right decision for everyone. I'll send word for my people to bring the food, and we can start working on returning this place to its former glory.”

      He was beaming, and then turned to face the crowd, where he started giving a grateful speech. The words faded into the ether for Mack, who turned away, unsure what to think. He was not left alone for very long, however, since his friends came up to him and peppered him with a barrage of questions. It was all too much for the Mack, who held up his hand silence them.

      “This is not the time nor the place,” he said, and then marched them away to his own apartment.

      They could not go to City Hall any longer because it was not his office, it was the mayor's now. The group, who had spent so long deciding how to run New Haven, trudged along, following Mack, each with mixed thoughts. When they finally were behind closed doors, the questions started flowing again, and everyone was talking over one another.

      “What does this mean for us?”

      “How could you just give up control like that?”

      “Why do you even trust that man?”

      “There has to be some sort of mistake. We need to ask for another vote.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      These questions and more battered Mack's mind. Everyone was there, aside from Hank, but everything was in too much disarray to worry about the preacher at that point. Anna saw all of them return, and went to her husband's side. She knew him better than any of them, and could see the toll this was taking on him. She placed a hand on his shoulder and kissed him on the forehead. Saul was his usual gruff self. He didn't seem to have much respect for the people who had voted for the mayor, saying that everyone should have known how he had kept their patrol locked up in a cell. Freddie was more concerned with how Mack was feeling, Grace was distraught, Luis was confused, and Maggie was surprisingly quiet. Mack was sitting down, leaning forward, and pinching the bridge of his nose. He exhaled deeply and his head rose slowly, and when he spoke everyone was silenced.

      “I know you have a lot of questions and right now it's a tense time but let's remember that the most important thing to all of us is that New Haven survives. It would have been easy had we been able to find enough food to sustain us through the winter, but we didn't, and we can't just turn down the mayor's offer. It was a fair election and the people voted for survival. This is the best result. It means that we will not have to worry about food and we can focus on other things, like growing the community and putting foundations in place so that by the time next summer comes around we'll be in a good position to harvest and make use of everything we've built. I know this is going to hurt some of you, and I'm sorry that it had to happen this way, but honestly, I feel like this is the best result for everyone.

      “I can't condone the way he treated the patrol down in the sewers, and I wish we could make him pay properly for that. Although from what everyone says he's not a bad mayor, and maybe he can breathe some new life into New Haven and set things in place. He does have the experience, after all. As for what it means for all of us, I'm not sure. We'll have to talk to Alan about that because, obviously, he has his own people he trusts, but I'm sure that he'll be willing to have us on as advisers.

      “Other than that, keep doing what you're doing and try and do the best for New Haven. Make those who are going to join us from the sewers feel welcome. People are a resource, and I'm sure many of them will have skills that can benefit this place. Maggie and Luis, you might find more people who can help you enforce the law. There will be more ideas, more people able to share and teach their skills. This is what we wanted, for New Haven to grow.

      There is no mistake here, and this is going to be easier on everyone if we don't fight it.”

      “Mack, how do you feel?” Freddie asked after a few moments of stunned silence.

      None of them were really sure how to react to this. After Mack suggested that he stand down as leader of New Haven they all had understood his reasoning, but none of them thought the people would make that choice. They knew it come down to the speech Mack had given before the vote. If it hadn't been for that, things may have been different.

      “I'm not sure at the moment,” Mack said, smiling wearily.

      “Maybe I'm saying all this to try convincing myself. Look, I know this isn't going to be easy for anyone, and we all worked hard to make New Haven into what it is, but this doesn't mean it's the end.”

      As soon as he said this, it was too much for Grace. She stormed off, slamming the door behind her. Everyone was silent after that. It felt as though their group was in disarray. For so long it seemed as though nothing had been able to tear them apart, but now, with Hank absent and Grace having left, it seemed as though their group was losing its cohesion. Mack looked at each of them and wondered if he had been thinking too much of New Haven and not enough about the people close to him. Was it selfish to want the best for the most people? This deal meant that New Haven would survive, but was it too high a price to pay? He wasn't sure of the answer yet, but from experience he knew his gut instinct was trustworthy, and his instinct told him he had made a mistake. Even so, he couldn't turn back time and undo what had been done, so he and the others just would have to make the best of the situation.

      “Things are going to change, but it means that we can eat through the winter. It's going to take a while for things to settle down and for everyone to adjust, so I'd like you to try making the transition as easy as possible. Go home and get some sleep, relax, try not to dwell on this,” he said. One by one they all left, until Mack was left alone with Anna.

      “So, how are you feeling, really?” Anna said, sinking down beside her husband, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him on the cheek lovingly, trying to comfort him, even though it was apparent to her that he was in torment.

      “I have no idea. It's all too fresh. I'm glad that New Haven is going to make it through the winter, but I can't help feeling like there's something that's gone wrong. Maybe it's just my own ego talking, and I don't like the idea of someone else making all the decisions.”

      “You've worked hard to bring these people together and to keep them fighting even when things seemed bleak. You've put your own life on the line for this place, it's natural that you're going to feel like this. But you know better than most that sometimes you must sacrifice what you want for the benefit of others.”

      “Hopefully, they'll understand in time.”

      “By 'they' do you mean Grace?”

      Mack gave her a smile, glad that Anna always knew what he was thinking. “She's going to take it harder than anyone.”

      “I'm surprised you didn't go after her.”

      “Right now, I'm the last person she'd want to see. It's better to give her time to cool off so she can come to terms with what's happened. All this time she's been following me, and she wanted to help me build New Haven. She probably feels betrayed. I doubt she's the only one.”

      “You can't let yourself think like that. You did what you thought was best, and that's all anyone can do. It might turn out to be a mistake, it might not, but whatever happens you have your friends and you have me, and we'll face whatever comes, together.” As Anna said this she reached her hand down and linked her fingers in with his.

      “I'm sorry for being in such a glum mood. This should be a happy occasion. I get to spend more time with you--”

      “And the child we're going to raise together,” she said, finishing his sentence, and smiling.

      She dropped her body onto his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck, running her fingers through his hair as she gazed into his eyes and told him she loved him more than anything in the world. It was in moments like these where it felt as though neither of them had been apart from each other at all, and that the world hadn't ended. They leaned into each other and kissed tenderly and lovingly, letting all their troubles melt away for a little while as they focused on their love.
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      As soon as he could Luis chased after Grace, who was marching across New Haven, not heading anywhere in particular. He caught up with her and grabbed her by the arm, pulling her around. Her eyes were red and streaks of tears were left upon her cheeks. When she spoke, her voice was raspy and raw, and his expression softened when he saw her.

      “Leave me alone,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. She tried to pull herself away and disappear into the darkness. But Luis wasn't about to do that.

      “No, I won't leave you alone because I love you and right now you need me. I know you, Grace. Talk to me. Tell me what's on your mind. I'm not going to go anywhere. If you want to be angry, be angry. If you want to be sad, be sad. I'm here for whatever you need.”

      She stared at him for a moment and then flung her arms around him in a tight hug, her salty tears pressing against Luis' face and trickling down so that he could taste them, too. Her body shuddered with emotion until she let him go and then burst out in an angry tirade

      “How could he do that?! How could he just let New Haven go to that man? I trusted Mack. I thought he always would make the right decision for all of us, but now he's ruined everything.”

      “He hasn't ruined everything. We don't know what's going to happen. I know this is sore right now, but we'll get through it, because we get through everything. Maybe this is a mistake, maybe it isn't, but whatever happens things will be okay. I love you, Grace, please don't let this whole thing make you change the way you see the world.”

      “I trusted him!”

      Luis moved closer to her and took her hands in his, and then held her close to him, feeling the echo of her heart beat against his chest. “Mack wanted to make sure New Haven made it through winter. I'm going to make sure that you make it through this. I know things haven't been easy with us recently, but I haven't stopped loving you and I don't think I ever will. I'm not sure where this new mayor will lead us, but I know he won't be able to stop me from loving you, and despite everything that's happened, I still believe that you love me, too.

      “I'm sorry for being over-protective and controlling. I guess I was so worried that something would happen to take you away from me. I forget that one of the reasons I love you is because you put yourself out there and take risks with life. I tried to change you, and I'm sorry for that, and I promise it won't happen again. But let's just take this step by step and day by day. As long as we have each other everything will be alright.”

      Grace looked at him through her blurred vision and almost broke down in tears again. She felt guilty for the way she had been so distant with Luis recently, and now she realized it was because she truly loved him and didn't know how to handle those emotions. She embraced him again and the two of them promised themselves to each other, holding each other tightly in the middle of New Haven, as the cold air rose around them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elsewhere, Freddie had gone to seek out Hank to update him on events. The counselor was worried about his friend. He had been distant for a while, and since the person from the sewers had come up to Hank and asked him why he was dressed up as a preacher, Hank had hidden himself away. It led to a number of questions, and while Freddie tried not to speculate too much, he couldn't help but wonder what this Gus fellow had meant. He seemed to know Hank, and Freddie didn't know what to think.

      Given all that had happened this was the first chance Freddie had had to find Hank and try talking with him, even though he knew it would be difficult. If Hank hadn't wanted to talk before he certainly wouldn't now, but Freddie wanted to try anyway. He went to the church. The door was open, and before he stepped through he looked inside to see that Hank was in a deep discussion with Gus, and Freddie wondered whether he should interrupt.
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      Despite Mack's hopes that not much would change in New Haven, it didn't take long for the mayor to stamp his authority on the community. First, he addressed the people of New Haven. Then he sent an envoy down to the sewers to tell his people they were free from having to live under the city and could return to the fresh air, and it didn't take them long to arrive. With them they brought huge crates of food, and much time was spent moving these into the food supplies storage area. The people of New Haven were wide-eyed as they saw all this food, and many of them were sure they had made the right decision in electing Alan as mayor. They looked forward to not having to worry about food as the winter months approached, and from his initial speech they all were optimistic about the future.

      Upon winning the election, Alan promised to take care of New Haven. “I'm glad to be back on the surface once again. When I was mayor and I learned of the EMP I tried to get as many people to safety as possible. My only regret is that I wasn't able to save everyone from what I thought was an impending nuclear attack. The work you have done here is phenomenal. I'm glad to see the spirit of the city has survived, and I hope that I and the people who join us from the sewers will be able to carry on the work you have done and rebuild this city so it can reach its full potential!

      “While I was down in the sewers I had many things on my mind and, like you, I was concerned with the survival of my people. However, I also thought about the past and things I would have done differently. I want to make up for those mistakes now, for those regrets, I want to achieve my vision and show the world that humanity is not dead! While we were down there, we all thought that the surface was going to be a barren wasteland, destroyed, and that we would have to stay in the sewers for decades. We shall not waste any more time. I have big plans for New Haven and for everyone who lives in it. I'd like to thank Mack for all the work he has done in making this place what it is, and laying the foundations for the future. He is a truly remarkable man and he deserves this time with his wife so he can relax.

      “Many of you know me from the past. In my mind, I never stopped being your mayor, and I want to govern this city to the best of my ability. For those of you who do not know me, I would welcome you to my office so you can talk to me and raise any concerns you have, and please talk to those who have lived in the city prior to the end of the world. But I hope you will be patient with me as we try to make this city the best it can be. I know you all take pride in your home, and I am sure we will be able to work together to make a brighter future for everyone!”

      At first people were optimistic, and as those who were not familiar with the mayor spoke with those who were, they began to wonder if this was going to be a boon after all. People shared stories of the city before the end of the world, and of how the mayor tried to lower taxes and spread the wealth to the poorer parts of the city, how he tried to support the emergency services as best he could. As the people from the sewers began entering the city they too had positive things to say about their savior, the man who had not given up on them and had taken them down below the surface where he lived among them. He too buried himself in sludge and didn't complain for one instant. When others were complaining he carried on and showed them that they could make it through, and even when they thought they were going to be the last people alive in the world, he gave them the courage to carry on in the face of such unholy destruction.

      And yet, the mayor made some decisions immediately, decisions that changed the way New Haven worked. People expected change, of course, but not that quickly, and not so decisively. The first thing he did was to dissolve the council, which he told Mack of privately, but didn't bother to tell any of the others, only increasing Grace's dislike for him. After he told Mack, the mayor told the rest of New Haven, and again thanked the previous council for doing all they could to take care of New Haven. However, he wanted those he knew by his side, and said he would be willing to listen to advice from those who had served on the council.

      It didn't help that Hank was silent through all this ordeal, and all his friends were worried about him. Yet, none of them could make him talk, or shake him from whatever had a hold of him. Grace still was finding it difficult to talk with Mack, so without a united front they couldn't argue with the mayor even if they wanted to. The mayor appointed Gary's parents as his new council, which was met with little in the way of response from New Haven residents as they didn't know anything about the two. However, Gary himself felt guilty since he hadn't wanted to see the council be dissolved, and in a way, it felt as if he personally had betrayed New Haven, and the goodwill he had engendered recently had evaporated.

      People grumbled that while they had voted for the mayor they hadn't voted for these people, and they had come out of nowhere to hold positions of power within the New Haven hierarchy. Many people approached Gary and sneered at him, taunting him by saying that he finally had got all he wanted, which wasn't true at all. In fact, Gary thought he could do the people of New Haven a favor since he was on the inside, but they didn't seem to give him the benefit of the doubt. In one conversation with his parents he asked them why they had been chosen to be at the mayor's side.

      “Wouldn't it have been better to keep at least Grace or Mack on the council so that the transition would have been smoother? I think people feel as though you're just throwing away all their hard work.”

      “People can think what they like, but they know that's not the truth. We're simply trying to be efficient. We have our plan and we don't want to have to waste time explaining it to other people. Trust us, the two of us and the mayor know what we're doing. We knew what we were doing before the end of the world, and now we just have the freedom to turn this city into what we have always dreamed, rather than being hamstrung by red tape. In time, everyone here will see what we are planning, and they will thank us. It's hardly the first time we've had to put up with resistance. The unfortunate thing is people as a whole are small-minded and find it difficult to accept change. And you, Gary, you will be a part of it all. Your rightful place is by our side and one day you should have a position of authority here as well.”

      Gary listened to his father's words, but he was not reassured by them. He used to worship his parents, but seeing them now he realized how much he had changed. He heard the way they were speaking about the people of New Haven, the people who had become his family, and he knew they weren't small-minded at all. He also knew the smart thing to do would have been to include Mack in the decision-making process, at least for a while. It made him wonder about their plans, and what it would mean going forward.

      Mack always had encouraged democracy, and saw it as a virtue that everyone had a say in how New Haven was run. Yet, the mayor and Gary's parents seemed to think they knew best, and Gary dared not think about what would happen should their plans clash with what the people of New Haven wanted. A civil war was not an option. But still, he accepted their offer to stand beside them and help them run the city in the hope that he would be able to temper their desire to trample upon what Mack and the others had built. Because it quickly had become apparent that they didn't respect the pillars that had been erected. If something didn't align with their vision, they were quick to cast it aside.

      People were told that things such as the creative group, and some of the classes being taught, weren't a useful way to spend their time, that their time would be better spent helping to rebuild the city into what it once was. The mayor wanted to expand New Haven's barriers to encompass more of the city, so people were sent out to repair buildings that weren't even being used. The education system was turned to focus on children rather than being open to anyone who wanted to learn, and the mayor declared that only useful lessons would be taught, which put a damper on the mood in New Haven. Mack had been a strong proponent of freedom, and allowed people to pursue whatever they wanted, but the mayor was trampling all over that. It led to a lot of grumbling from the people of New Haven, especially since it seemed they were the ones being sent out of New Haven to work on the other areas.

      The people who had lived in the sewers were being given special treatment and allowed to have the easy jobs. Most of them were polite, but they had been living in the sewers for so long they were used to being among their own company, so they kept to themselves. There were so many of them as well, and it reached the point where the people of New Haven thought of themselves as a minority. It didn't help that that situation was rather delicate with the sewer-dwellers since, not to put too fine a point on it, they stank. The smell of the sewers had seeped into their clothes, skin, and hair. No matter how often they washed, it seemed to linger around them, and made the division between the two peoples all the more evident.

      Gary watched all this with a solemn gaze as his parents and the mayor didn't seem to care at all. As long as what they wanted was happening, they didn't care about the welfare of their people, and even though Gary offered his objections, they brushed him off as though he knew nothing. He was left floundering in frustration. Caught between the two groups, he felt as though he had nowhere to turn. The people of New Haven mostly had disowned him since they saw him as a traitor, and his parents weren't listening to anything he had to say. He was left feeling impotent and tried to think of ways to help the people he cared about.

      Even Mack hadn't been seen around too much, and Gary didn't have the courage to go knocking on his door. He had been spending time with his wife, and the rest of the council were difficult to find, too. Grace, although she had been outspoken at first, had not put up a fight, and without her or Mack leading the charge, nobody else was going to cause any drama. The only constant during the leadership change was that Maggie had remained sheriff, and this was only because she had been a police officer in the world before this one. Gary had the distinct impression that the mayor didn't like people learning new skills, and thought you only could do what you had done before. Instead of encouraging people to learn new skills and follow their interests that otherwise would have remained unexplored, he wanted to shackle them to professions they already had honed.

      Gary knew that if he couldn't get through to Grace or Mack, the only person he could try talking some sense into was Maggie. So, he sought her out and found her sitting in the office she had made for herself. She greeted him with a cold smile, and Gary felt instantly uneasy.

      “What do you want?” she asked. Gary looked around. Aside from Maggie the place was empty.

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Are your parents sending you on errands now?”

      Gary flinched at the insult. “I'm not here for them. I'm here for myself. I know people don't think much of me at the moment, but I'm not their lackey. I'm trying to help New Haven, which is more than I can say for a lot of people,” he said, venting some of his frustration. Maggie softened at this and sighed.

      “Yes, well, things are starting to change around here, and not for the better. What did you want to talk to me about?”

      “About that exact thing. Surely, I'm not the only one who can see what's happening around here? The mayor and my parents do not care about New Haven like Mack did. They're going to push people to their limits, and eventually something is going to give. It's not even been a week yet, and already I can see people are starting to crack under the pressure. I don't like it any more than anyone else. I've tried to talk sense into them, but they're not listening to me. We need a way to make them see this isn't going to work.”

      “And what do you suggest? It's hardly like they're open to suggestions. They already tried getting me to fire Luis and take on one of their own men as my deputy because of the work he had done for them in the sewers. I made it clear that I was going to be in charge of my own department. They backed off, but until something happens that warrants my involvement I can't do anything. The people voted for this leadership, so now it's time to deal with it,” she said.

      Gary rolled his head back and wished he knew what to do. Short of inciting a rebellion, he was locked in a powerless position, respected neither by his parents or those who he was trying to help. Still, he had a sinking feeling he was watching everything crumble slowly, and it was the saddest he ever had felt.
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      During the first week of the new mayor's reign Mack tried to distance himself from proceedings by shutting himself away in his apartment. There were a couple of reasons for this. First, he wanted to actually keep his promise and spend time with his wife now that he had a chance, and indeed, he enjoyed Anna’s company and sharing their lives together without being interrupted by various crises. Second, he wanted to offer Alan the chance to settle in and put his plans into action. He felt it was the respectful thing to do.

      However, as the week went on, things began to change. For so long his life had been filled with excitement and adventure, and while part of him had wondered what the peaceful life would have been like, Mack realized he was starting to miss it. He tried to read and do other things to keep his mind occupied, but he soon found his thoughts began wandering, and he wished he was out there doing something. To Mack, a fulfilling life meant having an impact on the world, not hiding away behind closed doors. But also, he was hearing rumors that the mayor was making changes that went against everything Mack believed in, and it came to a fore when Anna returned home and slammed the door behind her.

      “What's wrong?” Mack asked.

      “He's only gone and told us we can't spend all our time writing stories and sharing ideas any more. He said there are better uses for our time and we should be rebuilding the city outside so we can expand our barriers. But, of course, it's only our own people who are being told they have to do this. Those people who were down in the sewers get to swan about like nothing matters. He's a liar, Mack, and I'm not happy at all.”

      Mack listened with a troubled mind, and leaned forward. Ever since he had returned from the election he had felt sick inside, like something was terribly wrong with the world and it was all his fault. “I never should have accepted that deal. It was too high a price to pay,” he said. Anna sank down beside him, her anger subsiding.

      “You did what you thought was best for everyone in New Haven, and nobody could have seen the mayor changing things so dramatically.”

      “But I should have seen it. This is what I'm meant to do. I got so blinded by the food he was offering and the chance to actually retire, for lack of a better word, that I lost sight of it. Now I'm not sure I made the right decision. I should have listened to Grace and stuck to my principles.”

      “And watch everyone around you starve?”

      “Better than seeing them angry, seeing them used for a purpose they don't believe in.”

      Anna studied him for a few moments and then kissed him on the cheek. “I always suspected this would happen.”

      “The mayor?”

      “No, you. Even before the end of the world, when you told me you were going to retire so we could raise a family, I didn't think it was going to last. I know you like to think that you could put aside your career to be with your family, but you're not that type of man. You must be out there, making a difference. That's one of the reasons why I fell in love with you in the first place. Shutting yourself away in this apartment isn't doing yourself any favors.

      “There are people out there wondering where you are. They feel lost and abandoned and they're not sure what's going to happen next. They've spent so much time and energy creating this community, and now they see it being dismantled by the mayor, but none of them are sure what to do. Grace is still angry, I have no idea what's going on with Hank, and Gary is standing with his parents. It feels as though everything has been lost, but I know it hasn't. You need to get out there, Mack. Your people need you.”

      Mack listened intently to her words, and when she finished a powerful energy rose within him as he heeded her advice. Anna knew him better than anyone, and he had tried to lie to himself, to delude himself into thinking he could live a peaceful life, but it was impossible for a man like him. He had to be out there, and he had to fight for his people's right to live the way they wanted. The mayor could have handled things differently, and Mack was going to go make sure the people of New Haven were treated fairly and with respect. Otherwise, there was going to be more trouble ahead.

      Mack strode through New Haven, and as people saw him their hopes were lifted. They whispered to each other and smiled with hope that he would be able to sort out their problems. He smiled at them and nodded to them, and tried ignoring the skeptical, suspicious glances coming from the sewer-dwellers. When he reached City Hall he ascended the stairs and strode into his former office, not caring that he was interrupting a meeting between the mayor, Gary, and Gary's parents.

      “Mack, what a pleasant surprise. If you give me a few moments, I'll just wrap up what I'm doing here, and we can have a little chat about whatever you came here to say,” the mayor said.

      “This can't wait,” Mack said, and moved farther into the office, glaring at the others who were with the mayor as he took a seat and folded his arms expectantly. “They need to hear this as well,” he added.

      The mayor nodded and opened his palms, gesturing for Mack to continue speaking. Gary's parents didn't much seem to care for Mack, and Gary tried to meet Mack's eyes, but the former leader of New Haven was not meeting his.

      “I've heard there are some...worries about what you are trying to do with New Haven. I think people are afraid you're changing things too quickly, and I came here to ask if you could perhaps slow down the process. There are certain things that mean a lot to the people here. The creative group, for example, is a way for people to share their stories and explore a fundamental part of the human condition. It's been a great help in allowing people to bond and work through some of the trauma they have suffered during their time in this world. I understand you have your plans, but I'd like you to keep in mind that they have been through a lot. We all put a great deal of ourselves into making this place what it is. So, when you change it, I think it comes across as you not really caring about the effort it took to build,” he said, trying to keep his tone as even and calm as possible.

      “I will do all I can to allay their fears, but they must too understand that I have a bigger picture in my mind and that does require some sacrifice. I do have a city to run and I cannot please everyone,” the mayor replied.

      “That's another matter of concern for some of the people. They feel that those who were with you in the sewers are getting preferential treatment, and the ones who actually built New Haven are feeling unwanted in their own home.”

      The mayor looked aghast at this. “Well, nothing could be further from the truth! Every man, woman, and child is an important member of this city, and will play a large part in establishing it as the new base for humanity. But the people who lived in the sewers went through so much I am trying to give them a chance to reacquaint themselves with living on the surface. So, it may take some time for them to get back to their optimal strength. Any perceived preference is simply paranoia on the part of the other people, and I cannot be held responsible for how they feel. If anyone is not happy, my door is always open, as I have made clear.”

      “Everyone was happy under Mack's watch,” Gary muttered.

      The mayor glared at him, and his father immediately rebuked him. His mother shook her head, disappointed in their son. Mack was the only one who appreciated what Gary said, and he now realized Gary wasn't the turncoat Anna had assumed. Mack knew he wasn't going to be able to convince the mayor to change his ways. So, he left, not wanting to waste any more of his time when it could be better spent elsewhere. He took his leave of them and skipped quickly down the stairs. Just as he left, however, he was grabbed by Gary.

      “Mack, wait!” he called out.

      “This isn't what I wanted. I've been trying to talk to them to make them handle things better, but they're blind to what anyone else wants. They only care about this grand vision they have for the city, and anything else is secondary to it. I'm sorry that I can't do more, but I feel as though I'm the only one trying to make a difference here.”

      Mack pressed his lips together as his mind started turning over different stratagems and plans. He nodded to himself, formulating different ideas, discarding some, changing others, before the beginnings of an actual plan came to mind.

      “Keep close to them, and keep listening. Find out what you can. I'll be in touch,” he said, and with that he was away, leaving Gary smiling with hope. If anyone could change things for the better, it was Mack.

      After this, Mack went straight to Grace's apartment, but it was Luis who opened the door. He held it wide open and let Mack in. Grace was sitting on the couch, looking morose. Her head turned to face Mack, but there was nothing but betrayal in her eyes, and Mack felt awful.

      “What do you want?” she asked in a low voice.

      “Grace, I'm sorry. I didn't know this would happen. I thought I was doing what was best for the people,” Mack said.

      “And I thought you never made a mistake, but I see I was wrong. Things didn't turn out for the best this time. Maybe you finally ran out of luck,” she said.

      “Maybe, but I'm not going to let that stop me. I can't let what's happening continue. I'm coming up with a plan. I'd like you to be a part of it, if you still have some fight left in you.” At this Grace's eyes flashed and her head jerked up. She rose, and she and Luis soon followed Mack as they went to gather their other friends, although Freddie and Hank were notable by their absence, and nobody knew where to find them.

      Once they were all together Mack told them about his meeting with the mayor, and how things couldn't be allowed to continue. He heard stories from the others about the state of the city, and the way the people of New Haven were being treated, and Mack's heart sank along with everyone’s. This wasn't the way things were supposed to be. The mayor was supposed to be their salvation, but having enough food was almost too much of a price to pay for this. It saddened Mack to think of all those people who were forced to do manual labor instead of pursuing their own interests, and all the progress they had made being undone so suddenly, and without warning. After each of them had had their turn complaining, Mack held out his hands to silence them.

      “I feel great shame in what I have done. I thought that what I was doing was the best thing for New Haven, and I'm sure anyone who voted for the mayor thought it was going to be as well. We were mistaken. I don't know about you, but I didn't spend all that time and energy surviving this world to simply hand over New Haven to the first person who came along offering us food. We've seen many enemies, but rarely have we welcomed them with open arms. This enemy is insidious, and I take full responsibility for them coming into New Haven, and I will help them leave, that is, with my wife's blessing.” With this he turned to Anna.

      “Of course. Some things are bigger than just the two of us, and I will support you in any decision you make.”

      With that decided the mood lifted as people's thoughts turned to what they could do. Before Mack could outline his thoughts, though, Grace stood up, for she had something to say.

      “You're wrong about one thing, Mack. You weren't responsible for bringing them here. I was. I was the one who saw the food and told the mayor he could come back here to visit and present his deal. I was angry at you, yes, but I was angrier toward myself, and I'm sorry for all of you for getting Daisy captured in the first place and going to the sewers. If I was more careful, maybe this never would have happened.”

      “Let's not focus on the blame anymore. That's in the past. We need to focus on the future, and what we're going to do next. I have a few ideas, but I'd like to hear what you all have to say as well. And will somebody please find Hank and Freddie? They need to be a part of this as well.”

      The rest of the group looked around at each other and shrugged. It wasn't like either man to go missing, so for both of them to disappear was something, and nobody had any clue. But they also were ready to fight back against the mayor, and already Saul was rubbing his hands together with glee, for he still had to pay back the mayor for locking them up. Maggie was quick to offer ideas as well, and she and Luis told Mack how the mayor had tried taking control of her department, but that she had resisted. This was good news for Mack as it meant the mayor wasn't confident enough about his numbers to demand things that were too unreasonable, and it was at that moment that the rebellion was fostered.
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      Before all that had transpired, on the first day of the mayor's new reign, Freddie was standing outside the church, peering through the door to see Hank and Gus deep in discussion. The two of them were so involved in the conversation that they didn't notice Freddie, but they were talking in such low voices Freddie couldn't make out what they were saying. There was nobody else in the church. Indeed, since Hank had withdrawn himself, the church hadn't been as popular as it once was. People still went, and occasionally Hank gave a service, although his sermons were delivered without his usual gusto and exuberance. It seemed to Freddie as though Hank had lost something of the spark that made him himself. On the rare occasions when Hank did talk to his followers he never stayed around long enough to answer any questions, and thus nobody had help with their spiritual matters.

      People were wondering what Gus meant by his words when he first saw Hank, but nobody had an answer. Hank wasn't talking, and, as yet, Gus hadn't been forthcoming with elaborating on his words. It was a full-blown mystery, and Freddie wished things weren't happening with the mayor, or else this would have been a top priority for all of Hank's friends. Freddie wasn't about to let Hank disappear completely. Whatever was going on, he deserved someone to fight for him. Freddie and Hank had been through so much together since the first days of the apocalypse, and Freddie owed him his life over and over again.

      Freddie had been speaking to Mindy on and off. The poor woman was going out of her mind because Hank wasn't talking to her, and he wasn't giving her any sign of what was wrong. Although Freddie considered Hank the truest of friends, he couldn't condone the way the preacher was treating Mindy. But that's another reason why Freddie wanted to help Hank. It was clear Hank was going through some kind of a crisis, and needed the support of his friends. Whether it was a crisis of faith or something else, Freddie wanted to be there, and wanted to know who this mysterious friend was, and what he meant to Hank.

      “Just forget it!” Hank yelled.

      This took Freddie by surprise as Hank was one of the calmest people he ever had known, and it was rare to hear him raise his voice. Only in the most extreme circumstances had Freddie known him to yell in anger, so it made him even more curious to understand what the dynamic was between these two people, and what secret they shared. He knew he wasn't going to glean anything from standing in the doorway, and although Hank wasn't going to like it, Freddie was going to find out the truth. He stepped into the hall and cleared his throat as he entered. Hank and Gus turned to face him. Gus had a look of curiosity on his face, while Hank rolled his eyes and placed his hands on his hips, turning away from Freddie.

      “You shouldn't be here, Freddie. If you need something, I'll come by and talk to you later,” Hank said, but Freddie wasn't going to be dissuaded that easily.

      “Sorry, Hank, but this has been going on long enough now. There's something up with you, and I'm going to stay here until either you or this gentleman tells me what it is,” Freddie said.

      “The name's Gus,” the other man said, smiling widely and holding out a clammy hand, which Freddie took and shook.

      “Trust me, this is my own business, and you don't need to know. Do me a favor and leave. I'll tell you and the others about it in my own time. Just let me be, I think I've earned a little goodwill.”

      “Oh, you have, and I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm worried about you, Hank. We all are, especially Mindy.”

      The mention of Mindy had an evident effect on Hank. He hung his head and ran his hand through his short, gray-flecked hair and blew out his cheeks. “Honestly, I'm surprised if she'll want anything to do with me after this,” he said.

      “What is it, Hank? You can talk to me, you know that. Think of all we've been through together! What's so bad that you can't share it with me?” Freddie implored, getting more and more concerned with every passing moment.

      Hank was pacing back and forth, turning his body away from Freddie to face the stage from where he delivered his sermons. Then he turned back toward Freddie, seemingly caught between these two things, his inner conflict manifested in physical form. Gus stood in between the two, unsure of what to say or do, glancing at Hank. When Hank didn't say anything, Freddie turned toward Gus.

      “Fine,” he said, “if you won't talk to me, then perhaps Gus will. Do you know what's going on with Hank? What did you mean when you asked him why he was wearing these clothes?” Freddie gestured with his hands to what Hank was wearing. Gus chewed his bottom lip and his gaze darted toward Hank, who looked at him sternly. Gus shrugged and, for a moment, he looked as though he was about to say something when Hank cut him off.

      “Don't you dare,” he said, grabbing the man by the shoulder and squeezing tightly, making Gus grimace in pain. It was a moment of pure, utter instinct. Freddie was horrified by what he saw, since it was completely unlike the Hank he had come to know.

      “Hank!” Freddie said, pulling him away, “tell me what's going on right now! I'm your friend, I deserve to know the truth. Whatever is happening to you, this isn't you.” Hank staggered back and arched his head back, breathing in as he closed his eyes.

      “You're right, this isn't me. This whole place isn't me,” he said, stretching out his arms as if to embrace the walls of the church, “and this isn't me either.” In one swift movement, he reached up and snatched the white collar from around his neck and held it in his hand, looking at it with a mixture of distaste and regret.

      “What on Earth do you mean?” Freddie asked.

      Hank curled his fingers into a fist around the collar and pressed his lips together before he spoke. “I never really told you much about my past. I let you assume you knew what happened because it was easier. My name is Hank, but other than that, everything I've told you has been a lie. Somehow, I knew the truth would catch up with me, even though I didn't know how. The past seemed so far away...lost in that other world. We could be new people, reinvent ourselves for a new world, and make up for all the mistakes we made. But now the old world is coming back, and we're going to have to pay for every sin we've committed.”

      “Hank, what are you talking about?”

      “I'm not the man you think I am, Freddie. I was a prisoner on death row. I robbed, I beat men, I killed them. Gus was one of my loyal companions. I never had any time for the law, and the law didn't have any time for me, but eventually it caught up with me because it always does. I was in solitary confinement because I was classed as too dangerous to be with the general population. Then I was put on death row. My final hours were approaching, and they sent a priest in to talk to me. He stayed there the whole time, and we talked about everything, and I told him things I never had told anyone else before.

      “I don't know what it was about him, but he had this way of making me feel comfortable, or maybe it was just the fact that my life was ending, and I realized I had nobody else to tell these things to. For all I'd done with my life it amounted to nothing, and nobody cared that I was going to die, except this priest. At first, I thought he just was telling me these things to soothe my soul. Yet, the more I spoke with him, the more I genuinely felt he cared about me. He actually made me scared that my life was ending because I realized there were so many things I'd never had the opportunity to do, and so many things I never would get the chance to do.

      “Then we heard all the commotion and the yelling. The priest called for a guard, but they all were too busy handling the prisoners who were escaping their cells. The priest and I slipped out into the world. I don't know if he saw it as a sign from God or something, but he told me he wasn't going to leave me there to die, and that we had to find out what had happened. We were almost out of the gates when one of the guards saw us and took a shot, but just as he fired he was shot himself, which threw him off balance, and his shot went wide. It cracked the preacher in the skull and he fell down, just like that.

      “I knelt beside him, and I cried. I hadn't cried since I was a child, but this man had shown me kindness when I deserved none, and he had shown me pity when all I deserved was condemnation. I picked up his body and carried him someplace safe. I looked down at my uniform, and although I didn't know the extent of what had happened, I knew I couldn't stay in it because I'd be a walking target. So, I took his clothes and I took his Bible, and I buried him there. Then I walked to the highway and that’s when I met up with you and everyone else. That's when the lie began. The only thing I was honest about was my name. But please, keep this to yourself. I don't want anyone else to know.”

      Speaking this truth lifted a weight off Hank's shoulders, but Freddie wasn't sure how to feel about it. It was clear now why Hank had been so troubled recently, but Freddie couldn't quite reconcile the truth he knew with the truth he was hearing. All this time, all the nights they had been together, and Hank had carried this secret with him, and nobody ever had suspected.

      “But why? I don't understand? And how did nobody at the prison recognize you when we went there?”

      “Because I was in solitary. I didn't ever meet any of the other inmates, and all the guards had been killed. I know what this sounds like, and I already can see it in your eyes. I don't want all my friends to think less of me.”

      “I just don't know what to do...This isn't something I just can ignore. You've been lying to us this entire time. After everything we've been through together you've kept this secret from us...” and then a moment of realization dawned upon Freddie's face. “The secret. That's why the visit from the sailors shook you up so much. Because they were keeping a secret, too. Hank, you should have just told us. The longer you leave these things bottled up, the more difficult it is, not just for you to talk about it, but for everyone else to accept that you've been living a lie all this time.”

      “But I haven't lied, not really. I saw the end of the world as a chance to be a better man, and to make up for all the mistakes I had made in the past. I've been reading the Bible every night, and I've believed every word I've said when I've been standing up there,” he said, pointing to the stage.

      “I will tell them, in my own time, but please, all I'm asking is that you don't go blurting out the truth to them at the first opportunity. I'm not proud of what I was and, all things being equal, I'd have preferred never to speak of it again, but I think I have the right to decide when and how I tell everyone, and that's all I'm asking.”

      Freddie looked at him skeptically. As a counselor, he was experienced in dealing with complex minds, but it was hard to look at this situation clinically because Hank was one of Freddie's most trusted friends. Eventually Freddie agreed, on the condition that Hank would reveal the truth, and soon. Hank thanked him, but there still was tension between the two men, and there would be for a while because this wasn't a revelation that could be dealt with in a simple manner. It would take time and a lot of compromise on both sides. When Freddie looked at Hank now he didn't see the man he saw before, and he wasn't sure he ever would.

      “Was there anything else you wanted to talk about?” Hank asked.

      “Actually, yes, there was,” Freddie said, and tried shifting his mind to other matters so he could concentrate on all the other things going on in New Haven.

      He told Hank about the vote and the new mayor, and that Mack was no longer going to be in charge. Hank looked downcast, declaring it was a sad day for them all, and that he regretted being so lost in his own thoughts that he hadn't been paying enough attention to what was going on around him.

      “So many people would have been looking for guidance...” he said mournfully, but Freddie kept on speaking, not wanting to let him lose himself in his thoughts again. He'd spent enough time away from New Haven.

      “We don't know what's going to happen now, but I wanted to tell you just so you knew. But since you're here,” Freddie said, turning to Gus, “perhaps you can tell us a little bit about our new mayor?”

      Gus poked a finger into his ear and wiggled it around, inspecting the residue when he pulled out. “Well, in all honesty, I can't say too many kind things about him. He's not exactly what you'd call trustworthy. I think he's just been able to take advantage of the situation, and he's riding a wave of goodwill. I never had much time for him myself. Typical sniveling politician. When we were down below, he mostly spent time with his two cronies, planning and plotting, while the rest of us got on with our lives. He might have led us down there, but we were the ones who made it a place to live.”

      Freddie listened carefully, and was not filled with hope at the man’s words. He looked to Hank, and the two men realized New Haven was going to have a challenge. Over the following few days they observed quietly, and did the duties they were asked to do without causing any difficulties. Although they also kept their distance from their friends, as it seemed their friends were doing, too. Mack had been spending a lot of time with Anna, and Grace had been withdrawn as well. Freddie didn't like the idea of lying to his friends, so he took the opportunity to keep to himself, and Hank had already been withdrawn, and he had much to think about before he could talk to the others. While they were dealing with their own personal problems New Haven was on the verge of catastrophe.
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      “There's a problem, you must come quickly!” Daisy shouted through the door of the sheriff's office.

      Maggie and Luis had been discussing plans for certain eventualities when the interruption came. The sheriff and her deputy grabbed their gun belts and strapped them around their waists, wondering what could have caused such urgency in Daisy's voice. They ran out and followed the young woman around the block, and from a distance they could hear the grunts and cracks of a fight. The commotion had caused a bit of a stir, but thankfully, Daisy was one of the first ones to respond, and she had sprinted to the sheriff's office before it could get too out of hand. Two men standing next to each other, one looking the worse for wear. Maggie knew one of them was a sewer-dweller and the other was a member of New Haven, and she groaned inwardly because this only played into the infighting that had been reported and proved that all their fears were grounded in reality.

      The sewer-dweller had had the upper hand, and the person from New Haven had a bloodied nose and a black eye, and he was so groggy he barely could keep his balance. The sewer-dweller showed no mercy, though, and continued beating him, even after Maggie told him to stop. Luis leaped in and, using a move Maggie had taught him, tried subduing the sewer-dweller, who was a brute of a man and fought back, throwing Luis to the ground.

      Annoyed, Luis pushed himself back up and kicked out at the man's knee, making it buckle. Then Luis grabbed the man’s wrist and pulled it behind his back, curling his arm in an unnatural position. He knew no matter how strong you were, that was going to hurt. Luis pulled it back a little farther than was necessary, but felt it was needed to make sure this man got the message. While he did this, Maggie went over to the victim and examined the wounds, leading him over to a place where he could sit down. After determining there wasn't anything serious, Maggie told a couple of other people to watch over him, and then went to Daisy to ask what had happened.

      “I heard the two of them talking, but it didn't seem to be about anything controversial. I looked away for a moment, and the next thing I heard was this big crack. I turned back around and saw this guy punching the other one, who had blood streaming out of his nose. I ran to get you immediately.”

      “Did anyone else know what they were fighting about?” Maggie asked, but none of the onlookers had anything to say. They just shook their heads. The other man still was too groggy to talk properly.

      “Well then, I suppose I'm left with you,” Maggie said, turning to the arrested man who was on his knees. “Care to explain why you attacked this man?”

      “I didn't like the way he looked at me,” the sewer-dweller sneered, and then spat on the ground.

      Maggie rolled her eyes and shook her head. This was the last thing she needed. Although there had been tension between those who were native to New Haven and the new people who had arrived from the sewers, there had yet to be an actual fight. However, Maggie was aware that once one happened, a domino effect could well ripple throughout the settlement, and she wouldn’t be able to contain it all. She'd seen it when the sailors had been here, and now she was seeing it again. She wasn't one to condemn anyone quickly, and as the sheriff she had to be impartial, but it was pretty clear to her the sewer-dweller had been responsible, he hadn’t been provoked. Those in New Haven were peaceful and weren't the kind to start fights that were unwarranted. She looked at Luis.

      “Let's get him back to the holding cell,” she said. They dragged him back and locked him into the cell, and then Maggie told Luis to go around and speak to the witnesses again to see if any of them recalled what the fight was about.

      Luis left, and Maggie was left alone, feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders. She didn't want to go to the mayor with this as she had a feeling he wouldn't look at things too kindly. She knew if she couldn't maintain law and order in New Haven, she quickly would find herself looking for a new role to fill, and the mayor would replace her with someone he wanted. She didn't like how he had placed people he trusted in positions of power, and left those who were familiar with New Haven without any power at all. She was hoping Mack would be able to find a way back through all of this, but she also was worried it would lead to a civil war. She'd seen too many people get hurt over the years, and just when they thought everything was starting to settle down, this had happened. She wondered if the end of the world ever would bring peace, or if this cycle of violence always would continue.

      She hoped not, and not just for her sake, but for that of her son's as well. For the first time in a long time Tristan seemed to be happy, but she knew how fragile he was, and didn't want anything to cause another crisis for him. However, he did have Sharon now, and although at first Maggie had had her misgivings about the young girl, she had to admit the two of them made a fine pair. They were helping each other get through things, and it was nice to see her son happy again.

      It wasn't too long before Luis returned, and with him came an explanation. “I managed to piece together something from what other people have heard. I spoke to the victim as well, and what he said corroborates the witness reports.” Maggie had to smile, for Luis was sounding like a real cop. When he first had volunteered to be her deputy, she didn't think the day would come when he would fit the role so well.

      “Go on,” Maggie said.

      “Apparently, the two of them were working on something together and the attacker, Jason, accused the victim, George, of taking one of his tools. George tried explaining that everything in New Haven was shared by everyone, and that that's how they were used to doing it, but Jason didn't seem to like that explanation and told George that nobody ever stole from him, and without any warning that's when he hit him.”

      “Fantastic,” Maggie replied dryly.

      At this point, Gary arrived, looking exhausted. Sweat dripped from his face, and he leaned against the doorway as he caught his breath.

      “Are you alright?” Luis asked. Gary nodded. The sheriff and deputy waited patiently for Gary to catch his breath, but when he did speak they were sure they had heard him wrong, and had to get him to repeat what he had said.

      “You have to let Jason go,” Gary said.

      “Why's that when I have witnesses to the crime? We know what happened. That man brutally attacked another for no good reason!” Luis yelled.

      “I know,” Gary said, still gasping for air, meaning that he took longer than usual to complete a full sentence. “It's on order of the mayor. He doesn't want Jason kept here. He said if you want a letter, he'll have one for you.”

      Maggie shook her head and Luis threw up his hands up in disgust.

      “How can you go on being like this, their little errand boy?” Maggie said spitefully.

      It was perhaps more harsh than she intended, and certainly more harsh than Gary deserved, but if there was one thing Maggie hated, it was guilty people being allowed to get away with crimes, and she wasn't in the mood to keep a lid on her emotions. When Gary left he was on the verge of tears, and Maggie felt bad. However, she didn't have the time to go after him because she had a prisoner to release. Jason had a smug look on his face as Maggie told him the mayor had ordered his release, but also warned him that he better not try anything such as that again. The threat didn’t affect Jason at all, though, who saw himself as untouchable, and whistled as he walked out of the door.

      Maggie and Luis scowled at each other, and both moaned about the mayor, but at the moment the two of them were powerless to do anything about it. Although they did spend the rest of the day coming up with ideas about how to take down the mayor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Tristan and Sharon were sitting outside, cuddling together, while talking about nothing and everything as they enjoyed the occasional kiss. To them, the world outside their little bubble meant nothing, and all that mattered to them was the way they felt about each other. They shared a soft kiss, and then laughed because the cold air meant their noses were turning red. But then a shadow loomed over them, and a burly man who spoke with a low voice rebuked them for sitting down when there was so much to be done.

      “Shouldn't you be in school?” he asked gruffly.

      “No, we're too old for that now,” Tristan replied, putting a protective arm around Sharon's waist.

      “Then what about work? You shouldn't just be sitting around here when there's so much else to do. We've got a city to rebuild! Get up and go and help someone,” he said, and from the tone of his voice and the ugly scowl on his face Tristan and Sharon knew they had no choice but to follow his orders.

      They sauntered away, giggling at each other as they noted the smell of the sewer-dwellers. Then they walked through the barriers to one of the buildings near New Haven, where Saul was directing things along with some of the other children who were helping out. Some children did not have the aptitude for school, so instead of having a full curriculum, they were allowed to apprentice under Saul and others to learn valuable skills, although the mayor had made noises about scrapping this and placing everyone under a standardized education system.

      “We were told we had to come help,” Tristan called out to Saul.

      “I bet you were,” Saul said. “Grab a shovel.” Tristan looked around and saw that people were clearing the way of waste and debris.

      “This is going to be fun,” Tristan said. Sharon laughed.

      “Oh yeah, I can't think of any other way I'd rather be spending my days,” she said.

      Because the two of them had been so caught up in their own affection they hadn't quite understood the consequences of the mayor being in charge. However, they soon were about to see them as they heard a shriek and turned to see one of the kids under a rock, his leg having been crushed. His face was deathly white, and he screamed at the top of his lungs. The shrill tone turned Tristan's blood cold. For a moment, everything seemed to stand still for the young man, and everything was silent except for the boy’s screams, and then he heard yelling, too.

      Saul was standing by the boy, his bearded face contorted in agony as he strained to pull the slab of rock off the boy, and Tristan realized Saul was calling to him for help. Tristan ran to the two of them and began hefting the slab, straining his muscles, trying not to look down at the boy, for it made him feel nauseous. Other people came to help, and with them all summoning their strength they were able to lift the slab and toss it to the side.

      Many of them then instantly looked away upon seeing the boy’s withered, crushed leg.  Tristan gulped, but he didn't have time to be worried for Saul called for others to make sure everyone else was safe as he picked up the boy carefully in his huge arms, cradling him as he carried him to the medical center. Tristan and Sharon, not knowing what else to do, followed him in case Saul needed anything else. As they ran back into New Haven people stared at them in horror, wondering what had happened to the boy Saul was holding. When they got to the medical center Mindy and a few other people she had trained were there. Saul placed the boy down onto a table and Mindy got to work, as Saul told her what had happened.

      He turned to Sharon and Tristan, and Tristan was frightened for Saul was trembling with anger. “This should not have been allowed to happen. I told them there weren't enough safety precautions in place and that we should have taken more time looking at the area. But no, they wanted to get as much done as quickly as possible. Typical bureaucrats, never caring about the people actually doing the work,” he said, spitting as he fumed.

      “How could they do this? How could they let this happen?” Tristan asked.

      “I don't know, but it can't be allowed to continue,” Saul said, and Tristan was surprised that he didn't knock over a table or chairs, for he was seething with anger.

      Tristan looked over at the medical team. They were preparing a splint, but from the state of the leg that Tristan saw, he would be surprised if the boy ever walked again. All that was happening suddenly dawned on him, and he knew that New Haven was in dire straits.

      “Whatever you need, I'll help you,” Tristan told Saul. Sharon echoed his words. It proved little comfort to the big man, who felt a hole in his heart, for the kid who had been put through so much pain, and who was lying on that medical table, probably never was going to walk again.
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      Another week or so passed in New Haven and things were not getting any better for those who were not favored by the mayor. The people of New Haven felt as though their freedom was being taken away from them, and whenever they tried to protest they were silenced. The mayor had placed his own people in control of different departments throughout the settlement. It certainly wasn't the same New Haven that people were used to, or that they had wanted.

      Maggie and Luis, as the only two, aside from Mindy, who still were in charge of medicine, as nobody else had the required skills, were chosen as spokespeople by those in New Haven who had problems with the mayor. Those people begged them to take action. Maggie and Luis listened to all their problems, but said that she was as powerless as they were. The mayor just was looking for an excuse to relieve her of her position, and treason would be as good as reason as any. It felt as though there was little hope. Mack was a secluded figure, staying in the shadows. Although this is what he had planned, it left those who had trusted him feeling as though he had abandoned them. The people who had stood together to protect New Haven were separated, and it made the future look bleaker than ever before.

      The only consolation was that they had food in their bellies and didn't have to worry about starving. Yet, no matter how flavorful the meals were, every bite brought with it a bitter taste, since they knew the price they had paid for this food was too high. In some ways, many of them would have preferred to starve rather than having welcomed the tyrannical mayor through the gates of New Haven, surrendering control of the settlement to him. He was warping and twisting their dreams into a nightmare, and none of them saw any way out. They were stuck there, too, because there was no way any of them were going to venture out into the city and beyond. Especially not in the winter, as they would most likely would have frozen to death, and there was no sense in simply becoming a corpse. Many people felt helpless, and weren't sure how they were going to fight back against the mayor and the other sewer-dwellers who had taken over so much of New Haven, and turned their bright hope into a dark portent.

      But there were still those in New Haven who were going to fight back. Mack and the others, who were trusted by those in New Haven, were meeting in seclusion so as not raise suspicion. Although the mayor was so arrogant he probably didn't even consider the possibility that people wanted to fight back. This time all of them were in attendance, even Freddie and Hank, whose presence was welcomed by Mack, although others questioned where they had been. Freddie mumbled a reply, while Hank offered an apology and said they were trying to gather information. Neither explanation proved satisfactory, and Mack still was curious about what was going on with Hank, but that would have to wait for later. At the forefront of his mind was taking back New Haven and getting things back on track.

      “What happened with Adam was the last straw,” Saul said. “The mayor doesn't care about us at all. He hasn't even been to visit the kid!”

      “How is he doing?” Grace asked.

      “He's not going to be able to walk properly again. He's gonna have to use a cane, at that age. Christ, he's just a kid, and he was made to work out there without proper precautions. I told them all we had to be careful, but they just said we had to carry on and get it all done quickly. The mayor doesn't want to wait. He has this vision, and he's not going to stop until everything is as he sees it,” Saul said, each word being shot forth with venomous ire.

      “And I don't like what he sees. I don't appreciate prisoners being released, with no explanation, right under my nose. What's the point of me being sheriff if he just can countermand my every order? He doesn't want me as sheriff, and he's trying to make my life hard so that I'll give up,” Maggie said.

      “But we're not going to give up,” Luis said, and Maggie nodded.

      “I've been speaking to a lot of people, and they're unhappy,” Grace said.

      “They feel as though their home has been taken away from them. Everything we've worked for has been taken away, just like that,” she said, snapping her fingers.

      “I'm sorry for the mistake I made. I never thought this would happen,” Mack said.

      “I thought I was doing it to ensure New Haven's future, but I see that I've only given it away to someone who doesn't care. I'm not going to let New Haven die without a fight, and I'll do whatever it takes to get it back to the way we want it to be,” he said, and the others felt galvanized.

      Few people could resist being inspired when Mack expressed his surge of energy, and the people in the room were uplifted. When Mack was in the mood to fight, anything was possible, and the others had seen him pull off enough astounding feats during the time they had known him to believe in whatever he told them. They all would follow him to the ends of the Earth.

      That kind of loyalty was the kind the mayor could not buy, no matter what.

      The group spent a little while talking over tactics.

      “Right now, they have control over all the major parts of the settlement,” Maggie said, “so I don't think we'll be able to get to the guns without them knowing, unless we get lucky and some of our people are the only ones on guard duty.”

      “I'd prefer not to have a direct assault. We've already lost so many lives, and I don't want to see New Haven littered with corpses. I remember what you told me about the people living in the sewers. I don't think all of them are to blame for this. Some of them are nasty pieces of work, that's clear from what Maggie has said, and from other things I've heard, but we can't condemn them all. There are still good people among them, and we should offer them a way out, too. So, I don't just want to get guns and go blazing in, mowing them down without care.” Mack said.

      “What do you suggest?” Saul said.

      “We might be able to turn some of his people against him,” Freddie said. “I've heard some of them say he's untrustworthy. If we showed them there's an alternative, they might be willing to switch allegiances.”

      But Maggie disagreed. “I'd love to think that's the case, but I think most of them are in awe of him. Let's face it, they don't know Mack, so why would they choose him over the devil they know? And if any of them do have a problem with the mayor, they're not making a show of it. There's probably only a handful of them that feel that way.”

      “So, what do we do then? We can't go on the front and fight. I hate the thought of us being rebels in our own home, and I'd be afraid that whatever we do, we'd end up looking like the bad guys!” Grace said, starting to get exasperated, and others knew how she felt.

      In all the other times they had been backed into a corner there always had been a way out, some clever stratagem to exploit a weakness in the enemy. However, so far, one had not presented itself. Mack was listening carefully to what the others had to say, and before he offered his own idea he turned to Hank and asked the preacher if he had anything to add.

      “Sorry, Mack, but I don't really have anything to say other than what's already been said. It seems as though it would take too long to discredit the mayor. It seems as though what some people here want is a clinical assassination to take him out of the picture, but that only would lead to more trouble. I don't know what else to say.”

      Something about the way he spoke told Mack that Hank wasn't in his right mind. They were long overdue for a conversation, but it simply would have to wait until this matter was settled. Mack let them talk among themselves for a while as they tossed around different ideas. Emotions were running high, and as soon as voices began rising, Mack knew it was time for him to intervene. He clapped his hands to get their attention and addressed them all.

      “When I said I'd do anything to get New Haven back, I meant it. I don't want to fight, but if the mayor doesn't relinquish control and admit that what he's doing is wrong, then I will take up arms. Sometimes you must fight for the things you love, even if you don't want to do it. I just hope the other people will be able to see this isn't what they want, and will withdraw their support of the mayor. Grace, I know you've told me the people who were living in the sewers seemed genuine, but from what I've seen, a lot of them have latched onto life in New Haven, and they're not going to want to let it go. We must make it clear to them that we're not going to force them to go back down to the sewers, and that there is still a place for them here if they agree to live by the standards we set.”

      It was at this point there was a knock on the door. Each of them turned to the other, alarmed, afraid that their clandestine discussions had been discovered, and they would be dragged out and made an example of by the mayor. They knew he would not be the merciful kind, and none of them liked the thought of what he would do them if he discovered what they were planning. Mack sensed the shifting mood of the room and urged them to remain calm.

      He opened the door and there stood Gary. Everyone inside groaned and asked him why he was there. They all still were had the impression Gary had betrayed them to work with the mayor and his parents, but Gary's face was ashen and Mack instantly knew something bad had happened. He welcomed Gary in and offered him a seat. Then he explained to the others that Gary had been working for him as a spy, observing everything the mayor was doing and planning. The others had an embarrassed look on their faces as they realized how badly they had treated Gary. Some of them offered mumbled apologies, especially Maggie, who remembered how Gary had been on the verge of tears after he had delivered a message to her.

      “That's why I'm here,” Gary said. He spoke slowly and deliberately, leaning forward, his hands clasped together in between his legs.

      “I heard what they're planning next, and I had to come to you as soon as possible. Things are even worse than I imagined, worse than any of us thought they could be. I thought if I was there I could show them there was a different path, convince them there was another way to go about things. I tried telling them of all the things that you did here, and how happy people were, but they just didn't care. Instead of giving people a choice they want to force their way of life onto other people. They want to dictate how we feel and act, and they can't see beyond the past. They're so convinced that what they need to do is rebuild what was destroyed. They don't understand how the world has changed, and I don't know how I can show it to them. It's like they're seeing something completely different from what I'm seeing, and I don't know how to stop it.”

      “What have they done, Gary? What made you come here tonight?” Mack asked.

      “I found out the real reason the mayor has been so insistent on people clearing out the houses outside of New Haven. He wants to move people out of the main camp to live there so he can have his own private society here. He wants to take all the hard work we've done and keep it as his own, forcing everyone else out beyond the barriers.”

      Everyone gasped, and realized now why Gary's face was so pale. None of them knew what to say, as all of them tried processing the information. The thought of them being turned away from the place they had come to think of as home was the worst thing imaginable. Mack seethed with anger more than any of them as he saw it as his own fault, his own responsibility. He knew his gut hadn't failed him, he only wished he had listened to it sooner. If he had, then they may well have been starving, but at least they wouldn't have been forced out of their homes. And to do it now, of all times, was inhumane. Not in the least because it meant that those on the outside would be at the mercy of those in New Haven for food and other supplies, and that wasn't the kind of inclusive, community spirit Mack had tried to foster. He felt as though he had betrayed the promise he had made to the people who lived in New Haven, but he was not going to do that any longer. He clenched his fists and rose from his chair, standing above everyone.

      “This is not acceptable at all,” he said, and everyone could see how he broiled with anger. He was incensed, and his passions rose within him, and while most of them knew him to be a calm man in control of his emotions, they now were seeing the full force of him being unleashed.

      “I don't care what I said before. It's time to fight,” he said, his voice dripping with bitterness. He was a general leading an army, and his loyal soldiers just were waiting for the word.
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      Once that was decided everyone went back to their own homes to think on things, and Mack and Grace were left alone. Now that action had been decided upon, it was time for the two of them to come back together and talk about things properly. They had resolved their issues, but things weren't the same as they used to be, yet both of them wanted to work through whatever tension remained.

      “Crazy days, huh?” Grace said. “You know, after all we've been through to get here I thought that finally we'd be able to settle down and build a new world. I didn't think this would happen when I went down into the sewers, and I'm sorry for bringing the mayor back to you.”

      “You don't have to keep apologizing for that. I thought I'd made a mistake and that New Haven was better off with another leader, but I think I need New Haven as much as it needs me.”

      “It's funny, I didn't think that after all this time we'd be fighting for freedom again. I remember how scared I was in that camp. I didn't know if we'd make it through it all.”

      “Every day was like that. From that crazy family, to walking through the forest, then we found Saul, and we didn't know if we could trust him. Then the asylum as well, everywhere we went was dangerous, but we made it through it all, and we'll make it through this as well,” Mack said.

      “I know we will, and I'm not even scared anymore. I think that's the thing that surprises me the most, how much I've changed. Do you remember those first moments, just after we crashed?”

      “I do. I know you were thinking about running away.”

      “But something told me I had to stick with you. I was just a kid then, thought I knew so much about the world, but I knew nothing.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I know how to survive, how to love, how to live. And it's all because of you. I'm not sure I've ever thanked you properly, Mack, but you've been like a father to me. I never felt like I belonged anywhere before, not anywhere other than chat rooms anyway, but you've treated me like family and I just...I can't imagine my life without you in it.”

      Mack smiled and wiped a tear from his eye as he moved toward Grace and enveloped her in a tight embrace. “And you've taught me a lot as well, and yeah...I think of you as a daughter as well. I'm so glad we've made it through this together, and I'm proud of the person you've become. I know we haven't always seen eye to eye, but I hope you know you always can talk to me about anything, and we'll always be able to work through our problems.”

      “Even this?” she asked, raising her eyebrows, trying to make a joke of it, but failing.

      “Even this,” he said.

      “Now, you know, back when the world first ended, I didn't think I'd meet all these new people. I planned to go home and be with my wife, and start a family together. Instead, I've made some of the best friends I've ever had, and I'm not sure I'd want to change a thing. After all, in a world where a prisoner I was escorting can become my most trusted adviser, anything can happen, really. How are things going with you and Luis, by the way? Have you patched up things now?”

      “Yeah, we're all better. I think both of us just needed to look at what we actually wanted rather what we think we're supposed to want. I tried to think of being without him, and I didn't like the idea of that. We're good,” she said. “And you?”

      “They're great. Anna said she wants to try for a child, so we're going to start that, once we make it through all of this.”

      “You really think we will?”

      “We've been through too much to lose it now. New Haven is not going to fall, and the world the mayor wants is not going to happen. Too many people have died for the sake of New Haven for us just to give it up so easily.”

      They continued talking for a little while more, sharing memories and thoughts. Grace congratulated Mack for wanting to start a family with the woman he loved. It was nice for the two of them to share these moments, which reminded them of when they had been trekking through the forest and had had their late-night chats. But lurking underneath these nice feelings was an unsettling feeling that it all could be for nothing.

      Despite Mack's assertions to the contrary, there was a very real chance New Haven could be lost, transformed underneath the heel of the mayor and those who blindly followed him. They were called outside, summoned by an announcement that everyone had to come to City Hall because the mayor was going to make a statement that was going to affect everyone. Mack didn't recognize the person who told him, and when Mack asked what the statement concerned he was met with a gruff response.

      “You'll find out soon enough, just make sure you're there, because if you're not, the mayor can't be responsible for what happens.” The man moved off to go to the next apartment.

      Mack shared a look of concern with Grace, and the two of them made their way to City Hall, along with everyone else in the settlement. Usually Mack was standing before crowds like these, but in that moment, he was standing alongside everyone in New Haven, as much of a concerned citizen as the rest of them. Everyone was abuzz with speculation, and when they saw that Mack was beside them they all questioned him, but he had as much of an idea about what was going on as the rest of them. That is to say, none.

      They waited for a long time. Everyone was about to burst with excitement. Mack didn't have hope that it was a good announcement, though. He fully expected it to be along the lines of what Gary had told them about, that people would start being moved from New Haven to outside the safety of the barrier. As more people came to him, the group of friends gathered together, and in hushed whispers, they asked if they should act now, but Mack shook his head.

      “Let's hear the mayor out. If he does anything drastic, we'll do something about it, but for now we need information. Let's hear what he has to say.”

      So, the rest of them remained quiet, waiting for the mayor to emerge. Eventually, he came out, striding out of City Hall, strutting like a peacock. He waved to the crowd and bowed, as though he was a rock star. Mack burned with hatred for him. It was clear the mayor was only in it to be popular, to be adored by a crowd. Yet, he had misjudged his audience completely. He evidently thought that Mack held no more sway now that he was no longer in control, but the restlessness in the New Haven crowd was such that if Mack said the word they all would flock to his side.

      Nobody knew it was going to be this bad, and once the mayor said he was going to begin moving people out of New Haven, he was going to have a riot on his hands. Mack prepared himself for a riot because people would not be happy. He made note of the armed guards standing by the entrance to City Hall, ready to defend their mayor. They were without remorse, and Mack had a terrible vision of innocent, unarmed people being cut down by bullets as they sought to challenge the mayor.

      The mayor raised his hands in the air to calm the crowd. It was dark, but fires had been lit to illuminate the mayor, and the moon was bright, brighter than it ever had been in the city, as light pollution was non-existent now. Those who had lived in the sewers still looked up at it in awe because they never thought they would see a starry sky again. For most of them it was the most beautiful thing they ever had seen, and those same people listened intently to the man who first had led them from danger into the sewers, and then led them to this new world filled with hope and promise.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, good evening,” the mayor said, his smooth voice carrying over the quiet of the night once the crowd had settled into silence.

      “I apologize for dragging you all out here like this, but I have an announcement to make and it concerns you all. But first I'd like to give a huge thank to everyone who has helped make this place into what it is. New Haven is a true wonder of the new world, and it will go down in history as the first outpost of a new and better civilization.” This was met with cheers and applause.

      “Here we go,” Grace said, afraid, like Mack, of the reaction of the crowd.

      “But there are other people who have gone before us and built great civilizations of the past, and it is to those people we must look,” the mayor said, pacing back and forth before the crowd, “when we think about making our new laws and how we will govern our state, for this is now a new state. I am aware that an interesting policy regarding the punishment of criminals was put into place here, which involved everyone reminding the accused of all the good they have done. While that has its merits, I don't think it's very sustainable. People deserve to know that if they commit a crime, they will be punished. That system has worked for centuries, and I am not about to change it now. That leads me to the announcement I must make. I am sure that some of you will not be in favor of this course of action, but believe me, I have spoken about it at great length with my advisers, and we have concluded it is the best thing for everyone involved. We are going to bring back the death penalty.”

      The crowd was silent. People couldn't believe what they were hearing.

      “I know it's something that each of you are going to have to think about and come to terms with, but it is going to be for the best. There are going to be certain crimes that shall elicit this response, and we think it is appropriate for this kind of world. Without the facilities to hold mass numbers of criminals we cannot simply let people who have committed crimes run free. They need to be punished, and hopefully this will prove a deterrent to those who are tempted to violate the laws that we set out. Our forefathers went through the same difficulties, and I'm sure that in time we will get things back to the way they were, but for now this is how it's going to be. And I'm going to go through the list of punishments right now,” he said, and began listing the crimes.

      Mack turned to Maggie. “Did you know about this?” he asked in a harsh whisper.

      Maggie scowled and shook her head, as angry as anyone that this was decided without her, since as sheriff she should have had a say in what punishments were doled out. Freddie looked solemn as well. Reminding people of the good they had done to rehabilitate them, instead of punishing them, had been his idea, and although it only had been used on a few occasions it had worked. It felt like a step back for them to return to such a barbaric thing as the death penalty. A sinking feeling filled all their guts, but Mack felt entirely powerless. All he wanted to do was walk through the crowd and demand that the mayor relinquish his power, but he knew that a man like that never would let go of power once he had his claws sunk into it.

      Hushed and scared whispers rippled through the crowd, so the mayor had to hold his hands up again and wait for them to grow quiet. “...And we are going to punish our first criminal tonight.” Mack braced himself, for he was sure his name was going to be called. It was a smart move, although the mayor would risk making a martyr out of him. Yet, it wasn't his name that was called.

      “It has come to my attention that a member of New Haven was a prisoner on death row and did not complete his sentence...until now. This has been a long time coming, and finally we will see justice served. This new world doesn’t mean that crimes of the old world will go unpunished. I will see to it that that is not the case. Guards, seize Hank the preacher,” he said.

      The guards moved through the crowd toward Hank. Mack's eyes shot over to the preacher, who seemed anything but scared. Mack willed him not to run, because there was nowhere to go, and he was sure the guards were trigger-happy.

      When Hank heard his name called he looked at Gus, who was standing beside him, and glared at him. Gus merely shrugged.

      “It's nothing personal, I just wanted one of the better apartments,” he said.

      Hank could have throttled him, but in his own mind he knew he had been running from the Grim Reaper all this time, and eventually he would be caught. He glanced over at his friends, and felt sorrow that they had to find out the truth this way, but he hoped they would understand. Then he looked at the mayor, and knew that whatever happened the mayor would not win. He had a smug gleam in his eyes and took too much pleasure from the public spectacle. Then Hank’s gaze turned to the guards, who were almost at him, pushing aside the people standing before him as though they were nothing, ignoring their squeals and pleas for mercy. And then they were upon him, their hands on his wrists, dragging him through the crowd toward City Hall. Hank hung his head, fearing the shame that people would pour on him when they realized the truth. Although really, in all those who knew him, there was only love and pity, and a fierce need to protect him from this grisly fate.
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      The guards had their hands on Hank and led him up to the front of the crowd. He made no move to resist, and the people around him were too shocked to do anything about it. They all looked aghast at what was unfolding. First, they were surprised at the revelation that Hank actually had been an inmate on death row, and now he was about to be executed. All they knew of him was that he was a good man, a kind man, a God-fearing man, who always reminded them of the most righteous thing to do. But now that wasn't clear. Should they rise up and fight against this mayor who had come into New Haven with the promise that he would make things better, only to see him tear everything they had worked for into shreds? Should they meekly stand by, and watch Hank be executed on the word of this man? None of them knew the answers...and yet, if it had been a lie, surely Hank would be fighting against the accusations?

      His shoulders were hunched and his head hung down as he was led through the crowd. Some of them called out to him, and in the midst of it all he heard Mindy's voice, which stabbed at Hank's heart. He had tried to be a good man, tried to make the best of the chance he was given, but sometimes there was just no way to run away from an inexorable fate. These people had been kind to him. They had given him a home and shown him love. They had offered him a chance to have a real life when he was supposed to have left this plane of existence a long time ago.

      Just like when he had been locked in a box by Peter, the mad young king, Hank saw his punishment as fitting. All these months, ever since the world had ended, people had been bemoaning their fate, but it had saved his life. If the world hadn't ended, he would have died and nobody would have been the wiser. Nobody would have missed him. Now the universe was trying to balance the scales and right these wrongs. Perhaps it was an even worse punishment to be given this opportunity to taste the sweetness of life, as it made death all the more bitter.

      Mack saw all this and tried to push aside the revelation that Hank wasn't who he seemed to be. He still was Mack's friend, and whoever he was didn't change what he had done, how he had stood beside Mack and fought for New Haven. Now Mack wasn't about to let him be executed without a fair trial. The mayor's words burned in his mind, and all Mack wanted to do was throw him down from the stage and throttle him into submission. He pushed his way forward through the crowd, who let him pass because they knew if anyone could save Hank from this fate and make a difference, it was going to be their former leader.

      “This is barbaric! You can't let this happen! Hank is a good man, and I vouch for him myself. What happened to people being given a fair trial? You can't just tell us this and assume that we're going to accept it! I demand for this to be discussed. This isn't democracy. This isn't fair,” he yelled, trying to push past the armed guards who had formed a wall in front of the mayor and Hank.

      Mack was a strong man, but the men the mayor had chosen to be his personal guards were brutes and managed to hold him back, seeming to take a grim delight in how Mack struggled against them. Mack's eyes met the mayor's, and although New Haven hung in the balance, this was a personal battle between the two of them.

      “Let him through,” the mayor said. The guards reluctantly stepped aside, allowing Mack to walk up to the stage and stand beside Hank. He put his arm around the preacher and leaned in.

      “Don't worry. No matter what happens I will not let anything happen to you,” he said. But surprisingly he saw acceptance in the preacher's eyes, which were glistening with tears.

      “Don't do this for me, Mack. I'm an old man, and I deserve what's coming to me. Everything he said is true, and I've just been waiting for this day to come. I was given a chance to have another life, and I took the clothes and the Bible of a preacher who was talking to me the day of my execution. It was the day when this all happened. He was killed when we tried to get out of the prison, and then I was a new man. But I knew that eventually it would catch up with me.

      “Thank you for everything you've done, Mack. You're a remarkable man, and I know that you will lead these people to freedom. You are like a great prophet, and I know you prefer to think your fate is in your own hands, but you have been blessed by God. I have no doubt of that whatsoever, and I am grateful that I have been able to help you in this task, but this is where my journey ends.”

      “No,” Mack said, raising his voice high so that all the crowd could hear, “that's not how this works. It doesn't matter what you've done, only what you choose to do in the here and now. I will not let you choose this. I won't let this man dictate your death to you when you do not deserve it. You may have been judged as a criminal, but I am judging you now as a man. I have walked by your side through the forest. I have seen your kind heart talk to those in need of salvation. I have seen you fight and be an integral part of this settlement. I have served with you on the council, and together we made the decisions that have shaped the future of New Haven, and we have cared for all these people. I have heard your sermons and I have been moved, and I am not the only one.” At this he spread his arm out, and a huge cheer rang out from the crowd, which overwhelmed Hank.

      “You are woven into the tapestry of this place, Hank, and I will not let you be led to your death because of some crime that long ago passed. You are not that man anymore. You may not have been ordained officially, but I know that in your heart you are a man of God, and the good you have done in this new world is worthy of being praised and preserved. Do not go thinking that none of us truly know you, because that is not true. We may not know your past, but that is true of most of us. We all have been given a second chance here, and we all have tried to make the most of it. I have great respect for you, Hank, and you have become one of my best friends. New Haven needs you, and this world would be a worse place without you in it.”

      His impassioned speech inspired the crowd, and they started shouting out their own memories about Hank, and he was reminded of all the good he had done for them, and all that he meant to them. He had to lean on Mack for support because the whole event was simply too overwhelming. As he scanned the crowd, his gaze rested on Mindy, the woman who had given him so much, and asked for so little in return. Even now, when she could have been mad at him for deceiving her, angry at having been so withdrawn recently, she was smiling at him with support, and with love shining in her eyes, and Hank knew Mack was right.

      But the mayor was not about to see his ceremony be so rudely interrupted.

      “Quiet now, quiet all of you,” he shouted, bellowing until his voice could be heard over the raucous crowd.

      He still had his armed guards, which made rioting against him a risky proposition, and not one that anyone wanted to take just yet. The mayor looked irked, annoyed that Mack and Hank had inspired such a rousing reaction from the crowd, while he was met with stony silence.

      “While that was a nice thing to hear, that is not the way we are running things. I already have made my decree. You can talk about all the good things this man has done all you like. It doesn't change the fact that the justice system found him guilty and he has yet to complete his sentence. That was a mistake of the old world, but it will not be a mistake of the new. I will not let crimes go unpunished. He is a bad man and he shall suffer the fate that has awaited him.”

      With a gesture of his hand he waved toward Gary's father, who drew a gun and pointed it at Hank. By now the guards had sandwiched Mack again and he knew there wasn't any way for him to escape their grip and get to Hank in time. Hank was led a few steps away from him and made to kneel on the ground, bowing before the mayor, who looked at him with a terrible cruelty in his eyes. Mack saw him for the first time, fueled by a demon. He had seen that look in the eyes of men before, and it always had been something he challenged. But this time there seemed to be no way to stop it. Hank had made peace with it. He turned to Mack and looked at him with acceptance, and said his silent goodbye. Mack's heart churned with agony as he wished there was some way he could change things. The mayor had taken away so many things already. It wasn't fair that he should take away this, too. New Haven was supposed to be about life and second chances, not death.

      The crowd waited, many of them looking away because they didn't want to see this grim pantomime. Others made themselves look, feeling as if it was the least they could do for Hank, to share their last moments with him.

      Gary's father raised the gun and pointed it at the back of Hank's head. He wasn't even allowed the dignity of final words.

      “Do it,” the mayor commanded, but at the last moment, Gary, who had been standing up there alongside his parents, threw himself forward, barreling into his father and knocking him off balance.

      The two men wrestled for what seemed like an eternity. Gary's hands clasped around the cold, hard metal and tried prying it away from his father. The mayor was stunned at this sudden act of betrayal, and didn't seem to know what to do. Gary's mother shrieked in the background, not believing that her son would have done this. Neither could his father.

      “You'd really fight me for the sake of a common criminal?” he gasped, his voice strained as he used all his strength to try overcoming the younger man.

      “He's not a criminal. He's my friend,” Gary replied through gritted teeth.

      “You've changed,” his father said, his words dripping with disappointment and disdain.

      “For the better,” Gary said, and felt his father's grip on the gun loosen.

      Gary felt a sense of triumph as he made a final grab for the gun, to wrest it away from his father completely, when it went off. The crowd went silent. The two men staggered back, and Gary looked down to see blood seeping out of his stomach, staining his clothes. His father still had the gun in his hand, but then it dropped to the ground with a dull thud. He stood there, paralyzed, as he watched his own son fall to the ground, blood pooling around him, shot by his own father. Gary's mom rushed forward as well, and the two parents fell to the side of their son, losing all concern for anything else. His mother ripped off her jacket and covered him with it, trying to stem the flow of blood, but it didn't help. The thick flow of crimson liquid was relentless.

      Mack pushed his way forward and cradled Gary in his arms. He examined the wound. He'd seen enough of them during his army career that he knew even if Mindy were to get to Gary he wouldn't make it. This was the kind of wound that would have been treatable in the old world, with the miracles of a hospital, but here there was nothing he could do. Gary clutched at Mack's chest, his breath choking, his eyes panicked, his face an unnatural shade of white.

      “I believe in you, Mack. I believe in New Haven,” he gasped, and those were his last words.

      His hand fell away from Mack and his head lolled back in Mack's hands. Mack's head dropped as he carefully let Gary's head rest against the ground. His parents started realizing what had happened and they shook their heads, then shook Gary's body, trying to get him to wake up, as though through sheer force of will they could bring him back from the dead, but there was no returning from the place he had gone. They clutched each other and wailed. The hand that had fired the gun still was trembling, and Mack had no sympathy for them.

      One dead body was too many, but Mack knew it wasn't going to be the last. Gary hadn't always been the easiest person to get along with, but he had proven himself as a loyal and able man who saw what Mack was trying to do and decided to help instead of getting in the way. Mack swallowed and blinked slowly, rising up. He saw the gun beside Gary's father. He quickly reached for it, but it was kicked away before he could lay a hand upon it. Then the guards had their hands on him again, and Mack was forced to look up at the cruel visage of the mayor as he was placed beside Hank, on his knees. The mayor strode forward, ignoring the slain young man and his parents. He stood above Mack and snarled.

      “Perhaps there is room for two executions,” he said. Mack looked over at Hank, and then turned his eyes toward Gary. He burned with a need to get justice. The only criminal here was the mayor, and Mack wasn't about to let him get away with any of this. And neither, it turned out, were the rest of the people of New Haven.
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      The mayor's threat provoked a reaction from the people of New Haven. Mack had given so much of himself for them, and now they had no hesitation in doing the same. The mayor was arrogant, and he couldn't understand the bond between Mack and the people he led. Mack wasn't simply an elected official who had risen through the ranks of the local government. He was just a man who had tried to do the right thing and protect as many people as possible, and because of that he had earned their respect. He had been given the leadership of New Haven freely after he had proven himself to them, and time and time again he had made sure he was deserving of their respect. Even when they had chosen the mayor over him in the election, it only had been because he had urged them to do so. Now that his life was in danger nobody who knew him would have let him die without doing something about it. The mayor was drunk with power, and a feeling that he was invincible. He thought he had the people of New Haven entranced, but he was mistaken.

      The people of New Haven were Mack's people, and they had his qualities. They were determined and fierce. They fought for justice and truth, and believed in each other. No one ever was left behind. They were a community. They were united.

      The crowd roared and tossed verbal abuse at the mayor, and then the people ran off in different directions. The mayor found this unexpected, and didn't quite know what to do; whether to send the guards after them, or keep them close to protect himself. The sight before him was like a sea parting, with the waters moving in different directions. And it wasn't enough to kill Mack. He couldn't simply grab the gun and kill Mack and Hank because he needed an audience. He wanted them all to see what he was capable of so that they would know never to challenge him again, but it seemed as though they had not understood that message, and the mayor simply couldn't understand why. The people he led would not fight for him in the same manner, and he looked at Mack, wondering what the secret was.

      The people of New Haven, inspired to action by the mayor’s cruelty, ran off to the armory to arm themselves and defend the man who had done so much for them. Maggie, Grace, Luis, Saul, Freddie, and Anna directed them and led small battalions, focusing the fight. They had done this so many times before, preparing for the defense of New Haven, that they were like a small well-trained army, ready to receive orders. Each person knew their strengths and what they were going to do. Some of them were there to defend the children, and ushered them away from battle, even though many of the younger members of New Haven wanted to help as well. Tristan knew his mom would want him to stay out of danger, but he slipped away and got a gun himself, determined to fight for his home. It's what his mom was doing, and it wasn't right for him to miss out on the fight.

      They marched through New Haven and fired carefully, shooting to wound rather than kill. Grace was the leader, and sent her forces running through the settlement so the people could protect their homes, urging them to remember that their mission was to get rid of the mayor, not anyone else. The sewer-dwellers were loyal to their mayor, and they saw this as an attack on them. They were scared. Perhaps if words had been exchanged the fighting could have been avoided, but there was little chance of that in such a heated encounter. Bullets flew and the entirety of New Haven was filled with echoing sounds of gunfire ripping the air apart, and the howling screams of people who had been wounded.

      The mayor directed most of his guards to defend New Haven and put down the rebellion. They ran off, armed with the most powerful guns in the armory, and started to fight back. The battle moved through New Haven, and it was so chaotic that nobody could tell who was winning or losing, everyone just was primed for battle. The frustrations and tension boiled over, and it was all released in this festering cauldron of war. New Haven had seen many conflicts, but this was perhaps the most brutal of all, as the people were fighting not merely for survival, but for freedom.

      In some areas of New Haven guns had been tossed aside and the people were brawling, throwing each other against the sides of buildings, staining the ground with blood. The moon shone up above, and all around them was utter peace, but New Haven was a brewing pot simmering with death and glory. It was a night that would be spoken about long after it had occurred, but nobody who lived through it would look back on it with fondness. They tapped into the most bestial parts of themselves to fight for Mack, for New Haven, and for the people around them. None of them knew how much time had passed, and soon enough, their fists became numb to the pain as they careened into another gut, another enemy. If any of them faltered, they were rallied by hearing a cry from a familiar voice in the distance, and that bond helped them maintain their focus.

      Meanwhile, the mayor ordered the remaining guards to stay by his side and drag Mack away.

      “What about him?” one of the guards asked, pointing to Hank.

      “I don't care, he doesn't matter now,” the mayor said, and Hank was free to go.

      The guards dragged Mack to his feet and started pulling him away. Hank's gaze met Mack’s, and the preacher gave him a look saying he was ready to fight, but Mack shook his head. If Hank did try anything, he most likely would be killed, and Mack didn't want to see that happen after he had spent so long pleading for the man's life. Mack tried to resist the grip of the guards, casting his gaze across the field, hearing the sounds of battle. He was no stranger to war, but there was a part of him that never thought he would see such a thing again.

      Yet, knowing that the people of New Haven had risen up to defend him made him feel inspired, and in that moment he knew that no matter what happened to him, New Haven would endure. People wouldn't settle for being told what to do. They had an indomitable spirit and that would carry on, whether he made it through or not. He looked at the mayor, and tried taking the measure of the guards by his side. If they hadn't had guns, he was sure he could take them in a fight, but one move and either they or the mayor would riddle his body with bullets. He would have to pick his moment carefully, and hope that the force of New Haven won the battle before the mayor could kill him, because he knew the mayor wanted nothing more.

      Hank felt sorry that he couldn't do anything to save Mack, but there was plenty else to do on the battlefield. He looked across to see Gary's parents weeping over their son's body, and he couldn't imagine the pain they must have been going through. It was hard enough to see a child die, let alone knowing that it was by your own hand.

      “I can help,” he said, kneeling beside them. They looked at each other, and eventually nodded. Hank took their hands and closed his eyes, and as battle raged around them he said a prayer for Gary, the man who had saved his life.

      Saul was in the middle of the battlefield, leading his troops with great vigor. The man cut an impressive sight on the battlefield and he felt alive again, his blood boiling with the energy of conflict. He ran through the enemy and roared fiercely. His appearance alone was enough to scare others, and he found himself laughing at points, so overwhelmed was he by the sheer joy of the carnage. But he was also the only one who noticed Mack being taken away by the mayor, hoping to slip into the darkness. Saul knew it only would mean trouble for Mack.

      In that moment, he knew what he had to do. He battled his way through the forces standing in his way. Long ago he had eschewed his gun, wanting to feel the heat of battle in his fingers. With brutal punches, he fought his way through, feeling the ache in his old muscles. He had lived a hard life, a life of a brawler, and it had taken its toll on his weary muscles, but he was a fighter, and he was doing what he did best. He tossed people aside with his brute strength, and if anyone did land a hand on him, he shrugged it off. Nobody was going to tear him away from his mission.

      Across the battlefield he saw Alison, who was fighting just as fiercely as he was. She had been his match in a time when he never had thought he'd ever find anyone to love, or who would love him, and it filled his heart with pride to see her so resplendent in the heat of battle. She was truly the most beautiful thing he ever had seen, and he only regretted that he likely would not get a chance to tell her that, and he wished that she could see him.

      A punch caught him off-guard. Through gritted teeth he roared and hit back. Then he sprinted as fast as his creaking legs could take him across the battlefield, for now he had broken through the lines, and he could see the mayor holding a gun at Mack's head. Saul was filled with anger, and this fueled his speed. He ran as fast as he could until his lungs were burning, but he wasn't going to let this mayor take Mack’s life. Mack's death was going to be far more grand. He deserved a true warrior's death, not to be merely executed by an arrogant sop who had no place in this world.

      With a mighty roar Saul entered the fray and clubbed the guards before they could raise their weapons. They yelled as his mighty fists beat down upon them, and sent them to the ground. With his long hair matted and sweat flailing around him, Saul looked like a ferocious monster. The mayor was so shocked that he staggered back, and placed his other hand on the gun so that he was holding it with two, although both hands were trembling. The roar that left Saul's throat was inhuman, as was the wild look in his eyes.

      Mack called out Saul's name as he rose from his feet, thankful to the big man for saving his life, but he saw the present danger. Saul still was moving forward toward the mayor, and he threw himself in front of the bullet as the panicked mayor fired. It hit his gut and blood spilled out, but somehow Saul still managed to stagger forward. The mayor fired again and again, blasting the gun until it clicked, empty of bullets. Saul, riddled with bullets, reached out and grabbed the mayor, leaving bloodied stains all over his clothes, then sank to the ground.

      Mack cried out his name again and ran up to the mayor. The mayor raised the gun in a stupor, so shaken by Saul's act he had forgotten the gun wasn't loaded anymore. He fired at Mack, but it had no effect. The mayor looked down at the gun as if it made no sense, and then tried to move to one of the guards to get to his weapon. However, he never had a chance. Mack came in front of him and punched him square in the jaw, knocking him out cold.

      Then he turned to Saul, and held him in his arms just as he had held Gary. Saul's wounds were even more severe. Mack didn't understand how he managed to take so many bullets and still carried on moving, but then again Saul was a tough bastard. He coughed and blood filled his mouth. Saul spat out huge chunks, aiming for the mayor, which amused Mack. Saul was a brutal man right up until the end.

      “This can't be it,” Mack said, feeling over Saul's body, but it was hopeless.

      “I owed you one, Mack,” Saul said, and then his body went limp in Mack's arms.

      Mack roared in frustration as he laid Saul's body on the ground. Saul was a tough man and he had lived a tough life. It was fitting that his death was in the same vein, yet it didn't make it any less painful for Mack. Although he and Saul had not seen eye to eye in the early days, Saul had become one of Mack's most trusted companions, and one who had been with him the longest. He'd changed a lot since Mack first had pulled him out of the river, when Saul had been drowning, and finally he had paid back that debt. But Mack had seen him look after the kids and defend New Haven, and although at first Saul had professed he cared nothing for anyone but himself, Mack knew that deep down he had a good heart, and he would be missed. He placed his hands over Saul's eyes to close them, and felt a swell of sorrow for the big man. Then his gaze turned toward the mayor, and hatred filled his heart.

      This could all have been avoided if the mayor had been willing to listen, but now New Haven was alive with the sounds of war. Already there were too many dead, and Mack couldn't allow himself too much time to mourn his fallen comrade. He only hoped that Saul was the only friend he would have to say goodbye to that night. The summer and fall months flashed in front of his eyes, and he thought about all the friends he had made. He looked across at the bursts of gunfire that lit up the darkness and hoped that all those he loved would stay safe. Then he took hold of the mayor by the scruff of his neck and pulled him to his feet. Now that he had the mayor, the fighting soon would be over, and order would be restored to New Haven once again. Mack took one last look at Saul, then moved back to the battle.
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      The people of New Haven had won. Once Mack returned, holding the mayor, word soon spread, and any resistance the sewer-dwellers had offered quickly was extinguished. The people of New Haven looked weary, but they were glad to have won, and all congregated before Mack, who was glad to see that all of his other friends were still alive. Some of them were tending to their wounds, but otherwise were in good health. The mayor started to regain consciousness, and blurted out words in surprise. Mack punched him again, sending him to his knees. New Haven had a leader once again, and Mack was in his rightful place.

      The moon hung high in the sky, and the stars twinkled above. None of them knew it, but that day actually was Christmas Eve, and a new year beckoned. Freedom was perhaps the best present they ever could have given to each other, but it came at a price. As the people of New Haven came together, they looked around and were sad when they saw who was missing. Many of them wept, and Mack allowed them time to let the stress of the battle pass.

      Some kind souls went to the food supplies and started preparing a midnight feast for them to eat. The winter was cold and harsh, but together they knew they could defeat anything and the communal spirit warmed their hearts. Although they were sad at having lost people they loved, they also were glad to see all those who had survived, and rejoiced in their victory. Anna, who looked as though she had been through so much, walked up to Mack and flung her arms around him, glad to see that he had survived.

      “I wasn't sure what had happened after the mayor took you away. I thought for sure he was going to kill you,” she said tearfully.

      “He would have, if it hadn't been for Saul,” Mack replied, and from the tone of his voice she knew that Saul had not make it through the battle.

      His other friends came forward, and they all had their own stories to tell. Grace and Luis had fought side by side and were back to their old selves again. Maggie was searching through the darkness for Tristan and Sharon, and embraced them both when she found them. Hank was moving through the crowd, thanking those who had fought for him, and Freddie stood alone.

      After a suitable amount of time had passed, Mack pumped his arm in the air and yelled to everyone for their attention. The mayor was beside Mack, on his knees, with guns trained on him, as were the other sewer-dwellers who had fought against the people of New Haven. Mack cleared his throat before he addressed the crowd, and then launched into one of his famed speeches.

      “Tonight has been long, and you all have fought bravely. I am so proud of you for standing up for what you believe in and fighting for it. It is all too easy for us to stand by and let injustice continue. That was a mistake in the old world, where we were complacent and lazy. Now I am glad to see those are not qualities we have. I have spoken many times about what I want this place to be in the future, but it is easy to speak words. Tonight, we all have shown that we can put that into action, and that we are the people we want to be. New Haven is a special place to me. It is home, and I will not let it fall into the hands of another. This man tried to take away what is special about this place, and we said ‘No!’” The crowd erupted into a jubilant cheer.

      “But we also pride ourselves on our inclusive spirit and our forgiveness, and we do not condemn people for the actions of one man. I now am talking to those who lived in the sewers. I know you have been frightened, and you thought this man had led you to salvation, but he only was looking out for himself. Tonight has been a long night, and tension has been fraught between our people. If you can buy into the world we are making and take to heart our values, you have a place here. New Haven is a safe place for those who want to survive and a build a better tomorrow, but if you cannot live in the spirit of unity and co-operation, then you should leave now, and find your fate elsewhere.” Then, turning to the mayor, Mack scowled, “and as for you, there is no place for you here. I am exiling you from New Haven. You can scurry back to the sewers like the rat you are, or you can try finding your way in the city. Be thankful that I am merciful, because that’s more than you deserve.”

      The mayor cowered and dared not say anything in defiance. Even though Mack knew that exiling anyone from New Haven was basically a death sentence, he felt it a fitting punishment, for he still was bitter about the havoc that the mayor had wrought and how he was responsible for Saul’s death. Somewhat to Mack's surprise, many of the sewer-dwellers did indeed leave New Haven. Whether they returned to the sewers, or ventured forth into the city to try finding a better future for themselves, Mack never found out, but for those who stayed he welcomed them, and indeed, delivered on his promise.

      While Mack watched them skulk away he continued talking. “We have enough food now to last us for a while, and we no longer have to fear for our immediate future. We can look forward to a prosperous time together and work toward the community we want. I now know without a doubt that my rightful place is here, leading New Haven, for as long as you'll have me. People have given up their lives today so that we might go on. I know that many of you saw Gary as a traitor for working with his parents, but I firmly believe he was doing what he thought was best to help us. In fact, during the past few weeks he was working as a spy for me and reporting back on the mayor’s plans.

      “And Saul, someone who became a pillar of this settlement, gave up his life so that I may live. I know Saul, and I'm sure that he was glad to suffer a warrior's death, but I am also saddened by his loss, just as I am saddened by the loss of everyone else who has lost their lives tonight, and in the past. To commemorate all of them we shall build a pyre and celebrate their lives. We shall remember what they have done for us, and we shall bask in their warmth. New Haven will not only be a beacon of hope for anyone who finds it, but it also will be a memorial to those who have died.

      “Now that we have been through this, we can come out the other side as a better, stronger community, more united than ever before. Nothing can stand in our way. We've proven that before, we've proven that tonight, and we'll prove it again to anyone who doubts us. This is my home, our home, and we will make it into the place that we want. We shall go back to pursuing our happiness and living life the way we want to live it. We are the people of New Haven, and we are free!”

      A loud cheer rose up among the people as they all were stirred by Mack's words. Many of them were drained, both emotionally and physically, by the night's events, but they all were in a celebratory mood. They shared stories and drinks with each other, and when the food came out they tore into the feast with abandon, for once not having to worry about the size of their portions, or if this food would be the last meal for a while. The food supplies were stocked full, and they all could look toward spring, when the crops would be sprouting again and they could grow vegetables.

      Mack had a vision of what New Haven would be by that point. He wanted to use the winter to plan so they could hit the ground running in the spring, and they never would have to struggle for anything again. He stepped down and spoke with many people as they offered him their congratulations. Then he too took food, always with Anna by his side, for he didn't want to be without her again. After he moved through the crowd, he took his plate of food and walked over to where his group of friends were sitting. Except there was one notable exception among those who were still alive. Hank wasn't anywhere to be found.

      “He hasn't left, has he?” Mack asked.

      “He's walking around, doing what he can to comfort those who are in distress,” Maggie said.

      Mack craned his neck, and in the dim light he could see Hank's figure moving through the crowd, purposefully avoiding the group. Mack called out to him, and Hank was unable to avoid the group any longer. He walked over sheepishly, and dared not look any of them in the eye.

      “I'm sorry for everything, and I wish that you hadn’t found out this way. I wanted to tell you in my own time but--”

      “But nothing,” Mack said, “Like I said earlier, it doesn't matter what you've been through. You're our friend, and as far as I'm concerned, you're the best preacher out there. You are a vital piece of this community, Hank, and we don't want to see that change.” The others echoed Mack's sentiment, and all welcomed Hank back into the fold. He was smiling widely, overwhelmed with the love that he felt from them.

      “Thank you all so kindly. You are the most wonderful people, and I shall spend the rest of my days trying to make up for the mistakes I made in the past. I never can repay the debt you have given me, and I hope that you can understand the depths of my friendship for each of you,” he said.

      “I think you've helped us all at one point or another,” Grace said, “and all of us have things in our past that we'd like to forget. I've changed as much as anyone around here, if not more, and I know that I'm a different person, just like you. Mack has given us the opportunity to be better people, and I like to think we've all become a little better since we've known each other.”

      “I know I certainly have,” Luis said, and kissed Grace on the cheek. Then Luis stepped forward.

      “I'd like to make a toast to Saul as well. The big lug and I never really saw eye to eye, but he proved himself, and I'm really going to miss him. I'm sorry I never got a chance to say goodbye. It feels like ages ago since we were walking through the forest together, and more has happened in my life since the world ended than in all the years before. When I left home to backpack across the country, I never imagined that my life would lead me here, and I wouldn't want it to have led anywhere else,” Luis said.

      “I'm going to miss him, too,” Maggie added, “and you're right, Grace. We all have become better people since we've known each other. Before this started I was a cop who worked too many hours and a mom who never saw her son enough. Then the world ended, and all I wanted to do was find Tristan alive. I found him, thanks to you, Mack. Without you being there, I probably would have died during that search, and I didn't just find my son, I found all of you as well. I know I was a little difficult when we first met, but I'm glad that our paths have crossed. We've all lost a lot of people, both in this world and the one before it, but it's important we remember we have each other, and we're going to make this place into the best place it can be.”

      “Since it seems everyone is taking a turn at speaking their peace, I suppose I'm next,” Freddie said, “although I do have to rain on your parade a little bit, Maggie. I do have some news. It's been something I've been thinking about for a while, and it may come as a surprise to some of you. I understand that we all want to make New Haven into a wonderful place, but it feels as though all of you have some special skill to accomplish that. I talk to people, and I help them with their problems, but even before this world ended, I thought I could be doing more. I used to spend my time learning about things and indulging my curiosity, and I always told myself that one day I would go traveling around the country and escape the city, but it was one of things I never got around to doing. Some of my fondest memories are when we were traveling through the forest, not knowing what was going to happen day after day, and I miss that feeling. I don't want to my life to be looked back on with regret. After tonight especially, it's clear that if we want to do something, we have to do it, because we might not see tomorrow. So, I'm going to be leaving you all to go explore the unknown.”

      “We'll be sorry to see you go, Freddie, but I understand, and be sure to take a good supply of food with you. If one day you want to return, we'll be here waiting with open arms,” Mack said.

      “You can be sure I'll come back one day,” Freddie said, eyes twinkling, glad that all his friends were supportive of his dream. There was only one person left to speak, and that was Anna, although she looked at Grace and clasped the younger girl's hand.

      “We actually have the same announcement to make, and this seems like the right time to tell you all. We're both pregnant,” Anna said.

      There was a moment of disbelief among the group, but then they all rushed in for a huge hug. Mack and Luis were so happy, and kissed their loves. The happiness on their faces was pure, and they all were overjoyed. “We've got the future leaders of New Haven here,” Anna joked, and everyone laughed.

      Nobody slept that night. Everyone was in too good of a mood to sleep, so they stayed up until daybreak, and watched the morning sun rise over the horizon. Hank went to Mindy to make amends to her as well. The winter still was cold, but it no longer held the same fear it once did. They all helped get Freddie ready to leave, and walked him to the gate, where they said their farewells and watched him walk away into the city, hoping that one day they would see him again. Then Mack turned back and looked at the settlement that was blossoming before him. He saw his friends together, Sharon and Tristan overcoming their problems to have found love, and people including Hugo, Alison, Mindy, Daisy, Deborah, and Tash, who all looked comfortable in New Haven, like they belonged.

      Mack clasped Anna's hand and placed his hand over her belly. He kissed her tenderly on the lips and told her he loved her. Then he breathed in happily and sighed. “You know, I don't know what's going to happen in the future, but I know it's going to be good. This place is going to be something really special,” he said. Then he looked down at her belly again, “And you know what? I'm not so sure this has been the end of the world. I think it's only the beginning.”
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